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To the FBI watch list: Sorry, it was for research.

Really, I swear.







AUTHOR’S NOTE

Content Warning

This story blends dark romance with comedy, so while there are moments designed to make you swoon or laugh, it also delves into some pretty intense and twisted territory. “Til death do us part” might be a more literal concern for these characters. 

Please read with care.

Here’s a heads-up on what you’ll find inside:


	Surveillance cameras as a love language

	Creative uses for nail guns

	Eyeball extraction

	Panic rooms that become very unsafe spaces

	Murder boards made of actual murder

	A gas station bathroom death via decorative fish (yes, really)

	Basement furnaces with a very specific purpose

	Various sharp objects used for non-kitchen activities

	Blood spatter as interior decorating

	Explicit sex scenes including public fingering, phone sex with candy, knife play, anal play, restraints, praise kink, choking, and other activities that would scandalize your grandmother

	Parental murder and childhood trauma

	Stalking presented as courtship (don’t try this at home)

	A secret society of murderers with surprisingly good organizational skills

	Torture scenes that are disturbingly artistic



It’s a book about serial killers finding love, so expect murder, mayhem, and questionable life choices throughout.

This is fiction! In real life, please don’t follow strangers home, install cameras in people’s apartments, or use kitchen utensils as weapons. Also, if someone breaks into your home and leaves you dinner, call the police, not a wedding planner.

Happy reading, you beautiful, twisted souls!

(Don’t forget to grab the bonus scene at the end.)







One

Xander

If there’s a worse way to start your day than scraping intestines off your shoes, I’d love to hear it.

I drag my sole across the edge of a marble step, dislodging what used to be a part of Boston’s most notorious art dealer. 

The police took Klein’s body, or whatever was left of him, hours ago. But apparently, the chunk of liver now smearing my Converse didn’t make the cut for evidence collection.

A wave of nausea hits me, not from the sight, but from the sheer mess of it all. This wasn’t in the plan.

“For God’s sake, Calloway, you borrow my cameras for one simple murder and forget to remove them from an active crime scene? The entire principle of the Hemlock Society is ‘Your Hunt, Your Mess.’ And right now, your mess is all over my new shoes.” 

I crouch beside the stark white chalk outline where Klein had been transformed from a pedophile art dealer to a Jackson Pollock original.

“Thorne’s going to have both our asses if this traces back to us. You know how he feels about sloppy work, and I’m not taking the fall because you got ’inspired’ during an assignment.” 

We exist because the system fails, not to become part of its evidence locker.

“Art requires sacrifice, Xander,” Calloway huffs in my earpiece. “Even Thorne appreciates my methods. That’s why he assigned me to this target in the first place.”

The scene is a CSI nightmare. Blood has crusted into the fine Italian marble in arterial sprays that form a perfect golden ratio. What appears to be a fragment of ear cartilage nestles between floor tiles. Tissue samples decorate the baseboards like modern art installations. Klein’s essence is everywhere.

I step over a puddle of coagulated bodily fluids that definitely weren’t covered in my surveillance equipment warranty.

“This is why we can’t have nice things. Like freedom and no prisons.”

“Perfection takes focus, Xander,” Calloway says. “Do you think Rembrandt cleaned up after himself? I was crafting a masterpiece, not… sanitizing.”

“Yeah? Well, your ‘masterpiece’ left an intestine in the grout,” I snap, sidestepping a squelchy bit of something I’m pretty sure used to be Klein’s pancreas. “Next time, maybe try murdering without treating a marble floor like it’s a goddamn paint palette. Or at least use a drop cloth.”

“Noted.” He sounds amused, the smug bastard. 

No. Smug doesn’t even begin to cover it. Calloway could sip tea while the house burned around him.

“Did you find all the cameras yet?” he asks.

“Working on it,” I mutter, glancing around the room.

“Oh, and while you’re there—” Calloway’s voice turns casual in that way that signals trouble. “—could you check if they found Klein’s left eye? It sort of… popped out and rolled under the cupboard. I was going to retrieve it, but then inspiration struck for the intestinal arrangement.”

My stomach lurches. I can handle dismemberment, viscera, brains… Everything goes. But eyes? Something about eyeballs makes my skin crawl. The thought of one rolling around… Gross.

“The police would have taken it,” I say, fighting the urge to vomit. “They’re thorough, unlike some artists I know.”

“Shame.” Calloway sighs. “It had the most fascinating green flecks. I was considering a companion piece.”

“I’m hanging up now,” I say, swallowing bile. “Also, I’m billing you for emotional damages.”

“Emotional damages?” Calloway scoffs. “You’re the most emotionally constipated man alive, Xander. The only thing you’re capable of feeling is mild inconvenience.”

I crouch to retrieve a camera, my fingers brushing over its sleek surface. “For the record, I feel deep inconvenience right now. A soul-crushing inconvenience. The kind that requires therapy, a complete biohazard suit, and a lifetime supply of pizza.”

I straighten up and take in the Nelson Rivera Gallery. The space screams overpriced minimalism. Sharp angles and negative space, with gleaming white walls that rise twenty feet to exposed industrial ductwork painted matte black. 

Track lighting casts dramatic shadows that somehow make even mediocre paintings look profound, like they’re worth re-mortgaging your house just to own one.

In the far corner, a small red dot near the air vent catches my eye. Another one of my cameras, its lens now pointed at me. The damn thing is positioned to capture both the murder scene and the main entrance. 

Calloway couldn’t spare two minutes to retrieve it, lost in his macabre vision. It’s always like this with him. Brilliant, but utterly impractical. And I’m the one left to clean up the pieces. It’s a dynamic I’ve come to accept from my friend.

“Fortunately for you,” I whisper into my phone, “I planned for your inevitable artistic distraction.” I glance up at the tiny device. “Same exact model as the gallery’s security system. CX-5000. Even used the same mounting hardware.”

The police milling around haven’t given it a second look. Why would they? It matches the dozen other security cameras throughout the space.

“You mean you—” 

“Anticipated your complete disregard for operational security?” I finish for Calloway. “Yes. It’s called contingency planning, not that you’d know anything about that.” I keep my voice low. “The Rivera Gallery upgraded its system last month. I made sure our additions blended right in.”

I stare at a hideous painting of either a sunset or a pizza dropped on asphalt. Two hundred thousand dollars, according to the tiny placard. I’m in the wrong profession. Well, the wrong legal profession.

“They’ll pull the footage eventually, but by the time they realize the angles don’t add up with the other cameras, we’ll be long clear.”

Calloway makes a sound somewhere between a scoff and admiration. “Not paranoid at all, are you?”

“I prefer the term ‘methodically prepared.’ But sure, insult the guy saving your ass.” I pause by a sculpture that looks like someone welded kitchen utensils to a mannequin. “Remind me again why I still help you?”

“Because I’m the only one who remembers your birthday?”

I pick up the second camera tucked into a bookshelf, its lens aimed at the now-empty death tableau. “Found camera two.”

I reach for a third camera tucked behind a hideous modern art sculpture when a soft click freezes me in place.

The gallery’s front door. Fuck.

My pulse spikes as footsteps echo through the entrance hall.

“Someone’s here,” I whisper, ending the call and diving behind a massive sculpture ironically titled Hidden Witness just as the door opens.

“Hello?” A woman’s voice, uncertain but determined. “Is someone in here?”

Shit. The cleaning service wasn’t scheduled until tomorrow. I checked. I always check.

I press myself against the wall, calculating escape routes. The back exit is just twenty feet away, but I’d have to cross the main gallery floor to reach it.

I peer around the edge of the sculpture, just enough to catch a glimpse of her.

Time stutters.

That dark ponytail pulls tight, exposing the vulnerable curve of her neck. A few stray strands cling, drawing my eye. Her face isn’t just pretty; it’s striking. Sharp lines and soft curves that stop my thoughts cold.

She moves with the kind of focus that makes you forget there’s blood crusting the floor. No flinching. No hesitation.

Well, fuck me sideways with a murder weapon. This is an unexpected plot twist. And I hate unexpected plot twists.

She’s not with the police, not officially, anyway. Definitely not supposed to be here. 

She ducks under the crime scene tape and moves through the space, photographing everything with the confidence of someone who’s broken into a dozen crime scenes before breakfast.

I watch as she examines the blood spatter patterns, her expression clinical rather than horrified. Latex gloves snap against her wrists as she pulls them on before crouching to examine the crusted blood. She pulls out her phone, tapping the record button.

“Rivera Gallery scene,” she murmurs into the device. “Blood pattern consistent with previous Gallery Killer murders. Arterial spray. Intentional, not coincidental. Same signature as the others, victim connected to the art world…”

She photographs the chalk outline, taking meticulous shots of the void patterns where evidence has been collected.

Most people see the blood and recoil. She sees the patterns. She sees the story. She sees it… like I do.

“Based on previous scenes, the body was likely positioned to mirror a painting’s composition. Need to get crime scene photos to confirm and check autopsy report for any extracted organs, but I’m sure it’s him. Everything matches The Gallery Killer.”

The Gallery Killer. Of course, Calloway gets a cool nickname in the press while I’m out here doing twice the work with zero branding. Life is unfair. What would they even call me? The Lurking Stalker? The Camera Guy? The Creepy Tech Support?

She kneels beside the empty computer desk, running her fingers along the edges where the police have removed Rivera’s desktop computer. 

“They’ve taken the digital records,” she murmurs to the absent victim, “but I bet you kept backups somewhere. You seem like the paranoid type.” She’s talking to a dead man, analyzing his habits. She’s just like me. Almost.

She searches the room, checking bookshelves, tapping walls for hidden safes, and examining floorboards for loose sections.

She pauses at the exact spot where I’d just removed Calloway’s camera, frowning slightly as she notices the dust pattern.

“Something was here,” she murmurs, touching the clean spot amidst the dusty residue. “Recently removed. Police?” She takes a photo of the empty space, her brow furrowed in concentration. “Or the killer?”

She’s smart.

The woman moves close to my hiding spot, her fingers tracing along the shelves near my sculpture. I can smell her shampoo. Flowery, with a clean bite. The kind of scent that makes you want to lean closer, even if it means explaining why you’re lurking in a blood-soaked gallery.

Her phone rings, making both of us jump.

“Morgan, I can’t talk right now,” she whispers, eyes still scanning the room. “Because I’m at Rivera’s gallery… No, the police tape doesn’t apply to real journalists.”

Ah. A journalist. Of course. A journalist with both boundary issues and incredible cheekbones.

She listens, frowning.

“I know what the official report said, but this is definitely another Gallery Killer scene. The blood spatter and body were arranged like Caravaggio’s David and Goliath. An officer let me have a peek. The killer is getting more theatrical with each murder.”

Another pause as she examines a splash of blood on the wall that would have Calloway preening with pride. Artistic temperament—so predictable. Like a toddler wanting you to put his finger painting on the fridge, except the finger painting is made with actual fingers.

“…because the other victims were all connected to the art market. How much more—” She stops abruptly, looking back at the shelf. “It’s an excellent location for a camera. Were you filming yourself?”

She tilts her head. “No, not you. Have to go, Morgan.” She hangs up.

Shit. She’s good. Too good.

I slide my phone out, keeping the movement slow and deliberate behind the sculpture.

I raise my phone just enough to frame her on the screen. Her profile catches the gallery’s dramatic lighting, creating sharp contrasts against her features.

Click.

I lower the phone, making a mental note to run her face through recognition software later. If she’s sniffing around Calloway’s handiwork, I need to know who she is and how much trouble she’s going to cause.

She moves toward the back office, giving me a momentary opening. I check the photo I took. Clear, detailed, usable. Her eyes stare at something off-camera.

This is why I always insist on surveillance first. Know everything before making a move. No unwanted surprises. I save the image, tucking the phone away as I calculate my next move.

Her gaze sweeps the room. My muscles lock. I melt into the wall, barely breathing as her eyes pass inches from my hiding spot. A droplet of sweat slides cold down my spine.

My thumb grazes the knife in my pocket. It would take three seconds to cross the distance, cover her mouth, and sink the knife into her neck before she could scream. Clean. Efficient.

Except… My stomach knots at the image of those intelligent eyes going blank, her notebook falling from limp fingers. The thought sits wrong.

Usually, I’m all about efficiency in the whole “eliminate witnesses” department, but something about the way she’s piecing together the case makes me want to see what she’ll do next.

Her phone blares again. Her boss, based on her expression of mingled irritation and alarm.

“Morgan, I literally can’t—” She pauses, listening. “A press conference? Now? About The Gallery Killer?”

The universe has a sick sense of humor. Almost as sick as my collection of surveillance footage of people who don’t know they’re about to die.

“Fine. I’m on my way.” She takes one last look at the shelf where Calloway’s camera had been, snaps a final photo, and heads for the door, muttering about power-hungry police chiefs and their convenient timing.

The moment the door clicks shut, I exhale, looking down at my shoes, now decorated with human tissue. Perfect. I’ll need to burn these. And I liked these fucking shoes.

“That was closer than the time I accidentally dated a homicide detective,” I murmur, retrieving the remaining two cameras while trying to avoid leaving bloody footprints across the marble. Nothing says professional quite like turning a pristine crime scene into a macabre game of Twister.

Back in my car, I call Calloway. “You owe me. Big time. This is absolutely the last time I lend you my equipment.”

“Did you get everything? Please tell me you got everything.” His voice pitches higher.

“My cameras, yes,” I respond, watching the building’s entrance where the mystery woman is now hurrying toward an Uber. “Your murder scene nearly became my crime scene when someone crashed the party.”

“Someone was there? Who?” The panic in his voice would be satisfying if I weren’t still picking human remains from my clothes.

“A journalist. She called you ‘The Gallery Killer’ while recording notes into her phone.” I slouch in my seat as she slides into her ride. “Apparently, you’re famous enough to have your own nickname now. Meanwhile, I’ll probably end up in a footnote as ‘unnamed accomplice found in dumpster after mysterious accident.’”

“The Gallery Killer?” His voice perks up, artistic vanity trumping survival instinct. “That’s actually quite good. Has a certain ring to it. Did she mention—”

“No, she didn’t critique your use of intestines as decorative elements.” I cut him off before his ego reaches critical mass. “But she did nearly walk in on me while I was collecting the surveillance equipment you forgot.”

“What does she look like? Who is she?” His questions machine-gun through the phone.

“She’s beautiful, and I don’t know yet,” I reply, starting my car while watching her ride disappear around a corner. “But I’m going to find out. And you’re buying me new shoes.”

[image: ]
BACK IN MY APARTMENT, I pull up facial recognition software, running her image through various databases. Within minutes, I have a name.

Oakley Novak, crime journalist for The Boston Beacon. Her bylines include several in-depth pieces on unsolved murders and corruption. Her social media presence is minimal but focused. She’s not into selfies, just work. A woman after my own black heart.

I should report this to Thorne. Protocol says anyone investigating the Hemlock Society is a threat. Society comes first. End of discussion. Do not pass Go, do not collect $200, proceed directly to murder.

Instead, I create a new encrypted folder on my secure server. I download everything about her. Birth certificate. College transcripts. Medical records. Credit score. Every article she’s ever published. The metadata from her phone.

My standard background check spirals into a three-hour deep dive. I hack her phone’s cloud backup. Her photo roll is ninety percent crime scenes, nine percent reference images, and a single blurry picture of a stray cat. No selfies. No beach vacations. No drunken party shots.

God, she’s fascinating.

Instead of my usual red X marking a target for elimination, I draw a blue X over her building on my map. Different color. Different intention.

My phone buzzes with a message.


THORNE

Situation contained?




All clear.




THORNE

Any complications?



My thumb hovers over the screen. In four years with the Society, I’ve never broken the rules. Never put my interests above the family’s safety. Never lied to the man who gave me a place to belong when I had nothing.

Not once.

I’ve also never found someone who catalogs crime scenes with the same obsessive attention to detail that I do.

I stare at the screen, at the photos of Oakley examining Calloway’s handiwork with such focus, and make a decision I’ve never made before.


No.



I lie to the most dangerous man I know. I’m either evolving or having a psychotic break. The line between the two is remarkably thin.

I open my surveillance equipment drawer, the one with the good stuff, not the ones I loan to Calloway when I’m feeling generous. Japanese micro-cameras I modified myself with a battery life that outlasts most relationships.

I pack my gear into a nondescript backpack, adding an extra battery bank and my prototype audio enhancement module. Most people would call it stalking. I call it… selective admiration. Tomato, tomahto.

All I know is that watching her work at that crime scene was the most interesting thing I’ve experienced in years, and I’m not ready to end the show.

Oakley Novak doesn’t know it yet, but our paths are now inextricably linked. And for the first time in my existence, I’m not following the protocol.

I’m following her. And if Thorne finds out, I’ll be the next body on the marble floor.







Two

Oakley

My therapist says I have an unhealthy relationship with sugar. She calls it emotional dependency. I call it investigative fuel. The real crime is how many gummy worms it takes to stay awake during a stakeout.

Acid burns my tongue as I bite the head off another neon worm, the sour shock jolting my brain back to attention. Different crimes require different candies.

Bank fraud? Chocolate-covered espresso beans. Political corruption? Sour Patch Kids. But serial killers who arrange their victims like Renaissance paintings? That demands the nuclear option. Triple-sour gummy worms.

The camera lens focuses with a soft click on the gleaming doors of the Beacon Hill Gentlemen’s Association. Through the viewfinder, men in tailored suits float between luxury cars and the marble steps like sharks circling prey.

Somewhere behind those doors hides the key to the Gallery Killer case. Four art collectors, four poison deaths, four bodies posed like Renaissance paintings, and nothing but silence from Boston PD. But I’ve got a feeling about this place.

My notepad crinkles as I flip through crime scene photos. A waxen corpse arranged like Saturn Devouring His Son from last year. Another mimicking Christ of Saint John of the Cross four months ago. A third recreating Gentileschi’s Judith Slaying Holofernes just weeks back.

And two days ago, David, with the Head of Goliath.

The time between kills shrinks. He’s accelerating.

The articles don’t mention what the press doesn’t know. The Gallery Killer’s signature mutilation. Each male victim was found with their genitals severed and forced into their stomach. A macabre addition to the artistic arrangements that makes my stomach turn every time I think about it. But it’s the one detail that connects all four murders beyond their artistic staging. The killer’s personal signature. Or a message.

A silver chain slides between my fingers as they drift to the locket at my throat. Inside, my parents smile forever, frozen at an age I’ve now surpassed. Dad would have called this stakeout reckless.

I call it Tuesday.

I tap my pen against my teeth, studying the photos I’d taken at the gallery. The killer had posed art dealer Rivera as both David and Goliath. His head was partially severed but still attached, twisted at an impossible angle so that he gazed upon his own dying body. The victim’s eyes had been propped out, forced to witness his own death eternally. Fascinating.

The police don’t want the public to know there’s a serial killer at large. But I know one when I see one.

The Boston PD’s press releases have carefully avoided connecting the murders. “Isolated incident.” “Targeted attack.” “Robbery gone wrong.” I’ve heard it all before—the same bullshit they fed the public when my parents died. The public relations machine is working overtime to prevent panic.

I flip to my notes on the victims. All wealthy art collectors with questionable methods. All arranged in death to mirror famous paintings.

I stare at the imposing brick facade of the Beacon Hill Gentlemen’s Association. The plan unfolds in my head.

Walk in, claim my appointment, secure access to member areas. People rarely question a person who acts like they belong. My tailored blazer and pencil skirt project the perfect blend of professionalism and wealth.

“Hunger is the enemy of justice,” I mutter, slipping a small packet of chocolate-covered espresso beans into my mouth. The caffeine and sugar hit my bloodstream as I approach the entrance, my heels clicking on the sidewalk.

I straighten my shoulders and march toward the entrance, adopting what I hope is a confident stride. The doorway looms before me, promising answers to the Gallery Killer case. Two victims out of four belonged to this exclusive club. This has to be where the killer finds his targets.

Just as I pull the door open, a man appears in the gap, blocking my entrance.

“Excuse me, can I help you?”

The man before me stops my breath. Tall, with dark hair that falls across his forehead and eyes so clear they look almost translucent in the glow of the streetlight—a green-gray that shifts as he tilts his head. His suit hugs broad shoulders without a single wrinkle, making mine look like something excavated from a donation bin.

A small silver pin gleams on his lapel. Not the Beacon Hill crest, but something different. A stylized flower with delicate petals. Never seen this symbol before.

His fingers twist silver cufflinks at his wrists in small, precise rotations before he catches himself and stops.

“I, uh—” My voice catches, but I recover quickly, the accent sliding into place. “I’m here for a meeting. Nova—” I catch myself. “Novaris. Oak… en Novaris.”

I’d aimed for James Bond but came out sounding like Kermit the Frog. Smooth, Oakley. Real smooth.

“Oaken. Like the tree?”

“It’s Finnish,” I say, doubling down on this rapidly deteriorating lie and adding a fake accent. “Very common in Finland. Which is where I’m from. Helsinki. The capital of Finland.”

Why am I still talking? Someone please hit my mute button.

He leans against the doorframe, crossing his arms. There’s something in his eyes—amusement mixed with something harder to read.

“Right.” He smiles, and my stomach does a weird flip. “Look, I admire your commitment, but this is a private club. Members only.”

“I have an invitation,” I insist.

“From whom?”

“From… a member.”

“Which member?”

“The one who… invited me.”

He laughs, and the sound is warm and rich. “You’re persistent. I respect that.” He steps closer, and his cologne makes my brain short-circuit momentarily. “But I can’t let you in. Club rules.”

“But I need to—” I bite my lip, almost forgetting the accent. Shit. “It’s important.”

“I’m sure it is,” he says, not unkindly. “But so are the club’s privacy policies.” He steps in front of me, effectively blocking the entrance. “Now, is there something specific I could help you with? Perhaps something that doesn’t involve breaking and entering?”

I hang my head in defeat, my eyes up and staring into his green eyes. His gaze travels from my oxfords to my suit jacket, lingering at my waist.

“This is a men’s club,” he says, his voice dropping lower, his eyes never leaving mine. “And you are definitely not a man.” His lips curl into a smile. “And I mean that in the very best way possible.”

Heat crawls up my neck.

He takes a step closer, and I resist the urge to step back. “What’s your real name? Because I’m guessing it’s not Oaken from Helsinki.”

“That’s not important.”

“On the contrary,” he says, leaning in slightly. “I find it extremely important.”

His proximity makes it hard to concentrate on anything other than the way his cologne wraps around me. He’s close enough now that I notice a small scar near his eyebrow and the slight asymmetry of his features that somehow makes him more attractive, not less.

“Oakley,” I admit, my voice betraying me by coming out softer than intended. “Oakley Novak.”

“Oakley,” he repeats, testing my name on his tongue. He leans in, his lips nearly brushing my ear. “Do you know what happens to people who try to break into private establishments under false pretenses?”

His whisper sends a shiver down my spine that feels like fingertips trailing across my skin.

“They get arrested?” I suggest, painfully aware of how close he is.

“They get me,” he murmurs. “And I am considerably more thorough than the police.”

He pulls back just enough to look at my face, and there’s a hint of amusement in his eyes.

“I’m the guy they call when something goes wrong with their fancy security system.” He gestures to the building with a self-deprecating shrug. “Not exactly James Bond, more like Q with better hair and worse social skills. I once spent an entire weekend debugging a security protocol instead of attending my cousin’s wedding. Sent the happy couple a surveillance system as a gift. They haven’t called since, oddly enough.”

Despite myself, I laugh. “So you’re a tech geek.”

“I prefer ‘security consultant,’” he says, “though ‘tech geek’ is probably more accurate.” His eyes light up with genuine enthusiasm. “I once reconfigured an entire building’s security grid during a power outage using just a—” He stops, seeming to remember he’s supposed to be intimidating me, not sharing his tech achievements. His hand finds his cufflink again, twisting it once.

He gestures to the building. “In short, I make sure people who aren’t supposed to get in—” He gives me a pointed look. “—don’t get in.”

“And how’s that working out for you today, Mr. Security Consultant?”

“Well, I caught you before you made it through the door, so technically my record remains unblemished.” He reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a business card. “Though I will admit, trying to sneak in is a bold choice. Points for creativity, minus several million for execution.”

“I could have got in,” I argue, taking the card. It’s sleek and minimalist, with just a phone number and a small logo.

“I’m sure,” he says, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “You just need to improve your cover story, your Finnish accent, and your understanding of private club etiquette.”

I shove the card in my pocket. “I’m a work in progress.”

“Aren’t we all?” His eyes never leave mine as he reaches toward me, his hand coming closer to my face. For a wild second, I think he might touch my cheek, and my heart hammers against my ribs.

Instead, his fingers dip into my suit pocket, the one right above my heart. My breath stops as his knuckles brush against my breast through the fabric.

He extracts my emergency stash of sour gummy worms with the casual precision of a pickpocket.

“How did you—”

“Your jacket bulges,” he says, eyes sparkling with amusement. “I notice things like that. Inconsistencies. Patterns.” A flash of embarrassment crosses his face. “That sounded creepier than intended. I don’t just… stare at women’s clothes. Professional habit. Observation.”

He holds up the bag of gummy worms, examining it like evidence. “Mind if I…?”

Before I can answer, he opens the package and pulls out a green and red worm. His eyes lock with mine as his tongue touches the candy first, then drags it slowly across his bottom lip before his teeth close around it.

The way his mouth moves as he chews should be illegal. Or at the very least, regulated by some sort of government agency.

“Sweet and sour,” he says, his voice rougher than before. “Not unlike you, I suspect.”

My mouth turns to sand.

I swallow hard, trying to ignore how this stranger just made eating candy look like something that should require an ID to watch.

“So, Oakley Novak.” He leans against the doorframe, his posture casual while his eyes remain laser-focused. “Since I’ve crushed your undercover operation, perhaps I could make it up to you with dinner?”

The question throws me off balance.

“Dinner?”

“Yes, dinner. That meal people typically enjoy in the evening.” His mouth curves into something between a smirk and a smile that’s both teasing and tempting. “I know a place not far from here. Excellent wine list. Private booths.”

His voice caresses “private” in a way that sends blood rushing to places it has no business going right now.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” my mouth says, while my body stages a mutiny.

He tilts his head. “Why not? You want information about this club. I’m a member. Perfect match.”

“Because I don’t mix business with pleasure.”

“Who says both can’t be enjoyable?” Another step closer brings another wave of his cologne. “Information and… other satisfactions.”

My traitorous body responds with a flutter low in my belly. It’s been so long since I’ve been touched by anyone but myself that I’m practically vibrating with need. And this man—with his perfect suit and knowing eyes and the way he looks at me like I am dinner—definitely seems like the type who wouldn’t need a GPS to find my clit.

I take a step back, my brain finally catching up with my libido.

The Gallery Killer. What if it’s him?

He matches the loose profile I’ve been building. He’s a member, he has the physical strength, access to victims, and most importantly, the ability to move through high society without raising suspicions.

And he’s standing right in front of me, eating my damn gummy worms.

Sexy, murderous killer.

The words float through my mind like a neon warning sign, but they excite as much as they alarm me. What kind of sick person am I?

“You seem to be having an interesting internal debate,” he says, breaking into my thoughts. “Care to share with the class?”

I force a casual smile. “Just wondering if I should break my own rules.”

“Rules are made to be broken,” he says, and the way his voice dips lower sends a shiver down my spine. “Especially self-imposed ones.”

If he is the killer, going to dinner with him is either the stupidest or smartest thing I could do. Stupid because, well, murderer. Smart because it’s an opportunity to investigate up close.

I’ve spent four nights staking out this club. What are the chances that the first member I meet happens to be The Gallery Killer? Pretty damn slim, my rational brain argues.

But what if he is?

“No.” I take a step back, creating some much-needed space between us. “Absolutely not.”

“No?” There’s genuine surprise in his voice, like rejection is a foreign concept to him. Given how he looks, it probably is.

“No,” I confirm, straightening my shoulders. “I appreciate the offer, but no. It’s not personal,” I add, seeing something flicker in his eyes. “I’m just… busy.”

He shrugs, but the casual movement doesn’t match the intensity of his gaze. “Fair enough. Can’t blame a guy for trying.” He holds out the bag of gummy worms. “At least take your snacks back.”

Our fingers brush as I grab the package, and I ignore the spark that zips up my arm.

“If you change your mind about dinner, my card has my number.”

“Thanks, but I won’t.” I tuck the gummy worms back into my pocket with the card. “Change my mind, that is.”

“Never say never, Oakley Novak.” The way he says my name feels too intimate, like he’s tasting each syllable. “Life has a funny way of bringing people back together.”

“Is that a threat?”

His smile is slow and deliberate. “More of a prediction.” He vanishes through the club door.

“Wait!” I call out as he steps back, reaching forward as if I could somehow stop the heavy mahogany door from closing.

But it’s too late. The door clicks shut with a soft finality, leaving me standing alone on the steps of the Boston Gentlemen’s Association like an idiot.

“Shit,” I mutter, my hand still extended toward the door.

I pat my pocket, feeling the outline of his business card. Pulling it out, I stare at the elegant typeface and flip it, searching for a name.

There isn’t one.

Just a phone number and a logo. No company name, no job title, no personal identification at all.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. Who doesn’t put their name on a business card?”

I stuff the card into my pocket and head back to my car, the evening’s failure settling around my shoulders like a damp coat. His face flashes in my mind—the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled, how his fingers brushed against my chest as he extracted my gummy worms, the way his tongue…

I shake my head, trying to dislodge the image. Focus, Oakley.

I pull out my phone and tap the number into a search engine. Nothing comes up.

“Sweet and sour,” I mutter, mimicking his words. “Not unlike you.”

Who talks like that? Pretentious security consultants who moonlight as serial killers, that’s who.

Or a socially awkward tech guy who reads too many spy novels and thinks mystery is his personality.

My phone buzzes with a text from an unknown number.


ANONYMOUS

Drive safe, Oakley Novak.



I stop dead beside my car, my heart hammering as I scan the empty street. No sign of him anywhere.

I never gave him my phone number.







Three

Xander

Her lock is disappointingly easy to pick. Seven seconds with a tension wrench and rake—not even a challenge. I make a mental note to upgrade it later. For her safety, of course. Like a responsible neighbor might water your plants while you’re away. Except with deadbolts. And without permission.

I slip inside Oakley Novak’s apartment like a ghost, my footsteps silent on the hardwood floor. It smells of takeout Thai food and something floral that wraps around my brain stem and tugs. Not perfume. Shampoo maybe.

The apartment sits empty, just as my surveillance confirmed. She left forty-three minutes ago, heading toward The Boston Beacon building with her messenger bag slung across her body and determination in her stride. Based on her typical workday, she’ll be gone for at least six more hours.

Plenty of time to get acquainted with her private world.

“Let’s see what secrets you’re keeping, Miss Novak,” I whisper, though there’s no need. The words hang in the silent apartment, my only audience the abandoned coffee mug on her counter, lipstick smudged on its rim.

The apartment is smaller than I expected. Industrial-style loft with exposed brick and pipes. A crime journalist’s salary doesn’t stretch far in Boston.

The space divides into chaotic quadrants. Work zone, sleep zone, kitchen zone, and what appears to be a collapse from exhaustion zone, consisting of a worn leather couch facing a modest TV.

I start with her investigation board. It’s… impressive.

The board dominates her living room wall—a masterpiece of obsession. Red thread connects crime scene photos, notes in messy handwriting, and newspaper clippings. Everything labeled and categorized.

I lean closer, studying her work on The Gallery Killer. My lips twitch into an involuntary smile. She’s good.

“Well, well, well,” I murmur, tapping my finger against a photo of Calloway’s most recent tableau. “How did you get this?”

The police never released this photo to the press. The one showing the precise positioning of the severed head. Most journalists only had access to the sanitized versions. But here it is, in high-resolution glory on her board.

My eyes dart to her handwritten notes beside the photo.


Blood spatter inconsistent with the blow. Likely staged.



Other details jump out at me. The specific composition of the second victim. The exact time window established for the first murder. The trace evidence of specialty art fixative found at all three scenes.

“You’ve been busy, haven’t you?” I whisper, my chest tightening with something between admiration and alarm.

She’s relentless, like a dog with a bone. I can’t decide if that makes her brave or stupid. Or both. Probably both. Definitely both.

I’m about to turn away when a second board catches my eye. This one smaller, tucked in the corner like an afterthought. Or a secret.

Richard Blackwell stares back at me from the center of this board. Distinguished silver hair, cold eyes, presidential smile. The man who funds half of Boston’s politicians and owns the other half.

Photos of his mansion, his schedule, his known associates. Arrows connecting him to suspicious deaths, to missing persons, to sealed court cases.

I step closer, pulse quickening. Why is she investigating Blackwell? There’s no obvious connection to the Gallery Killer case. This is something else.

I scan her notes. Phrases jump out. Father’s case… Possible connection… Corrupt police captain…

My fingers hover over the edge of a photograph tucked beneath others. An image of a younger Blackwell shaking hands with a police officer in front of the town hall.

I snap photos of her entire investigation board with my phone.

Her desk is a controlled disaster zone. Notebooks filled with precise handwriting. Police scanner. Three empty coffee cups. A drawer filled with—I open it—nothing but candy bars, organized by… Emotional emergency type? The labels make me pause.

“‘Breaking Point Butterfingers’… ‘Deadline Disaster Snickers’… ‘Murderer Escapes Justice KitKats’?” I read, a smile tugging at my lips. Who is this woman?

I move to her kitchen. The fridge, when opened, reveals a culinary nightmare. Energy drinks. Half-eaten containers of Chinese, Thai, and Indian takeout. A concerning number of string cheese packages. Condiments with questionable expiration dates.

Not a vegetable in sight.

“How are you still alive?” I mutter. My refrigerator contains portioned meal-prep containers, organized by macronutrient ratios and expiration dates.

Bathroom next. Standard toiletries. Prescription bottles—sleeping pills and antacids. Considering her diet, not surprising. Her shower contains expensive shampoo but bargain body wash. Priorities.

Finally, her bedroom. I pause at the threshold, aware I’m crossing a different kind of line. Surveillance is one thing. Clinical, detached. This feels more… intimate.

Her bed lies unmade, sheets tangled like she fights battles in her sleep. I approach slowly, my heart rate increasing. Without giving myself time to reconsider, I lean down and inhale deeply where her head rests on the pillow.

Roses and peonies.

For a moment—just a moment—I imagine her there. Dark hair spilled across the pillow. My cock twitches. I straighten, disturbed by my reaction.

I’m here to assess a threat, not… whatever this is. Get it together. You’re a professional, not a teenager with boundary issues and an overactive imagination.

The cameras need optimal placement.

I pull three wireless pinhole cameras from my jacket pocket. Each is smaller than a thumbtack, better than anything commercially available, with enhanced low-light capability and motion activation to conserve battery.

“Let’s get acquainted properly, Oakley Novak,” I whisper, rolling her name around in my mouth like expensive whiskey.

The first camera needs to capture her investigation board. I locate an ideal spot on the bookshelf opposite the wall, between two hardback true crime books. I align it, then test the angle on my phone. Perfect view of both boards.

“What connections will you make next?” I wonder aloud. Her methodology fascinates me. The way she’s tracking The Gallery Killer shows intuition bordering on uncanny. If she keeps going at this rate…

I shake off the thought and move to position the second camera. The living room needs wider coverage. I need to see every visitor, every conversation. I locate a smoke detector on the ceiling, pop it open, and nestle the camera inside. Its field of vision encompasses the entire main living area, including the front door.

Now for the most intrusive placement. I stand in her bedroom doorway again, shifting uncomfortably. I monitor targets, not threats who haven’t done anything wrong yet.

“This is necessary,” I tell myself, stepping toward her nightstand. “It’s protection.”

For her. Definitely for her. If Thorne discovers her investigation… I’m just creating an early warning system. Like a smoke detector, but for a homicidal members’ club.

I place the third camera above her closet, angling it to capture the entire bed and doorway.

I take one last look at her bedroom, trying to ignore how the scent of her perfume still lingers in my nostrils. Something about this woman has gotten under my skin in a way that makes me deeply uncomfortable. I’m crossing lines I’ve established for myself.

I check each feed one last time on my phone. All three cameras are transmitting. Job completed.

“I am vengeance. I am the night. I am… really fucking hungry.”

Her emergency snack drawer beckons. I shouldn’t. But one KitKat won’t be missed, right?

The chocolate makes a satisfying snap between my fingers.

“‘Murderer Escapes Justice KitKats,’” I repeat, examining the label she’s taped to the drawer. “Specific.”

The first bite hits my taste buds with a wave of sweetness I rarely allow myself. My meal plan doesn’t typically include processed sugar—efficient nutrition is the goal, not pleasure. But there’s something illicit about standing in her space, eating her emergency chocolate.

My gaze shifts to her unmade bed visible through the doorway. Those tangled sheets. The impression of her body still visible on the mattress.

What does she think about while eating these? Does she sit cross-legged on that messy bed, surrounded by case files, reaching for chocolate when the darkness of her investigations becomes too much? Does she close her eyes when she takes the first bite, as a small smile plays across her lips?

I imagine her fingers, not mine, breaking off a piece. The same fingers that wrote those meticulous notes about blood spatter patterns. Strong fingers. Capable. Determined.

I finish the KitKat bar in four precise bites, then fold the wrapper into a perfect square. For a moment, I consider taking it with me to leave no trace, but instead, I place it in her trash can, burying it beneath other wrappers.

I take one final tour of the apartment, committing details to memory. The stack of true crime books beside her bed. The framed photo of a younger Oakley with an older couple—parents, presumably. The running shoes by the door, worn.

“Sleep well, Oakley Novak,” I murmur to the empty room. “I’ll be watching. For your protection, of course. Not because I can’t stop thinking about the way you bit your lip when you lied about your name. Definitely not because of that.”

[image: ]
THREE HOURS LATER, I slip through the door inside the Beacon Hill Gentlemen’s Association. The air carries notes of expensive whiskey and wood polish.

The club is exactly what it appears to be. An exclusive club for Boston’s wealthy elite. Bankers, judges, politicians, all networking over cigars and scotch, completely unaware that six floors below their feet, a different kind of business is conducted.

I bypass the main lounge, heading toward the private chamber behind the false bookcase in the private library section. Only six men have access to this room, counting me.

Before Thorne found me, I was just another isolated killer, paranoid and alone, making mistakes that would have eventually gotten me caught or killed.

The Society gave me purpose. Structure. A family of people who understood that some people deserve to die, and that the world is better when we remove them from it.

The Society isn’t a hierarchy, exactly. Thorne leads because he founded it, because he has the resources and the vision. But we’re brothers first. Each of us brings something different to the family—my surveillance expertise, Calloway’s artistic perfectionism, Darius’s legal knowledge, Lazlo’s medical training, Ambrose’s military precision.

Together, we’re unstoppable. Alone, we were just damaged men with violent impulses.

We have rules. Five sacred tenets that keep us alive and united. And I’ve broken the most important one. I left a security breach.

I weave through leather armchairs and hushed conversations about market futures and divorce settlements.

The library wing sits empty tonight—most members prefer the main lounge or the cigar room for their networking. I slip inside the private library room and close the heavy oak door behind me. The lock engages automatically with a soft click, a security measure that won’t disengage until the bookshelf mechanism resets.

My fingers trace along the third shelf from the bottom, finding the barely perceptible groove behind Dante’s Inferno.

A gentle push, and the mechanism clicks. The bookcase slides inward with hydraulic precision, revealing the narrow staircase beyond.

I step through, the bookcase sliding shut behind me. The staircase descends in a tight spiral, the temperature dropping with each step. Motion-activated lights illuminate my path, casting sharp shadows as I move.

At the bottom, I face a steel door with a biometric scanner and press my palm against the cool metal. A soft blue light traces the unique pattern of veins beneath my skin. The lock disengages with a soft hiss.

The room opens up. Understated luxury compared to the ostentatious displays upstairs. Walls painted deep crimson, leather furniture arranged around a central table of polished obsidian. The lighting is subdued, coming from recessed fixtures that cast no shadows.

No plaques announce what this place is. No membership certificates hang on the walls. Nothing to connect us to the world above. Only the subtle motif repeated throughout—the delicate white hemlock flower etched into the base of crystal tumblers, embossed on coasters, subtly woven into the carpet pattern.

The Hemlock Society is already assembled around the large obsidian table.

I slide into my usual chair. Calloway is already critiquing the lighting. Across from him, Darius, our lawyer, who can argue a confession into an acquittal, is checking his fantasy football scores.

Lazlo, our resident paramedic and walking hypochondriac, is probably diagnosing himself with a rare disease from the hors d’oeuvres. Ambrose, ever the soldier, sits with a ramrod-straight posture that makes his whole ‘retired black-ops’ story almost believable, his cane resting beside him.

Thorne Ravencroft sits at the head, naturally, his steel-gray eyes flickering to me as I enter.

“Nice of you to join us, Xander,” he says, checking his vintage watch. “You’re seventeen minutes late.”

“Got caught up in surveillance,” I reply, sliding into my usual chair. “The Gallery Killer case is bringing out all kinds of interesting observers.”

Calloway Frost looks up from his phone at this, his pale blue eyes narrowing. “Is someone jeopardizing my artistic integrity?” he asks, long fingers tapping an agitated rhythm on the table. “The compositions are precise for a reason.”

“Your ego remains intact, Calloway,” I assure him. “Though someone is connecting the dots between your ‘exhibitions’ and the club.”

This gets everyone’s attention. Thorne leans forward, his normally impassive face tightening.

“Elaborate,” he says.

I pull out my phone, swiping to the photos of Oakley’s investigation board. “Crime journalist named Oakley Novak. She’s been surveilling our club for at least four nights. The Beacon Hill Gentlemen’s Association. Tried to infiltrate with a Finnish accent and fake credentials. Her apartment has quite the evidence wall, complete with photos of the murders.” I pause, looking at Calloway.

Thorne’s eyes narrow. “You told me there were no complications.”

The accusation hangs in the air like a blade. My throat tightens. “I wanted to make sure first. Confirm the threat level before bringing it to you.”

Lazlo Vega, the youngest of our group, lets out a low whistle as he examines the photos I’m displaying.

“Smart girl.” His eyes gleam with the manic energy that makes him both valuable and unpredictable. “Should I prepare a special cocktail for her? I’ve been experimenting with a new paralytic that—”

“No,” I interrupt. “I’ve got this handled. I’ve established surveillance in her apartment. Been following her for a few days now. I want to understand what she knows before we make any moves.”

“You want to get under her skirt, period,” drawls Darius Evers from across the table, straightening his knotted tie. “I recognize that look. You like her.”

My jaw tightens. “No.”

“Then you wouldn’t mind if I make a move? She’s hot,” Darius says.

“She’s mine!” I growl, jumping up.

Darius laughs. “Don’t like her much, huh?”

I drop back into my seat. I fell for it.

“Well-played, counselor,” I mutter. “But for the record, that wasn’t my smoothest move.”

Darius’ eyebrows arch above his designer frames. “Oh, we noticed.”

Thorne clears his throat, silencing the room with minimal effort. “Gentlemen, focus. We have a potential security breach, not a dating opportunity.”

I rub my temples, feeling the familiar throb of a headache forming. “Look, I’ve got eyes and ears in her apartment now. I’ll monitor the situation, see what she knows, who she’s talking to.”

“And what exactly is your plan if she gets too close?” Thorne asks, his voice dropping to that particular octave that makes even hardened killers straighten their posture.

I shrug, trying to appear more casual than I feel. “Same approach I always take. Watch. Learn. Adapt.”

“If she’s already connecting victims to the club, she needs to be neutralized,” Thorne says.

My throat tightens. “No. She’s smart, but she’s missing key pieces. Let me handle it.”

“You seem unusually protective of a threat, Xander,” Thorne observes, eyes narrowing. “Is there something you’re not telling us?”

“I’m being practical. A journalist disappearing right after investigating our club would only confirm her suspicions to whoever reads her notes. She’s backed everything up. She has an editor.”

“Xander,” Calloway interrupts, leaning forward, “are you watching her sleep?” He’s pointing to a particular surveillance shot showing Oakley crashed on her couch, hand still clutching a highlighter.

My face heats. “It’s surveillance.”

“It’s stalking with extra steps,” Calloway says, examining the photo more closely. “Though I can’t fault your composition. The lighting on her face creates gorgeous contrast against the chaos of her apartment.”

“You’re one to talk,” I mutter. “Your idea of a first date is probably staging someone as a corpse in a Klimt tableau.”

“At least I talk to people,” Calloway fires back. “When was the last time you had a conversation with someone you weren’t planning to kill?”

Darius leans back in his chair, that lawyer’s smirk spreading across his face. “Oh, he’s talking to her alright. Every night. Alone. With one hand on the keyboard and the other on his dick.”

“I asked her out,” I blurt, the words escaping before I can stop them.

Five pairs of eyes lock onto me with predatory focus.

“You what?” Thorne’s voice drops to a dangerous register.

“I… asked her to dinner.”

“Let me get this straight,” Lazlo says, barely containing his laughter. “You walked up to the journalist investigating us and asked her on a date?”

“It was a calculated move,” I defend. “Gauge her suspicions, misdirect if needed.”

“And?” Thorne prompts.

I swallow hard. “She said no.”

The room erupts in laughter. Even Thorne’s mouth quirks up at one corner, which for him is practically howling with mirth.

“The master of surveillance got shot down!” Lazlo wheezes, slapping the table. “You poor baby.”

“Try flowers next time,” Ambrose offers with a scholarly air. “Women love flowers. Been working since Roman times.”

“No, no,” Lazlo interjects. “Tell her you’re a doctor. Works every time.”

“You’re the only one who uses that line, Lazlo,” I remind him. “And you’re actually a paramedic.”

“Please tell me you weren’t wearing that blue shirt with the ink stain you think no one notices,” Calloway says, with a teasing glint in his eyes.

“I wasn’t—”

“Oh God,” Calloway says, genuine horror crossing his face. “You wore the tactical pants, didn’t you? The ones with seventeen pockets?”

“They’re practical,” I mutter, giving my best friend a middle finger that holds no real malice. “And no. I was wearing a suit.”

“Never send this man undercover for a date,” Darius announces to the room. “He’d probably wear an earpiece and ask us for conversation prompts.”

“Okay, enough,” Thorne says, cutting through the laughter. His face turns serious as he locks eyes with me. “This journalist is a genuine concern, Xander. I want daily reports. Any new connections she makes, any evidence she uncovers, any person she speaks to about this case, I need to know right away. Understood?”

I nod, my smile fading. “Understood.”

“And Xander,” Thorne adds, his voice dropping lower, “if she becomes a threat, I expect you to handle it. Regardless of your… interest in her.”

The room goes quiet. I swallow, nodding again.

“Good. Since we’re all gathered,” Thorne says, shifting topics, “let’s discuss our most recent work. Calloway, your art dealer piece was distinctive.”

Calloway’s face transforms as he switches into aesthetic mode. “The David and Goliath tableau was my most challenging composition yet. Getting him to hold his own severed-looking head required extensive preparation.”

“How’d you manage that?” Lazlo leans forward, eyes bright with professional interest.

“A combination of hemlock derivative to paralyze the throat muscles first,” Calloway explains, “then a specialized toxin that maintains muscle rigidity after death. I positioned him while he was still conscious but unable to resist.”

I grimace. “That’s a bit sadistic, even for you.”

“The real challenge,” Calloway continues, ignoring me, “was the blood patterning. I needed an authentic arterial spray for the composition, but controlled. I inserted a catheter into his carotid while he was paralyzed and used a modified paint sprayer to create the perfect arcs.” He mimics the spray pattern with hand gestures.

“Jesus,” Lazlo whispers. “That’s why the blood looked almost like brushstrokes on the wall.”

“Exactly!” Calloway beams. “Sometimes the canvas requires different techniques.”

Thorne nods. “Impressive control. Though my latest work took a different approach. Heart attack induced by targeted digitalis overdose, delivered through his favorite scotch.”

“Boring,” Calloway drawls. “No visual flair.”

“Not every elimination needs to be a spectacle,” Thorne replies. “Sometimes
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