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      One.

      One Mississippi, two Mississippi…

      Santino Alvarez continued to count in his head, watching the lights in the two front rooms of Chester Dean’s home turn off. Chester had about three minutes before the lights of his bedroom went on upstairs. Six minutes, really, if he stopped to get a glass of water on the way.

      But today was Tuesday.

      And on Tuesdays Chester liked to hit the bar for happy hour with his coworkers for some tacos and a beer before he made some pitiful excuse about going home to let the dog out.

      There was no dog.

      No one for him to rush home to but the depravity he enjoyed behind closed doors. Men like him always needed a fix, and if he didn’t indulge when the cravings hit, he’d end up with a new victim.

      A little boy or girl around ten years old to break and scar for life.

      At least that’s what his records claimed.

      Chester Dean was a forty-year-old man who had been caught trying to lure a young child into his car. He hadn’t been careful, and when the cops came to sweep his home, they found a wealth of information that should have gotten him locked away for life. A small technicality and missing evidence allowed him to walk.

      Oops.

      Santino moved when the lights upstairs turned on. He kept to the shadows, even though he knew no one was watching. There were no nosey neighbors here to keep an eye out if something went bump in the night, and if there were? No one would care if something happened to a man like Chester.

      When the system failed, people prayed for a different type of justice to be handed out. Santino wasn’t some avenging angel. He had his own skeletons buried in his closet, but even he had lines he wouldn’t cross. If someone else crossed those lines, though, Santino enjoyed making sure there was nothing left of them.

      Santino counted to five once he reached the front porch, giving Chester time to settle into his late-night routine. The house was old, and one misstep would announce his presence. The back door hadn’t been an option when he swept the house in his plans for dear old Chester. The thing was so old it made what sounded like a scream every time it was opened. He had to go through the front door, and luckily for him, he reached into his pocket and slowly pulled out the copy of Chester’s keys. He had easy access to the man.

      He made quick work unlocking the door, but the second it swung open, something gave him pause. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. On instinct, he closed his eyes and listened to the sounds around him.

      The night came alive in an array of insects and the warm humid breeze of the summer air desperate to break through. He tilted his head to the side and slowed his breathing.

      Someone else is here. He could feel it as much as he could feel his pulse slowing. His ears picked up a light humming sound that didn’t belong here. He couldn’t be certain what it was, but it was coming from inside the house.

      It was stupid, but when he opened his eyes he stepped a foot over the threshold and then the other. The house was eerily still. The air was stifled as if no one had been in here for the last couple of days to air it out, but that couldn’t be true. He’d seen Chester walk through these doors not that long ago and again on Sunday night. But something felt off. He could feel it in his gut, and he hadn’t made it this far by not listening to it.

      He turned to leave, knowing he could catch Chester another way, but the humming grew louder. It was the melody to a song, one he couldn’t pinpoint from the front door. It sounded like a lullaby. It made his feet move farther into the house before he thought better of it, and that’s when the smell hit him.

      It was a punch to the gut, and he had to swallow back his gag. He would know that smell anywhere. Years of perfecting his craft had told him what he would find when he walked up those stairs. He knew he should walk back out that door, but annoyance and intrigue moved him forward into the home.

      He could have sworn he’d seen Chester walk through this door an hour ago. His medium build had been the same, and the slight limp he walked with—as if one leg was longer than the other—had been intact. The movement synced with the man he’d spent months studying.

      Santino stayed light on his feet, pulling out the gun he kept on him. He wasn’t one for the weapon—it was impersonal and could easily be traced back to him, but he’d be stupid if he didn’t keep his guard up. Whatever or whoever had gotten to Chester before he did could still be inside, and the way his body was buzzing let him know he most certainly wasn’t alone.

      The humming grew louder as he carefully walked up the stairs. It was almost childlike in its sound. When he heard the laughter his heart lurched into his throat before he realized the sound was looping, coming from a video left on.

      “You like playing this game, don’t you? But you can’t tell anyone about our secret game.”

      Santino knew what came next, he’d seen a similar video that had been taken from Chester’s home. It would have been the nail in his coffin had it not disappeared and no other witness came forward.

      Son of a bitch.

      He relaxed his hold on the gun and hastened his steps. As soon as he reached the top he heard the faint noise of footsteps on the main floor. Whoever had been here was not doing anything to conceal their presence, especially once he heard the scream of the back door open. He was stuck with the need to go after the person, but curiosity got the better of him. He wanted to see what had been done to his mark—wanted to see how his mark was punished and if it would be sufficient to starve off his own ache.

      The smell of death was worse the closer he got to the room. He put his gun away, no longer feeling the presence of a threat or another person. He could see the light coming from under the door, no doubt coming from the video that seemed stuck on a loop: “You like playing this game, don’t you? But you can’t tell anyone about our secret game.”

      Santino nudged the door open with his boot. He could partly see Chester’s body, and it was clear he was bound to the chair he sat in. His eyes did a quick sweep before he moved farther into the room. The stench of death was so potent it settled in his nose to the point every inhale was more rancid than the last. Breathing through his mouth made it worse. As much as he enjoyed taking life, he never stood around for the aftermath.

      He moved to get closer to the body, and once he came face-to-face with Chester Dean, he cursed. He was bound to the chair by his wrists and ankles. He was naked. His eyes were open, staring at the computer screen in front of him. His mouth was open, and Santino leaned forward only to wince when he realized what was in Chester’s mouth. Whoever did this made sure to cut an appendage off along with his balls. Whatever wasn’t stuffed in his mouth, he held in his upturned hands.

      As far as theatrics went, it was a perfect scene if not a disturbing one. Not that the manner of death had bothered Santino. It was pretty on par given Chester’s history. He would have chalked this up to a victim or a relative of a victim seeking their own justice since the system had failed yet again. But the ligature marks around his neck and the note sitting in his lap made the hairs on Santino’s neck stand up.

      It was addressed to him—or who he was when he let his true nature out to play.

      Santino hesitated before his gloved hand picked up the note, only for another one to drop behind it. He bent down to pick that one up and realized exactly who had been here.

      The Poet Killer as the media liked to call them.

      It was the dumbest name they had come up with in the history of serial killer names. Someone had leaked information to the press that behind a particular string of murders the killer always left a poem behind, but Santino knew that wasn’t always the case.

      The killer only left poems behind when there was a point to prove. They wanted the world to know whoever they killed shouldn’t have been on the streets in the first place.

      “Another avenging killer,” Santino mused before he unfolded the poem and read the contents:

      
        
        Roses are red,

        Violets are blue,

        Innocence has been brought back

        To the ones who lost it at the hands

        of those who should have protected them.

        A man freed.

        Another child gone.

        Congratulations,

        I’ve done what you couldn’t,

        Or wouldn’t, with a legal system

        bound to protect the corrupt

        instead of seeking justice for the victims.

      

      

      The words had bothered Santino more than they should have. It was as if the killer had written the poem specifically for him, calling him out for not doing what he should have been doing.

      He placed the poem back on Chester’s lifeless body and opened up the note addressed to him.

      
        
        Dear Midnight Strangler,

        I think I like your name better.

        They call me the Poet, but that’s not exactly who I am, is it?

        Let’s play a game, shall we?

        Do you know what hides in the dark?

        An upstanding citizen with hands the color of red.

        Tell me, Midnight Strangler, have they figured it out?

        Do they notice when they go over your kills?

        Do they see the pride that fills your eyes?

        Or have you perfected your performance?

        I’m sorry I got to him first, didn’t think he was on your list.

        I’ll see you soon, Midnight Strangler, in the faces of strangers you think you’re better than.

        When we meet, I wonder how your well-crafted lies will hold up against my truth.

        Sincerely,

        The Poet aka The Reaper.

        P.S. I knew he was on your list. But I am, after all, better at this than you.

        Oh, you should get going. If I timed it correctly you should hear something in

        5…4…3…2…

      

      

      Santino’s head snapped up as the not-so-distant sound of sirens blared in Chester Dean’s house. “Son of a bitch,” he cursed, moving back through the house. He wanted to rush. He had too much nervous energy coursing through him as he weighed his options. He couldn’t fuck up now. He held his breath and counted to four, letting his body settle. He’d been close to getting caught once before, and he knew how easy it was to make mistakes in haste.

      He needed to leave, but he needed to be smart about it.

      Once his heart rate slowed and his body was no longer in flight mode, he felt his shoulders relax as he took the steps down two at a time. As soon as his feet touched the main floor, the sound of sirens seemed to grow louder. They were close, but how close was the question.

      “Back door, front door,” he mumbled to himself, pocketing the note.

      He crept toward one of the front windows, peeking out to see how close those sirens were. When he saw no flashing lights, he made a mad dash for the door and broke out into a run back to his car.

      He cursed again, removing his gloves and opened the passenger seat. But he couldn’t help but laugh. Not only had he lost his mark, but someone had been watching him and knew exactly who he was and what he enjoyed doing. He wanted to be pissed. He should do everything in his power to find the culprit and end their life before they blew up his own, but he felt none of that.

      When was the last time he’d been challenged like this?

      He couldn’t remember, and it made him want to play whatever game the Reaper was insistent on playing with him.

      “A battle of intelligence and wills,” he whispered, feeling his lips pull back into a smile. This could possibly be fun, even.

      The sound of the sirens grew louder, and he could see the flashing lights now. He made quick work of changing out of his black T-shirt and opted for a pullover hoodie. He swapped his jeans for basketball shorts and his boots for slides and waited till he could see the fire trucks and local PD pull up to Chester’s house.

      He counted to five before he headed over, keeping his eyes locked on the house.

      “Alvarez? You know the whole point of downtime is to, you know, relax?” Jordan Martin’s voice boomed. He always needed to be the loudest in the room.

      “I was relaxing. I told you I was going to the gym,” he murmured, standing next to his partner.

      “The gym we go to is on the other side of town.” Santino could hear the skepticism in Jordan’s tone.

      “You do know there are other gyms, right? I go to the gym on Cedar sometimes. I was on my way back when I saw the lights.” He nodded toward the fire truck rolling in. “With the back-to-back murders I assumed….” He let his words trail off, knowing Martin would be all too eager to fill the space.

      “You might be right. Someone called in an anonymous tip saying they saw someone leaving Chester Dean’s house with a bloody knife in hand. It was a pre-recorded message, though.” Martin rushed on when Santino opened his mouth to ask a question. “A poem started right after the operator started asking questions.”

      Martin’s eyes gleamed as if they had found the killer that had plagued the news for several weeks now. Santino scanned the surrounding area, wondering if the Reaper was out there now watching them and enjoying the show. They had timed the arrival of the local PD, firefighters, and FBI almost perfectly. It made him wonder how close to these cases they had been.

      “What did the poem say?” Santino couldn’t help but ask. He would get a report on it later, but his mind was reeling with the fact that someone was hunting who he hunted and knew exactly who he was. It didn’t feel right—nothing about this did—but as he focused back on Martin, he remembered what the video in front of Chester’s lifeless body had been stuck on while he’d been upstairs.

      “You like playing this game, don’t you? But you can’t tell anyone about our secret game.”

      It was a message for him. He had no choice but to play this game with the Reaper, and he couldn’t let on what he knew—not that he would anyway. The Reaper would be his mark, not the FBI’s.

      “Hmm,” Martin started, “I’ve done what you couldn’t or wouldn’t with a legal system bound to protect the corrupt instead of seeking justice for the victims. There’s a wolf amongst you. One of you isn’t who you say you are.”

      Fuck.
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      Santino could barely keep his eyes open as he made his way to the nearest café in Nova Springs. He spent most of his night and morning in his office going over his own notes he had on the Poet Killer—a name he really detested—and matching them up with his notes on who he thought was the Reaper. He followed both killers throughout the country. Both were never in the same place twice until now.

      There was no real overlap on paper, except maybe for the staging of the bodies, and even then, that didn’t tell him much. He’d been the only one who was convinced the murderers they’d been following had been coming from the same person, but he had no proof. The profiles on both the Reaper and the Poet had been different too. One was more vigilante verses someone who’d been denied power. He couldn’t find the link between the two of them until last night, and he couldn’t share with his coworkers his findings.

      Not if I want to play this game and keep my secrets under wraps.

      He was still annoyed that someone got to his mark before he could. A missed hit always made him antsy. His skin felt too tight on his body, and his stomach seemed to hollow out no matter what he put in it. He would have to hunt tonight. If he held off any longer, he’d fuck something up in his rush to hear the call of death coming from his victim.

      If he fucked up, he’d be sporting a pair of shiny cuffs and an orange jumpsuit.

      And after years of doing what he did—going from the Hitchhiker, to the Beach Killer, to the Preacher and finally the Midnight Strangler, he had perfected his craft well enough to know how to stay under the radar.

      Most serial killers never moved beyond their rituals. It gave them order in their chaos, and eventually it caught up with them. They couldn’t evolve like he had, and when they didn’t, someone always picked up their patterns. It was usually him and his team, and it disappointed him every time when he watched them hang their heads and recount their stories. They were then reduced to the consequences of their upbringing. Some tragic past that could have been avoided if someone was paying attention.

      As if some monsters aren’t born.

      Santino’s compulsion to kill had been there as far back as he could remember. The woman who had taken him in as a preteen had given him an outlet and shown him a way to channel what he was feeling inside of his tiny body. She gave him focus, purpose, and molded him to be able to do this until old age caught up with him like it did her.

      “I always like going after men who remind me of the preacher I had as a little girl. I was never able to catch him—disease riddled his body.” She chuckled. “I guess having your body die on you slowly is worse than anything I could have come up with.” Her gloved hand gripped the steering wheel, and he knew—even in his young age—that no matter how much she said she was over not killing him, it still bothered her.

      “But as I’ve grown, I’ve learned to let go of exactly what attributes remind me of my preacher and find little things to connect them all. You will do the same. If you don’t listen to anything I teach you, listen to that. They’ll figure out your patterns soon enough. You need to be smarter.”

      And he had been.

      At least until now.

      People buzzed around him on their morning commutes, and he had to resist the urge to physically stare at them, wondering if one of them was the Reaper.

      Was he being watched, even now?

      Was the Reaper looking at him, laughing at what they’d been able to accomplish that no one else could?

      Santino massaged the area between his eyebrows. He could feel a headache coming, and he wasn’t sure if it was the lack of caffeine, not getting his kill last night, or the fact that someone out there knew exactly who he was.

      He pulled open the café shop door just as someone was coming out, and neither one of them was paying attention. They collided, and cold liquid sloshed down the front of his shirt before the sound of a plastic cup hit the floor. He cursed, wrapping his hands around warm skin to steady the person in front of him, and when he looked down he was momentarily struck immobile and unaware of anything but her.

      A wild mass of auburn loose curly hair covered her eyes and part of her face. He could see full lips turned down as she glared at the fallen coffee. The warm skin beneath his hands were a deep olive and smooth to the touch. She was tall—her head just under his chin and he was easily six-five. From what he could see she was fit—sleek muscles bunched under his fingers as if she’d been prepared to strike out, and why did that make his heart speed up?

      “Damn it. I didn’t even get to drink that. Fucking hate Wednesdays.” Her voice was all silky and seductive, and there was a slight accent he couldn’t place but was sure he’d figure it out of she kept talking.

      “Most people only like Wednesdays because it’s the middle of the week and that much closer to Friday,” he mumbled. He shook  his head, trying to clear whatever this pull was she had on him.

      “Excuse us.” Someone cleared their throat behind her, and he mentally cursed when the world seemed to come back online for him. He was always aware of his surroundings. It kept him ahead of everyone else and his ability not to get caught. But somehow, in a matter of seconds he zeroed in on the woman in front of him, and he couldn’t understand why.

      They moved out of the doorway, their bodies moving in sync. It somehow pushed them closer to one another when they let the other customers pass. Each touch sent a shock through Santino’s body, which only furthered his intrigue of the woman and himself.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he had a response to a woman that wasn’t engineered. Sex wasn’t something he enjoyed, but he knew how it looked for a man of his build to not date around. People exhausted him, and anytime he got close to someone it was for their deaths.

      “You owe me another coffee.” The woman finally looked up at him, and he was stunned again.

      A pair of mismatched eyes stared back at him. The left one a warm honey color with flecks of gold splashed just above the pupil. The right a blue so clear it was like looking into the ocean on a tropical island. But other than the color, there was nothing warm about the way she glared at him.

      She crossed her arms over her chest and tapped her foot as if she was expecting something from him. A response possibly, but all he could do was study her. She was all legs; they never seemed to end. The way she stood, putting all of her weight on her right side, suggested she was right-handed.

      She was dressed in all black, and there was faint scarring teasing her forearm. His palms actually itched to trace the scars, wondering what exactly made those marks. Had they been a self-inflicted accident, or had she survived something that should have killed her?

      And why do I want to know so badly?

      “Your heterochromia is hereditary, or is there a far more interesting story to go along with such beautiful eyes?” He smirked when he watched her eyes narrow.

      “Glad you passed basic science, but that doesn’t give you a pass for making me spill my expensive coffee. You owe me another one.”

      Santino cocked his head to the side, hoping it would let him hear the accent that seemed to slip on every few words as she spoke. Either she was aware she had one and was trying not to talk with one, or she was faking it, which only upped his intrigue of her.

      “If it’s so expensive, why not just make it at home?” he questioned, realizing too late that he was enjoying himself. Any other time he probably would have walked right by her and forgotten her or saved himself the trouble and given her the money outright for a new cup. But he found himself unwilling for this exchange to end. He wondered briefly how far he could take this with her. It would be much easier to pass off a steady girlfriend than it would be to explain why he never had a relationship of sorts.

      “Because it doesn’t taste the same. Why do you even…you know what? As stimulating as this conversation is proving to be, you owe me another coffee. Had you been paying attention, you would have seen me coming. So,” she held out her hand, “six ninety-five, please.”

      Santino laughed despite himself. “I’m not giving you six ninety-five, princess.” He threw in the pet name just to see what she would do.

      Was this all false bravado, or was there someone with sharp claws waiting to lash out?

      She dropped her hand, and he was almost disappointed when he saw her shoulders sag.

      Was she giving up that easily?

      A pity.

      She took a step toward him, closing whatever space remained between them, and his body instantly reacted. He felt himself harden as he watched the way her mouth slightly parted, and she licked her lips. It felt like an invitation for him to do the same, but he held himself still, wondering what she was up to.

      “You don’t have to give me the ninety-five cents,” she whispered. “No one walks around with that much change anyway. But you will be buying me my coffee, willingly or not.” She smiled up at him, and he tensed waiting for the slap to the face or something far more predicable like a knee to the balls, but it never came.

      “So what will it be?” Her smiled widened. Every instinct he had told him to step back and put some distance between them fast, but he only stepped in closer.

      He couldn’t remember the last time someone had entertained him like this. It was alarming how much and how quickly she riled him up and kept him engaged.

      “I’m not giving you the money, princess. Who’s to say you didn’t bump into me and this wasn’t your fault?” She bit her bottom lip, and he found himself wanting to touch her and continue this little game between them, just to see what other reactions he could get out of her.

      “Unwillingly then? Okay, I hope you have a good rest of your day,” she stepped back and bowed her head. “Your highness.” She added on with a wink and turned to walk away.

      He caught her arm almost immediately when he realized what she’d done. Her body tensed under his hold, and again he wondered if she was going to swing on him. “Not so fast, princess,” Oh, she was good. He had to give credit where it was due. The fact that he barely felt her rummaging through his pockets only heightened his interest.

      “Stealing from a federal agent is a felony.” He pulled her back toward him and again his body reacted.

      “It’s not stealing. You’re simply paying for the coffee you ruined. Whether you’re aware of doing it is irrelevant,” she stated matter-of-factly, and it made him bark out a laugh that surprised him.

      He couldn’t tell if she simply didn’t care or if this was an elaborate act. People had a tendency to put on a mask—become performers for the rest of the world. He was usually good at picking apart the roles they placed themselves in, but he couldn’t tell with her.

      And that only furthered his need to know more about her.

      “What’s your name?” he questioned.

      She cocked her head to the side, and he could almost feel her gearing up to lie. The way her mismatched eyes seemed to take him in, he could see the calculations as if she were weighing her options.

      “Silva.” Her voice was low, like she was imparting a juicy secret instead of her first name.

      “Is that your actual name?” he wondered, though he was almost positive she gave him the truth.

      “If it wasn’t, I picked an incredibly boring name.”

      “I wouldn’t say that.” He smirked at her. He dropped his hold when he realized he still held her in a firm grip. “It means forest and woodland. Something tells me,” he looked her over, “the name suits you.”

      It was her turn to laugh, and the sound was as wild as a summer thunderstorm. The sound echoed around them, drawing in looks from the people walking passed them, which only made her laugh harder.

      They had managed to get close again, barely any space left between them, and he found it worrisome that his pulse spiked when she put her hand on his chest. “As far as pick-up lines go, that wasn’t half bad. It could use some work, though.” She winked at him. “But I really do need to go, can’t function without my caffeine.” She waved at him and turned to walk away, moving faster this time than she had before.

      Santino cursed under his breath when he had to take an additional step to reach her. He grabbed both of her arms, pulling her back to his chest. A low hum built in his stomach. It was the same one he had when he went out to hunt. The thrill of watching his next victim, knowing their days were numbered and he was the one who would bring about their end, was here now, and it explained why his body was reacting to her—but it also posed more questions than answers.

      She wasn’t on his list.

      At least, not yet.

      And nothing about her made him want to hunt her.

      “My wallet, princess.” He leaned in, bringing his lips to her ear. Every breath he took pulled her into his system. He couldn’t place the smell of perfume she wore—there were too many smells on the semi-busy sidewalk for him to completely pull hers apart. But he had to fight the urge to bury his nose into her neck to figure it out.

      “You asked my name and still don’t use it. I don’t have your wallet.” Her voice was breathless, proof that he wasn’t the only one affected by whatever this was.

      I can’t even name it if I wanted to.

      “Is that an invitation to search you?” The words were out of his mouth before he could stop himself.

      He knew how to flirt. He knew how to play his role with women when needed, but it was always forced, a mirror of what the other person wanted him to be so he could get the desired results and look like an active member of society. But with Silva, this felt as natural as breathing.

      “You have to buy me coffee first.” He could hear the amusement in her voice. He laughed, letting her go, only to grab her wrist and pull her toward the café.

      “As you wish, princess.” He tugged her forward. When he went out tonight for his next victim, he would take the time to go over his reaction to Silva. He needed to clear his head, and he wouldn’t be able to do that in her presence.

      He hoped this excitement she enticed in him was genuine and something he could use because being with her might give him all the cover he needed.
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      Silva stood in line with Santino Alvarez, according to the driver’s license she saw in his wallet, which she reluctantly gave back. He all but dragged her back inside and kept his warm hand around her wrist, as if that would keep her by his side. If she wanted to she could have caused a scene the second they got in line, but he’d called her out on it the moment the thought flashed in her mind.

      He was good at reading her, a little too good for her liking.

      She couldn’t believe he’d caught her, and she was going to blame it on the fact that she was no longer actively pickpocketing or helping herself to little five-finger discounts.

      Honestly, she wasn’t sure why she tried it with him in the first place.

      “Stop pouting. Your skills are good, I’m just better.” His deep voice rumbled around her. It skirted along her skin and made her wish he wasn’t still touching her. His grip on her wrist was light, but there was no doubt he felt the maddening pace of her pulse.

      She held onto the hint of humor lacing his words, focusing on that instead of the way his presence made her feel.

      “You’re not better, you just got lucky,” she grumbled, focusing on the other people in the café. Everyone was either sitting with their friends or working on their laptops. She wanted to bring her own here and try to write for the online portion of the magazine she worked for—an advice column she wasn’t sure she was qualified for, but considering no one sued her yet, she was going to continue to write it.

      But she forgot her bag at her apartment, and it was well enough anyway. Had she brought it, the bag would probably be filled with caffeine, and she and Santino Alvarez would have been having a very different conversation.

      “How can I help you guys?” the barista called out, and Santino tugged her along.

      “I’ll have a large black coffee, your darkest roast, please. She’ll have….” He stopped to pick up his shirt and took a quick inhale. His gaze swung to hers as he continued with the order. “Large, medium roast with two pumps vanilla.” He cocked his head to the side, his gaze sweeping her in one fell swoop. “And a splash of cream.”

      He kept his gaze on her and she squirmed. She hated feeling like she was under a microscope. The fact that he got her coffee order right unnerved her. Was his sense of smell that good, or was he just that good at reading people?

      He let go of her to pull out his wallet to pay, and because she was still pissed off he had caught her in her attempt to pickpocket, she finally spoke up if for no other reason than to not give him two wins in one day.

      It was petty, but she didn’t care. “Actually, it’s one pump vanilla, one pump caramel, and a splash of almond milk, please. Oh, and a medium. A large will just keep me up half the night.”

      He chuckled, pulled out his credit card, and tapped the machine. She had to quell the urge to snatch it out of his hands, and when she focused on the sound of his laugh, it made goosebumps break out across her skin. She shivered, but it wasn’t from the cold air pumping through the café.

      He grabbed her wrist again, tugging her along so they were out of the way of the line while they waited for their drinks. The second his warm hand touched her skin again, her stomach tightened and she had to take a deep breath to steady her heartbeat. She didn’t like the way her body reacted to him.

      “So, Silva no-last-name, did you purposely change your drink order because you’re mad your pickpocket skills aren’t up to par?”

      She bristled under his amusement. “That is my drink order,” she grounded out. “You’re not all-knowing.” He grunted, and she watched the way his eyes seemed to focus solely on her, something most people couldn’t do. They never looked directly into her eyes. Something about them being different colors always had people focusing on one or the other or anywhere else but her face.

      “I did get you to buy me coffee though, so I would say my skills are perfectly fine.” Her breath caught when she felt his thumb stroke her pulse, causing it to spike.

      He leaned in and the next inhale she took was all him. She noted a hint of pine and maybe lemon, she couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was, especially with the scent of coffee beans filling the air, but the smell was such a contrast to him physically. She half-expected him to smell like the earth or musk given his build. He was taller than her. At five-nine she was just under his chin. His width made her practically disappear when she was standing in front of him. He had full lips and a hint of scruff teasing his face. It made her wonder what he would look like with a full beard.

      Would it add to his appeal?

      Probably.

      The man exuded a confidence she hadn’t found before. Most men thought they were the shit without actually having proof or they were overcompensating. Santino Alvarez had this quiet confidence about him, like he was so sure of the world around him, as if he were a king amongst men and knew how people responded to him.

      Not that she would voice any of that to him.

      “So perfect that you got caught?” A smirk teased his lips. “Or was this your plan all along? See a handsome stranger and make up an elaborate scheme to talk to him? You could have just said hi, you know.”

      Silva snorted before a laugh bubbled out of her. This guy was something else, and she hated how intrigued she was by him, even when he was completely wrong. She’d been in a rush to get back to her one-bedroom apartment so she could finish her article. She hadn’t been paying attention to where she was going, but neither had he.

      “You bumped into me, which is why we’re standing here now. How do I know you didn’t see me coming?” She lifted the wrist he still held so it was eye level between them. “Is there a reason you’re still holding on to me? Afraid I’ll run? Or is this your way of trying to hold my hand without asking?”

      Santino managed to close whatever distance was left between them. His eyes dipped to her lips before their gazes locked again. “Not exactly, princess. It’ll be easier to cuff you later.”

      Silva’s breath caught, the café slipped away, and she felt both her hands being pulled behind her back. There was a promise in his words, one her body understood and was practically begging for. Her chest touched the hard plains of his body, seeming to match up almost perfectly. She hated how easily her mind flashed to them without her clothes on and her cuffed and bound for his pleasure.

      The idea of being tied up by him should have alarmed her. She liked to be in control. She’d never been one to let her guard down around the men or women she’d been with, all except one, and that one didn’t quite understand her needs the way they needed to be met.

      But the heat in his eyes and the way his body seemed to fit her as they stood toe-to-toe seemed to settle something inside of her. It also ignited a fire in her blood, ready to turn her into ash only to rise again with his touch.

      The energy around them thickened, and she wondered at how quickly they had become wrapped up in each other.

      “Silva no-last-name,” he whispered. His breath teased her lips. She found herself tilting her head up toward him, wanting to taste him.

      “I have a vanilla latte, and a large black coffee, and medium one pump vanilla, one pump caramel and a splash of almond milk,” the barista shouted just as someone brushed past them mumbling an excuse me.

      The interruption jolted Silva. Her eyes widened and she quickly pulled back, realizing how lost she had become in him. Had he asked her for a kiss or anything in that moment, she would have given it to him, and she almost hated him for it. Going by the way he narrowed his gaze on her before scanning the café and bunched his shoulders up to his neck, he felt the same way.

      Neither one of them appreciated getting lost in the other.

      “I’d say thanks for the coffee, but you owed me anyway.” She reached for her cup, intent on getting as far away from him as possible, but he grabbed her wrist again, stopping her. She bristled under the touch, ignoring the way his hand on her skin made her stomach dip. “You really like touching me, huh?”

      He let out a cough that sounded like he choked on something. “Do you have somewhere to be?”

      Yes.

      “Why?” she questioned, too curious for her own good. She should walk away now and put him and this morning in the back of her mind.

      His thumb made those small circles against her pulse and she felt it again, like she was being pulled under a current. This wasn’t a slow seduction; it felt like he was trying to consume her as quickly as a wave.

      “It’s not every day I bump into a pretty girl, and I want to enjoy more of your company.” His voice dipped and it felt like honey on her tongue. If it wasn’t for the corny pick-up line, she could almost see herself buying what he was selling.

      “That was smooth like butter. On a lesser woman that might have worked, but for me?” She smirked. “As far as lines go, it could use a little work.” She tugged on her hand, and he let her go. She took a sip of her coffee, fighting back a wince. It wasn’t her usual order and she didn’t like the way the caramel overpowered the taste of caffeine, but she was going to suck it up, especially when she saw Santino fighting a smile.

      “I see you’re stubborn. How’s your coffee?” The smugness in his voice rankled her. “And it wasn’t a line. I do want to enjoy more of your company if you don’t have anywhere else to be. If I wanted in your pants, I’d try a little harder to seduce you.”

      Silva nearly choked on the sip she took. The seriousness in his tone made her almost believe he was telling the truth. She wondered what it looked like to see him actually try. The way he focused on her while keeping an eye on everyone around her, the ease in which he touched and teased her, already had her willing to give in. She couldn’t imagine how quickly she’d melt if he actually put in some effort.

      And why wasn’t he trying?

      The thought popped in her mind, and she quickly pushed it aside. It was off-putting in some way that he wasn’t actively trying to pick her up. Maybe it was because she was used to men being creeps around her.

      She felt her phone buzz in her back pocket, and when she glanced down at her watch she groaned at the notification. She had to leave.

      “I’m guessing that’s a no?” Santino whispered, getting close to her again.

      A swarm of giant moths took up residency in her stomach as he stared at her like he was trying to peel back her layers and see what lay beneath. Maybe it was a blessing in disguise that she needed to go. Being around this man might prove dangerous to her wellbeing.

      “I have a work deadline that just got pushed up. While this has been entertaining, and I’m sure we’ll have even more fun if I stay, I like being able to pay my bills. So, I’m going to pass.” She waved at him and turned to walk away when he called out her name, stopping her.

      She looked over her shoulder, knowing if she fully turned she’d be tempted to stay—tempted to see how far this would go before he was trying to seduce her.

      “Can I see you again?” His gaze traveled down her body and back up, inch by inch, and she could have sworn she heard all his dirty thoughts.

      She smiled at him. “Of course, if you’re lucky.” She winked and walked out of the café to the sound of his fading laughter. She could have stayed and probably should have, but she didn’t have time to entertain anyone and didn’t want anyone to disturb her peace.

      No matter how attractive she was to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      Santino cracked his necked before he checked the time on his watch. He had five minutes before it was time to move, and it was getting harder and harder for him to sit still and wait. His body was buzzing with so much unchecked energy, he was surprised his feet were still planted firmly on the ground.

      He knew what this was—hunger. He missed his mark the other night, and his body was revolting at the idea of having to wait to get its fill.

      “Slow your breathing down,” he mumbled under his breath, rolling his shoulders back.

      He’d gone over his learned techniques for keeping the hunger that lived inside of him from clawing free and not caring about the consequences. He didn’t last this long without getting caught by letting his baser needs take over. His guardian had explained that as the world changed around him, there’d be moments when those he hunted got away and he would need to lay low and learn how to cope.

      “If you’re like me, mijo, which I suspect you are.” She sliced through the man’s flesh on her worktable with ease. She was showing him where and how to cut to effectively dismember a body if that was the route he chose. She would bury the pieces in the bottom of the ocean and in a park meant to plant flowers. She showed him what rare plants to have on hand and to make sure he put an animal carcass on top of the body he was burying to throw off any scents. She had cultivated so many tricks over the years, and he soaked up her knowledge like a sponge.

      “Humans are predictable, especially in their habits. Once they get comfortable it’s easy to track them and be prepared. But don’t take that as a means to be complacent and expect things to always work out for you. There will be days when things happen out of the norm and you may miss your prize. Here, put this in the pile to be buried.” She handed him a right forearm, and he took it to place it next to the left foot.

      “When you miss your prize, you need to find another outlet to keep yourself centered. This way you don’t get crazed and get sloppy. Our minds are our best tool, but when we forget to feed it, it can turn in on itself. You don’t want that, mijo. You’ll go further than I ever could so long as you evolve with the world around you and keep yourself centered.”

      He remembered how much she would hole herself up in her garden, ripping weeds out or cooking everything under the sun when she missed her mark. He quickly learned the only thing that had centered him was physical activity—running, working out, and fucking. Though the latter was always a last resort. He didn’t have much use for it, really, or for people in general. He already ran five miles and hit the gym for two hours, and it did nothing to center him.

      Missing his last kill made him agitated. It wasn’t so much that he missed his mark; it was that someone had gotten to him first. Someone who knew who he was. He looked around the wooded area, half-expecting someone to be lurking, watching him try and fail not to be agitated.

      He checked his watching again—three minutes. “Geez,” he groaned. The smart thing to do was go home and get Marcus Holding another night. He should wait until he felt steady enough to deal with the world around him.

      “But if I don’t get him tonight….” It would only increase the hollowing in his stomach, keeping him in a constant state of hunger.

      If he allowed that sensation to fester, he knew exactly what would be unleashed. All of his crafted, well-woven lies would collapse, and he’d be wearing a pair of shiny cuffs.

      “Fuck,” he grumbled, opening and closing his fists.

      “Sometimes a lot of this will be about waiting. You’ll need to have patience, and when you feel that energy course through you, willing you to move before it’s time, you need to find ways to keep you steady. All it takes is one fuck up and it’s all over.”

      He closed his eyes, remembering years of training and advice. He started to list all things he knew about Marcus. He was a car salesman who had volunteered at the local teen center as some sports coordinator. That was before he’d been accused of sexual assault of a minor. The town had been split over the accusation. Half had believed his innocence because he was a good person, and the other half had been out for blood—sure he’d be found guilty.

      But Marcus had come from money, and money had gotten him an excellent lawyer who ripped to shreds the victim’s credibility. Without any other victims coming forward, Marcus walked, but those who had believed him initially started to turn on him. It forced him to the outskirts of town where he lived alone. He spent most of his time online doing things he shouldn’t and went back into town twice a week for necessities.

      Today was one of those days, and when Santino heard a car pull in, his body relaxed and he finally started to calm down. Marcus would pull into his driveway with take-out food from a steak restaurant. He’d go into his quiet home, set his table, and then jump into a shower, washing away the day.

      As soon as Santino heard a door shut, he moved from his hiding spot. He kept to the shadows, moving at an even pace, knowing it would take a couple of minutes before Marcus was situated. He didn’t want to rush this. He needed to savor this kill. He hoped it was enough to feed the hollowing in the pit of his stomach, because if it wasn’t, he’d have to hunt someone new.

      A pair of mismatched eyes flashed in his mind.

      Silva.

      His breath caught, and he felt that same buzzing energy he had only moments ago at the thought of the woman he ran into at the café. He wasn’t sure if her image flashing in his mind was a sign that he needed to feel her neck under his palms or if she would be the perfect mask for him to parade around in public with. It would get his coworkers off his ass about dating and hanging out, but could he do it?

      Could he pretend to be a civilized man well enough around her?

      Maybe death at his hands was the only option for her.

      “But we don’t need to worry about that right now,” he mumbled under his breath.

      The death of Marcus Holding would ease the hollowness in his body, and he wouldn’t have to hunt Silva down.

      Santino made his way toward the modest cabin, keeping light on his feet and avoiding any spots that seemed wet. He didn’t want to track his muddy boots through the home—it would be more work for him to clean up later.

      When he reached the front door, he hesitated. That same sensation that coursed through him at Chester’s home was back. He was being watched, again. He could feel the sharp claws on the back of his neck, making his skin break out into goosebumps.

      Son of a bitch.

      Was the Reaper here?

      Or was this someone else?

      Was he about to walk into a trap, or was there another note for him waiting to be read?

      The latter thought made him move, more out of curiosity and to make sure the Reaper hadn’t used his real name. He put his gloved hand on the doorknob and slowly turned it. Marcus always kept it unlocked; no one bothered him up here. Santino could hear the shower running, and once he stepped over the threshold, he held himself perfectly still waiting to hear if there were any other sounds in the cabin.

      There wasn’t. It was almost too still—completely different from how he walked into Chester’s home the other night. Santino’s shoulders slumped, and he knew on an instinctual level or maybe from experience, Marcus was already dead.

      He took the stairs two at a time, rushing to see what was left behind. The bathroom door was wide open, and the shower curtain was pulled back to reveal Marcus Holding laying lifeless in the tub. He didn’t bother to check the body, knowing there would be signs of strangulation—the autopsy would prove he died from that before the other wounds—if there were any were inflicted on his body. The Reaper wanted to make sure these killings looked like it was him, and the little shit was doing a good job of it.

      He sighed, catching sight of the two notes left on top of the toilet. One was addressed to him and the other a poem.

      He picked up the poem first, curious to see what it said:

      
        
        Everyone loves pretty little girls

        with their pink bows and ruffled skirts

        They’re joy and innocence

        too precious for this world

        Cruel people always seek to taint them

        paint them in their image

        they become the perfect little dolls

        broken and thoroughly used

        till they grow claws and sharp teeth

        Everyone loves pretty little girls

        until it’s time to protect them

        Then they become discarded

        and left for the vultures

        who swore to defend them.

      

      

      Santino placed the poem back in its spot and picked up the note addressed to him. It was typed out. It was too much to hope for actual handwriting to analysis.

      
        
        Dear Midnight Strangler,

        I’m two for two and you’re currently sitting at zero. I know it has to bother you that I got to them first. That I know your mind better than you do. Are you wondering how I knew you’d go after him and not some random on the street?

        When was the last time you indulged with someone who wasn’t a stain on this Earth? I bet you I can name the next three on your list. I won’t write those names down, but maybe we should make things interesting?

        I know you have to be bored. A wolf hiding amongst sheep and can’t let his fangs show. What would they say if they figured out there’s been a killer among them this entire time?

        It would be a slap in the face for some of them. All high and mighty, knowing how the bad guys think and constantly taking them down but one waltzes right by them and they’re none the wiser.

        Do you want to play a game? I think you’ll enjoy it.

        Whoever gets to the next victim first wins.

        A Sarah Brown with pretty black hair and insatiable need to exert her power over her favorite students.

        I know what you’re thinking, how do you know I haven’t killed her yet?

        You don’t.

        Happy hunting,

        Sincerely,

        The Poet aka The Reaper.

        P.S. You might want to get a move on it. I think I smell smoke.

      

      

      A low rumble tore through Santino’s throat when the fire alarm blared to life. “Son of a bitch.” He crumpled the piece of paper in his hand, frustrated that yet again, he’d have to rush out of a crime scene. He had known better than to come in here, but he had to, if only so he could grab the note he knew would be left for him.

      He shoved the piece of paper into his jean pocket and quickly dipped his head out of the bathroom, trying to see where the fire had been started. Smoke started to rise up toward him, and he slowly made his way back toward the top of the stairs, wondering how quickly he could chance making it out the front door without getting his skin charred. Knowing his luck, he’d run right into the fire department because the Reaper probably dialed 9-1-1 long before they started the fucking fire.

      “This is getting ridiculous.” He bounced on the balls of his feet and shook out his hands to diffuse the nervous energy coursing through him. After all this time—all the people he killed and how careful he’d been taught to be—someone had found him out and was intent on playing this little game with him.

      A game they wanted him alive to participate in.

      The smoke thickened around him and he realized his hesitation had cost him time getting out. He was going to have to run. He was half-tempted to let the smoke and flames consume him, just to see if the Reaper would make an appearance to save him since they insisted on taunting him, but he wasn’t suicidal. His ego was already demanding to hit back and go after Sarah Brown now, but he needed to be smarter.

      He coughed into his shirt and moved, taking the steps two at a time to get out of the cabin before it collapsed on his head or fire got to him. He reached the front door and put his ear to it, half-expecting the Reaper or the fire department. When he didn’t hear anything and felt no heat coming off of it, he slowly opened the door wide enough to slip through before closing it behind him. His coughing increased when he got into the fresh air. He waited till it stopped before he jogged back to his truck. There were no signs of sirens in the distance, but he wasn’t going to stick around and wait.

      Santino needed to take a step back and see the full landscape. Those he hunted, the Reaper hunted too. They had been aware of the list he kept—a list he recently started. This had to be someone he knew. It had to be someone he was connected to, but the question was, who?

      He saw the flames light up the night sky—bathing an otherwise dark canvas an angry shade of orange that seemed to match his mood. He begrudgingly gave the Reaper their respects; currently, they were outwitting and out maneuvering him.

      He was about to fix that.
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      The Reaper watched from a close distance as Marcus’ cabin went up in flames, wondering if Santino Alvarez was actually going to come out or if they would have to go in and retrieve him. What good would this game be if one of them were dead before the grand finale?

      “Come on,” the Reaper whispered. They held off on calling the fire department, knowing Alvarez would see the smoke and leave before the walls came down around him. The Reaper didn’t want him running out of the cabin facing law enforcement again. Not only was that first time a warning of how close they really were, but they also didn’t want to seem predictable in their taunts. But the fire was burning brighter—the flames ascending toward the sky in a hurry to reach the heavens, and Alvarez hadn’t come out yet.

      What the hell was he doing?

      Had he given up already?

      Was he waiting to be rescued? Trying to push their face-to-face up to an earlier timetable?

      The Reaper moved from their hiding spot, determined to drag him out if they had to, when the front door finally opened and Alvarez stood there looking like death. Even in the darkness of the night they could see the way he scanned his surroundings looking for something out of place, looking for the Reaper.

      “You won’t find me until I’m ready, Alvarez.” The Reaper slowly shifted back into their hiding spot. Alvarez moved quickly, heading back to his car, no doubt contemplating his next move. The Reaper was curious to see how things would play out. They didn’t think he’d rush to kill Sarah Brown. If he did, it would be an ego-based kill, and while he was cocky, he wasn’t stupid. No, Alvarez was going to hole up in his office to try and figure out exactly who the Reaper was and how they related to him before he made his next move.

      If his hunger didn’t override his intelligence.

      The Reaper smiled, pulling out a burner phone. It was time to put out the fire that tore through the cabin so they could start a new one.
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        * * *

      

      The sounds of a body hitting the mat repeatedly had Santino pulling away from the punching bag he’d been pounding his frustrations into. The sound had grated on his nerves, constantly pulling him out of his focus. He didn’t want to be here in the first place. He was happily holed up in his office trying to find the missing pieces that connected the Reaper to him, but he’d been dragged to the gym by his coworker, Jordan Martin, after an unhealthy amount of back and forth and persuasion. Sometimes, Santino forgot how to interact and deal with people who needed to feel important.

      Jordan was one of those people.

      He was loud, always needing to prove he was the best in the room and some sort of God amongst men and women. He was overcompensating for some trauma from which he hadn’t yet healed, and it bled into how he interacted with people. Most days it was hard for Santino to deal with him, and now that he missed two of his marks, he was imagining slicing Jordan’s neck open with a rusty knife.

      When was the last time you indulged with someone who wasn’t a stain on this Earth?

      The Reaper’s words came back to haunt him. It had been too long since he deviated from his list. It had been too long since he hunted what he wanted to instead of what he needed to.

      He looked over at the punching bag next to his, watching Jordan struggle. He could feel his heartrate beat faster, and it had nothing to do with the workout he’d just been doing. He could snap Jordan’s neck, and the rush from watching the light die from his eyes would sate the hollowness gnawing at his stomach. It might even clear his head so he knew how to attack the Reaper head on.

      At the very least, it would also alleviate Santino’s need to wear a mask constantly at work. Everyone else left him alone—alone enough that he didn’t have to be “on” all the time.

      Well, mostly everyone.

      Jordan never read the cues he was given or he just didn’t give a shit. He was on some mission to turn Santino into him.

      “Don’t tell me you’re getting tired.” Jordan chuckled. He turned so he could hold Santino’s bag. “I thought you worked out all the time?” He gave Santino a once-over, a smug smile tugging at his lips as if he wasn’t the one who was dripping sweat and overtly exerting himself going by the uneven breathing.

      “Damn it.”

      Santino froze at the sound of the familiar voice that vibrated against his skin before the sound of a body hitting a mat echoed around them. His body hardened instantly, and his pulse raced for a different reason now. He turned, following the sounds of grunts and curses like a sailor lost at sea. He moved through the gym, ignoring Jordan’s protests. He needed to be sure his hearing hadn’t been playing tricks on him. He had to see for himself that the woman he ran into the other day was here now, still wreaking havoc on his body.

      “Son of a shit. How do you keep countering the move?” she sounded breathless and his feet moved faster, shocked at how that little hitch in her voice made his cock twitch.

      “You take your eyes off me for a split second before your feet move, and your feet move before you grab me. You’re making it almost too easy,” the coach responded, “like you want me to kick your ass.”

      Santino reached the smaller room where the sparring was happening and leaned up against the door frame. His entire body zeroed in on no-last-name Silva. She was barefoot, her toes painted a sea blue. She wore loose shorts that stopped mid-thigh, and he swallowed looking at her long thick legs. He could see the power in her muscles as she bounced on the balls of her feet. She wore a black sports bra and her hair was in a braid down her back. He could see ink peeking out against her sternum and a bead of sweat dripped down her stomach, disappearing underneath her shorts. It made him shift on his feet. His own shorts tightening as his cock hardened.

      It was a weird response. He wasn’t attracted to women the way most men were. Sure, he went out on dates, much to his annoyance. He fucked and knew how his physical appearance attracted those around him, but it had all been a performance.

      And he was a phenomenal actor.

      His reaction to Silva had been one of sheer body chemistry. He reacted before his mind told him he had to. His desire for her was born of out genuine need, though he wasn’t entirely sure if he wanted to fuck her or kill her. Which concerned him more than he cared to admit.

      “Which is weird because I know you can put me on my back without breaking a sweat on a bad day. But today you seem to be overexerting yourself,” the coach continued. “What game are you playing, Silva? You looking to spar and keep your skills up, or is there something else going on?” There was suspicion laced in the coach’s words.

      There was a slight twitch in Silva’s lips before she spoke again. “Your belief in my skills flatters me. You and I both know you pull your punches when we spar as a means to keep my confidence up.” Her voice reminded him of honey on his tongue—warm and sweet and sparking something inside of him. He also didn’t hear the accent she had when they had run into each other at the café. Either she was trying not to let it slip here or she’d been playing him.

      “Where’d you run off to?” Jordan laid a heavy hand on his shoulder, jarring him out of his stance.

      His booming voice pulled Silva and her coach’s attention toward them, and Santino gritted his teeth. He wanted to continue watching her in silence so he could understand why his body was reacting to her the way that it was.

      When was the last time you indulged with someone who wasn’t a stain on this Earth?

      The Reaper’s words flitted through his mind, and he was truly starting to see the merits of acting on the taunt. It would rid him of his self-appointed acquaintance and rid the world of Jordan’s self-importance.

      It was a win-win.

      “Santino Alvarez?” Silva crossed her arms over her chest. The movement made her muscles pop, and he remembered how they felt under his palm when he grabbed her that first time. Everything about her screamed that she was a fighter.

      She wouldn’t go down easily. The thought popped into his mind, along with an image of him finally subduing her. His palms itched even more now to feel her delicate neck underneath them.

      “I’m pretty sure as an agent,” the word agent was said with heavy sarcasm, “they would have taught you that stalking is a crime.”

      “I’m not stalking you,” he grumbled, moving away from Jordan’s touch. “Just because we happen to be in the same place doesn’t mean it was on purpose.”

      “How do I know that?” She dropped her arms at her side. “Isn’t that what a stalker would say when he gets caught? I’m sure you know how seriously stalking gets taken by law enforcement.”

      She moved toward him. Her movements reminded him of a cat in the wild with its sights set on its prey. The image almost made him chuckle, knowing how untrue that was. She wasn’t the predator here.

      He was.

      No matter how fast his heart beat in his chest or how strong his need was to close the distance and feel her body against his, it didn’t change their dynamics. If they were alone, he could wrap his hands around her neck and squeeze until there was nothing left but a body. No matter how hard she fought, he knew she wouldn’t win.
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