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Chapter 1 – The Insomniac
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The red digits on the alarm clock glowed 3:05 a.m. The only sound in the room came from the muted television, flickering reruns across the walls like ghosts on parade. Martha Rowe lay flat on her back, eyes wide open, her fingers twiddling anxiously across her stomach as if searching for calm that refused to come.

Sleep had become a stranger. One she barely remembered how to greet.

She sat up slowly, sighing through clenched teeth. Her hand reached across the end table, grabbing the remote with a tired groan. Click. Click. Click. Infomercials, late-night talk shows, a rerun of a sitcom she used to love before everything turned dark. She tossed the remote beside her with a frustrated grunt.

Sliding out of bed, her bare feet touched the cold wooden floor. She walked toward the open bathroom door, her steps heavy but practiced, like muscle memory. The overhead light buzzed softly as she flicked it on.

There, in the mirror, she stared at the woman she’d become. Her messy curls framed a face drained of color. Underneath her eyes sat bags packed with sleeplessness. She opened the cabinet and began digging, tossing aside empty prescription bottles like hollow promises. When she found the bottle she needed, her stomach dropped. Empty.

“Fuck!” she barked, hurling the bottle to the floor.

The plastic bounced once, twice, and rolled into the shadows beneath the sink. She didn’t bother chasing it.

Martha returned to the bedroom and sat at the edge of the bed. Her hands threaded through her curls as she hung her head. The silence stretched long and taut like a piano wire. With a slow breath, she tilted her head toward the ceiling. Her hand rose instinctively to her neck, massaging the tension there.

Outside, the rays of a new morning began to pierce through the half-closed blinds. A faint orange glow painted the walls. Martha stood now, dressed only in her bra and panties, running an iron across her uniform shirt. On the TV screen behind her, the morning news played on mute. Headlines about politics and potholes. Nothing about the nightmares she lived.

By 6:30 a.m., she was driving. The rain had started without warning, splashing across her windshield in uneven rhythms. The wipers squeaked with every pass, struggling to keep up. Traffic was light, yet the mood was thick. She shook her head at the sky, then flipped the switch on her siren.

Red and blue lights danced in her rearview as she merged into the flow.

The police station was already alive when she stepped inside, coffee in hand, soaked from the knees down. Officers buzzed about the bullpen like worker ants, answering phones, scribbling in notepads, cracking the occasional bad joke. But the hum of the crowd dulled the moment she walked through. Her presence had that effect now—detached, guarded, unreadable.

She entered her office and closed the door behind her. The chaos outside melted to a muffle.

At her desk, she opened her laptop and began logging in. But before she could reach the welcome screen, a light knock startled her.

“Martha,” came a whisper from the door. A woman peeked in, wide-eyed.

“Yeah?” Martha responded, lifting her head.

“Captain wants to see you. Says it’s urgent.”

The woman disappeared, leaving the door open in her wake.

Martha rose with a sigh and crossed the bullpen once again. Captain Wells was already scribbling something on a form when she arrived at his office. The door was open, like always. She knocked twice on the frame.

“You wanted to see me?”

The Captain looked up briefly over his reading glasses. Then, as if remembering something unpleasant, he placed his pen down and gestured her inside.

“Come in, Rowe.”

She stepped in, standing at attention.

Captain Wells grabbed a manila folder from the stack on his desk and handed it to her without ceremony.

“Take a look.”

She opened it, her eyes scanning the first photo.

Her breath hitched.

“Oh my God,” she whispered, covering her mouth with one hand.

“We got what seems to be a serial killer on our hands,” he said flatly.

Martha closed the file halfway and looked up, locking eyes with him. “Do we have any leads?”
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