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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!

      
        
        Much love & happy reading,

        Amanda Siegrist

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          Dark Consequences

        

        
          
            Introduction

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Cruel Consequences

        

        
          
            Introduction

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Fatal Consequences

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Vicious Consequences

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Thank you

      

      
        Also by Amanda Siegrist

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DARK CONSEQUENCES

          

          A CONSEQUENCES NOVEL, #1

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      Hello, dear reader! Just a few words from me…

      

      You will notice in the first few chapters that I have writing prompts listed. I used to write weekly flash fiction and you lovely readers would 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 PROMPTS: I WAS NOT PREPARED. I DON’T THINK I’LL BE ABLE TO FORGIVE YOU. COME HELL OR HIGH WATER.

        

      

    

    
      He stood by the door, close enough to feel the swell of danger on the breeze each time it swung open, as if it wanted to crush him. Every time someone passed, the door opened to let them enter, beckoning him to step into the danger zone. Seconds later, it would swish shut as the person disappeared inside. Through it all, he couldn’t move. Frozen. Suspended in time, as if his world had ended but everyone else still lived in the moment.

      Things should’ve been simple.

      They should’ve been so easy.

      Follow the evidence. Follow the leads, even as thin as they were.

      And he’d find his killer.

      The man who murdered his sister.

      The man he’d kill with his bare hands when he found him.

      It should’ve all been so, so easy.

      The door swished open again. A family of four passed by and stepped inside the building, chatting excitedly, anxious to get to their destination.

      He was anxious too. Only not in the omg-are-we-there-yet variety.

      The doors closed.

      Nobody had yet to approach him and ask him if he was okay. He wasn’t even sure how he’d answer that question. He was far from okay. He might never be okay again.

      A guy working with airport security stood to his right, eyeing him every few seconds. They made eye contact at least twice, but the guy didn’t make a move. Neither did he.

      Maybe he hadn’t gotten to the crazy, I’m-gonna-attack-you look. Though he felt crazy. An array of emotions circled his veins, filling him up, making him jittery and unsettled. He hated feeling unsettled. Being in control and organized kept him sane in a profession that was chaotic and disturbing every single day. He needed things to be orderly to survive.

      He couldn’t stand here all day. He either needed to step through the doors, get on the plane, and continue to track his killer…or he needed to go back.

      To her.

      To the one thing that could bring his entire world crumbling down.

      “Sir, can I help you with something?”

      He twitched his head to the right to find the security guard had finally decided to make a move. How would he respond? Answer with honesty or bullshit his way through until he found the nerve to take a step?

      “Sir?”

      Or he could stand here like an idiot, immobile, too paralyzed to answer a simple question. What was wrong with him? He never froze. He was always one step ahead of the game.

      Except today.

      “Sir, I’m going to have to ask you⁠—”

      “He’s fine. He was waiting for me.” A smooth, soft hand slid into his.

      Slowly, not missing the distrust in the guard’s eyes, he met her gaze. The one woman who had turned his world upside down with one sweet, innocent look.

      She smiled. His knees nearly buckled. The gentle smile was aimed at the guard, of course. And it worked. Because the man nodded and walked away as she tugged on his hand. He finally found the strength to move. She guided him away from the door to the side of the building, out of the path of the other traveling passengers.

      “What are you doing?”

      Great question. He still didn’t know what the hell he was doing.

      “Tate…I know⁠—”

      “I was not prepared…” The words came out clipped, then died on his lips.

      How could he have been prepared to hear the truth? Nothing would’ve prepared him as her words from earlier pelted his memory over and over. Like a vicious cycle, battering his heart every time he thought about it. He wished he didn’t know. He wished he could erase the last few hours.

      He didn’t want to say anything else, but she needed to know. “I’m going to kill him.”

      Her gaze drew toward the ground. “I should’ve never…told you.” Her hands tightened around his as she lifted her sorrowful eyes his way. “You’re a cop. You don’t kill people.”

      His eyes narrowed and glittered with hot rage as he squeezed her hand back a little harder than he should’ve. She winced. “I would’ve figured out the truth sooner or later.” He leaned closer. “And I will kill him.” He yanked his hand out of hers and stepped away before he caved in to the temptation to kiss her one last time. “Don’t try to stop me.”

      He turned around. With his strength fortified, he knew his end goal had to be completed regardless of the consequences.

      “He’s my brother!”

      His footsteps paused, but he didn’t turn her way. “And he killed my sister.”

      The doors swished open and his feet finally followed through, stepping over the threshold of no return. He had a plane to catch. A killer to take down.

      He might’ve fallen in love with the man’s sister a little too effortlessly, but he had to die. No one hurt his family and got away with it.

      Every choice had a consequence.

      Like falling in love with a woman he could never have.
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      She sucked in a deep breath as she watched the man she had fallen for so quickly walk away.

      One minute she was working at her desk, minding her own business. The next minute, he was approaching her, flashing his sweet, dimpled smile, sending her falling head over heels.

      All it took was one glance.

      One sweet, sexy look.

      And those dimples.

      Inhaling another deep breath to hold back the tears that wanted to break free, she told herself not to move an inch.

      She couldn’t follow him. She couldn’t run after him, beg him not to kill her brother.

      She couldn’t get on that plane with him, no matter how much she wanted.

      When she realized the connection, what her brother had done, she wanted to kill him herself. She’d even confronted him in the kitchen. Her eyes had darted to the knife rack, analyzing, judging, assessing whether she’d have the time and the strength to grab the largest one and stab him.

      Over and over and over.

      Because he hurt the man she loved.

      By killing his sister, he had broken a man she knew didn’t break easily.

      Instead, she made him a sandwich, hugged him, and said good-bye. She let him go without turning him in to the police.

      Now, Tate was going after him, and he would kill him. She had no doubt in her mind.

      She never expected any of this to happen. Or what the hell she was doing.

      Betraying Tate.

      Now, betraying her brother.

      The tired, sad look in Tate’s eyes overwhelmed her the moment he walked inside her house this morning. It hit her more fiercely than all the other times she witnessed his turmoil. She couldn’t handle the pain and agony she saw every day as he looked for his sister’s killer.

      It just…blurted out.

      That her brother killed her.

      That she knew where he was headed.

      That she trusted him to bring him into custody without a scratch on his head.

      Boy, she had been wrong about the last one.

      She felt like a two-faced joker.

      Helping her brother escape.

      Then helping her boyfriend capture him.

      “Ma’am, I’m going to⁠—”

      “Thanks so much. Have a great day,” she cut off the security guard, then flashed him another charming smile—the one that men could never resist—and rushed inside the airport.

      The security guard’s interruption jump-started her hesitation.

      She had to stop Tate.

      She had to make him see that killing her brother was wrong. Yes, he killed a person. Yes, he deserved to feel the pain he inflicted. But no, not by death. He could spend the rest of his life behind bars and feel the pain as crucially as anything else.

      Death would be the easy way out.

      She wanted him to suffer.

      Because he ruined the love between her and Tate.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Fumbling to pull it out, she froze when she saw her brother’s number flash across the screen.

      She swiped to answer but didn’t say a word. What could she say? He’s coming. Go somewhere else. She wouldn’t betray Tate again.

      “Abby, when I get⁠—”

      “Stop. I don’t want to hear it.” She didn’t. Because whatever her brother said, she knew she’d tell Tate.

      She wanted her brother to pay. Yet, she didn’t want him to die.

      That put her in a hard place. Hello, rock. Hello, place.

      “What happened? Are you okay?”

      “I don’t think I’ll be able to forgive you.”

      “Abby? What’s going on?”

      “I love you, Cooper. But I can’t forgive you for what you did.”

      A long sigh sounded in her ear. Ha! That wasn’t going to work on her. She wouldn’t cave to her brother anymore.

      “You told him. That was so dumb, Abby!”

      She pulled the phone away from her ear as he shouted. Oh, boy. Things never ended well when he got upset.

      “You did this, Cooper, so don’t be mad at me.”

      He cursed, a loud crash echoing in the background. “I love you, Abby. You’re my sister, and I always will.”

      “I know. Same here.”

      “But that was the wrong thing to do.”

      A shiver slid down her spine.

      “Don’t call me again, Cooper.”

      She ended the call, then shoved her phone back into her pocket.

      If she didn’t know any information, she couldn’t help Tate.

      Not to mention, it’d be safer. Because her brother was pissed.

      At her.

      Inhaling one last deep breath, she headed for the ticket counter.

      She had a plane to catch.
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      Pacing back and forth, his hands ran through his hair and pulled on the ends.

      Shit!

      What should he do?

      How could his sister betray him like this? How could she feed him to the wolves? Over a guy? A guy who wanted to bury him six feet under.

      It was one thing to kill a person. But to get away with murder, to keep getting away with murder, he needed to be one step ahead—of everyone. Especially the police. So he liked to spy on them on occasion.

      He didn’t realize the last woman he had killed had been the sister of a detective until after he’d done the deed. A slight mistake on his part. Lesson learned.

      He knew exactly what kind of man the detective was.

      A very determined one. He had the look of murder in his eyes. He should know, it was his specialty.

      What baffled him was how his sister started dating the damn detective. Why was she on this detective’s side and not his? He was family! He mattered!

      Pulling on the ends of his hair again, he groaned, then kicked at a chair and watched as it fell backward. The woman tied to it tried to scream through the gag around her mouth. Only muffled sounds came out.

      The fear in her eyes intensified as he stepped closer. She wiggled, barely, as her useless attempt to get free of the rope tied around her failed.

      They always failed.

      He didn’t make mistakes. Ever.

      Well, until recently when his last victim happened to be the sister of a detective. Rookie mistake.

      Oh, well. He never let anyone get the best of him. Come hell or high water, he’d fix this little problem. Whether that meant using a polite technique, or a more violent one.

      He didn’t generally kill men. There was no excitement involved. In the chase. In the capture. In the torment. But if he had to do it this one time, he would. He’d do anything to stay a free man.

      More muffled sounds filled the tiny room as the woman attempted to scream when he took another step closer to her.

      He pulled hard on the ends of his hair.

      Damn it.

      He had no choice.

      He knew one way to get the detective off his back.

      And it was her own damn fault for putting him in this predicament. She picked the wrong side.

      His sister would pay the price.

      If the detective loved her as much as he thought, he would back off.

      The detective lost his sister. He wouldn’t want to lose the love of his life too.

      Or he’d kill them both.

      Problem solved.

      He loved his sister. Could he kill her?

      Well, if he was provoked enough…yes.

      His hands dropped to his sides, peace finally settling in his veins that he had a plan of attack. He hated feeling unsettled. To do his job sufficiently, he had to be in complete control of his emotions.

      The control had finally returned.

      Smoothing his hair back to fix the strands that looked astray from all the pulling that he had done, an evil sneer touched his lips. Bending toward the woman, he brushed a strand of hair away from her eye.

      “You’re wondering, why me? Why is he doing this?” Crazy laughter filled the room. Then his lips thinned into a tight line. “Think hard and you’ll know why.”

      Her eyes flashed with fear, then a sparkle of realization right after.

      Yes, she knew. She understood.

      He always made sure they were aware before he killed them. Sometimes, it took hours, dropping little hints, but never coming right out and saying it. Sometimes, it hit them right away, like this woman before him.

      Pulling out the gun tucked behind his waistband, she didn’t even flinch before he pulled the trigger.

      A direct shot to the head.

      Blood splattered.

      Her eyes were vacant. It always fascinated him how fast that empty look appeared.

      Job complete.

      Where did he want to leave her body?

      Somewhere perfect.

      Somewhere the detective wouldn’t miss his hidden message.

      Now the real fun could begin.
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      Gripping the armrests, his knuckles turned white as he held his breath. The plane jerked and the wheels finally touched the ground.

      He could face down a killer. Hold a gun on a madman. Interrogate a psychopath.

      But flying always scared him shitless.

      He had no control in an airplane. Once buckled in and the plane took flight, he was powerless to do anything. It’s not as if he could kindly ask the pilot to pull over if he needed to take care of a suspect getting out of hand.

      The guy three rows back had been so belligerent and rude to the flight attendant, he wanted to stand up, toss handcuffs on him, and throw him in a cell with a few guys he knew would give him a warm welcome. In other words, he’d be crying like a baby.

      But, no, in a plane, he had to sit there and listen to everything.

      Being in control was necessary. Like a disease that rippled through his veins. When he lost control, he failed, and failing was never an option.

      Look what happened to his sister. He failed her so badly that she was dead.

      Murdered.

      Tapping his foot incessantly, he counted to twenty under his breath as he waited for his turn to exit the plane. Which didn’t take long. It might cost him an arm and a leg, the few times he opted to get on a plane, but he always purchased first-class tickets. One of the first ones on, and one of the first ones off. Although, he never actually boarded first, but he did want to be off before anyone else.

      In and out.

      He’d drive home when this was over. He wasn’t too eager to fly again so soon.

      A large sigh of relief released as he stepped off the plane and walked down the tunnel and to the wide-open space.

      Another large breath escaped as he took in his surroundings. Some people were waiting for their flight. Some were hurrying off the plane to baggage claim. Some were fiddling with their phones, not paying attention to their surroundings. Some were lounging in a chair with their eyes closed.

      Stepping to the side, out of the path of the exiting passengers, he counted to twenty again to simmer the torment shuffling through his veins.

      He needed to find his control. And he needed to maintain his composure.

      A glimpse of dark, chocolate-brown hair caught the corner of his vision.

      Snagging an arm out, he grabbed the softest skin he had ever touched in his life and pulled Abby close. She smelled like fresh roses. As if she had dabbed part of the scent on her neck before leaving the plane, knowing how he reacted anytime he inhaled her sweet aroma.

      How had he not seen her get on the plane? Why did she foolishly have to follow him? It wouldn’t stop him, but it made his job harder.

      Before harsh, berating words could leave his mouth, he touched a tender kiss to her lips. He needed to kiss her. For one brief moment, he needed the outside world to disappear.

      She moaned and wrapped her arms around his neck, snuggling closer. Almost indecent-like.

      He kept the kiss short and sweet, then bent his head and inhaled the warm rosy scent one more time.

      “You shouldn’t have followed me, Abby.”

      Her arms tightened, her head pressing on his chest just beneath his chin. “I won’t let you do it.”

      He wanted to scream in frustration. Loud and piercing. Let loose the anguish crushing him inside.

      How could she defend that monster?

      He didn’t care that asshole was her brother. He killed a woman. His sister. He killed multiple women, and she wanted to overlook that as if he couldn’t help himself or something.

      This morning, when she confessed, he didn’t stick around to hear why she wanted to help her brother. Because he was sick, mentally unstable? He couldn’t control the impulse? The why didn’t matter.

      Oh, he didn’t think for a second Cooper Forrester didn’t know what he was doing. He knew exactly what he was doing when he tortured and then killed his sister.

      His lips touched her neck, inhaling her sweet, innocent scent, then closed his eyes. “I need you to go home, Abby.”

      She pulled away and touched a hand to his cheek. His eyes remained closed. He didn’t want to see the distress in her eyes with what he was about to do.

      He knew killing her brother meant the end of them. How could they ever get past something like that? How would she ever be able to forgive him? He wasn’t even sure he could forgive himself for hurting her like this.

      But he had to pay.

      He had to die for what he did.

      “Killing him is the easy way out. Do you want him to suffer?”

      His eyes popped open.

      The determination in her eyes almost brought him to his knees to beg for her forgiveness.

      But he wouldn’t be swayed. She would not change his mind.

      “You know I love you, right?”

      She swallowed. “Of course. I love you too.”

      “You know I would do anything to make you happy.” He brushed a hand across her cheek, over her soft, beautiful brown hair, and down her back. A shiver touched her skin. “I love your sweet smile. I love your adoring laugh. I love it when your eyes twinkle with delight.”

      The grip on his cheek increased, as the grit in her eyes intensified. “Then hear me out.”

      “But I can’t let this go. I love you, and I would do anything for you…but I have to do this.”

      Her hand dropped to his waist and squeezed. Her fingernails dug in. He knew he’d see the marks later as a reminder of how much he was hurting her.

      “Tate…let me explain.” Her nails dug in even further. He couldn’t hold back a wince. “Killing him is the wrong thing if you’re aiming to make him suffer. Prison would be the most sufferable thing for him to endure. It’d be like caging a rabid animal, one who would go crazy from the small confines of a room. Trust me on this.”

      Beneath the strength in her hazel eyes, he didn’t miss the flash of pain. Of such deep anguish, he wanted to find a room and wipe away every horrible memory that she suffered from.

      What caused it?

      He wanted to take it away, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to know the origins.

      “I sense there’s a story behind that, and I⁠—”

      “I’ll tell you it all.”

      “No, Abby. I don’t want to know.” He leaned closer, whispering against her mouth. “I want you to go back home. I want you far away from here. I have to do this.”

      “I love you so much that I won’t let you ruin your life.”

      “What makes you think I’ll get caught?”

      “Because I know the truth.”

      Her words slammed into him like a car running smack into a wall going a hundred miles an hour. He jerked away from her, letting his arms fall to his sides.

      “Tate…” Her eyes belied the sadness that she even uttered those words. “I don’t want you to go to jail.” That determination shined with power. “But I’ll turn you in if you kill my brother.”

      “Seems like we’re at an impasse right now.”

      A smile, the one that always made his heart skip a beat, graced her beautiful face. “If you would let me explain a few things, we could find a common ground. A solution that would benefit us all.”

      “Especially your murderous brother, uh?”

      Screw it.

      If she wanted to turn him in to the authorities after he killed her brother, then so be it.

      He’d face the consequences.

      Because, no matter the outcome, Cooper Forrester deserved to die.
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      She wanted to break down and cry in the middle of the airport.

      Because Tate Powell could be the most stubborn, obstinate man.

      Did he think she wanted to turn him in to the authorities? Of course not. That had been a bluff. A very deadly, dangerous one.

      Killing her brother was the wrong move, but if he did—when he did—she didn’t know if she’d have the strength to turn him in.

      She loved him too much to see him suffer behind bars. He might act like it wouldn’t bother him, but he’d lose his mind as her brother would. Not as badly, but he wouldn’t survive caged up like an animal.

      She might tolerate his job, being a homicide detective, but it didn’t mean she believed in the system. Putting people behind bars seemed like the cruelest thing in the world. She would know; she experienced it herself once upon a time.

      Something she would like to explain to him, but his tunnel vision was very narrow at the moment.

      It’s not something she wanted to talk about. Ever.

      But for him, she would. She would lay her entire childhood out there.

      They continued to stare at each other, neither averting their gaze, yet no words passed between them. What else could they say?

      His phone rang.

      He finally looked away as he dug into his pocket and answered the call.

      She watched, her heart picking up speed, as so many torrential emotions crossed over his face as he listened to the person speaking.

      Something bad happened.

      Something so terrible, it made Tate go ashy-white, his face completely drained of all happy emotions. It made it difficult to remember what his smile looked like. Those two sweet dimples that always brightened her day.

      It felt like ages since she confessed about her brother. The night before, they had been carefree, laughing and fooling around as if nothing horrible could touch their lives.

      How wrong they were.

      He ended the call and slid the phone back into his pocket. His eyes were trained on the floor.

      “Who was that? What happened?”

      His gaze shot up. “Your brother happened.”

      A tremble coated her body.

      He didn’t.

      He wouldn’t.

      Tara, Tate’s sister, had been an accident.

      Her brother wasn’t a vicious murderer. She could admit he had a slight temper on occasion. He didn’t mean to kill Tara. He even said so when she confronted him about it.

      He said it was an accident.

      “So, you found him?”

      Tate stepped closer. A warm hand touched her cheek for a brief moment, then it fell to his side. “I didn’t explain to my boss why I was catching a flight. I’m going to have to come up with an explanation without involving you.” His expression turned fierce. “Because no matter what you choose to do, I won’t let you get involved in this in any way. I will protect you from everything.”

      “Quit skirting around the issue. What did your boss say?”

      His brows dipped as his mouth turned into the meanest scowl she had ever seen. “A dead body. Here.” He let out a heavy breath. “Like my sister.”

      She stumbled back, a short cry escaping.

      No.

      He wouldn’t.

      It was an accident.

      He wasn’t a murderer.

      Just a slight temper. That was it.

      Not that she knew how Tara died. Tate never shared the details of his sister’s case, only that she was murdered.

      Tate never talked about his work at all. If she wanted to know anything about his job, she usually had to pry it out of him. But she rarely asked because she knew he didn’t like to talk about it when they were together.

      Another anguished cry broke free as she bent, clutching her stomach. She had to force the bile rising up her throat back down. She had to keep her composure, especially in front of Tate.

      Strong hands grabbed her arms and made her stand, then his arms wrapped around her in a protective embrace. She buried her head in his chest, tears making an appearance. She couldn’t stop it.

      “I’m sorry, Abby.” His breath hitched as his arms tightened around her. “We’ll talk later. Right now, I have a crime scene I need to get to.”

      “It’s not him.”

      A heavy sigh sounded as if he shouted in her ear. “My sister was victim number eleven. He’s a serial killer. He’s a madman. He has no conscience.” A pause. “Someone has to stop him. And I will.”

      Tate had to be lying.

      Her brother had a temper, sure, but he wasn’t…he wasn’t…

      She couldn’t even think the word, let alone hear Tate say such things about him.

      Anger started to creep throughout her body, washing the doubt away.

      No. Her brother did not murder that many women.

      She tried to shove out of his arms.

      His embrace was impenetrable. He refused to let her go. She should start screaming for airport security.

      “It’s okay. I get it. You thought it was only my sister. I didn’t want to tell you. I didn’t want to say anything, but he’s a monster. He has to be stopped.”

      She grabbed his waist and squeezed. Her fingernails dug in so hard she heard him wince. For a second, she felt triumph, wanting to jump in the air with excitement. Then it diminished as regret hit her.

      Tate loved her. He would never do anything to hurt her. She knew this.

      But she wasn’t ready to accept what he was saying. She couldn’t. He had to be mistaken.

      “Why don’t you book a hotel, send the address, and I’ll meet you there when I’m done? Then we can talk.”

      Talk?

      Now he wanted to talk.

      She lifted her head. “Okay, Tate.”

      His eyes narrowed, as if assessing whether she meant it.

      She did. Kind of.

      She’d book the hotel. But she sure in the hell wouldn’t be waiting around for him to get back.

      She’d find her brother first.

      “Good.” A light kiss touched her lips. “I love you, Abby. I don’t want to lose you.”

      She didn’t want to lose him either, but she feared they were in a losing battle.

      Because no matter how she looked at it, she didn’t see a future where they ended with a white picket fence, two kids, and a happy life.
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          WRITING PROMPT: THERE WAS BLOOD SPATTER EVERYWHERE

        

      

    

    
      He flashed his badge to the officer standing on the other side of the yellow tapeline. Then he nodded in appreciation when he raised the tape for him to duck under.

      Glancing around the park, eyeing the tiny crowd on the opposite side of the water fountain, he wanted to rage at Cooper’s cruelty.

      How did he manage to place a body in the middle of the park? He saw a few kids scampering next to their parents as they walked. The parents tried to shield their eyes from the scene unfolding in front of them, but curiosity was a fickle thing. The kids wanted to see what they weren’t supposed to. The parents couldn’t even help themselves, daring glances between attempting to shield their kids.

      Cooper had a one-day head start. He didn’t waste any time.

      Stopping a few feet away from the body, Tate flashed his badge again. This time to a guy about his age with black hair and a beard that looked too perfect. He already hated the guy.

      “I’m Detective Powell from the Gramton Police Department in Minnesota. My captain already called yours and should’ve explained why I’m here.”

      The other man’s eyes narrowed, assessing, observing. “Detective Stromberg. My captain called. What he didn’t say was how you got here so fast. New York is several hours’ flight.” Distrust colored his eyes. “Tell me. How in the world did you know we’d have a dead body?”

      The entire ride from the airport to the crime scene in Central Park, he’d tried to conjure a good enough excuse without involving Abby. She might turn him in after he finished the job, but it didn’t matter. He wouldn’t hold it against her. He’d still do everything in his power to shield her from anything in this case.

      “I’m following a suspect. I landed when I got the call. He arrived yesterday. I guess I didn’t make it in time.”

      That was the honest-to-God truth.

      Of course, he didn’t intend to tell him how he came up with his suspect.

      “This is victim number twelve. So I’m told. How did you finally figure it out?”

      Well, he couldn’t call Detective Stromberg an idiot. The man was putting him on the spot right away.

      “Is there a problem, Detective?”

      Detective Stromberg grinned.

      Tate didn’t have time for this kind of bullshit. “Because all I want to do is find my killer. You seem to want to interrogate me. Let’s cut through all this shit and get to work.”

      Detective Stromberg’s eyes constricted into even tinier slits than before. “This is my city. My crime scene. And if I ask a question, I expect an answer.”

      Tate wasn’t browbeaten by anyone. Especially by a snooty, stuck-up, know-it-all city cop. Sure, he was stepping into another detective’s territory, but for good reason. Each second they wasted having a pissing contest, Cooper was getting farther away. 

      “If you have a problem with me, take it up with my captain. Otherwise,”—he stepped closer, bumping shoulders with him as he walked past to get a better look at the victim— “get out of my way.”

      Detective Stromberg’s nostrils flared as the fire flashed in his eyes. He reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and stepped away.

      Tate didn’t care that he was likely trying to remove him from the case. He looked at the body and cringed. Bile coated his throat at the same time a wave of sadness washed over him.

      Another innocent woman lost her life because…why?

      That was the answer he couldn’t figure out.

      None of the women had a connection. Not that he could find, anyway. It’s as if Cooper picked them randomly. But he didn’t think that was the case.

      He was methodical. Precise. Cooper had a reason for every woman he killed. Even his sister. That one bothered him the most, that he couldn’t figure out why he killed Tara.

      There were dark-red marks around the victim’s wrists, indicating she had been tied up. Mirrored the others. One hole centered in the middle of her forehead, blood coated all around. She was fully clothed, most likely in the same clothes she disappeared in. He never raped his victims, so he had complete confidence she didn’t endure that kind of torture.

      The confusing part about the scene made him nervous. He didn’t get nervous or concerned at any crime scene. Not much made him pause.

      There was blood spatter everywhere.

      Around the body.

      As if he placed it there on purpose.

      Because someone would’ve heard a gun go off and nobody had. The body was dumped here. Why spread the blood around?

      One of her arms was lying perfectly by her side. The other was outstretched with her finger in a pointing position. Training his gaze in that direction, his brows puckered as he looked for the answer.

      What game was Cooper playing now?

      Adding blood spatter to the crime scene.

      Was it real blood? Another victim they didn’t know about yet?

      Her finger pointed to something.

      What did Cooper want him to find?

      Glancing around, he noticed Detective Stromberg was still on the phone, making angry gestures, his face contorted in rage. His captain wasn’t telling him things he wanted to hear.

      A smile touched Tate’s lips.

      Even if he was kicked off this case, it wouldn’t stop his objective.

      To find and kill Cooper Forrester.

      Following the direction to where the dead woman was pointing, he kept his eyes focused on the ground as he walked. Nothing out of the ordinary stuck out. No blood trailed this far away from the body either.

      He made it to the water fountain with nothing strange catching his eye.

      Until he saw a loose brick in the wall. Barely sticking out but a small corner, he knew right away Cooper wanted him to find this.

      To an average person, it would’ve never been noticed.

      But to him, he saw it immediately. Just as Cooper figured he would.

      He sat down, fiddling with the brick as unobtrusively as he could. His eyes met Detective Stromberg’s. Nodding, with a cocky smirk, he continued to work the brick loose, attempting to shield his work with his leg.

      Finally, he wedged the brick enough to stick a finger inside the tiny hole where he felt something. Sliding it out, he slid it into his pocket without looking, then pushed the brick back in place. He stood up and met Detective Stromberg’s scowl with a cheesy-ass grin.

      “Taking a break?”

      A low chuckle filtered out. “What did your captain say? Am I kicked out?”

      Detective Stromberg’s vein bulged in his neck. “I guess we’re working this together. So let’s do that. Tell me everything you know.”

      He wasn’t fooled. This man didn’t want to work with him. He wanted him gone.

      A slow brow rose. His grin remained firm. “We can try. But I’ve never been known to play well with others.”

      He walked around him and back to the dead body, itching to read the note Cooper left.
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        * * *

      

      Abby laid her phone on the bar and waited for the bartender to notice her.

      She did as Tate asked. She booked a hotel room not far from Central Park, via a mobile app, then headed here.

      Driscoll’s Pub and Restaurant.

      Growing up had been a nightmare. Cooper and she lived half their lives on the streets of New York. One day, they up and moved, settling in a new town in Minnesota. Tried to build new lives.

      But this was her territory.

      She would find her brother before Tate.

      And she would do it with an old friend’s help.

      “Well, well, well. If it ain’t Abby Forrester. Cutest, deadliest woman I know.”

      Biting her bottom lip to suppress a smile, she then busted out laughing. “Deadliest, uh?”

      Her laughter died as Cooper’s madness flickered into her brain.

      Brandan Driscoll, now the owner of his family’s pub, leaned on the bar as a silky smile punctured his handsome face, light-brown hair with bright-blue eyes. He never had a problem catching the ladies’ attention. He caught her attention when she was younger. But she was proud she resisted. They were friends. She never wanted to mess with that. And Cooper would’ve never liked the idea.

      “I do recall that one time when we were stuck in the alley and you pulled a knife out on those Poulter boys chasing us. I stood there like a pansy while you got us out of there.” A sexy brow rose, enhancing his handsome features. “Without one swing of the knife too.”

      So, okay. She knew how to defend herself. As did Cooper. They needed to learn so they could survive.

      But she never hurt someone with her skills. She would’ve never taken that knife and cut those dumb Poulter boys for trying to steal their hard-earned money.

      She was pretty sure she wouldn’t have.

      Maybe.

      “Oh, those bullies were all talk and no action. That was nothing.” She tapped her fingers on the bar nonchalantly. “Don’t I get a drink?”

      “Don’t I get a hug?”

      A shy smile—a very fake shy smile—touched her lips as she glanced at the empty corner in the bar. Brandan nodded, understanding she wanted some privacy as they chatted and caught up with each other.

      She hadn’t been back to New York in over ten years, since the night they left on a bus with twenty dollars in their pocket and no plan. They hopped on the first bus heading out of town and landed in Minnesota.

      Getting comfortable, sitting with her back to the wall so she had a view of the entire bar, she stood up to give Brandan a sincere hug, then took her seat.

      He brought over two mugs of beer filled to the rim. Taking a slow sip, she savored the delicious flavors of the original brew made by Brandan. He had talent. She’d give him that.

      “I like this. I’m impressed.”

      He shrugged. “It’s something I like to dabble with on the side. I only have two brews that are mine.” His eyes sparkled with delight. “They do happen to be our bestselling beer.”

      Laughter filled the space. “Of course they are. You always excel at everything you do.”

      “How about you? It’s been a long time.”

      She forced herself not to fiddle with the glass. Brandan might be an upstanding citizen now, free from their torturous past, but it didn’t mean he was an idiot. He would pick up on her nerves if she portrayed them.

      “I managed to go to school and get an associate’s degree. I’m a secretary for one of the best criminal defense lawyers in Minnesota. I make good money.” She chuckled because it was true. She never wanted to be a lawyer. Her boss, Harry Turner, worked too many hours, and for what? The money? She preferred happiness over money, and being a secretary made her happy. And she made enough money doing so. She didn’t always like her boss… But that was another story altogether, one she didn’t want to get into.

      “Good for you. And how’s Cooper?”

      Her spirits dipped. Did that mean he hadn’t seen Cooper? Was this a waste of a visit? Well, no, not entirely. It was nice to see an old friend.

      “Same old crazy Cooper. He hasn’t settled down with one specific job. He likes to float around and do different things. You know him. He could never sit still for long periods of time.”

      Brandan let loose a boisterous laugh. “He was like a Mexican jumping bean. He could never sit still. I’m not surprised he hasn’t stuck with one job. Plus, he’s a man with many talents. He can pick a lock before you can even blink.”

      Yeah, she didn’t want to be reminded of something like that. What was Cooper doing right this second? Breaking into another woman’s home, kidnapping, then murdering her?

      No.

      Her brother wasn’t that cruel and vicious.

      He couldn’t be.

      A warm hand touched her arm. “Hey, what’s the matter? You look…worried. Did I say something wrong?”

      A smile tried to break free, but she couldn’t pretend anymore. Not that she’d tell Brandan the truth, but she couldn’t act like everything was hunky-dory when it was all falling apart. “I followed Cooper to New York. I’m worried about him. He’s…” She tensed. “Having woman problems.”

      A strange, crazy laugh bubbled up her throat and escaped as those words left her mouth. Well, it was sort of true. He had a problem hurting women. Close enough.

      “He hasn’t been by yet. I had no idea he was in town. That’s why you’re here? You’re looking for Cooper.” Sadness brushed across Brandan’s face.

      She let go of the mug and laid a hand over his that still rested on her arm. “And I wanted to see an old friend. It’s been too long, Brandan.”

      “It has. I have to get back to work, but we should have dinner tonight.”

      The eagerness that spread across his face was adorable, yet she also found it heartbreaking.

      “I can’t. I’d love to, but I have plans tonight.” Nothing was set in stone, but she wouldn’t ditch Tate to spend time with Brandan.

      His eyes bled with disappointment before disappearing as if it never happened. “Another time, before you leave.”

      “Of course.” She let his hand go, then moved her arm to disengage his hand. She took a sip of her beer. “And you’ll call me if Cooper gets in touch. I need to find him.”

      “You can trust me, Abby. Let me refill your mug.”

      He grabbed her mug that was still halfway full and walked away. His hand immediately reached into his pocket for his phone. Was he calling Cooper? She didn’t feel confident enough that she could trust him.

      Could she trust anyone in her life?

      Definitely Tate.

      He would never hurt her. Physically, anyway.

      Mentally, emotionally, was a whole other ball game.
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      Only two hours had passed since Abby left. He missed her. He wanted her right by his side as he tried to find her brother.

      Partly because he wanted to make sure she was safe. Her brother was a psychotic lunatic who murdered people without thought or compunction. He couldn’t be sure he wouldn’t hurt her too.

      The other part of him hated to admit it, but he wasn’t sure he could trust her. Would she find her brother first? Would she tell him? Would she warn her brother?

      Besides ignoring Detective Stromberg’s watchful eye, he fiddled with his phone, itching to call Abby to check on her. At the same time, he fiddled with his other pocket where the piece of paper waited for him to look at it. What did it say?

      Detective Stromberg didn’t trust him, which he absolutely shouldn’t, because Tate was here to commit murder.

      But it also didn’t give him any free time to look at the note.

      They left the crime scene after combing the entire area for more clues. Detective Stromberg finished before him, but he refused to leave until he looked at every spot in the park. Unfortunately, he found nothing else of importance.

      Now, he stood against the side of Detective Stromberg’s desk in a loud precinct bustling with activity. He wouldn’t deny where he worked wasn’t loud and annoying at times, but nothing like this. Detective Stromberg sat calmly at his desk, punching his stupid finger to the arrow button as he looked at the case files in the Blood Killer’s portfolio.

      Tate hated the man even more for that atrocity. He gave Cooper the ridiculous name of Blood Killer, which he hoped like hell the media didn’t get a hold of. And portfolio? Who called a bunch of cases linked together a portfolio? That sounded stupid. Tate had the insane urge to punch him in the face for…for talking. The man drove him nuts.

      His stomach cringed every time Detective Stromberg’s finger pressed down on the button.

      He didn’t want help with these cases. He knew who his killer was. But he had to play nice. For now, anyway. When Detective Stromberg asked for the other files, instead of being a dick about it, he called another detective in his precinct to send them over.

      Not much engagement occurred between them. He sat in silence, leaning against his desk, and Detective Stromberg rarely asked a question. And when he did, all of his answers were short.

      He was waiting for the moment when Detective Stromberg got to his sister’s case. He couldn’t wait to see his reaction. It wouldn’t be anything special. Nobody knew she was his sister. Not even his captain. Only Abby.

      A light, almost barely audible snicker escaped.

      Detective Stromberg’s head snapped in his direction. “Did I miss the joke?”

      “I sneezed. Thank you for your blessing. That was very kind of you.” Tate said it without smiling, which was a feat in itself. He wanted to burst out laughing at the annoyance in Detective Stromberg’s eyes.

      He couldn’t exactly say why he wanted to mess with this guy. To take his mind off Abby and what she was doing maybe. He had to focus on something else before he went insane.

      The scowl on Detective Stromberg’s face intensified as his finger continued to punch the button a little harder this time.

      His phone buzzed.

      Pulling it out of his pocket, his heart skipped a beat at the text from Abby.

      
        
          
            
              
        I need you. Come now.

      

      

      

      

      

      “I’ll be back. Let me know when you want to talk about the case.” He stood up and slid his phone back into his pocket.

      Detective Stromberg leaned back in his chair as a wary look punctured his face. “Where are you going?”

      He grinned. “It’s not any of your damn business.”

      He walked away.

      As soon as he was out of eyesight from the annoying detective, and out of earshot of any coworkers, he pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed Abby. She answered in one ring.

      “Where are you?”

      His hand shook by the panic in her tone. “I’m at one of the precincts. What’s going on? What happened? Where are you?”

      She hiccupped as if on the verge of tears again. “I screwed up, Tate. I was only trying to…help.”

      “Tell me where you are, Abby.”

      “A pub. I was…a man was gunned down right in front of me. I think…”

      He raised his hand to an oncoming taxi. It came to a slow stop in front of him. “What? You think what? What the hell are you talking about gunned down?”

      “I think Cooper had something to do with it.”

      “Give me an address.”

      She rattled off an address not far from Central Park. “You can’t miss it. There’s so many cop cars here.”

      “I’ll be right there. Don’t leave.”

      He disconnected and slid his phone into his pocket, then entered the cab. When he relayed the address, the driver nodded that he knew the location and made his way into traffic with ease, honking his horn a few times.

      His fingers fiddled with the piece of paper.

      It scorched him as he pulled it out of his pocket. Unfolding it carefully, more so wasting time rather than trying to preserve any evidence, he closed his eyes before it unveiled before him.

      He counted to twenty.

      Then opened his eyes.

      What do you call a sitting duck?
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        * * *

      

      She wanted to get up and walk away. Far, far away.

      Or pace.

      That would work too.

      Anything to release some of the tension and fear tightening deep inside her veins.

      She couldn’t help but watch the commotion all around her. Patrons from inside the pub being questioned by officers. A few were directing traffic, as one lane was shut down.

      Because Brandan’s body was half on the sidewalk, half on the street. That’s how he fell after the bullet tore through his chest. She still had a few specks of his blood on her cheek. She could feel it.

      She felt it all as it sprayed her face, his expression one of complete horror before the life in his eyes drained, then he fell.

      Her mind replayed it in slow motion. Over and over. He hugged her after she finished her beer, rather slowly, because it was a good brew and she wanted to enjoy it. He mentioned dinner again, then walked her to the door and stepped outside with her.

      She remembered as he raised his hand to flag down a cab. Then a smile touched his lips as he looked at her.

      For the last time.

      Then nothing but horror unfolded.

      Wrapping her arms around her knees as she sat on the sidewalk, she looked over at his body, thankfully covered by a sheet.

      Why Brandan?

      Why would Cooper do this?

      She had no proof it was her brother, but who else would want to kill him?

      Maybe Brandan had problems she knew nothing about. Maybe this had nothing to do with her.

      She could only hope. Otherwise, she was the one who caused his death.

      “Abby!”

      Jerking her gaze from the dead body, a large breath exhaled as she connected eyes with Tate. All of her panic, her worry evaporated as he pulled her to her feet and wrapped her in his embrace.

      “Do you believe me now? Do you see how terrible your brother is?”

      Sucking in a sharp breath to hold back the tears that wanted to flow free, she squeezed the back of his shirt. “You don’t know this was him.”

      What was wrong with her? Didn’t she just think the same thing?

      “I do.” A tender kiss hit her neck. “It was a warning.”

      She pulled away. “But…you don’t even know what happened.”

      “I made a few phone calls on the way here. I know you were standing next to a man when he was shot. But was the bullet meant for you?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      Even as Tate’s eyes narrowed, the love and affection didn’t diminish. “Do you honestly believe your brother would never hurt you?”

      “Yes. He would never hurt me. Never.”

      A throat cleared.

      Tate dropped his arms from around her and stepped to her side. The annoying detective who barely gave her time to process a good man was shot to death before pelting her with questions looked at them with disdain.

      “Detective Powell?”

      Tate’s brow rose. “Yes. And you are?”

      “Detective Rider. I can’t imagine this scene is related to your other case. How can I help you?”

      How did this detective know Tate’s name already? They had been in the city less than four hours. Tate didn’t seem too surprised, and he had mentioned he made a few phone calls on the way here. If he wasn’t worried, then Abby wouldn’t worry.

      Tate’s arm slid around her waist. “I’m here because this is my girlfriend. How do you know who I am?”

      A shiver rushed up her spine. Tate didn’t know how this guy knew him. Maybe she would worry a little.

      “Hey, you’re the outsider here. When you make calls, news travels fast. Detective Stromberg isn’t too happy you left for another crime scene. He’s on his way. So, tell me, is this related to the other crime scene in Central Park?”

      “Not that I’m aware of. There are no similarities. Why would they be connected?”

      “Then what were you two talking about?”

      Abby waited with bated breath. She could feel the tension, the anger, vibrating throughout Tate’s body. He was bound to explode soon.

      “A family matter. And no, it’s none of your damn business.”

      “I can see what Detective Stromberg was talking about.” Detective Rider leveled a steely gaze before walking away.

      Abby turned, grabbing the front of his shirt. “What are you doing?”

      “What?”

      “The attitude.” She pleaded with her eyes. “Do you want them to start looking closer at you? If you plan to…you know…you’re making a very easy case for them.”

      His eyes softened as he lowered his mouth and touched her lips. Softly and slowly, some of her fear ebbed away. As it always did when he held her.

      “I’m prepared for anything, Abby. But I can’t help it. I don’t like it when people think they can control me. Only you can control me. Sometimes, I hate that.”

      A chuckle slipped out. “If I could control you, you would listen to me when I talk about Cooper.”

      “You have a lot more control than you realize. Trust me.”

      “Cooper didn’t do this.”

      He sighed, then his lips brushed hers once again. “Denying the truth doesn’t make it any less true.”

      “Tate—”

      “As soon as we are away from prying ears, I’ll explain more. But from now on, you don’t leave my side.” He leveled a stern glare. “And you will tell me what you were doing here.”
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        * * *

      

      Abby knew arguing with him was pointless. He either won the arguments between them or walked away. A few times she called him a sulking baby when he did that, but what could he say other than he was stubborn. He had been since a young age, even when his multiple foster parents tried to get him to eat every meal they cooked. They expected every last bite to be cleared from his plate. If he didn’t like it, he didn’t eat it. He went hungry.

      Funny thing about that, every foster parent always said he’d love the food he refused to eat as a child as an adult. He still hated everything he never liked as a child.

      “Were you hurt?”

      She shivered as she shook her head. “I want to clean up. Can we leave soon? I feel disgusting.”

      He reached up to caress her cheek but stopped short of touching her. Specks of blood graced her soft skin. The sight made him want to throw up.

      Blood should never taint any part of her body. Ever.

      Not her blood.

      Not someone else’s blood.

      Never.

      He would make Cooper pay for every little thing he had ever done. He wouldn’t only kill him. He was going to torture him before he died a slow, gruesome, painful death.

      “You should remove that dark scowl before the guy, with an even darker scowl comes over here.”

      Tate turned his head in the direction Abby was looking. Because he couldn’t help himself, he grinned as Detective Stromberg approached him.

      “Every time a dead body pops up, so do you. Care to explain?”

      He shrugged, moving closer to Abby. “My girlfriend tagged along because she’s never been to New York before.” Tate felt her tense immediately. “Excuse me for caring when she called me.”

      “Did you know this man?” Detective Stromberg asked Abby.

      She grabbed his hand. The trembles he felt made his heart hurt. It made his anger that had been simmering for the longest time start to boil even harder.

      She shouldn’t be scared about anything.

      He would protect her, even if he had to die.

      “I just met him. He was a nice man,” Abby replied, giving Detective Stromberg direct eye contact as she did.

      Tate knew her well. Extremely well. So well, he knew she was lying. Did the detective sense it too?

      “I spoke to Detective Rider. He said a few witnesses thought you knew him.”

      “Well, they thought wrong.”

      Detective Stromberg’s brows burrowed, his eyes thinning into tight slits. “I don’t like you two.”

      Tate chuckled. “The feeling’s mutual. Trust me. Are you done interrogating my girlfriend? Because if not, I’m going to stop it regardless. She witnessed a man murdered right next to her. Have a little class and show some kindness. She can answer questions later.”

      “She will answer questions later. So will you.” Detective Stromberg stared hard at him, as if it would frighten him into talking, before walking back over to Detective Rider.

      Tate turned toward her and pulled her into his embrace. He hugged her tightly, then lowered his mouth to her neck where he placed a few tender kisses.

      “You lied. When we talk later, you won’t lie to me.”

      She tensed once again but said nothing.

      Their talk might be the most volatile talk they ever had, but talk they would. She would tell him everything.

      Starting with how she knew the dead guy and why she met with him.
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      “Your girlfriend claims she doesn’t know⁠—”

      “She said she didn’t. Not claims,” Tate interrupted Detective Stromberg as they stood with Detective Rider conversing about the case. He would continue to interrupt him if he didn’t let it go.

      She lied. He had no doubt in his mind. But he wouldn’t allow these men to think so or continue to say it.

      He would always protect her. From anything.

      “Multiple witnesses said they hugged as if they knew each other.” Detective Rider’s expression softened as if he felt sorry for him. “I get it. You’re dating. She met with another man. It’s⁠—”

      “She’s not cheating on me. She didn’t know him. We can do this all day, gentlemen. I will interrupt you every single time.”

      Detective Stromberg shrugged with a pompous look. “How do you explain why they were hugging?”

      “Witnesses are wrong all the time. Things get jumbled in their mind.” He shrugged, mimicking Detective Stromberg’s expression to piss him off. “Abby’s a friendly woman. She probably did hug him. She’s a hugger. To random strangers sometimes. It doesn’t mean she knew him.”

      “You expect us to believe that?” Detective Rider asked, his brow arching in disbelief.

      “We went out one time to this Italian restaurant and she saw this lady wearing a flamingo dress. It was ridiculous looking. But Abby loved it. No shit. She went up to this woman, grabbed her hands as if they’d been best friends forever, and asked where she got her dress. They started chatting like crazy for about a minute or two, and then she hugged her and walked away with the name of the store. She’s a friendly person. That’s it.”

      “But with a guy…” The disbelief wouldn’t disappear in Detective Stromberg’s tone.

      “Look, I spoke with all those witnesses as well, and they said they hugged. But not right when she walked in the door. She sat at the bar first and chatted with him. Then he came around, she hugged him, and they sat in the corner. None of that means she knew him.”

      “You’re either the dumbest man alive, or refuse to see what’s in front of you.”

      For the first time, Tate swore he saw a bit of compassion in Detective Stromberg’s eyes.

      It didn’t mean he’d let him talk to him that way.

      “Why are we focusing on this? A man is dead. Why? Random sniper running around the city? Was this guy specifically targeted? Isn’t that what we should be solving?”

      Detective Rider nodded. “I will. But this isn’t your case.”

      “You’re right. I have a serial killer to catch.” He pulled his wallet out and handed him his card. “Call me if you need to speak to Abby.” He leaned closer after Detective Rider took the card. “But you will go through me first. I will not tolerate anyone harassing my girlfriend.”

      Detective Rider and Stromberg shared a look, then he nodded. “I recommend you stop forgetting where you are, Detective Powell. You’re in our city.” He walked away.

      “You’re a master at making friends.”

      He chuckled at Detective Stromberg’s words that weren’t meant as a compliment.

      “It’s one of my best traits. Are you ready to talk about the case?”

      “I haven’t finished looking over everything yet.”

      Tate glanced at Abby where she sat on the same curb when he first arrived. “I want to bring Abby to our hotel room, then I’ll meet you back at the precinct. Maybe by then you’ll be ready to talk.”

      “Oh, I’m ready.” Detective Stromberg’s eyes narrowed. “Are you ready to answer my questions?”

      This day was getting better and better. Tate couldn’t wait for the ensuing tit-for-tat argument they would have later.

      He rolled his eyes as he walked away. He stopped in front of Abby and helped her to her feet. “Let’s go to the hotel. Did you book one?”

      She nodded.

      “I’ll drop you off, but then I have to go back to the precinct and help Detective Stromberg. I want you by my side.” He pulled her closer. “But I can’t have you around the case. It wouldn’t look right.”

      “Nothing looks right, Tate. They’re both eyeing you funny. You have to start playing nice. Why can’t you?”

      A cocky grin emerged. “When have I ever played nice? Where’s the fun in that?”

      He couldn’t help but chuckle. He didn’t play nice in his own precinct. Why would he here?

      He wouldn’t deny he was the odd man out. Not many other detectives or officers liked him. He said what he wanted, when he wanted. He didn’t mince his words. Ever. He closed more cases than anyone else. Without a partner.

      He always worked better alone. Other people got in his way. His thought process.

      His captain, a tolerable man, generally let him have his way. As long as he never crossed the line.

      He was tiptoeing around that line right now.

      But the need to get Cooper surpassed his urge to calm his raging emotions down.

      Abby grabbed his hand.

      Like that, his emotions settled somewhat. A slight touch. A gentle look. She usually managed to put him at peace for a short period of time.

      From the first moment he met her.

      He couldn’t explain it then. He still couldn’t explain it.

      “You worry me, Tate. I don’t want to lose you, but it feels like I already have.”

      He squeezed her hand. “I love you, Abby.”

      She smiled but said nothing in return. As he slid into a dingy cab after her, he realized he needed her to say it back. That she loved him.

      She was right.

      She was losing him.

      Because no matter how he looked at every angle of every possible scenario, he couldn’t see a forever kind of future with her.

      But he needed to hear her say she loved him.

      Those words kept him sane when he teetered on the edge of insanity every second of the day.

      It didn’t take long for them to reach the hotel. Abby had booked it under his name. He didn’t ask why but produced his credit card when the cute employee behind the counter asked for it with a sultry smile in his direction. He chuckled at Abby’s snobby glare at the woman and pulled her closer.

      His lips touched her neck. Such soft skin. “Are you going to carve her eyes out? Because that look says you might.”

      “I’m standing right here,” she whispered into his ear, and then playfully bit it. “She should at least have the decency to act like it.”

      They retrieved two keys to the hotel room a few minutes later with no other issues other than Abby’s evil glares at the woman.

      The woman was pretty. But only one woman held his heart.

      Abby.

      Forever and always.

      He grabbed her hand before stepping onto the elevator and squeezed it, then raised it to his lips to press a tender kiss to the back of it.

      Two short months.

      That’s how long he had known her. Not long enough. The moment he met her, it’s as if he finally found the other half of
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