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CHARACTERS

	Lilah Love (28)—dark-brown hair, brown eyes, curvy figure. An FBI profiler working in Los Angeles, she grew up in the Hamptons. Her mother was a famous movie star who died tragically in a plane crash, which caused Lilah to leave law school prematurely and eventually pursue a career in law enforcement. Lilah’s father is the mayor in East Hampton; her brother is the Hamptons’ chief of police. She dated Kane Mendez against her father’s wishes. She was brutally attacked one night, and Kane came to her rescue, somewhat, and what unfolded that night created a secret between the two they can never share with anyone else. This eventually caused Lilah to leave and take the job in LA, away from her family, Kane, and that secret. Lilah is back in the Hamptons now, and engaged to Kane Mendez, and working as part of a special FBI task force to take down the Society— an underground organization with deep pockets, and fingers in all the wrong political pots.

	Kane Mendez (32)—brown hair, dark-brown eyes, leanly muscled body. He’s the CEO of Mendez Enterprises and thought to be the leader of the cartel that his father left behind when he was killed. But Kane’s uncle runs the operations, while he runs the legitimate side of the business. Lilah’s ex from before she left for L.A., and now her fiancé since they’ve reconnected. 

	Director Murphy (50s)—gray hair, perfectly groomed. Former military. Lilah’s boss. The head of the L.A. branch of the FBI. Sent Lilah to the Hamptons to follow the assassin case. Is known to have had strong feelings for Lilah’s mother, and as head of the task force Lilah is on, continues to point her in the direction to take down the Society.

	Jeff “Tic Tac” Landers—Lilah’s go-to tech guy at the FBI. She’s pulled him onto the task force with her.

	Grant Love (57)—blue eyes, graying hair. Lilah’s father, the mayor, and retired police chief of East Hampton. A perfect politician. Charming. He’s being groomed by Ted Pocher to run for New York governor.

	Andrew Love (34)—blond hair, blue eyes. Lilah’s brother and the East Hampton police chief. Andrew is protective and seems to be the perfect brother. The problem is that he’s perfect at everything, including being as macho and as bossy as their father. There’s more to Andrew than meets the eye.

	Lucas Davenport—tall, looks like a preppy version of Tarzan. A very successful and good-looking investment banker, he has taken to hacking in his spare time. He is a cousin of sorts to Lilah and Andrew. His father was the stepbrother to Lilah’s father. His father was also known to be with Lilah’s mother, Laura, on the night they both disappeared in the plane crash. He flirts mercilessly with Lilah, seeing as they’re not blood-related, but she always shoots him down.

	Laura Love—Lilah’s mother. Famous actress. Died four years ago in a horrific plane crash. She infamously portrayed Marilyn Monroe in an Oscar-winning performance. Much mystery still surrounds her death and will be a recurring issue throughout the series.

	Ted Pocher—billionaire CEO of the world’s fifth-largest privately held conglomerate, Pocher Industries. Has taken a liking to Lilah’s father in hopes of furthering her father’s political career. He tried to do business with Kane and Mendez Enterprises but was turned down because of his rep for shady business deals. One of the leaders of the Society. Was murdered by the Umbrella Man serial killer, or that’s what was told to the public. Kane really had him killed and covered it up.

	Jay—Lilah’s bodyguard courtesy of Kane.

	Chief Houston (30s)—NYPD Chief. Lilah’s contact when she needs a police presence or liaison while in the city. 

	Kit—tall, brooding, fit Mexican man who smiles big and kills easily. Security guard for Kane’s apartment.

	Marco Rollins—New York City detective.


	 


Chapter One

	 

	I make it through my honeymoon without killing anyone. 

	Miracles do happen.

	Did I have an urge to stab someone? A few times, yes, but what’s an urge if not realized? Dust in the wind, I tell you. Dust in the wind. Well, and a waiter who lives on to screw up someone else’s meal. In hindsight, I’m not sure my self-restraint served the greater good, but it’s done now. There was no bloody problem to solve, and the honeymoon, which was fourteen days in Europe, was good, really good. I was good. I even did lots of playing kissy-kissy with Kane, to such a degree that we both convinced ourselves we’re almost normal-ish. 

	But today we’ve returned to New York City, and New York City is the most “fuck you” city on planet Earth. 

	Visitors are often offended by the use of “fuck you” as they don’t understand that it’s equivalent to hello, goodbye, you’re an idiot, damn it, and everything in between. If I’m talking to Kane, it might even mean “I hate you” or “I love you.” Today though, riding the honeymoon high, I am madly in love with Kane. I guess if I’m honest with myself and him, and I have been lately, I always have been. Even when I left him and moved to California. No, I think it was more complicated than still loving him. Back then, I’d think of him in his expensive suit worn with Latin flair, a goatee, and thick, dark, perfect hair, and I’d feel intense hate, partially because I still loved him. I hated him for making me love him. 

	In my mind, Kane had been one big “fuck you” billboard. 

	Just like the “fuck you” from New York City is right now. 

	I’ve barely stepped into the private airport we’ve choppered into after finishing off our travels at our home in the Hamptons when my phone buzzes. I grimace at the sound of the evil little device, and I’m about to grind a hole in my teeth when my caller ID displays an NYPD extension. I show it to Kane. 

	“Life goes on, bella.”

	Except it doesn’t, I think. People die, and then other people call me and I end up killing someone else. I decline the call. Kane arches a brow. “Whoever’s dead is dead,” I explain. “I can’t change that. And one call from the NYPD is a mistake in my book. Two means they really need me.”

	Kit appears at the exit to the parking lot, a clear indication he’s pulled our vehicle around. Kit is Kane’s “Fixer” and frequent bodyguard, and our companion in Europe despite the best of my objections. I fought having a third wheel, and waved my gun and his around in protest, but ultimately, I let Kane win this battle, with good reason. Ever since his chopper was tampered with and he crashed into the ocean, he’s paranoid about my safety rather than his own. The man acts as if at any moment, I’ll be the one to crash and burn and leave him as desolate as I’d felt when I thought he was dead.

	Actually, I was never what I’d define as desolate. I was too busy wanting to kill Pocher who I’d believed tried to have him killed. Now, we aren’t so sure it wasn’t his uncle, the cartel boss who feels threatened by how much his followers prefer Kane’s leadership over his. As if Kane wants to run a damn cartel when he has an oil empire to his name, and yet no matter what he says to me or himself, we both know on some level, it calls to him. 

	His uncle knows, too. 

	The Society knows as well, which is why they fear him, and that both works for us and against us. They’d rather us both be dead. That’s a reality we face when the honeymoon ends, and I’m pretty sure that’s now. We reach the door and Kit opens it for us.

	 A gust of bitter cold, damp January wind rushes over us, and it’s made worse by the rapidly darkening skyline. Hello, New York City. 

	I’ve just settled into the warm seat next to Kane when my cell rings again. Damn it. I sigh, dig it out of my bag, and when I find the NYPD number on caller ID, I cave to the inevitable. The honeymoon is over. 

	“Lilah Love,” I answer.

	Kane casts me an expectant look and I amend to, “Mendez. Lilah Love-Mendez.” 

	His lips curl with a little too much male satisfaction, which I’m contemplating how to deal with when I hear, “Lilah fucking Love or, ah Lilah fucking Love-Mendez? That’s going to be hard to get used to.” The voice is male, awkward, and insecure. I’m imagining a tall, skinny guy with glasses and his hands pressed together in front of him, as he adds, “I’m Jack Cox.” 

	“I’d say that’s a fucked-up name, but you already know that. How do you have my number and what do you want?” 

	“I work for the NYPD,” he indicates. “That’s how I got your number—well, okay I snuck it from a detective’s Rolodex, but this call had to be made and he wasn’t making it. I’m the only one who seems to understand the grave need for your involvement.” 

	There’s a lot of bullshit in the bullshit he just spewed, but I start with a simple question. “And the grave situation is what?”

	“Murder of course, which is why we need you,” he says and from there he doesn’t take a breath. “Quite honestly, I’ve been obsessively following your career since you came back to New York. I still can’t believe Roger was a serial killer. I mean, I was envious you’d trained with him. Now, I’m envious because you survived to learn from him. Talk about getting an up-close and personal look at a killer. And then, of course, there are the Reddit forums. I’m obsessed all over again.”

	My brow dips with about every word that comes out of his mouth. “I don’t understand a word that’s come out of your mouth aside from the part where you’re sneaking around a detective’s desk, which is either criminal or brilliant, and I’m not leaning toward the latter thus far.”

	“No, I—let me explain.”

	“Yes. Yes, you will. Start with, what do you do for the NYPD?” 

	“I’m a forensic technician,” he explains. 

	“I like my forensic technicians the opposite of you—silent, drama-free, and at a crime scene, not on my phone.”

	“I’m very drama-free,” he objects. “In fact, I’m the king of being drama-free. And how do I hold a conversation on the telephone by being silent?” 

	“How did you even know when I came back to New York? Which by the way, suggests you knew when I left. And Reddit forums? What the hell are you talking about?”

	“Everyone knew when you returned,” he argues. “It was a thing. How can you not know it was a thing? I mean Roger was a star. Reddit is a social media platform, kind of like Facebook, but not like Facebook, as if you don’t know that. Sorry. I don’t mean to insult you. But there was a Reddit forum about Roger and his protégée, which was you. Now there’s a forum about you, your serial killer mentor, and of course, Kane.”

	My gaze slides to Kane as I ask, “What about Kane?”

	Kane is now at full attention. 

	“People love him,” Jack continues. “There’s all kinds of speculation about whether he is or he is not, well, you know,” he whispers, “a drug lord.” His voice returns to normal. 

	“Of course, women love him and men want to be him. I know I sure do. Actually, no.” He laughs awkwardly. “I want to be you. The male version of you. That good at profiling.”

	I mute the call. “There’s a forum about me, Roger, and you, which includes speculation about you being a drug lord.”

	“And this surprises you, why?” Kane asks. “We were all over the news before we left.”

	My brows dip all over again. “I don’t like it. And you shouldn’t like it, either.” I unmute the call. “Get rid of the forum.”

	“I—ah—what? I don’t own the forum.”

	“Now you do and I’m holding you personally responsible for it. Get rid of it. Is there another reason for this call?”

	“I—ah,” he begins again, “well, bodies are dropping like bird shit under a hickory tree, which is a lot by the way, and I know things that can help, and while no one is listening to me, they’ll listen to you.”

	 “There’s always bodies dropping in New York City and I’m not a translator service. I’m hanging up now.” 

	I’m about to do just that and hang up when he spews out, “There’s been a murder, actually, three murders with four victims. I have a theory about the killer, and no one will listen to me, but they’ll listen to you. You see, there are people who these horror movie geeks—”

	“Are you one of them?”

	“Well yes, I am. I consider it a study in the art of murder, and murder is my thing. I don’t understand anyone who calls themselves a detective and isn’t obsessed with murder.”

	“You aren’t a detective.”

	“See, I take offense to that. Forensics requires the technician become a detective. And as human beings, in my field, we learn by studying, by living close to the topic of murder. Like you, Lilah. Everyone on the forum agrees. You worked for a serial killer for years, you trained with him. There has to be a part of you that’s just like him.”

	I stop walking, hoping like hell I am still not understanding the words coming out of his mouth. 

	Otherwise, Jack Cox has just likened me to a serial killer. 

	 


Chapter Two

	My mind delivers an image of me on Kane’s yacht stabbing Roger over, and over, and over again, unstoppable, at least for about a dozen stab wounds. Maybe it was more like twenty. Bottom line, I stabbed him until Kane managed to free himself from the pain of his own injuries to pull me off Roger’s dead body. I killed him, stabbed him until there wasn’t a breath left in him, and blood pooled all over Kane’s outrageously expensive yacht where he’d proposed to me that day. 

	I feel no remorse for my actions that day. Roger was a killer who tortured his victims and often the victim’s loved ones. That was his plan that day for us as well, me and Kane. He’d severed a muscle in Kane’s shoulder, debilitated him. Then he’d tried to force me to kill Kane. Ultimately, there was no question he would have gutted Kane himself and made me watch. I was never going to let that happen. He had to die. Should I feel remorse for killing him? I don’t know. I don’t even know if I care if I should and don’t anymore. 

	He’s dead.

	The world’s better off for it.

	My brother is not, considering he helped bury the body and he’s fucked up in the head because of it. 

	“Not that I think you’re a serial killer or anything,” Jack assures me, reminding me that once again, I’m on a phone call that still hasn’t gotten to the point. He laughs another awkward laugh and adds, “but you know, a few people on the forums speculate you might be just like Roger, a killer and all. You have to understand though, it’s just to stir drama and get attention.”

	“And you never stir drama to get attention, right?” I challenge. 

	“I do not,” he replies. “I’m the brainy type who people should listen to, but they don’t because I just—well, that’s a topic for my therapist, not you. You’re famous now, Lilah Love-Mendez, kind of like Anne Rule the New York Times bestselling author, God rest her soul. She became a famous true-crime writer because she worked with Bundy. You spent years working with Roger. I can’t imagine all the ways you now can put that to use in your work, now that you know who and what he was.”

	I glance up as both Kane and Kit step in front of me and Kit arches a brow at me that pretty much says, are you coming or what? Good lord, he’s arrogant enough to be Kane’s attitude protégé, and either brave enough or stupid enough not to know better. “I’m coming,” I murmur under my breath. 

	“You will?” Jack asks. 

	I grimace. “I wasn’t talking to you, Jack. Who’s dead?”

	 “Two in their twenties, one in his thirties. The fourth is unknown at this point.”

	“Cause of death?”

	“HMC.”

	“I don’t talk Dungeons and Dragons, Jack. Give me layman’s terms.”

	“Horror movie copycat. So far there’s been four victims, two by hatchet attack from Friday the 13th, and a butcher knife attack aka Michael Myers from—”

	“Halloween,” I say, sliding into the backseat of the car, Kane following. “I know who Michael Myers is. It sounds to me like you’re reaching.”

	“Calling these killings coincidental is reaching.”

	 “Not far,” I retort. 

	“Two of the victims were having sex, and the killer was under the bed and shoved a hatchet up and through both bodies. That’s classic Jason. I mean, who else does that?”

	This killer, I think. This killer is the “someone else,” but I’m officially intrigued. “How exactly did he get the hatchet through the mattress?”

	“He rigged a hole in advance.”

	“And how did the fourth victim die?”

	“I’m on my way to find out. I’ll text you the address.” He was about to hang up when he adds, “Also, you should know that I called the press and alerted them to the HMC killer, anonymously of course, but I had no option.” His voice is stronger now, steady, confident even. “The department is ignoring what should not be ignored,” he continues. “We have a serial killer worthy of the great Lilah Love. I mean Mendez. Sorry. Don’t tell him I keep doing that. Or that I think he’s, you know, leading a life of crime. I don’t want to die. Oh and Ms. Love-Mendez. Cox is one of the twenty-five most wealthy family names in the world.” He disconnects.

	 

	 


Chapter Three

	Jack Cox is irritating, but he’s not as stupid as his rambling. 

	And he hung up on me.

	The truth is, people don’t tend to say goodbye to me because I don’t say goodbye to them. And those are people I know. Though they might not see it as such, me hanging up on people is an act of love. If I don’t say goodbye, it’s not the last time we’ll talk. Unless you piss me off and make me cut you off or well, cut you, which is only in extreme cases, where you turn out to be worthy of being cut.

	Like you’re bad. 

	The way Roger was bad.

	As for Jack, something about that little rich boy hanging up on me after flaunting his money reads like a game. I’d like to call it a geeky, Dungeons and Dragons kind of game. But when money is flung around, it’s about power, regardless of job title. Money is the title equalizer. And power games piss me off. Okay, most games piss me off. Maybe even all games. But for reasons that don’t completely align with the actions, this feels like the mind fucks my note-writer, Junior, might play. Junior has become an annoying fly buzzing about my life at random moments, knowing too much, while I know too little, about that person’s identity. 

	Most people don’t know that flies not only vomit on everything they land on and see as food, but they defecate too, and that means they do these gross-ass things on you, your food, your counter, your couch, your kid. Dirty flies and dirty money power plays equal the same. You getting shit all over. Me getting shit all over. 

	Jack Cox isn’t what he seems and the idea of him burrows down into my belly and claws at me. 

	I glance at Kane. “I have to—”

	“I know, bella,” he says. “What’s the address?” 

	My phone pings with a message and I glance down to find the answer to that question. I call out our destination to Kit and then add Jack Cox to my address book under “Cox Blocked”—yes I amuse myself, if no one else—before I return my attention to Kane. “I need to make a few calls. Can you—”

	“Look up the Reddit forums?” he asks, “I already did.” He taps his phone screen. “Apparently, I’m a handsome, dangerous, Latin Stallone.” His eyes twinkle. “I do believe I like this forum.”

	I grab his phone from his hand to scan the forum, and read a thread titled “Dexter tendencies?” and it’s not about Roger, but rather about me. I hand him the phone back. “The fact that you don’t see this as a problem makes me question your present state of mind. You better enjoy your Latin Stallone status while you can. I’m going to get Lucas to wipe it away.” 

	Kane’s jaw flexes. “If that would do any good at all, I’d have my team take appropriate action, not your cousin. But doing so will get more attention than just leaving it alone, and another forum will pop up with more activity than the first.”

	Apparently, my husband still doesn’t like my cousin by marriage, and still thinks he wants in my pants. He’s probably not wrong on Lucas, or the forum. We’ll discuss both later, when we’re alone, and probably loudly. But never in front of his men. For this reason, I press my lips together and immediately dial my tech guru, who we all call Tic Tac for no known reason. 

	“Lilah,” he greets. “Let me guess. You need—”

	“Stuff,” I supply. 

	He laughs. “Yes. You always need stuff. Welcome back. How’s married life?”

	“Bloody, apparently. I need to know about a couple of murders. Three to be precise. Two were killed while having sex. Stabbed with a hatchet from under the bed. Another stabbed with a butcher knife.”

	“This is a joke, right? Because you just described the killing methods of Jason from Friday the 13th and Michael from Halloween.”

	“Right. See what you can find. And I need to know all there is to know about Jack Cox. He’s in forensics with the NYPD. I’m headed to a related crime scene now. And tell Murphy what’s going on. Because if you talk to him, I don’t have to and the world is a better place for it right now.”

	“I guess the honeymoon is over.”

	“The minute I hit the ground,” I say and disconnect. 

	After doing so, I sit there a moment, bothered by a specific statement I made to Tic Tac: The minute I hit the ground. The murder and Jack’s call both seemed to be timed perfectly for my arrival. Almost as if the killer, and Jack, knew when to expect me. Which is a pompous way of thinking, considering it assumes this is all about me, and it’s not. 

	In other words, these murders are not about me, but if making them about me is what it takes to turn the killer’s attention to me and not a bunch of innocent people, then I’ll find a way to make that happen. I really hate losers who prey on the weak and innocent, and in general, people in their twenties and thirties can be that and more. They’re living life, enjoying the last of their blissful youth, some before their careers and the demands of family and monthly bills take over. They’re still free from the bitterness of knowing how cold the world can be. 

	They’re still ignorant to the dangers of the real world. I don’t hate them for that. I envy them. 

	“Lilah,” Kane says softly. “Tell me what’s going on.”

	“You up for a horror movie marathon?”

	“You don’t like horror movies.” 

	“No,” I agree. “I don’t, but it appears we may have a horror movie copycat killer or so Jack Cox thinks.”

	“Cox?” he inquires. “That’s a powerful name.”

	“So he told me. And yet, he doesn’t have enough influence at the NYPD to get them to listen to what he’s got to say.”

	“Which means what to you?”

	“Maybe I just talked to a serial killer.”

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	If Kane and I were anywhere near normal-ish, my last statement would have exhumed an attitude from him as dramatically as the DA can a dead body, but it does not. “He’s not the killer. That would be too easy.”

	Already we are doing what we do, batting back and forth on my casework. “Why do you say that?”

	“How many people has he killed?”

	“At least four.”

	“And he’s gotten away with it.” It’s not a question, but rather a statement of fact.

	“Your point?”

	“I know killers about as well as you do. Killers want to live to kill again, at least until they’re done killing. He knows who I am. He knows you’re my wife. He knows what is assumed about me. He wants to live, not die. He would not tempt fate and get close enough for me to kill him.”

	“Why can’t I be the one who kills him?”

	“You’re a closet killer, bella. I’m an assumed mass murderer. Unless you wish to allow another killer to have ammunition to use against you, and I know you don’t, he knows only my reputation.” 

	“It’s very hard to argue with you when you’re logical.”

	“Why would you want to argue with your new husband?”

	“For the same reason you enjoy arguing with me. The endgame.” 

	His eyes light. “Yes. There is the endgame.”

	He’s thinking about sex. I’m thinking about catching killers. 

	My phone buzzes with a text message and a series of images follow from Tic Tac. I click on the message to find the victims’ names, ages, sex, and race. They’re all white. All under thirty and was having sex with a twenty-one-year-old. I’d bet money he was her professor. Next, there is a picture of a man who sums up my visual of Jack. He’s sporting wavy, slick-backed hair, a sculpted but somehow weak jawline, and glasses. 

	Age: 36

	Single, never been married

	Parents are both dead, and both were teachers at a local private college

	Which could be why he’s killing people there, I think, or it could be why he’s obsessing about the case. That and the horror movie connection. 

	I read on.

	Forensics for one year. 

	I roll my eyes. And he thinks he knows how to do the job better than the detective?

	Chemist, with a Ph.D. who worked at NYC Health and Hospitals right out of college until last year.

	The makings of a killer who knows how to clean up after himself and kill with finesse. 

	The SUV halts. “This is where the yellow tape starts,” Kit announces.

	I slide my phone into my jeans pocket and glance forward, eyeing the chaos before me. Police cars block one area, tape, and manpower, another. People crowd the area in hopes of nosing about. Yep. Home sweet home. There’s a knock on Kane’s window, three short taps followed by two long ones. It’s code to let us know it’s one of our own who’s arrived. Still, I retrieve my weapon from inside my purse. Kane rolls down the window and Jay appears, offering us a big grin.

	Jay’s a good guy who once took a bullet for me, and I remind myself of this often, because sometimes his way of protecting me is being stupid. I like him. I do not like stupid. 

	“Who died?” he asks.

	“Not you while we were gone,” I say. “Good work.”

	He scowls. “Are you ever going to let me forget what happened with the Umbrella Man?”

	He means Roger. Roger was the Umbrella Man. “If I do, you’ll be dead.”

	Kane opens the door. He’s no longer wearing a coat, his big body enduring the blunt cold with nothing more than a navy sweater and jeans. I man up and get rid of my coat as well. It’s not like I can take it inside the building, but damn it, I wish I had a shoulder strap. For now, the gun I’ve now retrieved from my purse will be riding dirty, without protection. 

	I shove the gun in my waistband and step outside, only to discover the full-on nighttime hour upon us now, the darkness cloaking us in night. It’s damp and cold, and when the wind gusts around us, Jay curses with the bite of its presence. 

	“Suck it up, buttercup,” I

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
HAPPY DEA
L

%fﬁu |
" HENFE
J0













