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Chapter 1

The chemical sting of formaldehyde was a physical wall. It hung in the damp, low-ceilinged basement of Bailey & Sons Funeral Home, settling into the back of Betty Bailey’s throat like a film of cold copper. She took a slow, deliberate breath through her nose, long past the point of flinching at the vapor, though her eyes watered slightly behind her protective goggles. The basement air was always heavy, saturated with the competing odors of industrial bleach, the metallic tang of blood being washed down the stainless-steel drain, and the faint, unmistakable sweetness of early cellular breakdown.

On the preparation table lay Mrs. Evelyn Gable. The ninety-two-year-old matriarch of a quiet, working-class neighborhood had passed peacefully in her sleep three days prior. Death had shrunk her further than age already had, leaving her skin like yellowed parchment draped over delicate, brittle bones. Betty worked with a practiced, rhythmic economy of motion. She adjusted the thick latex gloves on her wrists, the snap of the rubber echoing sharply off the damp concrete walls.

“Just a little more work, Evelyn, and we’ll have you ready for the parlor,” Betty murmured. Her voice was low, flat, and devoid of the performative sentimentality she reserved for the living upstairs. To the dead, she offered only clinical honesty and meticulous care. The dead did not demand false promises, nor did they require her to smile through her teeth.

Using a needle injector, Betty drove a brass-wire pin into the maxilla, just above Mrs. Gable’s front teeth, then another into the mandible. With a pair of pliers, she twisted the two thin wires together, drawing the jaw closed into a natural, restful expression. She applied a thin layer of massage cream to the lips to prevent dehydration, smoothing the skin with her thumb. Next came the plastic eye caps, spiked with tiny grippers to catch the eyelids and keep them closed. She slipped them beneath the papery lids, gently arranging the skin to avoid any unnatural squinting.

With the features set, Betty turned her attention to the injection site. She had opted for a single-point injection through the right common carotid artery. Her fingers, insulated by the thick gloves, worked with the familiarity of a seasoned musician handling a worn instrument. She made a neat, two-inch incision just above the clavicle, using her scalpel to slice through the superficial fascia. With an aneurysm needle—a curved, blunt metal tool—she probed into the tissue, gently separating the internal jugular vein from the common carotid.

Once the pale, thick-walled artery was isolated, she secured it with two lengths of cotton ligature. She made a small diagonal cut into the vessel wall, slid the chrome arterial tube inside, and tied the lower ligature tight around the metal pipe to seal the connection.

Above her, suspended from a cast-iron hook in the ceiling joist, hung the gravity-fed glass percolator. It was a beautiful, outdated relic of her grandfather’s era—a four-gallon glass jar filled with a pale pink mixture of arterial fluid and water. Betty preferred the gravity method for delicate cases like Mrs. Gable; the hydrostatic pressure was gentle, allowing the fluid to seep into the fragile capillaries without the harsh, rupturing force of a modern electric injection machine.

She turned the brass stopcock. The fluid began its slow, downward journey through the red rubber tubing, bubbling slightly as it met the resistance of the artery.

The steady, low-frequency hum of the electric aspirator in the corner of the room vibrated through the soles of Betty’s orthopedic shoes. The machine was old, its casing pitted with rust, but it worked. As the arterial fluid slowly displaced the blood, the dark, stagnant fluid began to drain from the jugular vein into the metal trough of the embalming table, guided toward the drain by a gentle stream of cold water from the overhead hose.

Betty stood by the table for a few minutes, watching the gradual change in Mrs. Gable’s complexion. The pink dye in the arterial fluid slowly worked its way into the pale ears, the nose, and the tips of the fingers, restoring a simulated warmth to the cold flesh. Betty gently massaged the hands, breaking up the residual stiffness of rigor mortis to ensure the fluid distributed evenly.

With the gravity injection running its slow course, Betty had roughly twenty minutes of passive observation. She stepped away from the table, peeling off her outer layer of soiled gloves and tossing them into the red biohazard bin.

The chill of the basement seemed to seep through her cotton scrubs, settling deep into her lower back. She walked to the far corner of the room, where an old mahogany rolltop desk sat wedged between a stack of heavy plastic body bags and a metal shelving unit loaded with bottles of cavity fluid, hardening compounds, and restorative waxes.

On the corner of the desk lay the leather-bound ledger. It was a massive, pigskin-bound volume that had belonged to her father, Thomas Bailey. The leather was scuffed and dark with grease from decades of handling, its spine split at the bottom. Betty pulled the wooden chair back, the legs scraping loudly against the concrete, and sat down.

She pulled the ledger toward her and opened it. The pages were filled with her father’s loose, erratic handwriting, tracking the business’s steady decline over the last fifteen years. Toward the back, the handwriting changed to Betty’s neat, compact block print.

She pulled a cheap ballpoint pen from her pocket and a stack of unopened envelopes from the drawer. They were the bills that had arrived over the last two weeks, their windows revealing bold, red lettering: PAST DUE, IMMEDIATE ATTENTION REQUIRED, and FINAL NOTICE.

Betty began to do the math on a yellow legal pad, though she already knew the answers by heart. The numbers did not lie, nor did they offer any room for optimism.

The gas bill for the crematory retort upstairs was three months in arrears: $4,200. The chemical supplier, who provided the formaldehyde, arterial dyes, and cosmetics, was threatening to cut off her deliveries if she didn’t settle her $1,800 balance by the end of the month. Then there was the property tax on the historic Victorian building that housed both the funeral home and her own cramped living quarters on the third floor. That was another $8,500.

But those were minor annoyances compared to the shadow that loomed over the entire ledger.

Betty’s fingers traced the entry marked Crane Holdings.

Two years before his sudden heart attack, her father had taken out a high-interest commercial loan from Marcus Crane, a local predatory lender who specialized in acquiring distressed historic properties. Thomas Bailey had insisted the money was needed to repair the sagging roof of the chapel and upgrade the crumbling masonry of the retaining walls. Instead, the cash had evaporated into high-interest debt restructuring, leaving the funeral home under a mountain of compounding, predatory interest.

The current monthly interest payment alone was $4,500. The principal remained untouched at $210,000.

Betty’s pen hovered over the paper. The cremation and service for Mrs. Gable would bring in $3,200, but only after the insurance cleared, which usually took six to eight weeks. She had two other small viewings scheduled for the upcoming week, but the margins on basic services were razor-thin. After paying for the casket, the staff, and the state filing fees, she would be left with barely enough to cover the utility bill.

She was running a business that was actively drowning. The interest was a cage, its bars tightening with every passing month. No matter how many bodies she prepared, no matter how many hours she spent inhaling formaldehyde in the damp dark of the basement, she could not run fast enough to outpace the compounding math. Her father’s legacy, the building she had grown up in, the only home she had ever known, was being dismantled piece by piece by her own ledger.

She rubbed her temples, where a sharp, throbbing headache was beginning to form. Her skin felt dry, coated in the invisible residue of her trade. She looked back over her shoulder at Mrs. Gable. The pink fluid was still draining from the glass jar, the level having dropped by half. The old woman’s face had taken on a slightly more lifelike hue, the hollows of her cheeks less pronounced.

A sudden, sharp clatter broke the silence of the basement.

It was the unmistakable sound of the brass mail slot on the front door upstairs. A heavy bundle of paper had hit the hardwood floor of the main foyer, followed by the soft, sliding hiss of letters traveling down the old Victorian mail chute that emptied into a wooden box halfway down the basement stairs.

Betty stiffened. The mail was rarely a source of comfort these days.

She stood up from the desk, her knees cracking in the damp cold. She walked to the base of the wooden stairs, her hand gripping the rough, unpainted handrail. Each step she took upward felt heavier than the last. The basement stairs were narrow, built for utility rather than comfort, and the air grew warmer and drier as she neared the top.

She opened the wooden door at the head of the stairs and stepped into the grand, faded foyer of Bailey & Sons.

The transition from the basement to the main floor was always jarring. Upstairs, the air smelled of beeswax, lemon furniture polish, and the faint, sweet scent of stale lilies from the previous week’s services. The floors were covered in heavy, dark red oriental rugs that were worn thin along the path from the front door to the viewing chapel. The walls were clad in dark, floor-to-ceiling mahogany paneling that absorbed the light, leaving the hallway in a state of perpetual, somber twilight.

Betty walked to the mail bin mounted on the wall near the back office. Inside lay a small pile of envelopes. She sorted through them quickly, her movements clinical and detached.

A circular for a casket wholesaler. A water bill. A past-due notice from the linen service that provided the velvet drapes for the viewing rooms.

And then, a thick, heavy envelope made of expensive, high-rag-content paper.

The envelope was a stark contrast to the cheap, pulp-paper bills that made up the rest of the pile. It was pristine, stark white, and bore the embossed return address of Crane Holdings, LLC in clean, minimalist typography.

Betty felt her chest tighten. Her breath came a little shorter, the dry air of the parlor suddenly feeling more suffocating than the formaldehyde-laden atmosphere of the basement.

She carried the letter into her small office off the main hallway. The office was crowded with dusty bookcases, old bronze urns, and a heavy oak desk that had belonged to three generations of Bailey morticians. She slipped a finger under the envelope’s flap and tore it open.

Inside was a single sheet of matching heavy paper, signed in a sharp, aggressive hand by Marcus Crane himself.

The language was formal, written with the cold, sterile precision of a guillotine.

Dear Ms. Bailey,

This letter serves as formal notification that Bailey & Sons Funeral Home is currently sixty days in arrears on the commercial line of credit (Account #8843-C). Despite our previous attempts to establish a restructured payment schedule, the outstanding interest balance remains unpaid.

Pursuant to Section 4 of the deed of trust, Crane Holdings hereby issues this thirty-day notice of intent to foreclose. If the outstanding interest balance of $13,500, along with the standard late fees, is not received in full by 5:00 PM on the thirtieth day from the date of this letter, we will initiate formal foreclosure proceedings on the property located at 142 Elm Street.

Please be advised that under the terms of the original agreement, Crane Holdings retains the right to immediate possession of the premises and all fixtures contained therein upon default.

Sincerely,

Marcus Crane

Managing Director, Crane Holdings

Betty stared at the signature. The blue ink was thick, the pressure of the pen having slightly indented the heavy paper.

Thirty days.

She looked around her office. The framed licenses of her father and grandfather hung on the wall, their gold seals faded to a dull bronze. The velvet curtains over the window were frayed at the edges, letting in a thin, gray beam of afternoon light that illuminated the dust motes dancing in the air.

If Crane took the building, she wouldn’t just lose her business; she would lose her home. She had no savings, no other assets, and a mountain of personal debt incurred while trying to keep the business afloat after her father’s death. At thirty-six, she would be cast out onto the street, her family’s century-old legacy sold off to some real estate developer who would tear down the Victorian brickwork to build luxury condominiums.

The realization settled over her not as a panic, but as a cold, heavy weight that seemed to press her down into the worn leather of her chair. Her mind, usually so sharp and analytical, felt sluggish. She had calculated every variable, trimmed every expense, and worked eighty-hour weeks, yet she was still going to lose. The equation was broken.

From the hallway, she heard the distant, muffled glug-glug of the gravity percolator in the basement. It was a rhythmic, mechanical reminder of the work that still needed to be finished.

Betty stood up, her movements stiff. She folded the letter carefully along its original creases and slid it back into its expensive envelope. She placed it on the desk, right next to her father’s tarnished brass paperweight.

She turned and walked back to the basement door. She opened it and descended into the dark, cold quiet of the preparation room, the heavy scent of formaldehyde rising to meet her like an old, familiar shroud.




Chapter 2

The high-beam headlights of the unmarked black transport van cut through the grime of the street-level cellar windows, throwing long, skeletal bars of shadow across the damp concrete floor of the preparation room. It was nearly two in the morning when the heavy diesel engine rumbled to a halt in the alleyway above. Betty Bailey stood by her porcelain prep table, her hands still damp from the final wash she had given to the late Mrs. Gable. The rhythmic, mechanical drip of the overhead pipes was suddenly drowned out by the muffled, heavy thud of a vehicle door slamming shut, followed by the unmistakable, grinding scrape of a high-security transport gurney being wheeled down the concrete delivery ramp.

Betty wiped her hands on her blue utility apron and walked toward the intake corridor. The air in the narrow hallway was always colder than the rest of the basement, holding a sharp, mineral draft that smelled of wet earth and ancient mortar. She pulled back the heavy iron bolt of the delivery door. The cold night air rushed in, carrying the scent of rain-slicked asphalt and the premium, refined exhaust of a brand-new engine. Standing on the threshold were two broad-shouldered men dressed in identical, tailored black tactical suits, their faces devoid of expression as they expertly guided a heavy, oversized steel gurney over the lip of the doorway. The solid rubber wheels struck the threshold with a dull, echoing vibration that rattled the empty specimen jars on the nearby metal shelving.

Behind the security detail came Charles and Victoria Sterling. They stepped into the dim, yellow-lit hallway like figures cut from a glossy luxury catalog, entirely out of place among the peeling green paint and exposed copper plumbing of Bailey & Sons. Charles, the younger brother, was tall and broad-shouldered, though his posture was marred by a subtle, defensive hunch. His fingers nervously twirled a heavy platinum signet ring on his pinky finger, and his eyes, wild and bloodshot, darted instantly to the corners of the ceiling, searching for cameras that did not exist. Victoria stood beside him, a monument of cold, old-money composure. Her dark wool wrap was draped over her shoulders with immaculate symmetry, and her silver-grey eyes fixed on Betty with a clinical intensity that made the hair on the back of Betty’s neck stand up.

“You are Betty Bailey,” Victoria said, her voice a flat, low-pitched cadence that carried no trace of grief or fatigue. It was not a question, but a confirmation of a transaction. She did not offer her hand, nor did she wait for Betty to speak. “We were told your establishment was… discreet, under-financed, and capable of working without the unnecessary delays of municipal oversight. We require your immediate, exclusive services for our father, Arthur Sterling.”

Betty maintained her professional, neutral mask, though her mind instantly began to calculate the financial gravity of the name. Arthur Sterling was the town’s elusive tech billionaire, a man who owned half the county’s real estate and whose corporate holdings stretched across three continents. “My father always prioritized absolute privacy for our clients, Ms. Sterling,” Betty replied, keeping her tone low and soothing, the exact pitch she used to pacify hysterical relatives. “We are fully equipped to handle your father’s preparation. However, standard county protocol requires a filed death certificate before we can proceed with any chemical preservation.”

Charles let out a sharp, erratic breath that sounded dangerously close to a laugh. “The protocol is handled, Ms. Bailey. We don’t have time for the state to drag its feet.” He reached into the inner pocket of his cashmere overcoat and pulled out a sleek, black leather folio, thrusting it toward Betty.

Betty took the folio, her thumb catching on the heavy grain of the leather. She opened it to find a perfectly executed death certificate, already signed by Dr. Vance, the Sterling family’s private physician. The cause of death was listed as acute cardiac arrest, occurring at 3:15 PM the previous afternoon. But what caught her breath was the document folded beneath the certificate. It was a cashier’s check drawn from a private wealth management firm, made out directly to Bailey & Sons. The number was twenty-five thousand dollars.

“That is your retainer for the next forty-eight hours,” Victoria said, her eyes never leaving Betty’s face. She watched Betty’s pupils dilate, her gaze lingering on the check. “There will be another fifty thousand dollars delivered upon the completion of the private, closed-casket service. The service will take place in our private chapel at the Sterling estate, and you will personally transport the casket. Under no circumstances is anyone else to touch him, view him, or enter this basement until he is sealed.”

The sheer scale of the sum made Betty’s chest tighten. Twenty-five thousand dollars immediately would not only pay off the past-due interest to Marcus Crane, but it would also buy her three months of absolute breathing room. It was a lifeline tossed into her drowning world, but the weight of it felt incredibly heavy. A billionaire’s death, kept entirely private, handled in the dead of night by a struggling, independent mortician, with seventy-five thousand dollars on the line. The equation was simple: high risk, immediate salvation.

“A closed-casket preparation is entirely manageable,” Betty said, her voice remaining steady despite the hammering of her heart. She carefully folded the check and slid it into her apron pocket, the stiff paper pressing against her thigh like a hot coal. “But I must ask—given the prominence of your father, why the rush for a closed casket? If there are cosmetic concerns, I am highly skilled in restorative art.”

Victoria’s gaze hardened, her lips thinning into a razor-sharp line. “Our father was a private man in life, Ms. Bailey, and he will be a private man in death. His appearance has… deteriorated rapidly due to his long illness. We wish for the family to remember him as he was, not as a shell. You are being paid for your silence and your speed, not your professional curiosity. If a single detail of this arrangement, or his physical state, is leaked to the local press or anyone else, our family’s legal team will dismantle this mortuary before the ground is even broken for his grave. Am I making myself entirely clear?”

“Perfectly,” Betty said, refusing to flinch under the woman’s freezing glare. “I will begin the preparation immediately. You may leave him in my care.”

Charles glanced nervously at his watch, then back at the heavy steel gurney. “Let’s go, Victoria. The air in here is choking me.” He pulled his collar up around his neck, as if trying to shield himself from the invisible particles of decay that always lingered in the old basement.

Victoria gave a single, curt nod, turned on her heel, and walked back up the concrete ramp, her luxury leather boots clicking sharply against the stone. Charles followed closely behind, his shoulders tense and high. The two security guards immediately wheeled the heavy gurney into the center of the preparation room, parked it parallel to the steel embalming table, and left without a word, pulling the heavy exterior door shut behind them. The deadbolt slid back into place with a definitive, metallic clack that echoed through the empty corridors.

Betty stood alone in the center of the room. The silence rushed back in, heavy and suffocating, broken only by the low, familiar hum of her ancient refrigeration unit. She took a deep, steadying breath, the sharp sting of formaldehyde in the air helping to clear the fog of anxiety from her mind. She walked over to the transport gurney. It was a custom, high-security model, made of heavy-gauge matte black aluminum, sealed with six heavy industrial latches instead of a standard zipper.

She reached down and unclasped the first latch. The heavy metal snapped open with a loud, ringing pop. One by one, she released the remaining five locks. As she lifted the heavy, rubber-sealed lid of the container, a thick, cloying cloud of fragrance billowed out into the room. It was an expensive, French cologne—sandalwood, amber, and a sharp, metallic undertone—but beneath the heavy artificial perfume, Betty’s highly trained nose instantly detected the faint, sweet, and unmistakable rot of early cellular decay.

Her eyebrows knitted together. According to the certificate signed by Dr. Vance, Arthur Sterling had been dead for less than twelve hours. In a temperature-controlled environment, cellular decay should not have progressed to the point where it was actively off-gassing through a layer of premium cologne.

Betty gripped the edges of the white linen shroud and, with a practiced, rhythmic heave of her shoulders, transferred the body of the billionaire patriarch onto her cold, stainless-steel preparation table. The transition was clumsy; the body was heavy, a solid, dense mass of cold flesh. She stepped back, her breath coming a little faster now, and began to untie the linen ties of the shroud.

As the fabric fell away, Betty’s clinical eye was immediately drawn to the stark, jarring contrast of the scene. The body of the ultra-wealthy patriarch lay stretched out on the stained, yellowed linoleum of her prep room, illuminated by the harsh, flickering glare of the overhead fluorescent tube. He was dressed in his burial garments—a custom-tailored, bespoke suit made of shimmering, hand-woven charcoal silk. The fabric was incredibly soft, catching the light with an iridescent sheen that made her own worn scrubs look like rags.

She began the standard preliminary external examination. She reached for her bottle of germicidal soap and a soft sponge, preparing to bathe the body before the chemical injection. But as she gently turned Arthur’s head to the side to wash behind his ears, her hand froze.

High on the right side of the neck, nestled just beneath the angle of the jawline and partially hidden by the stiff, starched collar of his bespoke silk shirt, was a deep, localized discoloration. It was a cluster of bruised tissue, purplish-black at the center and fading to a dull, sickly yellow at the margins.

Betty leaned in closer, pulling the heavy, counter-weighted magnifying lamp down from the ceiling. The harsh bulb illuminated the skin with terrifying clarity. This was not livor mortis. Post-mortem hypostasis would have caused the blood to pool in the tissues at the back of the neck and shoulders, as the body had been lying supine. This bruising was localized, lateral, and highly structured.

She traced the marks with her gloved fingertips. On the left side of the trachea, there was a broad, flat, semi-circular indentation—the unmistakable signature of a human thumb pressing inward with immense, crushing force. On the right side of the neck, there were three distinct, smaller oval contusions, corresponding perfectly to the placement of fingertips. Someone had gripped Arthur Sterling by the throat while his heart was still beating, hard enough to rupture the deep capillaries beneath the skin.

A cold sweat broke out across Betty’s forehead, her skin growing clammy beneath her scrubs. She looked toward the basement door, suddenly feeling the immense weight of the twenty-five thousand dollar check in her pocket. The Sterling family wanted a closed casket, immediate preparation, and no public coroner. They had bypassed the county medical examiner entirely, using a private family physician to sign off on a clean “cardiac arrest.”

Betty forced her breathing to slow. Control the variables, she told herself, her father’s old mantra echoing in her mind. The dead cannot hurt you. Only the living can. She had to finish the preparation. She had to ensure the body was stable, regardless of how he had died. Her financial survival depended on her keeping her mouth shut and doing the job she was paid to do.

She returned to the body, her movements now hurried, driven by a growing, frantic need to get Arthur Sterling under the cover of formaldehyde and restorative cosmetics. She unbuttoned the bespoke silk jacket, slid the expensive fabric off his arms, and began to unbutton the crisp Egyptian cotton shirt beneath it.

As she pulled the shirt open to expose the chest for the arterial incision, she stopped again, her breath catching in her throat.

Along the lower left quadrant of the ribcage, just above the stomach line, was a fresh, neatly closed incision. It was barely three inches long, running horizontally along the natural folds of the skin.

Betty stared at it, her clinical mind racing through the possibilities. It was not a standard autopsy incision; those were always massive, Y-shaped trunk cuts that extended from the shoulders to the pubic bone. It was not a surgical scar from a pacemaker or a bypass—those were higher on the chest, weathered, white, and healed over years of life. This incision was raw, the edges of the skin slightly puckered and held together by incredibly tight, professional sutures.

She bent down, her nose inches from the cold flesh, ignoring the cloying scent of the sandalwood cologne.

The thread used to close the wound was a specialized, bright blue monofilament. It was extremely fine, almost microscopic, of the type used only in delicate micro-surgery or high-end laboratory environments. It was not the heavy, black nylon thread standard hospitals used for abdominal closures, nor was it the thick, coarse suture twine Betty used in her own lab.

She reached out and gently pressed the tissue surrounding the incision. The skin was stiff, and a faint, watery, blood-tinged fluid seeped from between the tight blue stitches. The bruising around the margins of the wound was fresh and localized, indicating that this procedure had been performed very close to the time of death—or perhaps immediately afterward, while the capillaries were still capable of minor, localized pooling.

Someone had opened Arthur Sterling’s abdominal cavity, performed a precise, highly localized operation, stitched him back up with micro-surgical precision, and then dressed him in a bespoke silk suit to hide the evidence from the world.

Betty stood up slowly, the heavy silence of the preparation room pressing in on her from all sides. Her gaze drifted to the leather folio on her desk, containing the clean death certificate signed by Dr. Vance. She looked back at the blue monofilament sutures holding the billionaire’s stomach closed.

The Sterlings weren’t just trying to avoid a public funeral. They were hiding a crime. And she had just accepted twenty-five thousand dollars to become their accomplice.




Chapter 3

The vibration of the electric aspirator motor traveled straight up the hollow metal shaft of the trocar, humming through the thin latex of Betty’s gloves and settling into the bones of her wrist. It was a low, mechanical shudder, a sound that usually brought a sense of clinical order to the damp basement of Bailey & Sons. Aspiration was the standard, necessary violence of her profession—the removal of gases and fluids from the thoracic and abdominal cavities to prevent the bloating and purge that would otherwise ruin a viewing. Today, however, the rhythmic drone of the pump offered no comfort. It only amplified the heavy, cold weight of the secret she was now keeping.

Betty adjusted her grip on the chrome handle of the trocar, her index finger resting against the valve lever. The corpse of Arthur Sterling lay before her on the stainless-steel table, his pale, preserved skin reflecting the erratic flicker of the overhead fluorescent tube. The light ballast hummed a discordant counter-note to the aspirator, casting quick, nervous shadows across the billionaire’s hollow cheeks. The blue monofilament sutures she had discovered earlier remained undisturbed, a neat, synthetic line slicing through the natural contours of his abdomen.

She had to proceed. If she hesitated now, if she left the cavity untreated, the natural gases would build up within twenty-four hours, tearing at the delicate tissues and betraying her lack of professional diligence to the family. She could not afford to fail the Sterlings, nor could she afford to let them suspect she had looked too closely.

Betty leaned her weight forward, positioning the point of the trocar precisely two inches to the left of the navel and two inches up, aiming toward the earlobe—the standard entry path for the thoracic cavity. With a firm, practiced thrust, she pierced the abdominal wall. The tissue gave way with a wet, heavy sigh, the sound lost beneath the suction of the machine.

She began the methodical, fan-like sweep of the instrument, guiding the long, hollow needle through the internal organs to relieve the fluid buildup. Through the clear section of the plastic suction hose running from the trocar to the waste drain, she watched the dark, thick fluids transition into a steady flow. The sting of chemical formaldehyde in the air was sharp, biting at the back of her throat and watering her eyes, but she forced herself to keep her gaze locked on the entry point.

Suddenly, the smooth, sliding motion of the trocar stopped.

Betty frowned, her shoulder absorbing the sudden jar. The tip of the instrument had struck something solid. She pulled back slightly and redirected the trocar, angling it deeper toward the gastric region, near the posterior wall of the stomach. Again, the metal tip collided with a dense, unyielding obstacle.

It was not the soft, yielding texture of a congested liver, nor was it the tough, fibrous mass of a tumor. The impact was clean, hard, and accompanied by a faint, muffled vibration that traveled up the metal shaft—a sensation that felt distinctly inorganic. It felt like striking a stone, or a block of dense plastic, buried deep within the soft tissue.

She withdrew the trocar an inch, her heart rate spiking against her ribs. The electric aspirator continued its empty, sucking gurgle, the sound suddenly loud and demanding in the enclosed space. She tried a third time, sliding the tip at a shallow angle from the right side of the cavity. Once more, the instrument ground to a halt against the same localized, rigid mass.

Betty released the vacuum valve and stepped back, letting the trocar rest against the drainage channel of the table. She wiped a hand across her forehead, her glove leaving a faint smear of moisture on her brow. A normal stomach, even one containing undigested food or calcified lesions, would not present this level of localized, solid resistance to a sharpened trocar. The obstruction was precisely where those fresh, blue micro-sutures had been placed.

If she continued to force the trocar, she risked shattering whatever lay inside the cavity, potentially tearing the stomach wall or blocking her own expensive machinery. The aspirator’s motor was already beginning to whine, the suction line straining against the localized blockage.

She reached over and flipped the heavy toggle switch on the aspirator. The mechanical hum died instantly, leaving only the dripping of water from the chemical mixing sink and the erratic, high-frequency buzz of the flickering fluorescent bulb. The silence that followed was suffocating.

Betty stood in the quiet of the preparation room, her eyes fixed on Arthur Sterling’s sewn-up abdomen. The realization that she had to open him up herself—not for a standard autopsy, which she had no legal right to perform, but to clear a blockage that shouldn’t exist—settled in her stomach like lead.

She walked over to the instrument tray, her rubber-soled shoes squeaking against the damp linoleum. Her fingers hovered over the array of silver instruments before settling on a heavy-handled surgical scalpel and a pair of long, curved dressing forceps. The cold steel of the instruments felt familiar, a reassuring weight against the mounting chaos of her thoughts.

Returning to the side of the table, Betty took a deep breath of the sterile, chemical-laden air. She positioned her fingers on either side of the existing blue monofilament sutures. With a precise, steady hand, she used the tip of the scalpel to slice through the blue threads one by one, carefully lifting them away with her tweezers and placing them on a sterile gauze pad.

Once the sutures were cleared, she used her gloved fingers to gently part the margins of the incision. The underlying tissue was stiff from the initial arterial injection, the pale layers of subcutaneous fat parted to reveal the outer wall of the stomach. The tissue here was bruised, darkened by localized pooling that had occurred just prior to the heart stopping.

Using the scalpel with surgical delicacy, Betty made a small, three-inch incision along the anterior wall of the stomach, following the line of the previous, hidden procedure. The scent of gastric secretions and iron immediately escaped the opening, a bitter, metallic odor that even the formaldehyde could not entirely mask. She ignored the smell, her entire focus narrowing to the dark gap she had created.

She took the long forceps, inserting the slender metal jaws into the incision. She guided them slowly, feeling her way through the slick, cold interior of the organ.

Clink.

The sound was sharp, distinct, and metallic. It was the unmistakable ring of surgical steel striking another hard, manufactured surface inside the flesh.

Betty’s grip tightened on the forceps. She parted the jaws of the instrument, probing gently until she felt them slide around the contours of the object. The surface was smooth, slightly ridged, and completely solid. She pinched the forceps shut, ensuring a firm grip, and began to pull.

The resistance was heavy. The object was not merely floating free within the gastric cavity; it had been anchored. Betty worked the forceps with a slow, side-to-side rocking motion, feeling the wet, fibrous tissue of the stomach wall stretch and tear slightly as she freed the object from its artificial pocket.

With a final, gentle tug, the object cleared the incision.

Betty lifted the forceps, holding the extracted item beneath the harsh, flickering light.

It was a small, cylindrical capsule, roughly three inches in length and an inch in diameter. The casing was constructed from a dull, non-reflective gray material—likely medical-grade titanium or a high-density synthetic polymer designed to withstand the highly acidic environment of the human stomach. The surface was entirely smooth, save for a series of micro-threaded seals at the center and a small, recessed notch near the top. It was slick with dark gastric fluid and biological residue, but its clean, engineered lines were undeniable.

This was no medical device. There were no pacemaker leads, no drug-delivery ports, and no manufacturer serial numbers stamped into the casing. It was an industrial-grade container, surgically implanted in a dying billionaire’s stomach to keep it hidden from the world.

Betty carried the capsule over to the deep stainless-steel sink at the back of the room. She turned on the cold water tap, the high-pressure stream echoing loudly against the metal basin. Holding the capsule beneath the running water, she washed away the biological debris, using a stiff-bristled scrub brush to clean the synthetic threads.

As the cold water ran clear down the drain, she turned the capsule over in her hands. The metal was freezing to the touch, retaining the deep chill of the well water. She dried it thoroughly with a paper towel, then brought it to her desk, sitting beneath the weak glow of her small desk lamp.

The capsule had a faint, textured seam running around its equator. Betty gripped the top and bottom halves, her hands trembling slightly inside her gloves. She twisted. At first, the seal resisted, held tight by a microscopic gasket designed to keep out moisture. She exerted more pressure, her knuckles turning white against the gray latex.

With a soft, hissing pop of escaping air, the vacuum seal broke.

Betty carefully unscrewed the two halves, setting the bottom cup on the green blotter of her desk. She tipped the top half forward, letting the contents slide out onto a clean piece of white lint-free cloth.

It was a custom-engineered microchip.

The component was roughly the size of a postage stamp, but far thicker, constructed from layers of deep black silicon and bordered by a complex matrix of gold-plated contact points. Unlike standard consumer electronics, the surface of the chip was densely packed with microscopic circuitry, shimmering with a faint, iridescent green hue when the lamplight hit it at an angle. There were no brand markings, no logos, and no regulatory stamps. It was a prototype, a piece of proprietary technology that looked both incredibly delicate and immensely powerful.

Betty picked it up by the edges, her breath catching in her throat. The chip was surprisingly heavy for its size, cold and dry against her fingers.

She knew nothing of microchip design or digital data storage, but she understood the language of value. A man did not have a piece of silicon surgically sewn into his digestive tract unless the data it carried was worth more than his own life. The bruises on Arthur Sterling’s neck, the rushed, closed-casket demands of his children, the twenty-five thousand dollars in cash currently sitting in her office upstairs—it all aligned with the cold, geometric lines of the chip in her hand.

This was the leverage. This was the reason Arthur Sterling had died, and the reason his children were willing to pay a desperate mortician to bury him quickly and quietly.

A sudden sound from upstairs shattered the silence of the basement.

Betty froze, her muscles locking in place. It was a dull, heavy thud, followed by the faint creak of the floorboards directly above the preparation room.

She held her breath, her eyes darting toward the ceiling. The historic structure of Bailey & Sons was old, its timbers prone to settling and groaning under the shifts in temperature, but this sound had a distinct, rhythmic weight to it. It sounded like a footstep.

She listened, her heart hammering against her ribs, the microchip still clutched in her hand. The silence of the basement seemed to stretch, becoming thick and predatory. She waited for a second sound, a door latch clicking or the scrape of a shoe on the entry stairs, but nothing came. The house remained still, the quiet punctuated only by the dripping tap in the sink and the hum of the fluorescent tube.

She was letting her nerves get the better of her. The debt, the body on the table, the sheer, terrifying reality of what she had just pulled from Arthur Sterling’s stomach—it was turning every shadow into a threat.

But she could not stay down here with the chip exposed. If Charles or Victoria Sterling decided to return early, or if Marcus Crane’s collectors came back to hammer on her door, she could not be caught with this device in her possession.

Betty carefully placed the microchip back inside the bottom half of the titanium capsule and screwed the top half back on, twisting it until she felt the rubber gasket compress and lock. The capsule was once again a sealed, anonymous cylinder of gray metal.

She stood up, her legs slightly stiff, and walked toward the wooden staircase leading to the upper floors. Every step felt heavier than the last, her mind racing with the possibilities of what she held. The twenty-five thousand dollars from the Sterlings would keep Crane at bay for a few months, but it was a temporary patch on a sinking ship. The mortgage on the historic building, the outstanding supplier accounts, the back taxes—they were a mountain that would eventually slide down and crush her anyway.

But this capsule. This little piece of gray metal was a different kind of currency entirely.

She reached the top of the stairs and slipped through the door into the main hallway of the funeral home. The air upstairs was warmer, smelling of old carpet, lemon wax, and the faint, sweet scent of funeral floral arrangements from weeks past. The grandfather clock in the parlor ticked with a slow, solemn cadence, the sound echoing through the empty rooms.

Betty walked quickly to her office, her hand shoved deep into the pocket of her cotton scrubs, her fingers tightly closed around the cold cylinder. She entered the room, locking the heavy oak door behind her, and stood in the center of the office, scanning the space for a place to hide her prize.

Her eyes drifted over the cluttered bookshelves, the stacks of past-due invoices, and the faded leather armchairs. It had to be a location that was accessible to her, yet completely invisible to anyone who might come searching. The Sterlings were powerful, and if they realized the chip was missing from their father’s body, they would search Bailey & Sons with a clinical, destructive efficiency.

Her gaze settled on the top shelf of the mahogany bookcase behind her desk.

Resting between a pair of dusty, leather-bound directories was an old, tarnished brass trophy. It was her father’s high school track trophy, dating back to 1968. The brass figure of a runner was bent slightly at the waist, the gold plating long since peeled away to reveal the dull, gray lead beneath. The base of the trophy was a hollow block of dark, weighted plastic, held together by a single, rusty threaded rod and a hex nut on the underside.

Betty stepped onto her desk chair, reaching up to pull the heavy trophy down. She wiped a layer of grey dust from the base, her fingers turning black from the grime.
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