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“Three, two, one.”

The red light went live above Camera Two, and the studio changed all at once. A second earlier it had been cables underfoot, a makeup girl backing away, a floor manager with two fingers raised in the air and a jaw set around a countdown. Then the room flattened into television. The light found the glass desk. The city lights on the wall behind them sharpened into a perfect midnight skyline that was not the city at all but looked enough like one on screen. Clara Holloway turned toward the lens with practiced gravity, one hand resting lightly on a stack of cards she would never need.

“Good evening. I’m Clara Holloway, and this is The World Report.”

Her voice had the weight of authority without the drag of effort. It was why people trusted her. She sounded like someone who could hold tragedy in one hand and make it legible for millions before the hour was over.

“Tonight, for the first time together in a live studio interview, the two detectives at the center of the investigation that ended the nineteen-month reign of terror known around the world as the Mannequin Murders.”

The image on the monitor opposite them changed to a restrained montage: flashing cameras against police tape, a blurred storefront window, a row of white tents under rain, a newspaper front page with a headline too large to be dignified. Twenty-eight known scenes. Eleven cities if the press count was right. Months of public panic, false leads, and a killer who had turned retail glass and evening foot traffic into instruments of fear. The network had chosen the cleanest images they could. Even blurred, Benji felt his shoulders draw tighter.

“Please welcome Detective Benjamin Mause and Detective Livian Katt.”

Applause rose from the small studio audience, neat and warm and completely detached from the rooms they were clapping for.

Benji turned when Clara turned, because he knew how television worked and because every person in the studio expected him to, but the smile he gave the audience was thin and brief. The lights were hotter than he had expected. He could feel them across his forehead and at the bridge of his nose. His jacket sat correctly on his shoulders, his tie was straight, his hair had been persuaded into something cleaner than usual by a woman in a black headset who had apologized twice for touching him. None of it felt natural. Beside him, Liv looked like she had been built for the exact temperature of the room.

Her dark blazer cut cleanly at the waist. The white blouse beneath it was open lower than broadcast modesty should have allowed, though somehow on Liv it looked less careless than inevitable, as if propriety itself had made a slight adjustment to accommodate her. One leg crossed over the other. One hand rested on the desk beside a clear water glass. Her expression was composed, not cold, the sort of face cameras loved because it seemed to promise more than it gave.

Clara turned first to Benji. “Detective Benjamin Mause.”

He gave the faintest wince and said, before she could continue, “Benji, please.”

The audience laughed softly, grateful for a human note. Clara smiled with exactly the amount of amusement the moment required.

“Benji,” she said. “Thank you for being here.”

“Thank you for having us.”

He heard how formal he sounded and disliked it immediately. Liv did not look at him, but he could feel the shape of her attention change beside him, the way it always did when she noticed his discomfort before anyone else.

Clara angled toward both of them now. “The Mannequin Murders terrified people in a way very few cases ever do. Twenty-eight known scenes over nineteen months. Victims displayed in storefront windows across multiple cities, posed and arranged like retail mannequins. There are people watching tonight who remember avoiding glass after dark. Some who still do. When you hear that title now, what is the first thing that comes back to you?”

The answer the audience wanted was horror. The answer the show wanted was drama distilled into a line. Benji knew that. He also knew the truth rarely arrived in a line.

“The silence,” he said.

Clara’s brows lifted slightly. “The silence?”

“At the first scene, there were already patrol units, uniforms, tape going up, people stopped on the sidewalk, phones out.” He kept his hands together under the desk because he did not trust himself not to begin diagramming the scene in the air. “But when you got close enough to the window to understand what you were looking at, everything changed. The crowd would go quiet. Not all at once. In pieces. One person realizing it, then another. And for a few seconds nobody wanted to be the first person to say it out loud.”

He did not mention the woman’s left hand turned just so against a column of winter coats. He did not mention the wire hidden in the seam of the display platform. He did not mention the way the killer had adjusted the overhead spotlights so the victim’s face remained half in shadow until someone moved two steps to the right. Some truths stayed large only because the details underneath them were too ugly to offer under studio lights.

Clara let the silence settle for half a beat. She was good.

“And you, Detective Katt?”

Liv’s eyes moved to Clara, steady and dark. “The audience.”

Clara tilted her head. “The audience.”

“He wanted one,” Liv said. “That’s what made the scenes different from ordinary staging. This wasn’t concealment. It wasn’t private ritual. The placement only worked if strangers found it in public, through glass, under light, in a space already built for looking. He needed witnesses before he needed investigators.”

The words landed cleanly. They always did with her. Benji watched Clara react to them, watched the audience react to Clara reacting, and had the familiar, disorienting thought that Liv understood not just what to say but how the sentence would move through a room once it left her mouth.

Clara glanced down, though he suspected again she did not need the cards. “When the case first broke, there were reports that local investigators thought multiple offenders might be involved. The complexity of some of the scenes, the transport, the positioning. At what point did you begin to believe you were hunting a single killer?”

Benji answered before he meant to. “Very early.”

Clara turned to him. “Why?”

“Because of restraint.” He heard Liv inhale softly through her nose, not correcting him, only preparing to listen. “Most people think complexity means excess. It doesn’t. Not in a scene. Not if someone’s done it before. At the first window, every visible element did exactly one job. Nothing extra, nothing expressive for its own sake. Whoever did it understood weight distribution, sightline, timing, entry and exit, crowd behavior.” He paused. “And he knew when to stop. That’s usually one mind, not several.”

“Usually?”

“People make each other sloppy.”

The audience gave him another small laugh, unsure whether he had meant to be funny. Clara smiled. “That sounds like experience.”

“It sounds like paperwork.”

That got a bigger laugh, including from Clara. Even Benji smiled, though only for a moment. Beside him Liv still had not touched her water.

“Detective Katt,” Clara said, “you came into the investigation after that first scene. There are some who say the case changed when you did.”

There it was. The cleaner version of the story. The one magazines loved. Benji, the obsessive reader of rooms. Liv, the brilliant profiler with impossible calm. The case had changed because bodies kept appearing and because leads failed and because lab delays were real and because six different departments had needed to stop stepping on one another long enough to share the same map. But television liked people better than process.

Liv’s smile was small and gracious. “Cases change for a hundred reasons. I was one of them.”

Clara leaned in slightly. “What do you think you saw that others missed?”

Benji knew the question was for Liv, but part of him wanted to answer anyway. Not because he disagreed with her, but because he knew exactly what she had seen. It was the first thing that had unsettled him about her.

“He didn’t just want the victims displayed,” Liv said. “He wanted the first witness to doubt themselves.”

Clara held very still.

“For a few seconds,” Liv continued, “every scene could be mistaken for what it was pretending to be. A display. A concept. Something artificial. That hesitation mattered to him. He wanted the city complicit in its own looking. He wanted people to step close before horror corrected them.”

No one laughed that time. Even the audience understood the shape of that truth.

Clara glanced toward Benji. “Was that your read as well?”

“Not at first.” He looked at Liv then, because the lie would have sounded wrong if he did not. “At first I was reading mechanics.”

“And she was reading motive.”

“Yes.”

Clara smiled as though she had been handed exactly what she wanted. “Is that why you worked so well together? Different minds reading the same darkness from different angles?”

Benji almost said no, because the question was sentimental and because people always became simplistic when a story stayed in the news long enough. Then he felt Liv shift very slightly beside him, not touching him, only occupying space with more intention, and he heard himself answer with more honesty than television deserved.

“Yes.”

He felt rather than saw Clara register it.

“When did you know?” she asked.

It was too clean a question. Benji’s eyes narrowed faintly. “Know what?”

“That she was the right partner for the case.”

There was another small audience laugh, pleased at the correction. Clara let it pass.

Benji looked toward the camera for the first time since the opening. The lens was a black circle inside a larger black housing, and for one irrational second it looked to him like the dark center of a storefront window before dawn.

“At the first scene,” he said. “Everyone else was looking at the body. She was looking at where the killer expected people to stand.”

He heard the quiet shift in the room that meant a line had landed. Clara turned to Liv. “And when did you know about him?”

Liv finally reached for her water glass. Her fingers were elegant and precise. She lifted the glass, took a small sip, and lowered it again with the same measured calm she did everything. The base touched the desk without sound. Then, almost absentmindedly, she moved it a fraction of an inch farther forward until the rim sat just past the edge of the glass tabletop.

Benji noticed because he noticed everything. He noticed the studio light catching in the water line. He noticed the impossible exactness of the adjustment. He noticed because it was a useless thing to notice and his mind was full of useless things.

Liv looked at Clara. “He was already writing when I got there.”

Clara frowned pleasantly. “Writing?”

“In a notebook.” Liv’s mouth curved. “Everyone else was staring at the horror. He was documenting the problem.”

Clara turned to Benji. “Is that true?”

He almost said, It depends what you mean by true. Instead he nodded once. “I was taking notes.”

“At a scene like that.”

“At every scene like that.”

Clara gave him a look of carefully measured curiosity. “What did you write?”

The answer arrived before he could soften it. “The things I didn’t want the room to take from me.”

For the first time since they had sat down, Liv looked at him fully. It was brief, but it was real. Not camera-ready. Not strategic. Something quieter and more dangerous than either.

Clara, sensing the shift without understanding it, let the silence hold for another heartbeat before moving on. “There’s a question people have asked since the day the arrest was announced.” She folded her hands. “After nineteen months, after twenty-eight known scenes, after all that fear and all that public pressure, what does it feel like to be the two people who stopped him?”

The audience wanted justice. Relief. Heroism. A sentence to close the circuit.

Benji thought of windows at midnight. Of bodies made into still life. Of the months after the arrest when he still woke certain he had forgotten something small and fatal. He thought of how victory never looked like television when it was over. It looked like paperwork, sleeplessness, and rooms that remained empty in your head long after the evidence was boxed.

He did not answer immediately.

Beside him, Liv smiled the smile that had opened judges, witnesses, grieving mothers, arrogant men in expensive offices, and more than one detective who should have known better.

“It feels,” she said, smooth as cut glass, “like the city can breathe again.”

The audience applauded. Clara nodded. The segment moved forward.

But Benji’s attention had snagged, not on the line itself, but on the space just after it. On the way Liv’s fingers rested near the water glass. On the rim set slightly over the desk edge, precise enough to be deliberate, casual enough to be nothing. On the fact that he had no reason at all to be looking there and yet could not seem to stop.

The floor manager lifted five fingers from the dark beyond the lights. Five minutes left in the segment.

Clara asked another question. Benji answered it. Liv answered the one after that. The interview went on, polished and controlled and perfectly broadcast to millions of people who would go to bed believing they had just watched closure.

But beneath the lights, with applause rising and dying on cue, Benji had the strangest sensation that something in the room was fractionally out of place.

Not enough to name.

Only enough to remember.
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​Chapter 1

​The Window
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The first person to see her did not scream.

He slowed.

It was that hour when the city was still between selves. Night had not fully let go, but morning had begun making small claims on the street. Metal security gates rattled upward one storefront at a time. Delivery trucks idled at the curb. Light gathered slowly in the glass, in puddles, in chrome, in the high black windows that still belonged to darkness.

Eli Mercer walked the block every weekday at 5:42.

He had done it often enough that he no longer checked the time. His body knew the turn, the pace, the exact point where the wind funneled hard between buildings and cut through his coat. He noticed the same things each morning because routine had trained him to notice almost nothing at all.

That was why the change caught him.

He nearly passed the boutique before realizing the front display had been redone overnight.

He slowed without meaning to.

The store usually staged aggressively—too many pieces, too many colors, too much effort pretending to be effortless. This was different. One figure. One look. No price cards. No loud accessories. Just a single mannequin under a narrow, expensive-looking wash of light.

He took another step.

The pose was what held him. Not dramatic. Not fashion-theater exaggerated. The figure stood with one foot slightly forward, shoulders turned a fraction, as if caught in the middle of deciding whether to leave or stay. The blouse was pale. The skirt dark. Minimal. Elegant. The whole display had the unsettling calm of something that had been arranged by a person with absolute patience.

Eli moved closer to the glass.

The hands were wrong.

Not obviously. Not at first. But wrong.

Mannequin hands were always a little too clean, a little too finished. These had tension in them. A slight bend in the second knuckle of the left index finger. A tiny asymmetry where there should have been none.

He stopped.

A taxi rolled through the intersection behind him, and its headlights dragged across the storefront window. For an instant the reflection on the glass shifted, and the face inside the display came clear.

Not fully.

Enough.

Enough to show variation in the skin. Enough to show the faint softness beneath the eyes. Enough to make his brain hesitate, then recoil from what it had already understood.

He leaned in before he could stop himself.

“Hey,” he said quietly, absurdly, as if a person standing behind glass in a closed store at dawn might answer him.

The overhead light buzzed once.

His eyes found the mouth next. Slightly open. Not stylized. Not posed with any of the exaggerated symmetry store mannequins used to fake life. Just parted enough to suggest the last shape breath might have taken before it disappeared.

Something cold moved through his stomach.

“No,” he said.

He stepped back too quickly, his heel catching the broken edge of the curb. He hit the newspaper box with one hand, steadied himself, then looked again, because some terrified part of him still wanted the second look to fix the first.

It didn’t.

Now that he had seen it, the body would not go back to being a display.

The line of the throat was human. The weight of the blouse was human. The slight give in the shoulders, the unnatural stillness of the chest, the terrible wrongness of a real woman made to hold a mannequin’s place in a store window—it was all human.

A woman in a camel coat slowed behind him.

“What?” she asked. “What are you staring—”

She followed his gaze and stopped.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then she stepped closer to the glass, one hand half-lifting toward her mouth.

“Oh my God.”

Eli shook his head, though he did not know what he was denying.

“No,” he said again, softer now. “No, that’s not—”

But it was.

The street noticed in fragments.

A man walking a dog slowed, then stopped. The dog barked once at the glass, then went silent with its ears pinned back. Two delivery workers across the street turned toward the growing stillness before they understood what they were seeing. Someone pulled out a phone. Someone else said, “Call somebody,” but did not move to do it. No one wanted to be the first to put language to it.

The silence spread unevenly. One person caught by it, then another. A pause. A second look. Then understanding.

Eli could not make himself look at the hands again.

By the time the first patrol car arrived, the crowd had doubled.

The officers moved with the quick, clipped efficiency of people trained not to mirror panic. One began pushing the growing knot of onlookers back toward the curb. Another stretched yellow tape across the sidewalk in a line so thin and official it felt almost insulting against what stood behind the glass.

“Back up, please.”

“Everybody behind the tape.”

“Sir. Sir, I need you back.”

No one argued.

The first officer to the window stood there longer than he meant to. Eli saw it happen. The man approached like a cop responding to a call, then stopped like a human being forced into something else. His jaw tightened. His eyes moved once over the body, then away, then back again.

He reached for his radio.

“Possible DOA,” he said.

Then, after a pause:

“No. Confirmed.”

The word changed the sidewalk.

Confirmed.

Not a misunderstanding. Not some grotesque promotional stunt. Not a medical collapse in public. A body. A dead woman. A storefront turned into a display case.

Inside the glass, she stood exactly as she had been left.

Not hidden.

Not abandoned.

Arranged.

Benjamin Mause arrived before most of the crowd knew he mattered.

He ducked under the tape when a uniform lifted it and crossed the sidewalk without hurry, one hand in his coat pocket, the other already reaching for the notebook he always carried. He was tall without trying to be imposing, lean in the way of men who forgot meals when their minds were busy, his suit dark and clean beneath a heavier coat. His hair looked as though he had run his fingers through it instead of a comb. The early light caught the lighter tips in it. His glasses were on, which meant he had either been reading recently or hadn’t slept enough to bother taking them off.

He did not look at the crowd.

He looked at the window.

Not the body.

The glass.

Reflections first.

Streetlights. Police lights. The shifting shapes of officers moving behind him. His own outline. The crowd compressed into a blur of dark coats and pale faces. He stepped once to the left and watched the reflections change. Then once more.

Only then did he let himself see her fully.

He stood still for three seconds.

Not from shock. From measurement.

Then he pulled out the notebook and opened it.

The cover was worn at the corners, the spine softened by years of use. He wrote fast, in compressed lines only a few people would have been able to read even if he’d shown them, which he wouldn’t.

Shoulders turned for sightline, not natural stance.

Weight set over right leg.

Support concealed—rear line or left side.

Lighting chosen for delayed recognition.

Reads artificial at distance. Human at approach.

He paused, eyes moving to the left hand.

Not corrected, he wrote.

That one pleased him, though he would not have said why. It was useful. It meant something. It meant whoever had done this had known what mattered and missed something else.

Or left it.

A voice came from behind him.

“You’re already writing.”

He finished the line before turning.

She was standing just outside the tape, waiting for the officer nearest her to lift it.

Dark blazer. White blouse open lower than it had any right to be at this hour, though nothing in her posture invited the cheap conclusions other people would draw from it. Her hair fell in dark, controlled waves around her face. Her expression was calm in the way expensive glass is calm: polished, reflective, and capable of hiding the force beneath it. She had already read the scene once from where she stood. He could tell.

The tape lifted.

She stepped under.

“You’re early,” she said.

“You’re late.”

The corner of her mouth shifted. Not quite a smile. Not far from one.

“Traffic.”

He looked at her for a beat, as if deciding whether the lie deserved acknowledgment. Then he looked back at the window.

She came to stand beside him.

Not close enough to touch. Close enough to register.

For a moment neither of them spoke. The crowd noise behind them blurred into sirens, radios, and the restless movement of people who wanted to stay near horror without admitting that was why.

Then she said, quietly, “He didn’t leave her here.”

Benji kept his eyes on the body.

“No,” he said. “He placed her.”

Her gaze sharpened slightly. “For who?”

He thought about it. Not for long.

“The first person who stopped.”

She looked not at the victim, but at the glass, where the crowd still moved in reflection behind them.

“Not the first person,” she said.

He turned his head.

She met his eyes.

“The first pause.”

He held her gaze a moment longer than he meant to.

Then he looked back at the display.

That changed it.

Not the body. Not the facts. The shape of the room around it. Until then he had been reading mechanics, angle, weight, support, delay. Necessary things. Good things. But she had named the audience hidden inside the arrangement, and now he could feel the crowd as part of the scene the killer had built.

He opened the notebook again.

First witness experience integral to staging, he wrote.

Scene depends on hesitation.

That was better.

That was dangerous.

Behind them, another patrol unit rolled up. Somewhere down the block, a camera shutter clicked, followed by the sharp voice of a uniform yelling at somebody to back the hell away from the tape. The city was fully awake now. The window would belong to everyone by noon.

Benji closed the notebook and slipped the pen into the spine.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

She looked at him as if deciding whether he was serious.

“Detective Livian Katt.”

He nodded once. “Mause.”

“I know.”

That should have irritated him. Instead, it didn’t.

He looked through the glass once more at the woman standing dead under retail light, her body made to hold the shape of something manufactured, and felt the case widen before it had properly begun.

Beside him, Liv slipped one hand into the pocket of her trousers and kept watching the display with an expression so composed it was impossible to tell whether she was moved by what she saw or simply mastering it faster than everyone else.

Benji wrote one last line before closing the notebook for good.

Not a body in a window.

A window built around a body.

This time, when he looked up, Liv was watching him write.

Neither of them spoke.

The scene had already begun to belong to them.
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​Chapter 2

​The Glass
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By seven-thirty, the sidewalk was no longer a sidewalk.

It was a perimeter.

Yellow tape held the edge. Uniforms held the crowd. Press clustered just far enough back to grow louder with every minute they were denied a better view. The morning had gone from blue-gray to full daylight, and daylight made the window worse. What had looked uncanny before dawn now looked exact. The glass gave nothing back. Every line of the display stood out with the flat clarity of something that had been built to survive scrutiny.

Benji stood just inside the boutique in latex gloves and an unbuttoned coat, his notebook tucked into the inner pocket for the moment, his attention moving the way it always did when a room stopped being a room and became a set of decisions.

The store smelled faintly of perfume, pressed fabric, and refrigerated air. Somebody had killed the music after patrol entered, but the silence felt no less curated. The place had been designed to flatter everything inside it. This morning it was extending the same courtesy to the dead.

The woman remained upright in the front display beneath the track lighting that had first made her seem false.

Up close, the illusion had no chance.

Her skin had gone too still for that. Her mouth no longer hinted at breath. The pale blouse had been buttoned with enough care to suggest intimacy, then left just imperfect enough to read as natural at a glance. The skirt fell neatly to the knee. The shoes were store stock, not hers. There was a support at the back after all, concealed along the spine and fixed into the structure behind her.

Bell crouched two feet away with his camera, shooting from below.

“Don’t move,” he said.

“I’m not moving.”

“You think too hard. It travels.”

The shutter clicked.

Tomas Bell was one of the few scene men Benji trusted without reservation. Early forties, narrow face, tired dark eyes, patience welded to habit. He photographed a room the way some men worked a confession—by waiting for the lie in it to shift.

“You get the hand?” Benji asked.

Bell adjusted the lens by millimeters. “Three angles. Left hand’s the part that bothers me.”

“It should.”

Bell glanced up. “That insight billable, or you giving it away?”

Benji ignored him.

Across the room, June Cray stood at a folding evidence table with two print kits open and her sleeves rolled. She had the particular stillness of someone already annoyed with everyone else’s breathing. Her gloves were powdered at the fingertips. Her hair was pinned up in a way that suggested she had done it while walking.

“So far,” she said, “every surface worth a damn has either been wiped or never touched bare-handed.”

Liv, standing a few feet away, said, “That sounds encouraging.”

June looked at her over the table. “That sounds like the sentence I say before I ruin a captain’s morning.”

Bell muttered, “There she is.”

June didn’t look at him. “You keep talking, I’ll dust your camera out of spite.”

Liv’s gaze moved once around the room, taking in the mirrored side panels, the shelving, the neutral-toned clothing arranged around the body, the shoes set with retail symmetry on low white risers. She had gloves on now. Her blazer remained buttonless. Her blouse remained open exactly where she had decided it should remain. With one side of her hair tucked behind her ear, she looked less soft and more precise, as if the room itself had cut her sharper.

Benji had not asked who assigned her to the scene. He did not need to. Cases like this acquired extra eyes quickly. Public staging. Female victim. Press already gathering. Command pressure rising by the minute. Somebody had decided one detective’s instincts were no longer enough for the room.

He had not yet decided whether that irritated him.

He moved closer to the display.

The victim had been given a version of elegance. That was the first insult in it. She had not been thrown, abandoned, or brutalized in the crude theatrical ways some killers preferred when they wanted headlines. She had been arranged. Balanced. Refined. Taste had been used as camouflage.

Benji crouched to eye level with the shoes.

Cream leather. Store pair. Soles clean.

He looked past the hemline to the line of the ankles. One had been set, corrected, then set again. He could see it in the slight tension through the calf and the way the support took the weight at the back.

He stood.

Liv moved to his side without speaking. The fact that he didn’t mind that annoyed him slightly more.

“What do you see?” she asked.

“Patience.”

“That’s not evidence.”

“It is if you understand what patience buys.”

She folded her arms. “Say that like you expect another human being to hear it.”

He looked through the glass at the sidewalk beyond them. Three cameras now. Two microphones lifted above heads. People leaning for a view as if enough staring might turn horror into explanation.

“This took time,” he said. “Transport, dressing, support, lighting, placement. No rush in the build. No panic in the finish.”

“No interruption.”

“No fear of interruption,” he said.

That held her for a second.

He went on. “Either the killer understood this block well enough to work inside its dead hours, or had access long enough not to care.”

Liv’s eyes shifted to the front lock, then to the register, then to the narrow hall at the rear. “Employee.”

“Maybe. Vendor. Cleaner. Somebody with keys.”

“Somebody trusted.”

“Or tolerated.”

Bell stood and stretched one knee until it cracked. “If you two keep saying maybe, I’m switching departments.”

June said, “They’d send you back. Nobody else wants that much commentary with their photography.”

A uniform appeared from the back and stopped when he saw all four of them looking his way.

“Detective Mause?”

Benji turned.

“Captain wants a word outside. Press line’s getting stupid.”

“When isn’t it?”

The officer thought about answering, gave up, and retreated.

Benji took one more look at the body before stepping away. Liv stayed where she was.

“Don’t touch anything I haven’t already resented,” June called after him.

He lifted a hand without looking back.

The farther he moved from the display, the more expensive the boutique became. Cream walls. Dark brass accents. Floating shelves. Mirrors angled to improve self-regard. Every inch designed to make the customer feel more complete than they had arrived. Now all of it existed in service to a dead woman under track lights.

Captain Naomi Serrano stood just outside the tape with a paper coffee cup she had forgotten to drink.

She had the face of a woman who understood that command was mostly triage performed at conversational volume. Mid-forties, dark hair pulled back, coat still buttoned despite the warming day. Her eyes moved from the press to Benji and back again, already calculating how long before someone said the wrong thing into a camera.

“Tell me this is one body and one psycho with a hobby,” she said, “not the beginning of a civic event.”

“It’s too early.”

“That’s not soothing.”

“It’s not intended to soothe.”

She ignored that. “Press has storefront, female victim, no obvious robbery, and the phrase ‘display killing’ drifting around out there. If they reach ‘mannequin’ before noon, I’m dropping someone through a window.”

“You should start with the cameras.”

“I usually do. They breed.”

She shoved the coffee into his hand. He took it on reflex.

“Victim?”

“Waiting on formal ID. Store manager’s inside. Neighbor canvass underway. Entry still looks clean.”

“And your read?”

He looked back through the glass. From this angle, the body resumed part of its intended effect. More composition than death at first glance. That, he thought, had been the point.

“He wanted discovery,” Benji said. “Not immediate. Not hidden. Timed.”

Serrano nodded once. “And her?”

He knew who she meant.

“She sees the audience in it.”

“Good,” Serrano said. “That’s why she’s here.”

He said nothing.

She looked at him over the rim of her own untouched cup. “Don’t turn territorial on me.”

“I’m not territorial.”

“You’re standing in a murder boutique holding my coffee like I interrupted a marriage.”

He almost smiled. Almost.

Serrano continued, “This crossed out of single-detective ownership the minute the first cell phone came up. You know that.”

He took a sip. The coffee was cooling.

“She temporary?”

Serrano’s mouth shifted, not quite amusement. “Everybody is.”

Then she was gone, stepping toward the press with the steady stride of someone about to tell a careful lie in the public interest.

Benji watched her go for half a second, then headed back inside.

The store manager had arrived while he was out.

She sat on a velvet bench by the register with a paper cup she wasn’t drinking and an officer beside her who had the expression of a man trying not to look at the display again. Mid-thirties. Good coat over gym clothes. Face gone pale beneath competent makeup. Every few seconds she looked toward the window, then away too quickly, as if checking whether the body would still be there if she gave it another chance.

Liv stood in front of her, not looming, not softening, simply occupying the exact amount of space required.

“What time did you close?” Liv asked.

“Eight. Maybe eight-ten by the time everything was done.”

“Alone?”

“My assistant left around seven-thirty. So yes.”

“Alarm set?”

“Yes.”

“Who turned it off this morning?”

“No one. The responding officer had me do it when I got here.”

“Who has keys?”

The woman blinked. “Me. The owner. Assistant manager. Cleaning service has a code on Mondays and Thursdays, but not a key.”

“Why not?”

A reflex tightened her mouth. “We changed that.”

“Why?”

“One of them stole cosmetics.”

“Did you report it?”

“No. We changed the contract.”

“Why not report it?”

The woman hesitated, then looked embarrassed by her own answer. “Because it was easier.”

Liv let the silence sit just long enough.

“Name?” she asked.

“Natalie Cress.”

“Ms. Cress, when did you last see the woman in the window alive?”

Natalie stared at her.

Across the room, Benji felt the question land. Good, he thought. No pity in the wording. No help offered where the truth wouldn’t accept it.

“I don’t know who she is,” Natalie said.

“You dress mannequins for a living,” Liv said. “You knew immediately she wasn’t one.”

Natalie’s eyes filled but didn’t spill yet. “The shoulders,” she said. “Before the face. A real person settles differently in clothes.”

Bell looked up just long enough to register that line, then went back to the camera.

Liv crouched slightly so Natalie wouldn’t have to tilt her face upward.

“Tell me about last night.”

Natalie closed her eyes once, opened them, and began.

While she spoke, Benji moved toward the register and looked beyond it into the narrow rear hall. Stock room. Employee restroom. Back exit. Clean lines. Clear choke points. He could feel the case branching already, not into answers but into required labor. Entry. Access. Timing. Victim ID. Dressing. Transport. The support rig. The shoes. The hand. And under all of it, the word Liv had used at the window before he had: pause.

He pulled out the notebook again.

Final floor walk before close.

Front locked 8:03.

Alarm armed 8:07.

No planned window change.

Body introduced after close / before dawn.

He added beneath it:

Needs access, privacy, confidence.

Natalie was still speaking. Eleven minutes to close. Register counted. Music off. Lights reduced in stages. No unusual customer lingering, no delivery scheduled, no overnight visual reset.

Then Liv went quiet.

Natalie had looked toward the body again, and something in her face had flattened—the numb look of a mind trying to get orderly too soon.

“Did she belong there?” Liv asked softly.

Natalie frowned. “What?”

“In the display,” Liv said. “Does it look like your work?”

Natalie recoiled.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because...” She looked at the body again, this time forcing herself not to flinch away. “Because it’s too clean.”

Benji turned toward her fully.

Natalie pointed with shaking fingers toward the window. “We style in groups. Even when it’s minimal, there’s movement. Product rhythm. Texture. Something to carry the eye around the glass. This—” Her throat worked once. “This stops you dead. It’s all built to make you look at her and nowhere else.”

Nowhere else.

Benji wrote that down.

Liv’s gaze flicked once toward him. She’d caught it too.

“What about the clothes?” she asked.

“The shoes are ours,” Natalie said. “The blouse might be from last season. Maybe. I’d have to check. The skirt isn’t ours. I don’t think so. And the earrings aren’t.”

“Sure?”

“We don’t sell jewelry like that.”

“Did you know the victim?”

“No.”

“Did she shop here?”

“I don’t know.”

“Have you seen her before?”

Natalie hesitated.

That drew both Benji and Liv’s full attention.

“I...” She shook her head once. “No. Maybe. I don’t know. She feels familiar now because I can’t stop seeing her.”

“That’s normal,” Liv said. “Don’t force it.”

Natalie nodded in visible relief.

Benji watched that and understood two things at once: Liv knew exactly when to tighten pressure, and exactly when to release it. He didn’t trust how much he admired that.

June approached with two evidence bags pinched between her fingers.

“One earring clasp from the stock room floor,” she said. “One broken nail from the rear hall. Could be hers. Could be somebody’s from Christmas. Both are going in.”

Benji took the clasp long enough to study it through the plastic. Small. Gold-toned. Delicate. Too personal for store inventory.

“Where exactly?”

“Threshold to stock.”

“Dragged?”

June gave him a dead look. “If you want mythology before testing, hire television.”

Bell called from the display, “Got a pressure mark under the right heel. She was set, lifted, and reset at least once.”

Benji crossed the room immediately. “Show me.”

Bell pointed to a faint scuff on the platform. Small. Nearly lost under the light unless you knew how weight talked back.

“He changed his mind,” Benji said.

“Or he slipped,” Bell said.

Benji shook his head. “No. A slip leaves urgency. This is revision.”

Bell let out a quiet breath through his nose. “I hate when you say it like that.”

Liv had come up beside them again. “Why?”

“Because he had an image before he had the body in place,” Benji said. “Then he saw something he didn’t like.”

“You’re sure.”

“Yes.”

“How?”

Benji pointed to the line of the heel, then to the angle of the ankle, then to the dead woman’s shoulders.

“He corrected toward appearance, not stability. Stability was already handled. This was about the picture.”

Bell muttered, “There. That’s worse somehow.”

Liv studied the platform another second. “So he had a version in his head.”

“He had several,” Benji said. “This is the one he kept.”

They stood in front of the glass together.

From outside came a shout from the press line. Then another. The questions were muffled by the window, but not their appetite. The glass still did what it had been built to do—separate those who wanted to look from the thing being looked at.

“What did you write first?” Liv asked.

He glanced at her. “At the scene?”

“Yes.”

“Shoulders turned for sightline.”

“That sounds like you.”

“What does that mean?”

“You start with structure,” she said. “Most people start with violence.”

He looked at her more directly now. “And you?”

“I started with the witness.”

“Not the victim?”

Her eyes went to the crowd in reflection. “The victim was already gone. The witness was part of the design.”

He looked back at the glass.

That settled somewhere deeper than he wanted it to.

Outside, Serrano’s voice rose over the press line—flat, controlled, impossible to interrupt. Across the boutique, June sealed the evidence bags. Bell reset for another pass. Natalie Cress had finally started crying in earnest, one hand over her mouth as if apologizing to the dead woman for being alive enough to do it.

Benji opened his notebook one more time.

One body. Public placement. Clean access.

Display logic, not frenzy.

Audience built into crime.

Storefront as stage.

He paused, then wrote one last line beneath it.

Not hidden from the city.

Given to it.

When he looked up, Liv was no longer watching the body.

She was watching the glass.

And for the first time that morning, Benji understood what was waiting for them in the case.

Not just a killer.

A mind that had built the moment of discovery as carefully as the death itself.
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​Chapter 3

​The Name

[image: ]




The victim got her name at 9:14.

Until then, she had been a body in a window. A display problem. A press problem. A room full of evidence waiting to decide what kind of case it wanted to become. Then a patrol officer came through the rear hall with a printout in one hand and a phone in the other, and the dead woman crossed the first hard line between scene and life.

Benji was in the stock room when the officer found him.

The back of the boutique was narrower and cheaper than the front, as if all the money had been spent on the surfaces meant to be admired and none on the rooms that made them possible. Cardboard flats leaned against one wall. Garment boxes were stacked in tight columns. A steamer stood in the corner beside a rolling rack of blouses still smelling faintly of plastic and dye.

He was crouched near the threshold where June had found the earring clasp, studying the floor with his head bent to one side so the fluorescent light hit the scuffed tile flat.

“Detective?”

He looked up.

“Possible ID,” the officer said. “Patrol ran face match off missing persons and public pulls. OCME still has to confirm, but this is probably her.”

Benji stood and took the sheet.

The photo was from a driver’s license. The woman was alive in it and tired in the ordinary way people looked in government photos. Dark hair. Oval face. A faint squint against bad lighting. Thirty-two years old.

Marina Vale.

He read the name twice.

Occupation: freelance visual merchandiser.

Queens address.

No active warrants.

No obvious flags.

He stopped at the occupation line and went back to it.

“Visual merchandiser,” he said.

The officer nodded. “Yeah.”

Benji handed the paper back, then took it again.

“Who else has this?”

“Captain. Detective Katt. OCME intake.”

Of course Liv already knew.

He stepped out of the stock room and back toward the front.

The boutique had changed since the first hour. Less confusion now. More machinery. Uniforms moved with assignments instead of reactions. Evidence markers had multiplied. Bell had switched lenses. June had annexed more of the floor with the quiet entitlement of someone who would absolutely start a war over a fingerprint.

Liv stood near the register with Serrano, one gloved hand resting lightly against the glass counter. Her blazer was still on. Her blouse was still open exactly where she had decided it would remain, not slipping, not careless, not asking permission from anyone in the room. Her hair was tucked behind one ear again. It sharpened her face. She looked like she had already separated everything useful from everything sentimental and set the second pile on fire.

She looked at him before he spoke.

“You saw it,” she said.

“Marina Vale.”

Liv nodded.

“Visual merchandiser,” Benji said.

Serrano watched both of them. “Tell me why that matters without either of you making it sound supernatural.”

Benji looked toward the window. “Because she understood displays.”

Liv said, “And somebody put a visual merchandiser in a retail window.”

Serrano’s expression changed by less than a degree, but it changed. “Intentional?”

“Maybe,” Benji said.

Bell, from the display, called out, “There it is. Everybody drink.”

Serrano frowned. “What?”

Bell didn’t look up from the camera. “He said maybe. We’re starting a ritual.”

June said, “I’m not wasting whiskey on detective hedging. Water at best.”

Serrano pointed once in Bell’s direction without turning. “All of you are replaceable.”

“Not on city pay,” June said.

Serrano ignored them and looked back at Benji. “Again. Does the victim’s job increase the chance she was chosen for symbolic reasons?”

“Yes,” Liv said.

“And practical ones,” Benji said at the same time.

Serrano looked between them. “Good. Contradict each other in a useful way.”

Benji kept his eyes on the body. “If she worked in visual merchandising, she understood lighting, balance, customer sightline, traffic flow. She may have had access to window spaces, after-hours setups, vendor crews, storage areas.”

Liv added, “And if the killer knew what she did, placing her like this isn’t just murder. It’s a message.”

“About what?” Serrano asked.

Liv’s eyes went briefly to the victim. “Performance. Commercial beauty. Women as product. Or something private enough we won’t recognize it yet.”

“Or simpler,” Benji said. “He used her own language against her.”

Serrano nodded once. “That I can brief.”

She took the printout from him, skimmed it, and looked toward the rear. “Next of kin. Quietly. I want family notified before media gets curious and calls the wrong number.”

A uniform peeled away at once.

Serrano handed the paper back. “Anything on the last twenty-four hours?”

“Phone dump in progress,” Liv said. “Neighbor canvass at her building just started. Her online life says she was employable, careful, and tired.”

Benji looked at her.

She met his eyes. “That wasn’t a joke.”

“No,” he said. “It wasn’t.”

The license photo had that look. Not misery. Not ease. Just the particular fatigue of a person who spent her time making finished things look effortless.

Serrano looked from one of them to the other. “Get me something before noon that doesn’t sound like panic.”
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