
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Two serial killers date and fall in love while protecting their secrets from each other.

	 

	 

	 

	When a dating app matches two serial killers, they find themselves falling into love—or the closest thing that their twisted minds can get. Desperately trying to keep their secret crimes from being exposed, they must deal with not only each other but law enforcement and the demands of their careers. Will they overcome the odds and accept that they are meant for each other?
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	Dedicated to the ones who thought they’d be single forever. Hang in there, and hide the bodies well.

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	I love the smell of the city after a summer rain.

	Normally, the city smells of sweat and car exhaust and concrete baking in the Midwestern sun. It’s hot and humid and mean, and it grinds you down until you flee to the air conditioning and the cold metal seats of all the little cafes and eateries scattered across downtown like hidden, cool diamonds.

	Those are nice. But eventually, you have to go outside, and it’s rough, and it grates on you and makes you hide from the sun again.

	But when it rains... when it rains, there’s this coppery smell, this electric smell that dances through the salt in the air and makes the mist rise from the sidewalks.

	I stand there on the balcony, letting my bare breasts rest on the railing, looking out into the secret yard, the alley between buildings. A few homeless men huddle there, but they aren’t looking up, have no reason to look up. The rain’s keeping their heads down, eyes closed.

	I flip open his wallet and count the money. I’ll stop by later and give them some. This is their city, too, and nobody really looks at them, nobody wants to help.

	I turn and glance back toward the bedroom. “Have you ever really thought of the homeless before?”

	There’s no reply.

	I stretch. My muscles got a workout the night before. It was a good time. Dinner was exquisite, and afterward, ah... that was divine.

	I needed that.

	I close the window, shutting out the electric smell. But it still smells coppery in a different way. Warm copper, not hot. Sweet copper, not salt.

	I track down where I threw my clothes last night. Yellow skirt, knee-length. Black halter top, spaghetti straps. A short, black leather jacket. A pair of pumps, scuffed where I tripped on the sidewalk last night. I wasn’t nearly as drunk as he thought I was. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have dared, and we wouldn’t have ended up here.

	His clothes are scattered around, too, and in his back pocket, I find the wedding ring.

	“I knew,” I whisper to the ring, and I lick it, tasting that salt, the fever salt of a cheating man way out of his depth.

	Then I slide it on my finger. Not where it belongs, but it isn’t like I’ll ever know the feel of one made for me.

	Dressed, now. Sporty! One last sweep... did I bring underwear this time? No, no, I did not. Damn the pants! Full speed ahead!

	Then my purse, and the sample kit as well. A briefcase, heavier than it looks.

	That’s fine. I’m stronger than I look, too.

	And then the micro-fridge, and the paper-wrapped packages that crinkle with the plastic inside. My mouth fills with saliva as I put them carefully in the sample case. No leaking!

	One last sweep through the suite, checking the shower for hair, making sure I didn’t leave anything behind, and then it’s back to the door to the bedroom, and that rich, warm coppery smell floating through the air. I can almost see the clouds of it, can almost taste it on the back of my tongue, like I did last night.

	“Goodbye, love,” I tell him. And I take her from the doorknob where she hung all night, watching over him. Into my purse she goes, the leather layers folding up along well-worn creases.

	There’s more I can do, but I learned not to worry about it long ago. Things work out.

	And it’s a beautiful day!

	The stairway down smells of old drugs and new cleaning products, and I clutch my purse tighter. The security door opens directly onto the street, and I let the rain wash down on me. It’s going to do a number on my hair, and I should have brought a hat, but oh well. I pull my jacket tighter around me and start the walk home.

	People call this part of town dangerous, but it’s not, not really. I look like a lot of the women who walk these streets here. I look like I belong. And it’s raining, too. Nobody who’s looking to hassle people comes out in the rain without a really good reason. Nobody brings me down as I splash through puddles until I get to High Street. Then a turn, and I start the long walk to the Short North.

	Midway through, the rain picks up, and even I’m starting to get a little annoyed. There are comfy and yummy smells, and then there’s getting soaked to the bone. I pull out my phone, and it’s his, instead.

	For a second, I’m worried, a lance of cold dread in my stomach, and I fumble around... ah, there’s my phone. I turn his off, yank the battery, and dump it down a storm drain. I shield mine from the rain as best I can, and my fingers glide across the screen. Uber time!

	The SUV pulls up five minutes later, and I get in with a grateful smile.

	The driver takes a moment to check me out in the mirror. “You all right, lady?” He’s a few years younger than me—late twenties, perhaps, with black-rimmed round glasses and a hipster beard.

	I give him the biggest smile I’ve got. “I am, thanks! Got caught in the rain.”

	“Sorry to hear it,” he says, and the Ford Explorer heads off into traffic. I settle back into the seat and relax. The air conditioning in here is fresh, with a hint of pine... probably due to that cardboard tree swinging from the mirror.

	His gaze plays over me at the traffic stops, and I pretend not to notice. But it is funny to watch his eyes flicker when he catches sight of the wedding ring. “I’m surprised you didn’t call your husband to come get you.”

	“It didn’t work out. We’re not together anymore,” I tell him. Technically true.

	“Sorry to hear it.”

	“Don’t be. He had issues.” Also technically true.

	“You doing anything Sunday?”

	Well! This one doesn’t waste time!

	“Sorry. It’s too soon,” I say, and it is. I’m going to be floating for the rest of the day. Maybe tomorrow, too. This was a good one.

	“Right, uh, sorry I said anything.”

	“Don’t be! You’re sweet.” He apologized, and that’s no small thing. More than the standard hipster. “What’s your name?”

	“Chris Devon.”

	“Two first names?”

	Chris grins, making his beard flex against his neck, and now we’re pulling up by my place. “I’ve got a card in the seatback pouch. If you ever want to talk or need another ride, I don’t mind a text or three.”

	He might be just my type. I take a card and take a second to do the Uber payment thing and leave a middling-sized tip.

	I click my card into the slot and enter the building. Stale air conditioning hits me, but once I get into my own place, it’s tolerable. The array of open-jarred spices, the incense stick I set burning last night... all of these blend into the same scent.

	Home.

	I open the sample case and check to make sure the packages didn’t leak. My fingers rest on the brown paper, and I crinkle it a bit, remembering the good times last night. Each package goes in the refrigerator after I make a little room for them next to the fresh chicken I got from the poultry farm two days ago. It’s next to the gourmet selection gouda cheese that I got at the North Market last week... probably still good, but I should eat it soon.

	It’s been a while since I had friends over. Why eat alone?

	Work first, though.

	Off come the club clothes and on go my business duds—no-nonsense granny panties, a simple bra, and a pastel pink blouse and slacks over them. A white suit jacket matches with the white dress shoes and some simple makeup covers the face.

	The wedding ring goes on the dresser. I’ll deal with it later.

	The knives come out of the sample case and into the dishwasher. New knives go into the case from my last order. I check my phone scheduler to make sure the next meeting is when and where I thought it was.

	I head down to the side lot, get my little pink VW Bug out of its parking spot, and take off toward Easton. Traffic’s not bad at eight in the morning... almost everyone’s at work by now. A hop and a skip down the highways, a quick stop for gas, and I’m over in Easton.

	“Hey, Sauro,” I say as I head into the doors of the Cucina Sicilia, and the smells of garlic and parmesan and sun-dried tomatoes wash over me. “We got a good crowd today?”

	“Bambina!” Sauro cries and rushes out from behind the counter. “Mi Piccoletta!” His meaty arms fold around me, and I giggle as I hug him back. He swings me around a few times, then sets me on the ground with a grunt. “Ah, this is getting harder! I’m getting old, a Jenny.”

	I’m never Jenny or Jenn or Jennifer with him. It’s always a Jenny. But that’s fine. It’s one of the little things that makes Sauro who he is. It goes along well with his fat, beloved wife and their big Catholic family.

	All of these things make him one of the good ones.

	She will never see him.

	“This crowd, she’s glorious! Magnifico!” He kisses his hand, and I giggle again. “You gonna sell all the knives!”

	He’s happy. He’s already made his cut. It’s thirty dollars a seat to get in, and I see precisely none of that. But I don’t care, because that’s his money, not mine. And it’s not about the money, no.

	It’s about walking in and tossing my suit jacket to the left, knowing that Amy will catch it and seeing fifty happy faces light up as they cheer for me. It’s about not knowing which recipe I’ll be doing today, as I see the ingredients laid out on the bar, and the cuts of meat ready for the slicing all in their neat little white porcelain trays.

	“All right!” I yell back to the cheering crowd, mostly women, mostly middle-aged, all thrilled to be here. “Who’s ready to go chopping?”

	That’s my catchphrase. That makes everybody go wild. I hop up on the stepstool that lets me get the height I need over the counter, plop my sample case in the luggage holder waiting at just the right angle, and draw out the Mark 4 Chopco Butcher’s Knife.

	It’s a fabulous knife. She tested one just like it last night. It worked great!

	And oh boy, do I get a good slice as I roll out a tomato, pin it to the cutting board, and bring the butcher’s knife down with a meaty chonk. No juice spray at all! Clean through, and it was a firm tomato, to begin with.

	I point these facts out to the enthralled audience, gesturing with the knife at the juice dribbling onto the cutting board. Then I squint to make out the chalkboard across the way. “Okay, so today’s recipe... Amy, what’ve we got here?”

	My eyesight isn’t great, but I can’t wear glasses. I started this livestream without glasses, and I don’t know how it’ll affect my numbers if I wear them.

	But it’s Amy to the rescue, as always. “Chicken Penne Al Fresco!”

	“Does it have tomatoes?” I ask her, drawing a laugh from the audience.

	“Yes, but... it calls for grape tomatoes. Not the big ones.”

	“Screw it! My version does!” I say, and I pull out three tomatoes, rolling them across the cutting board and whacking each one into halves. The crowd laughs. I love it, and I grin back. “We’re hacking the recipe! No waste! Not now, not never!”

	The sound of cardboard waving through the air and a stiff breeze stirring my hair tells me that Amy is waving the Double Down sign.

	This is one of my tricks. I get into a recipe, get something wrong, and instead of trying to correct it, we carry on regardless. Substituting tomatoes is pretty easy as it goes, but not every show has to be complicated.

	I use the cleaver mostly, dicing the chicken and the tomatoes before I start combining all the ingredients. Some of the red wine goes into me instead of the recipe, and they laugh at that, too. I don’t stop talking for more than a few seconds as I work.

	And when it goes in the oven, I wave my hands, now empty of knives. “Okay, everyone! Check under your chairs!”

	Fifty people scramble out of their chairs, and there’s a minor scuffle as the people lifting chairs up try to avoid braining the people who are crouching down. I stifle a giggle of my own... I’m small, and perhaps there was a bit too much red wine. No, no, that’s not it. I’m still riding the high from last night.

	Wow, I’d needed that.

	It’s all the better... but it won’t last. But that’s a worry for tomorrow, or the next day, or the day after that, if my strange brain is merciful for once.

	A figure comes up from under his chair, squealing with joy, and it’s a man for once. But from the tone of his voice and the way he’s dressed, I don’t think he’s a bad one. No, no, that’s his boyfriend or husband hugging him now. So cute!

	He comes up with the heart-shaped token, and I give him a big hug and air kisses, which he happily returns. “First time on the show?” I whisper. He’s not a tall man, but I have to stand on tiptoes to whisper near the vicinity of his ear.

	“Oh, yes! We’re longtime watchers, though! We were in town from Pennsylvania, and oh my god, this is fabulous!”

	“Hahaha! Lucky! Wellp, come on, then!” I pull out the stool for him, and he hops up on it. His name is Peter, and we chat about this and that and everything and nothing, and he has the most amazing nails. He had them done here in town, and I spend a few minutes hunting down the salon on my phone and plugging them for the stream. Amy will call them later and let them know they got a boost. She’ll ask to put up a few ads for the show in their shop in return. It’s how we roll.

	 

	Ten minutes later, the timer dings, and I dig my dish out of the microwave. I sprinkle the cheesy-basil-y mix on it just like the recipe calls for, and I share it with Peter. It’s pretty good. Didn’t suffer any for having wrong-sized tomatoes.

	Sauro and his people pass through the room then, handing out dishes of the stuff, and everyone eats up. During a quiet spot, I call up Peter’s partner, Damien, and Amy gets some snaps of us for both of their phones. And a few on her own phone, too. Soon they’ll both be Internet famous.

	And we’re done, then. I walk Peter back to his table, then mingle with the rest of the crowd, chatting and patting shoulders and shaking hands and giving words of encouragement... and handing out order forms for Chopco knives.

	That’s how this all started. A shitty part-time job trying to sell knives, one of a string that I was doing to keep a roof over my head and food in my belly.

	Now it’s my only job. And thanks to the miracle of the Internet and bored Millennials, it’s the best job I could hope for. I work twice a week. I’m not rich, but I have enough money so that I don’t have to worry about the rent. Eight thousand people watch this show. And enough of them order Chopco knives with my dealer’s code that my monthly paychecks are bigger than all of my old part-time jobs combined.

	By the end of it, all my clothes are soaked through with sweat, even in the air conditioning, and the guests are filing out happy. Sauro’s made fifteen hundred dollars in an hour, and Amy’s slumped into her chair, fanning herself with her menu. Her curly brown hair bounces with each puff of air, and I pull a chair over to her and take a seat myself.

	“I don’t know how you do it,” she mumbles.

	“I have the easy part! I don’t know how you do it,” I say, waving around at the laptop and webcams wired up to half the outlets and devices in the place, the folders and handouts and dishes which had been full of pre-prepared stages of the dish in various forms of assembly, and pretty much everything that was required to make Jenny’s Chopping Spree an Internet sensation. “I’m no good at this.”

	I’m not lying. I would literally take my knives to the studio audience if I had to do half the things she does. I’m just not built for it.

	This is why my heart stutters a bit when she says, “I don’t know how much longer I can keep doing it, Jenn.”

	That’s not her usual self-doubt or pessimist talk. That’s her I’m being deadly serious Jenn tone.

	“What’s wrong?” I ask.

	She holds up her phone. It’s running an app I haven’t seen before. There are a bunch of zeroes behind it. “You broke twenty thousand today.”

	“We broke twenty thousand, Amy. We broke it. Together! You an’ me! Jenn, Amy!” I squeeze her shoulder as I chant the old singsong chant.

	That makes her smile a bit. But the smile fades. “You’re outgrowing me, Jenn. We’re getting too big.”

	“No such thing!”

	“No, look... the logistics are getting too big for me. We need... we need corporate.”

	“Amy... no. No. Corporate means suits and meetings and desks and big fat guys calling us stuff like little ladies and throwing us into glass ceilings and all that. Corporate screwed you, Amy. Remember?”

	She takes off her glasses, and her eyes get misty.

	Is she going to cry? I hope not. I can’t tell. Even with my friends, even with people I’ve known for years, I can still never tell. It’s hard, very hard for me to read other people’s emotions. It’s why I built the me I did. The manic cheerful girl, the smiling and happiness, the endless energy... it works well, most of the time. If I make a mistake, nobody ever blames me for it.

	“Chopco wants to talk sponsorship,” Amy says. “Official sponsorship. I’d still be running the show, but I’d have people. And I’d have a boss... sort of. I mean, you’re my boss. But I’d have another boss.”

	“I’m your friend, not your boss, Amy.” But I’m thinking while she’s asking this. “Would this make you happy?”

	“It’s not about me being happy. It’s about making the show the best it can be and getting you the audience you deserve!”

	I blink. She’s raised her voice, and Amy usually doesn’t do this sort of thing.

	But then, this isn’t the first time she’s talked to me about getting help from Chopco.

	I don’t know if I want to work with people who aren’t Amy. But... I think I’m going to lose her if I don’t.

	“Okay. Let’s do it.” I put on my biggest smile, and she puts her glasses back on, lashes fluttering in surprise like her eyes are escaping moths.

	“Just like that?”

	“Just like that,” I confirm. “I improv all the time. So how is this any different? A new recipe, new people in the mix.”

	She snorts. “You make it sound like we’re going to eat them.”

	I laugh, long and loud, and maybe longer than the poor joke deserves. “Oh! Speaking of that, I got a new chili mix I want to try out. Are you free Tuesday?”

	That’ll be a little long for the meat, but if it’s chili, it won’t matter as much. Still not ideal, but I know that Amy works for the next two days, and I don’t want to have a feast without her.

	Amy wavers a bit, but she nods and offers me a shy smile. I hug her. I need Amy. I don’t know what I’d do without her!

	No, that’s a lie. I know what I’d do without her. It would not end well.

	She promises to talk with some people, and I smile and nod and agree to everything she says. Then I collect my jacket and head home. Sauro and his people will help her clean up, and if I touched her computer stuff, she’d get upset.

	Once I’m back home, I check Facebook... and what I find surprises the hell out of me.

	They’ve found him. Already.

	I turn on the television and put her in front of it. “See what you did?” I ask her. But she doesn’t reply. She never does.

	Then I go and add the wedding ring to the others. Fourteen rings sway on strings hanging from the little sculpture in the closet. And here’s sweet number fifteen, silver and shining.

	“Don’t worry,” I whisper to the ring, as I close the door. “He wasn’t any good for you, but he’ll be good for something on Tuesday.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The Machine waited, watching the PowerPoint slides clip by as the presenter pointed out the salient facts.

	He knew all the issues at hand already, but he let the speaker rattle on. The delivery was rough, and the presenter, a small man with a bit of a stutter, clearly needed the practice. The presenter needed it fast, as a matter of fact, since the company’s main salesman was gone now.

	So The Machine steepled his fingers, ignoring the looks that the two other people in the room kept shooting him as the speaker went on and on.

	And at precisely the forty-fifth minute, The Machine interrupted. “Allow me to sum up. Your head of sales has cleaned out every corporate account he can reach and has departed for a long vacation somewhere else while leaving no forwarding address. The triumphant launch of your new product line, which you have gone into copious amounts of debt to expand and develop, now stands at risk of stalling before it’s started, unless you manage to obtain roughly half a million dollars before the end of August. Have I missed any salient points?”

	He examined his nails while he spoke. Some of his words could be construed as blame, and negative emotions would only hinder his efficient resolution of this situation.

	Emotions were the bane of his existence. The world would be so very much simpler if it weren’t so emotional and messy. But since humans were unreliable at best, his work was necessary and unending.

	Of course, this isn’t my real work, he thought.

	The gears ground within him, but he held them back, held them with an effort of will as their cold logic built up in whispers against the back of his mind.

	There was one step yet to do to arrange the perfect solution, and it required his clients to buy in and cooperate. Without it, the second part of his work would be wasted, and The Machine abhorred waste.

	“No, no, that’s everything,” the marketing director said. “We need a lot of money fast because of what Hernan did.”

	Hernan... ah. The name of the former head of sales. The Machine was bad with names. He thought of people as their positions. Names didn’t matter so much in his line of work. Names were fleeting, not worth remembering. Inefficient. “And since your head of sales hit the payroll accounts first, the only employees you can call upon for help are within this room. Minus myself, of course. Haha.”

	“Haha,” the company’s web designer echoed. There was no real humor in any of the ha’s. There wasn’t meant to be.

	The Machine nodded. “Fortunately, your brand has a good reputation and a solid following. Thus a solution presents itself, one uniquely suited to your specialties and expertise.”

	“Que... what?” The presenter pulled out a chair and collapsed into it, fanning himself with his folder of notes. It was hot in S
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