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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE
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The Grounds was a coffee shop that wore its history like a badge—exposed brick, mismatched tables, and the constant drone of an espresso machine that sounded like a jet engine. It was the kind of place where secrets could hide in plain sight, and regulars knew which seats offered the best view of the door. Chloe, Ben, and Liam gathered there most afternoons, their conversations a blend of sarcasm, digital gossip, and the kind of speculation that only comes from too much time online.
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On this particular evening, the air was thick with the scent of burnt coffee and anticipation. Chloe was mid-rant about the latest social media drama, her words sharp and quick, when Liam’s attention drifted to his laptop. The feed he monitored—a chaotic stream of memes, city mishaps, and subtweets—had started to glitch. Posts flickered, usernames flashed as raw code, and every so often, a message appeared that didn’t belong.
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Then it happened: a post with no avatar, no followers, and a name that resolved only as "Diary Killer." The content was clinical, almost forensic—details of two recent murders, described with a precision that felt both official and deeply wrong. No hashtags, no attempts at virality. Just facts, waiting to be ignored by everyone except those who knew what to look for.

––––––––
[image: ]


Liam’s pulse quickened as he realized the post contained information not yet released to the public. Chloe and Ben dismissed it as a tasteless prank, but Liam knew better. He dug into the metadata, finding layers of obfuscation and a digital fingerprint that suggested someone with access—and intent.
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As the night wore on, the three friends found themselves drawn into a web of secrets, surveillance, and coded threats. The Diary Killer’s posts began to propagate, each one more chilling than the last, always appearing just before the news broke. The line between observer and participant blurred, and the safety of their routines dissolved into paranoia.
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In the shadows of the Grounds, with the city’s pulse echoing through their devices, Chloe, Ben, and Liam faced a truth more unsettling than any rumor: someone was watching, and the game had only just begun.
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CHAPTER 1
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The Grounds was shaped like a shipping container that had tried and failed to go upscale. Exposed brick, light fixtures hung by thick black cord, a back wall lined with framed zines and blurry Polaroids from three generations of baristas. The espresso machine sounded like a small jet taking off, each milk steamer scream ricocheting off the bricks and into every corner. Tables were circular, wood sanded down to the raw, mismatched grain, with metal legs that wobbled just enough to make you check twice before setting anything down.
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Chloe always took the seat closest to the back, her shoes up on the rung of the next chair, knees drawn up so she could lean forward when she talked. She was mid-rant, voice low but not subtle, hands tracing sharp, unbreakable shapes in the air. A ceramic mug, chipped at the lip, steamed in front of her. Ben sat across, one leg stretched out so his heel hooked under the table’s edge, both arms folded in a practiced slouch. Liam hunched next to them, laptop open, half of his focus on code and the other half just—drifting. His headphones sat around his neck, muted. He’d heard all of this before.
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Chloe: “No, but seriously, how do you ‘forget’ you posted a thirst trap and then drag everyone else for noticing? It’s like gaslighting, but for likes. Weaponized cringe.” Her laughter flicked out, then vanished as she tracked a possible eavesdropper at the next table. She dropped her volume, but her eyes stayed on Ben. “You get what I’m saying, right? It’s a feedback loop. Social self-harm.”
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Ben’s smile was lazy. “You’re mad because you lost the algorithmic high ground.”
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“That’s not—” Chloe caught herself, pulled in her shoulders. “Not entirely the point. I just want people to be—aware.”
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Liam’s screen spat up an error. He swiped, refreshed. The timeline he followed for low-grade entertainment—screenshots of city maintenance disasters, weather station pranks, the occasional epic subtweet—had started acting strange an hour ago. Now it was eating itself in public. Images loaded, but the alt tags sometimes displayed as raw strings, like /IMG_0443-fnline/. Username fields flickered: some blank, some with the whole JSON user object visible for a split-second before collapsing into the cleaned display name. Most posts were normal, but every twentieth or so looked like it had been dragged out of a landfill—layered with code fragments, timestamps out of sequence, hashtags bleeding into the main body.
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Then a post rendered that should not have existed.
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There was no avatar. No follower count. The display name resolved, for a moment, as just this: Diary Killer.
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Liam leaned in. He scrolled the page source, backtracked to the main feed, looked at the URL and then back at the post. No verification badge, no embedded link. Not even a bio. The post content was just text, but it punched through the usual flood of meme debris.
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Case 1: Male, 42. Found in Civic Park restroom 0307hrs. Death by asphyxiation, ligature, consistent with self-application. Correction: post-mortem staging suggests no struggle. Entry point: window, not main access.
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Case 2: Female, 21. Discovery at 0631hrs, Linwood Apartments, stairwell B. Perimortem disarticulation, lower right hand, tool marks indicate non-residential blade. Transported after 0445hrs; local time-of-death 0412-0424. Body positioned for sightline to main elevator.
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It didn’t use hashtags or handles. It just sat there, twin blocks of text, waiting to be scrolled past.
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Liam’s fingers froze on the trackpad. He watched the notification bar in the corner of the screen. No one in his network liked or commented. He checked the OP’s profile. Nothing—zero posts, no followers, account creation timestamp two hours ago but with a user ID that should have been years old. Not a bot. Not a hijacked brand name. Some kind of insert, built to be invisible unless you knew what you were looking for.
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He looked up. Ben’s laugh broke the surface, a loud sound that scattered the tension at the table.
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“Liam. Dude. You even here?”
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He shook his head. “Sorry. There’s a—” He nudged the laptop screen so they both could see. “Look at this. Something’s off.”
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Chloe squinted at the post, then at Liam. She read the text once, twice. “That’s not—” She stopped. “That’s not funny, whoever it is. Gross, actually.” But she held her phone out, snapped a shot of the screen, and immediately started typing. “It’s like that one viral thing where they pretended to be the Zodiac, right? Classic troll move. Probably the same people who started the Slaughter Siblings thing last year.”
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Ben made a face. “No, that one had way more emojis. And a graphic designer. This is, like—minimalist creep.”
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Chloe nodded. “Artisanal murder LARP.” She waited for the laugh, didn’t get one. “Okay, what’s your theory, Sherlock?”
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Liam said nothing. He had already hit Inspect Element, scanned the source. The CSS was stock, the content field unremarkable, but the metadata attached to the post was a swamp of nested arrays. The EXIF data had been stripped from the entire account, which wasn’t supposed to be possible unless you were running a privatized build of the platform itself. Even the post’s UTC timestamp didn’t resolve—milliseconds bled into the seconds, as if the post had been re-synced a hundred times in the past minute.
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He checked the local news site. Civic Park. Linwood Apartments. Both had headlines, but the details were vague, police-blotter language, “pending investigation” and “no further comment.” No specifics. The Diary Killer post had more in it than the reporters did.
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Chloe leaned in, eyes narrowing. “Wait. Is that real?”
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“Looks real,” Ben said. He was looking at the headline on his phone now, lips pursed. “If it is, somebody’s got insider info.”
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Liam copied the post’s raw text, dumped it into a notepad file. He scrolled further. There were no other posts
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