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Joseph

The tie feels less like a fashion accessory and more like a garrote. I run a finger inside the collar, trying to create a millimeter of breathing room. It doesn't work.

"Stop fidgeting, Taylor. You look like you’re breaking out in hives."

Special Agent Henry Garcia walks with a specific cadence—heel-toe, soft-soled Italian leather on industrial carpet. Silent, precise, and looming.

"It’s the wool, boss." I keep my eyes on the dual monitors in front of me. "I think I’m allergic to federal mandates on professional attire."

"You will get used to it." Henry leans against the edge of my cubicle, crossing his arms. As always, he looks immaculate. His suit is charcoal, tailored to perfection, and his silvering hair is swept back. He looks like a senator, or the guy a senator calls to bury a body.

Henry drops a file folder onto my desk. It lands with a heavy thud. "Redo it."

I stop typing and stare at the folder. It’s the FD-302 report from the bank robbery surveillance in Queens two days ago. I spent four hours on it. I detailed the suspect’s movements, the make and model of the getaway vehicle, and even the brand of cigarettes the driver flicked out the window.

"Redo what? The suspect ID is solid. The timestamps align with the CCTV footage. I even cross-referenced the plate with the DMV database."

"The content is adequate," Henry says. "The formatting, however, is an embarrassment to the J. Edgar Hoover Building and everyone inside it."

I swivel my chair around to face him. "I thought I followed the formatting guideline." 

"You used Arial font, twelve point."

"So?"

"The Bureau standard is Times New Roman. Twelve-point, double-spaced. And you didn't indent the third paragraph of the witness summary." Henry taps the folder. "This is a legal document, not a flyer for a potluck at the 24th Precinct. Details matter. If you can’t discipline yourself to change a font, how can I trust you to discipline your trigger finger in a breach?"

I take a deep breath. This is the game. I spent five years in the Army; I know what hazing looks like. But in the Army, hazing meant carrying a rucksack full of rocks up a muddy hill in the rain. Here, it means correcting typography under fluorescent lights.

"I’ll fix it." I grab the folder.

"Immediately," Henry says. "And Taylor? Button your jacket when you stand up. You’re representing the United States Government, not selling used Toyotas."

He walks away, disappearing into the sea of grey cubicles.

I slump back in my chair and look around the bullpen. This is the New York Field Office—26 Federal Plaza. The nerve center of federal law enforcement on the East Coast. It’s quiet. Unnervingly quiet. Back in Atlanta, the detective squad room was a living organism. Phones ringing, drunks shouting from the holding cells, the constant banter of cops who had seen too much and slept too little.

Here, it feels like a library. The only noise is the rhythmic clack-clack-clack of keyboards and the soft murmur of agents speaking into headsets. Everyone dresses up. Everyone is polite. Everyone is ambitious.

I open the file on my computer and highlight the text. Select All. Font. Times New Roman.

"There," I whisper to the screen. "Democracy is saved."

My phone vibrates on the laminate desk. 

The screen reads: One New Voicemail.

Contact: Evelyn.

The name pulses on the screen, a digital ghost from a life I drove away from six months ago. 

She’s getting married in two weeks. In Atlanta. To a guy named Rick who owns a chain of urgent care clinics. Rick, who probably doesn't have scar tissue on his forearm from a knife fight in a dirty alleyway. 

I can't hear her voice right now. I shove the phone into my pocket.

"Taylor!"

Henry’s voice cuts through the air, sharper this time.

I stand up, button my jacket, and look over the partition. Henry is standing in his office, the landline receiver pressed to his ear. 

"Yeah, we’re on it," Henry says into the phone. "Don't touch anything. I don't care what the Patrol Sergeant says, you seal that area. We’re twenty minutes out."

He slams the phone down and looks at me.

"Grab your kit," he says.

"What is it?" I ask, already reaching for my drawer where I keep my badge and sidearm. The sudden spike of adrenaline is a relief. 

"NYPD found something." Henry grabs his trench coat. "Subway renovation tunnel in Lower Manhattan. The Chambers Street station."

"A body?"

"A mess. Patrol officer called it in as a homicide, but then the Watch Commander called us. They’re saying it’s... structural."

"Structural?" I slide my Glock 19 into the holster on my hip, feeling the familiar weight of the weapon. "Like a building collapse?"

"No," Henry says, checking his own weapon with a fluid motion. "Like someone made a deposit."
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Henry drives the Bureau-issue Chevy Tahoe like he owns the pavement, utilizing the siren only in short, chirping bursts to part the sea of yellow taxis and delivery trucks.

I watch the city scroll past the passenger window. Buildings loom over the streets, blocking out the sun, casting long shadows that seem to swallow the pedestrians whole.

"You’re brooding," Henry says, swerving around a double-parked car with inches to spare.

"I’m observing." 

"You’re thinking about the South." He’s reading me. "You’re thinking about sweet tea and porches and wondering why you traded them for exhaust fumes and overpriced rent."

"I don't drink sweet tea, and the rent here is manageable."

"You live in a shoebox in Queens. A shoebox with a view of a brick wall."

"It’s a nice brick wall."

Henry sighs. "Look, I know the transition is rough. But you’re here for a reason. You have instincts. You see angles the Ivy League kids don't."

"Is this the pep talk? Because usually, you tell me I’m a blunt instrument."

"You are a blunt instrument. Sometimes, the door is locked, and you need a battering ram, not a lockpick. Just... try to be a polite battering ram today. We’re stepping into NYPD turf. They’re going to be prickly. They hate it when we show up."

"I was a cop, Henry. I know how they feel. Imagine you’re working a case, busting your ass, and then two guys in nice suits show up and tell you to go fetch coffee while they take the credit."

"We don't take the credit," Henry says, turning onto Chambers Street. "We take the jurisdiction."

"Same thing."

"It really isn't."

We hit the perimeter. It’s chaos.

Blue and red lights strobe against the grey afternoon. A wall of NYPD cruisers has blocked off the intersection. Uniformed officers are stringing yellow tape across the subway entrance, shouting at a crowd of onlookers who are holding up their phones, live-streaming the misery.

Henry parks the Tahoe on the sidewalk, and we step out.

A uniformed Sergeant with a thick mustache and a thicker neck intercepts us before we can duck under the tape. He looks like he’s been chewing on a piece of rebar.

"Federal Agents," Henry says, flashing his credentials. "Special Agent Henry Garcia. This is Agent Joseph Taylor."

The Sergeant looks at the badges, then at us. He spits on the ground, dangerously close to Henry’s Italian shoes.

"Took you long enough," the Sergeant grunts. "Detectives are downstairs. It’s a shitshow. I’ve been on the force for twenty-five years. I was here for 9/11. I ain't never seen something like this."

Henry’s expression doesn't change. "Clear a path for us, Sergeant."

We move past the barricade. The entrance to the subway station is a gaping maw in the sidewalk, surrounded by construction scaffolding. This part of the station has been closed for months for "infrastructure upgrades." 

We descend the stairs. The air gets cooler, damper. The sounds of the street above fade away, replaced by the hum of industrial generators and the dripping of water.

The station platform is a construction zone. The tiles have been stripped away, revealing the raw concrete skeleton. Portable halogen work lights are set up on tripods, casting harsh, blinding white light that creates jagged shadows against the walls.

There’s a cluster of people near the far end of the platform, gathered around one of the massive support pillars that hold up the street above.

"Stay close," Henry murmurs. "Let me do the talking. If a detective barks at you, don't bark back."

"Yes, Boss."

We approach the circle. The cops part to let us through, their faces pale in the halogen glare. I see seasoned detectives looking at their shoes, looking at the ceiling, looking anywhere but at the pillar.

And then I see it.

My breath hitches in my throat. I’ve seen dead bodies. I’ve seen gunshot victims, stabbing victims, and car crash victims. I saw things in Afghanistan that still wake me up at 3:00 AM, reaching for a rifle that isn't there.

But this... this is different.

The victim is a male, maybe early twenties. He’s wearing ragged clothes—urban explorer gear. Cargo pants, a hoodie, boots.

But he isn't lying on the ground.

He is inside the pillar.

A section of the concrete column has been hollowed out, or perhaps formed around him. He is encased in a thick, translucent material—some kind of industrial resin or polymer that has hardened into a glass-like block. It’s seamless, blending perfectly into the existing concrete of the support beam.

He’s suspended in the resin like a prehistoric insect in amber.

His position is what stops my heart. He hasn't been just shoved in. He’s been posed. His arms are raised above his head, palms flat against the top of the resin block as if he is holding up the ceiling. His legs are braced, muscles taut, frozen in an eternal struggle to support the weight of the city above him.

His face is preserved in a scream. Eyes wide, mouth open, cords of his neck straining. Every detail is magnified by the resin. I can see the dirt under his fingernails. I can see the terror in his eyes.

"Jesus," Henry whispers. 

I step closer, ignoring the glare of a nearby CSI tech. 

"He’s not just a body." My voice sounded hollow in the cavernous station. "He’s a component."

"What?" Henry asks.

"Look at the stress lines," I point to the victim’s legs. "He was alive when this stuff was poured around him. You can see the air bubbles near his mouth. He was breathing."

The thought makes my skin crawl. To be bound, posed, and then slowly engulfed by cold, liquid plastic, watching it rise, feeling it harden, knowing you are becoming part of the pillar.

"Who does this?" Henry asks, more to the space than to me. "This takes time. This takes equipment. You can't just mix fifty gallons of polymer in a bucket and slap it on."

I lean in, squinting at the victim’s wrists. They are buried deep in the resin, but the light catches the texture of the rope binding them.

"Henry," I say quietly.

"What do you see?"

"The knots. Look at the wrists. That’s not a standard hog-tie. That’s a Prusik loop with a double fisherman’s backup."

"English, Taylor."

"It’s a mountaineering knot," I explain, the old Army manuals flipping open in my mind. "But it’s also used in heavy cargo drops, rigging, and engineering. It’s designed to hold massive weight under tension without slipping."

I look up at the ceiling, at the steel beams, at the weight of millions of tons of New York City pressing down on us.

"This guy didn't just kill him," I say. "He installed him."

"Installed him?"

"He thinks the station is weak." A profile forms in my gut before I can even process the logic. "He’s trying to shore it up. It’s a renovation."

"Hey!" A sharp, female voice cuts through the gloom like a whip crack.

A woman storms toward us from the darkness of the tunnel. She’s wearing a leather jacket that’s seen better days, jeans, and heavy boots. Her badge hangs around her neck on a chain. She’s small, but she moves with the kind of kinetic energy that suggests she could put me through a wall if she got the leverage. Her hair is pulled back in a messy bun, and her eyes are dark, tired, and furious.

"Who the hell let the Suits in?" she snaps, stopping three feet from Henry. She ignores me entirely. "This is my scene, Garcia. I didn't call you."

"Your Watch Commander did, Detective Hazel Walker. This is out of your league. This is federal."

"Out of my league?" She laughs, a harsh, barking sound. "This happened in my precinct, under my streets. That makes it mine. You think because you have a fancy tie, you can just waltz in here and take my homicide?"

"It’s not a homicide anymore," I say.

Hazel Walker turns her gaze on me. It’s like being looked at by a sniper scope. She looks me up and down and sneers.

"And who is this?" she asks Henry, jerking a thumb in my direction. "Take Your Child to Work Day?"

"Agent Joseph Taylor," Henry says. "He’s new."

"He looks it." She steps closer to me, and she smells like peppermint gum. "Listen to me, rookie. You stand there, you look pretty, and you don't touch anything. This is a crime scene, not a Quantico classroom. If you contaminate my evidence, I will break your fingers. Do we understand each other?"

I smile. "Loud and clear, Detective. But you might have missed the knot."

She blinks. "The what?"

"The knot on his wrists," I say, nodding toward the pillar. "It’s military grade. Whoever did this has training. Probably Corps of Engineers. And looking at the clarity of that resin, he didn't mix it here. He brought it in pre-mixed. Which means he has a vehicle heavy enough to transport a thousand pounds of liquid without blowing his suspension. You're looking for a box truck or a heavy-duty van, probably with reinforced shocks."

Hazel stares at me. She looks at the pillar, then back at me. She sees the scar on my arm where my sleeve has ridden up. She sees that I’m standing with my weight on my back foot, ready to move.

"Army?" she asks.

"Five years. Infantry."

She snorts, but the hostility drops from a ten to an eight. 

"Cop," I add. "Atlanta PD. Six years."

"Atlanta," she repeats. "Hotlanta. You leave your banjo in the car?"

"Left it next to your manners." 

Henry clears his throat, a warning sound. "Agent. Detective. We have a body in a pillar. Can we focus?"

Hazel holds my gaze for another second. Then she nods. "Fine. But I’m lead on the paperwork. I’m not letting you Feds redact my entire case file."

"Deal," Henry says.

"And he," Hazel points a finger at the victim, "he has a name. Michael Vane. Twenty-two years old. The kid was a student at NYU. His mother reported him missing two days ago."

I look back at Michael Vane, frozen in his silent scream.

"He’s the Cornerstone," I say quietly.

"The what?" Hazel asks.

"In ancient construction," I say, remembering a history elective I took a lifetime ago. "When they built a temple or a fortress, they would sacrifice something—or someone—and put them in the foundation. To give the building life. To make it stand forever."

I look at the dark tunnel stretching out behind the pillar. "This isn't the end. He’s just starting construction."

"Taylor, call the Tech team," Henry orders. 
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In the conference room on the 27th floor of Federal Plaza, we brought the horror up with us.

It’s pinned to the whiteboard at the front of the room. High-resolution glossy prints of Michael Vane’s face, frozen in that silent, translucent scream inside the pillar.

I’m sitting at the far end of the mahogany table, nursing a coffee. We’ve been in this room for two hours.

"Let’s reset," Henry says. He’s standing at the head of the table, pacing back and forth in front of the whiteboard. "We are getting bogged down in the how. I want to talk about the why."

There are three other agents in the room.

Agent Smith is a forensic accountant who was pulled into Violent Crimes because he has a knack for spotting patterns in chaos. He’s thin and wears wire-rimmed glasses.

Agent Cooper is the opposite—a twenty-year veteran with a face like a catcher's mitt and a nicotine patch visible under his short-sleeve shirt. He’s seen it all, and he’s bored by most of it.

Then there’s Agent Chen, the behavioral science liaison from Quantico, video-conferenced in on the large monitor at the end of the room. 

"The how is pretty damn loud, Henry," Cooper grumbles, leaning back in his chair. "We got a kid encased in custom-mixed polymer. That’s not a crime of passion. You don't accidentally turn someone into a paperweight."

"Agreed," Henry says. He picks up a dry-erase marker, uncaps it, and writes a single word on the board: VALIDATION.

"He didn't hide the body," Henry continues, tapping the marker against the board. "Most killers we hunt, they want to conceal the crime. They dump bodies in the marshes, they bury them in shallow graves, they dissolve them in acid. But our subject... he put Michael Vane on display. In a public subway station. In a structural pillar."

"It’s an installation," Smith says, looking up from his tablet. "Like art."

"Is it art?" Henry asks, turning to me. "Taylor? You were down there. You saw the face. Did it feel like art?"

I look at the photo of Vane. I think about the smell of the tunnel. The cold dampness. "No. Art is for an audience. This... this felt functional."

"Explain," Henry demands.

I sit up straighter. "When you hang a painting, you put it where the light is good. You put it where people will see it immediately. The pillar wasn't front and center. It was tucked back in the renovation zone. If that construction crew hadn't peeled back the tarp yesterday, Vane might have stayed there for a month without being seen."

"Exactly," Henry says, pointing the marker at me like a weapon. "He wasn't showing off. He wasn't crying out for attention. He was using the body."

"Using it for what?" Cooper asks. "Decoration?"

"Reinforcement," I say. "He tied him with a Prusik loop. He posed him like Atlas. He didn't just put him in the pillar; he made him part of the pillar."

"So, he’s crazy," Cooper says dismissively. "He thinks human bones hold up concrete better than rebar. Schizophrenia? Delusional disorder?"

"It’s more specific than that," Agent Chen’s voice filters through the speakers. "I’ve been reviewing the initial file. The posing suggests a ritualistic aspect, but not religious. It’s utilitarian. He stripped the victim of identity. There was no personal rage on the body. No sexual assault. No torture marks before the encasement. To the Unsub, Michael Vane wasn't a person. He was a brick."

Henry nods, sketching a triangle on the whiteboard.

"This is the hierarchy of needs for your average serial offender," Henry lectures. "Base: Lust or Rage. Middle: Control. Top: Ideology. Most guys we catch are stuck at the bottom. They kill because they get off on it. This guy?"

Henry draws a line straight to the top of the triangle.

"He’s ideological," Henry says. "He believes he’s fixing something."

"Fixing the subway?" Smith asks, bewildered. "The subway is a mess, sure, but killing an NYU student doesn't fix the signaling problems on the N-line."

"It does if you believe the problem isn't mechanical, but spiritual," I say and think back to the guys I served with who carried talismans, pictures of saints, or specific coins for good luck.

"Go on, Taylor," Henry says softly.

"He’s an engineer." My mind races back to the knots. "Or he was. He knows loads. He knows stress points. But he thinks the materials we use—concrete, steel, glass—aren't enough. He thinks they’re weak because they’re... hollow."

"Hollow," Henry repeats, writing the word on the board.

"So he’s adding a soul to the mix," Chen says from the screen. "Foundation sacrifice. It’s an ancient practice. The Romans, the Celts, the Chinese—almost every major civilization has myths about walling people up to ensure a structure stands. The Bridge of Arta. The Great Wall."

"He has a God Complex," Henry declares. He circles the word GOD on the board.

Cooper snorts. "Plenty of whackjobs think they're God."

"No," Henry corrects him. "Not the God of scripture. Not the God of morality. He has the God Complex of an Architect. Think about it. An architect decides how the world looks. He decides where the walls go. He decides what stands and what falls. He imposes his will on the landscape. This Unsub... he believes he is making the subway station stronger."

"Which means he’s arrogant," Smith adds. 

"And he’s viewing the victims as raw material," I add. 

"So, what’s the profile?" Cooper asks, sitting forward.

Henry caps the marker and turns to face us, his eyes hard.

“We’re looking for a male, thirty-five to fifty. Physically fit—he moved the resin and the body. He has a background in construction, civil engineering, or architecture. He’s likely working a blue-collar job adjacent to the industry: inspections, demolition, freelance
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