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CHAPTER ONE: My Collection
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The door slit clicked shut, and the darkness returned, absolute and suffocating.

“WHAT... happened to her? He didn’t bring her back,” I stammered, my voice echoing off the invisible walls.

“He never brings them back,” Elaine’s voice came out flat, dead. “They’re gone.”

Around us, the room filled with the sound of sniffling and jagged sobbing. The reality of the place began to sink in—a cycle of replacement where the only way out was to be chosen.

“He doesn’t feed us, I’ve learned that,” Elaine continued. I could hear her shifting her weight, her movements slow and labored. “Before it gets to a point of us starving to death, he grabs one. I’ll be leaving soon enough.”

“How long have you been here?” I asked, my heart hammering against my ribs.

“None of us have been here over a week or so. He knows what he’s doing. Never more than six of us.”

“How... how do you know?”

“Well, I was once the last in,” she whispered, and I could almost feel her staring into the blackness toward where the door was. “Now, I’ll be the next one out. Probably tomorrow or the next day. I’m feeling weak from lack of food and water. He’s not going to let me die in here... I’ll die out there.”

The weight of her words hit me. I was the “last in” now. If the math of this nightmare held true, I was at the bottom of a list that moved toward the door one scream at a time.

“No,” I said, my voice gaining a desperate edge. “There has to be something. A loose stone, a pipe, a way to fight him when he opens that door.”

“There is no fighting him,” another girls voice cracked from across the room. “Look at the floor. Feel it.”

I reached down and ran my hands over the cold concrete. It wasn’t just cold; it was wet. A sticky, metallic-smelling residue was smeared near the entrance.

“He mops it,” the girl said. “He keeps it clean so we don’t see the blood of the ones before us when he does open the door, or the light hits from the slit in the door. But you can still smell it if you try.”
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CHAPTER TWO: The Architect of Shadows
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My name is Samuel.

When I was a child, I felt it for the first time, a cold, oily sensation coiled at the base of my spine. I didn’t have a name for it then. I just knew that while other children were captivated by the light, I was drawn to the way a shadow could swallow a person whole if they stepped just far enough into the trees. I knew it wasn’t right. I felt the wrongness of it like a fever that never quite broke.

As I grew older, this monster grew inside me. It fed on my silence. It fed on the mundane, grey reality of a “normal” life. I went to school, I got a job, I nodded at neighbors. I was a normal man, a face in the crowd that no one remembered five minutes after I passed them.

Until that first time.

It happened on a Tuesday. Rain was turning the world into a blurred, watercolor mess. I saw her, a woman waiting for a bus that was never going to come because the roads were flooded. The monster didn’t just whisper then; it roared. It told me that the world was full of fragile things, and that I was the only thing solid enough to break them. It wasn’t always the little ones... My good little girls.

The transition from the man who paid his taxes to the man who built, the room, was surprisingly easy. It was as if I had been practicing for it my entire life.

Now, I stand in the hallway, the scent of copper and salt still clinging to my skin. My breath is heavy, my muscles aching from the effort of the “harvest.” I can hear them through the steel door, the new one, the one who thinks screaming will save her. Her voice is strong, vibrant. It vibrates through the metal, tickling my palms.

I wipe the sweat from my brow, my hand trembling slightly. Not from guilt, never from guilt, but from the sheer, electric rush of the control.

I look at the door. I have six in there now. A perfect, fragile ecosystem of fear. I know exactly how many days it takes for the light to go out of their eyes. I know the exact moment the hunger turns their spirit into ash. That is when they are ready. That is when I choose.

I lean my forehead against the cold metal of the door and listen to the girl, the one who just arrived, whispering to Elaine. They think they are finding hope in the dark. They don’t realize that I provide the darkness specifically so they will create their own false hope.

It makes the end so much sweeter.

I reach for the bolt, my fingers lingering on the cold steel. I’m not hungry for food. I’m hungry for the look on their faces when the light hits them again.

Ah, yes, back to the first time. The rain was slicking the pavement that Tuesday, and she was just another person trying to get home, clutching a damp grocery bag. She was in her thirties, radiant in a way that made the monster inside me claw at my ribs.

At first, I thought it was a sexual thing. I thought the urge was the same one other men had, just louder, darker. I stalked her through the dim streetlights, my heart a steady, heavy drum in my ears. When I finally moved, it was effortless. I realized during the struggle that I was strong enough to simply take her. I could grab her, beat her, and do whatever I wanted to her body.

But as I looked down at her, the satisfaction I expected didn’t arrive. Not yet.

She tried to escape... a desperate, frantic scramble that lasted only seconds before I caught her. That was when the final piece of the monster’s puzzle clicked into place. I didn’t want her body; I wanted her ending.

I reached down and grabbed a loose brick from the alley wall. It felt heavy and honest in my hand. I smashed her head, the first blow silencing the screams. But I didn’t stop. I kept going, the brick rising and falling in a rhythmic trance until there was no head left, just a messy blur of what used to be a person.

I stood up, panting, my clothes ruined. I felt a flicker of satisfaction, a brief moment where the oily coil in my spine went still. But it wasn’t enough. It was like eating a single bite when you’re starving, you taste it, but you aren’t actually full.

The monster wasn’t satisfied with the mess in the alley. It wanted the wait. It wanted to watch the life drain out slowly, not all at once under a brick.

That was the night I realized I needed a place. A place where I could control the time. A place where the hunger could be cultivated.

I went home and washed the blood down the drain, watching the pink water swirl away. I looked at my face in the mirror, the same face my neighbors saw every day, and I smiled. The brick was the beginning, but the room... the room would be my masterpiece.

I look at the steel door now, years later. The girls inside are terrified of what I do to them, but they don’t understand. They are the fuel. I am the fire. And I am still so, so hungry.

I Then realized that the death wasn’t a final piece, but a single piece in a much larger puzzle. One woman, then another. The mess in the alleys was just practice, a crude way of scratching an itch that required much more finesse.

Then, the day came. I saw my next puzzle piece.

She was young, no older than high school age, standing by a park bench. When I saw her, I felt it, the urge rising like a tide. This was the first time I didn’t just want to end the life; I wanted to own it. I... took her.

She cried, she screamed, and as I dragged her away, I felt the pieces finally coming together. I found an old, abandoned shed deep in the woods, a place where the world couldn’t hear us. There, I admired her fear. I loved the way her eyes tracked my every move, the way her breath hitched when I entered the room. I... I kept her.

For a day or two, I explored that power. I still did what I wanted to her body, taking what I felt I was owed, but it was her mind I was truly dissecting. However, a problem emerged. Eventually, her fear began to fade into a dull, hollow exhaustion. She stopped fighting. She stopped looking at me like I was a god and started looking at me like I was just a wall.

I didn’t like that. The puzzle piece had lost its shape.

So, I found a large rock outside the shed. I brought it in, and... I did it again. The wet, heavy thuds returned, and for a moment, the satisfaction was back. But as I stood over her, I understood the flaw in my design.

The shed was too flimsy. The isolation was too short. To keep the fear alive, to keep the puzzle growing, I needed a system. I needed more than one. I needed them to watch each other, to feed off each other’s terror so that the fear would never scab over.

That was when I started digging the basement. That was when the “normal man” began buying bags of concrete and steel plating.

I return to the present, standing in the hallway of my masterpiece. I look down at my hands, the same hands that held the brick, the rock, and now the key. Inside the room, the girls are whispering. They think they are talking about survival. They don’t realize they are just helping me keep the fear fresh for the next time I open the door.

Building the room was the first time I felt like an architect of my own destiny. It wasn't just about the concrete and the steel; it was about the physics of despair. I spent months reinforcing the walls, soundproofing the ceiling with layers of heavy insulation, and installing that heavy, sliding bolt. I wanted it to be a tomb that breathed.

​I tested it for the first time with a girl I took from a school three towns over. I drove for hours, choosing a territory where I was a ghost. When I finally threw her into the dark and slammed that door for the first time, the sound was better than any music I’d ever heard. The way the sound of her fingernails scratching the steel died out before it even reached the top of the stairs... that was perfection.

​But as the days turned into weeks and the reports started hitting the news, I discovered a new sensation. A better one.

​I realized I felt far more joy from the hunt of the authorities when it came to missing children than I ever did with the adult women. When a woman goes missing, the world is concerned, but when it’s a child, 

a high schooler, a "innocent", the entire world catches fire.

​I loved watching the news cycles. I loved seeing the frantic police chiefs giving press conferences, their faces lined with a failure I had authored. I loved walking past the "MISSING" posters taped to telephone poles, looking into the paper eyes of the girl sitting right beneath my feet in the basement.

​The hunt wasn't just me stalking them anymore; it was the police stalking me, and them being too blind to see I was standing right in front of them. The higher the stakes, the tighter the puzzle pieces fit. The desperation of the search fed the monster just as much as the screams did. It made the game global.

​I stand there now, listening to the girls inside. They are part of a grander design now, a game of cat and mouse where I am the cat, and the police are just mice wearing badges.

​I reach out and touch the "MISSING" flyer I kept from the last girl I took—the one whose grunting stopped just an hour ago. I think about the sirens that will eventually come for her, and I smile.

​"Time to feed the fire," I mutter to the empty hallway.

​I slide the key into the lock. I want to see which of them has the most light left in their eyes. I want to see who is still brave enough to look at me.
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CHAPTER THREE: A normal man
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The sharp vibration of my watch alarm jolts me. I blink, the red haze of the basement fading into the reality of the digital clock face. 4:30 AM.

​I almost forgot. I have a life to maintain, a mask to polish. The world expects its morning coffee and its friendly faces, and I am nothing if not a provider.

​I straighten my shirt and step away from the steel door. Before I head upstairs, I lean in close. I don’t listen for their crying this time. Instead, I press my lips to the cold, painted metal of the door. I linger there for a second, a soft, lingering press of the lips—the kind of kiss a man gives a devoted wife before a long day of work. It is an act of genuine affection. They are my world, after all.

​“Be good,” I whisper to the steel.

​An hour later, the monster is tucked neatly behind a white apron and a name tag that reads SAMUEL.

​The local grocery store is a cathedral of the mundane, and I am its high priest at the deli counter. The smell of cured meats and sawdust is a far cry from the copper-scented air of my basement, but I navigate it with a practiced, easy grace.
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