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        Five years ago…

      

      

      A hand slapped her fingers away.

      “Don’t touch that.”

      Junelle turned to her brother, cocking a brow. “It’s my birthday. I think I can eat a piece of my own birthday cake.”

      Jason wiggled a finger in her face. “The party hasn’t started yet. Birthday or not, I’ll break your little finger if you touch it. Mom worked hard on that cake.”

      Chuckling, always loving a good challenge with her brother, she swiped her finger with quick precision across the side of the cake. The icing melted on her tongue, the sweetness filling her up.

      “Mom did an excellent job on the icing.”

      Rolling his eyes and shaking his head, he swiveled the cake around so no one would be able to see the indentation. “You just had to do it.”

      Her finger, now free of icing, waved mockingly in his face. “Gonna break it?”

      “No. I’m gonna go find Rider to settle you down.” He shook his head again and walked away before she could respond.

      Rider.

      Her brother’s best friend.

      The man who made her heart go pitter-patter daily, whether or not he was even in front of her.

      The man who she would always love.

      The man who had no clue she held a spark of interest toward him.

      Recently turned twenty-two and still pining over her brother’s best friend. Pathetic. They’d been best friends since she was five, so one would think she would’ve gotten over her crush by now. Especially since he never saw her as a potential girlfriend.

      Nothing she ever did gained his attention. The tight little dresses she wore. Of course, nothing too revealing to say she was easy. She didn’t want to portray that to Rider. Or any man, for that matter.

      Sweet, simple smiles thrown his way. The kind that lit up his face anytime another woman flashed him one. No reaction when she did though.

      Even the lingering hugs. The ones where she couldn’t bear to let go right away. He always chuckled, then pried her away like an annoying little sister.

      That’s all he saw her as.

      Now she was turning twenty-two, about to graduate from college, and the big wide world was waiting for her. Available men were waiting for her. How long could she wait for Rider to notice her as a woman? Sure, he was twenty-seven. There was a five-year age-gap, but that wasn’t monstrous. It wouldn’t be frowned upon by most people. She didn’t get it.

      And damn it.

      It was her birthday.

      It was her cake.

      A warm hand grabbed hers before she could take another dabble of icing. Hot, soothing breath trickled down her neck. “You’re not supposed to touch the cake.”

      Wondering how long he’d hold her hand, she was afraid to look at him. The very man she’d been daydreaming about, as if she conjured him herself, was so close she wanted to cry from the sensation of his soft touch. “Says who?”

      “Says me. You don’t want to hurt your mom’s feelings after she worked so hard, do you?”

      Lifting her gaze, she gave a half-hearted grin. “Of course not.”

      “What’s the matter, June Bug? You look sad.”

      I love you and you don’t see me as anything but a little sister. “I’m not sad. Don’t listen to Jason or whatever he might’ve said.”

      Why would her brother think Rider could calm her down? Well, he could. Perhaps it was just obvious. Jason always ran to Rider when he couldn’t calm her down himself. One simple touch and a smile from Rider, and all her worries always washed away. It was so easy to get lost in his striking blue eyes.

      Did that mean her brother knew how she felt? Did Rider?

      Obviously not, otherwise he would’ve made a move by now. Or told her to stop her silly wishing they could be together.

      Swiping a lock of hair behind her ear, Rider then tugged on her hand. “Come on. I have something to cheer you up.”

      “I’m not sad!”

      He raised a brow as if he knew that was a lie. “Follow me, June Bug. A special girl like you deserves an early birthday present. You want it or not?”

      A special girl? What did that even mean? He still refused to see her as a woman. Perhaps she needed to start stripping in front of him and offer her body. He wouldn’t mistake what that meant.

      “I want it.” I want you.

      Smiling, he pulled her away from the living room where her party was all set up. The guests wouldn’t arrive for another half hour. For the next thirty minutes, all she wanted was to spend it with Rider.

      To her surprise, he walked into her bedroom, at the very end of the hallway, and shut the door. He’d never done that before.

      Without warning, he dropped his hand and shifted away from her. “June Bug…”

      Her heart melted at his soft tone and by the nickname he’d given her when she was sixteen. No one else called her June Bug. Only Rider. As if she were his June Bug.

      The worry that popped up between his brows made her heart skip a beat. He said he wanted to give her a present. This didn’t look like that’s what he was about to do.

      “Now I feel like I should ask you what’s the matter. Are you okay, Rider?”

      Like a light switch, his face bloomed with delight. “I’m perfect.” He hesitated. “You’re perfect.” Slipping a hand in his pocket, he withdrew a tiny box. “For you.”

      Tiny tremors tickled her fingers as she reached for the box. Their fingers grazed. It’s as if fireworks exploded. Or maybe that was her nerves trying to break free.

      His smile never wavered as she opened the box.

      A slow breath left her body as she stared at the beautiful necklace. A sparkling silver chain with two delicate hearts attached together. She had never seen anything so precious in her life. Well, in her hand anyway, and given to her by a guy.

      What did it mean?

      Rider had never given her anything like this before.

      His warm hand enclosed around her hand holding the box. “Do you like it?”

      She met his gaze again and nodded. “I love it. But why would you give me something so…beautiful?”

      He cupped her cheeks, his baby-blue eyes blazing with what she could only decipher as desire. It couldn’t be. She must be dreaming. Maybe she fainted and this would all disappear when she regained her senses. If that were the case, she never wanted to wake up.

      “Because you’re beautiful. And I can’t seem to hold myself back any longer.”

      “What?”

      This wasn’t happening. She had to be dreaming. She knocked her head or something. Rider only treated her this way in her dreams. Did she die? Maybe she was allergic to something that had been in the icing and she’d gone into anaphylactic shock. Yes. That’s what happened.

      “June Bug, I want you. Your brother would kill me if he knew.”

      She couldn’t believe her ears. This was real. Rider was admitting to having feelings for her.

      Yes!

      “Then what are you waiting for? Kiss me, Rider. Because I’ve wanted you since I was like ten.” Because the first five years he’d been in her life, she’d been too young to even want him around. Then one day, it was as if the shutters over her eyes had been unveiled.

      Chuckling, he pulled her closer. “I know. You have made it very hard to resist you.”

      His kiss silenced any other words.

      From there, their relationship bloomed. Secretly, anyway. For a whole month they kept the love developing between them to themselves. Despite that, they were inseparable. Most of the time. Her brother had been around a few times and neither of them were quite comfortable sharing the news they were together.

      Together!

      She still couldn’t get over it. Her birthday, when he kissed her for the first time, was a memory she knew she’d never forget. Ever.

      His touch. So sweet. So soft.

      Last week, he made love to her for the first time. It had been the most erotic, beautiful thing she’d ever experienced. She knew she hadn’t been his first, but he’d been hers. And she cherished that knowledge every day. Rider was hers!

      His hands. His touch. His words. They all painted a picture that said he cared. Perhaps even that he loved her. Though they hadn’t exchanged those elusive words yet.

      She hoped he loved her because she had loved him for so long she couldn’t even remember the exact moment she fell in love.

      “Thanks, Barney. You’re the best.” Junelle smiled at the best barista ever. She always came to the same java shop to get her coffee. And she always tried to come when she knew Barney would be working.

      He winked. “Only the best for the sweetest woman I know.”

      Chuckling, she waved and headed out the door.

      She had about an hour before her afternoon class. She wasn’t too hungry, but perhaps she’d stop by Finnegan’s and grab one of their sandwiches. They made the best sandwiches in the world.

      Yeah, she’d do that and then head to class.

      Her steps slowed as she neared the corner.

      No.

      It couldn’t be.

      He wouldn’t.

      Yet, he was.

      Heartache filled her soul as she walked closer. Then betrayal and disgust filtered in. Followed by an intense fury she’d never felt before. How dare he!

      “Rider, what a surprise?” Junelle said in the most delicate tone she could manage, which was pretty darn sweet to her. They wouldn’t think she was dying inside.

      Rider turned around and dropped his hand that had been around the redhead’s waist. “June Bug!”

      “Aww! You’re so cute when you act surprised.” Junelle forced a charming smile out, except there was nothing pleasant beneath it. She knew he could see the turmoil and rage swimming in her veins.

      With a quick twist of her wrist, she took the cover off her coffee cup and tossed the contents at him.

      “June Bug, wait!” Rider jumped from the coffee hitting him square in the chest like a bullseye had been attached, then rushed after her.

      Wait?

      Who did he think he was? She wasn’t waiting on him for anything. Not ever again.

      That redhead had been gorgeous, the way her hair swept around her shoulders, the dress skintight to her body showing all her delicious curves.

      No. She wouldn’t think about it. Any of it.

      “June Bug⁠—”

      She tore his hand off her arm. “Don’t talk to me. Don’t call me. Don’t ever come near me again. I’d hate to have to tell Jason.”

      His face became hard as granite. “I don’t even get a chance to explain. That’s not right.”

      “Neither was your arm around another woman. I’ve been such a fool. I won’t make the same mistake twice.”

      Looking guilty, he glanced behind him and then back at her. “I need to explain. I can’t right now, but later. Later we’ll talk.” He stepped forward and grabbed her arm. With a gentle grip, but still firmly. She’d have to tug to get free. “We will talk. But nothing you saw is what it seems.”
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      “I’m sorry, what, Captain?”

      Rider had to have misheard what he thought he heard. He hadn’t been involved in narcotics since he’d been a rookie. And he’d done it the one time.

      And that one time had ruined his life irrevocably. He’d lost the woman he loved by one tiny lie. Not something he wanted to think about right now. Or ever.

      “They need help with an undercover case. They’re strapped right now. I know you’ve done undercover before. It’s been a few years, but you did a damn good job on that case.”

      A damn good job? Yeah, of messing up his life.

      The torture. The pain etched on her face at what she thought he did. He would never touch another woman. Never! Since that day, he’d never been able to get her devastated face out of his mind. And damn it, he had tried. So many times.

      He loved her so much it hurt to breathe sometimes. He’d never stopped loving her, even after all this time. She’d shoved him out of her life without giving him a chance to explain. Of course, it wasn’t as if he could explain the real reason he’d let that woman cling to him. He couldn’t have told her he was undercover trying to take down one of the largest drug dealers in the city. He couldn’t have told her that the woman he had his arm around was nothing more than a means to an end to make the bust.

      He hadn’t been able to tell her shit.

      All he ever wanted was to be a detective. To solve crimes. To help people. To make a difference.

      Being a beat cop had sucked at times. But that’s where everyone started. Nobody magically moved into detective status with a snap of their fingers. He had been prepared to crawl his way up the ladder. Because being a detective was his dream.

      Just like his dad.

      Three years on the force and given the opportunity to go undercover to show off his skills, he couldn’t pass it up. He couldn’t say no.

      Well, he could now. Because he worked homicide. He was a detective.

      “I’ll pass.”

      “I need you on this, Rider.”

      “I can’t.”

      Captain Wilson stared at him for the longest time. “I’ve heard a few rumors.”

      Okay. He could imagine what those rumors were. He wasn’t going to ask though.

      “That you’ve been withdrawn. Not yourself. I have to agree.”

      He wouldn’t disagree either. Getting stabbed so damn close to his heart and nearly dying changed a person. It made them reevaluate their life. He had decided, after much contemplation lying in the hospital, his life was shit. And he should’ve died that day. That was the conclusion he’d come up with. What was the point of anything anymore?

      But even if that hadn’t happened, he wouldn’t have taken the undercover gig. Not after what happened the last time.

      “Which means I’m not up to the task, Captain. So the answer is no.”

      Captain Wilson leaned back in his chair, sighing. “I see I’m not going to win this argument. I have to agree with your assessment. You’re not up to the task. I’m not even sure you’re up to the task of anything at this point.”

      He sat up straighter in his chair. “Now, wait a minute, Cap⁠—”

      “You nearly died and I’m not sure you’ve processed that. Perhaps you need to take a step back. I let you come back too soon.”

      From his job? From his livelihood? From the one thing keeping him sane? From the only thing forcing him to wake up every day?

      Hell no!

      “I’m fine. I work my cases with precision and all the due diligence they deserve. I’m focused. But I don’t want to go undercover. That’s a whole other ball game I don’t want to play around with.”

      Captain Wilson didn’t answer his plea. Instead, he grabbed the phone and asked Detective Stromberg and Powell to join them. What the hell was his captain up to?

      The two men entered without a sound and stood by the door. He didn’t even look in their direction or offer a greeting.

      “Stromberg!” his captain barked. “What are your thoughts on Rider and his performance lately?”

      Was he serious?

      Rider turned his gaze toward Stromberg, cocking a brow. Challenging him to say the wrong thing. He was done caring what others thought of him, but he would fight anyone that tried to take his livelihood away. Stromberg would be wise to choose his words carefully.

      Damn the captain!

      Putting his fellow detectives under the spotlight. He’d been a jackass to everyone the last four months since he’d been stabbed. The other day, Stromberg tried to offer him an olive branch and invited him to watch a baseball game. He loved baseball. But he’d declined—and was rather curt about it.

      No matter how hard he glared at them, he knew they were about to throw him under the bus. He could sense it like a live wire was about to scorch his skin.

      “He’s laser focused and doing his job, sir.”

      Captain Wilson growled, as if unsatisfied with that answer. Rider wanted to clap Stromberg on the back for being on his side. He understood the silent message.

      “Powell?”

      Detective Powell, or rather Tate, as most people called him, cleared his throat. “He’s been an asshole, but he gets shit done.”

      Tate produced a shit-eating grin as if he enjoyed getting him in trouble. Stromberg was side-eyeing Tate, like he couldn’t believe he said that.

      “Okay, Rider. You’re getting glowing recommendations from your co-workers.”

      He damn near chuckled. Tate called him an asshole. How was that glowing?

      “But what I’m actually hearing is you’re so focused on your cases, you’re not taking care of yourself.”

      “What is this, Captain? Are you suspending me for doing my job?” He stood up so fast, his chair scraped backward against the floor, nearly toppling over. “If you’re taking my badge from me for not going undercover, then do it!”

      “I’m not taking your badge from you. But you will be working with Stromberg and Powell from here on out. When Powell tells me you’re not an asshole anymore, you can go back to being solo.”

      He glared at the two men he thought were his friends, then back at his captain. “You’re giving me babysitters because one of them thinks I’m an asshole?”

      “Yes. And you are being an asshole. I don’t like it. You never were one until…”

      Yeah, until he knocked on heaven’s door and wished like hell he would’ve gotten an answer.

      “Get out and go do your job. With those two!”

      Captain Wilson went back to the paperwork splattered across his desk, effectively dismissing them. He pushed by Tate, not even caring he’d smacked Tate’s shoulder hard with his own. Though he should’ve because a shot of pain hit his chest. Right where the knife had gone in with the second sweep. One would think his shoulder would hurt more where he’d been stabbed first, but no, the wound in his chest gave him more fits than anything.

      He swore he could feel the knife still embedded in his chest at times, like a phantom pain. Not that he’d lost a limb or needed a new heart. But the pain was always there, even more when he exerted more energy than he should.

      Stromberg and Tate gathered by his desk, forcing him to look up at them.

      “Piss off.”

      Then he put his attention back to his latest case.

      “Hey, man, we don’t like this any more than you, but⁠—”

      “But what, Stromberg?” Rider asked, glaring. “You didn’t give a damn a few months ago when the captain suspended you. You kept on working. And guess what? I kept my damn mouth shut. You can give me the same courtesy and let me do my own thing.”

      “Except we’re not going to do that,” Tate replied. That annoying shit-eating grin was back. “While I hate it as much as you, I’m not going to ignore what the captain said. I’m sorry I didn’t lie like Stromberg. We wouldn’t be in this situation if I had.”

      “Hey,” Stromberg pouted. “I didn’t lie.”

      “You omitted the truth. Same thing.” Tate jerked a finger at him. “He has been an asshole and you know it. Even he knows it.”

      Rider slumped into his chair, unable to argue because Tate was right. He couldn’t even say he tried not to be an asshole. He just didn’t care about anything anymore.

      “We’re working together until I tell the captain you’re not an asshole. We’re not arguing about it anymore.” Tate’s harsh expression and clipped words said Rider shouldn’t even waste his breath disagreeing. While he wanted to, the zeal to do it wasn’t there.

      “Yo, Tate. Got a dead body for you. Her name’s Molly. Here’s the address,” Roco said, handing him a piece of paper. Rider didn’t miss the way he snickered as he walked away. Though Tate must’ve because he didn’t call him out on it. Tate was never one to let anything like that slide.

      “Let’s go,” Tate ordered, waving the piece of paper. “Work calls.”
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      She let the warmth of her brother’s arm envelope her, yet didn’t drop her head to his shoulder like she wanted to. If she did, she’d turn into a blubbering mess.

      “I called the cops.”

      That had her jerking out of his arms. “Why’d you do that?”

      Jason swung a hand to her beloved dog, now lying mangled in the yard. Dead. “Umm…it’s not normal for a dog to be murdered, Junelle. That’s why.”

      Well, she couldn’t argue with that logic. It’s just…she didn’t like the cops. Not for any nefarious reason or anything.

      She didn’t want to see his face ever again. If the cops were called, there was always that small chance he’d be the one to show up.

      It didn’t take long for an officer to arrive. Jason did most of the talking as she was too choked up to say much. She had no idea what the officer did after that, but he told them he’d be back and went to the front of her house. She could do nothing but stare at her beloved baby. Not even Jason could tear her away, and she knew he wanted to.

      A throat cleared. She looked over at the officer, wondering how much time had passed since he had walked away. “The detectives are here. I’ll bring them back here.”

      Detectives?

      That seemed extreme. A little overkill, but what did she know about police procedure? Nothing, that’s what. But she wouldn’t argue about it. They were the professionals, not her. Though her brother looked a bit surprised himself.

      She felt tears brimming and turned around. First, she had to compose herself, then she’d face whoever came into the yard.

      “It’s going to be okay, Junelle. I promise.” But Jason’s promise fell short. Because if things were okay, her sweet fur baby would’ve never been harmed.

      She was an adult, and she’d act like it. There would be no crying until she was alone and could do it without anyone seeing or hearing her fall to pieces. Even her brother.

      She swiveled back around, finding a smile out of nowhere.

      Jason rolled his eyes. “No one expects you to be happy. Stop trying to pretend you are.”

      The smile disappeared. He was right, of course. And thank goodness he’d come home with her after they had lunch. She had wanted to give him his birthday present he forgot the other day and instead, they had come home to heartbreak.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Swanson, these are the detectives that will be handling your case,” the officer said, leading the gentlemen behind him.

      Seriously! Talk about being glad he wouldn’t be handling it.

      Because what an idiot!

      Jason was her brother! Mr. and Mrs. Swanson…so ridiculous to even think about. If she wasn’t so distraught, she would’ve busted out laughing at the notion.

      He stepped to the side and her heart lodged in her throat.

      Of all the times…

      Of all the people who could’ve responded…

      Rider.

      He looked just as shocked.

      “Holy shit, man,” Jason exclaimed. “I can’t believe it’s you.”

      Rider offered a short grin, but it was so fleeting she wasn’t sure if it had been real. “Hey, Jason. I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.”

      “Yeah, dude, me too. I’ve been trying to call you the last few months. I can’t believe—” Jason stopped speaking and looked at her. “I’m sorry, Junelle. I’ll chat with him later.”

      “I’m Detective Tate Powell, my partner Detective Stromberg, and you already seem to know Detective Rider.” Tate glanced at her sweet fur baby on the ground. “Where is the other body?”

      “What do you mean?” Jason asked.

      The officer cleared his throat. “The dog is the body. Her name is Molly.”

      Junelle wanted to take a step back when the rage lit up Detective Powell’s face. But she didn’t because she knew that anger wasn’t directed at her. The officer was in deep shit and she couldn’t find an ounce of remorse for him. She had a feeling he deserved it.

      “Can you explain to me, Officer Dorenson, why three detectives had to come for a dead dog?” Tate asked through gritted teeth.

      “No, sir, I can’t. I thought you and Stromberg would show up. Not Rider.”

      Detective Stromberg laughed, then coughed to cover it up. Then laughed again. “I keep telling you, Tate, to make nice with everyone. This is what happens when you don’t. They mess with you.”

      She could discern from the short conversation that detectives didn’t handle deceased pets. And why would they? It did seem preposterous for them to be here. Obviously, some of the officers were having fun at their expense. Of course, she didn’t find it funny. At all. It was her beautiful baby at the center of it all.

      But whatever. She’d let it go. She wouldn’t make a stink about it. Because she was using all her energy not to fall into a blubbering mess. Maybe she’d make a stink about it later when she had full control of her emotions.

      But the bigger question that boggled her mind was why Rider showed up with them if they hadn’t expected him to? Did he recognize her address and responded because of that? Did that mean he’d kept tabs on her and knew where she had moved?

      Why wouldn’t he look at her? In the eyes?

      Five long years and she still hadn’t gotten over him. After what he had done to her, she should’ve been able to with ease. While she liked to pretend she had moved on, she knew he would always hold a piece of her heart.

      But it was better he didn’t look directly at her. Because he would see the hatred she had for him. And she’d see his guilt. Not something she needed to add to her emotional plate.

      “And I’m the one considered an asshole,” Rider muttered under his breath.

      Odd thing to say.

      “You are an asshole, so you’re taking the lead on this case.” Tate swept an arm to the dog and took a step back.

      Rider didn’t grin or laugh or show any expression that he thought anything was funny.

      Not even Detective Stromberg, who had laughed before, let loose the joyous sound. He looked frightened, in fact. As if a brawl would start any moment between his two colleagues.

      Rider took a step closer, nodding. “I have no problem with that. Jason was my best friend.”

      “Is. I am your best friend,” her brother interjected, growling low with frustration.

      Rider made no comment to correct him, demanding that he wasn’t. He wouldn’t even look Jason in the eye. Coward!

      “You’re not needed any longer, Officer. Get the hell out of here,” Detective Powell snapped.

      “You almost sounded like a New Yorker there,” Detective Stromberg said.

      That comment produced another tiny smile from Rider, fleeting once again. “That man will never be a true New Yorker. Never.”

      “For that, I’ll prove you wrong.”

      Rider rolled his eyes and directed his attention back to Jason. “What happened?”

      Jason pointed to her. “Molly’s Junelle’s dog. We came home from lunch and found her like this.”

      The man who had captured her heart only to break it with no remorse finally looked at her. No guilt detected. And she couldn’t find the energy to display her rage.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      His baby-blue eyes penetrated straight to her soul. Making her wish deep down in the pit of her stomach things had turned out differently between them. Although his words sounded sincere, she didn’t want his sympathy. She didn’t want anything from him.

      “I’d prefer it if you didn’t work this case.”

      “Junelle!” Jason admonished.

      Rider flinched, closing his eyes. When he reopened them, he’d gone back to not looking at her.

      “You’re stuck with me like I’m stuck with these two until I’m told otherwise.” Rider flicked an aimless gesture at his colleagues. “So I’m going to ask you questions whether you like it or not.”

      Her gaze glided to Molly and the tears threatened to flow once again.

      “Why don’t we go inside and do that?” Jason motioned toward the sliding glass door. Then guided her inside when everyone agreed.

      They took a seat at the small table she had in the kitchen. Rider sat across from her, which she was grateful for. Jason was to her left with Detective Stromberg to her right and the other one next to his other side.

      “Do you know anyone who would want to hurt you or your dog?”

      She shrugged.

      “Any complainants against Molly?”

      “No.”

      “Did she excessively bark or get out of the house frequently?”

      “No.”

      Molly had been the sweetest, most lovable dog on the planet. Her backyard was tiny. Not surprising as she lived in the city. Of course it was fenced in. But she could’ve let Molly roam free and she wouldn’t have strayed from her property. She had trained her well. Something she had been so proud of when Molly had graduated obedience training school. They’d even given out certificates that she had hung on the wall. Proudly displayed in her living room.

      “Did you leave her in the backyard when you left?”

      “No.”

      “Junelle,” Jason huffed. “Try elaborating a little bit more than that. He’s trying to help.”

      They were literally yes or no questions. She didn’t have to elaborate if she didn’t want to.

      “Molly…Molly looked…”

      She glanced up at Rider when he stalled in finishing his statement. Odd. He looked on the verge of tears himself. He was rubbing his chest with vigorous motions back and forth. When he saw her noticing what he was doing, he stopped.

      “She looks like she’s been stabbed repeatedly.” His weird moment of vulnerability was over. “We all realize this is a dog, but if that was a human, I’d call that a crime of passion. Someone was very angry when they killed Molly. Who could you have made that angry?”

      Her brother was going to kill her. Maybe even Rider…if he still cared about her. Doubtful.

      She stood up from the table and walked out of the room. She heard muffled whispers but didn’t try to listen to what they were saying. The papers she’d shoved in her desk drawer scorched her skin the moment she picked them up. She wanted to hide them back where she found them. Instead, she walked back into the kitchen and laid them on the table.

      “I don’t know who the person is, but I assume it’s the same person who wrote these letters that hurt Molly.”
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      Rider’s hands trembled as he picked up a letter, and he hated the sign of weakness. Then he damn near crumbled it after he read the degrading, vile words.

      “Stop!” he yelled when Tate went to reach for one. “They should be handled as evidence. It appears June—” He nearly called her June Bug. “Elle has a stalker. A quite deadly one.”

      “Seriously, Junelle,” Jason groaned. “Why wouldn’t you tell me about this? How long has this been going on?”

      She’d reverted to not looking at him, which was fine in his opinion. He had a hard time looking at her as well. Because all he wanted to do was pull her into his arms and never let go.

      And why? She’d been the one to break things off. She had decided he didn’t deserve a chance to explain anything. He shouldn’t want anything to do with her, and yet, his heart beat like a stampede of rhinos. Nerves were rising to the surface as if there would be a chance to reconnect.

      “Because I knew you’d overreact.”

      Jason threw an arm toward the sliding door. “And I would’ve been right to overreact. Look what happened to Molly. That could’ve been you out there.”

      Not something Rider wanted to picture, yet that’s what he did. The brutal image of her bloodied body entered his mind and refused to leave. His hands trembled again, so much that he slid them underneath the table to hide the act.

      “Are you dating anyone?” Stromberg asked, and Rider could’ve hugged him for asking the question instead of him. Because he was dying to know as well, and he didn’t think she’d like answering him.

      “No.”

      “Anyone recently where the breakup didn’t go well?” Stromberg continued.

      “No.”

      Jason huffed again. “I can’t take her one-word answers. So I’ll skip all the other ones you have to get straight to the point. She doesn’t date. Like ever. As her older brother who grills all the men she brings home, I should be happy. Instead, I’m annoyed and worried and wondering what the hell is wrong with my sister that she doesn’t want to date anyone. That I don’t get to grill anyone.”

      “Jason,” she hissed, her cheeks blooming a bright red.

      “Well, it’s true.”

      Rider knew the reason she didn’t date. At least, the conceited part of himself assumed why she didn’t. Because of him. Because of the way he broke her heart. Or so she thought with the inaccurate details she had before her.

      It hadn’t been his fault!

      He’d been undercover. He’d been doing his job. Never in a million years, for any reason, would he have touched another woman.

      Yet, she never gave him a chance to explain. Not that he would’ve been able to give her the real answer right away. He would’ve had to lie until the case had completed. It had taken him another two months to close it. Two months of lying…that he never had to do because she closed the door on their relationship. Without even flinching. Which told him she had never cared for him as much as he had for her.

      “That’s still a damning answer in itself,” Stromberg noted. “Who has asked you out and you rejected them?”

      “I mean, lately, no one. There have been guys over the years that have asked me out.”

      Rider removed the notepad he carried around everywhere and his pen from the pocket inside his jacket, pushing it across the table. “We need all their names.”

      She stared at him for the longest time before she grabbed the pad and started writing.

      “I’ll call for forensics.” Tate stood up from the table and walked outside.

      “For my dog?”

      “Yes, for your dog,” Rider answered with clipped words. Was she serious? Could she be that dense? “If you weren’t worried about these letters before, you should be now. You should’ve told your brother! This could escalate to you being the one butchered outside. Stop acting like an idiot.”

      At his harshness, she jumped up from the table and left the room, her shoulders visibly shaking. He’d reduced her to the tears she had fought so hard outside to hold in.

      He hated himself even more than he did this morning. And that was saying something because he truly despised himself.

      “Geez, Rider. Go easy on her,” Jason said. “What the hell happened to you? Five years ago, you upped and walked out of my life. You ignored my calls. You pretended I didn’t exist. Now here you are and you’re speaking to Junelle like she never mattered to you. If this threatening shit wasn’t going on, I would think you didn’t care about her. But I know you do because you’re worried and it’s coming out all wrong. That’s the only reason I’m not knocking you flat on your ass right now.”

      Then Jason left the room too.

      “Don’t,” he commanded, lifting a hand in the air for Stromberg to keep his mouth shut.

      But when in the hell did Stromberg, or Tate for that matter, ever do what anyone wanted them to do?

      “I think you care for her. I saw the way you looked when her brother said she doesn’t date. Does he know you love her?”

      Rider shoved his face into his hands, groaning. “Stop it, Stromberg.”

      “Hey, I won’t meddle. But I want you to know I get it. That gut-wrenching feeling that you can’t have the one you love. I get it.”

      He dropped his hands. “You have Briella. You couldn’t possibly understand.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t have her in the beginning.”

      “I said I didn’t want to have this conversation.”

      Stromberg put up his hands
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