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To my family, who always wondered what went on in my head. Now you know, and I accept full responsibility for your upcoming therapy costs.







Content Warning

Welcome to a love story where meet cute involves attempted murder and relationship goals include body disposal.

This is a dark romantic comedy about what happens when two murderers realize they’re made for each other in the most homicidal way possible. Yes, it’s supposed to be funny, but it’s still deeply disturbing.

Please read with care.

Fair warning—you’re about to dive into:


	• Multiple creative murder attempts

	• Poison as a flirtation technique

	• Various sharp objects used inappropriately

	• Body parts repurposed for recreational activities

	• Chemical experiments with unfortunate subjects

	• Graphic violence and gore

	• Childhood sexual abuse and trauma

	• Explicit sexual content including bondage, restraints, and various kinks

	• A murder club with surprisingly good member benefits



Remember: This is fiction! In reality, if someone tries to kill you multiple times, that’s not sexual tension—it’s a restraining order situation. Also, don’t take dating advice from serial killers.

If you’re still here after reading this list, congratulations. You’re exactly as twisted as we hoped.

Enjoy the bloodbath!







Chapter 1

Jiya

This customer would make a perfect next kill. Married, handsy, a ring tan he thinks I can’t see.

I’d enjoy it even. But someone else earned that honor first.

The cocktail shaker sweats against the thin latex on my palm. Customers assume it’s about hygiene. I just prefer not to leave fingerprints.

I slide the finished Manhattan across the bar to him. The guy winks. I puke a little in my mouth.

“I’ve got a feeling tonight’s my lucky night,” he says.

I force a smile. “You have no idea how right you are.”

I turn away before he can respond, already reaching for the whiskey. My focus is already three stools down, where my real prey waits.

He came in ten minutes ago, but the Thursday night rush kept me from getting to him.

Calloway Frost.

“Who’s the whiskey for?” Jake bumps my hip as he reaches for the glass I just poured.

I pull the drink back before his fingers can touch it. “I’ve got it.” My voice is low. “This one’s mine.”

Jake raises his eyebrows as he follows my gaze, but backs off, grabbing Campari instead. “The photographer? Generous tipper. Intense though.”

Intense doesn’t begin to cover it. Three months of research confirmed what I suspected the first night he walked in. Calloway Frost isn’t just another pretty face. He’s a killer.

Takes one to know one.

And if the universe didn’t want me to eliminate him, it wouldn’t have delivered him to my workplace like takeout. Right?

I tap the cherry juice off my bar spoon. “I find him interesting.”

“Course you do.” Jake’s eyes flick to my hair. “Matches your aesthetic. What color is that anyway? Electric bubblegum?”

“Pink Killer.” I twirl a strand between gloved fingers. Last week it was midnight blue, the week before lavender. The hair stays consistent only in its inconsistency.

Jake leans into my personal space, his cologne filling the narrow gap between us.

“So when are you going to let me take you out?” He polishes a glass with unnecessary focus, stealing glances at me. “There’s this new Thai place on Newbury. Heard the chef worked at Nahita before it closed.”

His words land, and I feel… nothing. Like always. It’s a dead circuit. A signal with no receiver. I’ve watched people fall in love my whole life, seen them go on dates like it’s a seasonal flu they’re all susceptible to. My immune system, apparently, is flawless.

I reach for a sprig of fresh mint from the prep station. “Your girlfriend might object.”

“No girlfriend.”

I let a small, dismissive smile play on my lips.

“And ruin this beautiful workplace dynamic? Dream on.”

“Your loss.” He shoots me a pair of finger guns, the gesture so hopelessly boyish it’s almost charming in a pathetic sort of way. He turns to a customer waving for his attention.

My loss. The words hang in the air for a second, meaningless. There is no loss in turning down something you don’t need. There is only the hunt. And my eyes are already back on the prize.

Calloway Frost. Not your garden-variety predator who drugs college girls. No, he’s the apex version. The Gallery Killer.

It’s not every day I figure out the identity of a serial killer, and getting rid of him would be like winning the first-place trophy in my personal Olympics.

He sits alone, examining each person who enters as if they’re subjects for his next kill. The sight of him sends my pulse racing in a way Jake never could. Those pale blue eyes miss nothing. Index finger tapping against the wooden surface.

I set the drink in front of him. “Nikka From The Barrel. Seemed to suit your taste last time.”

Calloway glances up. Our eyes meet.

My stomach flutters. An alarming sensation I haven’t felt since before I started killing men. Those eyes… Pale blue like the sky, clear against his sharp cheekbones and that messy, dirty-blond hair.

Not that I’m noticing. Much.

“You remembered.” His voice carries that slight rasp, like he’s been talking all day. Completely unremarkable voice. Absolutely.

“I remember everything about my regulars.”

“Everything?” One corner of his mouth lifts in a not-quite smile.

My eyes track the movement of his hand as he reaches for the glass. Long fingers, elegant but strong. Artist’s hands. Killer’s hands. The small camera aperture tattoo on his wrist peeks from beneath his sleeve as he lifts the drink.

“Your usual order. Your preference for the corner seat.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Impressive.”

“It’s my job to notice details.”

“Is it your job to look so…” He tilts his head, studying me like I’m a composition he’s framing. “Vibrant?”

Heat prickles at my neck, and it’s irritating, like a rash I can’t scratch. I refuse to touch my hair or check my lipstick.

“The aesthetic helps with tips.” I gesture toward the jar on the bar.

Calloway sips his drink, and I catch myself watching his throat as he swallows, the clean line of his jaw, the way his collar falls open to reveal the hollow at the base of his neck.

“Does it?” He sets down the glass, his fingertip tracing its rim.

“Exceptionally well,” I say, my voice steady.

His fingers stop mid-tap. The silence hangs between us before he looks up.

I linger, wiping an invisible spill. “I saw your exhibition at Northside last month. Your composition style is unlike anything I’ve seen before.”

The liquor touches his lips again. No change in expression. No tells.

“Would you like to discuss it further? Perhaps tomorrow night?”

“Discuss what exactly?” His finger resumes tapping. One-two-three, pause.

“Your process. Your inspiration.” I write my number on the napkin. “Over dinner at Carmine’s. They serve an exceptional steak tartare.”

Raw meat. Let’s see if he catches the subtext.

His lips curve into a devastating smile. It transforms his face from a cold sculpture into something warm. “I know the place. Their meat is always fresh.”

Oh, he caught it alright.

The napkin with my number slides into his hand. Success pulses through me. The familiar rhythm of the hunt.

Most men would kill for a date with me. Ironic, since I’m the one doing the killing.

“Unfortunately, I’m on deadline tomorrow.” He places my napkin back on the bar, centered beneath his glass. “A magazine spread that requires my complete attention.”

Did he just say no?

Fine. His loss. Clearly, his taste in women is as questionable as his victims’ survival instincts.

“Perhaps another time.”

“Perhaps.” He finishes his drink in a single swallow, places cash under the glass. Twenty-two percent tip.

I watch him stand, gather his camera, and slide into his coat. He moves with that unconscious grace some people are born with.

At the door, he pauses and turns his head, just enough to let me know he feels my eyes on him.

Then he’s gone.

“Motherfucker.” The word escapes my lips in a breath. That’s not how this works. That’s never how this works.

My hand tightens around the shaker before I remember I’m holding it.

A woman in a charcoal pantsuit enters, eyes scanning the room before landing on me. Detective Ramirez.

Perfect fucking timing.

My heart sinks. I pour myself a shot of Jake’s tequila, knock it back, and fix my professional smile in place as she approaches, her sensible shoes making barely a sound. The alcohol does little to quell the familiar tension coiling in my gut.

She smiles. “Rough night?”

“Nothing I can’t handle.” I wipe away the fingerprints with a bar rag. “Gin and tonic?”

“Light on the ice.” She places a manila folder on the bar.

Victim Number Six stares up at me from a partially visible crime scene photo. Elisha Briggs, hedge fund rapist. I remember the way he gurgled when the paralytic hit.

I squeeze lime into the gin, watching juice drip like the potassium chloride I’d added to his nightcap a month ago. My hand steadies as I stir.

“Working late?” Ice clinks against glass as I slide her drink across the bar.

“Following leads.”

She slides Briggs’ photo at me. Professional headshot, all cocky smile and predator’s eyes.

“Did you know this man?” Her eyes never leave my face. “He’s the second man in six months to have his last known drink right here before turning up dead.”

“That’s terrible.”

I pick up the photo, letting my brow furrow as I study it with curiosity rather than the intimate familiarity I have with those features. I know the exact pattern of broken capillaries across his nose. I know how his eyes bulged when the paralytic kicked in. “He doesn’t look familiar.”

“Take another look.” She taps the edge of the photo. “He was here about a month ago, according to his credit card statement. Elisha Briggs.”

I study the photo with feigned curiosity. “We get hundreds of people through here every week, Detective. I can’t remember everyone who passes through, especially from a month back.”

“You seem to remember your regulars well enough.”

“The repeats, sure. That’s my job.” I shrug. “But a random guy from a month ago?” I raise my eyebrows. “That’s asking a lot.”

“I suppose it is.” She doesn’t move the photo, leaving it between us like a challenge. “His friend says he met someone here. A woman.”

“He probably did. People hook up here all the time.” I mix another drink for a waiting customer, giving my hands something purposeful to do. “It’s kind of the point of a bar, Detective.”

Detective Ramirez sips her gin, watching me over the rim of her glass. The ice shifts as she sets it down, her fingernail tapping against the photo.

“You know, I find it odd.” Her gaze fixes on mine. “He was found dead, naked, in bed. Like he was waiting for a woman.”

“That is odd.” I arrange the bottles on the back shelf, each label facing forward. “And tragic.”

“Tragic,” she repeats, her voice flat. “What’s more tragic is that he had multiple sexual assault allegations that never stuck.”

My hand pauses on a bottle of St. Germain. “Is that right?”

“Some might call it karma.”

I turn to face her, leaning against the shelf. “And what do you call it, Detective?”

“Murder.” She slides the photo back into her folder. “Premeditated, methodical murder.”

Jake passes behind me. He gives the detective a curious glance but knows better than to interrupt.

“Sounds like you’re building quite a case.” I wipe down a spot on the bar that’s already clean. “Though I’m not sure what it has to do with me or Penumbra Bar.”

She reaches into her jacket pocket and pulls out a business card, placing it next to her half-finished drink. The embossed letters catch the bar’s low light: Detective Sofia Ramirez, Homicide Division.

“I still have the one you gave me from the last time.”

Ramirez’s lips thin into a stiff smile. “Consider it a replacement. I wasn’t sure you’d kept the first. If you remember anything, or notice anyone suspicious taking an unhealthy interest in your customers, I’d appreciate a call.” She taps the card with her index finger. “Anytime, day or night.”

I pick up the card, making a show of examining it. “Of course, Detective. I’m always happy to help the police.”

“I’m sure you are, Ms. Kline.” She drains the rest of her drink and slides the glass toward me. “Though I wonder if your definition of ‘help’ aligns with mine.”

“Is there something specific you’re trying to say?” I keep my voice light, my expression open.

She stands, straightening her jacket. “Just that bartenders see a lot. Hear a lot. I’m curious about what your observant eyes might have witnessed.”

“If I see anything relevant to your case, you’ll be my first call.” I slide her card into the pocket of my apron.

Detective Ramirez nods, gathering her folder. “I’ll hold you to that.” She turns to leave, then pauses. “By the way, I like the new hair. Looks good.”

My pulse skips as she walks away, and I follow her with my gaze until the front door swings shut behind her.

I pour myself another shot, grateful the bar manager overlooks our occasional “stress relief” pours. Right now, I need it.

The liquid burns less this time, settling into a warm glow that does nothing to extinguish the ice in my stomach. Ramirez knows something. Her eyes tracked me like a sniper’s laser sight.

The short walk to the employee bathroom seems like a mile-long trek. I keep my chin up, a tight smile plastered on my face for Jake’s benefit, or anyone who might be watching.

The bathroom door is a godsend as I reach it. I slip inside, the lock clicking shut behind me.

My back hits the door, and the facade crumbles. My breath comes in ragged, shallow gasps. The ice in my stomach threatens to shatter me from the inside out. For one terrifying second, I am not the hunter. I am the prey.

I grip the edges of the porcelain sink until my knuckles turn white, and force myself to look up. My reflection stares back from the cheap mirror—wild-eyed, face pale beneath the makeup, the vibrant pink of my hair a mocking splash of color against my fear.

Get it together, Jiya.

I press my forehead against the cool tile of the wall, the chill of it a welcome shock.

“She has nothing,” I whisper, like a mantra. “Nothing but suspicion.”

My crime scenes are immaculate. No DNA. No prints. No witnesses. Just dead rapists arranged in their beds like they died mid-orgasm. She can suspect all she wants. Suspicion isn’t evidence.

I splash cold water on my face, careful not to smudge my makeup. My hands no longer shake. Control returns with each deep breath.

When I return to the bar, Jake has already covered my section. He winks at me over the head of a businessman ordering an Old Fashioned. I sync back into the rhythm of the bar, muscle memory taking over as my mind drifts.

Calloway Frost. The devastatingly attractive serial killer who said no.

Would his eyes stay that striking, transparent blue as the life drained from them?

My hand tightens around the cocktail shaker. I’ve never had a target refuse me before.

A customer waves me over, and I slide back into my role. Charming bartender. Creator of perfect concoctions. The pink-haired beauty who remembers your drink and makes you feel special enough to leave extravagant tips.

Not a killer of killers.

If the seduction won’t work, I’ll have to adapt. Break into his apartment. Darkroom chemicals. A faulty shower. Poison in his food. I’ll find a way.

The hunt is far from over.







Chapter 2

Calloway

The trick to arranging severed genitals in someone’s mouth is all in the wrist rotation.

The pièce de résistance sits in my hand. Gerald’s cock. Fourteen children silenced by this pink little tyrant, that I know of.

“Open wide.” I pry his jaw until it cracks. The meat squelches as I wedge it in place. Step back. Assess the symmetry.

Every detail matters. This is art.

“Not quite.” I nudge it deeper, making sure it stays visible between his lips. “Perfect. Suffocating on your own dick. The metaphor is… Chef’s Kiss.”

The gallery’s back office hums with Toxic. The bass line vibrates through my chest as I bob my head to the rhythm.

“Hold still,” I instruct Gerald’s corpse. “This is the money shot, darling.”

Gerald Hoffman, celebrated gallery owner and secret collector of “special commissions” featuring children, looks almost peaceful now. Well, except for his eyes—wide with the particular terror that comes from watching someone slice your dick off while explaining why you deserve it.

“You know what your problem was?” I position his head at forty-five degrees, admiring how the blood congeals around his neck. “You confused art with entitlement.”

The shadows need to fall just so across his torso, echoing the heavy contrast in Bacon’s Figure with Meat1. I whistle the chorus of the song along with Britney while making final adjustments, arranging Gerald’s intestines in dramatic loops around his body.

The human body contains about twenty feet of intestines. A fact I find endlessly fascinating. So much potential for composition.

“Let’s see… We need the sides of beef.” I drape the longer sections of intestine over his shoulders, creating the vertical meat elements from Bacon’s famous work. “This piece screams surrealist horror, Gerald. You’d sell the shit out of this if you weren’t, you know, the subject.”

I step back, framing the scene with my fingers like a director. Something’s missing. I add a final splash of arterial blood across his chest.

“What is wrong with me?” I laugh, catching myself mid-Britney hip sway, hands still slick with blood. “Focus. This is serious art. You need to live up to your name.”

I set my camera up on the tripod, adjusting aperture and shutter speed.

“Xander would have a field day with this composition.” I huff. “But will he loan me those sweet hidden cameras for a complete 360-degree documentation? Nooo.”

I adjust the aperture, making sure the depth of field captures Gerald’s face while keeping the intestinal arrangement in focus.

“One time—one time—I forgot to return his precious little spy cam after a job.” I mimic Xander’s voice, which sounds nothing like him but makes me feel better. “‘This is specialized equipment, Calloway. Do you have any idea how much these cost?’”

The memory still irritates me.

“So tight with his toys.” I rotate around the body, capturing different angles. “Would it kill him to share? We’re literally in a murder club together.”

I pause, considering the irony of my word choice, then laugh.

I need to work fast. This light won’t last forever. Gerald’s skin is already losing its rosy flush, turning that distinctive waxy shade of recent death.

“Work it, baby,” I murmur, clicking the remote shutter. “That’s it. Give me dead but meaningful. Channel your inner Francis Bacon nightmare.”

The camera captures image after image as I adjust last-minute details. Sometimes I wish I could sign my work, display these death portraits in my gallery.

“Frost captures the essence of justice with visceral honesty.”

But that would be suicide, professionally and literally.

Instead, I hide my vision inside homages to other artists. It’s so frustrating, borrowing aesthetics to express my justice.

“Last few shots,” I tell Gerald, moving the light to create a different shadow pattern across his mutilated torso. “The composition of your intestines is… iconic, honestly.”

I pack my equipment. Each piece has its place in my custom case. Camera, lights, specialized tools. No evidence left for the cleaning service to find in the morning. Gerald’s grotesque tableau will remain undisturbed, his blood cooling to a rusty brown by dawn. His janitorial team won’t arrive until 6:00 AM, giving me plenty of time to disappear.

“Because… we are living in a material world…” I snap my gloved fingers, wiping down the metallic desk drawer Gerald’s trembling hands had clutched at earlier. “And Gerallllddd here was definitely a material boy!” I twirl, spinning the spray bottle of bleach solution like a dance partner.

The chorus hits again, and I can’t help but shimmy while saturating the carpet beneath his workstation. Industrial-strength enzyme cleaner works wonders on blood, breaking it down at the molecular level. I learned that from a forensics podcast. Research is essential for any serious artist.

“Your financial portfolio was giving very ‘how to hide money from the IRS’ vibes, Gerald,” I address the cooling corpse as I work. “But that offshore account in the Cayman Islands? Honey, that’s where you got sloppy.”

His passcode had been his dog’s birthday. Six digits that unlocked everything I needed to know about him, a revered fashion photographer and child rapist. His laptop sits open on the desk, screen still glowing with a folder I’ve left accessible.

“The police are going to find those images, you know. Consider it your contribution to law enforcement training,” I say, patting his cheek. The skin feels rubbery beneath my latex glove.

I stand to survey the scene. The bloodstained keyboard, the fallen champagne glass, the spilled cocaine.

I tuck a small USB drive into the potted plant by his desk. Not too obvious, but findable with a thorough search. On it, encrypted conversations with other photographers and agents, discussing the “special shoots” they arranged with underage models. Names, dates, locations. Enough to start an investigation.

“Everyone loves a good mystery,” I tell Gerald, bleaching my footprints as I back toward the door. “Either way, they’ll start looking in all the right places.”

I hum Madonna’s bridge as I make a final sweep of the space, erasing my presence with meticulous care. The smell of bleach mingles with the metallic tang of blood and his cologne.

“The Gallery Killer,” I whisper to myself, smiling at the moniker the press has given me. Xander is so jealous. Every serial killer dreams of getting a nickname that sticks, preferably something with flair. But most end up with pedestrian labels like “The Route 29 Killer” or “The Freeway Murderer.” No imagination in law enforcement these days.

I snap my case shut, Gerald’s death captured forever on my memory card. The images will join my private collection tonight.

Xander’s voice echoes in my head from our last meeting. “Your pattern will be your downfall, Frost. You’re too extravagant.”

All that talk about consistency and signatures being dangerous. But what does he know? His kills are so… utilitarian. No artistry. Just quick, efficient death. Like swatting flies. Where’s the meaning in that?

Xander, my best friend, found himself a girlfriend. A woman who knows his worst secrets and loves him anyway. The easy affection between them makes my fingertips go numb whenever I watch them together. The casual touches, the inside jokes, the silent conversations they have across crowded rooms.

I’m happy for him. I truly am. Love like that doesn’t come easy. Some nights, I let myself imagine what it might be like to be wanted. Loved.

Love? I filed that away years ago. Even if I weren’t a killer, I’m…defective. Nobody wants damaged goods. And even if they did, there’s the other thing. The thing I never talk about.

A face flashes in my mind. High cheekbones, hazel eyes that shift from gold to green depending on the light, and that full mouth always on the edge of a smirk.

Jiya. The bartender. She invited me to dinner, and I said no.

If I were anyone else, I’d have said yes. I’d have let her take me to some dimly lit restaurant, let her ask me questions, have some fun. But I don’t do dinner. I don’t do relationships. I do nothing that requires trust, or vulnerability, or the honesty that leaves you exposed and bleeding.

All I could ever offer her is sex—quick, rough, transactional. The only kind I know how to give.

She deserves more than that. She deserves someone who can sit across from her at a table and not flinch when she looks too closely. Someone who isn’t broken in all the ways that matter.

I wonder what she’d think if she knew who I am. What I’ve done.

“But then she’d have to die,” I whisper to the empty gallery, my voice echoing off the pristine white walls. “And that would be a waste of something beautiful.”

I drive with the windows down, letting Boston’s cool night air blow away the chemical smell of bleach clinging to my clothes. Ninety-five percent of a successful murder is proper cleanup. The other five percent is pure dumb luck.

But tonight feels different. Charmed. Like the city itself conspires to shield me.

Twenty minutes later, I’m parking outside Penumbra, the upscale cocktail bar where Jiya works.

“What the fuck are you doing here, Frost?” I ask my reflection in the rearview.

I should go home. I should shower, burn my clothes, upload tonight’s masterpiece to my encrypted drive, and pretend I’m not a monster. Instead, I’m here, debating whether to walk inside and ask the most beautiful woman in Boston to take me home and ruin me.

Just sex, I tell myself. That’s all I can offer. No dinners, no dates, no morning-after coffee. Just bodies and sweat and the illusion of connection. Should I?

My reflection offers no answers. I grab the camera case, slinging it over my shoulder.

The bouncer nods as I approach. I’ve been here often enough to be recognized.

Inside, Penumbra pulses with low, ambient music.

I scan the bar, and there she is. Jiya. Her pink hair catches the cobalt-blue backlighting, creating a halo effect any photographer would kill to capture. She moves with efficient grace, mixing something complicated for a woman in a power suit.

For a moment, I just watch. There’s artistry in how she works. The exact measurement of liquids, the precise timing of her shaker, the theatrical pour into a chilled glass. Her fingers dance over bottles like a pianist’s over keys.

I could have her. I could have her tonight. I could tie her up and lose myself in her, just for a little while. Pretend I’m someone who deserves it.

When she looks up, our eyes meet across the room. Her smile blooms slowly, recognition followed by something warmer. Despite myself, I smile back.

The Gerald-high still hums in my blood as I weave through the crowd, camera case bumping against my hip with each step. I slide onto the corner barstool.

“Calloway,” she says, my name sounding different in her mouth, like it belongs there. “Changed your mind about that dinner?”

“Not exactly.” I set my case on the floor between my feet. “But I craved the best Old Fashioned in Boston.”

Her eyes narrow slightly. “Just the drink?” She reaches for a bottle of bourbon without looking, her gaze never leaving mine.

“And the company,” I admit. The residual adrenaline makes me reckless. “I had a… productive evening.”

“Did you now?” Jiya selects a sugar cube, dropping it into a mixing glass. “Breakthrough with your photography?”

I watch her hands as she adds bitters to the sugar. “Something like that. Created a masterpiece tonight.” The words feel dangerous, delicious on my tongue.

“So this masterpiece,” she says, eyes flicking up to meet mine, “is it part of your gallery show?”

“Not exactly gallery appropriate,” I say, the double meaning making my lips twitch. “Some art is meant for a private collection.”

“Private, huh?” Jiya leans forward, elbows on the bar. Her fingers brush mine as she slides the drink over. For a split second, her eyes flick downward before meeting mine again. “I’ve always been curious about the things artists keep to themselves.”

I take a sip, the bourbon warming my throat. “Be careful where curiosity takes you. The private stuff is usually private for good reason.”

“Or maybe,” she says, voice dropping lower, “it’s the only honest work you do.”

The statement hits close to home. My pulse quickens. She’s not wrong.

“And what about you?” I deflect, gesturing at the surrounding bar. “Is this the real Jiya, or just another performance?”

Her smile shifts into something sharper. “That’s quite the philosophical question from someone who just wanted an Old Fashioned.”

“I’m full of surprises.”

“I bet you are.” She tilts her head, pink hair cascading over one shoulder. “For instance, I’m surprised you turned down dinner with me. Most men wouldn’t.”

“I’m not most men.”

“Clearly.” Her eyes travel over my face with deliberate slowness. “Most men don’t look like they walked off a Norse mythology book cover, either.”

A laugh escapes me, unexpected and real. “Norse mythology?”

“Please.” She rolls her eyes. “You know exactly what you look like, Calloway Frost.”

“If I’d known you were into Vikings, I would’ve worn my horned helmet.”

“Now you’re just trying to turn me on.” The playfulness in her voice makes something warm unfurl in my chest.

“Would that be so terrible?” I take another sip, watching her over the rim of my glass.

“Depends on your follow-through,” she counters, leaning closer. “All tease and no action makes Jiya a frustrated girl.”

The air between us crackles with possibility. I know I should pull back, maintain distance. But there’s something about her that makes me want to lean in instead, despite every self-preservation instinct screaming at me.

“Trust me,” I say, voice low, “my follow-through is impeccable. But that doesn’t make it a good idea.”

Her eyebrow arches. “So you admit you’re tempted.”

“I’d have to be dead not to be.”

“Then why resist? Life’s short.” Her fingers slide across the bar, stopping just short of mine. “Some might even say brutish.”

“And some of us are more brutish than others.” The words slip out before I can catch them.

“I can handle brutish.” Her gaze is challenging ne. “I might even prefer it.”

A couple at the end of the bar signals for her attention. She straightens, but her eyes stay locked with mine.

“Duty calls,” she says. “But this conversation isn’t over, Viking.”

I watch her walk away, the sway of her hips deliberate, performing for my benefit. And despite knowing better, I enjoy the show.

She’s dangerous. Not in the way I am, but dangerous nonetheless. I can’t say I’m not tempted.

A suit leans across the bar, flagging Jiya’s attention. “Bourbon, neat. Put it on my card.” He slides a platinum Amex between them. She takes it with a smile, fingertips barely touching the plastic as she turns toward the register.

I’m halfway through my drink when the door bangs open. A man in a dark hoodie strides in, movements jerky, agitated. Wrong energy. Wrong place.

He reaches into his pocket.

He has a gun.

“Everyone on the fucking ground!” his voice cracks with desperation. He’s an amateur and he’s high. The most dangerous kind.

Screams erupt. People dive behind tables, glasses shattering. He sweeps the gun across the room, finger twitching on the trigger.

“You!” He lunges toward the bar, aiming the barrel at Jiya’s forehead. “Open the register or I blow your pretty brains out!”

Her eyes go wide. She doesn’t move, just stares at him with an expression I can’t quite read.

Close range, shaky grip, poor posture. I can take him if I move fast enough. But he could still hit her.

“I said now!” His hand trembles. Drugs, fear, or both.

Something ice-cold floods my veins. I slide off my stool.

He whips the gun toward me, his hand shaking even more than before. “I said on the ground!”

I smile. “Shoot me, then.”

His eyes go wide. The gun trembles in his grip. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“Lots of things.” I take a step forward. “But right now? You pointed a gun at her.”

“Stay back!” Sweat beads on his forehead. “I’ll fucking do it!”

Another step.

His finger starts to squeeze—

I launch myself across the space between us.

My left hand strikes his wrist, shoving the gun to the side as it fires, the sound deafening in the enclosed space.

My fist slams into his gut, air whooshing out of him. As he gasps, I twist the gun from his grip, thumb finding the magazine release through muscle memory.

The magazine clatters to the floor.

My shoulder drives into his ribs. He goes down hard, gun skittering across the floor. Before he can recover, I’m on him.

“You made a mistake,” I whisper.

My fist connects with his temple. Once. Twice. His eyes roll back.

He goes limp.

The wail of sirens rips through my post-fight haze.

Someone called the cops.

My heart slams into my ribs.

The camera case. Fuck, fuck, fuck. How could I be so stupid? The evidence sits under the table—tonight’s masterpiece captured in high-resolution digital glory. Twenty-seven photographs of Gerald’s death, each more incriminating than the last. My fingers dig into my palms. Sweat beads on my upper lip. I can’t breathe. Can’t think.

The sirens grow louder.

I stare at the camera case, my pulse thundering in my ears. I should have left it in the car. I should have left her alone. I should never have come here at all.

But I did. Because I wanted her. Because I wanted— God, I don’t even know what I wanted. A drink. A fuck. A moment of pretending I’m not a monster.

Now I’m standing in a bar full of witnesses, blood on my knuckles, a man on the floor, and a gallery of horrors zipped up at my feet.

1. Francis Bacon’s was a British figurative painter known for his visceral, distorted portraits and scenes that often depicted human figures as raw, twisted meat.







Chapter 3

Jiya

The gunshot slams into my ears and leaves the taste of burnt powder on my tongue. My hands clamp the bar, though I don’t remember reaching for it.

I can’t believe some two-bit idiot with a pistol almost ended me over pocket change.

The indignity of it is almost as shocking as the blast.

I’ve never been this close to dying.

One second, Calloway’s standing across my bar with that infuriating half-smile. Next, he’s pure motion. Liquid violence, all muscle memory and lethal grace.

The would-be robber lies crumpled on the floor, motionless but breathing. Calloway stands over him, hair mussed, pale eyes bright with adrenaline, and looking like a fucking god of destruction.

“Are you okay?” His voice cuts through the chaos, eyes locked on mine.

I nod, but my body disagrees. The fear is there, a tremor in my hands, but something else coils low in my belly. A dark, insistent heat. I stared down the barrel of a gun, and my body responds like I’m watching porn. This is fucked up.

Sirens scream outside, and die. Blue and red lights strobe through the bar, painting Calloway in frantic flashes of color. He’s at my side, his hand on my elbow, gentle but firm.

“You need to sit down. You’re in shock.”

Shock is cold. This is fire. My gaze flicks from the man on the floor to Calloway’s calm face, and the truth slams me. I’m not horrified by the violence. I’m drenched in it. Turned on by it.

His hand moves to my shoulder, a solid, grounding weight. “Breathe,” he repeats, his voice low as he guides me to a stool at the bar.

“I don’t need—”

“You’re white as a sheet,” Jake says, shoving a glass of water at me.

I shove it back. What else am I supposed to do, sprinkle holy water and banish my thirst-demon?

Cops flood in, taking the gunman. One heads straight for us, notepad ready.

Calloway shifts, just an inch, and the heat of his thigh brushes mine. The contact is a live wire; it snaps up my spine, steals the air from my lungs.

“Sir, ma’am, I need statements from both of you,” he says.

I drag my gaze off Calloway’s knuckles—still flecked with the man’s blood—and force it onto the cop. My pulse is a drum in my throat, in my wrists, between my legs. I shift again, thighs pressing together, chasing the ache that shouldn’t be there.

He’s a monster. I know he is. And he’s my target. But he also just saved my life.

The cop’s pen hovers over a small notebook. “Let’s start with what happened.”

“The man came in demanding money,” Calloway jumps in before I can speak. “He was erratic, obviously high on something.”

My focus shifts from Calloway’s face to his movements. While maintaining perfect eye contact with the cop, he slides his camera bag beneath the bar counter with his foot. It’s so casual, so controlled that I almost miss it. The cop surely did.

The black case disappears from view, tucked away.

He’s hiding it.

“Miss? Can you confirm that’s what happened?” the cop asks, his gaze shifting to me.

I drag my eyes up and see that Calloway’s watching me now, his gaze steady and unreadable.

“Yes,” I say. “Just like he said.”

“And then?” the cop prompts.

“He shoved the gun in my face. Mr. Frost dropped him before I could blink.”

Across the room, the robber groans as officers haul him upright.

“He saved everyone here,” I add, gesturing around the bar. “If he hadn’t acted…”

The cop flicks his eyes at Calloway. “You moved fast. Military?”

“No. But I watch a lot of YouTube,” Calloway says, utterly deadpan.

Jake snorts, then smothers it in a cough. The officer doesn’t laugh. His gaze lingers on Calloway a beat too long, suspicion prickling the air like static.

Another officer, younger but hungrier, steps closer. “You get into fights a lot?”

Calloway almost smiles. “Of course not. My first time.” He delivers it so straight you’d think he just confessed to shoplifting gum, not bending a man’s face in half.

The younger cop looks at him like he’s trying to decide whether Calloway’s mocking him or telling the truth.

Jake mutters, “Hell of a first time,” but the officers ignore him.

The notebook snaps shut. “We’ll need statements on file. Don’t leave town in case we have follow-ups.”

More cops spread through the space, collecting statements from patrons huddled in corners.

Jake handles the cops’ requests for surveillance footage while I provide contact information. Calloway does the same, his posture relaxed now, as if nothing unusual hides beneath my bar.

The cop nods. “Call if you remember more. Sign the written statement, and then you’re free to go.”

The customers trickle out as police finish taking statements. A few regulars linger, nursing free drinks Jake poured to settle their nerves.

The robber’s gone, hauled away in cuffs, but evidence technicians still process the scene, photographing the bullet lodged in the ceiling and the blood spatter where Calloway broke the guy’s nose.

“Thank you,” I say, meaning it despite myself. “For saving me.”

Calloway’s lips quirk into a half-smile. “Instinct.”

“Some instinct.”

The camera bag sits under the bar like a third party to our conversation. It’s a silent ticking bomb. He never looks at it. Not once. A lesser man would sneak a glance, check on his hidden secret. Calloway’s control is absolute.

Does he know I know? Is this some kind of test?

Jake snaps his apron strings, eyes flicking between us. He senses the strange energy, but probably misreads it as shared trauma.

“Cops are wrapping up,” he says. “We can lock the doors as soon as they clear out. I think we’ve all had enough for one night.”

My gaze keeps snagging on the floor beneath the counter. The bag is a black hole, pulling all the light and air in the room toward it. What’s in there? A bloody trophy? A severed head?

I lean against the counter, close enough that my foot brushes the edge where his camera case sits. My fingers itch to grab it, to see what dark treasures Calloway Frost keeps.

“We’ll need to wait for them to finish,” I say, nodding toward the police still documenting the bullet’s trajectory. “Can I make you something while we wait? On the house, of course.”

“Tempting,” Calloway says, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “But no need.”

“Or maybe…” I lean closer, dropping my voice. “Maybe you’d prefer a nightcap somewhere more private? Your place?”

Something flickers across his face. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“That’s not a no,” I murmur, too low for the cop to hear. My pulse claws at my throat like it wants to leap into his hand. He ignores me, which only makes me want to push harder.

Jake appears at my elbow. “Jiya, the cops need your signature on these forms.”

“Just a sec—”

“They’re saying they can’t release the scene until you sign.”

A sharp breath hisses through my teeth. “Fine. I’m coming.”

I snatch the pen from him and turn to the cop, scrawling my name across the lines without reading them. The cop drones on about insurance, property damage, procedure… It’s all just noise.

My head buzzes, part adrenaline, part irritation. The bag is right there, sitting smug as a cat. If I had two more minutes, maybe less, I could unzip it, peek inside, change everything.

“Last one?” I ask, tapping my foot.

“Yes, ma’am.”

I sign the last page and pivot back to the bar, my apology ready on my lips.

The bar is empty.

Calloway is gone.

“Shit.” I rush to the spot where he stood. Nothing but an empty glass and a generous tip tucked beneath it.

I sprint to the door, ignoring Jake’s startled question. The night air offers a cool caress to my feverish skin. The sidewalk stretches empty in both directions. No sign of him.

He slipped away with that damn bag. Whatever evidence I could have used to confirm his identity as the Gallery Killer disappeared with him.

The perfect opportunity, gone.







Chapter 4

Jiya

I step out of my apartment building an hour early, dressed in dark-wash jeans that make my ass look fantastic and a soft, fluffy gray sweater that’s cozy but still shows off the goods.

My pink hair falls in that perfect “I woke up like this” way that actually took me twenty minutes to achieve.

Every Thursday, Calloway Frost gets his overpriced coffee at Atelier, where they charge nine dollars for a fancy hot bean water and act like adding sugar is a war crime.

I know because I’ve been following him.

I arrive early, snagging a corner table where I can see everything. The vial is ready in my pocket.

Enough monkshood derivative to give a horse a heart attack. Elegant, untraceable, and exactly what this bastard deserves.

Calloway walks in, and I pretend to scroll through my phone while watching him.

My stupid, traitorous brain whispers,He saved your life.

It’s an inconvenient flicker of…something. Gratitude, maybe. A debt. It makes the vial in my pocket feel heavier.

But then I look at him, gliding through the crowd like he owns the air everyone else is just borrowing.

I see the predator beneath the polish. He saved my life. But how many lives has he taken? How many men and women ended up on his camera roll before they ended up in a shallow grave?

The flicker dies. The mission reasserts itself, cold and clear. The world is better off without him. My personal feelings are irrelevant, annoying distractions.

The vial is no longer heavy; it’s a cool, comforting promise against my thigh. And damn if he doesn’t look good walking to his death.

He’s getting his precious artisanal coffee when our eyes meet across the room. I see the exact moment he recognizes me—surprise, and that slow smile that probably works on most people.

Okay, on me too. But I’m still going to kill him.

“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” I say when he approaches. “My mysterious hero in broad daylight.”

He stops by the table, and for a second, he looks almost uncomfortable.

“Hero is a strong word.”

“The guy who took down an armed robber and saved my life? I’d say that qualifies.” I gesture to the empty chair. “You disappeared last night before I could thank you.”

He hesitates, but then slides into the chair. The air shifts, filled with the scent of him—warm cedar, expensive soap, and something darker. I want to close my eyes and breathe it in.

I fight the urge.

“It was nothing. Anyone would have done the same.”

“Anyone would have hidden behind the bar,” I say, leaning forward. “You went full-on action movie. It was impressive. And sexy.”

His shoulders tense, and he looks away. “Just instinct.”

His phone buzzes, an angry vibration against the tabletop. He glances at it, and his expression sours.

“Everything okay?”

“My friend Aanya is having a meltdown because someone on Instagram said her latest exhibition looks like ‘a toddler’s finger painting fever dream,’” he says, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Sorry, do you mind if I take this?”

“Go for it. I’ll sit here judging other people’s breakfast choices.”

He steps away toward the window, his back to me.

My heart gives a single, hard thump. Now.

I pull the vial out. My hand is steady as I uncap it, the movement shielded by my purse. A quick, practiced tilt, and the clear liquid vanishes into the dark coffee, leaving no trace. Colorless. Odorless.

He comes back looking like he wants to throw his phone into traffic.

“That bad?” I ask.

“She’s convinced that negative reviews are a personal attack on her soul.” He slumps into his chair. “I spent five minutes explaining that people may have opinions about art.”

“Wild concept,” I say dryly. “What’s next, letting them vote on what they like?”

“Don’t give her ideas.” He reaches for his mug, and my heart rate spikes. “She’d probably start a petition to make criticism illegal.” He pauses, looking thoughtful. “You know, you should come to her opening next week. She might lack confidence, but she’s incredibly talented. I’m hosting it at my gallery.”

“Maybe I will,” I say with a smile. You’ll be dead by then.

His phone explodes with notifications. He freezes, mug hovering inches from his lips.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” He sets the cup down with a sharp clink, coffee sloshing over the rim. “Sorry. Apparently, there’s now a Twitter—or X—war about the finger painting comment.”

“Social media—bringing out the best in humanity since forever.” I smile at him.

I watch the steam rise from his untouched, poisoned coffee. This isn’t supposed to be complicated.

“I’m so sorry. Now she wants me to ‘craft a response that captures the emotional devastation of a misunderstood artistic vision.’” He makes air quotes, rolling his eyes. “I’m pretty sure she got that phrase from a soap opera.”

I can’t help it. I laugh.

“Could be worse. You could deal with drunk people screaming about their ex while you’re trying to make their martini.”

“True.” He smiles, and my stomach do a slow, sick flip. “At least my pretentious friends use a thesaurus for their meltdowns.”

“Okay, but be honest. Do you like the work she shows, or is it all just expensive nonsense?”

“God, you’re direct.” But he’s grinning. “Some of it’s brilliant. Some of it’s exactly what you think it is.”

“And you can tell the difference?”

“Usually. Though I have terrible taste in everything else, so perhaps I’m not the best judge.”

“Define everything else.”

“Well, my Spotify playlist is basically every guilty pleasure pop song from the 2000s. All the songs you pretended not to like but secretly sang in your car.”

“No way. Give me specifics.”

“Okay, but you can’t judge me.” He leans forward and lowers his voice. “My current favorite workout song is ‘My Humps’ by the Black-Eyed Peas.”

I nearly choke on my coffee. “I’m sorry, what?”

“It’s motivational! The beat is perfect for cardio!”

“Oh my God, you’re serious.” I’m laughing so hard I’m almost crying. “The sophisticated art photographer gets pumped up by Fergie singing about her lady lumps.”

“Don’t forget the milkshake song. That’s on there, too.”

“Kelis? Really?”

“It’s an anthem of feminine empowerment,” he says with complete seriousness.

“You did not try to make ‘Milkshake’ sound intellectual.”

“I’m just saying, she knew her worth and wasn’t afraid to charge for her expertise.”

“I’m dying. Actually dying. You’re insane.”

This is not how I expected this morning to go. When I planned to poison this man, I didn’t think I’d end up enjoying his company. Or finding myself attracted to someone I’m supposed to kill.

He’s funny and smells like sin, and he barely seems to notice that I exist as anything other than a conversation partner. Which is a good thing.

Yes, a good thing.

He glances at his cup, then at me, as if he sensed something. As if he knows.

“So, this is a change of pace from the bar. A lot less…sticky.”

A small, humorless smile touches my lips. “It’s not the spilled drinks that make it sticky. It’s the desperation. After eight hours of it, you feel like you need to scrape it off your skin.”

A genuine laugh escapes him. “And how do you do that?”

“Usually with something that sounds like it could level a building.”

“So, head-banging?”

“It’s not head-banging, it’s appreciating the emotional honesty of unfiltered rage.”

“Right, because nothing says emotional honesty like Cookie Monster vocals.”

“Hey, at least I’m not pretending ‘My Humps’ is a feminist statement.”

“Touché.” He reaches for his coffee again, fingers wrapping around the handle. “You know, you’re nothing like what I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“I don’t know. Someone more…”

He pauses, thinking, and I notice how his tongue darts out slightly when he’s concentrating. Stop noticing things like that.

“People-person-y? You are a bartender after all.”

“God, no. People are exhausting.” I lean back. “I’m excellent at pretending to care about their problems, but honestly? Half of them deserve whatever emotional crisis they’re crying into their martini about.”

His face lights up. “Right? I spend my days smiling at collectors who think buying art makes them interesting, when really they’re rich and boring.”

“So we’re both professional people-pleasers who secretly hate people.”

He laughs. “I guess so.”

He tips the poisoned mug toward his lips. Steam curls between us, warm as a breath. His mouth opens, and for a split second, I swear I can taste the bitterness on my tongue.

One swallow away from the end.
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The world shrinks to the rim of his cup. My lungs forget their job.

Drink it, drink it, drink it.

A blur of gray tweed slams into our table.

The impact sends coffee splashing across Calloway’s pristine white shirt, my jeans, the table, everywhere except where it needs to be. Down his throat.

A woman in a sharp business suit looms over us, her face a mask of horror.

“Oh my God, I am so, so sorry! I was on a call. My quarterly review is a disaster, and…”

My fingers curl into a fist under the table. I want to wrap my hands around her neck. Hours of planning, a perfect poison, all ruined because this corporate drone couldn’t watch where she was walking.

I paste on my best bartender smile. “It’s okay. Accidents happen.”

“I’m so, so sorry!” she continues, grabbing napkins from the dispenser and thrusting them at us. “Let me buy you fresh drinks, pay for cleaning, anything!”

“It’s fine, really.” Calloway dabs at his shirt with the inadequate paper napkins. The brown stain spreads across the expensive fabric.

She throws one last desperate “Sorry!” over her shoulder and bolts out the door, her heels clacking down the sidewalk.

I watch her go, jaw tight, then turn back to the mess she left behind—and the man I was supposed to kill, still very much alive.

“I’ll get you another,” I say, already on my feet. My mind races. One more chance. I just need one more chance. “It’s the least I can do. I owe you.”

He glances at his phone and shakes his head, already reaching for his camera bag from the floor. “Thanks, but I have to run before my friend loses her shit completely.”

“You sure?”

“Another time.” He offers a smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “It was nice seeing you, Jiya.”

Calloway weaves through the crowded cafe, slipping out the door and into the Boston streets.

[image: ]
Seduction is an art form. Breaking and entering is a chore.

And yet, here I am, tucked behind a newspaper stand that smells faintly of stale hot dogs, watching his studio, all because Calloway Frost is the one man on earth immune to my everything.

Right on cue—five minutes late, as always—she appears. The cleaning lady is a small woman, fumbling with a heavy tote bag and humming some vapid pop song that’s been stuck in my head for a week thanks to this stakeout.

To think, a single drop of monkshood could have ended this. Instead, I’m reduced to this pathetic stakeout.

I intercept her at the door, arms full of grocery bags and my best frazzled smile in place. “Sorry, could you let me in? I left my phone charger in the lobby. My boss is a nightmare if I don’t answer emails.”

She barely glances at me, just punches in the code—4–1–9–7—before holding the door open with her hip. “Make it fast,” she mutters, and disappears inside with her mop and bucket.

I make a show of heading to the lobby, ducking behind a potted plant and pretending to rummage around for my lost charger. Waving it in the air, I call out a quick “Found it, thanks!” loud enough for her to hear.

Back outside, my focus narrows to the building’s entrance as I circle the block. The minutes drag, each one measured by the steady rhythm of my pacing.

The cleaning lady finally emerges, humming her tune, locking up behind her. She disappears down the street, oblivious.

Now.

I cross back, heart thumping, and punch in the code she used—4–1–9–7. The lock clicks open.

I’m in.

I ease the door shut, the latch catching with a barely audible click, and let my eyes adjust.

The main space is minimalist perfection. Track lighting aimed at stark white walls displaying enormous black and white prints. The images are… stunning. Uncomfortable, but powerful.

A homeless man sleeping beneath a billboard displaying a luxury wristwatch advertisement. A ballet dancer with prosthetic legs executing a perfect arabesque. A young girl stares defiantly at the camera while standing beside the rubble of what might have been her home.

Each photograph captures a perfect moment of human dignity in broken circumstances. The technical execution is flawless. The lighting, composition, the emotional weight. Calloway’s brilliant.

And a killer.

I move deeper into the studio, passing a sleek white desk
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