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    To those who crave the darkness.

To those who understand that obsession is devotion.

To those brave enough to surrender.

— This is for you…



    



  	
        
            
            "I have for the first time found what true love is—but, finding it too late, my life must ever be a tragedy."

— Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights
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This novel contains explicit content and potentially triggering material:


●  Graphic sexual content

●  Stalking and surveillance

●  Obsession and psychological manipulation

●  Violence and murder

●  Kidnapping

●  Home invasion

●  Possessive/controlling dynamics |

●  Isolation



This is a work of dark fantasy fiction exploring taboo themes. Reader discretion is advised.
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​Prologue: The Ghost
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The apartment smells like bergamot and fear.

Kade registers both with the same clinical detachment he applies to everything—the weight of the suppressed Glock in his gloved hand, the precise angle of entry through the balcony door, the way the target's breathing has gone shallow and rapid in the bedroom beyond. Fear has a scent. Most people don't know that. It's acrid, animal, a tang of copper and salt that floods the amygdala and triggers the ancient hindbrain's desperate calculations: fight or flight.

The target—Marcus Vennetti, money launderer, information broker, a man who made the catastrophic error of skimming from people who don't forgive—has chosen neither. He's frozen. Kade can hear it in the quality of silence emanating from the master suite, that particular held-breath stillness of prey that knows the predator is close.

Kade moves through the living room like smoke. His footfalls make no sound on the hardwood. The city sprawls beyond floor-to-ceiling windows, Prague's medieval spires and baroque facades glittering in the October rain, oblivious and beautiful. He's always found something grimly poetic about that—the way the world continues its luminous indifference while lives end in expensive apartments with good views.

The bedroom door is ajar.

He pushes it open with two fingers, weapon raised, and finds Vennetti exactly where he expected: pressed against the far wall between a Klimt reproduction and a bookshelf full of unread first editions. The man is in silk pajamas. His face is the color of old newspaper. There's a wet stain spreading at his crotch.

"Please," Vennetti whispers. His voice cracks on the single syllable. "Please, I can—I can get the money back. I can fix this. I have information. I have—"

Kade shoots him twice. Center mass. The suppressor reduces the shots to two soft coughs, barely louder than a man clearing his throat. Vennetti's body jerks, slides down the wall, leaves a dark smear on the cream-colored paint. His eyes are still open, still pleading, as the light goes out of them.

Kade waits. Counts to thirty. Checks for a pulse he knows won't be there.

Then he moves.

The exit is already planned—three different routes, each memorized, each timed. He chooses the primary: back through the balcony, down the fire escape, into the alley where rain is washing away footprints before they can fully form. He's done this two hundred and forty-seven times. Two hundred and forty-eight now. Each one the same choreography of violence and disappearance. Each one leaving him exactly as empty as the last.

He doesn't feel remorse. Hasn't in years. Doesn't feel satisfaction either, or disgust, or the dark thrill that some of his former colleagues chased like a drug. He feels nothing. Just the cool assessment of a job completed, the mental checklist being ticked off item by item: weapon secured, gloves disposed of, route clear, timeline maintained.

The rain is cold on his face as he descends the fire escape. It's a good rain, heavy enough to keep people indoors, to muffle sound, to erase evidence. He drops into the alley and starts walking, just another man in a dark coat hurrying through the downpour, unremarkable, invisible.

He's two blocks away when he passes the window.

It's a café, one of those cramped, warm places that smell like coffee and old books, still open despite the late hour. Golden light spills onto the wet pavement. Kade wouldn't normally notice it—wouldn't notice anything that isn't a threat or an exit—but something makes him glance through the rain-streaked glass.

A young woman sits alone at a corner table, laptop open, earbuds in. University student, probably. Dark hair pulled back, oversized sweater, the kind of soft, unguarded face that belongs to someone who still believes the world is fundamentally good. She's smiling at whatever she's watching on her screen, a small, private smile that does something strange to the air in Kade's lungs.

He should keep walking. He has a timetable. A plane to catch. A protocol that has kept him alive and free for two decades.

He doesn't keep walking.

He stops. Stands there in the rain, water running down his collar, and watches her through the window. She laughs—he can't hear it, but he sees it in the way her shoulders shake, the way she covers her mouth with one hand. Then her expression shifts, softens into something achingly tender, and she leans closer to the screen.

That's when he hears it.

The café door opens. Someone exits, and for just a moment, before the door swings shut, sound escapes into the night. A voice. Female. Soft as smoke, warm as candlelight, reading something in English:

"—and I wonder if you know that every time you speak, you're teaching my heart a language it was never meant to learn—"

The door closes. The voice cuts off.

Kade stands frozen on the sidewalk.

Something is happening inside his chest. Something he doesn't have a name for, something that feels like a crack forming in permafrost, like the first dangerous thaw after an endless winter. It's been so long since he felt anything that the sensation is almost painful—a sharp, bright ache that spreads through his ribs like blood in water.

He should move. He's exposed. Standing still is dangerous. Standing still is how you get caught, how you get killed, how twenty years of perfect discipline unravels in a single moment of weakness.

But that voice.

That voice.

It's still echoing in his head, soft and intimate, like a secret whispered in the dark. There was something in it—vulnerability, yes, but also strength. A kind of fearless tenderness that he hasn't encountered in so long he'd forgotten it existed. The words themselves were poetry, he thinks, though he only caught a fragment. But it's not the words. It's the way she said them. Like they mattered. Like beauty and gentleness and emotion were things worth preserving in a world that grinds them all to dust.

Through the window, the young woman in the café is still watching her screen, still smiling that soft smile. She's listening to whoever that voice belongs to. And Kade realizes, with a strange, detached clarity, that he wants to know what she's hearing. Wants to hear the rest of those words. Wants to know what kind of person speaks like that—like they're offering their heart on an open palm, undefended, unafraid.

It's insane. It's dangerous. It's a liability he can't afford.

He makes himself start walking.

But he only gets three steps before he stops again. Turns back. Looks at the café window, at the golden light, at the girl listening to that invisible voice. His hands are steady. They're always steady. But something inside him—something he thought had died years ago in a basement in Chechnya, or maybe before that, in a childhood he's spent decades trying to forget—is trembling.

He pulls out his phone. Opens a browser. His fingers move with the same precision he applies to everything, typing search terms, narrowing parameters. It takes him less than two minutes to find it: a livestream. A poetry reading. The video is still live, the viewer count in the hundreds. And there, in the thumbnail, is a woman.

She's younger than he expected. Mid-twenties, maybe. Dark eyes, delicate features, an expression of quiet intensity as she reads from a book in her lap. The stream title reads: "Alina Volkov - Late Night Poetry - Reading Your Requests."

Alina.

He clicks on the stream. Turns the volume low. Brings the phone close to his ear.

Her voice pours into him like warm water into a frozen vessel.

"—because loneliness isn't the absence of people," she's reading, "it's the absence of being truly seen. And you see me. God help me, you see me, and I don't know whether to run toward that or away from it—"

Kade closes his eyes.

The rain is still falling. He's still standing on a street corner in Prague, two blocks from a fresh kill, with a weapon in his coat and blood—metaphorical, always metaphorical now, he's too careful for literal blood—on his hands. He should be moving. Should be gone. Should be on a train to the airport, then a plane to nowhere, then a safe house where he'll clean his equipment and wait for the next job and feel nothing, nothing, nothing.

But he's listening to this woman—this Alina—read poetry to strangers on the internet, and something inside him is breaking open.

It's not desire. Not exactly. He's felt desire before, the mechanical urge of a body that still functions even when the soul has gone dark. This is something else. Something more dangerous. It's recognition. Like hearing a song you didn't know you remembered. Like coming home to a place you've never been.

She's still reading. Her voice rises and falls with the rhythm of the words, intimate and unhurried, like she's reading just to him, like she's sitting across from him in some quiet room where violence doesn't exist and men like him aren't necessary.

"—so maybe love is just this: the terrifying choice to let someone hold the parts of you that are most breakable—"

He opens his eyes. Looks at the phone screen. At her face, pixelated and small but somehow more real than anything he's seen in years. She's smiling a little as she reads, like the words make her happy even though they're about pain. There's a softness to her that seems impossible, impractical, a kind of radical vulnerability that should have been beaten out of her by now if she had any sense.

It makes him want to protect her.

It makes him want to ruin her.

It makes him want to know what it would feel like to be seen by someone like that—really seen, not as the ghost he's made himself into, but as whatever he was before. If there was ever a before. If there was ever anything underneath the emptiness but more emptiness.

A car passes, headlights sweeping across him. The spell breaks. Kade shoves the phone in his pocket, forces himself to start walking again. This time he doesn't stop. He moves through the rain-slicked streets with the same mechanical efficiency as always, hitting his marks, following his route, becoming no one.

But her voice follows him.

It's still in his head when he reaches the train station. Still there when he boards the late train to the airport, sitting in an empty car with his coat dripping rainwater onto the floor. He pulls out his phone again. The stream is still live. She's taking requests now, reading poems that viewers are suggesting in the chat. Her laugh is soft when someone requests something funny. Her voice goes quiet and serious when someone asks for something sad.

She cares. That's what gets him. She actually cares about these strangers, these anonymous usernames scrolling past in a chat window. She's giving them something real—her time, her attention, her heart—and asking nothing in return.

Kade has spent twenty years learning how to kill without feeling. How to move through the world like a shadow, taking lives and leaving no trace, no connection, no evidence that he was ever there. He's perfected the art of not mattering, of being no one, of existing in the negative space between other people's stories.

And now this woman—this Alina, with her soft voice and her poetry and her ridiculous, dangerous openness—has made him feel something.

He doesn't know what to do with that.

The train rocks gently as it picks up speed, carrying him away from Prague, away from the body cooling in an expensive apartment, away from the café window and the golden light. But he's still listening to her voice. Still watching her face on the small screen. Still feeling that crack in his chest widening, letting in something that might be longing or might be grief or might be the first stirrings of an obsession that will consume him.

She finishes a poem. Looks up at the camera. Smiles.

"Thank you for being here with me tonight," she says, and her voice is so warm, so genuine, that something in Kade's throat goes tight. "I know it's late. I know you could be anywhere else. But you chose to be here, and that means something to me. You mean something to me."

She means it. He can tell. She's talking to hundreds of strangers, and she means every word.

Kade closes the stream. Puts the phone away. Stares out the train window at the darkness rushing past.

He didn't mean to see her.

He wasn't supposed to stop. Wasn't supposed to look through that café window. Wasn't supposed to hear her voice or learn her name or feel this dangerous, impossible thing taking root in the wasteland of his chest.

But he did.

And now he can't unsee her.

Now he knows she exists—this woman who reads poetry like it matters, who speaks to strangers like they're worth something, who moves through the world with her heart undefended and her softness intact. She's out there somewhere, probably still streaming, still giving pieces of herself away to anyone who asks.

And Kade—the ghost, the killer, the man who's supposed to feel nothing—wants.

He wants to hear her voice again. Wants to know what she looks like when she's not performing, when she's alone, when she's scared. Wants to know if that softness goes all the way through or if there's something harder underneath. Wants to know what it would take to make her see him—really see him, the way she seems to see everyone else.

Wants to know if someone like him could ever be worthy of being seen by someone like her.

The answer is no. Obviously. He knows that. He's not delusional. He's a killer. A ghost. A man who's committed two hundred and forty-eight murders and felt nothing. There's no redemption for someone like him. No second chances. No soft landings.

But knowing that doesn't stop the wanting.

It doesn't stop him from pulling out his phone again as the train carries him through the night. Doesn't stop him from finding her social media, her streaming schedule, the small digital footprints she leaves across the internet like breadcrumbs. Doesn't stop him from memorizing her face, her voice, the way she tilts her head when she's thinking.

He didn't mean to see her.

Now he can't unsee her.

And somewhere in the darkness behind his ribs, in the place where his heart used to be, something dangerous is waking up.

​
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​1: Candlelight Girl
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"...and that's where I'll leave you tonight," Alina says softly into the camera, her voice barely above a whisper. "Thank you for being here. Thank you for listening. I hope you sleep well, wherever you are."

She smiles—small, genuine, the kind of smile that doesn't ask for anything in return—and reaches forward to end the stream. The red recording light blinks off, and suddenly the room feels bigger. Emptier. Just her and the candles and the silence pressing in from all sides.

Alina sits back in her chair and exhales slowly, letting the performance drain out of her shoulders. It's not that she's being fake during the streams—she means every word she says, feels every poem she reads—but there's still a difference between being on and being alone. Between sharing herself with hundreds of strangers and being accountable to no one.

She prefers the latter.

The candles flicker around her workspace, casting soft shadows across the walls of her studio apartment. Twelve of them tonight, all her own creations: lavender and vanilla, bergamot and cedar, something experimental with cardamom that she's still not sure about. The scents layer over each other like a blanket, warm and familiar. Safe.

She built this. All of it. The candles, the online presence, the life that fits inside these four walls and asks nothing of the world outside. It took three years, two failed Etsy shops, and more ramen dinners than she wants to count, but she did it. She's not rich—not even close—but she's enough. She pays her rent. She eats. She sleeps without anyone's permission.

That's more than she used to have.

Alina stands and begins her nightly ritual, the one that transforms her workspace back into her home. First, the candles. She moves through the room methodically, pinching out wicks between dampened fingers, watching each small flame surrender to darkness. The bergamot. The vanilla. The lavender. One by one, the light retreats until only two remain: the cedar on her nightstand and the cardamom on the kitchen counter.

She'll let those burn a little longer.

Next, the equipment. Camera off, tripod folded, ring light unplugged. She coils the cords carefully—everything in its place, everything controlled—and tucks them into the storage bin beneath her desk. Her laptop goes on the charger, screen dark, notifications silenced. She doesn't check her messages after streams anymore. That way lies madness: the endless scroll of comments, the parasocial demands, the people who think they know her because they've watched her read poetry in soft lighting.

They don't know her.

Nobody does.

And that's exactly how she wants it.

Alina moves to the kitchen—three steps from her desk, because the whole apartment is maybe four hundred square feet—and fills her kettle. Chamomile tonight. Something to quiet the residual adrenaline that always lingers after streaming, the strange buzz of having been perceived. She lights the stove, watches the blue flame catch, and leans against the counter while she waits for the water to boil.

Through the window above the sink, HootOwl stretches out into darkness.

There's not much to see. A gravel road that turns to mud when it rains. A few scattered houses, most of them abandoned, their windows like empty eye sockets. The barn across the way, listing slightly to one side, its roof half-caved in. Beyond that, nothing but Oklahoma flatland and sky, the kind of landscape that makes you feel small and infinite at the same time.

Population: 0, according to the last census.

Technically, Alina doesn't exist here. Neither does the handful of other people who've claimed the ghost town's ruins as their own—artists, hermits, people running from something they don't talk about. There's no mail service, no police patrol, no city council. Just a cluster of stubborn souls who wanted to disappear and found the perfect place to do it.

Alina moved here two years ago with everything she owned in the back of a dying Honda Civic. She'd been looking for nowhere, and HootOwl delivered. Rent was almost nothing—her landlord lived three states away and only cared that the money hit his account on time. No neighbors to worry about. No one to ask questions. Just silence and space and the kind of anonymity you can't buy in a city.

She told herself it was temporary. A place to heal, to regroup, to figure out what came next.

But temporary has a way of becoming permanent when you're too afraid to leave.

The kettle screams. Alina pours the water over her tea bag, watches the chamomile bloom into gold, and carries the mug to her bed. It's not really a separate room—just a mattress on a frame in the corner, separated from the rest of the studio by a bookshelf and some curtains she hung from the ceiling. But it's hers. The sheets are clean. The pillows are soft. There's a weighted blanket folded at the foot of the bed, for nights when the silence gets too loud.

She sets the tea on her nightstand and blows out the cedar candle. One left.

Alina moves through the apartment one more time, checking. It's always the same routine, the same order, the same quiet compulsion that won't let her sleep until she's sure.

Front door: locked, deadbolt engaged, chain latched.

Windows: closed, latches turned, curtains drawn.

Back door: locked, chair wedged under the handle for extra measure.

She knows it's excessive. Knows that nothing ever happens in HootOwl, that the biggest threat she faces is probably a raccoon getting into her trash. But knowing something and feeling it are different countries, and Alina's body still remembers things her mind has tried to forget.

The feeling of a hand around her throat.

The sound of a lock clicking from the outside.

The sick understanding that safety is always conditional, always temporary, always one bad decision away from shattering.

So she checks the locks. Every night. Twice.

And she sleeps a little easier for it.

Alina returns to her bed, climbs under the covers, and picks up her tea. It's still too hot to drink, so she just holds it, letting the warmth seep into her palms. Outside, the wind picks up, rattling the old windows in their frames. Somewhere in the distance, a coyote howls. The sound is lonely and wild and strangely comforting.

She's not the only one out here in the dark.

Her phone buzzes on the nightstand—probably Jenna, her only real friend, checking in like she always does after streams. Alina ignores it. She'll text back in the morning, say something reassuring, deflect the concern she knows is coming. Jenna worries. Jenna thinks Alina is too isolated, too careful, too content with a life that looks like loneliness from the outside.

But Jenna doesn't understand.

Loneliness is a choice. What Alina escaped was a cage.

She sips her tea, feels it burn all the way down, and lets her eyes drift to the last candle still burning on the kitchen counter. The cardamom one. The experimental scent that's almost right but not quite. She should get up and blow it out—house fire hazard, all that—but she's so tired, and the bed is so warm, and the candlelight is so soft against the walls.

Just a few more minutes.

Alina sets down her tea, pulls the weighted blanket up to her chin, and closes her eyes. Her breathing slows. Her body softens into the mattress. The wind outside becomes a lullaby, and the darkness behind her eyelids is gentle, familiar, safe.

She doesn't hear the camera shutter.

Doesn't see the shadow shift outside her window.

Doesn't know that somewhere in the night, someone is watching the last candle burn, memorizing the shape of her sleep, counting the seconds until he can get closer.

She blows out the cardamom candle with a thought—a wish, a prayer, a hope that tomorrow will be just like today.
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