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​Prologue
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The notebook lies open; spine bent to a point where its binding is bare and ragged. A black ballpoint pen scratches across the page relentlessly, almost whispering as it carves letter after letter, line after line, in handwriting so small it could be ant tracks. The inked words pulse across the paper, each word merging into the next in a breathless, unbroken stream. Diagrams—rough sketches, half-formed symbols—litter the pages, each one consuming a fraction of white space, their edges eaten by words as the writing weaves around them.

A man's hand. Fingertips smudged faintly with ink, pressing the pages flat, forcing them to stay open as if the hand belonged to the notebook itself. The pen hovers, still for a moment. Then, with a harsh press of the tip, he dives back in, filling every inch of paper with a language that seems to bruise the paper as much as it fills it.

Snap.

Somewhere, a woman’s hand peels open the plastic package with delicate, reluctant fingers. Her nails are chipped, her hand trembling just enough that the crinkling sound echoes louder than it should in the dim light of the bathroom. The pregnancy test slides out, and her thumb rubs across the hard plastic surface as if trying to make sense of it before she even uses it. She breathes slowly, holding the test in her palm, staring down at it like it might hold an answer more final than she’s ready for.

His pen scratches faster now, more erratic. The words were carved into the page with a dark, feverish precision. Half-drawn images of faces fill corners, eyes hollow, smiles carved into thin, hungry slashes. Words crowd the paper’s edge, and a page turns with a faint crinkle, releasing a breath as if it, too, had been holding something back.

In the bathroom, the test sits on the counter, a silent judgment as she washes her hands, fingers scrubbing under the faucet. Each breath she takes is shallow, like a rhythm set against the ticking of a clock she can’t slow down.

The pen continues, relentless, driving over the page with renewed speed. Black ink darkens in pools where the man presses too hard, leaving splotches like bruises. Between the words, drawings of bones, hollow eyes, and jagged smiles.

In the bathroom, the woman sits down on the closed lid of the toilet, hands folded in her lap, knuckles white. She leans forward, resting her elbows on her knees, looking down at the floor, not daring to glance at the test. The seconds stretch. She reaches for it, her hand halting just before touching it, fingers hovering in midair.

The pen stops.

In the notebook, a full stop, a single blot of ink at the end of the last sentence, as though frozen, contemplating what it has just written.

The woman’s hand trembles, then reaches the rest of the way, lifting the test. She turns it over, her eyes closing briefly before she looks.

Positive.

The notebook lies open, page after page of scrawled madness bleeding ink into the night, lines of words and symbols sprawling to the margins. His hand paused, a finger taps against the page, a quiet, methodical rhythm, like a heartbeat that has no intention of stopping.

The woman in the bathroom stands, her hand holding the test by her side, eyes still lingering on it, as though caught between disbelief and something like dread.

The man lifts the pen again.
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​Chapter One
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The diner was a dive, the kind of place where the air felt thick with history, and the coffee tasted like it had been brewed for hours. Marcus King slid into the booth, settling in with a small sigh of relief. After a string of slower, quieter districts working homicide, this was exactly the kind of place he’d been itching for—busy, active, alive with the hum of real cases. He liked the energy in the air. It felt like a challenge.

Owen Barnes was already there, his back to the window, a coffee cup in his hand, and his eyes scanning the morning paper. He didn’t look up when Marcus sat down. He didn’t need to. Barnes had seen enough detectives come and go to know what kind of attitude they usually brought. Marcus didn’t seem like he’d be any different, though maybe he’d last a little longer. Still, Barnes wasn’t interested in finding out if his gut was wrong today.

“Well, this is cozy,” Marcus grinned, glancing around the worn-out booth. He tapped the table lightly, trying for casual, though his energy betrayed him, "Seems like a decent spot. So, what’s the deal around here? You know, aside from the murder rate."

Barnes didn’t laugh, not really. Just a quiet huff that barely passed for amusement. He sipped his coffee, slow, deliberate, before setting it back on the table. "Nothing much. Just the usual messes. You’ll get used to it."

Marcus leaned in slightly, his brow creasing as he studied Barnes, curiosity tempered with something like caution. “Not thrilled to see me, huh?” It wasn’t a jab—more of a quiet observation, like feeling for a soft spot in the ground. “You know, I’ve done homicide for five years. You’re not going to have to hold my hand.”

Barnes finally set the paper aside and gave Marcus a long, unreadable look. "You’re right; I’m not going to hold your hand. But, I’ve had a few partners. Some made it. Some didn’t." His gaze shifted back to the half-empty cup in front of him, his fingers tapping the rim. "To be honest, you’re not the first one to walk in here with that chip on your shoulder."

Marcus let the words settle, the corner of his mouth curling into something halfway between a smirk and a challenge. He could’ve snapped back, could’ve gotten defensive, but he didn’t. Instead, he shrugged like Barnes’ jab didn’t bother him—like maybe it even hit close to the truth, and he didn’t mind.

“Chip’s there for a reason,” Marcus said, his tone easy, almost conversational. “It keeps me upright.” He drummed his knuckles once on the table for emphasis, the sound sharp and deliberate. “But don’t worry—if I start tipping over, you’ll be the first to know.”

He leaned back, relaxed, but there was a glint in his eye now, something alive and irrepressible. “Far as I’m concerned, the job’s all that matters. You don’t have to like me, Barnes, but you’ll know I can carry my weight.”

He leaned back and quickly ordered from the passing waitress. Bacon, fried eggs, hash browns, biscuits drowning in gravy. He turned back to Barnes, "If anything, I’m here to get things moving. You need someone who can make a call without worrying about it."

Barnes eyed him for a moment, the edges of his mouth curling slightly. "Yeah, and sometimes that works. But most of the time, it doesn’t." His voice was calm, almost fatherly, but there was an edge to it that Marcus couldn’t ignore. "You want to make a name for yourself? You’re gonna have to learn how to take your time, kid. This isn’t a sprint."

Marcus was quiet for a second, digesting Barnes’s words, even if he didn’t agree with them. He hadn’t gotten this far by taking it slow. He was the kind of guy who jumped in first, thinking on his feet, pulling triggers when everyone else was still talking. But Barnes wasn’t wrong. Not completely. He was just... different. And that was fine. It didn’t mean Marcus couldn’t teach him something, too.

"Fair enough," Marcus finally said. "But let me tell you something. I’m not in this to just sit around and wait for the right moment. I’ve got my ways. They work."

Barnes looked at him for a beat, then nodded slowly. "I don’t doubt it. But you don’t know this district. Not like I do." He took another sip of coffee, his gaze distant for a moment. "This place? It’ll chew you up if you don’t start playing it smart."

The waitress came by, setting down Marcus’s plate with a heavy clatter. The smell of sizzling bacon and rich gravy filled the air, mixing with the sharp scent of coffee. Marcus dug in immediately, savoring the greasy comfort of the food. It was fuel, plain and simple.

Barnes barely touched his toast. It was thin, dry, and lifeless compared to Marcus’s towering breakfast, but he didn’t mind. He wasn’t here for the food anyway.

Barnes glanced at the window, the sky outside smudged with dark clouds. It wasn’t raining yet, but the air had that feeling—heavy, expectant. He didn’t comment on it; he just watched for a beat before returning to his coffee.

Marcus followed his gaze, squinting at the creeping storm. “Guess it’s coming down soon.”

“Yeah,” Barnes said, noncommittal, as if the weather didn’t deserve any more of his time.

Barnes didn’t look away from the glass. “This city it’ll test you on that.”

There it was—a crack in the silence, a warning not delivered with sentiment but with the edge of experience. Marcus heard it and let it sit, unbothered. He wasn’t here to debate the odds.

Marcus let the silence hang, “I’ll do my part,” he said finally, the edge in his voice cutting through the quiet.

Barnes looked at him for a moment, unreadable as ever. He didn’t answer, didn’t argue—just nodded once like that was enough.

The waitress arrived to top off their mugs, and the faint scrape of ceramic against wood filled the gap in conversation. Outside, the rain finally started, pattering softly against the window before picking up.

Marcus watched it for a second, then pushed his empty plate aside, his energy restless again. “We done here?”

Barnes drained his coffee, set the cup down, and stood. “Yeah. Let’s move.”

Neither of them said anything more as they stood to leave. The door swung open and they stepped out into the rain; the unexpectedness of the day loomed ahead.
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​Chapter Two
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The air had turned thick, a muggy soup that stuck to their skin as they took each slow step up the narrow staircase. It’s pitch black except for the narrow cones of their flashlights, cutting thin beams through the stale, fetid dark. The smell is already creeping down from the apartment above, a sticky, rancid sweetness that crawls into their sinuses and coats the back of their throats with something vile and thick. It’s the smell of a body left too long, stewing in its own rot.

“Christ,” Marcus spits, dragging his sleeve across his mouth, voice muffled as he fights to keep his stomach in check. “The hell were the patrol guys thinking, just leaving this for us?”

Barnes just grunts, unphased but with a hardness around his eyes. "Hell of a place to call it quits,” he mutters, stepping carefully to avoid slick patches on the steps. The rain-soaked walls are shedding flakes of old paint streaked with mildew, the stairwell’s plaster peeling like scabs from a wound.

They reach the door, swollen from humidity, the knob damp and slimy to the touch. Barnes twists it with a grimace, and the door creaks open, spilling a rush of that smell right into their faces. Marcus’s nose wrinkles as he steps back, a hand clamping over his mouth. His eyes water. “Fuck,” he whispers, voice strained. “That’s... that’s foul.”

Barnes doesn’t answer, just steps inside, flashlight sweeping over the chaos. They’re in a dead man’s lair, a grave of grime and decay. The walls are coated in mold, thick and spongy, like green-black bruises spreading in every corner. Strips of wallpaper hang limp, curling down to reveal blotchy patches underneath. The whole place looks diseased. Flies swarm in the thin beam of light, buzzing erratically, landing in thick, twitching clusters on every surface.

But the worst of it—the absolute, stomach-turning horror of it—waits for them on the bed.

Marcus’s flashlight catches it first, his breath hitching as he takes in the sight. His hands tighten on the flashlight until his knuckles are white, jaw clenched against a rising wave of bile. The body sprawls on the bed, tied spread-eagle, a grotesque parody of life. The limbs are strapped down, flesh bulging and splitting around the restraints where blood pooled, turned sticky, rancid. The skin—god, the skin—is bloated, a sickly purplish-black with patches of yellow-green. He’s rotting, flesh glistening under their lights, wet and glossy, splitting open like overripe fruit.

Barnes lets out a low hiss through his teeth. He’s seen things in this job, things most people can’t even picture in nightmares. But this? This is a whole new level of filth. “Looks like they tied him down and left him to rot. Like some goddamn exhibit.”

The face is swollen almost beyond recognition, skin sloughing off in patches where fluids leak from the eyes, the nose, and the mouth, leaving slick trails down his cheeks. The hair sticks to his skull in clumps, matted and tangled, barely clinging to the scalp. Maggots writhe in the eye sockets, wriggling in and out, fat white grubs glistening in the dim light as they devour whatever’s left of his face.
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