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Chapter One: When the Music Begins 


 


Thalia  had  always  believed  that  people  became monsters  for  loud,  obvious  reasons.  Violence. Abuse. Rage. She had spent years reading case files that  screamed  their  pain  through  photographs  and transcripts.  Men  and  women  shaped  by  cruelty, broken  long  before  they  broke  others.  It  had comforted  her,  in  a  strange  way,  to  believe  that madness announced itself clearly. 


She learned that belief was wrong the moment Elias Crowe  smiled  at  her.  The  observation  room  was colder than she expected. Not freezing, just enough to make her aware of her own skin.  


The  lights  above  buzzed  faintly,  and  the  glass separating  her  from  the  holding  chamber  reflected her  face  back  at  her  pale,  tired,  eyes  too  alert  for someone who barely slept anymore. 


She  adjusted  her  chair  and set her notebook on the table, aligning the pen carefully along the margin. A habit.  Control  where  she  could  find  it.  Behind  the glass, Elias sat perfectly still. 


He  wasn’t  restrained.  That  had  surprised  her when she first read the assignment details. No chains. No cuffs.  Just  a  man  in  a  plain  gray  uniform,  hands folded  in  his  lap  like he was waiting for a doctor’s appointment. Or a date. 


Thalia  pressed  her  lips  together  and  reminded herself  to  breathe.  “This  is  your  first  live observation,” Dr. Marrow murmured beside her, his voice  low  and  clinical.  “You’ll  take  notes.  You won’t  engage  unless  necessary.  And  you  will  not respond to provocation.” 









I  understand,  she  said.  She  did.  Truly.  She  had memorized  Elias  Crowe’s  profile  weeks  ago. Thirty-seven  years  old.  High  intelligence  quotient. No  known  mental  illness.  No  remorse.  Five confirmed victims, three suspected. Calm demeanor. Manipulative tendencies. 


Textbook.  The  guard  inside  the  chamber  stepped back,  the  heavy  door  sealing  shut  with  a dull final sound. Elias didn’t look at him. His gaze was fixed forward on her. 


The  speaker  crackled  to  life.  “I  hurt people,” Elias said.  Thalia’s  pen  paused,  just  for  a  second. “Especially  pretty  girls  like  you.”  Her  chest tightened  before  she  could  stop  it.  Dr.  Marrow didn’t  react.  “Ignore  it,”  he  whispered.  “Classic opening.” Thalia nodded and wrote it down anyway. 


Immediate personalization. Sexualized provocation. Testing  boundaries.  Elias  leaned  back  slightly,  as though  amused  by  her  silence.  His  voice remained calm,  almost  conversational.  “You  don’t  like  that line, do you? It makes you uncomfortable.” 


She  didn’t  respond.  “That’s  okay,”  he  continued. “Discomfort  is  the  beginning  of  honesty.”  She shifted in her chair, crossing one leg over the other. Her  movements  felt  suddenly  too  visible,  too deliberate.  She  wondered  if  he  noticed  the  faint tremor  in  her  fingers  when  she  picked  up  the  pen again. 


Tell  me  your  name,   Elias  said.  Dr.  Marrow’s  jaw tightened.  “You’re  not  required  to  answer.”  “I know,” Thalia said quietly. Her voice surprised even herself. It sounded steady. Almost confident. 


Elias’s smile widened not sharp, not cruel. Curious. “That  voice,”  he  said.  “You  practice  it.”  Her  pen scratched  harder  against  the  page.  “You  practice sounding  calm,”  he  continued.  “Like  if  you  keep your  tone  smooth  enough,  nothing  bad  can  reach you.” 


That’s enough,   Dr. Marrow said, pressing a button. “Session  pause.”  The  speaker went dead. But Elias didn’t  stop  smiling.  When  the  session  ended  ten minutes  later,  Thalia  felt  wrung  out  in  a  way  she couldn’t  explain.  She  packed  her  notebook  slowly, aware of Dr. Marrow watching her. 


You  did  fine,  he  said.  “Better  than  most first-timers.”  She  nodded.  “He  wasn’t…  what  I expected.” “No,” Dr. Marrow agreed. “He’s worse.” That  night,  Thalia  walked  home  instead  of  taking the bus. 


The city air was cool, heavy with distant traffic and street  food  smoke.  Her  thoughts  wouldn’t  settle. Elias’s  voice  replayed  itself  in  her  mind  not  loud, not threatening. Intimate. 


She unlocked her apartment and dropped her bag by the  door,  leaning  back  against  it  as  though something  might  chase  her  inside.  The  silence pressed in on her ears. 


She  hated  silence.  It  gave  her  too  much  space  to remember.  Her  mother’s  voice,  sharp  with disappointment.  Her  father’s  absence.  The  long years of learning how to disappear without actually leaving. 


She  had  chosen  criminal  psychology  because  it gave  shape  to  chaos.  Because  if  she  could understand  why  monsters  existed,  maybe  the  parts of herself that felt broken would make sense too. 


She made tea she didn’t drink and sat on the edge of her bed, notebook open on her lap. Her handwriting looked different than usual. Tighter. Angrier. 


At the bottom of the page, almost without realizing it,  she  wrote:  Subject  appears  to  recognize emotional  fatigue rather than fear. She stared at the sentence. How could he see that? 


The  next  session  came  sooner  than  she  expected. This  time,  Thalia  entered  the  observation  room alone.  Dr.  Marrow  had  another  commitment,  he said. The technicians would monitor remotely. 


She  told  herself  it  didn’t  matter.  Elias  was  already seated  when  he arrived, posture relaxed, eyes alert. He  looked  at  her  like  one  might  look  at  an unfinished  thought.  “You  came  back,”  he  said,  as soon as the speaker activated. “It’s my assignment,” she replied. 


Mm.  He  tilted  his  head.  “That’s  not  why.”  She ignored  him  and opened her notebook. “You didn’t sleep,”  Elias  added.  Her  grip  tightened  around  the pen.  “Dark  circles,”  he  explained  gently. “Restlessness.  You  replay  conversations  when  you lie awake.” 


You  don’t  know  anything  about  me,   she  said.  He smiled again. “That’s where you’re wrong.” She felt heat  rise  to  her  face  anger,  embarrassment, something  else  she  didn’t  want  to  name.  I  study people,”  he continued. “You study monsters. We’re not so different.” 


That’s  not  true.  “Isn’t  it?”  He  leaned  forward slightly.  “You  came  here  because  something inside you is cracked. You think understanding me will fix it.” 


Her breath caught. The room felt smaller. The glass thicker.  “You  think  I’m  dancing,”  Elias said softly. “But  you’re  already  moving.”  She  stood  abruptly. “End the session.” 


The speaker clicked off. She didn’t look back as she left. For the rest of the week, Elias Crowe occupied her  thoughts  like  a  persistent  echo.  She  buried herself  in  coursework,  research,  routine.  She  told herself she was overreacting. 


Until  the  email  arrived.  Observation  schedule updated.  Assigned  primary observer: Thalia Reyes. Her  stomach  dropped.  Primary  observer  meant longer sessions. Direct engagement. Responsibility. 


She  stared  at  the  screen,  pulse  racing.  Somewhere deep  inside,  beneath  fear and logic, something else stirred. Curiosity. The next time she sat across from Elias,  she  didn’t  bother  pretending  she  wasn’t nervous. 


Ah,  he said, pleased. “There you are.” “I’m here to do my job,” she said. “And I’m here to enjoy mine.” She  met  his  gaze, forcing herself not to look away. “What  do  you  want?”  she  asked.  Elias  considered her for a long moment. 


Honesty,   he said finally. “And the truth about why broken  girls  like you are drawn to broken men like me.”  Her  heart  pounded. Outside the room, unseen technicians  watched monitors and took notes. They saw a student and a killer separated by glass. 


What  they  didn’t  see  was  the  music  beginning. Slow.  Quiet.  A  dangerous  rhythm  that  only  one  of them understood. And Thalia, against every instinct she  had,  felt  herself  stepping  closer  to  the  edge, unsure  whether  she  was  studying  madness…  Or learning how to dance with it. 







Chapter Two: The Weight of Attention 
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