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      What had he done?

      He stared down at the body lying at his feet. He didn’t remember picking up the knife, and he didn’t remember slicing it through the woman’s flesh until all that was left was the shredded corpse of what used to be a beautiful young woman. 

      It wasn’t really her fault. She hadn’t deserved this, she didn’t deserve to die, but she hadn’t been right.

      She wasn’t really the one he wanted.

      He’d tried though. He’d thought that if he could line everything up just right, get as close as possible to what he wanted that it would be okay, but it wasn’t. 

      Nothing was okay. 

      And now he had a gigantic mess to clean up. 

      Glancing down at himself, he saw that he was covered in blood from head to toe. There was no way he could walk out of here like this. It was late and dark out, but there was still a chance that someone could see him, and when they saw him drenched in blood, they would definitely call the cops.

      That was the last thing he needed.

      Okay, he had to clean up this mess, and then himself. He didn’t know a lot about forensics and DNA and fingerprints and stuff, but he knew enough to make sure he left as little of himself behind as possible. 

      Casting a sorrowful look at the dead woman’s face, he started a search through her house. Finding bleach in the laundry room and a stack of towels in the linen closet, he brought both with him to the living room. 

      Getting down on his hands and knees, he got to work sloshing bleach everywhere, then he grabbed the towels and did his best to clean all the blood off the floor. 

      Which turned out to be a lot harder than he’d realized.

      Who knew blood was so hard to clean up?

      It was like the more he tried to wash it away, the more it just smeared everywhere.

      He was starting to get antsy.

      What if someone came to the door?

      It was after eleven, but some people were up late, and he didn’t know this woman well enough to know who her friends and family were and what her routines were. 

      That should be enough, right?

      What about the rest of the room? 

      What had he touched?

      His heart was hammering in his chest as panic clawed at him, making it hard to think, and with a million worries flying through his mind, concentrating on any one thing was virtually impossible. 

      Grabbing one of the towels, he took it to the kitchen, soaked it in water, then proceeded to walk around the house, wiping down anything he thought he might have touched.

      When that was done, he gave the room a satisfied look, confident he had done his best to wipe away any traces of himself. Now he just had to do something about his body and his clothes. If he threw his things in the washer and then the drier while he took a shower, he could be out of here as clean as he’d been when he arrived for the date. 

      Loading the machine, he headed upstairs to the bathroom and turned the water on as hot as he could bear then methodically scrubbed every inch of his body until he was sure that there wasn’t a speck of blood remaining. 

      With nothing to do while he waited for his clothes to be ready, he went back to the living room and looked with remorse at the woman’s body. Her eyes stared sightlessly at the ceiling. They had a weird, empty look to them that he’d never seen before, and it made him shudder in revulsion.

      Death was creepy.

      He’d never seen a dead body before, and sitting here in this room with one was making his anxiety fly through the roof. 

      Prayers.

      He’d say his prayers.

      That would make everything better. 

      He’d pray for her and for himself. She was an innocent. She’d be in Heaven right now, free and happy, at peace, but if he wanted to go to Heaven one day, then he had a lot of repenting to do. 

      First thing tomorrow, he would have to go to confession. 

      Now, though, he’d get a head start with his rosaries. Getting down on his knees he began to pray. 
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      “This is a mess.”

      Owen glanced at his partner Max and nodded. A mess didn’t even begin to describe it. What lay in front of them was mayhem. Complete and utter mayhem.

      Katherine Datuche, a thirty-three-year-old woman, who worked in the mortgage department at a local bank, was eviscerated from head to toe. Knife wounds marked her face, her chest, her abdomen, and a few on her legs. Some defensive wounds, no doubt. Most intentional. At this point, they didn’t know much other than her name, her occupation, and she owned a black cat that marked its paw prints everywhere.

      Amongst the scattered prints was a mixture of blood and what he could only assume was bleach, but the stench was strong.

      Owen wasn’t sure yet what to make of the bleach. The blood on the floor looked smeared as if the killer had attempted to wipe up the mess. Her body had a strong odor of bleach as well. He’d have to wait for confirmation from Crock, the coroner, that she had indeed been doused with the cleaning detergent.

      There were a few towels folded properly on the dryer in the laundry room that were stained an odd pinkish-red. They had once been a vibrant yellow, if the other towels in the hallway closet were any indication. Ms. Datuche seemed to like color coordinating. A brief walk around the house said as much.

      Her kitchen was decorated in bright reds. From the polka dot curtains to the stylish tile backsplash coated with red and white every other tile.

      Her bedroom was a pretty blue, as majestic as a sunny day with no clouds in sight. She even had a painting of a rainbow above her bed.

      Her bathroom was decked out in different yellows. He liked the large starfish hanging on the wall above the toilet. It reminded him of Tina and⁠—

      Whoa. Not where he wanted his thoughts to go. Except, since he had seen her two weeks ago when her brother Miles went missing with Detective Hawkins, he couldn’t get her to disappear from his mind.

      “Killer must’ve known her,” Owen said, hoping to distract his wandering thoughts by focusing on the crime in front of him. He rarely lost his focus while working. When he was on a case, that’s all that mattered. The case. The victim. Finding a killer. Closing said case. Moving on to the next one.

      Max nodded. “Crime of passion, for sure. What do you think,” Max asked as he walked to the left a bit to see the scene from a different angle, “about twenty to thirty stab wounds? You don’t stab someone that many times unless you’re really pissed about something.”

      Owen circled the opposite way, liking to get a new angle like Max. That’s what made them such great partners. Their thought processes were the same, yet dispositions a bit different. He was a no-nonsense kind of guy. By the book. Organized. Detailed notes. Mission-oriented. Although, more so the bad guy in a good-cop-bad-cop scenario. Max was more lighthearted. Liked to joke around. Organized, but in a chaotic sort of way that made sense only to him. And, of course, the good guy in the good-cop-bad-cop situation. Unless a suspect said something that set him off. He did tend to have a slight hair-trigger temper. Which made Owen laugh when it came out of nowhere, especially since he loved to joke around. A person had to watch what kind of jokes were said.

      “Well, we didn’t find any forced entry, so she had to have known the killer. We need to see if she has a boyfriend. Has she been arguing with someone lately?” Owen crouched down to get another new angle of the body. “Definitely killed in a fit of rage.”

      Knife wounds scoured her body. Some looked deep. Some looked shallow. She fought back. Tried to, anyway. Her hands looked like someone had taken a cheese grater and went to town rubbing her hand up and down, so many nicks and cuts coated them. She had tried to fight back.

      Her hair, a shade of brown, sort of like the spare room she had decked out in sandy-brown tones—which had reminded him of the beach, especially with the pictures of the ocean on the walls—was now lying in a pool of blood. Instead of a rich brown-looking tone, it resembled more of a murky mud puddle.

      He couldn’t tell by her hair if she had just come home from work or out to drinks with some friends; it was tangled in a heap of crimson red. Her clothes weren’t much better to give him any indication. She wore a black dress. Not too fancy where she could’ve worn it to the bank, but also not too dressed down where she might’ve planned to take a stroll around the lake and maybe dip her toes in the water. A casual dress. No fancy jacket was lying around indicating she had taken it off and tossed it.

      Her sister had called it in after Ms. Datuche hadn’t shown up to work this morning and a co-worker couldn’t get a hold of her. The co-worker also knew her sister, who had called her with concern. She had let herself in with a spare key and was so shocked by the horrific scene, she had thrown up her breakfast right in the midst of the chaos already spread across the floor.

      The stench from that, to the dead body, to the strong smell of bleach had him ready to gag himself.

      Max finished circling the room, edging closer to the front door. “Let’s knock on some of the neighbors’ doors.”

      Great idea. They could get away from the smell, which was what Max was also thinking. “Lead the way.”

      Max started to walk out. Owen couldn’t resist looking at the victim and her soulless eyes one more time. Nothing but a vacant stare. No life. No heartbeat. No spirit. It was so disheartening to look upon a dead body. But someone had to do it. Someone had to help the people who couldn’t help themselves. He took pride in being that person. Being a voice to the murdered victims who couldn’t simply say, “This person killed me. They did it.”

      While he wished he had a one hundred percent closing rate on his cases, he didn’t. Not even close because some cases were never solved. Not enough evidence. No witnesses. Not many clues to lead them in a good direction.

      This scene had so much to say. Too messy, which he hoped meant the killer left something behind. A print. A hair. Some sort of DNA—as long as they were in the system. The rage, the brutal way she had died, said this killer knew her. That was a good sign, too. All they should have to do was find out the problems she was having in her life and weed out the person most likely to kill her in such a fit of rage.

      Easy-peasy.

      Owen inhaled a large breath of fresh air as soon as he stepped out onto her porch. A bright sunny day. Slight breeze. Not too cold, not too hot. A perfect day, which was surprising considering it was early November.

      Except for the terrifying crime scene a few feet away inside the morbid house.

      Easy-peasy? Yeah, right.

      Not much was easy in life.

      Certainly not his childhood. Adulthood was even a struggle. He learned that the hard way when he thought he found the woman he would marry.

      Until she tore his heart out with her lies. At least, he thought she lied. That was the problem. He didn’t know. And not knowing was worse than a lie.

      He couldn’t abide by secrets.

      Tina Thomas had secrets she hadn’t been willing to share, and he hadn’t wanted to stick around to deal with her betrayal.
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      This was silly.

      She should leave.

      Yes.

      No.

      Ugh, Tina Thomas groaned. Why was she making a big deal out of this? All she was doing was going to thank someone who had helped to save her brother’s life. That was perfectly acceptable.

      So why did she feel like she was doing something wrong?

      Well, unfortunately, she knew the answer to that question. She felt like she was doing something wrong because the man who had saved her brother’s life was the only man she had ever loved.

      Probably the only man she would ever love.

      At least that’s how it felt. It had been more than two years since their relationship had ended and she hadn’t found herself interested in another man. There had been a few who had asked her out, and her twin sister had tried to help her move on by setting her up on a few blind dates, but none of those men could even come close to Detective Owen Morrison. 

      With a frustrated sigh she opened her car door, picked up the box of cupcakes, and walked deliberately into the police station. 

      She was being foolish. Okay, so she and Owen hadn’t exactly ended things on good terms, but when she’d needed him and she’d called and asked for his help, he hadn’t hesitated to come. That had to mean something. 

      Didn’t it?

      The truth was she was so confused when it came to Owen. She’d thought things were going so well between them. She’d been in love, thought Owen loved her, and had hoped that marriage and kids were in their future. But then he’d started acting weird, accusing her of not being into their relationship, of keeping secrets and …

      Well, since she had been keeping secrets and she was an awful liar, he had broken up with her.

      It still hurt, but she was a big girl and she was sure she would move on.

      Eventually.

      Straightening her spine, she forced her steps to be even, her smile smooth, demeanor confident. She was a much better actor than she was liar. In fact, most of her life she had been putting on an act.

      Except when she’d been with Owen.

      Ironically, since he had accused her of lying, she had actually been more of her true self with him than she had with anyone else, including her family.

      Opening the precinct door, she headed for the front desk. Although she knew where the homicide division was, she and Owen weren’t together anymore, and she couldn’t just go wandering through the precinct looking for him. 

      “Hello.” She smiled at the officer there. “I was wondering if I might be able to see Detective Owen Morrison. I wanted to thank him for his help finding my brother, and I baked him some cupcakes.” She and her twin sister Tiffany owned their own cupcake store, Double Trouble Sweet Treats, and she had baked these ones this morning just for Owen. They were his favorite: chocolate cupcakes with a strawberry baked inside, then topped with chocolate flavored whipped cream.

      The officer smiled at her, and, unless she was mistaken, she saw a hint of interest in his hazel eyes. He was cute, with longish brown hair and long lashes, but she didn’t get that fluttering feeling in her stomach she got when she looked at Owen. 

      “Sure thing, ma’am. What’s your name?”

      Tina hesitated for a moment. If Owen knew it was her waiting for him down here would he still come? Would he avoid her? Pretend that he wasn’t here or was too busy? She’d been trying to build up enough courage for two weeks now to come here and thank him, and now that she’d finally gotten here, she wasn’t going to back out.

      “It’s Tina Thomas,” she said, smiling back. 

      “Hold on a moment, ma’am.” 

      The officer picked up his phone, and she tuned him out, trying to focus on calming her wildly beating heart. She could do this. It was only Owen. She shouldn’t be nervous about seeing him, and she was only here to thank him. It wasn’t like she was harboring any illusions of the two of them getting back together. As much as she wished that things would have worked out between them, and as much as her heart still belonged to him, she had to accept that that ship had sailed if she wanted to move on with her life. 

      “He’ll be right down, ma’am,” the officer told her. 

      “Thank you.” With a smile she hoped looked sincere, she moved a little away from the desk where she could see the staircase. Although he didn’t talk about it, she knew that Owen didn’t always like small spaces. She’d figured it out because he always took the stairs, never the elevator.

      A minute later, she saw him. Over six feet tall, body cut like it had been chiseled from marble, short cut dark hair, blue eyes that once used to shine with love for her but now looked guarded and wary.

      Wary because he didn’t trust her, which hurt because she had never done anything wrong. She’d kept things from him, but it was because they were personal, things she wasn’t ready to share with anyone, not because she didn’t trust him or wanted to hurt him.

      “Tina,” he said, nodding his head at her as he walked over. “What are you doing here?”

      How badly she wanted to see that love in his eyes again, feel his arms wrapped around her, making her feel safe and secure, have his lips against hers, kissing away all the pain and fear and humiliation she’d felt in her life. But, unfortunately, wishing for what could never be didn’t change what was. 

      “I brought cupcakes, as a thank you for helping my brother. They’re your favorite,” she added with a smile. Just because they couldn’t be lovers didn’t mean they couldn’t be friends, right? She’d much rather have Owen as her boyfriend than her friend, but when it boiled down to it, she’d rather have him in her life any way she could than not at all.
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      They’re your favorite.

      Oh, that hurt.

      He didn’t want to hear from her that she remembered things like what his favorite kind of cupcake was. If she cared that much—to remember something so simple—then why did she lie to him?

      No. He wouldn’t do this to himself. He wouldn’t let his mind wander to the past, dissecting it, analyzing it, trying to figure out where he went wrong.

      Because he wasn’t the one in the wrong. He left her for a good reason. Because she wouldn’t tell him the truth. Because she couldn’t be honest with him.

      “Owen? Do you…” She held out the box of cupcakes with a smile. A tentative one, but a smile nonetheless. “Do you want them?”

      He wanted a lot of things. Being back in her life, for one. Standing here, seeing her beautiful face again after so long, knowing she remembered his favorite cupcake, it brought the memories of her front and center. And how much he had loved her.

      But yeah. He wasn’t going to say any of that. He put his heart on the line too many times with her. It never made a difference. She still kept lying—about something. Still not knowing what it was drove him nuts.

      When her smile started to dip, the box shaking in her hands, he knew he had to respond. He was acting like a jerk right now, and it was uncalled for.

      She didn’t have to bring him cupcakes. He didn’t do that much for her brother. He had gone to check on Miles and then called Carter, who had taken over and done the rest. He didn’t deserve these cupcakes.

      But he knew they’d taste delicious, and while he wasn’t ready to let her batter his heart once again, he had a sweet tooth and would never turn down cupcakes.

      “Thanks.” He reached out and took the box, accidentally brushing hands with her.

      The light, yet quick touch sent tiny tingles of desire down his spine. The kind of desire he hadn’t experienced in so long. Because he hadn’t dated once in the past two years since they had broken up, and not for the lack of trying by Max. He lost count of the number of times Max had tried to set him up on a blind date.

      No, thanks.

      Been there. Done that.

      He fell in love with Tina, and despite how hard it was to walk away, he made the right decision. He might still love her, but he couldn’t be with someone who kept secrets. His parents taught him early on in life that secrets didn’t make a good marriage.

      “I…umm…hope you like them.”

      He knew he was still acting like a jerk. Barely smiling. Not saying much. He couldn’t help it because seeing her again brought all the ache and pain he had lived with the last two years back up. Like it had only happened yesterday.

      But he had to stop. It was rude, and she didn’t have to make him these cupcakes. Maybe if he reminded himself of that a few more times, it’d sink in.

      Then he mentally slapped himself. Time to stop acting like this.

      He forced out a smile.

      “I know I will. You have magic in your hands.”

      Her face lit up, personifying her beauty.

      Wrong thing to say. It only made the ache inside expand, cutting him deeper. Oh, how he missed her smiles.

      Yet, he wanted to see more.

      He lifted the box. “You didn’t have to do this. But thanks. How is Miles?”

      He didn’t need to ask. He saw Jade here and there, having already inquired about Miles and how he was holding up after everything. But he figured it was what he was supposed to do. Not to mention, her smile increased by the short question, which was secretly what he wanted.

      Why was he torturing himself like this?

      “He’s good. Having fun with his new computers. You know…” She shrugged, her smile dimming some. “Because that psycho broke his other ones. I think it helps him forget what happened. And he has Jade now. She’s great.”

      “Yeah, she is.”

      She isn’t you.

      A man could only torture himself for so long. He knew things were over and they’d stay that way. Hello, it had been two years. A simple visit with cupcakes wasn’t going to change that fact.

      “Well, thanks again. I’ll see you around.”

      No, I won’t. What a dumb thing to say.

      Except her smile deepened and the joy in her eyes flourished. It made him ache, with every breath in his body, with a desperate need that he could possibly have her back.

      But he couldn’t.

      Before she could respond with something he’d have a hard time saying no to, he turned around and headed for the stairwell. He didn’t glance back once as he made his way up to the second floor.

      He knew some of the people he worked with thought it odd he never took the elevator. He always joked and chalked it up to enjoying the exercise. Because if he didn’t give them a tiny reason, they wouldn’t leave him alone about it, and talking about why he never took the elevators wasn’t on his to-do list. Not to mention, it wasn’t any of their business.

      Max knew why. As his partner and best friend, it came natural to tell him. Plus, working so closely with him, it was hard not to divulge his secret.

      Even Tina knew. He didn’t hide things from her like she had hidden from him.

      Trying to shake off the bad memories, he climbed the stairs two at a time. When he walked through the door and headed for his desk, he couldn’t help but shake his head when Jade and Carter beelined it toward him.

      These were his cupcakes, and he wasn’t sharing. Tina made them for him.

      He put a hand on top of the box after setting them down. Even Max eyed the box with envy.

      “Paws off. They’re mine.”

      Jade practically licked her lips. “I saw Tina drop them off. And I know how amazing she is at making cupcakes. Just give me one. That’s it.”

      That was an understatement. Tina was more than amazing. She was—not his anymore. He wouldn’t let his thoughts go there.

      “If I give you one, then I have to give Carter one, and Max one.”

      Carter shook his head in agreement, his eyes shining with hunger.

      “I’m entitled to one regardless. I’m your partner,” Max replied with complete certainty as if there were no doubt he’d be getting one.

      Owen cocked a brow. There were ten cupcakes. It wouldn’t kill him to share with his friends. Except he didn’t want to and he didn’t care how selfish that sounded.

      “Why did Tina drop off cupcakes anyway?” Jade asked.

      Ugh. The last thing Owen wanted was to be interrogated. It wasn’t a secret they had dated. But he was a private guy when it came to some things—those things namely being Tina.

      He flipped the lid open.

      “Fine. You can each have one. She brought them to say thanks for helping find her brother. I wasn’t the only one involved, so…” He made a sweep of his hand over the box.

      Jade eyed him funnily, but Max didn’t hesitate to grab his cupcake. He didn’t want to risk Owen changing his mind. Even Carter snatched one quickly. Jade must’ve decided she shouldn’t press further—as if there was more to it than a simple thanks—and grabbed a cupcake.

      “Thanks, man,” Carter said between chewing. “Wow. Tina knows how to bake.”

      He nodded but didn’t say anything else. What was there to say? And no matter how these three might play it, he wasn’t spilling his guts on anything. Especially his feelings for Tina.

      “Oh, Crock’s on the ball today. Here’s the coroner’s report already.” Max tossed the folder across his desk to land on Owen’s desk.

      Owen could only shake his head as the folder landed without much grace, some of the contents spilling out. He was grateful he hadn’t grabbed a cupcake yet as a picture of their latest victim hit his eyes.

      Her once beautiful face was sprinkled with stab wounds and tiny cuts. Her hair was at least void of the blood as it was a picture taken during the autopsy, once Crock had washed the body.

      Yeah, he’d eat his cupcake later, away from the gruesomeness before him.

      “Hmm…” Carter murmured as he stared at the photo.

      What an odd noise to make…

      “What?” Owen had to know what Carter was thinking.

      Carter shook his head as if he didn’t want to say anything. “It’s nothing. I’m seeing things.”

      Jade started to eye the photo as well. “Yeah, that is odd.”

      “What’s odd is you two talking like you know what each other is saying without saying it,” Owen said a little more sharply than he meant to.

      Carter and Jade shared a look before Jade looked at him with soulful eyes.

      “The woman in the photo resembles Tina a bit. The hair, her eyes. We’re probably seeing it because we just saw her. It’s nothing. Like Carter said.” Then she smiled and raised her half-eaten cupcake. “Thanks for the treat.”

      Then she and Carter sauntered off as if they hadn’t shaken his entire world.

      He stared at the photo.

      The woman’s face slowly morphed into Tina’s.

      And he suddenly had no appetite for any cupcakes ever again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Well that went well.

      Kind of. 

      Better than she had been expecting anyway. 

      Not perfect though. 

      Tina could tell that Owen was still angry with her, it was written in the tight lines around that sexy mouth of his, hidden deep in his beautiful blue eyes, but she also saw something else he was trying to hide. 

      Attraction.

      Maybe even affection. 

      Could Owen still love her?

      Was that possible?

      She hardly dared to hope that it was true, and even if it was, she had no idea what she would do with that piece of information. Would she go to him, tell him that he always had and always would own her heart? Would she do what she had been doing for the last two years and just hide, letting him walk away from her without a fight?

      Unfortunately, Tina feared she would do the latter.

      Parking her car round the back of the Double Trouble Sweet Treats, she got out, took a moment to enjoy the cool, crisp fall air before she headed inside. 

      Almost immediately, she bumped into Tiffany, who was carrying several boxes stacked on top of each other to the table near the back door where they left them ready for collection by their delivery guy. 

      “Careful, here, let me grab some,” she said, taking the top two of four boxes and setting them down on the table. 

      “Thanks,” Tiffany said with a smile. Her twin started to turn then stopped and peered more closely at Tina, her brows scrunched together as she gave her a visual onceover.  

      “What?” Tina asked, self-conscious now. Did she have toothpaste on her face, or a stick in her hair or something? 

      “Did you go and see Owen this morning? Did you bake him cupcakes?” Tiffany asked, looking positively giddy at the idea. 

      “What? How?” Tina sputtered. That was the problem with having a twin sister; they knew you too well. Sometimes better than you knew yourself. Other than when they had been in
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