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        No matter what you do, there is always a consequence.

      

      

      I hope you enjoy this series! It’s full of suspense, gripping intensity, and most importantly, that happily ever after. You can always expect that from me. I am a sucker for a happy ending. But I also love my suspense, so don’t expect the journey to be easy. If you want to stay connected with me, make sure you sign up for my newsletter [image: love letter] HERE! I’d love for you to be a part of my news family!
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      Hello, dear reader!

      

      You will notice in the first few chapters that I have writing prompts listed. I enjoy writing weekly flash fiction and you lovely readers give me prompts. This story started as flash fiction. Sometimes the best stories start that way. So sit back, relax, and dive into this intense, romantic suspense.

      
        
        Happy reading and much love,

        Amanda Siegrist
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          WRITING PROMPT ~ THE PERFECT PRESENT. PINK AND YELLOW. WHO’S THERE? MAKE YOURSELF KNOWN.

        

      

    

    
      She set the bouquet of dahlia flowers on the ground and took a small step back.

      Pink and yellow.

      Such two vibrant, happy colors. Just like her sister. Always so carefree and laughing and loving life. And her sister loved dahlias, especially the pink and yellow ones. The way the two colors merged with such finesse and beauty.

      The perfect present—for a birthday her sister wouldn’t be able to celebrate.

      Briella’s eyes zoned in on the headstone, her sister’s name etched in the granite forever.

      Dawn Suzana Colton. October 14, 1992 - October 14, 2022. Forever in our hearts. Beloved daughter and sister.

      Silent tears slid down her cheeks. She couldn’t tear her eyes away, even when she ached to twirl around and leave. Run far away and never come back. Leave the pain behind.

      But she would never run. Never leave. Never stop until the man who killed her sister was caught.

      “Happy birthday, Dawn.” Briella blew her sister a kiss and turned around.

      She could only handle visiting her grave for so long. A few minutes, no more than that. She rarely spoke, only stared at the headstone. Some people came to feel closer to their lost loved ones. Some people liked to share good news or vent about life as if the person were still alive and could respond. Some people thought people who visited graves were odd.

      Honestly, Briella wasn’t sure what category she fell into. Now and again, she felt the need to visit and then leave.

      Did she feel more at peace once she left? No.

      She felt nothing but intense rage and hatred for the injustice surrounding her sister’s case.

      A year had passed and still no leads on who killed her sister. No evidence, no witnesses, no answer to why someone would break into her sister’s apartment—on her birthday, no less—and rape and brutally murder her.

      Anytime she closed her eyes, she could still see her sister’s body sprawled on the bed, her clothes torn, her body bruised and slashed…blood everywhere.

      Shaking off the memory, she increased the pep in her step. Perhaps this hadn’t been the best idea to come visit her sister’s grave on the anniversary of her death.

      But…it was also her birthday. She deserved recognition for that. Especially since Briella never had the chance last year. She had arrived at her sister’s apartment too late.

      Her pace increased even more.

      A little too much when she tripped on a patch of recently disturbed grass. Landing hard on her hands to brace her fall, she winced when a sharp pain raced up her right hand through her wrist and to her shoulder.

      Rolling awkwardly from her knees to her butt, she cradled her right arm as her eyes glided back toward her sister’s grave.

      Was it considered a bad omen to trip and fall in a graveyard? Because as she stared hard at the loss of such sweet innocence, it felt like a bad omen.

      The snap of a branch had her twisting her head to the left. More headstones, a few trees dotted here and there, but otherwise, nothing odd she could see.

      A shiver rushed down her spine.

      The same kind of terrifying shiver that had scorched her skin when she stepped inside her sister’s apartment. Even before she had seen her mangled body.

      “Knock it off, Briella. It’s the day. It’s…it’s going to be a rough one.”

      Inhaling a deep breath, she then exhaled slowly, taking one more sweep of the area.

      Still, nothing looked amiss.

      Well, she refused to wallow in self-pity. She refused to let the grief consume her. She refused to let the nightmares take control where she would never be able to resurface.

      That only left one option to regain her equilibrium. To take all her erratic emotions, her pain, and center it on one thing.

      Detective Stromberg.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He waited behind a large headstone, sensing her still looking around, yet he didn’t dare take a peek. That had been a close call. She had almost seen him. Thank goodness for the large headstone nearby.

      Of course, there had also been a tree close-by as well, which was how he had stepped on a small branch. It probably fell from the recent thunderstorm they had a few days ago.

      But the headstone had been closer. So he immediately ducked low, scrunching his knees close to his chest, and waited.

      He didn’t find it odd sitting against a headstone or on top of someone’s grave. Not much gave him pause. He felt comfortable in his skin and any kind of predicament he always found himself in. He was lucky in that regard because he knew not everyone was as confident in themselves as he was.

      Why shouldn’t he be confident?

      He got away with murder.

      Inhaling, he tried to detect Briella’s scent. A sweet lavender aroma that always tickled his senses into delicious thoughts. On occasion, he liked to roam her apartment. She didn’t wear perfume, not like some women who liked to douse themselves with a disgusting amount. No, her beautiful scent came from lotion. On one risky adventure into her domain, he had watched her lather herself from head to toe with the lilac scent. Of course, not wanting to give himself away before he let his urge take over, he left as quietly as he had appeared.

      He was good at that. Coming and going without anyone noticing him. He was invisible.

      Untouchable.

      Although, he wasn’t a fool. He never did unnecessary things. Like right now. He couldn’t catch a whiff of her scent. His hands fisted, irritated at the fact. He couldn’t get closer without her seeing him because then the jig would be up. If he was one thing, it was careful. Very, very careful in every decision.

      They had yet to find out he killed Dawn Colton.

      Of course, it hadn’t been his intention that night. He had only wanted⁠—

      Best not to conjure old memories at a time when he needed to keep his senses tuned to his surroundings. He might’ve made a mistake that night, but when the bloodbath had ended, he’d done his due diligence to make sure not a trace of him was left behind.

      Since they hadn’t knocked on his door to arrest him, he knew they’d never find out that he’d killed her.

      When Briella didn’t call out, “Who’s there? Make yourself known,” or even a simple “Hello?” he knew she had dismissed the strange sound as nothing more than nature speaking its natural sound.

      He heard soft footsteps drifting away as if she had finally decided to leave the area. Risking a glance, he peered around the headstone, watching as Briella walked with brisk steps back to her car.

      He continued to wait patiently in his spot until she was in her car and it sped away out of his view.

      Standing up, he wiped his pants both front and back from any grass or dirt that might’ve attracted to him and headed for his vehicle. Of course, he had parked farther away, nowhere near the cemetery. One could never be too careful.

      It was how he always stayed one step ahead of the police—ahead of Detective Stromberg.

      Ah, yes.

      Detective Stromberg.

      That would most likely be Briella’s next destination. She didn’t make it difficult to decipher her moves. She was very rigid in her routine.

      Sleep, eat, work, repeat. Throw in a visit every two weeks or so to Detective Stromberg, and that was it. She rarely deviated from her routine.

      With today being a very special day—Dawn’s birthday, and unfortunately the day she died—he knew Briella would pay Detective Stromberg a visit.

      Which meant so would he. Away from prying eyes, of course.

      He knew a shortcut. He’d make it there first.

      He didn’t want to miss the scene between the two. Their meetings were always volatile.

      He loved it…

      But only if Detective Stromberg didn’t do something he didn’t like.
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        * * *

      

      “I hate it when you drive. Can you drive any slower?” Tate muttered as he tapped his knee.

      Stromberg shrugged and let his foot off the gas pedal a little more. “I’m not going that slow. What’s the rush?”

      He knew he wasn’t in any kind of hurry to get back to the precinct. It was terrible of him, but he didn’t want to see Briella. And he knew he’d see her today, considering it was the one-year anniversary of her sister’s death.

      A whole year had passed and nada. What kind of detective was he? Sure, no detective had a one-hundred percent case-closed rate. But this case…he should’ve solved it. Just to give Briella some peace.

      He jerked when Tate slapped him on the shoulder. “What the hell, asshole?”

      “I felt you slow down even more, jackass.” Tate’s level stare said he was ready to jump across the seat, push him out of the car, and take over.

      Yeah, so maybe he had. He wasn’t about to admit it though. Because that would bring questions forth, and Tate would insist he talk about it, and talking was the last thing he wanted to do.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “You totally did.”

      “Whatever, I didn’t.”

      Tate huffed. “Asshole.”

      He scoffed. “Jackass.”

      Then silence descended. A comfortable, normal silence that usually followed after one of their common arguments. They were still new to being partners, with Tate moving to New York only five months ago. They didn’t get along when they first met, and everything that followed, well, it had brought them closer together.

      But they still liked to call each other names. It was always said in an affectionate voice. Sort of. Anyone who didn’t know them would assume they were being serious.

      “I’m sorry.”

      Stromberg tossed a glance at Tate, then drew his gaze back to the road to take a right. “You running a fever? You okay? I just drive into the Twilight Zone?”

      Tate chuckled, then sighed and relaxed in his seat. “No, you heard me right. I apologized.”

      Yeah, but the question was why? For some terrifying reason, Stromberg didn’t want to ask.

      “I know what day it is. I know why you’ve had us running around all morning and most of the afternoon following dumb leads for our latest case. I thought I could get through the day not saying anything, but I can’t.”

      Just his luck.

      Tate had to have a damn conscience. And be a damn good friend.

      In a moment of error when he tossed Tate the wrong file, he learned all about The Raptor case and Briella. It was amazing Tate never met Briella; she stopped by the precinct often enough asking about her sister’s case. But he was either out doing something on another case or in another part of the building. It’s as if fate had decided Tate shouldn’t meet her yet. Or at all. So talking about the case was the last thing he wanted to do.

      Two months ago, when Tate found out, he had walked through the crime scene, went through each part of the case with a fine-tooth comb as he had and…nothing.

      No evidence. No leads. No nada. Simply a brutal murder of a beautiful woman who didn’t deserve to die so young.

      “You can’t ignore her.”

      His hands tightened on the wheel.

      “You might not be willing to tell her how you feel, but you can’t ignore her. Not today, man. It’s not right.”

      It didn’t matter how true Tate’s words resonated with him. He couldn’t see her today. Of all days.

      What would he say?

      Nothing comforting, that’s for sure. A year had passed, and he had yet to make her feel an ounce better. He was an epic failure.

      “Stromberg?”

      “Stop…please, Tate.” His jaw clenched, hoping nothing else slipped out. They might call each asshole and jackass and a slew of other offensives names, but he didn’t want to mean it in this moment.

      They headed to a few more stops, questioning an old friend and a neighbor of the latest victim in the murder case that had landed on their desk two days ago. It seemed like a pretty easy case. The boyfriend did it. They only needed to dot all the I’s and cross all the T’s before they arrested him.

      But if one read between the lines, he was stalling. He was scared of one tiny woman who could send his heart into a crazy erratic mess with one glance his way.

      They didn’t make it back to the precinct until six o’clock.

      He breathed a sigh of relief when he didn’t see Briella sitting on the steps to the front door of the precinct. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d caught her there.

      Tate didn’t say anything other than chuckle low under his breath.

      He let out another sigh of relief when he didn’t notice her sitting in the lobby waiting for him to arrive. When it was cold out, she sat in there sometimes as well.

      When they walked into the large room where most of their desks were set up, he almost released his third sigh of relief. Until the chair in front of his desk swiveled around and the one woman who haunted his nightly dreams pinned him with a desolate stare.

      All the air rushed out of his lungs.

      Wow.

      He was an asshole. No doubt about it. He’d been cruel staying away from the precinct all day knowing she’d show up. Instead of getting this inevitable meeting out of the way, he tried his hardest to avoid her.

      The sad, melancholy expression in her amber-colored eyes had him feeling like the lowest cad on earth.

      Tate wasn’t one to mind his own business, so he did what he always did when they returned. He sat down at his desk. But he had the decency to not make eye contact with her and started to input their latest interviews into the computer.

      “Where’ve you been?” Briella moved the chair back and forth as if she were getting ready to do a full three-hundred-sixty-degree twirl.

      His brows puckered low as he processed how to respond. His typical response would be to throw back a condescending retort. Because that’s what they did. They fought like two lions trying to mark the territory as theirs. Even when he didn’t want to act that way with her. She brought it out of him so easily. He also sensed she didn’t want to be coddled by anyone, least of all him. So he dished it right back.

      “Honestly, avoiding you.” Then he averted his gaze to the floor, shocked he even uttered that. He should’ve gone with his typical arrogant response instead.

      His chair made the short squeaky sound it always made when he stood up.

      He never considered himself a coward, and he wouldn’t start now. He met her gaze when she invaded his personal space, getting so close, he was tempted to close the distance and kiss her. Wipe away her painful memories and fill her day with something other than death and despair. But that would put him in the disrespectful and disgusting category. He wasn’t that much of an asshole. Only a semi-one.

      “I’m hard on you, I know.” She nodded as if she needed to agree with herself. Water gathered in her eyes. “I know you’ve been doing your best. I want answers.”

      God, he ached for those same answers. He wanted to give her the peace she so desperately prayed for.

      “One of these days, I will give you those answers. I promise.”

      Her gorgeous amber eyes bore into his as if she could see to his very soul. “Are you supposed to make such promises? You’ve never done that before.”

      His hand ached to reach up and brush her black hair behind her ear, then make a quick sweep across her lips with a tender kiss.

      Shake it loose. You can’t cross the line, no matter how much you want to. 

      Even the three little words he said all the time to Tate simply to annoy him didn’t stop the impulse. His hand lifted and caressed her cheek before drifting back down by his side. Her eyes widened at the contact. Yeah, he didn’t know why he did it either. Shocked the hell out of him too.

      He leaned closer so no one else—not even Tate—could hear him.

      “For you, Briella, I would do anything to see you smile, to take the pain away, to erase the torment in your beautiful eyes. I shouldn’t promise anything. But you have my word, I will solve your sister’s case.”

      She shook her head as if grappling for the right words, then to his shock, she stepped around him and walked away without one word.

      And he had to cross the line even more. What a fool!

      So much for telling her how he felt, something Tate told him he should do. Not that he necessarily told her how he felt, but she could infer and read between the lines what he actually said.

      He liked her.

      Hell, the way he constantly thought about her, dreamt about her, worried about how she was doing—he loved her.

      He gave his word, and he never went back on his word.

      Which meant he had to solve her sister’s murder.

      Or face the consequences.

      The very brutal consequences of breaking Briella’s heart.
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          WRITING PROMPT ~ SHE SURPRISED HIM WITH HER ATHLETIC SLAP.

        

      

    

    
      Bri slammed her apartment door shut. Her purse made a loud thud when it hit the coffee table in the living room. She didn’t even care that some of the contents slipped out. Her main goal was the bottle that sat on the kitchen counter.

      Whiskey, straight. She liked a small glass every night. It soothed her rattled nerves and helped her sleep. She never drank more than that because she never wanted to become something she would regret.

      Their mother had been an alcoholic. From the earliest memories of her childhood, she remembered the drinking. The slurred words as her mother attempted to read them a bedtime story. Then their father having to pull her mother out of the room and finish tucking them in. Then the ensuing fight they could hear through the walls. She figured her father had tried to be quiet as he berated her mother for, yet again, drinking. But her mother was never a quiet drunk.

      She didn’t even want to think about the times the police would show up because the neighbors called about the loud noises. Usually her mother throwing things—and all the shouting matches.

      Dawn never drank. She didn’t even try alcohol—not once. Bri couldn’t help herself. She wanted to know why her mother loved it so much. Her first sip had been a beer her friend had nabbed from her parents’ stash in the garage. Gah! It was disgusting. From there, she tried little sips of other drinks until she found the one she didn’t mind on occasion.

      Whiskey. Strong, yet sizzling as it slid down her throat. A burst of warmth and then a numbing sensation.

      Wine she could tolerate on occasion as well.

      Before Dawn’s death, she rarely imbibed. Now, she had at least one drink before bed. Every single day. And because some nights were so bad—the nightmares, the memories—she damn near emptied the whole bottle until everything went numb. Her mind, her limbs, even the memories.

      The glass she pulled from the cupboard shook in her hand as she stared at the whiskey bottle. The cap hadn’t even been cracked yet. A brand new bottle sat waiting for her to demolish. Oh, God, if she opened it, she’d drink it all. She knew herself that well.

      Her gaze glided to the clock near the fridge.

      6:43 PM.

      In roughly another two hours, it’d be an exact year from when she found her sister’s body.

      The glass clattered to the counter, rolling until it stopped just short of the edge. Bracing her hands against the cream-colored countertop, she squeezed until she could feel pain in her palms. She held back an anguished scream. If she screamed, one of her neighbors would call the cops and she didn’t want to deal with any cops. She’d had issues with her neighbor below her. The last thing she needed—tonight of all nights—was her neighbor tattling on her again for loud noises.

      Of course, if the cops were called…

      One cop could show up.

      She bowed her head as she replayed the odd scene that occurred at the precinct.

      The tenderness in his eyes. The understanding, as if he honestly knew the pain she was suffering. The desire…

      It hadn’t been obvious until he softly, just barely, grazed her cheek. And then his sweet, honest words that shattered her heart and the thick wall she had erected around it, especially from him.

      She didn’t know when she started to develop feelings for him. But it happened. Most of the time, she shoved it down, ignoring it as best as she could. She found herself visiting the precinct, demanding answers, but also relishing the fact she could see his handsome, adoring face. Hear his sultry voice. Their encounters were usually volatile, with her being the loudest—thanks to her mother. She would have a glass—or two—of whiskey before seeing him sometimes. He’d never commented that he could smell the alcohol on her breath or see her actions were off-kilter, so she never knew if he suspected anything. What could he do anyway? It wasn’t against the law to drink or confront a detective about her sister’s murder after having a few glasses.

      At first, her thunderous outbursts started because she wanted answers. Then it turned into a defense mechanism. Something she couldn’t stop. She couldn’t allow him to get close, to get under her skin, to seep into her heart.

      It was wrong.

      Her sister was dead, and she didn’t deserve happiness when her sister didn’t even have the choice anymore.

      It was her fault she died. If only she would’ve⁠—

      Her hand swiped the glass and slammed it hard to the counter as her other hand went for the bottle.

      Her entire body shook as she grappled with herself.

      To drink or not to drink.

      She couldn’t take it!

      She slammed the glass again—even harder against the counter.

      This time it shattered.

      The decision whether to drink or not was snatched away from her as she stared at the large piece of glass sticking out of the side of her hand.

      Oddly enough, she didn’t feel much pain. But these days, she rarely felt anything but despair and desolation…except when she was near Detective Stromberg.

      Blood trickled out.

      “Oh, shit, oh, shit, oh, shit, Bri,” she muttered as she pulled her hand closer, yet she didn’t remove the piece of glass. She was afraid if she pulled it out, the bleeding would gush like a geyser.

      Calmly, although with shaky steps, she walked to the coffee table and grabbed her phone that had shuffled out of her purse when she tossed it.

      Her dominant hand—thankfully not the one injured—trembled as she dialed 9-1-1. Not one of her best moments. Not that every officer knew her, but most, at least in Detective Stromberg’s precinct, did.

      An officer she didn’t recognize was the first to arrive, followed by a paramedic, who took one look at her hand and his eyes widened. She knew then she’d be making a trip to the hospital for stitches. He complimented her on her good thinking of not removing the piece of glass. Not only because it was so deep, but because if not removed properly, she could’ve inadvertently pulled out some part of the glass and broken other tiny chunks off without even knowing, which could’ve caused an infection.

      Once at the hospital, everything turned into a blur. She didn’t feel any pain as they removed the shard from her hand. It helped that they used an anesthetic agent to dull everything.

      Or it might’ve been the fact she turned her mind off, ventured to her happy place to block out the commotion. She did that on occasion, simply shut her mind off.

      Sometimes, she had even done it at work, which her boss was not particularly fond of. The jackass hadn’t even given his condolences when her sister was murdered.

      “What the hell, Briella?”

      She jerked at the sound of the harsh tone, jarred out of her wandering thoughts. Her gaze melted into Detective Stromberg’s baby-blue eyes that held a mixture of anger and worry.

      He inhaled, swiped a hand down his face, then the anger that had been prominently displayed disappeared. Only worry and concern filtered into every facet of his expression.

      No.

      No, that wasn’t right.

      She didn’t want his worry or his concern. She didn’t want him to say nice, caring things to her. She didn’t want him to do anything but what he normally did: tell her he was doing the best he could and he’d update her when he had any new information. That’s all she wanted.

      Looking away from him, she glanced at her hand that was wrapped with white gauze. When did that happen? A sharp, throbbing pain hit her system, making her wince.

      “Are you okay? Do you need anything? Should I go find the nurse?”

      Oh, she hated the distress in his voice, as if he was truly distraught. Could she use some pain medication? Hell, yes. Was she about to admit it? Absolutely not.

      She obviously missed everything. From the moment they pulled the glass out, to flushing out the wound to making sure no particles of glass stuck around. To stopping the bleeding, to stitching the side of her hand, to wrapping it with the gauze. Even the doctor had left the room. She zoned out all of it.

      To be back in her happy la-la land where nothing bad could touch her. Oh, to have that bottle of whiskey sitting in her lap so she could drink straight from the bottle. Screw using a glass. No need to repeat the mistake pulsating through her hand.

      Or not. That damn bottle was why she was sitting in a hospital bed with an annoyingly attractive detective two feet away from her.

      She felt him move closer, yet she didn’t look up.

      “It’s very strange you’re not saying anything. You usually can’t stop speaking when you’re in front of me. At least holler at me to leave.”

      Her bottom lip trembled. She bit it to stop the tears that threatened to flow.

      “There’s not a lot in my life that scares me. But when I heard a call went through to your address and an ambulance was dispatched, well, that scared the shit out of me. Today of all days.”

      Her head whipped up, her gaze seeking his.

      His eyes, a pale blue, looked glossy as if he were holding back his own tears.

      “It was an accident,” she whispered, aching for his touch. Anything from him. Even a brush of his fingers down her cheek.

      He ruined everything between them when he touched her so tenderly. Now she wanted to feel more. So much more from him.

      He stepped closer. His thigh touched the bed as he laid his hand near her, yet didn’t touch.

      Life could be so cruel. Why would he initiate tenderness at the precinct and now hold himself back? What game was he playing? Touch her already!

      “I’m sorry I tried to avoid you today. I didn’t know what to say to you. It hurts me every time I don’t have any new answers. I hate disappointing you. Today, I didn’t want to have to disappoint you.” His gaze lowered to her hand. “I still did, anyway. I’m an asshole, and I’m sorry.”

      “And I’m a cranky bitch. I’m sorry I’m always so hard on you. I don’t mean—” Her voice broke as the first tear escaped, followed by many more.

      As if he finally heard her silent prayer, his arms wrapped around her as the tears poured out of her like a gushing waterfall.
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        * * *

      

      Stromberg shut the door quietly, although he was tempted to slam it. The silence grated on his nerves.

      For a few brief minutes, she was in his arms. Sure, she had been bawling her eyes out, and he hated hearing her pain. But she had been in his arms.

      He wanted more of that—only without the tears.

      And those thoughts had to stop in their tracks!

      It didn’t matter what Tate had said. That he should go for it and ask her out. Screw the consequences were his exact words. Getting entangled with any person involved in one of his cases was wrong. Not to mention against the rules. Talk about walking a fine line. A morally fine line at that.

      Briella stopped in the living room and swiveled toward him. “You didn’t have to bring me home. You didn’t have to escort me to my apartment. You can go now.”

      Well, yeah, he could.

      He just didn’t want to.

      Not today.

      She might not admit it, but today was not the day to be alone.

      “You haven’t told me how you hurt your hand yet. Care to tell me now?” He decided avoiding her demand would be better than arguing about the fact he wasn’t leaving. Not yet, if at all for the night. It wouldn’t be as a man wanting more; it would be as a detective being concerned. Yes. That was how he’d phrase it if anyone asked. Not that he’d allow anyone to ask him. No one needed to know he planned to spend the night. Watch over her and keep her safe—even from herself.

      Hell, he wasn’t sure he wanted to be alone tonight. He saw her sister’s body like Briella had. Except, he saw it for a much longer period of time. He had to work the crime scene. Inspect her body, the area around it. He couldn’t get her mangled body out of his memories. He couldn’t get any of his cases out of his brain. They were all imprinted forever, even after he caught his perp.

      Maybe that’s why he named some of the killers with a ridiculous nickname. To make them appear not as horrific as they actually were. He couldn’t say why or when he’d started doing it. It annoyed
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