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To the reader who saw “obsessed psychopath” and immediately thought: 
“That’s husband material.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The contents of this dark romance book may be triggering to some readers. It contains explicit sexual content and a morally gray hero who is an over-the-top jealous/possessive stalker and is willing to do whatever it takes to have the heroine. A complete list of trigger warnings can be found below.
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GENEVA


GHOST is corporeal, a man of flesh and blood.


He’s not the ethereal being the media has made him out to be. Or the elusive poltergeist the police think he is. As a criminal psychologist, I’d say that Ghost is barely human … if you consider the number of people he’s admitted to killing.


I make my way toward the courthouse steps that are packed full with people. My skin crawls at the idea of unwanted contact with strangers, each touch brought on by pushing and shoving. But it’s unavoidable if I want to witness this high-profile arraignment.


News reporters, with their cameramen right behind them, wield microphones like batons, nearly assaulting anyone who gets too close. Protesters carry their signs like badges of honor, hoisting the homemade signs into the air, their chanting loud and continuous. Some advocate for the death penalty, despite this being New York City. The other half pleads for mercy on behalf of Ghost, saying his crimes were justified.


Without a psychological profile on him, no one can know for sure.


I tuck my chin and ball my fists, prepared to do a little pushing and shoving of my own, if necessary. I’m almost at the top of the courthouse steps when someone slams into me from behind. My feet trip over themselves as I stumble. Before I can recover, I collide with a stranger.


A tall man with dark hair and medium build swings around to face me, his features twisted in a sneer. “You better watch where you’re going, bitch!”


I step back to gain some distance, but I’m still surrounded by people on all sides. And close enough to make out the scratches on his wrist. They’re not from a cat.


“I apologize,” I say calmly. “Someone pushed me, and I didn’t mean to bump into you.”


“Save your story for someone who gives a shit.”


“Fine.” When he doesn’t give me any indication that he’s going to move, I clear my throat. “You’re in my way.”


The man glares at me. I glare back.


He leans forward, towering over me. “Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?”


I square my shoulders and lift my chin, unwilling to back down. I’m getting in that courtroom, come hell or high water. Seeing Ghost in person is an opportunity I won’t miss out on because of some asshole with a complex.


I keep my gaze locked on the man in front of me, scanning his features for microexpressions and to analyze his body language for nonverbal cues. He crosses his arms, turning his torso away from me, indicating he’s uncomfortable with my challenging him. Due to the curl of his upper lip, along with his use of the word “bitch,” my intuition says he hates women. It’s highly doubtful the deep scratches on his wrists were inflicted by a man he recently attacked.


His position on the stair above me gives him a feeling of superiority, so I even the playing field and get on his level, continuing to hold his stare. His brows lift in surprise.


“You may like to hurt women to gain a sense of control,” I say, “but you only do it behind closed doors because you’re a coward. So, either man up and hit me, or get the fuck out of my way.”


My words have the intended effect. His mouth falls open and he blinks at me. Using his stupefied condition, I slip past him. The crowd of people closes around me, shielding me from his view. I don’t stop until I’m in line for the security check.


I take a deep breath and release it slowly, trying to rid myself of the adrenaline coursing through my veins. Even though I was pretty sure the man outside wouldn’t have hit me, there’s never complete certainty when dealing with human beings. Like animals, their behavior can be unpredictable when they’re in pain or mentally unstable.


The security guard waves a hand at me. “Ma’am, step forward.”


I walk through the metal detectors, earn a nod from the officer, and retrieve my purse just as my cell phone begins to ring. While making my way down the hallway and navigating through a crowd—that’s not as hectic as the one outside, but still too many people for my liking—I look at the screen.


Shit. It’s Mason.


“Hello.”


“Hey, Gen. I’m surprised you answered the phone. You haven’t lately.”


I pinch the bridge of my nose hard enough to hurt, and to keep my thoughts about his “charm” to myself. “I’ve been busy. What’s up?”


“I was hoping I could come over to your place tonight … It’s been a while.”


“Mason, you don’t need to be coy about wanting sex.”


He laughs, the sound airy and fake. Like our relationship. I only agreed to the term “girlfriend” to discourage the guys at the office from hitting on me. I’m more turned on by my work than by men. That’s either really pathetic … or serves to exemplify the quality of males I’ve encountered.


“I’d love to take you to that new restaurant on Fifth Street,” Mason says. “We can order a bottle of wine and spend some time together.”


It wouldn’t matter if he wined and dined me every night; our interactions are purely transactional. I let him have sex with me and he brings me sexual relief. Sometimes. If I don’t come, neither does he.


“I’m busy tonight,” I say.


“Let me guess: You have another serial killer to profile in order to save lives and whatever?”


“Yes. You know I love my job.”


He huffs on the phone. I press my lips together as my annoyance grows. First, he insults my career. Then, he acts as though I’ve inconvenienced him. There’s no way I’m having sex with him now.


“Fine, Gen. Why don’t you call me when you’re ready to have sex or dinner or both.”


“Okay.”


I pull the phone away from my ear just as he says my name. With a shake of my head, I end the call. I don’t have time for Mason’s childish behavior. Not when there’s a real man to study.


A murderer, to be exact.


Today is the first time the public will lay eyes on Ghost in person. The only glimpse anyone has had of him is the single mugshot that’s been plastered across every news outlet.


His hair is pure white, making it hard to pinpoint his age, but his features place him somewhere in his thirties. His hazel-green eyes are bright with intelligence and his expression is confident. The way he looks at the camera in the picture displays a smirk filled with mockery, as if he’s amused by the whole ordeal.


Even from a still image, Ghost exudes charisma, a raw magnetism that unnerves me. Then there’s the scar on his right cheek, starting at the corner of his eye and slashing down to the edge of his mouth. It does nothing to detract from his physical appearance. If anything, it adds to his appeal. The mark speaks of violence but also survival.


What has he gone through?


He’s refused every interview, denied every request to tell his story or explain his misdeeds.


People all across the country have heard about Ghost and started to romanticize him. They write letters to him, send him gifts, and post on social media about how they’d do anything to be with him. It’s off-putting to me as a woman, but fascinating from a psychological standpoint to witness a whole contingent, made up mostly of women, viewing him as a tragic misunderstood figure, as opposed to the cold-blooded killer he really is.


Hybristophilia: the attraction to someone who’s committed a heinous crime.


It’s a twisted form of admiration that’s borne from a desperate need to connect with someone powerful. Even if that power comes from violence. These people believe they see something in Ghost that no one else does, and that they can “fix” him.


Idiots.


Deep down, I understand Ghost’s appeal. My education gives me the ability to diagnose behavior, label it, and distance myself from it. But as a woman, it’s hard not to acknowledge reality. And the fact is that Ghost is ridiculously attractive.


I sigh with relief when I’m finally allowed entrance into the courtroom. Of its own accord, my gaze scans the room for Ghost and I find the defendant’s table empty. I imagine him sitting there soon and anticipation swells in my chest. It’s hard to manage my intrigue when Ghost is arguably the most interesting man alive.


Good looks aside, he’s captured the public’s attention in a way few criminals do.


He turned himself in.


Ghost has refused to explain why, after years of killing, he decided to accept punishment for his gruesome crimes. He’s rumored to be remarkably intelligent, so why would he risk a death sentence?


The sound of my heels clicking against the polished marble is swallowed by the murmurs of those already present. I choose the first available aisle seat closest to the front, sliding onto the wooden bench and double checking that my cell phone is on silent. Once that’s done, I retrieve my pen and notepad, placing them on my lap before rearranging my pencil skirt and straightening my sleeves. Then I wait.


More people file in, each one quickly grabbing their seats. A man with dark hair in a crisp beige suit takes the spot next to me. He gives me a curt nod that I return, my expression cool but polite.


A hush falls over the crowd as the bailiff stands.


“Ladies and gentlemen, as we prepare to commence with today’s proceedings, please remember to turn off all electronic devices. There will be no talking or disruptions during the hearing. Anyone who fails to adhere to these rules will immediately be escorted from the courtroom.”


The man beside me mutters a profanity in Italian and retrieves his cell phone from his pocket. I keep him in my peripheral vision, watching as he changes the volume on his phone. Once he puts it away, I relax a little and go back to scanning the room.


Anxious murmurs and quiet conversation circulate between the occupants, creating a buzzing sound that weaves through the room. The noise, the scent of polished wood, and the sunlight beaming through the clerestory windows tickle my senses, dredging up memories.


The last time I was in this building, it was one of the best and worst days in my life.


“All rise for the honorable Judge Pritchett,” the bailiff says.


As a collective, everyone gets to their feet, eyes facing forward. The judge walks in, his full, black robes swishing with his measured steps. The man’s forehead is creased and his mouth thin, as if he’s already feeling the weight of the hearing.


The judge’s voice rings out once he’s settled in his chair with his gavel nearby. “Please be seated.”


I sit, anticipation thrumming along my arms until goosebumps appear on my flesh. Any minute now …


Everyone freezes the moment the side door opens and the sound of chains clinking together echoes in the room.


Ghost has arrived.
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GENEVA


I stop breathing as Ghost walks in.


He towers over the five guards surrounding him. His large hands are cuffed in front of him, the metal gleaming under the lights with every step he takes. Despite the extra security—overkill or not enough?—and restraints, Ghost moves with a deadly grace and an air of confidence that belies his situation.


He’s devastating in person.


My lungs scream in protest, and I inhale deep as I run my gaze over his features. Features that no picture or camera lens could ever do justice.


His hair isn’t just white; it’s pure and blinding like the first snow of winter in Central Park. The man’s face is gorgeous: the kind only found in romance novels and movies. His orange jumpsuit doesn’t detract from his attractiveness whatsoever. Not when the black ink on his neck offers a sneak peek of the tattoos hidden underneath his clothing. His smirk—half-seductive, half-sinister—has me shifting in my seat.


Then there’s his eyes …


Cold and calculating, but there’s something else, too, something that’s not quite right.


Intensity?


Insanity?


Inhumanity?


As I continue to study Ghost, his gaze slides across the room. And lands on me.


I stiffen, an involuntary reaction to the weight of his stare. Ghost stops walking, holding my gaze as a knowing smile graces his lips. If it wasn’t for the way my skin heats, I’d believe I’m imagining the entire thing.


One of the deputies shoves Ghost, breaking our connection. I frown at the show of violence. Ghost needs to be held accountable for his actions but treating him like that isn’t something I condone.


“Keep moving,” the deputy says.


Ghost straightens to his full height of well over six feet, and cranes his neck back and forth before slowly turning around to look at the deputy over his shoulder. “If you do that again, I’ll kill you.”


The menace in his tone doesn’t override the sensuality of his deep voice. A woman in the row in front of me hums appreciatively, and I have the urge to smack her upside the head. Yes, he could probably make someone come from murmuring sweet nothings in their ear, but he literally just threatened to murder a man in broad daylight with over fifty witnesses.


Ghost is not only deranged but delusional.


The deputy freezes before his brows snap together. “Shut up and start walking.”


When he shoves Ghost a second time, I hold my breath again. The convict merely smirks.


“Deputy Wilson, I hope you have a notarized will in place.”


Before the man can respond to the threat, Ghost faces forward and saunters away as though he doesn’t have a care in the world. The security maintains their positions, keeping the criminal between them, until they reach the table.


Ghost plops down unceremoniously in the chair and lifts his hands. “Let’s do this.”


The deputies are quick to secure his handcuffs to a chain on the table. One of them breathes a sigh of relief once Ghost is fully restrained. I find myself doing the same. There’s no doubt in my mind that Ghost would add to his list of crimes if given the chance. “You are here today for your arraignment,” the judge says to Ghost. “The charges against you will be read. Do you understand?”


“Yes, Your Honorship.”


The judge doesn’t react to the sarcasm, except for tilting his head away from Ghost. The microexpression of annoyance doesn’t escape my notice. After Judge Pritchett gestures to the clerk, the man comes forward, document in hand.


“The court will now hear the case of the State of New York versus John Doe, case number 2025-CR-00567. The charges are twelve counts of first-degree murder—”


“Soon to be thirteen counts,” Ghost says loudly, grinning at Deputy Wilson. “Thirteen is my lucky number.”


Like a puff of smoke, gasps and whispers fill the room, permeating the space with shock and excitement. Judge Pritchett slams his gavel and silence reigns once more.


“Order in court.” The judge shifts his attention to Ghost, a sheen of perspiration on his forehead. “You are to remain silent and listen as the charges are read. I will not tolerate interruptions.”


The court clerk clears his throat and continues. “The charges are multiple counts of first-degree murder, multiple counts of aggravated assault, arson, use of a deadly weapon, theft, and one count of …”


The clerk frowns in confusion as he stares at the paper in his hand. “One count of bird-napping.”


Ghost shrugs. “I had to save my cock from being caged.”


My lips fall apart before twitching at his absurdity while people all around me snicker. The judge glowers at the crowd. “Order.”


The convict places his boots on the table, reclining in his chair, an air of satisfaction enveloping him. I purse my lips when the deputies fail to instruct Ghost to place his feet on the floor, but a quick scan of their features offers mild relief. I suppose a relaxed serial killer in a non-threatening position isn’t worth provoking. At least not this one.


In a rush the clerk finishes, “Presiding over this case is Honorable Judge Pritchett.”


“Now that you’ve heard the charges against you, it’s my duty to ensure that you understand your rights throughout these proceedings,” the judge says to Ghost. “You have the right to an attorney, which you refused. Is that correct?”


Ghost shrugs. “Why would I hire someone dumber than me? Good help is so hard to find nowadays.”


“Answer the question, Mr. Doe.”


“I thought I did. I intend to represent myself.” His grin returns. “Your Honorship.”


The judge blows out a breath. “Given the results of your competency evaluation, I will allow it. Counselor?”


The prosecutor stands. He smooths out his blue tie and lifts his chin, eyes narrowed on Ghost before shifting his gaze to the judge. “Given the severity of the charges and the potential danger to the public, we request that the defendant be held without bail. The nature of the crimes indicates a high flight risk and further risk to the citizens of New York.”


Judge Pritchett nods at Ghost. “Do you wish to respond to the prosecution’s request for detention without bail?”


Ghost chuckles, his ever-present smirk still in place. “I have no intention to flee. I turned myself in, remember?”


The courtroom buzzes with suppressed laughter once again. Even I can’t stop the smile that forms on my lips. Although I’m quick to erase it from my face and focus my attention on taking notes.


“I’ll take your voluntary surrender into account, but you will be held in custody until your trial. With that being said, you have a right to a jury trial …”


The judge lists each and every one of Ghost’s legal rights, his voice steady and resonant. Every so often he sweeps his gaze over the courtroom, but Ghost doesn’t move. He stays reclined in his chair, nodding here and there as though aptly paying attention to the judge.


“It’s crucial, Mr. Doe, that you fully understand these rights, given the severity of the charges you face. What is your plea?”


Every pair of eyes shoot to Ghost as he tilts his head, causing his pale disheveled hair to graze his shoulder. “Guilty, your Honorship.”


The simplicity of the word “guilty” discredits the complexity of its implications. Which isn’t lost on anyone present. As a collective, we stare at this enigmatic man. What reason, other than to plead guilty, would he have to turn himself in? Yet it’s still a shock to hear him accept the charges and the loss of freedom that comes with it.


Judge Pritchett nods, his expression grave. “Mr. Doe, do you understand that by entering this plea, you waive your rights to a trial and to challenge the evidence against you?”


“I don’t want a trial.” Ghost shifts in his seat, removing one leg from the table. “That’d be a waste of my time. As far as evidence against me? I’ve provided everything you need. But if that’s not enough, then—”


With a swift movement that’s no more than a blur, Ghost swings his leg to slam his foot against Deputy Wilson’s shin. The guard stumbles before slamming onto the tabletop, his upper body draped across the surface. As the deputies retrieve their firearms, Ghost slings his other leg over Wilson’s neck, locking his ankles together.


The four deputies cock their weapons and aim them directly at Ghost’s head, their stances rigid and their gazes wary but determined. I brace myself for the blast of gunfire, but it doesn’t come. Not when there are innocent bystanders in the line of fire, located directly behind Ghost.


“Let him go!” one of the deputies shouts.


Wilson gasps and claws at Ghost’s legs, unsuccessful in prying them away. The deputy to the left of Ghost, whose name badge reads “Tanner,” presses the end of his pistol to Ghost’s temple. “I said, let him go.” This time the order is given without hesitation.


No one underestimates Ghost and his threats now.


He simply laughs in response. It’s a bone-chilling, blood-curdling sound that frightens me more than the violence I’m witnessing. The noise echoes off the walls, the sinister notes filling the atmosphere like a poisonous gas.


This is a man who has nothing to lose … or he’s already lost everything.


I sit there, eyes wide, my insides shriveling in horror. Wilson still tugs and scratches at the criminal’s legs, his movements growing more frantic with each second that passes as he continues to struggle for air.


Ghost tightens his hold on his captive and turns to press his forehead against the muzzle of the gun, staring up at the deputy. From the set of his jaw and his focused gaze, Ghost isn’t merely demonstrating dominance.


He’s making a statement.


Ghost lifts his hands as much as the handcuffs allow, rattling the chain-links. “Look, ma, no hands.”


He jerks in his seat and a sickening crack follows.


After that is silence, heavy with a chilling reality. Wilson’s body goes limp on the table, his hands falling away from Ghost’s legs.


The deputies freeze, their fingers tight on the triggers but none daring to make a move that could turn this standoff into a bloodbath. Ghost flicks his gaze around the room, taking in the faces of his audience, his expression unreadable. Except for that damn smirk on his lips. Then, very slowly, he unravels his legs and allows Wilson’s now lifeless body to slide off the table onto the floor with a dull thud.


The sound of the body hitting the floor reverberates through the room, and then chaos erupts. Half of the crowd screams hysterically, people already clamoring to leave. I grip my notebook tighter to stop my hands from shaking.


Tanner yells an order to seize Ghost, and the men rush forward all at once. But Ghost is already surrendering. The sinister echo of his deranged laugh fills the air, a haunting reminder of the darkness that resides in the human psyche.


I was wrong about my earlier conclusion. This was not just an act of defiance. It was a message that Ghost cannot and will not be controlled.
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GHOST


“What’s a man got to do to go to prison already?” I ask.


“Shut up, Doe.”


“Just ignore him.”


I grin at the guards flanking me as I sit on the medical exam table, one man then the other. Deputies Johnson and Garcia. From the way their gazes dart to and fro, they’re more alert than the guys in the courtroom. Or they were told about Wilson’s death, and that’s why I have shackles on my ankles and they’re watching me like I’m a bomb ready to explode.


Boom, motherfuckers.


“This med ward is boring,” I say. “Blood pressure, blood sample, etcetera … etcetera … You’d think I’d be thrown in a cell by now. Killing with style is mentally exhausting, you know? I really need some ‘me time.’ ”


Deputy Johnson stiffens beside me, but his gaze loses none of its focus. Deputy Garcia turns to look at me with a veil of hatred covering his features, and my smile widens. I swing my legs and wiggle on the parchment like a toddler, rattling the chains and wrinkling the paper underneath me.


“Doe, you—”


“Call me, ‘Ghost,’ ” I interject. “The moniker is more accurate. Plus, it gets the ladies going.”


When I waggle my brows at Deputy Johnson, his lips thin. “You won’t be able to pull a disappearing act now, Ghost. After this assessment, we’re throwing your ass in a hole so deep you’ll never see daylight, or civilization again.”


I clap my hands together. “An introvert’s wet dream. Can’t wait.”


The door opens and I shift my gaze, keeping my amused expression in place. A man in his early fifties, with a trim salt-and-pepper beard and hair to match, walks in. His brown eyes land on my face, sharp and observing, giving him a perceptive air.


A psychologist. He’s going to be fun to fuck with.


“I’m Dr. Richards,” he says. “Before we begin, I want him confined to the chair.”


Smart man, but I doubt he’s more intelligent than me. Sucks to be him.


The guards roughly escort me to the metal chair that’s bolted to the floor. After securing my shackles and my handcuffs, the doctor’s forehead loses some of its wrinkles. He takes the unoccupied chair opposite of me.


“John Doe—”


“Ghost.”


The doctor nods. “Ghost, I’d like to talk to you about your current state of mind and your history. Can you start by telling me your real name?”


“No. Nein. And in Spanish for Deputy Garcia: No.” I wink at him.


“Do you feel safer hiding behind that name?” the psychologist asks.


“I don’t struggle with feelings of insecurity. The name was given to me by the Feds, and since it was catchy, I decided to adopt it.”


Dr. Richards adjusts his glasses, a flicker of intrigue crossing his features. “Names are powerful. They can define us. I want to understand you in order to help. Who were you before you became ‘Ghost’?”


I lean back as much as the restraints allow, testing the give of the cuffs on my wrists. “Before my fame? Just a regular John Doe. Boring and predictable.”


He smiles at my words, his gaze still analyzing every nuance of my expression and tone. “John Doe, the average Joe. But every man has a story. You turned yourself in to the police. That would indicate that you want your story told, Ghost. I’m here to listen.”


“My story is simple: I love to kill people.”


“Why is that?” he asks with a frown.


“It’s fun. Duh.”


Dr. Richards scribbles on his notepad before looking at me again, his gaze less indulgent. “What’s fun about it? Is it the act itself? The fear in their eyes?”


“If you’ve never done it, you won’t understand.” I shrug. “The first time was my favorite. I’ve been chasing the high ever since.”


“Feelings of euphoria can be addictive, but that rush of adrenaline can be achieved in other ways. Ways that don’t involve taking lives. Have you ever considered them?”


I pause, debating how much to play along while my mind churns. Until recently, I watched people plan their lives to gain some measure of control. Then I would go about ruining said “plan” to wreak havoc and cause disruption, which happened to involve killing. A lot. It kept things interesting and my hands busy.


Idle hands are the devil’s work, after all.


But then I saw the most unadulterated, wrathful, and fucking beautiful demonstration of chaos a year ago … and it made me higher than cocaine. I’ve been obsessed with the source ever since. So, yes, I’ve considered other alternatives to experience feelings of euphoria. And she’s it. The only thing that’s made me feel alive since my first murder.


Dr. Geneva Andrews is my toy.


And I won’t share her with anyone. Not this psychologist who thinks he can manipulate me. Not that fucking boyfriend of hers. Not even her profession and ironclad morals will stop me from playing with her.


Until she breaks into tiny little p


i


e


c


e


s.
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GENEVA


It’s Friday, but when you’re married to your work, every day is the same. I guess my life is a compilation of Mondays then.


I sit at my desk, the hum of the activity outside my office completely muted by my noise-canceling headphones. With my back facing the wall, I’ll be sure to notice if anyone opens my door. Although, everyone knows better than to interrupt me when I have my headphones on, unless it’s urgent.


My notes from this morning are displayed on my computer screen, along with the stark images of the victim and the crime scene. Just like every other time, the details etch themselves on my memory. They’ll stay there until the case is solved.


If the case is solved.


“Case #1025-0731, Crime Scene Analysis. Location: 1207 Maple Street. Victim: Julia Mills, mid-thirties, found deceased in her residence. Time of death is estimated between 11:00 p.m. and 1:00 a.m.”


I type steadily, describing the scene thoroughly, noting the position of the body, the state of the room, and the lack of forced entry. The blood spatter is only in the living room, while the rest of the house remains untouched by the violent struggle.


“You put up a fight, Julia,” I whisper to the victim. I stop to briefly run my fingertips over her gruesome image. “We’ll catch this son of a bitch.”


I move onto the profile development. The methodical arrangement of the scene suggests an organized offender, someone who plans and executes with precision. There’s a ritualistic element to the positioning of the body, indicating a possible psychological compulsion.


“The suspect has a meticulous nature and possibly a background in forensic knowledge,” I mutter to myself. “The lack of forced entry suggests the victim may have known the perp or was deceived into allowing them in.”


I lose track of time as I continue adding to the report until I save the file and send it to the lead detective. A knock sounds the moment I remove my headphones.


“Come in,” I call out, looking up from my desk.


The door swings open and Detective Allen Harris steps inside. His graying hair is cropped short, and a perpetual five o’clock shadow frames his square jaw. He smiles at me, then pauses, glancing around my office with a raised brow.


“You know, Gen, your office always feels like a morgue. There’s no color in this room.”


The walls are pristine white and every piece of furniture, down to the wall clock, is black. The starkness of the decor is only softened by the natural light coming in through the windows. The flooring is a polished concrete, the gray surface adding to the minimalist aesthetic. To me, my office is a haven of efficiency.


Inwardly, I sigh. “I find it easier to focus without distractions.”


“Fair enough. But a plant wouldn’t hurt.”


I smile at him and gesture to the empty chair in front of my desk. “What can I do for you, Detective?”


He takes the proffered seat, his expression turning serious. “I saw your report hit my inbox. I’m sure it’ll be just as good as the others.”


“Thank you.” I scan his face, noting the way he’s clenching his jaw and the tension lining his mouth. How tightly he’s clutching a folder in his right hand. “Is there something else you wanted to discuss with me, Allen?”


My use of his first name is a subtle tactic to put him at ease. It’s a reminder that we’re more than co-workers. We’re colleagues, fighting on the side of justice.


Allen scrubs the back of his neck before his posture loses some of its stress. But only infinitesimally. Damn. I brace myself when he opens his mouth.


“Ghost refuses to speak to any of the professionals. We’re talking about days of silence. For fuck’s sake, we don’t even have a psych profile on him yet.”


“Where is he locked up?”


“Blackwater Correctional Facility,” he says. “Usually that place knows how to handle people like him.”


“Except he’s not like anyone else.”


My pulse kicks up a notch, just like every other time I’ve thought about Ghost. I assumed I’d get over my curiosity concerning him by burying myself in work and focusing on other criminals, but that’s not been the case.


Like a ghost, he haunts me.


Allen sighs. “Before he stopped speaking, Ghost said he has information on the Riverton case.”


My mouth drops open. I quickly snap my jaw closed with a succinct click. “Anna Lee, the eight-year-old who disappeared two days ago? But how would Ghost know anything about her? He was in prison before she was reported missing.”


“I don’t know. It could be a sick joke to mess with us, or …”


I thrum my fingers on my desktop. “Or he could have pertinent information.”


“You know the first forty-eight hours are crucial. The chances of finding her alive decrease the longer she remains missing. We’re past that.”


“Damn it.” I halt my fingers and tilt my head. “Why are you telling me this? Is it because I dabbled with the idea of writing an article about Ghost for peer review? If so, I’m not doing that anymore. After I saw him murder that man in court, I won’t have anything to do with him.”


“That’s too bad because Ghost wants something from you. He’s asked for you … by name.”


“What?!”


My raised voice has Allen blinking at my uncharacteristic reaction. I clear my throat to regain my stoic composure, the one that keeps my emotions locked away where they’re safe and can’t hurt me. Or anyone else.


“I’m sorry,” I say, gentling my voice. “You surprised me.”


“Right back at you. Anyway, like I just said, Ghost refuses to speak to anyone but you.”


Why me?


Dread coats my insides like molasses. Yet there’s an unwanted spark lit inside me as well, one that I can’t ignore. Despite witnessing Ghost kill someone, I remain captivated by him. His sense of twisted humor pairs with his devious actions to create a macabre allure that’s hard for me to shake.


“How does he even know who I am?”


“I honestly have no idea, Gen. What I do know is you’re the best in your field.”


I wave a hand in dismissal. “It’s easy to be successful when you don’t have a life. But I can’t do it.” I shake my head for emphasis.


“You’re our only in, and we’re out of options.”


“After the case involving Sarah, I don’t want to work directly with criminals again. Especially someone as unhinged as Ghost. I can help catch the bad guys from behind the scenes.”


If I’m around Ghost, then my fascination will only deepen. Which means he could do more than haunt me. He could possess me.


Allen nods in understanding. “Sometimes the only way to catch a criminal is to find them in the shadows where they dwell. If Ghost can lead us to her kidnapper, we might have a chance to find Anna Lee alive.”


The truth of his words hits me like a fist to the chest. I suck in a breath, my nostrils flaring. I can still see Ghost’s white hair hanging over his brow along with his cruel smile. However, I also recall Anna Lee’s missing poster, her eyes full of innocence and joy.


Fisting my hands, I meet Allen’s gaze. “When do I visit him?”


“Tomorrow.”


Shit.


“Why?” I mutter to myself.


It’s the question that I’ve asked myself for years. Sometimes I find answers, but mostly I’m left with more questions and less clarity than before. Does that stop me from continuing to seek answers, to find closure buried deep in the minds of deviant criminals? No, I’ll never stop trying to understand them.


My sanity depends on it.


The cab driver grabs my attention by clearing his throat. “Because you hailed me down, miss.”


“I’m sorry. I’m talking to myself. Just ignore me.”


“Whatever you say, miss.”


The middle-aged man shifts his gaze from me to the road and turns up the radio a notch. I look down at the open folder resting on my lap before flipping through the scant information we have on Ghost.


Behavior




	
Name Preference: Only exhibits a response to being called “Ghost.” Identifies strongly with the alias given by federal authorities, possibly as a form of psychological defense.


	
Physical Movements: Tests the restraints frequently, indicating discomfort with confinement but also possibly assessing escape potential or demonstrating his apathy.





Reading Dr. Richards’s report is interesting, considering he’s had the longest interaction with Ghost so far. However, I disagree with his conclusion that Ghost is assessing potential escape. He turned himself in.


So the real question is: What does Ghost stand to gain from it?



Psychological Indicators




	
Control and Power: Derives satisfaction from the fear and control he exerts over others. This is a recurring theme in his speech, indicating a potential for antisocial personality disorder with traits associated with psychopathy. Further evaluation to confirm conduct disorder as a juvenile is required for a diagnosis of ASPD, and further tests such as the PCL-R may confirm psychopathic tendencies.





“Ah, fuck me.”


I let my head fall back against the headrest and close my eyes, ignoring the driver’s curious glance. Psychopaths are the hardest to deal with. The lack of human emotion is something I can intellectually comprehend, but even my reserved and strict nature isn’t completely void of feelings.


No matter how much I try to ignore them.


The cab pulls to a stop, jolting me from my work.


“We’re here,” the driver says. “Have a good night, miss.”


“You too.”


I hurriedly shove the folder in my bag and exit the cab. In front of me is a modern high-rise design with a sleek glass façade and metallic accents. It stands prominently against the Manhattan skyline, with balconies for some apartments. Mine is one of them. Lucky for me, a couple of years ago, my living room was a crime scene I was called in to analyze. I offered the landlord a reduced rate, explaining it’d be hard for him to find a tenant who’d be willing to overlook the homicide that took place there. Since then, I’ve lived in an apartment that I otherwise couldn’t afford without resigning myself to processed noodles for the rest of my life.


As I enter the grand foyer of the building, the familiar luxury envelops me. The floor is a glossy expanse of marble, reflecting the soft glow of the pendant lights above. Art deco pieces line the walls—curated spots of color against the neutral tones of the interior.


The concierge nods at me with a practiced smile, his presence a steady constant. He flicks his gaze and jerks his chin to my left.


I follow the gesture to find the last person I want to see.












CHAPTER 5
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GENEVA


Mason leans against one of the marble columns, his figure casual but out of place in the meticulously designed space. At the sight of him, a knot of annoyance tightens in my stomach.


Uninvited and unexpected.


I mask my irritation with a practiced smile, the kind I reserve for suspects who think they’ve outsmarted the system. Or me.


“Gen, hey!” Mason pushes off from the column, his smile wide.


“Hey,” I manage, my voice even. “What are you doing here? Were we supposed to meet, and I forgot?”


“No. I just wanted to surprise you.”


He steps closer with his arms lifted, as if seeking approval for his spontaneous visit. He’s not going to get it from me. Maybe on another night when I’m in need of physical relief my vibrator can’t provide. But I doubt I’ll be able to orgasm because of all the stress due to my impending interview with Ghost.


Although … his piercing eyes and muscular body might do the trick.


“Consider yourself successful,” I reply dryly, moving past Mason and leading the way to the elevators.


We ascend in silence, the digital numbers ticking off the floors too slowly. By the time the elevator dings at my floor, I’ve mentally rehearsed how to cut this visit short.


Stepping into my apartment, my body almost relaxes from simply being back in my own space. The living room, once marked by tragedy, now boasts a tasteful minimalism, large windows casting light across the wooden floors, the city’s pulse a backdrop. It’s welcoming and my version of cozy.


Or it will be when Mason leaves.


Walking over to the side table, I set my bag down with a little more force than necessary. Then I head over to the kitchen to put some space between us and grab a glass of water.


He removes his jacket and tosses it over the back of my couch, as though settling in. I sigh internally, tapping my fingers against the countertop.


I’m of half a mind to fuck him just so he’ll go, but I can’t summon the energy.


“Look, Mason, I’m not in a good headspace right now.” I turn to face him fully. “I have a ton of prep to do for a big interview tomorrow with a fucked-up inmate. It’s really not a good time.”


“Well, shit. I’m sorry to hear that. Are you going to be okay?”


I shrug off his concern, along with my twinge of guilt for being so distant with him. It’s the only way I can do relationships. If you can even call it that.


“I will be. I don’t have a choice,” I say. “He won’t speak to anyone else.”


“That’s weird. Why?”


“Wish I knew.”


Mason comes around the counter, trapping me as he steps close and rests his hand on the curve of my waist. I go rigid at his nearness and immediately scold myself. Physical connection is all I’ve ever asked from this man. I can’t be upset when he seeks me out for that very reason.


“You know, I’m more than happy to rid you of the stress you’re feeling.” After tugging me toward him, he grazes my ear with his lips.


My heart beats faster at his touch. Not with anticipation. With a vague sense of dread.


He presses his body to mine and kisses me, his lips firm. Insistent. It’s a kiss of lust. Of a man wanting a woman.


Except I’m not that woman tonight.


I gently push him away. “I’m not in the mood.”


He frowns at my sudden rejection. “What do you mean?”


“I told you. I just want to relax tonight.”


“Are you fucking serious?”


I cross my arms. “Yeah, I’m fucking serious.”


Mason studies me, his gaze narrowing. Intensifying. I scrutinize him in return, my brain rapidly firing data through my synapses, giving me insight in seconds. The slight furrow of his brow, an almost imperceptible crease, signals anger brewing beneath the surface. Then his eyes darken with intent.


This swift, but significant, change puts me on edge. However, I don’t take a step back as instinct demands. I hold position, my stance challenging.


Mere seconds feel like hours as I wait for him to react.


Mason clears his throat in a deliberate effort to regain composure. A quick shake of his head follows as though he’s attempting to dismiss troubling thoughts or aggressive impulses that have momentarily broken through his usual demeanor. I squint at him when he squares his shoulders and fists his hands at his sides, a clear sign of suppressed aggression.


While never taking my eyes from him, I grab my abandoned glass and take a sip. If need be, I’ll chuck the water in his face to snap him out of whatever emotional state he’s in.


Mason blows out a breath. “You’re such a bitch, you know that?”


I shrug. “Maybe I am, but did you really think you could show up unannounced and try to fuck me? Because that’s just what happened. I told you twice that I’m not having sex tonight, so you don’t have the right to be pissed.”


“I don’t know why I try with you.” He glares at me. “You’re obviously not worth my time.”


“Go home.”


He grabs his jacket and stalks toward the door. I don’t say goodbye. But I also refrain from saying “fuck you.” A win in my book.


A few seconds later he slams the door shut. I roll my eyes and walk over to lock it.


Another “relationship” down the drain.


Not that I put much effort into it. However, I can’t deny it’s a pattern too familiar, too predictable.


I exhale deeply, the tension slowly draining from my shoulders as I retreat into the solitude that has become my fortress.


It’s not just Mason, or the ones before him. It’s a series of emotional barricades that I’ve meticulously constructed over the years. Men come and go, their presence temporary and their impact minimal. I find myself unable to forge anything deeper than superficial attachments, an emotional aloofness that I wear like armor.


Something I’ve both cursed and cherished.


As I pour myself a glass of wine, the bitter truth settles in: My inability to emotionally connect isn’t just a facet of my personality. It’s a scar, a deep-seated residue from the trauma of my childhood. The murder of my parents, a brutal and senseless act, left me orphaned and alone, thrusting me into a world devoid of warmth. That coldness settled deep within me, shaping my interactions, freezing the potential for genuine intimacy.


It also created my need to understand the criminal mind. To understand how someone could rape, torture, and then brutally murder two innocent people.


Living through such horror at a young age, I learned to shut down, to protect myself from the vulnerabilities that open hearts endure. The fear of losing someone else, the potential of another devastating heartbreak, has kept me at arm’s length from anyone who might stir deeper emotions.


Except my best friend.


I grab my phone and my wine glass before settling on the couch. Then I dial Sarah’s number. She answers on the second ring. Thank goodness.


“What did you do?”


I laugh at her greeting. “I threw Mason out.”


“Again?”


“Again.”


She laughs quietly, a mix of exasperation and amusement clear in her voice. “Geneva, what are you going to do? It’s like a revolving door with you two.”


I take a sip of wine, the rich flavor dancing on my tongue as I consider her words. “I don’t know. It’s always the same with him—or anyone, really. I get bored after a while. Then, I push them away.”


“I know you’re the one with a doctorate, but I hate to tell you that’s unhealthy behavior.”


“I know,” I admit in a whisper.


My gaze drifts to the city outside, the myriad lights a stark contrast to the darkness that feels like it’s creeping in around the edges of my mind. Did I project that same darkness on Mason? Wanting to paint him as an overly aggressive person so I could walk away without a backward glance? Sure, he could be an asshole but he’d never shown a possibility of violence.


“Every time I think I might be able to change, I end up right back here.” I sigh. “Alone.”


“You’re not alone, Gen. You have me.”


I smile, grateful for her understanding. “I know you’re here. And I appreciate it more than you can imagine.” I pause, gathering my nerve to give voice to my question. “How’d you do it?”


“What? Move on after being raped?”


I flinch. “Shit. I’m sorry. I just—”


Sarah cuts me off gently. “No, it’s okay. It’s not something I enjoy doing, but it’s good to talk about it sometimes. Especially with you. If you hadn’t gotten on the witness stand, that asshole would still be on the streets.”


“I wish I could’ve done more.”


There’s a moment of silence as she gathers her thoughts.


“It’s not like there’s a formula, Gen,” she starts, her voice steady. “For a long time, I felt like I couldn’t trust anyone, not even myself. But then I realized, staying stuck in that pain wasn’t what I wanted for my life.


“I started therapy,” she continues. “And I mean really committed to it, not just going through the motions. Which I’m sure you can appreciate, given your occupation.” She chuckles briefly, but then her voice turns serious. “It was difficult, probably the hardest thing I’ve ever done. But over time, it helped me understand that what happened wasn’t my fault, that I didn’t have to let it define my entire existence.”


I nod. Though Sarah can’t see it, her words resonate deeply within me, underscoring the profound difference in our paths to healing. While Sarah has bravely confronted her past, striving to liberate herself from its painful shackles, I’ve chained myself tightly to my trauma, driven by an unyielding obsession to unearth the “why” behind the murders of my parents.


This relentless pursuit has not just been a professional endeavor as a criminal psychologist; it has consumed every facet of my life. Each case I take on, every criminal mind I attempt to decipher, is a desperate search for clues that might illuminate my own dark past. My parents’ unsolved murders aren’t just a haunting memory— they’re the lens through which I view the world, the filter that colors every interaction and decision.


“Remember, Gen, it’s okay to take things one step at a time. You’re not alone. You’ve got me, and I’m not going anywhere.”


“Thanks. I’m here for you too. Well, I better go. Are we still good for a girls’ night when you get back from vacation?”


“Absolutely. I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”


“Sounds good. Bye.”


“Bye, honey.”


After ending the call, my thoughts quickly shift to my upcoming interview, igniting a mix of excitement and fear. Ghost is more than just another case. He’s a puzzle wrapped in an enigma. A brilliant mind and a devastatingly beautiful face, drenched in insanity.


Understanding Ghost is the key to outmaneuvering him. So, how am I supposed to do that when there’s not much to go on?


The logical answer: Go straight to the source.


And pray that I return with my mind sane and my soul intact.
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