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      He set his machine down and stretched his arms, then stood up with a sweet-ass grin. Damn, he was good. “Take a look.”

      The burly guy in the chair, Richard, stood up and turned his back to the mirror as he peered behind his shoulder. His nod said it all. He agreed. He just tattooed the most kick-ass tattoo.

      A black-and-white dragon filled Richard’s entire back. It took several sittings, but it was worth every second. The dragon’s mouth was wide open, baring its frightening teeth, with his claws ready to attack. The lines were all perfect and precision straight, as always. He had a steady hand. Most days.

      Shit. He didn’t want to think about the pain he’d been experiencing lately.

      “Looks amazing, dude.” Richard turned in his direction and smiled wide. “Totally rad, Stitch. Thanks for doing this.”

      “Anytime. You were thinking something on your leg next, right?”

      “Yeah. My girl’s working on a sketch. I love the creative shit she does.”

      Stitch couldn’t disagree with that. She drew the original sketch for the dragon piece. He tweaked a few things more to his liking, but overall, she had talent.

      “Can’t wait to see it.”

      Stitch motioned him to come closer so he could clean the tattoo before placing a thin wrap over it to protect it, then gave him aftercare instructions. Richard knew everything he needed to do, but Stitch always—and he meant always—followed his routine. When he didn’t, shit always went sideways. Richard was used to the spiel, but he still listened and nodded as if he didn’t. Most people listened when he spoke. The ones who didn’t usually paid the price, coming back in because they screwed up their tattoo.

      As soon as Richard walked out of his room, he pulled off his gloves and threw them into the trash can near his drawing table. Ignoring the slight pain in his wrist, he sat down to work on a drawing for another regular who wanted his tattoo done next week. He had plenty of time to finish it, but he always preferred to get things out of the way instead of procrastinating. Biding one’s time never got a person very far. Getting shit done right away proved very beneficial for him.

      Look at his life now.

      He had a successful tattoo business, doing something he loved every single day. He had a wait list two months out, proving how high in demand he was. Because he rocked at what he did, and he wasn’t afraid to admit it. To anyone.

      How many people could say that? How many people could say they were happy with their life, their job?

      Well, he knew one person.

      Throwing his pencil across the desk, he backed away and stood up, irritated at himself for letting his thoughts drift to her. The one woman he told himself repeatedly to stop thinking about since the night he walked out on her.

      Susan.

      Just thinking her name sent a chill down his spine, a tingling sensation of anticipation of what he would do if she stood in front of him.

      Devour her from head to toe and never let her go.

      Shit, so all aspects in his life weren’t exactly fine. He couldn’t complain about his professional life. His personal life, well, he didn’t know what to say. It lacked something. He didn’t realize it lacked anything until he met her.

      At one time, he was happy. Dating here and there, scratching his itch when he felt the need. It wasn’t too difficult to find a beautiful woman willing to share his bed until he got bored. Yeah, that sounded arrogant, but the women he took to bed knew the score. They knew he wasn’t into long-term.

      He was fine with that. He didn’t need the whole white picket fence sort of life. He knew at a young age he wasn’t destined for that kind of life.

      Then he met her.

      Everything he thought he believed sounded like total bullshit. Yet, as tough and dangerous as he liked to make himself appear—something he needed to do at times to make people see reason—he knew he wasn’t strong enough to attempt a future with her. Not even something as simple as a sexual relationship.

      Well, except that one night.

      To distract himself from his wandering thoughts, he started to pick up the mess from his latest client, something he should’ve done right away. The ringtone from his phone broke his disastrous thoughts.

      Swiping his phone from his pocket, the number staring back at him put a smile on his face.

      “Hey, doll. How’s it going?”

      “Like shit. I need a favor.”

      Deena, his best friend from childhood, could always manage to brighten his mood. They lost touch for quite a few years, but a few months ago, she walked back into his life. Now she called him every so often, or him vice versa, and they talked. Her husband, Sauer, seemed like a decent guy, but he didn’t hang around her if he was there. Her husband was a cop and he wasn’t a big fan of cops. Deena knew. She understood. Just one of the many reasons they were best friends.

      She sounded stressed, though. Not a normal thing he heard from her often, and it worried him.

      “Anything for you, doll. What’s the matter?”

      She sighed heavily, then started talking like a racecar driver going two hundred miles an hour. “Rina’s surprise baby shower is tonight, and I’m stuck at work, which is not where I need to be right now. I have so much I need to bring to the party, and I can’t leave work yet. I need to leave now or the entire party will be ruined. Ruined!”

      Well…okay.

      This was awkward.

      He had never heard Deena sound melodramatic. Right now she sounded like a drama queen hyped up on speed.

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Aren’t you listening, Stitch? Why do men never listen?”

      What was going on? She sounded almost…hysterical. Was she having problems with Sauer? He hoped not. Because then he’d have to do the best friend duties of beating the shit out of him.

      His mind raced through everything she said, and then made the only deduction he could, since she didn’t actually say what she wanted him to do.

      “I can bring the stuff to the party and…” Oh, shit, he didn’t want to help set up a baby shower, but for Deena he’d do about anything. “…and help set up.”

      “I knew I could count on you. Everything you need is in the foyer of my house. There’s a bunch of bags and a few cases of water and pop. There’s a key under the flowerpot on the front porch, and the code to the alarm is 6969.”

      He snorted, figuring Deena had to have set the code. “Are you sure Sauer doesn’t mind I know how to get into your house? How come he can’t help right now?”

      “Why would he care? He’s busy interviewing some witnesses or something. I already tried him. Are you leaving yet? Are you in your car?”

      Time to end the call. He couldn’t stand to hear her hysterics when, generally, she wasn’t a hysterical woman. Tough. Strong. In your face. But hysterical? Never.

      He debated asking whether things were going okay between her and Sauer, but the words wouldn’t come. “Where am I taking all this stuff?”

      Good thing he didn’t have any more clients for the day. Although, he would’ve figured out a way to help her. He always did. With a waiting list two months out, he had three other tattoo artists that worked for him, and he was extremely picky about who he took on as a client. Most clients went to his other artists. He only picked the tattoos he could make into a masterpiece. He saw every tattoo he did as that—a masterpiece. A work of art. A piece of his soul etched on another’s skin. Tattooing a random butterfly or a flower or something simple wasn’t something he enjoyed. He liked the challenge of creating something magnificent. If someone wanted a badass tattoo of a butterfly that had some meaning behind it, then he’d tattoo that shit without an issue. If it was some idiot doing it on a dare, or just because, they never stepped foot in his office.

      “Susan’s house. I’ll text you her address.”

      His knees almost buckled. Her words were like a sucker punch to the gut.

      Susan’s house.

      Holy. Shit.

      “Stitch? Did you hear me?”

      “On my way.”

      He said a quick good-bye and hung up, sliding his phone back into his pocket before he blurted out he couldn’t help. He’d never gone back on his words before, especially to Deena, and he wasn’t about to start now.

      But Susan’s house…

      Thinking her sweet name once again caused his gut to churn like a rough current.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket, but he didn’t bother taking it out. He knew it was a text from Deena of Susan’s address—something he didn’t need. He knew it by heart. He’d been there once, a few months ago, and since then, he’d echoed her address over and over in his head, thinking, debating, aching to go there. But he never did.

      He had to stay far away from her. From temptation.

      Now he had no damn choice but to see her.

      Making good time, considering he sped the entire way to Deena’s house, he quickly made entry into her home, feeling odd doing so even with her permission, and grabbed everything. He reset the alarm before leaving and locked up the house tightly before replacing the key back under the flowerpot. What a terrible place to hide it. Anybody smart enough would look there first. Did Sauer know about this? He had an inkling Sauer had no clue his wife hid a key there, because it didn’t seem like something a detective would approve of.

      Not his problem.

      He took a deep breath before starting up his 1969 Chevelle SS that was his pride and joy. It took over a year for him to save up enough money to start his business, tattooing on the side until he could finally purchase his own shop, then another few years of searching and buying this baby. Probably the only thing in his life that he loved more than anything.

      Sure, he loved Deena like a sister. But this baby. This beautiful, red baby that always gave his heart a little jolt when he turned the key, well, he loved her like he hadn’t loved anything in his life. She was his everything.

      Cool leather seats, all original. Crimson red. A 396 V8 engine that purred like a newborn kitten.

      He loved his car. With a passion.

      The same could not be said about a woman. He had never loved a woman like he loved his car.

      And Susan…well, he couldn’t say he loved her, but she was something else.

      What did it matter? She probably hated him.

      Twenty minutes later, he pulled into her driveway, his nerves jangling forth like never before.

      What the hell?

      He never got nervous over a woman. He wasn’t about to start now. Smoothing his hair back, he blew out a breath and got out of the car.

      Grabbing a few bags from the trunk, he tried to appear nonchalant as he headed for her door. He would not let his nerves show. What was there to be nervous about? She was just a woman. Just another woman he slept with. No big deal.

      Taking a moment, because he knew he needed it, even as pansy as that sounded, he hit the doorbell.

      When the door swung open to the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, he couldn’t stop the little dance his heart played out. Her light-blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, little wisps of hair framing her face. Her hazel eyes, so sweet and innocent, looked at him with shock. He could still picture how gorgeous she looked lying on her bed, her hair fanned out across the pillow after he helped take out all the pins she used to secure it into an elegant updo she wore to the ball. He loved her hair flowing freely around her. Temptation pulled at him to yank the ponytail out.

      “Hi, Susan.”

      She opened her mouth, then closed it, clearly surprised to see him, which surprised him. He figured Deena would’ve called her. Why didn’t she? He could see by the strain between her eyes and the stiffness of her posture she wasn’t happy to see him.

      “Deena asked me to drop some things off for the party because she’s stuck at work.” He lifted the bags in his hands to show the evidence.

      He figured Susan could appreciate that, eyeing the evidence to back up his words, considering that was her line of work. She worked at the police department in the forensics lab. One of the reasons he walked away from her that night.

      “I had no idea. She didn’t tell me, but please bring it in. What’s in those bags?” She stepped back a good distance, obviously not wanting to get too close to him as he walked inside.

      “Some food and napkins and whatnot. There’s more in my car.” He took a small breath, holding in the urge to drop the bags to the ground and pull her into his arms. Of course, she didn’t look too receptive to the gesture, but it didn’t stop him from aching to do it. “Where should I put these? Go do whatever you were doing and I’ll bring it all in.”

      She nodded, clearly loving that idea, too. Anything to get away from him.

      Damn. He did that. He created the huge distance between them.

      “On the kitchen table is fine. It’s⁠—”

      “Down the hallway and to the right. I know.”

      Her jaw clenched, then her features smoothed out as if nothing bothered her. “Well, then. I’ll let you get to it.”

      She headed to his left into the living room. He couldn’t be sure where she had been working in the house to set up the party before he arrived, but he didn’t think it was the living room by the way she glanced around the room figuring out what to do. When he stepped into the kitchen and saw the vegetables on the counter, a knife resting on a cutting board by some carrots, he figured she had been working in the kitchen. Obviously, she didn’t want to be in the same room as him.

      He could only blame himself for making her feel that way. It didn’t make it hurt any less. Regardless of the tension between them, he couldn’t change it. He wouldn’t. It was for the best. She had to accept it.

      Shit. So did he.

      He worked as fast as he could, carrying in everything from Deena’s house, trying his damndest not to peek into the living room every time he walked by. He failed every single time. One time he almost stopped to help her hang a banner that she was struggling with. She barely made it to his shoulders, considering he was much taller than her, and she was trying to hang a banner to the entry of the living room that almost touched his head.

      When he walked out of the kitchen after unloading his last load of supplies, he couldn’t leave without helping. She was still struggling to hang the banner, reaching on her tippy-toes. When she jumped, attempting to connect the piece of tape strapped across the corner of the banner to the wall, he couldn’t hold back a chuckle. Then a full burst of laughter let loose as he watched the tape slide easily off the wall and the banner fell to the floor.

      “So glad you find this humorous.”

      “I can help.”

      Her head snapped to him. “I don’t want your help. But thank you.”

      He enjoyed how, even though she hated him, she couldn’t help but be polite by adding in a thank you. As if her parents had ingrained in her the importance of always being respectful. And his Susan was the sweetest woman he ever met. She treated everyone with respect, at least from what he remembered from that night.

      One night with her and he thought he knew her. His Susan⁠—

      Wait…No. Not his Susan. Just Susan. He couldn’t call her his, even if he wanted to.

      “Why not? What’s so wrong with me helping? I helped bring all that shit in the house.”

      Her eyes blazed with fire. His body responded in the wrong way—a way he needed to suppress—but damn he loved seeing the fire in her eyes. Perhaps that’s why he did it.

      Plus, he honestly wanted to know why. So they had sex once. So he left the next morning...really, really early in the morning. Without saying good-bye. And never called her once as he said he would. It still didn’t mean he couldn’t help hang a dumbass banner.

      “Like I said, Stitch, I don’t want your help.”

      His jaw tightened, a muscle ticking in his cheek at the way she said his name. With disgust. “At least grab a chair, then. It’ll help, shorty.”

      Her mouth dropped open at the way he said shorty. The anger in her eyes intensified. It ignited his desire even more. Damn, she was sexy as hell all flustered and angry.

      “I’m not that short. I’ll get it without a chair or your help.”

      Leaning against the wall, he crossed his arms and legs and flashed a brilliant smile. “I can’t wait to see this.”

      “Leave.”

      “Now, sweetheart, we both know you don’t really want that.” He winked for extra measure.

      He knew he was playing with fire—a hellish fire that was bound to burn him to the ground into nothing but ashes—but he couldn’t help himself. This woman. This beautiful, amazing woman was always on his mind. To have her standing in front of him was torturous and painful and heartbreaking. He needed to soak up her beauty a few more minutes before he left, never to see her again. As it should be.

      She tilted her head to the side as her eyes sparkled with a little bit of desire, and if he wasn’t mistaken, a little bit more rage than he anticipated. Both things turned him on. His pants were getting tighter and tighter by the second.

      “Oh, Stitch, you think you’re funny. You’re not.”

      “You sure? I had you laughing a lot that night.”

      Her eyes flickered, pain touching them, before it disappeared. He couldn’t tell if he imagined it or not. Anger he could handle from her. Pain was a different story.

      “Yeah, you did. Still do.”

      “See.” He graced her with the cockiest grin he owned with a wink to go with it.

      She took a few steps toward him and stopped about a foot away. Close enough for him to reach out and pull her into his arms like he wanted to do since the moment he saw her. “It’s sad. You have no idea why I want to laugh at you.”

      “Enlighten me, sweetheart.”

      A wicked grin touched her gorgeous face. “You think I want you again, which is so damn hilarious. That night, while fun, wasn’t, like, the best night of my life or anything. Sorry you thought so.”

      “I know you’re not a liar, so why pretend to be one now.”

      “Poor Stitch, he can’t handle the truth.” She reached out and patted his cheek mockingly. “It was just sex. And honestly, it was only…meh.” Her hand fell away. “So don’t think for one second I’m dying to be in your arms again.” She turned and started walking away to the kitchen.

      Did she just say the sex was meh between them? That he wasn’t even that good.

      What. The. Hell.

      What a crock of shit! There was no way she could think that. Yet, as he watched her walk away, her stance was steady, her stride purposeful, almost enticing, as if she knew how badly he wanted her. But, apparently, she didn’t want him.

      Meh.

      No way.

      “That was the best sex you’ve ever had, and you know it, shorty!”

      For some reason, those words felt hollow as he hollered down the hallway, losing view of her as she turned the corner.
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      Susan’s hand shook like a mini earthquake as she picked up the knife. She couldn’t believe what she said to him. It was only…meh. That was so damn hilarious it wasn’t funny. It was heartbreakingly sad.

      But she couldn’t let him get away with acting all cocky, like he was God’s gift to women, as if she should be falling at his feet that he decided to grace her doorstep…finally! And why?

      Because Dee asked him to. Definitely not because he wanted to.

      She should’ve known better than to fall for his charm. Honestly, when they asked her to go to the King and Queen’s ball, she didn’t want to. But Dee, Rina, and Zoe insisted she come with them. Of course, they had a date with their husbands. Who was she supposed to go with?

      Sauer tried to get Newman, his partner and friend, to go with her. As friends, of course. Newman shot that idea down. I don’t want to go to a ball…and I don’t want to go with Susan.

      She wished she had never heard him say that, or the way he said it. Like a dolt, she had a huge crush on him, even when he had a girlfriend, and he ruined that with little effort.

      After that, the ladies decided she needed to go to the ball, and Dee said she had the perfect guy to take her.

      Stitch.

      From the moment she laid eyes on him, she didn’t even understand why she had such a silly crush on Newman. One piercing gaze from him had her melting on the spot. He stared at her with such intensity, with such desire, she had almost been afraid to shake his hand when he offered it.

      A bad boy all wrapped up in a nice fancy suit. Black hair, on the longish side, that he swept back with a simple style. Every so often, he would run a hand through it, making her wish she could do the same. Golden-brown eyes that gazed at her all night with need from the moment they made eye contact. A hint of a five o’clock shadow. Just enough, that every time his cheek grazed hers as they danced, it sent little bolts of lightning straight to her core. The sensation had driven her mad with lust. And his tattoos… Each time she saw a small patch of ink on his wrist when his shirt and jacket moved a certain way, or a small peek from his neck, considering he didn’t bother to wear a bow tie and left the top button loose, she had ached to see more. Each and every tattoo that covered his body.

      And she did.

      He had been hers all night. They laughed. They danced. They drank. At the end of the night, he drove her home and they had sex. Mind-blowing sex.

      He whispered such sweet and dirty things in her ear. No man had ever talked dirty and wanton with her. More like boring and unoriginal. Every word ignited her body on fire. She had wanted more and more and more until she couldn’t walk. He gave her multiple orgasms that she never knew she could even produce.

      He said he’d call her right before they drifted off to sleep because he already missed her. One of the sweetest things ever said to her. She fell into a peaceful sleep after that.

      And nothing.

      For the last six months, she heard absolutely nothing from him. Until today.

      Yeah, the sex had been spectacular—nothing at all what she said—but she wouldn’t let him see how much it affected her. She refused to let him see how much he truly hurt her. It wasn’t the first time a guy let her down. Honestly, she didn’t think it’d be the last.

      Swiping a lone tear away, she started to chop the carrots. She didn’t hear the front door close, but she figured he left.

      She laughed.

      Oh, yeah, he left. Thinking he was lame in bed. He wouldn’t be sticking around now.

      Well, it served him right for acting all cocky and like he hadn’t ripped her heart out when he ditched her before the morning and then never called.

      Her motions started to get faster, harder and rigid, as the anger started to consume her once more. How dare he act as if nothing happened between them. Like they didn’t share an amazing night of sex together.

      “Susan, I’m⁠—”

      She screamed, jumped, and slammed her hand down, the one holding the knife, all in one smooth motion. Instant tears started to form as the pain radiated from her finger and down to the very tips of her toes.

      “Oh, shit.” She clutched her hand to her chest. The blood trailed across the floor as she rushed to the sink behind her.

      “Are you okay?”

      Before she could answer his question, he was by her side and wrapping her hand with her good towels her grandma embroidered. His grip turned hard as he tried to stop the bleeding. She could feel his hot breath hit the top of her head. His warmth cocooned her, soothing her. Yet, he made her cut herself. He had scared the living daylights out of her.

      “I’m sorry, Susan.” His voice lowered an octave. “For everything. I never meant to hurt you. Not in the past…not right now.”

      She lifted her gaze, her eyes still swimming with tears. Her finger hurt like the dickens. The knife felt like it sliced right through.

      He glanced away, his eyes lowering to the floor. She followed his gaze, eyeing the thick blood drops that made a pathway to where she stood. She knew blood inside and out. She had seen it splattered against walls in horrifying ways. Spread out across a bed like a pristine sheet covering it. Sprinkled around a room as if someone had tossed it for good measure. Pooled in a puddle on the cold, hard concrete. Blood didn’t faze her. It couldn’t. Not in her line of work.

      But seeing the trail from the island counter to the sink, her blood trail, made her almost gag at the sight.

      A warm hand cupped her chin, pulling until her eyes connected with his. “I should look at it quickly. We have to see if you need stitches.”

      Stitches. She felt like laughing. But she didn’t. Not when the man who went by the nickname Stitch held her hand tightly, as if he never wanted to let go.

      She nodded, too afraid to say anything.

      With a swiftness that surprised her, he unwrapped the towel, looked at her wounded finger, then wrapped it back up.

      “Doesn’t look too deep. But it does look nasty. A band-aid isn’t going to cover it. I should take you to the hospital.”

      Her wits finally came back. She grabbed the towel right above his hand and pushed his hand away. Or at least tried to. He wouldn’t budge.

      “I’m fine. You’re right. It didn’t look deep, so there’s no need to go to the hospital.”

      His eyes narrowed, as if he wanted to argue with her. She assumed most people would cower from that look. Not her. Working in the forensics department didn’t put her in the path of too many criminals, considering she always arrived at the scene after everything occurred, but she had dealt with a few scary people in her life. Stitch wasn’t one of them.

      “Don’t argue with me.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      His eyes flared with intense heat as his grip tightened even more. Shockingly, it didn’t hurt. The passion in his golden-brown depths did, however. A thin lock of black hair fell to his forehead. Suddenly, she ached to brush it back, as he always did.

      No. What she needed to do was get away.

      “Please, let me go to the bathroom. I have everything I need here.”

      “I’ll help you.”

      She shook her head. Her gaze hit the cutting board and her bloodied carrots. She couldn’t control the shiver that consumed her.

      His warm hand covered hers as he leaned closer. “Fine. Go fix your hand and I’ll clean up the mess.”

      The moment he released her from his death grip, she fled the kitchen. She wasn’t about to argue with him. Thinking about cleaning up the mess made her stomach curl, and she couldn’t even decipher why. Damn Stitch for realizing it immediately, offering to do it for her.

      Pulling her first-aid kit from underneath the bathroom sink, she started to bandage her pointer finger. The knife sliced it near the edge of her finger. She was lucky she didn’t chop it right off.

      The bleeding had slowed down, probably from Stitch’s tight grip. She wrapped it with gauze, making her finger look like a tiny mummy, then taped it together.

      She cleaned up the mess and took her time putting everything away. Rotating her hand around, she couldn’t help but wonder if maybe she should get stitches. The way she had it wrapped, it looked like she should. But then Stitch would insist on going with her, and the last thing she wanted was for him to stay. He needed to leave. Seeing his handsome, yet annoying face was too much. Especially after she was finally starting to forget all about him.

      She nearly tripped when she walked back into the kitchen and found Stitch at the island counter cutting the broccoli apart. The sight was…right. As strange as he looked, his forearms flexing from cutting, his tattoos sticking out in her girly kitchen decked out in shades of light green with flower decorations everywhere, from the doorknobs on the cabinets to the curtains hanging above the sink, he looked like he fit right in. The bad boy looked oddly domestic, and she liked the image a little too much.

      A question she asked herself many times the past six months crossed her mind once again. Was he a bad boy?

      His image said he was. His cockiness today suggested it. Even a few words spoken by Dee said he was. But was he?

      He had been sweet, kind, and so attentive the night of the ball. Not the picture of a bad boy, besides his tattoos, if she wanted to be judgmental, which she didn’t.

      She pushed all her trembling emotions away to be sorted out later, by herself, and cleared her throat. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Nope, I don’t.” His eyes caught hers. “But I’m going to. Go find something else to do. I’ll finish the cutting around here. You can’t be trusted with a knife.” His lips curled into a devilish grin, one she found too enticing for her battered heart.

      “Fine. I’ll go finish hanging the sign.” With a haughty tilt to her head, she started to walk away.

      “Good luck with that…shorty.”

      His laughter followed her down the hallway.

      Shorty.

      Yeah, she was much shorter than him. It didn’t mean he had to point it out and make fun of her.

      As she picked up the banner from the floor, she chastised herself. She meant to make him leave, and here she was allowing him to stay.

      A slow smile grew into one she shouldn’t have. He wanted to help her. That damn sweet side of him again.

      Oh, no.

      Was he playing a game with her? Reel her in with sweetness once more and take her body to extreme pleasures. He had something to prove, especially since she essentially issued a challenge by claiming he was horrible in bed.

      She wanted to hate herself for doing such a thing. She also wanted him to walk out of the kitchen and take her against the wall. A little hard and rough. Because she needed to release her pent-up emotions. Because she wanted it fast and dirty. Because she wanted…him.

      As long as Stitch was in her house, she was screwed either way.
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        * * *

      

      Newman ran a tired hand through his hair as he took his time walking up the porch steps to the front door. He nodded once at Officer Spencer and entered the house, preparing himself as best as he could for the scene about to hit his eyes.

      Sometimes he hated getting up so early for a crime scene. He didn’t even have enough time to make a cup of coffee. He could use a hot steaming cup of Joe right now to wake him up, to calm his nerves some.

      That probably wouldn’t even work right now. Nothing could. Not a damn thing could make his life better.

      He swallowed hard, then took a step into the bedroom. His eyes made a quick sweep of the room, barely glancing at the dead woman on the floor, who had glaring red marks on her neck. The scene smelled like death, looked like a horror scene with a broken lamp, clothes scattered around the room, the bedsheets tangled in a mess, and all he wanted to do was flee. Run fast, and run hard. He didn’t want to stop until he felt his world center back into equilibrium. Would he ever feel balanced and carefree again?

      The room might look horrifying, yet he couldn’t see any blood. He blew out a tiny sigh of relief, grateful for that small thing. He didn’t think he could handle any blood right now.

      “Dude, you okay?”

      Newman averted his attention from the hallway, trying not to plan his escape like he wanted, and gave Sauer a weak smile. “Just tired. What do we have so far?”

      “This is Tonya Moretta. Her sister found her. I guess she’s been staying with her recently and got home late from a party. She saw her sister’s bedroom light was on, which was unusual, and found her like this.” Sauer stepped closer to him, walking carefully around the body, and Susan, who was collecting evidence. “She’s recently divorced. Her sister, Jeanine, said she’s been having problems with her ex-husband lately. He’ll be a good place to start.” He lowered his voice. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Newman nodded, even though he was far from okay. He wanted to spill his guts. He wanted to tell Sauer every sordid detail of his messed-up life, but he couldn’t. His life would turn even worse if he did.

      “Yep.” Newman glanced around the room again, his eyes hitting the dead body a little longer than last time. “Looks like she might’ve been…raped.”

      “Yeah. Susan’s waiting for Dr. Everly to get here so she can process the body for evidence, but she did find some fingerprints on the nightstand. Let’s hope it’s not the victim’s. I say we start by interviewing the ex-husband.”

      His heart started to beat erratically. What he wanted to do was disappear. He wanted to slink away into the dead of night, erase every aspect of his life, and re-emerge as a whole new person. A different one. A respectful one.

      “Why don’t you interview the ex-husband and I’ll start canvassing the neighborhood to see if anyone saw anything. We’ll get more done if we split up.”

      Sauer cocked a brow, surprised by his suggestion. They never split up. They always interviewed, canvassed, and worked a case side-by-side. Why had he suggested that?

      If Sauer would ask, he’d be tempted to say he needed to be alone right now. He wouldn’t be fit for company. Of course, Sauer would never ask, and he’d never actually say that.

      “Sure. We can do that.”

      Like Sauer could be, he let it go. He didn’t question him. He didn’t mess with the status quo. One of these times, Newman wished Sauer would. He wished he’d get into his face and demand some answers.

      Today wasn’t the day he’d do it, obviously.

      “Let’s get to work.” He smiled for Sauer’s benefit. Without another word, he walked out of the room without glancing at the dead body, or even a simple hello or good-bye to Susan, who looked overtired and oddly quiet herself. He knew that feeling well.
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        * * *

      

      The filing cabinet drawer slammed so hard it shut and opened back up a little. The ringing in her ears that started at a dull tingle when she walked into work this morning flared to a full-blown roar as her mind tried to recall where she put the Moretta file.

      Meticulous. Orderly. Put together. Organization kept her sane in a job that would put quite a few people in the bathroom puking their guts out.

      But today…

      Today went from one bad scenario to the next. It all started with waking up before the birds sang to a crime scene that still made her stomach roil with disgust. She hated rape cases. She hated thinking how much the victim must’ve suffered before she died. Of course, she wasn’t positive the victim was raped, since Dr. Everly hadn’t completed the autopsy yet, but there had been enough indication at the crime scene to suggest that’s what happened.

      She was tired and worn out, her finger throbbed, and she wanted to go home and crawl under her covers and not come out for a week.

      “Where are you?” She shoved the drawer closed once again, feeling triumph it finally shut properly but the throbbing in her finger intensified as she had pushed harder than she anticipated.

      “Susan, are you okay?”

      She whipped around to the doorway of her office and produced a smile she didn’t want to as Detective Ben Stoyer walked in. No matter how horrible she was feeling, no matter how bad of a day it was, she could always manage a smile for him and Detective Zeke Chance, two of her favorite detectives, and also the husbands of two of her good friends, Rina and Zoe.

      “I’m fine. I’m having a little difficulty finding a folder.”

      Ben’s eyes narrowed in concern. “Can I help somehow?”

      “Nope. I’ll find it. It’s here.” It has to be. She took a seat at her desk, a smile still on her face. “What’s up?”

      His eyes hit her finger that was still wrapped tightly with gauze. “How’s the hand? Rina told me you cut it yesterday getting ready for the party.”

      She tried not to sigh heavily at the reminder of her mishap. And of Stitch. “It’s fine.”

      The concern slowly dissipated as joy took its place. “I wanted to say thanks for putting on such a great baby shower for Rina. She was in tears at home, showing me everything she got.” He looked panicked. “Happy tears, I mean. The littlest thing gets her so emotional, but they were definitely happy tears. She never expected such a wonderful party.”

      A genuine smile finally touched her features. “I’m so glad to hear that. It was a great party.” Stitch helped set it all up.

      Of course, that wasn’t something she wanted to talk about. Or even think about. She had to stop thinking about Stitch.

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine.” She leaned forward. “Was there something else you needed?”

      “Well…”

      She laughed as she grabbed the basket near the corner of her desk filled with the files she still needed to file. While nobody could call her unorganized, there were times she was so exhausted from working out in the field that she had no energy to put everything away. She had a simple basket on her desk to keep the clutter away. It gave her the sense of organization until it was done properly.

      “The Turner case, am I right?” Her fingers fiddled with the folders until she came across the latest case Ben and Zeke were working on. “Dr. Everly pulled a .22 caliber bullet out. Close range shot to the head. I haven’t had a chance to run it through the system for a ballistics match. I also found a few fingerprints. I’ll try to get to it today.”

      His sweet smile inched up a notch. “You’re the best, Susan. I’m liking the husband for this, even though he has an alibi. His daughter didn’t seem to believe his alibi. I’m worried about her. I’d like to close this case for her.”

      “Well, it could be hard to prove it’s the husband based on the fingerprints. They weren’t divorced or separated, and his prints can easily be explained why they would be found anywhere in the house.”

      “He doesn’t own a firearm. I’m hoping the ballistics come back helpful. Maybe it’s stolen and he bought it off someone. I’m hoping I find that someone and they flip on him.”

      “That’s a lot of maybes and hoping. I promise to try to get to it soon.”

      “Thanks again, Susan.” Ben started to walk out, turning toward her at the last second. “If you ever need to talk, I’m here for you. You know that, right?”

      “I do. Thanks, Ben.”

      He walked out.

      Susan slouched in her chair, tired and exhausted. Not because she had a late night with the party. Thankfully, that ended at a decent hour and she was alone with her thoughts by ten. She didn’t have a drop of alcohol to drown her sorrows. She couldn’t even say she was tired from getting up at four in the morning to head to a crime scene.

      Seeing Stitch again after months of silence took more of a toll on her than she would’ve ever imagined. The irritating man stuck around cutting vegetables, preparing food, and helping her set up the house to look as beautiful as it possibly could for Rina. By the time Dee made it, there wasn’t anything left to do. Stitch made a quick good-bye and left. Surprisingly, Dee made no comment about why he
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