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PrologueVictoria felt the softness underneath her body, then the sound of flowing water echoing in the distance.
Struggling to open her heavy eyelids, the weak and exhausted sensation overwhelmed her. Each muscle-sheltered bone sent waves of aches and pains with the slightest movement. Cautiously, blinking her eyes open, she made certain she was alone. As tired as she felt, she couldn't forget her captor.
The man was strong, enormous. His anger and determination was enough to destroy a whole army. The realization told her she didn't stand a chance.
The last couple of blows he inflicted upon her had knocked the wind out of her. And the ones that followed sent her into a deep sleep, like the one she had just awoken from. How long have I been here? What does he plan on doing with me? Didn't anyone hear my screams?
Glancing around the room, noticing it was a dump, she wondered if anyone else were around. No one would ask questions, or take notice of a man practically dragging a young woman along with him.
This location remained abandoned and known to harbor crack heads and other strays the town attempted to hide. That was until some keen, ambitious businessman decided to buy out the owner and improve the property to the town board's standards. Six months later and halfway through construction, the company fell into financial ruins. Claiming bankruptcy, the businessman left the site mid construction. There was no hope that even a stray could provide Victoria assistance.
Her captor had held the gun against her ribcage, threatening to kill her on the spot then go after her mother if she continued to fight him.
A chill ran through her body, up her spine, causing the hairs on the back of her neck to stand up. Feeling the moisture reach her eyes, Victoria took him seriously. She knew he could easily get to her mother just as he was able to get to her.
No one suspected him of anything.
The pain in her head and stomach increased with the knowledge she now possessed. How could he be the one?
The police would be searching for a ghost, a suspect with no name, no face, and no apparent motive.
The odds were against her. No one was coming.
Sighing heavily, she tried to ignore the nervous sensation that consumed her.
If he were going to kill me, wouldn't he have done it by now? He's toying with you, Tory. It's all a game.
Raising her knees to her chest, sensing her desire to quit, give in to her captor's demands, she held on to the tiny bit of hope and determination to escape.
The battle between a desire to live, and the facts of the case, the crime scene photos, and her captor's abilities, left her breathless.
She would not accept defeat. She would attempt escape again. She had to give it a shot.
The need to close her eyes, to rest her weary mind and body consumed her. Like waves crashing against a border of mountainous rocks came the visions of what had occurred earlier.
Each sensation of wanting to survive, having to escape her captor, then accepting defeat, weighed a toll on her mind and soul. Yet in this weak position, she promised herself next time she wouldn't underestimate his abilities.
* * * *She recalled the brightness of the sun and yearned to see it again and feel freedom. She could remember hearing the highway in the distance and instantly she planned on running in that direction if she had the chance. The scenes flashed through her mind. Her body shook in fear as she fought against herself, her emotional weakness, in the hopes she could get out of this situation.
She had been through the toughest of times, had battled against the evil of the criminal mind in her professional career.
This was different. This was personal.
* * * *Eyes feeling heavy, she closed them tightly as her mind recollected the series of events.
She had watched her captor reach into his pocket to retrieve the car keys. In her mind, she saw each scene vividly as if it were all happening again.
The parking lot was empty. The motel looked abandoned. Being the end of June, schools were getting out, families planned vacations, and no decent, law-abiding citizen would be spending their time in a dive like this.
Looking around, the fear and anxiety of dying in such a place set in. There wasn't a soul in sight.
She watched him, and when his ring caught on the pocket of his jeans, she pulled away. A quick duck and turn, she was free of his grasp, sprinting in the direction of the highway.
She vaguely felt the hardness of the pavement under the soles of her shoes as she struggled to recall any other details, as if she would remember seeing another escape route that would benefit her in the future.
The highway was a short distance after the parking lot. If she headed that way, she'd attempt to stop a car, get someone to notice her, and yell for help.
She lost her shoe as she ran across the high, overgrown grass separating the parking lot and the fence that lined the highway.
Damning herself for wearing the slip-on black wedges, she pumped her arms harder, faster, tossing the other shoe off her foot.
Cursing numerous times, after cutting her feet on broken liquor bottles and beer cans, she could hear him chasing her, laughing as he jogged, like it was some sort of game.
His voice and deep laughter echoed in her mind.
The buzzing sound of the cars zooming by ahead rang in her ears. Clearing the grass, she could taste freedom. Help was right ahead of her.
An instant later, her aching, bleeding feet, made contact with the pavement, so did her body. Hitting the ground with a thump, she felt the heavy weight of her captor as his body lay on top of her, pinning her to the ground.
Instantly, the cloth was around her mouth.
Groaning, crying from the excruciating pain that radiated through her whole body and feeling the cold, solid gun wedged against her cheekbone, she knew she had failed.
He pushed the metal harder and deeper into her flesh, and she practically felt the bruise penetrate from under her skin.
He left her no choice but to lay her arms by her side in defeat. Heart pounding, mind racing, she wondered if he would kill her right here.
* * * *The tears filled her eyes as she clenched them tighter. The earlier sound of running water stopped and her back remained toward the sound of a door creaking open.
She didn't have to turn to know he was there. Nor did she have the strength to do so.
An overwhelming sense of evil permeated the space behind her, enveloped the small motel room to the point of which she felt suffocated.
The bed creaked as the weight of his knee indented into the mattress. Attempting not to shake, to pretend she was asleep, she willed her body to cooperate, then came his touch.
He trailed a finger from her ankle to the back of her knee. She silently begged every muscle, every bone, to remain dormant and to show no sign of a reaction.
Her body had a mind of its own when she sensed the shaking escalate from deep within.
The weight of his body caused the mattress to sag beneath her. She dared not move despite feeling him so close beside her as the palm of his hand lay flush against her hipbone. He leaned over her. She could feel each heavy breath as tiny droplets of water tickled against the skin on her neck.
Still, she willed herself to remain motionless while her captor emerged from the shower and now lay beside her on the bed.
She sensed his eyes upon her, his evil, perverse attempt to prove her unconsciousness an act.
She fought to continue the masquerade. It was her only hope to stop him from having her.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap4]
Chapter 1One month earlier
Frustrated and at her wits’ end, Victoria finally found a spot to park, and it was three blocks away from her Aunt Jane's house. She'd never hear the end of it if she arrived late.
Leave it to her to screw up the family tradition.
The sound of her cell phone ringing nearly caused her to hit the car she was parking in front of. Damn she hated to parallel park. It was so time consuming. Time she didn't have a lot of right now.
"Hello.” Grabbing the phone and flipping it open, she took off her seatbelt and got out of the car.
"Victoria, I'm so glad I caught you. How is the article coming along?” her boss John asked.
Grabbing the cake holder then closing the door with her foot, she let out a sigh as her bangs danced in front of her eyes.
"Everything is coming along nicely."
"You sound out of breath. Where are you?"
"I'm trying to get to my aunt's house before the parade begins."
She looked both ways as she held the cake holder in her hands and the phone with her right shoulder as she squeezed between the two parked cars. It had been a tight fit, but it was the last parking spot left.
"A parade? What are you doing at a parade when you have a deadline?"
"Oh, come on. You know I'm never late for any of my deadlines."
Victoria could hear the silence as if her boss had to actually stop and think about that.
"You're right. I guess I just needed to talk to you."
"About what? I'm trying not to drop the cake I made while I'm holding the phone with my shoulder."
"You made a cake?"
She released a frustrated breath, and her boss seemed to get the hint.
"All right, I'll get right to it. You've been acting kind of funny. Not yourself Victoria."
Victoria nearly dropped the cake. She had been taking extra precautions as not to seem different or preoccupied. Had she failed immensely?
"Is everything all right, Victoria?"
"Why of course. You know how I can get when I'm so into a story I'm doing."
She couldn't help but nibble her bottom lip.
"This one was pretty intense. Furthermore, you got the man to confess to murder. That's not exactly an every day occurrence."
"Of course it isn't and I appreciate your concern, but really, I'm fine."
"If you're sure?"
"I'm sure."
"What about the package that came to you yesterday? After it arrived, you looked rather sad. I don't mean to pry, Victoria, but I care."
Victoria felt herself panic then she paused next to a parked car. The package her friend in the police department sent to her contained her father's case file. Quickly, she racked her brain for an answer, a response that would surely get John to quit asking so many questions. She was determined to succeed in this investigation. She had to.
"Oh, that was some information I thought would be of assistance in the article I'm working on, but instead, it was just upsetting."
"How so?"
Damn it, why didn't he get the hint?
"I guess ... well, John, I hate to admit it, but sometimes the acts of the criminal element get to me."
He was silent a moment. Victoria didn't care if he thought she was weak or suddenly affected by the cases she was forced to write about. What she cared about was finding her father's killer.
"That's understandable, Victoria. I know how you like to keep things inside, but if you need to talk, or just someone to listen, I'm here for you."
"I appreciate that, John, but really, it was just a moment of stress and a reminder of why I have to do my best in this job. I want the public and law enforcement community to be knowledgeable of what's out there, what to watch out for, and ultimately do better in their professional lives as well as personal lives."
"Well, it shows."
"I need to get a move on it."
"You really made your own cake?"
"Yes, I did and I need to go."
"Why not just hit the bakery?"
"Bye."
Victoria hung up the phone, smirking at first then feeling the uncertainty in her gut.
Knowing she was not one to sneak around or snoop in places she didn't belong, she couldn't help but feel guilty, anxious, and frustrated. All this extra work laid a toll on her, and she was tired.
All week at work, she looked forward to everyone meeting at Aunt Jane and Uncle Patrick's house. Her aunt's house was located on the same block as the town hall. Every year, the family would gather to watch the parade and enjoy a feast of barbecue and traditional party foods. The Malley and Mardullo families had celebrated the town Memorial Day parade for generations. This year would be no different despite the gray cloud that seemed to linger over the family.
Already ten, she could hear the parade starting—the bagpipes, the drums, and festivities clamored in the distance. She inhaled deeply, pleased at the smell of popcorn and the sounds that stirred emotions and memories from her childhood.
Many residents in the town had their houses decorated with American flags, POW flags, and various other patriotic embellishments. Her uncle's neighbor had a large statue of Uncle Sam pointing, and was well known for it, too.
Most of the men in her family were in the parade, for some reason or another, and the women in the family prepared the meals for the celebration once the men got back.
Aunt Jane's husband, Patrick, was Victoria's favorite uncle and one of the local police sergeants. His son, Connor, Victoria's cousin, was a detective in the same police department. Other members of the family were firemen, police officers, or service men.
Born into a family of First Responders, she understood all too well the sacrifices and dedication each family member committed to their job.
Once again, Victoria was late.
"Hey, Tory! You had better hurry up. The parade is about to start!” Mr. Clemmens yelled as she passed by his driveway. He had all his grandchildren sitting on the blacktop preparing to watch the parade together.
"I know ... I know. Thanks and enjoy the parade!” she yelled as she passed by quickly heading toward her destination.
Forced to park a few blocks over because the traffic cops had all the streets closed for the parade, she knew she would receive a reprimanding.
Victoria ducked under the yellow tape and ran through the neighborhood, carrying her special, homemade, strawberry shortcake, her uncle's favorite, in an enclosed Tupperware cake holder. She nearly dropped it multiple times, but finally made it to her aunt's house before the first marchers.
A triumph only she appeared to be celebrating.
The street filled with onlookers. Everyone by her aunt's house greeted her with yells and faces that showed expressions of pure relief she'd made it on time. Victoria had a feeling Aunt Jane had already started complaining about Victoria being late or perhaps, not showing up at all.
"See, Jane, my daughter's not a no-show,” Sherry, Victoria's mother, teased as she took the cake from her daughter and gave her a kiss on the cheek.
"Hi, Mom. Hello, everyone. I'm sorry I'm late. I found myself caught up in a story I'm doing, and I couldn't stop. Then I had to park three blocks away."
The parade began, and it would be a while before any of the marchers reached the street of town hall. Victoria had made it and with time to spare.
Looking across the street where the historic house, now the River Point Town Hall, stood, she relaxed in preparation of the fun day ahead.
The town hall was an old Victorian-style home, completely updated and remodeled, appealing to the small town's unique historical aura. People covered the enormous side lawn area. Large tables filled with crafters and artists, along with their latest creative works, continued to set up their displays in hopes of selling out as the day continued. Victoria figured she would check out the displays later, once the parade concluded.
"We'll go over there later to check out the crafts. I heard Mary Duberry has a whole display of her hand crafted jewelry,” Sherry stated.
"That would be great. I love her jewelry,” Victoria added.
"Hey, Tory, glad to see you made it in time. Did they block off Maple and Cherry Avenue already?” Peter asked.
"Yes. They did. I had to park a few blocks away on Mercy Drive."
Victoria had a feeling her brother was trying to help make excuses for her late arrival. Her aunt was a bit extreme for her liking.
* * * *The town celebration for Memorial Day would continue into the evening hours. The local fire department had set up a DJ booth and volunteers prepared entertainment for the children and the adults. There was plenty to do.
Victoria recalled her childhood memories of when the celebration was much smaller but still fun and exciting. She and her brothers, Peter and James, along with her other cousins, would enjoy watching the parade from home. After the parade, they would walk across the street to the town hall where her uncles and father handed out lollypops, ice cream sandwiches, and other goodies to all the little kids in town.
Her father, Danny, her Uncle Patrick and Uncle Jack, who owned a local fencing company, would participate every year after marching in the parade. They enjoyed the tradition and were doing the same this year.
"Victoria, what was so important that you couldn't get here on time?” Aunt Jane asked, and Victoria caught the looks from her mother and cousins. The looks warned her not to start a fight with her bossy aunt. Aunt Jane was a good-hearted person, very caring and friendly, but for some reason, she felt that somewhere along the line that the family needed discipline and she appointed herself leader. No one seemed to argue that fact, except Victoria. She expressed her annoyance with Uncle Patrick and asked why he couldn't settle her down a bit. Of course, Uncle Patrick always tried to be civil and played mediator.
Victoria recalled his words, “She just wants to feel important and keep the family together. By taking charge and organizing every family gathering, she feels she's doing this." Even with his reassurances, Aunt Jane still tended to get on her nerves.
Sighing, she responded to her aunt's inquiry.
"It's getting closer to crunch time, Aunt Jane. I have two separate articles in this month's edition of Search And Seizure magazine, and I want to be finished ahead of time. I thought I was, then more ideas came to me, and I had to write them down immediately. That's why I was a little late."
"Well, family is most important, dear. Everyone else got here on time, and we all have busy lives."
Victoria clenched her teeth, but maintained a civil expression.
She never claimed her life was busier or more important than anyone else's. What nerve.
"Jane, she's here, isn't she? So, cool it. She even made a cake. Let's just settle down and enjoy the parade.” Sherry took Victoria's arm and led her to the front yard to sit on some lawn chairs and watch the parade.
Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Aunt Jane check out the cake. Victoria knew she was seeing if it was store bought or homemade. Thank God, she got up at five thirty this morning to bake it, or she would have been forced to hit the bakery down the road and pray Aunt Jane didn't personally inspect the Tupperware.
* * * *The family gathered around, talking and having a good time as they waited for the parade to reach Main Street. Family and friends told jokes and updated one another on their lives’ events.
The first marchers appeared. The local politicians led the way. Victoria laughed as a few onlookers actually booed the town political leaders.
"He is so good looking; my heart is beating really fast right now.” Victoria's cousin, Sally, gave her a light tap with her elbow.
"You think so?” Victoria pretended to act as if she had never seen the handsome politician before.
Sally appeared to have followed her line of sight.
"Not Bret Collins. I meant Roy Sanders,” Sally exclaimed and the heat hit Victoria's cheeks.
She cleared her throat when Sally laughed but kept her gaze glued to Roy Sanders.
Victoria's attention remained on the other politician.
Bret Collins, a very handsome man who was involved in various types of businesses, slowly made his way down the side street.
She heard around town his businesses ranged from restaurants, to small sidewalk shops, gas stations, and Laundromats.
Bret Collins sat on the town board and had his sights on the position of town supervisor. He made that perfectly clear to everyone.
Through the grapevine, she had heard his own family would benefit if he got the position because each of his brothers owned local businesses, as well. He has connections to Delaney Construction, which began to monopolize most of the larger construction projects in the county. Victoria met him for the first time last week at a fundraiser for a local child in the area diagnosed with leukemia. Hundreds of supporters showed up, and Victoria's editor from the magazine, John, knew Bret very well and introduced them.
"He's a very sexy man, Tory, but I wouldn't have the guts to even talk to him.” Sally watched him slowly pass by the front yard.
"Why is that? He's just a man."
"Not just a man. A God!"
Victoria laughed, and Sally grabbed her arm to gain Victoria's full attention.
"Maybe just a man to you, Tory, but I have heard some pretty intense things about him. He's way too hot to handle and you're..."
She squinted at her younger cousin. “I'm what?"
Sally eyed Victoria from head to toe.
"You're a goody, goody."
Victoria didn't know if she should feel proud or embarrassed by the way her cousin described her.
"I don't know why we're talking about this. He's not my type at all.” Victoria swallowed hard.
Sally smiled. “Good, because an older man like that would only hurt you, never mind, corrupt you."
"Umm, the last time I checked I was three years older than you."
"You may be three years older than me, cuz, but definitely not as experienced.” Sally eyed her up and down again before placing her hands confidently on her hips and walking away.
She never knew her cousin Sally was so assertive.
Victoria watched Bret as he drove by in a classic red Mustang, waving at the crowd and glancing at Victoria. He had a good twelve years on her and she knew her family pretty much disliked his political ideas, but something about him that interested her. Maybe it was the rumors how wealthy he was and all the women whose hearts he broke. She really wasn't sure, but if they crossed each other's paths again, she would definitely learn more about him.
Then everyone's attention drew toward the shiny, red fire trucks all decked out in their parade best. The trucks slowly drove past, firefighters tossing lollipops at the children watching.
A moment later, bunches of lollipops landed on, by, and around Victoria. Glancing toward the trucks, she immediately identified the culprits, then waved and smiled.
She could see her other cousin, Tom, along with his good friends he'd grown up with. Victoria smiled when she saw her Uncle Patrick and Cousin Connor marching alongside the other officers in the parade.
Victoria sighed. She thought about her father and the past years watching the parade. It was ... different without him.
Every year, her father and brother, Peter, would march side by side with huge smiles on their faces. Her father would wave to his wife, Sherry, and to Victoria, as well.
"Kyle Mathew's, don't you dare put the cotton candy in your sister's hair.” Sally grabbed their cousin by the arm and walked him toward his parents.
Victoria laughed at the sight. The family continued to grow.
With thoughts of children, marriage, and family, came the rush of loss and worry.
Victoria thought about her brother, James. She missed him terribly and prayed he was safe.
Early last night, there had been some breaking news on television about an explosion at one of the military bases.
She remained glued to the television until confirmed reports came in there were no casualties.
James, a lieutenant in the army and stationed in Faluhja was due back home in six months, if all went well. They had just received a letter from him three days ago. He sounded energized and motivated to be there and get his job done. James had been able to come home for his father's funeral on a three-day pass, which was wonderful for the whole family.
He, being the oldest child, had difficulty leaving his family, feeling he was responsible to support them.
"Hey, Mardullo, interview any bad guys lately?” her cousin, Drake, asked.
She knew her cousin had been referring to the interview she had recently done with an inmate somehow connected to multiple murders but behind bars for a different crime.
Her interrogation skills and investigative techniques got the guy to confess to other unsolved murders.
"You liked that, huh? It went pretty well, but I wish I had more time, so that I could have really given it to him."
"Weren't you nervous, sitting in that room alone with a man capable of such violence?"
"I focused on the objective. I had a job to do and I did it."
"Well, it was great."
"Thank you."
Drake smiled then heard someone call his name. He made his way over to Peter.
She grinned at her brother. He returned the smile, and they both looked toward Aunt Jane.
It amazed her how close she was to her brothers and mom. They appeared as if they could read her mind.
Victoria recalled the way the three of them, Peter, James, and she, sat on the back porch swing together the night of their dad's funeral. Their mom lay asleep in her room, physically and emotionally exhausted. They, however, held one another, Victoria in the middle. They planned a strategic way of handling things—which of them would take care of the finances, the bills, Mom, and the house. The list went on. James would try to do his part but from a distance. He had his military career, his obligation to the country, and to make his personal effort to ensure that there would never be another September 11.
They would all pull together. It was the family way. They always worked together, one unit, one team, and never left to feel all alone. She laughed when she thought about it. Her father would give them plenty of warning if a meeting were to occur. He'd say, “Mardullo family meeting, seven tonight, back porch.” The three of them would laugh if the meeting was for something good, but cringe if it were for something bad.
Like the time James and Peter had a fight with some other guys and the police were called. No one pressed charges or anything. The other guys started it, but Dad swore he and Mom were not raising hoodlums or troublemakers. Victoria was in just as much trouble because she tried to use her cover-up makeup to hide her brothers’ bruised cheeks. Those were the days. Happy times, funny memories, a family bond so strong, they all thought nothing could penetrate it or destroy it.
Now here she was, knowing she should at least confide in her brother about her plans and her progress into her father's murder, but she knew what the result would be. "You shouldn't get involved. You're not a detective, a trained professional. Leave it to the police."
She just couldn't do it. Victoria was a professional, good at her particular job, writing major articles for the magazine, interviewing homicide detectives, police officers, prosecuting and defense attorneys. She was damn good at it. She'd use whatever skills, connections, and everything else she had. There wasn't anyone who could stop her.
Victoria looked toward her brother, Peter, determined to keep her cool, remain silent, but confide in him when the time was right. Avoiding his glances and her own guilty feelings, she knew that remaining silent about the investigation was her best option.
Since Dad died, all the males in the family were overprotective. Knowing she showed no fear, no weakness despite the multiple losses in her life, she wasn't certain she could fool her brothers and mom. Their bond was too strong and the next few weeks that bond would be somewhat tested. The moment the family was to discover she had accessed her father's case file; all hell would break loose, starting with Peter and Uncle Pat.
For too long, she leaned on them, allowed them to have an invisible control because of that protectiveness. Lately, she felt the need to let go of the binds that held her back, kept her undercover and confined. One of those binds was accepting that Steven didn't love her and wasn't coming back.
Taking a deep breath, feeling the stabbing pain to her heart from only thinking his name, she would force herself to move on.
Looking around the party, hoping no one had noticed her moment of weakness, she spotted Peter. Their gazes locked, his eyebrows creased as he lipped the words, “Are you okay?"
Smiling, she lipped a, “Fine,” as he continued his conversation with one of his friends.
Peter was tall and handsome with light brown hair and brown eyes, just like their father. He received more of the Italian genes in the family than the Irish genes. James looked more Irish than Italian with his reddish brown hair, green eyes, and trim build. Victoria was a combination of both Italian and Irish.
Dad's side had more Italian and Mom's side had a lot more Irish blood. That was obvious by the looks of Uncle Patrick who could have stepped right off the boat, directly from Ireland. Looking at Uncle Patrick, she imagined him speaking in his Irish brogue later while he drank beer and talked about the old days with friends.
Taking in the sounds and sights around her, she locked gazes with Peter who was standing by the old maple tree. He had been watching the parade with Uncle Jack, Aunt Sarah, and Aunt Jane.
He headed toward her.
She cringed just thinking he may be able to read her mind after all. If that were the case, then he would surely bust her.
Peter, a SWAT team, training officer for the local police department had obviously decided not to march this year. Victoria was certain he just couldn't handle the emotions or the memories yet.
* * * *"Hey, Tory. You okay?” Peter gave her a kiss on her cheek.
Smiling, she glanced up into his eyes. She could sense his uneasiness.
"Couldn't miss it, you know, the Malley family tradition and all."
"Yeah, family tradition.” Peter glanced back toward the road.
Victoria couldn't help but become teary-eyed herself as the familiar sound of the local police department bagpipe band led the way for the officers marching. It was a familiar sound and sight that she always associated with seeing her father as he marched along the parade route. The pipes not only had a distinct sound, but also, stirred an emotion inside her with every chord and every song. She always loved the feeling it caused deep in her belly and her heart. It made her foot tap and her hips sway to each bang on the large drum along with its rhythm.
It was more then her Irish heritage or growing up in a family of law enforcement officers, firefighters, and soldiers. The instruments held everything together, whether in celebration like today, or in great sorrow and loss as they had a year ago.
Victoria's heart ached.
Her mother, seeming to sense her daughter's sorrow, appeared behind her, and embraced Victoria's shoulders. “I miss him, too, baby. I'm sure he's watching us right now and has that huge smile on his face."
"I'm sure he is, too, Mom."
Victoria swallowed hard, submerging the tears and emotion, the scars still raw and deep. She wondered if she would ever recover. Would there eventually be a normalcy to their lives again? Glancing at her mom and her discomfort to appear happy and at ease, never mind functional, Victoria would continue to focus on her mom's loss more than her own. Right now, Sherry needed Victoria's strength.
They continued to watch the parade, waving at people they knew, and inviting them to join the rest of the family for the big celebration.
* * * *An hour later, the party got crowded. Men in various uniforms gathered in Uncle Patrick's front and backyard, drinking beer, sipping soda, and talking shop. The Malley family had relatives all over the county, and it was an on-going joke that they seemed related to everyone.
Sherry watched her daughter, Victoria, as she spoke with Tom, Connor, and a few of their friends. She could read her daughter's body language—the way she tensed up when a man got too close or flirted with her.
Sherry couldn't help being concerned about the affect all this loss may be having on Victoria's social life. She hadn't dated anyone in more than a year, was absorbed in the magazine she wrote for, and kept everything inside. She had been through so much in the past fifteen months.
Sherry continued to watch Victoria, observed the way she conducted herself, so classy and professional. She was gorgeous, young, and vibrant. The circumstances of the past had taken a toll on that vibrancy. Victoria put on an act around her family and it didn't fool Sherry one bit.
"Hey, what's the long face for, sis? This is supposed to be a party."
Patrick put his arms around Sherry's shoulder then looked down the line of her sight.
"My favorite niece is a knockout. Don't worry, sis. Connor, Brian, Andy, and Peter will keep an eye on her. We all want to see her happy. Jane said Victoria was late again. I don't know why that bothers her. Tory even made a cake?"
"I don't know why, either. I guess she feels a little unappreciated, but I can't force Victoria to show up for every family gathering. She has distanced herself a bit, has absorbed herself in that magazine she works for, and is constantly on the go. I guess keeping busy is what keeps Steven off her mind and her father in her heart. I can't help but worry, Pat."
"I know that, Sherry. I worry about her too, but she seems fine. We're all trying to make it through this one day at a time. I just can't believe he'll be gone a year next week.” He took a sip of beer from the blue cup.
"Neither can I, are you sure the police department wants to do the small memorial service for Danny? I don't know if I can handle it, never mind Victoria."
"Sure they do and they've been hoping by keeping Danny's case in the public eye that just maybe, more clues will surface and we'll get closer to finding his killer. Don't worry about it. We'll all be there together."
"Maybe not Victoria. She's already laying the groundwork for some important business trip to Chicago. This has been so hard for her, Pat. She loved her father so much, and she was so in love with Steven. Every time I think about the circumstances of his disappearance, my heart aches. Steven told her to wait for him when called to serve in the war. They were so in love.” Sherry remained puzzled by Steven's actions. It had been easy to envision Victoria and Steven getting married one day, even Danny had approved.
Steven had worked on the SWAT team alongside Victoria's brother, Peter, and cousin, Brian. However, as Steven always said, he was a Marine first and foremost. Everyone was surprised at the way he disappeared and never contacted Victoria.
"Maybe there's more to what happened? He disappeared for the year then volunteered to stay on. Maybe there was an important mission."
"Don't look at me like that, Sherry. I know he broke her heart and it was the last thing she needed. Her heart was broken; she was struggling with her work, and filled with constant worry, then discovers Steven, basically, forgot about her. Wrote her off ... who knows?"
"Then her father is murdered. Her silence after everything was deafening, Pat. You remember how worried we all were even though she took care of all the details for Danny's service and even spoke at the funeral. She's so much stronger than I am. I don't know where that strength and composure comes from."
"Danny! That's who, and you. Don't sell yourself short, sis. You've been a trooper. You know she's been earning quite a reputation around the law enforcement circuit? That last article she did in Search and Seizure was awesome, never mind the live interview she did with that scumbag murderer. She's quite the interrogator."
"Who's quite the interrogator?” Victoria interrupted her mom and uncle with a hug and a kiss.
She stood on her toes as he pulled her toward him, wrapping one strong, solid arm around her waist, easily lifting her off the ground. It made her giggle.
"Hey, beautiful, what happened, the conversation over there get boring?” Patrick set her down gently.
"Kind of. They started talking about the SWAT team and a new commander joining the team this week. Supposedly to take it over, re-organize, and whip it into shape. Peter, Brian, and the guys aren't looking forward to it. They have no idea who it is. No one does,” Victoria said. Connor walked by, passing her a bottle of water as he said hello.
"Last week, Peter heard it could be someone hired from within. Yesterday, he heard the person is from another state,” Sherry added.
Her uncle purposely changed the subject, and Sherry picked up on it immediately but didn't say a word. She knew the police department had its rules, and family or not, if they were sworn to secrecy, none of them would be the one to spill the beans. Sherry figured Pat was aware of the new commander's identity.
"So what's this I hear about a trip to Chicago?” Patrick wrapped his arm around his niece's shoulders and began to walk with her.
Sherry laughed as she watched her brother's strategic about-face. He would make sure Victoria made it to the ceremony.
Sherry was grateful for the closeness and size of the family. Her brother Patrick not only lost his brother-in-law but also, his best friend. Sherry inhaled deeply. The emptiness in her heart, the loss, was still raw, and the memories, both painful and happy. “God, I miss you, Danny,” she whispered as she walked toward her sister-in-law.
* * * *"Well, Uncle Patrick, I told Mom I wasn't sure yet. I wish she hadn't said anything. I don't want to make a big deal out of this."
"It is a big deal, Victoria. It's in honor of your father, and you have to be there."
"I never said I wouldn't make it. There's something I've been working on, that's all, and it's important."
"Nothing is more important or sacred than family. Don't ever forget that."
"I won't. I know that. Don't you think I know that?” She instantly felt defensive. He had no idea what she was working on, or the fact she was conducting her own investigation into her father's murder. The local departments had come up with little so far, and Victoria felt she needed to do more than just sit around being depressed. If her uncle, brother, or cousins knew what she was up to, they would insist she put a stop to it and leave it to the detectives involved.
Just then, one of the detectives working her father's case arrived at the party, Detective Tod Kafrey.
Victoria continued to talk with her uncle as Tod greeted the family and friends.
* * * *"Hello, Tod. How are you? I'm so glad you made it.” Sherry accepted Tod's kiss on her cheek in greeting.
"I wouldn't miss it, Mrs. Mardullo. How are you, Mrs. Malley? Nice to see you, too.” Tod acknowledged Jane.
Sherry smiled at Tod as he spoke with Jane. He was in his late thirties with blonde hair and green eyes, a very attractive man. He was tall, around six feet, and stocky. Glancing toward Sarah, Sherry noticed the young woman's cheeks turn a shade of red. It was obvious that Victoria's cousin, Sarah, had a crush on him something terrible, but she was five years younger and Tod hadn't shown any interest.
He did show some interest in her daughter, Victoria, but it appeared to Sherry that Victoria just wasn't interested. Again, she wondered if it were all about fear and taking the chance to open her heart again. Sighing, she watched Tod make his way through the crowd.
* * * *Tod was greeted by fellow officers and guests at the party. Connor and Peter waved hello, from where they stood near the barbeque. He overheard them talking about the Yankees, as one flipped burgers and hot dogs.
He noticed Victoria speaking with her uncle. She looked upset, and he wondered what they could possibly be talking about. Taking a few moments to give them time to finish what appeared to be a serious discussion, he kept his eyes focused on Victoria. She was breathtaking as usual, her hair pulled back in a low ponytail, and the one-piece tank dress showed off her perfect, trim figure.
Her voice and the smell of her perfume inundated his dreams. He wanted her all to himself and wondered if she would ever comply. Half listening to the conversation around him, he wanted to provide comfort and security to her. The walls of independence, the scars from her bad relationship experiences, didn't appear to show signs of collapsing. Perhaps it was time to apply a little pressure.
He excused himself from talking with Peter and Brian and made his way toward Victoria and her uncle.
Cautiously, he approached Victoria and Patrick Malley. A tall man, burly and all Irish from red hair to freckles. Patrick was a sergeant, active on patrol and not one to sit around wasting the taxpayers’ money; he had an intimidating reputation in the department.
"Hey, Tod, how are you?” Patrick shook Tod's hand in greeting. Tod kissed her on the cheek and she pulled away. His gut clenched at her response.
Patrick excused himself and joined his son and nephew by the grill.
"So, Detective, you made it?” Tod teased.
Victoria gave him a sideways look. “You're the detective, not me."
"You could have fooled me. I saw the clip from that interview last night. You were fantastic. The way you got that perpetrator to give it all up, you had him spilling his guts. I was impressed. I could use you on the job.” He winked then touched her cheek gently with his fingers.
Victoria smiled but moved away a little.
Tod sensed her discomfort, but wasn't about to give up on her yet. He was attracted to her, had been from the moment they'd met. He was one of the lead detectives investigating her father's death. Tod had been one of the first on the scene when they found her father's body, and he who had broken the news to Victoria, her mother, and Peter. Tod couldn't allow just anyone to do it.
"How was the parade?"
He watched Victoria glance around the yard and play with the paper on the water bottle she held. She seemed a bit on edge and he hoped it wasn't his presence.
"It was nice, the kids enjoyed it.” She glanced around at the children playing near the swing set.
Tod recalled seeing her for the first time at Jim Flanagan's wedding a month before her father died. He remembered Victoria wearing an attractive, low cut dress, and her eyes sparkled. She was a knockout with her long, shiny, brown hair and natural, creamy, olive skin. He had been determined to win her heart. If only she would forget about that Marine from her past. Then maybe he'd have a chance. He'd get a chance to talk to her later, and hopefully, back at her place.
"So what's new, Tod? Are you working today or what?” Victoria took a sip from the water bottle.
"Unfortunately, I am working but took a little break to stop and see you. Do you have plans later? Maybe I can stop by your place and—"
"I really can't, Tod. I'm working on this story for the magazine right now, and I'm on a roll. I want to complete it tonight if I can, then do all my editing, and prepare to hand it in to my boss tomorrow morning. I practically missed the beginning of the parade this morning."
"Oh, man, you're kidding me? How did everyone react to that?"
"Only Aunt Jane flipped out a little, but I easily get under her skin. Besides, it's my job and I want to stay on top of my game. It's expected now, you know what I mean?"
"I know exactly what you mean. So if tonight is out of the question, what about another night this week? Maybe dinner at Phill's? I know you like that famous blooming onion of his."
* * * *Victoria felt bad. She knew Tod liked her, but she didn't want to get involved with anyone. She promised herself she would focus on her career, give up on men for a while, and find out who killed her father. So far, no one suspected anything.
Tod moved closer to Victoria, touching her arm as he spoke. “I didn't mean to silence you. Would it be so bad to move on with your life? Forget about—"
"No, Tod, don't say his name. Don't bring that up to me. I'm just not ready for this. It wouldn't be fair for me to pretend I am when I'm not."
Victoria looked away, closed her eyes, and released a heavy sigh.
"You were too good for him.” Tod moved closer, took her hand, and gently squeezed it.
"You're a nice man, Tod, a good friend, and I would be lying if I said I wasn't attracted to you, but in all honesty, I just don't have anything to give you at this point in time. When I think about dating, about everything that goes along with it, I feel exhausted, spent. I hope you can understand that. There's a lot I'm working on in my profession, my career, and I just don't have the time."
"You deserve to be happy, Victoria. Why can't you forget about this guy?” Tod obviously didn't bother trying to hide his anger and jealousy for a man who was probably dead.
Victoria began to walk away. Tod grabbed her wrist. Others took notice and Victoria didn't want to make a scene. She stopped and turned around to face Tod.
"I'm sorry. I had no right to say that to you,” he whispered. Tod's cell phone rang. “I'm not going to wait forever, Victoria."
He answered his phone, giving ‘yes’ and ‘okay’ answers, then closed it, placing it in its holder on his hip.
Possessively, Tod placed his hands on her shoulders. She wasn't anyone's possession.
"I have to go. Duty calls, you know. I'll call you later.” Tod gave her a kiss on the cheek and walked away, saying goodbye to others as he left.
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Chapter 2Tod pulled the unmarked police car up to the marina, not pleased to find a large crowd gathered around what he was sure would turn out to be the crime scene.
Detective Don Phelps was already there and as Tod made his way through the crowd, he was pleased to find numerous patrol officers taping off the surrounding area. Maybe, just maybe, they were actually following protocol.
"Hey, Detective Kafrey, Detective Phelps is over there, past the boat yard. There's a deep ravine that borders the water's edge. That's where your crime scene is,” Officer Ronnie Chappa stated. He had been on the force five years and was determined to make detective. In Tod's eyes, he definitely showed potential.
Tod made his way past the junked boats and marina garbage, then toward the top of the hill. A few officers gathered around, taking notes, speaking to the marina caretaker who'd obviously found the body. He was white as a ghost, perspiring, and his light blue t-shirt showed chunks of what he'd eaten for breakfast that morning.
"Hey, Kafrey, sorry to drag you away from the party at the Malley's, but duty calls.” Don stood near the body, wearing rubber gloves and already recording evidence as the forensics team took photographs. The River County Coroners office was already on the scene.
The Sheriff's Department had the best forensics department around and immediately called to the scene. Their small town police department's lab was still in the works and far from up and running.
Politics.
Tod absorbed the scene around him. He noted the sex and position of the body. It was difficult not to observe she was young, maybe in her twenties, with long brown hair, and completely nude.
The victim was rigid and in a slumped position. Tod looked back up the hill, from where he had just come. He could see slight indentations in the dirt, some broken branches, and matted down grass. He believed, from his initial evaluation of the crime scene, the body looked as though dumped down the ravine, where it now lay, after rolling down the incline.
"She's been here a while."
Detective Phelps rose from the ground and opened his notebook. “We don't have a name yet but we're working on it. They're checking the system for any missing persons who fit the victim's description.” Detective Phelps joined Tod back near the body.
"Looks like she was bound by the wrists and ankles at some point. There's bruising around the neck and right shoulder blade. No stab wounds or gunshot wounds. Possibly, she died from strangulation, but no signs of broken vessels around the whites of her eyes.” Tod gently pushed up the victim's eyelids with his fingers protected by disposable gloves.
"Maybe she was poisoned?” Phelps added.
Tod gave a look that said maybe. He carefully leaned closer to the body, noting a brown-colored substance around the inside of her lips. “The dirt could have gathered there from her tumble down the ravine, or the culprit, to her death. We'll know soon enough,” Tod said just as the coroner arrived.
"Detective Kafrey, we've got someone from the local newspaper up here. What do you want me to tell them?” the patrol officer asked.
"Tell them nothing. We don't know what we're dealing with yet, and no one is to make any statements at this time. Spread the word, will ya?” Tod shook his head in disgust. The media never seemed to arrive so quickly when there was good news.
He knew as soon as people in town found out about the body discovered on Memorial Day, a wave of panic and upset would swamp their little police department.
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Chapter 3Victoria was overwhelmed at the information contained in the latest updated file. About a month ago, she had gotten her hands on an original copy of the report of her father's murder. At first, she tried to disconnect herself, act as though she were going over the case of a stranger but there was no use. The emotions were too strong. A tear escaped her eye, and she closed the file abruptly, placing it back into her briefcase, questioning herself for the umpteenth time about her decision to pursue her own investigation.
Having obtained copies of various reports, both recent and not so recent cases her father had been involved in, continued to lead to dead ends.
Interesting enough, those cases were easier to read, but the particulars about each victim were hard to get through. She noted certain cases connected to gang activity in an area a few towns over, in Creek Valley. Victoria had heard from her family the area had been investigated. There were no leads or any evidence to make Tod or the other detectives believe her father's death was gang related.
Taking a deep breath, she closed the large manila folder, stopped looking at the reports, for now, knowing she had her own office work to do. Yet, the tiny details and small discoveries she made while researching, made her question a connection between her current work and her father's murder.
She tried to prepare for next month's issue of Search and Seizure and her article on police and political corruption. A topic her boss and editor had insisted she investigate. It's also, what got her motivated to try and solve her father's murder. Victoria couldn't help but doubt her gut feeling. The small town they lived in could not fabricate such corruption and masked fraudulence.
The ringing phone on her desk interrupted her thoughts.
"Hello, Victoria Mardullo."
"Hey, Tory, it's me. Did I catch you at a bad time?” Celina, her best friend's voice instantly cheered her up.
"No, not at all. What's going on? How was Cathy's parents’ house?” she asked cautiously.
"Oh, please, you know her father doesn't like me one bit. All he did was pick, pick, pick."
"Oh no, please tell me you didn't wind up getting into an argument with him?” Victoria cringed knowing most of the time that was exactly what Celina did. Her best friend was gay and had been involved with a woman, Cathy, for the past two years. Unfortunately, Cathy's parents were not so understanding about their daughter's sexual preference. Victoria had to admit even she was shocked to find out her best friend since first grade, was gay.
Victoria recalled her brother, Peter's, disappointment and shock. Celina was gorgeous. She had long red hair, green eyes, was thin and shapely. She owned a little boutique in Boulder Point and was very successful.
"I didn't have to because Cathy did. She finally stood up to the jerk, and you know what, he actually apologized for his behavior. I think he finally gets it, Tory. I was floored, you have no idea."
"That's great. What did Cathy have to say about it?"
"She's a little wary but it doesn't matter anyway. Her parents are leaving for the next two months to Morocco. Anyway, how was the old Malley party and parade?"
"The usual, except Tod showed up and..."
"What happened? Did he ask you out again? Oh Tory, just sleep with him and get it over with."
"Celina! No way am I doing that. There are real feelings involved here, and I'm not ready for another relationship. Besides, I'm working on something very important, and my free time is limited."
"All you need is five minutes. I bet he'd cum in one, considering the fact he wants you so badly."
"Celina! Stop it, will you? I told him I wasn't ready and he seemed to understand. Listen, as much as I'd love to stay on the phone and talk about my sex life with you."
"What sex life? You have none, honey, and the opportunity to have a booty buddy is right in front of you."
"Bye, Celina!” Victoria hung up the phone and laughed.
* * * *On the other end, Celina sighed. She was worried about Victoria. Damn Steven for hurting her the way he did. If she ever got hold of that man, she'd kill him. That's if he wasn't already dead.
The thought made her heart ache for Victoria. If and when that news came, Victoria would truly loose it.
As Victoria's best friend, she needed to do whatever she could to cheer Victoria up. Perhaps get her back into the dating scene, slowly. As she thought about the consequences of pulling such a scam on Victoria, she cringed, thinking about them. Perhaps, just a nice lunch date some time next week would be best. Start little then ease her into the dating scene again.
Smiling, Celina knew it wasn't going to be that easy, not with Victoria.
* * * *He sat at the small, round kitchen table and contemplated his next move. He felt so normal, so unaffected, sitting there, sipping his hot cup of coffee and staring at the 4x8 photograph. He had an inside track on the current Memorial Day Jane Doe. Of course, he did, since he was the one who put her there. The police still didn't have a positive ID, and he had time to plant his evidence to get the ball rolling on his plan. Everything would come together nicely, he was certain of that. He smiled and took another sip of the steaming beverage.
Danny Mardullo, scumbag detective, won't your family be surprised when they find this picture of you and the sexy Jane Doe? It was the perfect decoy. Because of his connections, the detectives working the case would assume foul play or a love triangle, like the one he was setting up. He needed someone to take the fall, and he had the perfect asshole in mind, practically running into position.
It was too bad about Linda Delaney. She was an attractive young thing but not when he got through with her. He laughed as he let his finger glide across the picture, envisioning what it had felt like to take her, have his way with her, then toss her over the edge.
So far, everything was going according to plan. It was crazy really, how easily he had come up with the idea. He'd created the whole scenario in his mind, adding and subtracting players, whatever he wanted.
Danny Mardullo was a good man, but who he was, what he did and was known for, just fit the character he needed so well.
There were ways to make Danny's murder look suspicious. Mardullo followed the straight and narrow. If he had strayed a little, maybe just turned the other way every now and then, maybe he wouldn't have made such a great victim. Now the game was on its way.
No one in this little, shit, small town had the balls to do what he was doing. He did, though, and he was surprised at how good it felt to have such control. There was no remorse, not for Danny Mardullo.
Mardullo was the top detective in the county. His law enforcement career began when he was twenty years old and worked for the New York City Police Department. He became detective rather quickly and continued a career in homicide investigation. He moved his wife to River Point before starting a family, and after years of commuting, and his brother-in-law Patrick coaxing him a little, Danny transferred to River Point.
The killer recalled the stories of how Mardullo was a big shot, immediately solving crimes, teaching the other cops and detectives proper procedures at crime scenes in order to maintain and preserve evidence. His reputation was amazing, and he studied under the legendary Bronx Homicide Commander, Vernon J. Geberth, author of Practical Homicide Investigation: Tactics, Procedures, and Forensic Techniques, the “Homicide Investigator's Bible."
Laughing aloud, he was impressed with himself and the ability to know so much, to discover such personal details undetected.
He had to admit, Danny knew his shit and that's what pissed him off.
Mardullo was always in the papers, and organizing community awareness programs. In an effort to get to know Mardullo better, the killer attended the events as a local citizen and watched Mardullo's every move. Becoming friendly with the family was an added bonus to his scheme.
Killing Danny was easy, but setting it up to look like something completely different, disgraceful, out of character, and dishonorable for such an ‘honorable’ guy, wasn't so easy. It was too late to go back. He was on a mission now and planned the arrival of a new victim at precisely the right time. It was perfect.
Smiling wide and feeling successful, he found it humorous how the community came together to mourn the tragic loss of a fallen officer. He had attended the event, at the time, watching the guests as they continued to arrive from the first afternoon wake until the gathering at the Mardullo house after the funeral service at the cemetery.
He recalled the confident sensation growing within himself, all the while, knowing he was responsible, standing there physically experiencing the results of his own actions and feeling positively excited about it.
One man in particular gave his deepest condolences, even kissed the cheeks of the new widow and Daddy's little girl. Again, he smiled at the thought of knowing he was responsible, knowing who started this whole thing, and confident of not being caught. The killer had a specific person in mind to take the fall, and the line of evidence, along with a little inside track, would guarantee his plan's success.
The killer rose from the wooden chair, dumped the remainder of his coffee into the kitchen sink, and walked toward the bathroom. He meticulously brushed his teeth and flossed each tooth, one by one. As the gums bled, he wiped the red liquid onto his finger, licking it. He enjoyed the sight of blood. It didn't make him feel nauseous or queasy. The more there was, the more it interested him, excited him, and it was now something he desired.
The job wasn't complete, and the scumbag politician who thought the killer was his partner and connection in town, hadn't a clue what the future had in store for him. When this politician took the fall for Mardullo's murder, the little town of River Point would carry a brand forever.
He looked at himself in the mirror one last time while he prepared to leave for work. Satisfied, he smiled then left his house.
* * * *"Chappa, where the hell do you think you're going?” Captain Louis yelled out as the early morning briefing broke up, and the cops scattered in various directions.
Ronnie Chappa hated the captain. He was nothing but a fat, obnoxious know it all.
"I was going to help the detectives with the Jane Doe case. Detective Phelps and Detective Kafrey said they needed a few patrol officers at the victim's residence. They figured out who she is.” Chappa felt the excitement the detectives emitted in the coffee room this morning.
"Well, that's because they're the detectives. You get your ass back in the patrol car. You and Smitty are running radar on Route 9W,” the captain ordered.
Chappa was pissed off.
"You got a problem with that, Chappa?"
"No, sir, it's just that I was there yesterday, at the crime scene. I'm interested and feel I can help."
"You can't help, Chappa. You're not a detective, and personally, I don't think you've got it in you to be one. Now, get to work,” he yelled.
Ronnie Chappa walked toward the side door of the station house and there, by his patrol car, stood Smitty. He was a rookie and a non-stop talking pain in the ass. The day would be long and dragged out. Chappa cursed the captain under his breath.
The nerve of that fat fuck, telling him he didn't have it in him to be a detective. That was bullshit. Other detectives told him he had what it takes. The captain was wrong and so was Mardullo. He had said the same thing one day and told him he needed to attend training courses, study under some famous homicide detective from the NYPD.
Bullshit, he didn't need any of that training. Mardullo was a know-it-all too, look what it got him. Maybe the captain would have the same in store for him.
"Hey, Chappa, you ready?” Smitty asked as Chappa opened the driver's side door.
"Yeah, Smitty, let's go write a bunch of bullshit tickets. The town needs money."
* * * *Detective Tod Kafrey and Detective Don Phelps pulled up outside of Linda Delaney's apartment complex, along with a patrol car.
"What have you got, Phelps?” Tod asked as they walked through the quaint little complex, admiring the beautiful landscaping and waterfalls in the resident gardens.
"Nice place, but a little too pricey for me. These one-bedrooms go for four hundred grand,” Phelps said.
"Holy shit, really? I can't wait to see the inside of the place."
"Well, it should be pretty nice. The maintenance office said Delaney owned a two-bedroom on the upper level, garden view."
"Tell me about her.” Don filled Tod in on the information he had.
As they exited the elevator, they entered a long hallway lined with large windows that separated the three apartments from one another. Delaney's was at the end where a man, wearing navy blue mechanic's overalls, stood waiting.
"Detective Phelps, we spoke on the phone. I'm Larry Tomas. I didn't go in like you asked, and I have the key for you."
"Thanks, Larry, we'll let you know if we need anything else,” Phelps said. The maintenance worker got the hint and left.
"Here we go.” Phelps unlocked the door, and they entered the glamorous apartment.
* * * *The door opened. The size and openness of the apartment was mesmerizing. There were various pieces of fine art and photographs of a once very alive and very attractive woman.
Phelps felt bad about the way the Delaney girl died. He couldn't imagine someone shoving dirt down another person's throat, slowly suffocating them to death. It was a horrible thought he shook from his mind to focus on the task at hand.
"So anyway, Kafrey, she was a photographer and did a little modeling on the side. She comes from money, as you can see."
"Everything looks intact, nothing seems out of place or that a struggle of any kind occurred here.” Kafrey made his way past the living room, decorated with white leather furniture and glass tables. He headed down the hallway toward the first bedroom.
* * * *Meanwhile, outside the condominium complex, Officer Ronnie Chappa and Rookie Jeb Smitty pulled up in the patrol car.
"What are we doing here?” Smitty asked. Before he got an answer, Chappa was out of the car and heading toward the resident gardens.
Smitty ran to catch up with his partner of the day, a stuck up dickhead who thought he was Clint Eastwood or Charles Bronson. Chappa forgot the small matter of being a patrol officer, not a detective, and when the captain found out about this, they would surely be writing tickets for the next year.
"Wait up, will ya? Do you even know where they are? The captain's not going to like this,” Smitty added.
Chappa stopped short, grabbed Smitty by his collar, and yelled in his face, “Hey, you wanna go write fucking tickets all day, you go right ahead. I'm sick of that bullshit. I'm going in to help the detectives, and fuck the captain."
Smitty waited a minute then decided to go along with Chappa. After all, he was just a rookie following a more seasoned office's direction and orders. He wouldn't be responsible for that, and Smitty was sure the captain would be all over Chappa, not him. He caught up to Chappa just as the elevator door was about to close.
* * * *Chappa knocked on the door then entered when he heard Detective Kafrey's voice giving him permission to enter. The patrol officer watched as the detectives looked for clues.
Tod asked Chappa and Smitty to assist them.
Everything in the apartment looked intact. A witness noted the victim left her apartment alone, prior to her disappearance.
Chappa, Kafrey, and Phelps searched the master bedroom when Chappa pulled out a sealed box from under the bed. They looked around for a small key, which they located in the side dresser drawer.
"This has to be it. It's small enough.” Chappa opened the box, finding it filled with short letters. He figured they were love letters of some kind and some photographs. The face of a young, vibrant woman appeared in several of them.
"Wait, wait, wait. Right there. Holy shit! Isn't that?"
"Detective Danny Mardullo, right?” He snatched the picture of Danny whose arms were around a much younger Linda Delaney.
"Let me see that. Let's put everything in an envelope, especially those letters and this picture. Damn, I wonder how these two knew one another.” Phelps asked.
Chappa didn't say it out loud, but he thought that sometimes a picture could say a thousand words. He knew Mardullo wasn't as straight as everyone thought. Family man, my ass.
They gathered a few other things, but nothing struck them as out of the ordinary or in need of removing. The other officers questioned the neighbors, and no one seemed to know anything or to even care.
* * * *"Victoria, we're going to be late for this luncheon! Will you move it?” Debbie snapped at Victoria as they got out of Debbie's car.
"I hate these things when I have a deadline, you know? Why couldn't you go alone?” Victoria pushed her hair behind her shoulders, and a warm breeze caressed her cheeks.
Debbie smiled at Victoria. She wore a nice, pale yellow business suit, minus the jacket. The blouse she wore, along with the snug yellow skirt, was gorgeous, and anyone with even a miniscule amount of fashion knowledge would know it wasn't cheap. She wore a lovely set of genuine pearls around her neck and a matching pearl bracelet to go along with her delicate, dangling pearl earrings. Debbie had commented earlier in the day about how classy and sophisticated Victoria looked.
Victoria was shocked to see so many people at the luncheon. Numbly, she followed Debbi over to greet their boss John.
The conversations dragged, and Victoria just couldn't get her mind off the cases she had been looking at earlier. All she wanted to do was leave this restaurant and get back to the office. She was a little embarrassed and caught off guard when she felt a warm breath and whisper in her ear. Her body tensed immediately. She sensed the large presence behind her.
"Are we boring you, Miss Mardullo?” she heard him say as she quickly turned toward Bret Collins.
She gave an apologetic and caught-in-the-act kind of look as Bret smiled wide.
"Don't worry, I don't think anyone else noticed a thing. I'm curious, Miss Mardullo, how do you come up with the questions you ask when you're about to interview a criminal, a killer? Your questions last week were definitely out of the ordinary."
"Thank you, Mr. Collins, and please, call me Victoria. I hate to be so formal. I enjoy what I do, so the questions come easily."
"You're impressive, and the same here, Victoria, please call me Bret."
"I suppose that would be all right, until you become town supervisor and all?” she asked in hopes of getting to know him better.
"It's a good possibility, but we'll see how much closer you and I are by that time.” He flirted with her. Caught by his charm and immediately attracted to him, she attempted to hide her warming cheeks by turning her head away to glance at the crowd around them.
It was strange and rather childish, having to avoid eye contact with him.
The mundane conversations, which normally would have put her in a comatose state if it weren't for Bret, continued around them. His one line whispers in her ear, or near her shoulder, kept her entertained.
The restaurant manager announced lunch would be served soon and to locate a seat.
Victoria began to excuse herself and try to find Debbie, but the handsome, soon-to-be town supervisor looped his arm around hers and led her toward a large table where the local politicians and some county big shots sat.
"Please come join me, so I too will not be caught with the same bored look you had only moments ago,” he whispered and Victoria laughed.
* * * *Victoria exchanged pleasantries with others at the table. Soon they were absorbed in her every word and details about her job. Bret stared at her, watching as she answered each question. She asked a few questions of her own as the food arrived at the table.
Bret whispered in her ear, “I think you just sold a few extra copies of Search and Seizure. You have a knack for sales, as well."
"I hope you'll buy a copy and let me know what you think.” She flirted back a little and actually enjoyed it.
"I already have a copy, Victoria. Maybe I could interest you in signing it for me. Perhaps, we could get together for dinner Friday night?"
Victoria was surprised by his quick move, and before she even thought about her answer, the word ‘yes’ escaped her lips and plans were made.
The luncheon was a great success with over fifteen thousand dollars raised for the young child, Marty, who was fighting leukemia. The ten thousand from the magazine she worked for definitely made a difference. She was proud to be part of such a company and to have a great boss.
* * * *After a quick trip to the ladies’ room, Victoria made her way through the crowd.
"You only have a few more weeks, and it will be deadline time. Are you almost finished?” Her boss John sipped his glass of lemon water.
"Don't crowd me, John. You know how I work, and you know I'll be ready."
"You're right. I'm sorry to suggest otherwise. I guess I'm just impatient, and I look forward to another award-winning article.” He winked at her and took another sip.
She smiled at him. He had been very supportive over the years and understanding of her personal struggles.
As Victoria finished her conversation with her boss and Debbie, Bret interrupted, asking to have a moment with Victoria before she left.
Victoria was a little embarrassed and knew that by the way Bret flirted with her all afternoon, others would assume they were already involved. She could just imagine the shit she would hear from her family.
"So let me give you my card, and on the back, I'll write my pager number and home number. How does six o'clock in the evening sound? Maybe we can eat at Luigi's. Do you like Italian?"
"That sounds wonderful."
"I look forward to it."
"And thank you for the entertainment."
He winked, and she felt the light flutter in her stomach. She watched him, absorbing his distinguished features and blatant sex appeal. He was very charismatic and sophisticated. His dark hair, the defined lines near his eyes, and his tanned complexion, he reminded her of a movie star, older, worldly, yet there appeared to be youthfulness about him. She was certain at that moment his looks combined with the intoxicating cologne he wore played a major role in his long line of mistresses. Feeling the nervous sensation deep within at the idea of her being considered a mistress, made her wonder what exactly she just accepted an invitation for.
Bret got all of Victoria Mardullo's information, including address and slowly shook her hand goodbye.
"It was a pleasure spending the afternoon with you, Victoria. I'm certain that Friday evening will be unforgettable, as well."
Victoria watched Bret make his way through the crowd, saying goodbye to other people as he left and not even noticing the looks and stares from the female admirers.
* * * *"Girl, you are playing with fire. Bret Collins has a big thing for you,” Debbie whispered in her ear.
"What are you talking about? We just met."
"Honey, he's a wolf, and the look in his eyes said he wanted to devour you right up."
"Oh, Debbie!"
Victoria giggled a little as she thought about what Debbie said. ‘Devour her up'—now that would be something else. She got chills when she thought about the possibility of getting intimate with Bret. In an instant, she saw Steven and her heart ached something terrible, damn him for his ability to hold her down this long. He didn't care about her or love her anymore, and she had a right to move on, forget him no matter what it took. Maybe, just maybe, a no-strings-attached, older man like Bret Collins would be the medicine she needed.
* * * *Bret Collins drove his silver convertible BMW down the small town streets of River Point. He absorbed the uplifted feeling as he took in the sights of his small town.
It was quaint, where the center was a mere one-block vicinity and on that block stood typical storefronts with businesses that were barely making it. The bigger, more famous stores were located fifteen minutes down the highway and more of the locals were willing to travel because of the product variety in those stores. These small town shops just weren't making it, but Bret had his ideas.
It would involve a bit of reconstruction, adding a few necessary shops, and expanding the center of town by a three-block radius. Every time he thought about it, he became excited. He didn't have the position of town supervisor yet and his competition was breathing down his back. As he thought about Jack ‘Flip’ Walker, he became angry. The guy was currently the head supervisor of the town highway department. He had it in big with the local cops as well as many old timers in the community.
They had once been friends who shared their ideas, hopes, and potential plans for reconstructing River Point.
Flip had a lot of great ideas but less money and influence than Bret. Together, they could have made a great team, but Flip was also too straight and unwilling to take money under the table. He felt the corruption and payoffs were the main reason the town was falling apart.
Bret thought differently. As long as he kept a few people in the right positions on his payroll, then he would remain successful.
Once he made the decision to let a few business dealings slide under the table, there was no turning back.
That was fine with Bret but the new connection he made, had him a bit nervous. He was a ticking time bomb and apparently incapable of following directions. Bret never wanted anyone to die but it had happened. It was over and his career took off.
Bret was ecstatic that Victoria Mardullo seemed attracted to him. He'd be a fool not to jump on that. She fit the image he had been trying to portray for so long—handsome, successful, older man involved with a young, successful, attractive woman, both local residents. With their combined connections, they could own this town together. He smiled at himself in the rearview mirror, knowing so much would ride on their first date tonight.
The attraction was mutual, so at least he didn't have to fake it. Their personalities were similar and they were both intellectually compatible. Therefore, they shouldn't clash in any way. He probably had more money than she did, but he'd been at it longer than she had. “Yes, yes, yes. She's perfect, absolutely perfect.” Bret continued to drive down the road.
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Chapter 4"Do you want me to take care of this part of the investigation, Tod? I know how close you've become to the family.” Phelps asked, as the two men stood in the hallway back at the department.
"No, don't worry about it. The Mardullo case is my case anyway, and if Danny's death is somehow connected to Linda Delaney's, then I need to keep on top of things.” Tod added two packets of sugar to the black, stale coffee.
"Can I ask you a personal question, Kafrey?"
Tod took a sip from his cup then made a nasty face. “Yuck! That's the nastiest coffee ever. Go ahead, Don, tell me what's on your mind."
"Do you have something going on with his daughter?"
"You mean, Victoria?"
"He only had one daughter. What's the deal?"
"No, we're just good friends, that's all. Why do you ask?"
"Inquiring minds want to know, man. She is gorgeous, successful, a disciple of us cops. She's got it all.” Don smiled wide and watched Tod.
"She does have a lot to offer. Everything you say is true. So, who's interested? Anyone I know?"
"The list is long, my friend, but at least now, if someone asks me if you two are involved, I can give them a straight answer. Let's get back to the case.” Don patted Tod on the back and walked back toward his desk.
Tod wasn't sure how to react. He had no right to be jealous. Victoria said she was attracted to him, but just not ready to date. There was no way anyone else would get her to go out with him, not as long as the Marine stayed in her heart.
Tod headed over to his desk, grabbing a piece of spearmint gum and popping it into his mouth. He tried to blame the bad taste in his mouth on the stale coffee, but he wondered if it were from his conversation with Don. Tod shook the thoughts from his head as his cell phone rang. He answered it, surprised by the information he received.
He closed the phone and called over to Phelps.
"Hey, I got some information on the picture,” Tod said as Phelps came walking over.
"What's up, man?"
"Well, it seems that the picture was taken at Mallorie's Bar and Grill in Pascack, New Jersey. The detectives there questioned some of the waiting staff and apparently, Mardullo and Delaney were regulars, every Thursday, around noon time for a few weeks or so."
Tod wondered how Victoria and her mother would react to this information if it leaked out. Danny had a solid reputation as a family man, devoted to the ‘love of his life,’ his ‘high school sweetheart’ as he referred to Sherry. Victoria worshiped him.
"Damn it, man. There has to be more to this. Mardullo doesn't seem like the cheating kind."
"Who knows what goes on behind closed doors? I guess we'll have to look at this case a little differently.” Tod waited for Don's response.
"Yeah, like maybe our killer is a jealous boyfriend and the Delaney case and Mardullo case are connected. If that's so, then who knows what we're dealing with."
"Let's keep this information between us for now. I'd like to avoid speaking with Sherry Mardullo for as long as possible. I don't even want to think how Victoria is going to react to this, never mind the rest of the family."
"You're not kidding, and remember the anniversary of his death is only a few days away. This new information would be torture for them."
Tod didn't have to respond. He agreed with Don completely, and he wondered how he would talk to Victoria.
* * * *"You look stunning, Victoria, absolutely stunning.” Bret kissed her hand then continued to hold it as they walked down Main Street in Boulder Point.
"Thank you, and thank you for dinner as well. It was fantastic,” Victoria told him as they walked closely together, enjoying the warm evening air.
"I was hoping that you would like the place."
"I loved it and everything was perfect, despite how crowded the dining area was."
"That's why I'm a silent partner. I wouldn't know what to do if I actually had to run the restaurant,” Bret confided.
"That place is yours? I had no idea."
"That's how I like it."
"And that's why they call it silent partner.” Her curiosity had the best of her.
"If you don't mind my asking, Bret, what other kinds of businesses do you own?"
"Let's just say I own a variety of businesses. I'd hate to bore you with all my stresses in life."
"You seem to handle them very well. As a matter of fact, you don't seem stressed at all."
Bret stopped next to a bench on the side street, pulling Victoria against him.
"That's because I'm with you.” He took her face in his hands and kissed her.
Victoria unconsciously pulled away from Bret. She liked it, but it didn't feel right, and she damned Steven for the umpteenth time.
"I'm sorry, Bret, I ... It's been a while.” She looked away from him, and focused down the empty sidewalk.
He gently turned her face up toward him.
"It must have been pretty bad."
She nodded.
"He was a fool, I'm sure of it.” He gently kissed her forehead. He paused a moment, looking into her eyes, then kissed her left cheek, her right cheek, and her lips again. This time, she didn't pull away.
* * * *"Hey, Malley, I heard Kafrey was looking for you."
"That's Sergeant Malley, Captain Louis,” Patrick told the captain who was an old friend of his. The captain laughed as Patrick shook his hand in greeting.
"I saw your nephew, Alex, this morning. He got a good ‘collar,’ a DWI at the end of a night shift. He was pissed."
Patrick laughed. “What about Connor, have you seen him around?"
"Yeah, I saw him about fifteen minutes ago. He was working on the robbery case from two days ago. It looks like they have someone in custody that fits the description. He wasn't too happy, either."
"Why was that?” Patrick was a little concerned.
Then Captain Louis leaned in closer to Patrick. “The word is that your niece Victoria is dating Bret Collins."
"What! Where the hell did he get that information from?” Patrick was pissed. Collins had to be maybe fifteen years older than his niece was, and he was an asshole. What the hell could she be thinking?
"They were spotted in Boulder Point last night. That fancy, expensive Italian place. What's the name?"
"Luigi's off of Main, down by the water?"
"Yeah, that's the place. I hear you can drop a couple of bills like that.” Captain Louis clicked his thumb and forefinger together.
"Holy shit, I had no idea.” Patrick felt the pain in the pit of his stomach. This information was sure to make his ulcer act up.
The captain put his arm around his friend's shoulder and whispered, “I'm sorry to have upset you. I figured if anyone knew that it would be you. You've basically taken over Danny's role, along with your sons."
"Ah, don't worry about it. I just hope it's not serious.” Patrick then excused himself. He immediately headed to his office, offering noncommittal greetings to his friends and colleagues along the way.
He closed his office door, tossing his normal routine of grabbing a cup of coffee first out of the way, and picked up the telephone.
He was annoyed when he got Victoria's answering machine and even more pissed when her cell phone went right to voice mail. Damn it, he wasn't stupid. She was avoiding her family on purpose, which made the pain in his stomach even worse as he slammed the phone down.
Rubbing his eyes with his fingertips, he sensed the tingling sensation and was sure it would turn into a pounding headache.
What could Victoria be thinking? Why now? Why Bret Collins of all people? Could it be serious?
He asked himself a handful of questions then prayed his niece was safe.
He didn't trust Bret Collins as a politician or as a man. His reputation and track record of approvals and denials on the town board was enough to make anyone question the man's integrity.
Sighing, he tried to focus on his paperwork then dropped the manila folder on his desk to pick up his cell phone.
Quickly, he dialed her number again.
* * * *Victoria had trouble sleeping last night as horrible images ruled her dreams. She moved slowly this morning and in need of a strong cup of coffee. She was surprised when she heard the knock at the front door.
"Tod, what are you doing here so early? Is everything all right?” She was instantly concerned. Too many family members had dangerous jobs, and pictures of each of them flashed in her mind.
"I'm sorry I came over so early. Everything is fine, everyone is fine."
She motioned for him to come in and sit, then went to make him a cup of coffee. She knew exactly the way he liked it—black, extra sugar.
Glancing over her shoulder at Tod before picking up the mugs off the counter, she practically felt him glaring at her. The thought hit her instantly and she had a feeling she knew the purpose of the early morning visit.
"Go ahead, Tod, get it off your chest."
"I don't know where to begin."
"Sure you do. You want to know about my date with Bret,” she told him straight out, the way she had practiced it all last night. She felt bad, but Bret just kind of happened out of nowhere.
"It's none of my business, Victoria. You're a big girl. You've made your bed, and you've got to sleep in it."
He took a sip of the Kona coffee.
"This is really good.” He stared at Victoria over the rim of the cobalt blue mug.
"My friend Kuan sent it to me from Hawaii. It's delicious, isn't it?” she asked, but Tod just continued to stare at her. His gaze traveled over her body, then toward her bedroom, as if Bret would be there. Then his facial expression changed.
What did he think? That I would invite him into my home, serve him coffee while another man lay in my bed? Shock and annoyance filled her.
"I haven't slept with him, Tod."
"I didn't say you did. Listen, I didn't come here to fight with you. Just be careful.” He was annoyed at her for getting involved with Bret, she could tell.
"Listen, Tory, some evidence has come to my attention—"
"In my dad's case?"
"Yeah, hun, and I..."
"What is it? Just tell me, please?” She sat down on the couch, taking his hand to pull him down with her.
Tod placed the mug of coffee on the long, narrow wooden table that sat between the red floral sofa and the entertainment center.
"I have to ask you something, and I need you to be sure before you answer. If there's any reason that you believe what I'm about to ask you is true, I need you to tell me."
Victoria nodded.
"Do you have any reason to believe that your father was involved with another woman?"
Victoria's mouth dropped, and instantly, she jumped up from the sofa.
"No way! Absolutely not, Tod. No freaking way. Never! I don't know who told you that."
"Tory, calm down, all right? I need to ask these questions. You know this."
"I'm sure you heard about the body of a young woman being found on Memorial Day? Well, during our investigation of her home, we came across a picture of her and your father."
"So, what? Instantly, he's having an affair. This is bullshit, Tod. You knew my dad. You know my mom too. They're ... they were inseparable. The two most in love people you'd ever see. There is absolutely no way,” she insisted, but Tod continued to give her the information he had. As angry as she was, Victoria knew he was just doing his job, but the pain in her stomach now turned to nausea.
"There are witnesses, Tory, connections between your father and this woman that support this theory."
Victoria shook her head as the tears welled up in her eyes. She abruptly crossed her arms against her chest and turned away from Tod.
It can't be true. It just can't be true.
She felt Tod move closer, then instantly, he turned her around by her shoulders.
She wondered if he read the pain in her eyes, the pain he caused her by the information he gave her. Their gazes locked before he slowly embraced her.
She allowed the emotions to get the best of her although she had to admit that she felt the comfort in Tod's arms. Feeling his muscular physique beneath his dress shirt caused her pulse to increase. Slowly, she pulled away, but Tod didn't release her. His hands lay entwined behind her back.
Instinctively, she held his forearms.
"I haven't told the rest of your family yet. I'll talk to your uncle Patrick first, only because I'll see him back at the station. Detective Phelps and I are going to try to keep this information quiet, especially with the memorial ceremony only days away."
Victoria jerked her head up to look at Tod, who was a good six inches taller.
"Oh God, Tod. My mother. What am I going to tell my mother? This will kill her."
Victoria cringed and his hug tightened.
"Your mom is very strong, Tory. If it's not true..."
She tried to push back from Tod and distance herself from his embrace.
"What do you mean if it's not true? Of course, it's not true, damn it. It can't be!” She pulled away from him, but Tod held her hands.
"I'm here for you, Tory. You know that I am, right?"
He stepped closer to her, placed his hand under her chin, and gently rubbed her bottom lip with his thumb before their gazes locked again.
Instantly feeling the tightness in her chest, recognizing the look of passion in Tod's eyes, she felt the conflict within. An attractive man, the second in two days, and she found herself desiring his touch. What had come over her?
His head moved forward as his tone decreased in volume.
"I'm here."
Before he could move close enough to steal a kiss, she stepped back; although, she admitted she was more then curious to taste his kiss.
"Yes. I'm sorry, Tod. Please tell me everything.” She took his coffee cup and brought it to the kitchen to make him a new cup. Then she poured one for herself.
Thinking about what almost occurred between her and Tod in the living room, she decided to sit as far from him as possible. In twenty-four hours, did I turn into some kind of hussy? The thought both scared her and excited her. Could she finally put her past behind her and move on? Should she listen to her best friend Celina and just sleep with Tod?
The thought of falling into such a comforting, masculine embrace brought on a slight feeling of heat between her thighs. Over a year without a man and she was ready to fling her body at two different men at once? Surely, the stress appeared to be strangling her better judgment.
Thoughts of Steven flashed in her mind. Her first lover, her only lover, how could there ever be another.
"Victoria, sit down, you don't look so good. Information like this is not easy, and I'm sorry for blurting it out."
"I'm okay, Tod, please explain everything to me and tell me what happens next?"
* * * *"Hey, Dad, what's going on?” Connor asked Patrick as he entered the office, closing the door behind him.
"Have you heard from Victoria?” Patrick sat at his desk fiddling with some paperwork.
"No, why do you ask?” Connor hoped his father hadn't heard about Victoria and Bret Collins. The shit would truly hit the fan. Connor knew Bret and Uncle Danny were kind of enemies. Apparently, Victoria had no idea.
"I know you already know what's going on, son, so take that blank look off your face. What the hell is she thinking?"
"She doesn't know that Uncle Danny and Collins hated one another. How could she know their past when she's not on the job and is, what, twelve years younger than him? I don't know what she's thinking."
"This is bad. He's no good for her and.... “Patrick didn't finish his sentence.
"What? What are you not telling me?"
"Detective Phelps called me first thing this morning. Apparently, they found a connection between the Delaney woman and Danny. They think they were having an affair."
"What? No way, not Uncle Danny. This can't be true."
"I hear you, son, but Phelps and Kafrey are working the case and this is their latest lead. Kafrey hasn't stopped in to see me yet, but I'm sure he will before the end of the day."
"Oh shit, the memorial service is only three days away. What is Aunt Sherry going to do? How about the rest of the family, never mind if this information leaks to the public? They'll rip Uncle Danny apart."
"I know, Connor. That's exactly what I'm worried about. There's something else, too."
"What is it, Dad?"
"I know who the secret new weapon is that's coming to improve the SWAT team task force. I actually spoke to him myself."
Connor sat forward in his seat. He knew how secretive the department had been about this, and by his father's facial expression, the name was surely going to shock him.
"Steven Soranno."
"What? He's alive? Does Victoria know?” Connor asked.
"Slow down, son, I've known about this for a while. Steven called me a couple of months ago. He asked me not to tell Victoria that he was alive and coming home yet. He was working on getting the position at the department and wanted everything to be perfect. He had no idea about Danny."
"Well, where the hell has he been for over a year? Why didn't he contact Tory? Does he know the hell he put her through? Holy shit, this is crazy.” Connor stood up with his hands on his hips as he thought about his precious cousin, Victoria. What would she do when she saw Steven? How involved was she with Collins and what about the new information on the case? This was going to be hell for her.
"I know, son. I had a million questions of my own. What we need to do is find Victoria before noontime tomorrow.
That's when Steven is going to arrive at the SWAT team command center. I think it's better if she finds out from us instead of Steven or the grapevine."
"How come he hasn't contacted her himself? What the fuck is his problem?"
"Son, you have no idea what he went through over there. He was involved with some pretty heavy shit, and if Victoria lets him explain everything, and if he tells her everything, then maybe, just maybe, they could work things out."
"What about Collins?"
"That's where we come in, son. We've got our work cut out for us, that's for sure."
* * * *Victoria was irate at the information from Tod. She couldn't just sit there and not continue with her own investigation, never mind, believe her father actually cheated on her mother. There was no way it were true. Her parents were high school sweethearts, through and through. She made up her mind.
She drove down the Garden State Parkway en route to Pascack, New Jersey and the place called Mallorie's. She had a plan in motion and would sit every employee down if need be to find out exactly what the deal was.
Victoria hid her true identity, and with her impeccable acting skills, as well as her sexy appearance, she had the male bartenders talking a mile a minute. Soon, even the seasoned waitress who worked every Thursday talked up a storm. Victoria knew that a short skirt, long legs, and a bit of cleavage went a long way when doing undercover work.
By the time she finished at the restaurant, she found out more than Tod and Detective Phelps had been able to. Much more than these people had been willing to tell the police.
There had been someone else there that day who took the picture, a man, well dressed, in his late thirties or so. They couldn't remember too much because it had been such a long time ago. The three people knew one another. It was obvious.
She racked her brain trying to figure out a way to identify the other man at the bar, the one who took the picture.
Victoria thanked them for their time and made her way back to her car.
Fiddling with her car keys, she glanced around out of habit, when she noticed some man she didn't recognize waiting by her car for her. She knew right away that he was in law enforcement of some kind, or possibly an attorney. There was that look in his eyes. She had seen it many times before.
He dressed rather nicely, wearing a good, expensive suit, not one from the local department store. There was a bulge near the bottom of his ankle. He was carrying a gun; she just knew it.
The guy followed Victoria's gaze, and he quickly introduced himself.
"Miss Mardullo, I'm Investigator Warren. May I have a moment of your time?"
Warren was a tall, thin man, possibly in his fifties, with salt and pepper hair and a thin mustache. He offered her his business card.
She was hesitant at first but decided to play the game as she refused the card and asked for identification. Warren seemed annoyed at this, apparently seeing right through Victoria's tactics.
Victoria smiled after accepting Warren's identification as authentic.
"Why would the River County District Attorney's office send an investigator to speak with me?” Victoria leaned against her car. A thousand things went through her mind. She knew her boss and the staff covered her ass in all her articles and assignments. They didn't want the hassle of a lawsuit, nor could they afford one.
Her boss, John, and the other board members ran Search and Seizure by the book.
"Miss Mardullo, maybe there's somewhere we can go to talk? This is a private matter and I would prefer to stay unnoticed."
Victoria looked around. There was no one in sight and no windows on the side of the building where she parked.
"What's wrong with right here? There's no one around, no windows on the building. Tell me what's going on?"
He explained about the investigation the County DA's office was conducting in regards to some local political corruption that may have spread into the police department. One particular officer's name came up, but she hardly knew him.
"What does this have to do with me?"
"Well, we believe there's a connection with your father's murder. We also believe that we have a suspect, but are still investigating at this time."
"What do you mean you have a suspect? Tod ... I mean, Detective Kafrey, didn't mention this to me."
"The detectives are steps behind us. There's a bigger picture here, Miss Mardullo. You've been conducting your own investigation into your father's murder, and we believe that you just uncovered information that eluded the detectives. Information we already know about."
"I don't understand. What is it that you want from me? Silence? I won't stay silent when everyone is accusing my father of adultery. This is going to destroy my family."
"Victoria, we need you to help us out here. The corruption runs deep and we believe your father stumbled across it somehow. Also, there is a connection between Linda Delaney and our suspect."
"Delaney was the one my father was with at the restaurant. Who is your suspect? Was he the one who took the picture at the restaurant?"
"It's Bret Collins."
"What? How could that be?"
"I'm sure it's a shock to you, Miss Mardullo, but we've been investigating Mr. Collins for some time now. The FBI is involved. He's paid off a lot of people to cover his tracks. Your father was aware of this and we're assuming you had no idea that they disliked one another."
"Oh, my God, no. I didn't even know that they knew one another. I know my uncle Patrick and most of my family doesn't support him politically, but I just thought it was due to the changes he wants to make if he becomes town supervisor. You think he murdered my father?” As the words passed through her lips, she became nauseous and dizzy. Warren reached for her as she grabbed at his arm for support.
"Come sit down, Miss Mardullo. I'm sorry to have upset you. This must be a complete shock. Let's take a moment, just relax.” Warren helped Victoria take a seat on a nearby bench.
Victoria was stunned. Did she just have dinner with the man who killed her own father? She kissed him, allowed him to hold her, seduce her, and lie to her. He didn't mention he knew her father. What did he want from her? A thousand questions ran through her mind.
"Miss Mardullo, don't beat yourself up over this. Collins is very slick. He's a pro and that's why he's been able to evade capture for so long. We believe he killed your father out of jealousy. Linda Delaney is his cousin's daughter. You know Delaney Construction, don't you?"
"Yes, I do, but she's his cousin, his family, that's sick."
"Exactly. He was the one who took that picture. Linda did have a thing for your father, but he didn't entertain it. Collins has been spreading corruption and making promises to cops for years. We're pulling our evidence together, and so far, we've got him for money laundering, taking bribes, fixing his elections, tax evasion, and are close to pinning him for murder."
"If you have so much evidence, what do you need me for? Can't you arrest him and interrogate the shit out of him?"
"We plan on doing that, but you see, our evidence has loopholes that may not hold up in court. We need more proof and we don't think he's working alone. So far, the other person involved has stayed anonymous, covered his or her tracks really well,” Warren explained.
"In all honesty, I don't think Collins pulled the trigger himself. He's too much of a coward. I think he has a partner, someone who's on the inside and taking kickbacks,"
"What is it you want me to do? If he hated my father, he wouldn't confide in me. What does he want?"
"It may be just simply extra votes that will ensure him winning the election. Your family is large and heavily involved with the police department, fire department, military, and local community. Your support would mean a great deal,” Warren told her.
"Not if these accusations of my father having an affair are released. People don't like that kind of stuff. It turns them off whether it's true or not.
"Once it's out there, it sticks in their minds. They'll be saying he deserved to die, that the killer was probably a jealous boyfriend. Oh, my God, this is crazy.” She covered her face with her hands.
"The DA's office can't stop the detectives from conducting their investigation. We need to stay silent. They can't know we're on to all of this. We've risked telling you in the hopes that you'll help us.
"First of all, there's a Detective Monroe working out of the Boulder Point Police Department. He's gone through the whole FBI training academy. He's the only person other than you that knows what's going on. He's our inside guy in the police department and is currently working on some cases with the River Point P.D. Monroe and I will be working with you to organize everything. If your paths cross, you are not to acknowledge one another. Monroe and I will continue to investigate Collins and some others."
"What is it that you want me to do?"
"We want you to continue to date Collins, no matter what your family says. We want you to get close to him, confide in him, and make him believe you. You're to tell him how bad things were in your family. You'll have to lie and make it believable. If he thinks you're out for revenge, or aren't so loyal to your family, then he'll confide in you, perhaps reveal the name of his secret partner."
"I don't know if I can do this. How can I get close to a man who is somehow responsible for killing my father, whether he pulled the trigger himself or not?"
"Because the end result will be clearing your father's name, capturing his killer, ending corruption in the department, and protecting your family. We're close, Victoria. Can you do this?"
Victoria sat back and thought about everything the investigator told her.
"Victoria, don't think for a minute that your father even considered an affair with the Delaney girl. He had his reasons for meeting her at this restaurant.” Warren motioned with his arm toward the building behind them.
"So why was he meeting her? You know why?” Victoria needed to know everything.
"Linda Delaney was an artist. She enjoyed creating paintings from photographs, mostly engagement or wedding pictures. She sold the idea to him, showed him other work she did. Your father hired her to paint a portrait of his and your mother's wedding picture. The unfinished work wasn't recovered as of yet."
"Why was Bret there if my father hated him so much?"
"Bret and Linda did have a thing going on, but she wanted to call it quits. Your father had no idea about this. When Bret showed up that day and took the picture, he probably thought nothing of it. He disliked Bret, yes, but dealt with him while Linda finished her portrait."
Victoria thought about it for a minute, relieved that her father had good reason for meeting the attractive young woman.
Warren proceeded to tell her no one was to know about her decision, and that in the end, after hurting her family, they would understand and forgive her.
* * * *Warren called Monroe then pulled his car out of the parking lot.
"So do you think she's going to help us, or what?” Monroe asked.
"My gut would say yes. She wants revenge badly."
"You're not kidding. Who the hell wouldn't? I just wonder if she'll be able to handle her family. Besides that, where the hell did you come up with the story about the painting? She may ask to see that when everything is all over,” Monroe said.
"Don't worry about it, Monroe—just follow my lead. We are conducting this investigation for the County District Attorney's office. Do you know what kind of publicity the DA and all of us will get from this, especially, if there's multiple murders connected? As sick as it sounds, people eat that kind of movie shit up."
"It's crazy when you think about how this whole investigation got started."
"Yeah, one call from Jack ‘Flip’ Walker to his town DA,” Warren added.
"It would make a great story. A man who wanted the position as Town Supervisor had initiated the phone call to the District Attorney's Office. That call encouraged the District Attorney to take a deeper look at Bret Collins. Who would've known that the Highway Department Supervisor was onto something this big?"
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Chapter 5Victoria's tears threatened to escape. It would take a miracle for her to make it through the day without breaking down. The sense of foreboding, of the unknowing that lay before her, was enough to bring the most organized and strong person into a panic attack, but instead, she reluctantly entered her office. She had debated calling in sick, but she never did that. She did only once, two years ago, when she had the stomach flu and wound up dehydrated and in the hospital. That was before the murder of her father.
Tears filled her eyes for the hundredth time today. She needed to gain control of that. She had another job to do, and her anger and hatred were her motivation. As she looked toward her desk, she noticed the large bouquet of wild flowers that sat in a tall purple vase, her favorite color. As she lay her briefcase on the table, she heard Debbie's voice.
"There's no card, Victoria. Maybe it's from that handsome, Bret Collins,” Debbie took a sniff.
Victoria wanted to vomit. The show had begun, and she needed to stay in her role, constantly. Flinching at the sensation of chills running through her body, she stiffened then re-focused.
"Maybe they are. I'll have to call him and thank him.” Victoria touched the flowers.
Just then, her phone rang, startling her. Debbie took notice, but didn't seem to think anything of it as she waved goodbye and left the room, closing the office door behind her.
"Hey, gorgeous, did you sleep well?” Bret asked and Victoria held onto the receiver tightly.
"Pretty good, how about yourself?” You murderous bastard. She shook the thoughts away. She didn't want to screw this up.
"Do you have plans for lunch today? I'd love to meet you."
"I'm not sure. I'll have to check my book. I just got to the office. Thank you for the flowers.” It killed her to be so pleasant.
"I didn't send you flowers. I wish I had thought of it, though. There's no card?” Bret's voice tinged with jealousy. Her heart felt as if it sank to her toes.
"No, there isn't. I'm sorry for assuming. Let me look at my book a minute."
The perspiration hit her brow, and she wondered who sent her the flowers.
"Why are you late to work, oversleep or something?"
Debating about telling him the truth, she knew the faster she convinced him he could trust her, the faster she could put Bret behind bars.
"No, I had an early visitor this morning. Tod came by and had a cup of coffee. He had some upsetting news for me. I really don't want to talk about it, Bret."
"You sound upset, honey. Maybe talking to me might help. Tell me you're free for lunch and we'll talk then."
Hesitating, she debated about pushing off the inevitable. Knowing she made a promise to assist in the case, she had no choice but to meet him. Perhaps she could even use this meeting to her advantage.
"Okay, I'll meet you around noon at Phill's.” As the words left her lips, she acknowledged her innate ability to fall into her role. It was a big chance she was taking but hopefully it would reap great results.
"Yeah, I love that place. Noon it is and I can't wait to see you."
"Me, either.” Victoria hung up the phone.
There was no turning back now. Phill's was the local cop hangout, and if she were to convince Bret that she was interested in him, ready to choose him over her family, then she needed to show him off, make their relationship known. There was no better place than Phill's.
Again, her phone rang, and this time it was Celina.
"Girl, I have been trying to get you all morning. Did you sleep over at Bret's place or what?"
Victoria felt sick again, knowing she had to lie to her best friend, but Warren had warned her, and she wasn't one to make mistakes.
"No, I didn't, but we did have a great time. I'm meeting him for lunch today, as well."
"Oh, that's fantastic! Maybe by tonight you'll be getting some,” Celina teased.
"Listen, have you checked your voicemails? Is your cell phone working? Because your brother, cousins, and uncle have been trying to find you. They're worried about you, and I think I may have made matters worse."
"How so, Celina? What did you tell them?"
"That you had a hot date last night."
"Oh no, Celina, I have to go. I'll call you later. Victoria placed the receiver back on the base. The chaos had already started. She checked her cell phone. She was so upset this morning after talking to Tod, she'd left in a rush, never bothering to turn on her cell phone. She opened it and saw twenty-one messages. “Shit!"
"That's right. ‘Shit’ about sums it up."
Startled, Victoria looked up to find her cousin, Andy, standing in her office door, wearing his sheriff's uniform.
"What are you doing here, Andy? Is everything all right?” She rose from her desk.
"You tell me! Don't you check your phone messages, check in, or something?"
"I just did. I hadn't realized my phone wasn't on. What's the emergency?"
"Family meeting by Uncle Jack's boat in the marina—eleven o'clock sharp."
"I have a lunch date at noon. Will this take long?” She knew exactly what the meeting was about and scared out of her mind to show up for it.
"With Bret Collins? What the hell are you thinking, Tory?” Andy rested his hand on his gun holster.
"Don't start with me, Andy. It just happened, that's all.” She then looked at the flowers, wondering who sent them.
"Are those from him?"
"No, they're not. I don't know who sent them. There's no card.” Her phone began to ring.
"Do me a favor and tell everyone to stop calling me. I'll be there at eleven, but this better not be just about Bret and me."
Andy gave her a disgusted look at the way she said ‘Bret and me,’ like they were already an item.
Her uncle and cousins were probably so pissed off right now, it wasn't even humorous.
"Just don't be late. I'll see you there.” He immediately called his Uncle Patrick on his way out of the building.
Victoria took a deep breath, hoping that with each one, the pain in her chest would disappear. She sat down at her desk and focused on her work the best she could until ten forty-five, and she headed out the door.
* * * *"I told you never to call me. I'll call you when I need something."
"I know that, but I'm worried. I heard that the cops are making a connection between Linda and Danny. I don't want to be screwed here. You promised me everything would be fine.” Bret's palms began to sweat, and he wiped some perspiration off his brow. The man on the other line and his capabilities frightened him.
"Don't bother me with your pansy bullshit. You wanted this—all of it. Now live with your part and trust me. Everything is going as planned, Supervisor. Don't call me again."
Bret shook. He never should have said yes to any of this. Stealing, money laundering, and roughing someone up was one thing, but murder, that was something entirely different, never mind the fact, he had no idea who this guy was.
Bret thought back to a year earlier when his life seemed pretty bad and all prospects of climbing up the political ladder were dismal. He was desperate and ready to do anything to achieve the position as supervisor, but he had to get his name into the race. That's when he received the phone call from Mr. Mysterious. The guy had it all planned and Bret accepted his offer of helping him achieve his political goals. He was desperate, yes, but this mystery person had a lot of information on him.
Bret smiled when he thought about his own fixation with young women. He couldn't get enough of playing the wild, crazy sex games. He lived for it, but somehow, this guy got his hands on a video and some pictures of him with an underage girl. Bret knew something like that would destroy any chances he had for a political career. It was over, the decision made, and now, here he was on the way to achieving his goal. Still, he had an uneasy feeling inside. Maybe it was guilt or disgust for what he had done, and for what this man was capable of doing.
Then, of course, there was Linda Delaney. He had loved her, but it was necessary to sacrifice her, to destroy Danny Mardullo's reputation.
Mardullo's daughter, Victoria, though, was a different story. Things just kind of happened between them, well, with a little push from him. But hey, maybe she was exactly what he needed, and the bonus of extra votes didn't hurt one bit. Now he needed to win her over completely in order to make sure he had those votes come Election Day.
* * * *Victoria pulled her jeep into the marina parking lot. She immediately noticed the police cars, sheriff's car, her uncle's fencing company truck, unmarked police cars, and other vehicles belonging to her family. She didn't see her mom's car, however.
She took a deep breath and prayed she could play her role, a role completely the opposite of her true self.
"You're late by ten minutes."
"You're lucky I even showed up, knowing there would be a lynch mob,” she said sarcastically as she joined the large group of men. The mere fact that she was the only female present would have normally alarmed her if they weren't her family.
"First topic and reason for today's meeting is you, Victoria. We understand that you are now dating Bret Collins, enemy of your father and family.” Uncle Patrick used his most serious voice as the others stared at her as if she'd committed a felony. She didn't think she would get away with this, not by a long shot.
"It's none of your business! What's the next subject of this family meeting?” she shot back at them and she could tell they were shocked.
"Tory, this is serious. He's no good for you!” Peter told her.
Then the others bombarded her, as well.
"He's a scumbag!"
"He's too old for you!"
"He's using you."
"Whoa, everybody settle down, right now. All of you have no right to tell me whom I may or may not date. My personal life is my business, not any of yours. Besides, it was all of you who have been pushing me to date. Now, Bret and I happened, plain and simple. I like him, we're dating, and it's no big deal. Get over it!"
They tried to talk to her about it, but she wouldn't budge. Finally, Uncle Patrick brought up the next topic, which was the new information about his brother, Danny.
"There's no way it's true, Uncle Pat,” Peter said as the others added similar comments.
Victoria stayed silent. She knew this was already tearing her family apart and she couldn't tell them it was all a lie. She had to keep her mouth shut. Her uncle gave her the evil eye, and she prayed she wouldn't crack.
They talked about it, tried to put their heads together and hoped it weren't true. Then, they went over the plans for the memorial service, which would only take about an hour, then a reception at the firehouse afterwards.
"The family needs to stick together. If news of this new suspicion gets out, there's going to be a lot of questions, accusations. They may even stop investigating Danny's case,” Uncle Patrick said.
"How can they do that? They still don't have a suspect in custody. It's still a murder case.” Victoria looked at her uncle for answers.
"It will still be considered a murder case, but not one of a cop. Instead, it will be the murder of an adulterer. The manpower involved with solving the case will automatically lessen. Tax payers’ dollars—there's no need to have so many good officers and detectives investigating such a case,” Connor stated
Victoria felt herself getting more and more upset. She wanted to tell them about the secret investigation, she wanted them to console her and tell her that everything was going to be all right. Instead, the realization she needed to be strong, to handle this without the family, was slowly sinking in.
"So if this information comes out, there's a possibility that my dad's case could go unsolved? This is ludicrous.” Victoria crossed her arms in front of her chest.
"It's a possibility."
"I can't see Tod letting anything like that happen. Let's focus on the ceremony and keep everyone together. It's important that the family comes together and shows how close and how strong we are,” Uncle Patrick said and everyone agreed.
She remained silent, deep in thought about the new information and the harm it could cause.
"Victoria, I'll pick you and Mom up at her house and drive you both to the ceremony,” Peter told her as the others began leaving.
"I'll meet you there.” She tried to walk away, but he grabbed her arm.
Everyone seemed to pause and watch her. She needed to maintain control and stick to her act.
"Don't you dare show up with him at Dad's memorial,” he scolded.
The thought hadn't even crossed her mind.
"I wouldn't do that, Peter. Besides, he will be there, but as a town board member, for political and personal reasons. Now, let go of my arm.” She pulled away, abruptly leaving.
* * * *Peter was shocked. His sister would never act like this, and he didn't know what was wrong with her.
"Something's up, Uncle Pat. Did you see that? Her whole attitude today is wrong.” Peter watched Victoria get into her blue jeep and leave.
"I can see that too, and I hope Collins doesn't have a hold of her already."
"How could he? They've only been seeing one another..” Peter shook his head, as he placed his hands into his pockets.
"It makes me sick just thinking about it. I know the guy is attractive and women are turned on by him, but, Tory? It just doesn't fit."
"I agree with you, but remember she's been through a lot and has been dealing with it all head on and without assistance. Perhaps this is just a fling she needs to forget about Steven."
"She couldn't pick someone better? I don't know ... but every time I'm around her, I just don't feel as close to her. Why couldn't she confide in me or lean on me?"
"The Mardullo and Malley curse,” Uncle Patrick replied.
Peter squinted at his uncle, not quite understanding.
"Stubborn as hell and then some, every darn one of us. Your sister is tough to boot and they'll be no negotiating. Victoria's the one female in this family that can give us men a run for our money. Sherry is just as stubborn and tough. We have to go talk to your mom. I'd rather her hear this information from me than a stranger."
Peter shook his head. “I hate to even think it, Uncle Pat, never mind say the words."
Patrick placed his hand on his nephew's shoulder. “Neither can I, son ... neither can I."
They headed toward the parking lot and returned to the police department.
* * * *"Victoria, what's wrong? Talk to me, will you?” Bret asked as the waitress finished clearing the table.
"I'm sorry, Bret, I guess lunch wasn't such a great idea.” She sighed and hoped she wasn't overdoing it.
Bret held her hand, and she could feel the gazes on them and knew the gossip would be flying. That's exactly why she picked this place and Bret appeared to be falling for it.
"Let's get out of here. We can go for a walk, and you can tell me what's bothering you. I have some more time before I need to get back.” Bret then paid the bill.
They rose from their seats and headed toward the door when Victoria's cousin, Tom, a fireman, and some of his friends arrived. Tom looked shocked as he eyed her holding hands with Bret Collins.
"Hey, Tom, long time no see,” she said sarcastically, and Tom didn't hide his annoyance.
"I'll meet you guys at the bar,” he told his friends as he stood next to his cousin.
"Tom, this is Bret. Bret, my cousin Tom,” Victoria introduced them and Bret held out his hand, but Tom ignored it.
"Tom!” Victoria said to her cousin, but he ignored her too as he gave Bret a dirty look and glanced back at Victoria. He gave her a kiss on the cheek.
"I gotta go, see ya later,” he told her, then walked away.
Her heart felt as if it sunk to her gut. Things couldn't have gone any more smoothly if she had planned the chance meeting with her cousin ahead of time.
Absorbing the feeling and allowing her emotions to surface, she rushed out the door and down the block to where she parked her blue jeep by the corner. There was no one around as the tears escaped her eyes.
"Victoria ... Victoria!” Bret was there, and instantly, he embraced her.
He gently rubbed her hair, caressed her back, and spoke softly into her ear.
"It's all right darling. They'll get over it. They love you and are just being protective. I'll prove to them that I won't hurt you.” He held her close.
"I'm so sorry about Tom and about my reaction. You have no idea about what happened this morning. I've had it, Bret. I've just had it.” She drew him in deeper, hopefully convincing him that she needed him.
"Tell me about it. I care about you.” He gently brushed the tears from her cheeks. As she explained about the new information on her father and about her family's disapproval of their relationship, she found herself becoming more emotional and convincing.
"I don't want you to be sad. If this relationship is going to be too hard for you, I'll understand if you want to stop it right now.” He held her hands in both of his own.
For a moment, Victoria worried he may actually be serious.
She took a deep breath then lifted her teary, red eyes up toward him.
"I don't think I can stop it, Bret. I don't want it to stop.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and fought the hurling feeling she had inside for pretending affection to her father's killer.
"Neither do I,” he whispered huskily, before covering her lips with his own.
* * * *It was nearly noontime the following day and everyone gathered inside the conference center at SWAT team headquarters.
"So you have no idea who this guy is, Peter?” his cousin, Brian, asked.
"No, I told you guys a thousand times only the big shots know. Now, let's sit down. They're about to get started.” Peter took a seat and Brian joined him.
It was a casual meeting, a discussion about improving the department as well as new training methods. They talked about the military and some special training the new commander would be responsible for teaching them.
"Well, without further adieu, I'd like to introduce you to an old friend of many of you, a great serviceman to our country, and now, the SWAT team department ... Commander Steven Soranno."
The crowd gasped in surprise and roared in excitement. Steven was well known and very likable. The response was amazing, but Peter and Brian looked at each other in pure shock. Steven looked amazingly alive and well, which actually, pissed them off.
He was in perfect physical condition, trim, solid, military attitude and all. They watched and listened as he spoke about his intentions and they waited, debating what they would say to him and wondering how they would tell Victoria.
As Steven finished talking, the group cheered again before concluding the meeting.
Peter and Brian watched while the crowd seemed to gather around Steven and swallow him up.
"I can't believe this. He's alive and well and this is the first we're seeing of him?” Brian stated.
Peter remained silent, filled with mixed emotions—excitement, relief, and anger all combined. He couldn't imagine how Victoria would react. The instant he thought of his sister, the sick feeling filled his stomach.
When Steven had his chance to escape the crowd of old friends, he immediately rushed over to Peter and Brian.
"I'm sorry, guys; I know this must be a shock. I thought your Uncle Patrick would have told you."
"He knew about this—about you?” Brian asked, as they shook hands.
"Yes, I went to see him a couple of weeks ago when I first accepted the job. I needed to know about Victoria. I'm so sorry about your father, Peter."
"Well, you're kind of late, man, in more ways than one,” Peter said sarcastically.
* * * *Steven wasn't surprised by Peter's attitude.
"I know I hurt your sister, and I plan on explaining everything to her as soon as I can,” Steven said.
He had already seen her, without her knowledge. He watched her leave for work in the morning, her gorgeous, long brown hair and amazing body. She looked incredible, classy, and he wondered how to approach her.
"Well, I'm not sure how she'll react to you, man. She's moved on,” Peter told him.
"Yeah, in the wrong direction,” Brian added and explained what was going on with Victoria and Bret, as well as Danny Mardullo's murder.
"I can't believe she's seeing someone.” Steven was in obvious shock.
"She never forgot about you, Steven. She never dated anyone and believe me my sister can have her choice.” Peter crossed his arms in front of his chest and glared at Steven.
"I hope I'm not too late."
"That's up to you, Steven. My cousin has been acting strange these last few weeks. The family is concerned. We keep blaming it on the anniversary of her father's death, but I think it's more and so does Peter,” Brian glanced around being sure no one was in earshot.
"Talk to me, guys. Tell me everything you know. I love her. I've never stopped loving her and I won't."
Peter took a deep breath as Brian filled Steven in on Danny Mardullo's murder, the new information soon to be released, and Victoria's sudden interest in Bret Collins.
By the end of their conversation, they were talking to other officers on the task force about the plans for later in the evening.
A few hours later, everyone met at Phill's to celebrate Steven's return.
* * * *"You're doing fantastic, Victoria. I would never know you were just acting. He's buying it and I'm sure he'll make his offer soon,” Warren told her as she spoke on her cell phone.
"I don't know how long I can pull this off. I'm hurting my family. You should have seen the way my cousin Tom acted today. It hurt so much."
"But you pretended to lean on Collins. You let your true emotions help you act. You were great."
"You were there? You were watching?"
"I told you we would be. There's no way we'd leave you alone with him. Don't worry, you're doing fine, and we'll touch base with you soon."
'Don't worry'—that's easy for him to say. She closed the phone and sat in her car outside her house. Just then, she heard a car pull up alongside hers in the driveway. Her brother, Peter, got out and he didn't look too happy. Victoria swallowed hard, preparing herself for a battle with her brother over Bret.
"Let's go inside and talk. You look tired,” he told her. She locked her jeep door and headed toward the walkway.
"I am tired."
Once they were inside, Victoria offered her brother a glass of iced tea, and he accepted.
"There's something I need to tell you, Victoria, and it's important."
"I don't want to hear anything else about Bret, Peter."
"It's about Steven,” he shot back at her.
Instantly, she swung around toward him. “What about Steven?” She just couldn't bear any other bad news, not after the past few days. She would lose it right now if Steven were dead.
"He's alive, Tory, and he's back in town."
She was shocked, flabbergasted, as a lump formed in her throat along with a mix of emotions.
"What? Where is he? Why didn't he come to see me? What?"
Peter grabbed her hands and settled her down, then explained the situation. She realized, suddenly, Steven must have sent the flowers to her office.
Attempting to bring her back to the present, Peter placed his hand under her chin and gently lifted it toward him.
"I think a lot happened to him in the war, sis, and he's having difficulty coming to see you. He feels bad for not being here for you when Dad died. He felt he had no choice but to break all connections to the civilized world, I guess. I'm sure he'll explain everything to you."
"Where is he now? Is he coming here?"
"The guys are having a welcome home celebration for him at Phill's tonight. I'm supposed to bring you there. He asked me to."
Victoria was in shock. Steven was alive and only minutes away.
She felt dizzy and nauseous as she held onto her brother for support.
"Are you feeling all right?"
"I can't believe he's alive and here in River Point."
She turned away.
What would he look like, be like, after all this time? How should she react to him? She thought so many things, then halted at the realization of the current situation.
She had a role to play, a job to do, and finding her father's killer, capturing him, meant more to her than anything she could ever want for herself.
Glancing up, she caught Peter watching her. No doubt, he was concerned and probably wondered what was wrong with her.
"I couldn't imagine how you feel right now, Tory, but at least the worrying is over. He's alive! He's in our town, and he's here to stay."
Victoria remained silent, so Peter continued. He explained about Steven's new position.
"You have to talk to him, honey. You have to give him a chance to explain things to you."
Still, no response.
As if losing his patience with her, Peter snuggly grabbed her arms.
"What's wrong with you? You're not acting like yourself at all?"
"I need to think about this a little, Peter."
"What's there to think about, Tory? Steven is back. He loves you. You've prayed for this day."
She could tell Peter was getting angry with her, but at the moment, her head was spinning in a state of confusion, relief, anger, and upset.
She stayed silent, gave no response, and Peter stood there watching her. She was shaking. Her face was pale, and she fought as hard as she could to hold the tears inside. “I'll meet you there later, all right?"
"Are you sure? What is it, Tory? Talk to me."
"I need to be alone.” Her voice cracked as she turned away.
The silence passed between them
"You used to tell me everything. You can talk to me about anything, Tory, anything at all."
Victoria gulped the lump of emotion in her throat and willed the tears away. Silently, in her mind, she called out to her brother with the desire to share her secret but she knew she couldn't. He would insist she stop and leave the investigating to the detectives.
"Are you sure?” he asked again, when she didn't respond.
She nodded.
He kissed her on the top of her head and headed out the door.
Moments later, she was in a panic as she quickly changed her clothes. She reapplied her makeup and an hour later, sat on the couch, just watching the clock.
She was so scared. She couldn't move. Visions of all the wonderful times she and Steven had together came crashing into her mind. The way he'd surprise her with a bouquet of wildflowers out of nowhere, just as he did yesterday.
She should have figured it out, but because of the investigation and her new undercover gig, she hadn't even noticed. Why wouldn't Steven come see her immediately? Why wait so long, get the new position at work, and let the community know he was alive and well before her? The thought hurt immensely.
Her mind had been traveling in circles as she continued to ponder going over to Phill's. Everyone would be there, her whole family, his whole family.
She pulled her wallet out of her purse and dug out the small, wallet size picture of her and Steven. It was a time when their lives were perfect, and they were deeply in love. She embraced the photo as she recalled the way he made her feel, always wanting him, needing him every day and every night.
She tried to forget the lovemaking, the intimacy they shared and its power. His kisses alone made her whole body tingle. Then there was the war and his need to be a Marine first. She respected him for it, and at the same time, she hated him for it. It destroyed everything they shared, including their future. He'd tossed her away like garbage.
Here she stayed in this condo, worrying, not eating, crying herself to sleep every night, and there he was, pushing her away, farther and farther. He got his wish, and now, she had something more important to handle. Then when he finally returned, he didn't come to see her first? Why?
With these final thoughts, she gave herself a reassuring smile in the full-length mirror and headed out the door, praying the pep talk was enough.
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Chapter 6Ronnie Chappa nearly crashed his car into the adjacent vehicle as he maneuvered into the empty parking space at his apartment complex. He made it home, no problem, even though he was drunk. If pulled over, more than likely, he'd know the cop and get out of it. He didn't give a shit anyhow. Most of the cops had probably stopped by Phill's tonight for Steven the Marine's welcome home party. He didn't get an invitation, of course, because the other cops were jealous of him. The asshole captain chewed him out this afternoon as soon as he and the rookie arrived at the department. Everyone heard and he'd needed a drink. He didn't give a shit what they thought.
He was moving up and as soon as Bret Collins made supervisor, he would get his shield and be an official detective. Never mind the fact, he would be one of the wealthiest and best paid detectives in town. It was good to have a corrupt supervisor in charge as well as corrupt board members that had the power to pass and dismiss anything they wanted. The trick was to have them in one's pocket and that's exactly the power Collins had.
He laughed with pride then tripped on the sidewalk. His face hit the pavement, and he grunted then laughed as he attempted to get himself up.
"Let me help you, Officer Chappa.” Ronnie heard the familiar voice. The man grabbed his arm and assisted him.
"What are you doing here?” He tried to shake the drunkenness from his head, which just added to his stupor as he laughed then he bent down to retrieve his keys from the pavement.
"You've had a few too many. Been talking a bit too much, huh?"
"No, sir, I haven't. I only had a few. I'm fine."
The man gave him a jab to the stomach. Instantly, Chappa was back on the ground again. The man then dragged him back toward his car.
"Let's ride in my car. It's better than your piece of shit."
"Where are we going?” Chappa still tried to recover from the blow.
"You're going to the grave, my man. My needs have changed.” Chappa felt a sharp pain to the back of his head right before he passed out.
* * * *The music blared, and everyone was having a good time.
Victoria had remained outside in the parking lot for a good fifteen minutes until someone recognized her. Her brother's friend, Jerry, a police officer, walked her inside from the parking lot. There was no turning back now.
It was obvious everyone recognized her immediately when she entered through the front door. She smiled politely, but her heart pounded out of control. Her body shook and she scanned the room for Steven. Their gazes met simultaneously and both of them froze where they were. Her hand instinctively covered her mouth in shock, and the tears burned her eyes. The strength she got from her pep talk earlier just disintegrated, in one ‘poof'—it was gone.
He was more handsome than she recalled, taller, sexier, and in exquisite physical condition. She could feel herself blush, her heart race, her mouth became dry. Damn it, she never loved anyone more.
Swallowing hard, she stood in one place, unable to move any further. Steven closed the distance between them.
* * * *Steven watched her as she entered the room, and his heart paused a moment, then the pounding started again, just like yesterday when he saw her outside her office. She was gorgeous, and he noticed the way others stopped to check her out as he made his way to her. He had been through a war for Christ's sake, and yet, nothing compared to the trepidation, the anxiety he feared at this moment. It was powerful, emotional, and he hoped not disastrous.
He couldn't help himself as his gaze traveled over her body. His body instantly and naturally responded. Missing her, he needed to feel her body against his own. He needed to touch her, to feel her, and love her once again.
She wore a fitted pair of Capri pants, light beige that accentuated her curvy figure and an expensive looking blouse that hid a tight-fitted tank top, beaded along the trim. His gaze roamed over the slight cleavage, then toward the gold heart locket around her neck. It was from her father for her sixteenth birthday.
Pausing in front of her, all he wanted to do was embrace her, kiss her breathless, and be completely alone with the woman he never stopped loving. Only, twisted within those emotions was a feeling of unfamiliarity. Had time made them strangers?
* * * *It seemed like forever and when he stood so tall and amazingly irresistible in front of her, the electricity between them was enormous. She couldn't force herself to hate him. Victoria couldn't breathe just from the sight of him. He was real. He was alive. She swallowed hard.
She begged her mind and body to stick to the plan, to hate him, to resist him with all her might.
Her plan failed as he reached for her. The feel of each solid hand against her body punctured through the material of her blouse, directly to her skin. His arms drew her into an embrace and she lost it.
All she could do was hold him and cry ... just hold him and cry.
She didn't know how long they embraced, just that she'd missed him and had felt dead inside until this very moment. She sobbed uncontrollably, releasing all the fear, anxiety, and heartache that had filled every inch of her body, heart, mind, and soul. In one embrace, it all released. She felt it move through her body right down to her toes and out.
This man had the power to heal her, to touch her in ways no other human being, action or miracle, could ever touch her. He would always possess her heart.
Steven caressed her hair, holding her compressed against his body. It seemed like they merged as one.
"Tory, sweetheart, I've missed you so much; you're so beautiful. My God, you're gorgeous.” He looked into her eyes and embraced her again.
"I can't believe it's you. You're alive,” was all she could say as others gathered around them, obviously making celebratory comments, overjoyed at their reunion, more than aware of the love between them.
Steven's father approached, and Victoria wiped her eyes while Steven held her gently around the waist.
The three of them embraced and the crowd cheered.
"Get over here, you two. This is a real celebration and time for a few words,” Steven's father, Jerry, said. Then someone passed Victoria a mug of beer and one to Steven.
"Hey, hey, hey, everybody. I've got a few words to say!” Jerry yelled, and the sound of hushes flowed over the crowd of people. Victoria dried her eyes best she could, then took a few steps away from Steven, letting go of his hand.
They exchanged glances as Jerry talked about his son, the Marine, and how proud he was and how grateful he was that Steven was alive. Steven looked at her as if he could sense her fear and reservations. If anyone could destroy her masquerade ... it would be Steven.
"Welcome home, Steven!” Jerry shouted. Then others joined in as they cheered and the music started playing again.
Stories and conversations continued through the night along with an uplifting spirit that seemed to extinguish the fact a cop killer remained at large.
Worries the new information about her father's connection to Linda Delaney would come to life, she couldn't help celebrate her lover's return.
Her lover. Glancing toward Steven, watching him smile and linger in the crowd with family and friends was just too much to handle. Pretending that everything was fine, that they could fall right back into a relationship was exhausting. All these people standing around her, celebrating Steven's return, drinking their beer, their cocktails, and talking about law enforcement, the military and the war, politics and River Point was overwhelming.
Did they all forget about her father's murder? Would they even care if their local politicians and perhaps board members cheated them?
Glancing around the room as women pined over Steven, took every chance to caress his muscular arm, give him a welcome home hug, or blush from his natural sex appeal was taking too much effort to care. Years ago, moments like that would have made her possessiveness emerge. She'd grab his arm, kiss his cheek, and cuddle next to him as others looked on in admiration.
Not now—not ever again. There was a killer loose, there was work needing done that mattered and when Steven chose the war over her, new priorities were set.
Vowing that anything she wanted for herself was unobtainable until her father's killer was behind bars, she quietly and discretely left the building.
She made her way outside where it was less noisy and breathed a little better.
She stood by the rock wall on the side of the parking lot that overlooked a large sitting area. Needing to take a breath of fresh air before she headed to her car, she absorbed the numbness she felt. Her heart twisted with desire, regret, a need to succeed, and a weakness to give up.
What will I do now? How am I going to continue?
"It's pretty loud in there.” She recognized Steven's voice immediately, nearly jumping in surprise. She turned her head toward him then returned her gaze to the open field of tall grass.
She hadn't even heard him approach. It was one of his special gifts. Sneaking up on the enemy was probably what must have kept him alive.
The thought brought chills over her body.
"I just needed some air. I have to get up early tomorrow.” She kept her gaze forward. Her body filled with emotional conflict. Will he touch me, please touch me? Go back inside and make this easier for me.
Steven took a step closer. She could feel him as he took in a breath of air. The sensation of his hand taking her left hand as his right hand moved her hair behind her shoulder and away from her face sent shivers and sparks through her body. There was an inner need, combined with an impassionable emotion, so immense it overwhelmed her.
Instantly, the tears rolled from her eyes, and the deep sob that escaped from her mouth shocked them both.
Her body felt weak at his touch, and he definitely felt the same way as they moved toward one another.
There was silence between raspy breathing and entwined fingers.
"You smell so wonderful. You really do look amazing, Tory."
Releasing her hands, Steven wrapped his arms around her waist and leaned his cheek against hers.
The warmth of his skin had her closing her eyes, inwardly visualizing his body on top of hers in a heat of voracious passion. Catching her breath, she cursed the natural reaction to her long lost lover.
The desire scared her and she knew she couldn't trust herself around him.
Making an effort to attempt to forget about everything that happened, including the way he left her and dismissed her from his life. A struggle to accept him and soak in every ounce of him, raged through her flesh and bones. There was no way they could start from where they left off, no matter how much her body wanted him.
Victoria pulled away, turning her face away from him.
She noted his reaction and he didn't appear surprised.
"Don't do that, Steven. Please. We can't just start off where we left things."
Attempting to walk away, she didn't get far before he stopped her by taking her hand and blocking her path with his body.
A body no woman in her right mind would deny or push away. She thought he looked strong, handsome, and damn it, irresistible, but she fought it, she had to.
"Don't be angry with me. Please talk to me. I've missed you."
Glancing away, attempting to avoid his amazing eyes was a battle. She found herself scrounging up any and all tidbits of anger and pure acting skills to throw him off, lead him away and keep her from confessing her true emotions.
"What did you expect, Steven, that everything would stay the same—that I would be the same person?"
"No! Yes. Maybe. I don't know, sweetheart. It's just that you still mean everything to me, and I can't not touch you, be attracted to you, and want you.” He reached for her again, and she took two wobbly steps backwards, nearly falling in her attempt to evade his touch.
"Don't do this, Steven. Please, just go back inside and enjoy the party. I'm glad you're home safely, and you have to understand that I'm ... I'm a different person. I need time to get used to this. I thought you were dead.” She stuttered before beginning to cry again.
He pulled her against him, into a safety blanket that had the ability and power to take away every fear, every ounce of sadness and pain she ever felt. Holding her tightly, he caressed her hair, making her feel exactly the way he had before he left for the war.
The urge to spill her guts, confide to the one man who owned her soul and her heart raged through her. She wanted to tell him everything, and she knew if Bret Collins hadn't killed her father, then she would take Steven back right now and start exactly where they left things.
"You can have all the time you want, sweetheart. I'll wait until you're ready. This, I promise."
Brushing her fingertips against his forearms made her insides flutter. Every defined muscle from fingers to shoulders was masculine, sexy, and enticing. As long as he kept holding her like this, she couldn't evade recapture anymore.
Their breathing grew rapid, she could feel his hand caress her lower back then slowly, softly glide over her backside.
Naturally, she moved her hips against him and laid her cheek against his chest.
Was there a way they could make love, stay hidden, and escape to a secret location, a hotel, a car? Damn it! Her libido's ability to entice, crave, and eroticize so deeply over this man, was outrageous. What am I talking about ... a car?
Outraged by her own suggestion, she thanked the heavens that she didn't actually verbalize such a suggestion.
Get away from him, Tory!
The sensation of Steven's rock solid chest beneath her cheek while his hands invaded the walls she fought so hard to build had her holding on tighter. He touched her as if he owned her, had every right to glide hands across her flesh from her backside to her hipbones, then from her ribcage to her breasts.
"Stop!” Shocked that she fell into his spell—a fantasy that could have caused destruction and failure—had her pushing away from him.
He didn't give into her denials, her attempt to stop feeling exactly what he appeared to have felt himself.
"Let me hold you, Tory.... Please?” he begged of her in a whisper, pulling her flush against his body.
They held one another for a few minutes. She was grateful for his silence because it gave her enough time to rationalize the situation, her emotions, and her mission. He didn't attempt to seduce her again.
Taking a deep breath, she pulled away.
"I'm gonna get going. I've had a long week, and I'm going to need all my strength for Sunday. Goodnight, Steven."
Blocking her path, he held her hand in his own and stared at it a moment. She prayed he would just release it and let her go.
Instead, he brought the palm of her hand to his lips and kissed her skin. Before letting her go, he locked gazes with her and whispered, “I love you. Goodnight, Victoria."
* * * *Steven watched her as she walked toward her jeep. Her brother and cousins were right. Although he had been out of Victoria's life for a while, she still showed her emotions, no matter how hard she tried not to. Her eyes, her amazing brown eyes gave it all away.
He continued to stand there long after the blue jeep left the parking lot. Remnants of her exotic perfume lingered on his t-shirt. He could practically feel her cheek against his chest, her hips against his groin. She still wanted him ... still loved him. He walked toward the old rock wall and sat upon it, embracing the silence from the loud music and crowd inside.
All he wanted to do was be alone with Victoria, to tell her everything that happened and why he had to make the decisions he had made.
It couldn't be too late. She couldn't possibly be in love with that other guy. Is that why she pushed me away?
The thought tore his heart wide open and sent a fierce flow of anger and regret through him.
The connection was alive and well, according to her natural and strong response while he caressed her body.
There was no way she didn't love him or want to be with him as much as he wanted her.
"Hey, Steven! Get your rear back inside! This party is for you!” He heard his father yell from the back door and reluctantly, put the thoughts on hold as he headed back inside Phill's.
* * * *Through the binoculars, he watched as Victoria pulled into her driveway. He was careful not be seen, knew he was taking a chance by watching this closely, but he couldn't resist. He wanted her now, needed to have her, and the decision made. She wasn't part of his plan, but once he'd met her and gotten to know her, he couldn't get her out of his head. She would be difficult at first, but he loved a challenge, and so far, none of his victims had given him any, especially, not the drunken, greedy cop who was out cold in the backseat.
She, however, would remain alive the longest, and if she cooperated, she could be his until he got bored of her. Either way, the pleasure of getting away with another murder was invigorating. He was on a high right now, unstoppable.
Observing her every move as she got out of the car, he was certain she was the one. Besides his body's sexual alertness from the sight of her, something else sent a spark of curiosity through his system—the slow motion of her body as she exited the driver's side then closed the door, the slim fitting pants, and the fitted blouse. He could clearly see the cleavage emerge between her abundant breasts.
His fingers slowly magnified the image, zooming into her close with the binoculars as his breath caught in his throat.
He re-adjusted his sitting position, focused on her face and her complexion while the anxiety built.
Red eyes, blotchy chest, deep inhales and exhales of breath, something was wrong. She was upset and had been crying. His first inclination was to run to her, console her, embrace her, feast on his Victoria. Reminding himself it wasn't the time, he studied her instead.
Zooming in closer as she leaned her head back against the car, clutched the purse against her chest, he could see the droplets of tears clinging to her long, dark eyelashes.
What or who had caused this sadness?
His breathing grew deeper the longer he watched her. The sight of her, so feminine and needy, caused his insides to heat, his manhood to throb, and his lustful stare to intensify.
As if she sensed his presence, Victoria pushed away from the car, glanced around appearing panicked then quickly headed for the front door. Dropping her keys on the landing, glancing over her shoulder directly toward where he watched her, she finally managed to unlock the door and enter.
He knew she couldn't see him, yet he felt she sensed his presence. It was a sure sign that they are destined to be together.
Disappointment filled him the moment she disappeared behind the closed door. Soon, they would be together with no interruptions. Very soon.
* * * *Victoria got undressed and took a long hot bath. She had five messages on her answering machine and knew that at least one of them would be Celina. Victoria had seen Celina's cousin, Margaret, bartending at Phill's tonight.
Bret had called to say hello and ask about the ceremony on Sunday. That would be the next time she would see him and she was certain Steven would be there as well.
Just as she got into the hot bath, the phone rang, and she was glad to have a cordless phone as she answered it.
"It's me, baby. Are you all right? Do you want to talk about it? I can't even imagine what you're feeling right now.” Her mom's voice came softly through the receiver. Victoria lay in the tub with the phone by her ear, and she began to cry.
"Do you want me to come over? I can get dressed and be there in fifteen minutes?"
"No, Mom, it's all right. Everything is going to be fine. I can handle this."
"Well, what about Bret Collins? You're not serious about him, are you?"
"No, Mom, we've just started dating."
"I don't want to sound old-fashioned, Tory, but he's too old for you and his fear of commitment along with his reputation aren't encouraging. You're young, intelligent, beautiful. Don't sell yourself short, sweetie. I didn't,” Sherry said.
Victoria stayed silent. It was obvious Uncle Patrick hadn't told her mother about the latest angle in Dad's case.
"Listen, Mom, I'm fine and I really need to go. I'll see you on Sunday."
Victoria hung up, and once again, her head pounded and her heart ached. Thousands of images ran through her mind. Including the image she would never forget, her father's crime scene pictures. It was torture to look at them, but it kept her motivated to put the killer or killers behind bars.
Then visions of Steven emerged. He was alive, in the flesh, and she couldn't fully acknowledge it or show her relief and emotions.
The migraine made her stomach churn. The pain came on so suddenly and violently that she had to rush out of the tub. Slipping and nearly falling as her wet feet hit the tile floor en route to the toilet, she almost didn't make it in time. Pushing up the lid, but not having enough time to push up the seat, all at once, she threw up until there was nothing left but the dry heaves.
* * * *After cleaning up the bathroom and brushing her teeth, Victoria collapsed on the bed in a state of exhaustion.
Through the night, she dreamed such wild scenes, horrible visions, and acts of murder—a dirt pit filled with souls screaming. Bodies with no faces, gurgling for help. In the center was her father, beaten, bloodied, eyes full of fear.
She tried to reach out to him, she wanted to help, needed to help him, but something or someone held her back. Then suddenly, she heard a laugh, an evil cry of pleasure and amusement. Then ropes lay around her body, holding her arms, her legs together. She had lost all her power and control.
Victoria tried to break the restraints. She needed to save her father. Fear engulfed her body as she looked him in the eye, his disappointment plain as day and her heart broke into a thousand pieces.
The shadow in the darkness breathed down her neck, long hard breaths. She couldn't see his face, but she knew he smiled, amused at the scene, at Victoria's defeat. She turned her head to look at him, and she completely lost her breath.
The killer had no face, but every part of her knew who he was, and she woke up screaming.
Victoria, startled at hearing Uncle Jack's voice echo through her room, abruptly opened her eyes. It wasn't until she heard the message on her answering machine that she jumped up and interrupted her uncle.
"I'm here, Uncle Jack, what's wrong?"
He explained about her mother's reaction to the news about her father being involved with Linda Delaney.
"I'll be right over. I have to get dressed, and I'll be right there.” This was exactly what she'd feared.
The lack of peaceful sleep laid a toll on her body. Exhausted, nauseous, and feeling faint, she grabbed a roll, just to get something in her stomach. It was after eleven in the morning.
Twenty minutes later, Victoria arrived at her mom's house. Everyone was there. Her uncles, her aunts, cousins, and brother, Peter, sat in the kitchen and living room waiting for her to arrive.
Family support was never lacking in the Mardullo and Malley families.
"Where's Mom?” Victoria asked.
"She locked herself in her bedroom. She wants us all to leave her alone,” Aunt Jane said.
"So why don't you?"
"That's not what she needs. She shouldn't be alone,” Aunt Sarah, Uncle Jack's wife, responded.
"Let me try and talk to her.” Victoria headed upstairs.
* * * *"Is she going to drop Bret now that Steven is back in town?” Jane asked her husband.
"It doesn't look that way.” Patrick took a sip of water.
"She's acting pretty funny, definitely not herself. You should have seen her last night at Phill's. She loves Steven. It was obvious,” Peter added.
"Well, tomorrow is the anniversary of Danny's death. Maybe that's where it stems from?” Jane added thoughtfully.
* * * *Victoria knocked on her mother's door.
"Leave me alone. You're all a bunch of pains in the asses.” she yelled, and Victoria laughed.
"I know what you mean, Mom. They've done it to me too."
Her mother apologized and unlocked the door.
When Victoria entered the bedroom, she closed the door and locked it.
Her mom had the window open and smoked a cigarette.
"What are you doing with that? That shit is so bad for you, Mom."
"Ah, I found it in your father's top drawer. It was his cheating pack. Only eight are left.” She held onto the pack for dear life.
"So you heard the news about your father? It's not true, you know that, right, baby?"
"I know that, Mom, and I'm rather surprised that you're reacting this way. Who cares what anyone thinks. He was your husband, your partner and lover. Plus, he would never cheat on you."
Her mom was silent as she stared out the window.
"Why is that, Victoria?"
It was obvious to Victoria her mother felt a little insecure and needed some reassurance. She cautiously looked toward Victoria, seemingly needing to hear a positive answer.
"Because he knew that if you found out, you would chop off his you know what and serve it to him for dinner.” Victoria took the pack from her mom who was now laughing, and she lit a Marlboro Light for herself.
"You're right about that.” Her mom looked at the wedding picture that sat on the nightstand.
"I'm sure, not a day goes by, Mom that you don't think of him. He was a part of you, still is, and you need to look at those feelings, those memories, and the strength and power of the love you two had, still have. There's no way Daddy would have been involved with another woman. You already know that."
"I wish he was here right now, holding me, telling me in his own special way how foolish I'm acting. Neither of us were ever the jealous type, you know? I'll love him forever."
Victoria's eyes filled with tears, and her mom allowed her own tears to fall.
Victoria couldn't help but think of Steven. She took an enormous chance right now. She could lose him forever.
On the other hand, hadn't he chosen the war over her?
She loved her father and needed to find out the truth, to put his killer behind bars.
Her mom embraced her as the tears fell.
"Now what we really need is a bottle of some hard stuff and we'll be good to go,” Victoria said.
Her mother got off the bed and went into the closet.
Inside, on the top shelf was a nice crystal bottle of brandy along with matching crystal goblets.
"Mom, you're shocking me."
"I've had this for years.” She smiled as she held the bottle in her hands and appeared lost in some wonderful memory. “Your father and I would lay here late at night after, you know, and we'd have a drink with our fancy crystal goblets and expensive brandy. Only a little bit, though, because of the price of the stuff.” Sherry filled the two glasses.
Victoria laughed. “That doesn't sound like something any unhappy couple in an unhappy marriage would do."
Sherry got her daughter's message, and she wrapped her arms around Victoria's shoulders, then they sat together on the floor.
"Well, now that I've got that out of my system, what about you? What are you going to do about Steven and Bret?"
Victoria refilled their glasses with the brandy and was glad it went down so smoothly.
Her mom drank the first two shots rather quickly.
"I don't know, Mom. I just don't know."
"I know he hurt you, Tory. I understand the pain and the fear you went through after he left for the war. Soldier or not, he was still your man, your boyfriend, when he left. It wasn't easy was it?"
"No, Mom, it was hell and then some.” Both women took another slug of brandy from their goblets.
"He's back now and alive and well. Very well from what I'm hearing,” Sherry winked.
Victoria smiled.
"Tory, I can see that sparkle in your eyes at the mere mention of Steven's name. What are you doing? Don't you love him still?"
"I love him, Mom, but things have changed. I need to be ... careful."
"Well, you can't have them both. Or maybe you can, who knows.” Her mom giggled, obviously affected by the couple of shots of brandy she'd drank.
"Have you slept with Bret yet?"
"Mom, that's kind of personal."
"Honey, you're my daughter, and I want to save you the aggravation of making that kind of mistake. He's older, wealthy, and handsome, and has a great body, but twelve years is a big age difference. He won't fulfill your needs in bed like a man closer to your age will, nor will you be going through the same changes together like someone your own age will. This will matter later in life. Besides, he doesn't seem like the family man type. I know you want to start a family some day."
"I haven't slept with him, Mom, and I'm very confused right now."
"Steven loves you, baby. He wants to make it all up to you. I heard about the way you two looked at one another last night. The way he embraced you and you did the same. The love you have for one another is true and still very alive."
Victoria smiled, and placed her head on her mother's shoulder.
"I've changed, Mom. I've just recently gotten used to the fact that he didn't love me anymore, that he didn't care. Now I have to accept that he's alive and well. He can't expect me to just jump into his arms."
"Why not? Hear him out, baby. Find out why he didn't try to contact you, and if the reason isn't good enough, then make your decision and move on."
The two women sat silently, drinking too much too quickly, but enjoying the silence and each other's company.
"I love you, Tory, and I'm so proud of you."
"I love you too, Mom, and everything is going to be just fine."
"So do we unlock the door or what?"
"Nah. I'm not getting up,” Sherry said and Victoria laughed.
A while later, the bottle of brandy was half-empty and Sherry passed out on the bed. Victoria unlocked the bedroom door. There was silence downstairs. She assumed everyone had left as she took the picture of her parents off the nightstand.
She sat on her father's side of the bed and gently glided her hand across the pillow. She could smell his cologne and she knew she imagined it. He looked so happy in the picture. So did her mother and it was a reminder of what needed to be done. She carefully placed the picture back on the nightstand and covered her mom with the blanket.
As she turned toward the door, she saw her Uncle Patrick and brother, Peter, watching her. She tried to wipe away the tears and clear her mind of the alcohol she'd consumed, but she lost the battle as she embraced her uncle and her brother.
"Everything is going to be all right, Tory. We'll all make it through this together,” Uncle Patrick told her.
"We're going to catch his killer, I promise you.” She pulled away trying to walk herself down the stairs.
Uncle Patrick and Peter exchanged looks about the comment then helped Victoria downstairs.
"Is everything all right?” Aunt Jane asked from the bottom of the stairs.
"Yeah, everything is fine, but I think you should put on a pot of coffee,” Peter said.
Instantly, Aunt Jane realized Victoria had been drinking. “Oh, heavens!"
Victoria started laughing, a giddy and silly laugh, then a snort that made Uncle Patrick and Peter laugh, as well.
An hour and one full pot of coffee later brought Victoria back to an almost sober state.
"You should leave your car here, Tory. I'll drive you home in a little while then tomorrow, I'll pick you up first and come here to get Mom for the ceremony. Afterwards, you can pick up the jeep here,” Peter said.
Victoria wasn't in the mood to argue with him. Just then, her cell phone rang, and she attempted to stand up from the kitchen table to answer it.
"Hey, darling, it's me. Where have you been? I've missed you,” Bret said as Victoria got up from the kitchen table, stumbled a little, then sat back down.
"I'm fine. How are you?” She knew she sounded a little funny.
"Did I catch you at a bad time?"
"Kind of, I'm at my mom's and my family is here.” She looked around, knowing it was obvious to all that Bret was the caller. Her uncle gave a disapproving sigh and Peter sat in the chair across from her with his arms folded in front of his chest, just staring at her.
Victoria was glad she was still a little tipsy.
"Oh, all right then. I'll let you go, but I just wanted you to know that I'm going to the ceremony tomorrow, and if you needed a ride, I'd be happy to bring you. I'm sure this is going to be difficult for you, Victoria. I don't want you to be alone."
"No worries, Bret, my brother Peter is going to give me a ride tomorrow. Our family will be together, so I won't be alone, but thank you anyway, for the offer. I'll see you tomorrow."
"You sound funny, Victoria. Are you sure, you're all right? I can come over to your place later."
"No, I won't be there for a while, but if I get back early, I'll call you."
"What about dinner tomorrow after the ceremony and luncheon?"
"That might be nice. Let's see how the day goes. I'm glad you'll be there tomorrow,"
Her brother shot up from the chair, knocking it onto the floor.
Victoria silently hoped the comment had put a huge smile on Bret's face. She wanted him to think he was winning her over against her family.
"Of course, I'll be there for you. Call me later to say goodnight."
"Okay. Bye.” She closed the phone and put her head down on the table. The migraine came back, and she couldn't make eye contact with her brother.
"Tory, what are you doing? You're still seeing Collins when Steven is back?"
Peter yelled at her as she held the sides of her head.
She slowly looked up toward him. Her uncle picked the chair up off the floor.
"I'm not in the mood, Peter, just drop it."
Peter slammed his fist down on the kitchen table, causing Victoria to jump.
"No, damn it. I won't drop it! People are already talking and they think you're crazy. Steven still loves you. He wants to make things right between you. You're in love with him. I know you are. We all know you are!” he hollered. Her head pounded.
She looked at the doorway where a small bathroom was located that contained a blue vanity and matching blue toilet. She envisioned in her mind making it there, lifting the seat and puking up her insides again. The roll she had eaten earlier did absolutely nothing for her. Now that her stomach was filled with brandy and coffee, she was sure they weren't going to come up as smooth as they went down.
"Victoria, don't you love Steven?” Peter yelled again as she tried to stand up. She held her head, the pain was enormous and she needed to get to the bathroom.
"Victoria!” he screamed as she took a few wobbly steps forward.
"Yes, damn it. I love him. I'll love him forever!” She cried as she ran toward the bathroom, knocking Peter out of the way.
I made it, thank God; I made it. Once again, she threw up.
The burning was enormous, her throat on fire, her nose running, and she could hardly swallow. She felt as if she were choking as she tried to settle herself down.
She heard her uncle ask if she was okay, and she did all she could to get out the word “fine".
Slowly, she breathed normally again, then swallowed easier as she sat back on the heels of her feet, holding her knees and staring at the floral wallpaper for a moment.
Victoria pushed herself from the white tile floor. She had been sitting there a while just staring at the empty, light blue toilet. She flushed the clear water again as the words repeated in her head, then escaped from her lips in a whisper. “My life is like the water and with each day that passes, I flush a part of it down the drain and possibly lose it forever.” Obviously, I'm not quite sober yet. She laughed.
She slid next to the wall and leaned her head back, still giggling a little about her sudden deep and profound statement. The grass was green. Why was the sky blue? Her head pounded again. The thoughts were too deep.
She needed to pull herself together. She wanted to catch Bret even more and be able to share with her mother the information she had, the proof her father had never cheated.
* * * *Twenty minutes later, she emerged from the bathroom. She had screwed up. She let them know she still loved Steven. She needed to stay silent. Victoria could have blown the whole thing right here. The thought of Bret getting away with murder sobered her up.
When she entered the kitchen, Victoria stopped in her tracks. She was shocked to see Steven leaning against the kitchen counter talking to everyone, but she was determined to keep her cool.
They all stopped when she entered. Victoria swallowed hard. She needed to hold back the tears that filled her eyes and were threatening to escape. Every time she saw the love of her life, she wanted to cry. They were tears of joy; tears of pure happiness that she needed to submerge, bury deep inside and practically destroy if she were to succeed in capturing a killer.
"Hello, Victoria,” Steven said.
Victoria forced a small smile.
She avoided making eye contact. She loved him still, with all her heart.
Glancing toward her uncle, she tried to control the dizzy feeling.
"I need to get going. I'm fine now, so give me my keys.” Victoria reached out her hand toward Peter. Her body swayed a little toward the wall.
Peter gently took her arm to balance her.
"Honey, you can't drive and you're not fine,” Peter told her.
It was obvious Steven knew the whole story. He stood there with his hands in his jean pockets, looking handsome and sexy with his crisp white t-shirt, tanned skin, and crew cut. Her family loved him and they acted as if he'd never left. He did, though, and she stared at Steven angrily.
"Fine, you won't give me the keys then I'm walking.” She started for the front door.
"Wait, Tory, I'll drive you,” Steven called after her.
She couldn't allow that to happen. She couldn't be alone with him again. It was too tempting, too dangerous. What if Bret seen them together, what about Colt and Warren?
Shit. Think, Tory, think.
She swung around toward Steven so fast that it felt like her head spun. Losing her balance in the process, she hadn't realized he was already following her and was so close behind her. Her shoulder hit his hefty chest and his arms embraced her as she lost her footing.
Silent a moment as she stared down at the tile floor, she attempted to regain composure, despite the desire that spread through her body. One simple touch, a solo, warm, manly embrace from Steven and all responsibility, commitment, and objectivity disappeared. At lightning speed, her mind forced her to focus on her goal.
Be strong, Tory. You have to find your father's killer. Your mom needs this. Your whole family needs this.
It was when his hand caressed her cheek and moved her hair away from her eyes that reality set in.
Shoving away from his body, she took multiple steps away from him. Glancing at the stunned facial expressions around her, she knew her reaction would shock them. There was no turning back, no way to minimize the blow she was about to inflict on Steven. It was the only way to ensure she went home alone and without compromising the mission.
"My family may have easily accepted the fact that you're back, that you never left us, but I'm not that easy. I don't want a ride from you, Steven, so don't ask again."
Everyone seemed surprised by her words. She was the least confrontational person.
"Victoria! What's gotten into you?” Uncle Patrick asked; his stern tone apparent.
She turned her head toward him, still holding onto the meanest look she could muster.
"What's gotten into me? What's gotten into you—all of you?” she yelled as she turned back toward Steven, pointing her finger at him in anger.
"He leaves me, tells me to wait for him, and disappears off the face of the earth. He never calls. No one knows if he's dead or alive!” Voice shaking, tears ready to spill from her eyes, she forced herself to continue, taking another step farther away from Steven and her family.
"It was me who sat by the television set watching every news broadcast, jumping out of my skin every time the phone rang, hoping and praying that it was him!” She yelled still as she stepped back even farther away from Steven.
"He never called. He dropped me, forgot about me, I meant nothing. I mean nothing to him."
"No, Victoria that's not true.” Steven tried to interrupt as he took a step closer.
She raised her hand up, a sure signal for him to step no further.
"No! I don't want to hear it. I don't believe anything you have to say. You had your chance. I waited too long for you. My heart,” she placed her hand over her chest, shaking her head side to side, “can't take it anymore.” She barely got it out as her voice cracked and she turned to leave the room, unable to speak any further.
Peter called after her, following her out the front door.
"I'll drive her home.” Peter followed Victoria.
* * * *Jane went upstairs to check up on Sherry while Patrick and Steven got a couple of beers and went outside out to the porch.
"My God. I've hurt her so badly."
"Don't believe what she said, Steven. Something is going on. She's trying so hard all of a sudden to separate herself from her family."
"What makes you say that?” Steven thought about how Victoria looked and how much he loved her. He was determined to prove his love to her no matter how hard she fought against him.
"She's been acting strange for over a week now. She won't meet any of us for lunch. She avoids long conversations or any personal ones. It's not like her."
"Maybe she does like this guy, Bret."
Patrick leaned against the porch railing.
"Son, there is no way she likes him. I truly believe she still loves you"
"I know she does, and I'm not giving up on her. She's what kept me alive out there. I survived; I pulled through because of Tory. I had to see her again. I want to be with her, marry her, and start a family. I want all of it and damn it, she's going to see that."
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Chapter 7"Now where should I leave you, Officer Chappa?” Rubbing his thumb and forefinger under his chin, the killer spoke to the motionless body. He didn't contemplate over the fact he felt absolutely no remorse, no guilty feelings, just a cold hatred. Looking down, he spotted the tiny splatters of blood on his shoes.
"Damn it!"
In a rage, he kicked the body repeatedly, nearly twisting his ankle as he lunged and pounced on the flesh until he broke into a sweat.
Breathing hard, he whispered, teeth clenched, as he stood up straighter.
"Something special, I have planned for you. Somewhere everyone can appreciate my work."
He smiled then laughed at the instant epiphany that emerged inside his mind. He had to work quickly. He was losing light and everything needed to be perfect. One more day—just one more day, and the next step of his plan would be in motion. He smiled. “Duty calls. Time to leave, my little friend, but I'll be back real soon.” Smiling, he walked away.
* * * *Victoria was surprised to hear the knock at the front door. It was nearly seven in the evening. She had just finished eating a little something for dinner and wasn't expecting anyone. She hoped it wasn't a family member. She had gotten off easy earlier in the day when Peter drove her home and didn't question her or push for answers. She remained silent the whole way home, mostly praying she could hold out as long as it took. She couldn't wait until this was over.
Peaking through the side window near the door, she recognized the convertible that sat beside her car in the driveway.
Panic set in, then confidence, knowing she had come this far and was ready for anything.
"Bret, what are you doing here? I wasn't expecting you."
"You sounded funny on the phone today. I had to see you, in case you needed me.” He leaned forward to kiss her cheek.
She forced herself into her role, hoping the investigators outside watched.
"Come on in. I'm fine, really.” She sat down on the couch and he joined her.
It was hard to believe he was a killer, sitting there so handsome, so perfect.
"What happened at your mom's?” he asked.
She took the opportunity to draw him in, make him think she built a wedge between herself and her family. Victoria needed him to trust her. She explained everything to him.
"So where does Steven Soranno fit into all this?” he asked.
Momentarily caught off guard by the name, she quickly recovered.
"I loved him once, before he left me, wrote me off. My family has forgiven him, but I haven't.” With each lie against her lover, her heart grew heavier, and the pain increased in her stomach.
Looking away from him made it easier to tell such lies. Her heart raced, her stomach ached, but she forced herself to play the part.
Bret put his hand on her knee, and she focused on her mission.
"He's no good for you. You deserve so much more. I can give you anything you want, Victoria—anything.” He touched her cheek and inched his body closer to her on the couch.
Victoria held her hand against his. She bowed her head and sighed, pretending to agree.
He whispered to her, “You're so much better than them. You're destined to be with someone who can provide the finest things for you. Everything and anything your little heart desires."
* * * *He lifted her chin with his hand, looking into her big brown eyes, knowing she needed him, wanted him to protect her, control her, own her, and he smiled. She would play the role of submissive when he finally had the chance to consummate this relationship, and the thought made him smile deep down inside. She hadn't a clue.
Touching her, practically hearing the triumph that came with her defeat, he knew he couldn't have planned this better if he tried. Everything was working naturally and in his book, that meant fate was on his side.
Staring at Victoria as she stared at her clasped hands, he had an overwhelming urge to take her right there on the couch. Consent or by force, it didn't really matter. He nearly ruled her, had her separating from her family, the family he hated. The Mardullo's and Malley's thought they owned this town. Their righteous ways stood in the way of every change he imagined achieving in River Point's re-birth. Danny Mardullo resisted change. Look where it landed him.
Whoever stood in the way of his plans was certain to achieve the same fate.
He refocused on Victoria and sealed the partnership she was oblivious to.
"Tell me, baby, what do you want? What are your dreams?"
* * * *Victoria followed the pattern of buttons on Bret's shirt, slowly raising her gaze until she was level with his. The gleam in his eyes, the confident, arrogant expression displayed that the sick bastard was on a power trip, capable of deceit, murder, and he offered to share it all with her. This was it.
"I can't take it anymore, Bret. My family wants to control me, tell me who I should be with, what I should be doing. I'm sorry they won't give you a chance, that they hate you. I hate them for it!” She shocked herself at how convincing she sounded.
In an instant, Bret's lips covered her own.
He kissed her lips softly, then more deeply. His hands groped her shoulders, her back, her sides, like a slimy octopus, his hands were everywhere.
Shifting in her seat, attempting to place some space between them and dislodge his lips from her own, she placed her hands against his chest.
His breathing was rapid, his eyes red and savage like. Not capable of hiding her shock and apprehension, Bret smiled then calmly regained control.
"I'm here for you. We're a team, you and I, and no one will break us. Between all of our connections, we can own this town, this county, if you're willing to be my partner?"
His thumb caressed her chin before holding it between his palm and fingers.
"What do I have to do?” Her eyes were wide, showed her innocence, fear, and vulnerability. He was confident and enjoyed this.
"Whatever I ask you to. We can start tomorrow at the memorial for your father."
Victoria was shocked. The son of a bitch was using her and she wondered why she was so surprised.
"What do you have in mind, Bret? I'm not sure what you mean."
Bret placed his hand on her inner thigh and leaned in to kiss her. She was disgusted, annoyed, and angry, but this was what Warren was looking for.
"Trust me, Victoria, and we'll be rich."
He continued to touch her, talk softly to her, and try to seduce her as his hand moved past her upper thigh.
"Bret, please stop, we're moving too fast.” She pushed her hands against his chest. His body leaned against hers, pinning her to the couch.
She was powerless against him and scared to think he would hurt her, or worse.
"Does this have something to do with Steven?"
"What?” Steven's name caught her off guard again. What was Bret planning? Her heart raced, her palms began to sweat, and her voice shook.
"I know what you two once had.” He leaned closer, laid his lips against her neck, then down the valley between her breasts. When his tongue hit her blouse, he looked up into her eyes.
"That's over now. He made his choice.” She prayed she sounded confident and that he didn't sense her shudder at the touch of his tongue against her chest. Nauseous feelings consumed her.
"He's back in town and hanging around your family."
"He can hang around them all he wants. It won't change how I feel about him or them, and especially not you."
As if waiting for some convincing, he stared at her as he attempted to reveal her guilt.
This time, Victoria took control, kissing Bret, trying to prove she wasn't lying.
Praying that kissing was enough to convince him, she pretended defeat and conceded.
He held her by her wrists, catching her off guard by his abrupt use of force. She wondered what this guy was capable of and her gut answered—murder. She hoped he didn't go any further.
"Are you scared?"
She shivered beneath him.
He scattered tiny kisses against her neck and collarbone while he continued to press her wrists at her sides.
"Why? Should I be?” She held her ground, unsure of whether that was the right angle, and to her relief, it was as he let go and pulled her off the couch.
"Things just might work out between us after all."
He held her in an embrace, his arm secure around her waist, staring into her eyes with such certainty, confidence, and control.
"Next time, when you're feeling better, I'll be staying the night."
He kissed her goodnight and left the condo as Victoria wondered what the hell had just happened.
* * * *Brushing her hair, Victoria started to get ready for the ceremony when she heard the report on the television set. A patrol officer was missing from the River Point Police Department.
She watched as the picture of the officer appeared on the top right corner of the TV.
She didn't recognize the man in the picture at first, but after the newscaster said ‘Ronnie Chappa,’ she remembered who he was. He had been on the force for about five years and was a bit of a know it all. Her father didn't like him much, nor did a lot of the other cops. Most importantly, he was the one corrupt cop Colt and Warren mentioned, and she couldn't help but wonder if he was dead or if his disappearance had something to do with her father's case.
Victoria didn't have time to call Warren. Her brother was on his way.
Thinking about last night and the way Bret was acting, she couldn't help but think he was involved as well. The way he touched her and restrained her was the most frightening experience she ever had. As soon as she had the chance, she would share her concerns with Colt and Warren. Perhaps it was best if she weren't alone with Bret Collins.
She looked at the clock knowing Peter would be here in five minutes. He was never late. She zipped up the short, one-piece, sleeveless dress. It was floral and bright, a state she tried mentally pretending to be in as she slipped on her white, high heel sandals to match.
She had gone over everything with Bret this morning, despite her apprehension. The plan was certain to do more damage than just ruffle some feathers. The sensation of butterflies in her stomach was nearly overwhelming.
Victoria looked in the mirror and applied her eight-hour lip color just as the doorbell rang.
It was Peter, all right, and off they headed to pick up Mom and meet the rest of the family at the police station.
When they arrived, they were surprised to see how many people showed up and how much media coverage there was as well. Photographers stood everywhere, and they bombarded Victoria's mother and the rest of the family as they arrived.
All the firemen and police officers in the family wore their uniforms. Victoria scanned the crowd, trying to deny whom she searched for. Her breath caught in her chest. She nearly died when Steven showed up behind her. Turning toward him, she consumed the sight of him wearing his full Marine Corps dress uniform, medals and all. He stared down at her, even if she had worn a pair of stilettos or ‘hooker heels’ as her brother called them, he would still be much taller.
His body filled out the uniform jacket to perfection. Large, wide shoulders, a chest filled with medals, achievements, honorable, but her gaze passed them over and instead, followed the tapered jacket to his trim waist. The butterflies she had earlier, now felt more like a stampede of mice. Little claws, long, whipping tails, and vibrating whiskers had her stomach in knots and pain.
He was gorgeous, from his military hairstyle, Rambo facial expression, all the way down to his shiny black uniform shoes. A complete fantasy package wrapped up and held together by the shiny brass buckle clipped slightly above the waist.
Thoughts of slowly peeling the uniform from his body entered her mind along with a feverish state.
Thank goodness, someone she knew walked by and said ‘hello,’ helping Victoria to avert her gaze from the only man she ever loved.
Glancing around, further trying to avoid the awkwardness of the moment and her staring fit, she felt Steven move closer, and his hand brushed against her thigh as he reached for her arm.
"You look lovely, Victoria, stunning actually.” Steven leaned down and kissed her on the cheek.
She gave a polite little smile and turned her head away, hoping to keep her emotions in tack and not reveal his effect on her. Steven seemed to see right through her act, and he looped his arm through hers as if he were her personal escort through the cameras and crowd of people. His hold was gentle, but controlling. His presence alone emitted superiority, pride, bravery, and mostly intimidation. She needed to get away from him and fast.
She looked up at him, wanting to demand an explanation as to why was escorting her and what did he think he was doing, yet no sound came from her lips.
"Don't look so scared, I won't bite."
"I might!” she replied, then insisted he let go of her arm.
She didn't know how to react when Bret showed up, blocking their path. He wasn't as tall or as superior as Steven was, not by a long shot, but he held his own while he introduced himself.
"I'm Bret Collins, Steven. It's so nice to meet you. Victoria mentioned you were old friends. I appreciate you helping her through that crowd. I've been busy doing interviews.” Bret placed his hand under Victoria's chin before leaning forward to kiss her on the lips. He pulled Victoria by the hand and smiled at Steven.
"We'll sit together, honey then mingle with the media.” Bret led her away from Steven and she wanted to die. She didn't dare look over her shoulder, although, she desperately wanted to. The wish that there was some way to tell Steven she did love him quickly vanished from her mind. Photographers swarmed them as if they were movie stars.
* * * *"What was that all about?” Connor asked, appearing alongside Steven.
"Like he has her on a string and she's afraid to cut it. She doesn't want to be with him, that's obvious,” Steven said
"What are you going to do about it?” Connor followed Steven's line of sight. He watched the photographers as they crowded around Victoria and Bret.
Steven didn't respond and Connor seemed to get the hint.
Steven continued to watch Victoria and Bret for the next few minutes until the ceremony started. He wasn't giving up on her, and he would make her see he loved her even if he had to tie her down to get her to listen.
The ceremony was momentous as Peter spoke about his father then Captain Louis said a few words as well as some other friends of Danny Mardullo.
* * * *When the ceremony was over, everyone gathered around the gardens.
"Victoria!” She heard someone call her name and was surprised to see Tod Kafrey.
"Hi, Tod, it's so good to see you. I wasn't sure if you would be able to make it. I heard about Ronnie Chappa, any news yet?"
He kissed her cheek in greeting. “No, not yet. I almost didn't make it, but I wanted to come by and see you. Can we walk a little bit, away from the crowd?” he asked.
Victoria knew, sooner or later, this conversation would have to happen. He had probably heard about Steven.
They walked toward the large maple tree that stood behind the police department. No one was nearby, and most importantly, Bret was nowhere in sight.
"I heard about Steven coming back and was wondering if you were okay with it. You must have been shocked. Then, I heard you're still seeing Bret Collins pretty steadily. What's this all about?” He ended his tirade with a stern look.
"Tod, I'm sorry if I hurt you. Bret just kind of happened and as far as Steven is concerned, I guess a part of me will always love him. Unfortunately, I just can't forgive him for what he did, for how he treated me."
"What about the way I treated you? I've been here for you all this time, and you said you had feelings for me but weren't ready to date. I believed you and I waited. Now that asshole, Bret Collins, a man at least ten years older than you, comes along out of nowhere, controlling you, making you push everyone away? What are you thinking? What the hell is going on?” he reprimanded.
Victoria frantically looked around to make sure no one saw him or had heard.
"Don't yell at me, Tod. I'm sorry, but I'm dating him and that's it.” Victoria turned to walk away.
Tod grabbed her by the arm and pulled her against him. “That's not it, Tory. This is not over by a long shot. He's going to hurt you. He doesn't care about you. He only cares about his money and his power."
Victoria pulled her arm away from Tod. Shocked by his reaction, but she chose to simply dismiss it as jealousy and anger, nothing more.
"I'm a big girl, Tod. I know what I'm doing, and I'm sorry that I hurt you."
Tod placed his hands on his hips. Her words seemed to sink in.
"And if he hurts you, I suppose you'll go off to Steven first?"
Victoria sighed as she stared toward the ground. This wasn't easy and there was no way around it.
Tod moved closer, and she felt his hand caress her right arm.
"I don't want to do this. Today has to be tough for you and I don't want to be the cause of more pain or controversy. Just watch out for Bret. Don't let him fool you. I'll be here for you if you need me."
Victoria looked into Tod's eyes. He was a great guy, but she was in love with Steven. Perhaps, if things were different, she would turn to Tod, confide in him, or be what he wanted her to be, but she couldn't.
"Call me later if you need to talk."
"Thanks, Tod.” She watched him walk away before she headed back to the crowd of people.
As Victoria entered the gardens, she saw her mother's facial expression. It was shock and Victoria immediately knew the news was bad. She pushed her way through the crowd of people, determined to get to her mother's side.
"Is it true, Mrs. Mardullo, that your husband was having an affair with Linda Delaney and that the police are now looking for a jealous lover?” one reporter called out and soon the others joined in.
"Do the police have a suspect?” another called out.
"How does it make you feel to know that your husband was an adulterer instead of the man you thought he was?” another reporter shouted.
Victoria and her family were shocked and outraged.
Catching Bret Collins facial expression as he smiled wide, Victoria realized that he was resourceful and more then likely staged the line of questioning.. It was good to have friends in the media and news business, especially young, money-hungry reporters. In his line of work, it was probably routine procedure. He immediately took his cue as one particular reporter began to interview him as if Bret were a lead source. Watching, Victoria prepared for her part. Another role but this time the consequences would surely be disastrous.
"The information the Mardullo family has recently received is a total outrage. The police department has been spending a lot of time investigating this case as well as the others in this community. They are underpaid and forced to work shorter shifts without the proper, up-to-date equipment. They can't possibly conduct a thorough and professional investigation without the right tools. If elected Town Supervisor, I can promise the much-needed changes for our police force and community. We have no forensics lab, no organization and proper homicide training. It's an outrage, a disgrace,” Bret Collins said as the crowd gathered around.
Victoria moved forward, waiting for Bret to call her over as planned earlier.
"So, Mr. Collins, do you believe that the police are not doing a good job investigating the Mardullo murder?” the reporter asked.
"I think a better person to ask is a family member. Victoria, would you mind?” Bret asked.
Victoria held her breath and took position by Bret. She could see her family cringe and knew this would be the straw to break the camel's back.
"Thank you. I believe what Mr. Collins says is true. The police department has not been doing a thorough job investigating my father's murder. The system ... the department has failed. They're reaching at straws, at dead end leads, undocumented, guessing scenarios because of departmental procedure, lack of updated resources and equipment. Now, with no leads to go on and poor investigating by those in charge they have created and alleged my father was an adulterer, caught in a despicable act, unacceptable to the professional position he was in. This is not true.” She knew her family would hate her for saying it.
"What proof do you have, Miss Mardullo?"
"I have been conducting my own investigation, along with some colleagues, and have found a witness who can testify that my father and Linda Delaney were not having an affair."
The media went crazy along with Tod and Don Phelps, now cornered by the reporters. Victoria slowly disappeared as Bret gave his speech about “If I am elected Town Supervisor,” and the media ate it up.
Victoria felt her arm grabbed and pulled into the back door of the police department.
"I've fucking had it with you! What the hell do you think you're doing? Do you realize what you have done? How could you stand up there and beat up Tod, Don, and your family for that asshole and his political agenda? Damn it, Tory!” Peter yelled at her. She knew he would react this way.
Warren told her if she were convincing enough, her family would have this reaction, and they would hate her. Bret had already spilled the beans to Victoria about the corruption in the police department and on the board. He named at least ten individuals that could end up with charges on federal offences. This information would come out as soon as she could prove Bret had something to do with her father's murder.
Uncle Patrick, Brian, and Steven joined them in the hallway.
"I'm sorry that the truth hurts, Peter. I was shocked myself, but the evidence is clear. I just hope my own family isn't involved in some way."
"What? Now he's got you believing we're the bad guys?” Peter obviously wanted to rip Bret's head off, and he nearly got his chance when the department exit door opened.
"Are you all right, Victoria?” Bret asked.
Victoria could hear the growls coming from her family behind them then Peter lunged forward, aiming for Bret. He punched him in the jaw, sending Bret against the metal door. Steven stopped Peter from doing further harm, along with Uncle Patrick. Both men held him back.
"Bret, are you okay?” Victoria asked.
"I'm fine. It's you I'm concerned about. You ready to leave with me?"
"I'm fine, Bret, and ready to go back outside."
"Don't bother coming to the firehouse, only family and friends are coming,” Peter added, and his uncle tried to interrupt.
Victoria reached out to Bret. “That's fine with me.” She took Bret's hand and walked out the door.
* * * *Everyone remained silent for a few seconds. Then Peter looked at his uncle and Steven. “I can't stand that guy. What does he have on Tory? What?"
"I don't know, son. I just don't understand."
Steven placed his hand on Peter's shoulder. “Nice right hook to the jaw.” He smirked.
Peter smiled then stretched his hand and knuckles. “You think so? I should have gone for his nose."
They began to laugh.
"That would have made a pretty picture on the front page news,” Patrick added.
"Let's get back outside, Mom's probably worried.” They headed out the back door.
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Chapter 8"That stupid son of a bitch thinks that he can get away with this? I'm gonna fucking kill him, but first, I have to get rid of you.” Ronnie Chappa lay in the trunk of the car. The killer continued his tirade and wrapped Chappa in the blanket but not before smiling at his latest victim.
Ronnie's eyes widened with fear. There wasn't a thing he could do but just lay there, hands and mouth bound.
"Killing you right now is going to be risky.” He knew many people on the force were looking for him. Chappa was a cop even though he was a bad one. He was still top priority in the small, shit-ass police department.
The killer walked around to the driver's side of the car and started the engine. Anger flowed through his veins. He thought he would explode. Instead, he focused on the task at hand. He was determined to send a clear and frightening message.
The night was dark and cloudy, overcast but warm, evidence that the summer temperatures were here and soon, some record heat waves. He turned on the radio to hear the report.
"Officer Ronnie Chappa is still missing, and the police department has no leads. If anyone has any information, please call our tips hotline."
He flipped open his cell phone, pretending to dial the number.
"Oh, yes, I know where he is. He's right here, the stupid fuck!” He started laughing, a sick, spine tingling laugh as he enjoyed the ride to the police department.
"Right under their noses—what fun this will be."
* * * *Victoria stopped Bret from kissing her. She had to spend the entire afternoon with him, hurt her family, and destroy her future with Steven, and for what, a corruption case and Federal charges for ten community leaders and still no proof of her father's killer.
Convincing Bret to drop her off at home, he accepted her excuse of a migraine and reluctantly left. The migraine wasn't entirely a lie. The damage she caused today would take millions of apologies and physical proof she was working undercover for the good guys.
She closed the door and walked to the kitchen to fill the kettle with water. Her thoughts remained on this afternoon and Peter's right hook to Bret's jaw. One for the good guys and she had to pretend it had angered her.
The living room was dark. She thought about turning some lights on but didn't bother because she wanted to hide. She was ashamed for what she did today. Her heart ached and it was a terrible feeling she began to know too well.
Her cell phone rang, and she retrieved it from her purse to answer it.
"Hi, Investigator Warren. Yes, everything went exactly as planned."
"You were fantastic, Victoria, even Colt was convinced. He's all ready to arrest those ten individuals tomorrow. Once they're arrested, we'll pull in Collins for questioning, and hopefully, the interrogation process will make him talk."
"I hope I didn't do all this, hurt my family and friends like this, for nothing?"
"Don't say that, Victoria. Without you, we wouldn't have put a stop to the corruption and money laundering, nor would we be able to convict Bret Collins. He owes the government millions, and besides that, you know your father wasn't having an affair. Bret was the one who took the picture."
"But we still don't know what their relationship was."
"We told you. Linda Delaney was into fine art. She was an artist and did some personal portraits on the side. Your father had her paint a picture of his and your mother's wedding portrait. It was going to be his anniversary gift to her. He met Linda a couple of times at the restaurant. Then she confided in him one day that a friend of the family's was harassing her, even though she'd broken up with the guy. It turned out to be Bret Collins. That picture was taken before your father had knowledge of Bret's intentions with Linda.
"Apparently, Bret broke into her apartment and forced himself on her. She didn't want to report it because she was afraid no one would believe her since they had slept together and were involved at one time."
"How do you know all this?"
"Witnesses, Victoria. She had stayed silent all this time, but the right questions were asked and when people hear FBI, they freeze a bit."
"FBI? What are you talking about?"
"Right before Ronnie Chappa went missing, the DA informed an associate of his in the Bureau. The DA wants everything to go down smoothly, and he wants to put everyone who is involved away for good. We feel there is a connection to the murders. We had to bring in the FBI. They'll be working with us, side by side."
"Oh, my God, so maybe he did kill my father out of anger or revenge?"
"I don't think he actually pulled the trigger, Victoria. Which means our killer is still out there."
"How much longer do I have to play this game? Do you have any suspects, yet?"
"No suspects yet, but I think once we get Bret into questioning and the FBI gets through with him, we should be closer to finding the killer."
"What about the rest of my family? Will the FBI or the DA's office protect them until the killer is behind bars?"
"I think your family can handle themselves. As soon as we tell them how you have helped us and where we are in the case, you and your mother will have twenty-four hour protection."
"What about the officer who's missing? Does it have something to do with Bret or my dad? Was Chappa working for the killer?"
"We're looking into that, Victoria. There could be a connection, but we'll have to question Bret and some others beginning tomorrow. Hopefully, we'll come up with some concrete answers and a connection."
"Do you think the killer has Chappa, the one you're looking for?"
"It's a good possibility. I'll let you know as soon as we hear something."
"So I guess I'll just sit back and let my family hate me a little longer."
"Everything is going to be all right. You've done a great job.” Warren hung up the phone.
Victoria put the phone down and sighed. The thought of a killer loose in River Point made her scared to be alone. She had seen the pictures from Linda's crime scene. She knew what the killer was capable of doing.
She reached for the teakettle, realizing she never turned on the stove. Feeling the overwhelming urge to cry, she bowed her head. Suddenly, she heard the floor creak behind her. There was movement in the living room. Stunned, she watched the figure move closer.
Victoria reached back to the wooden knife block and grabbed the largest one. Her heart pounded. She was instantly scared as thoughts of an unknown killer entered her mind.
As the figure paused in the doorway, the light illuminated his face. She was shocked to see Steven standing before her. She froze as he closed the space between them and now, stood a few feet in front of her, all she could do was stare at him.
The determined look in his eyes had her feet glued to the floor. Dressed all in black, her heart fluttered in her chest and the tears stung her eyes. It was quite the sight.
Moving closer, closing the distance between them, he held her gaze intently. Her mouth malfunctioned, her voice disappeared as her jaw practically touched her chest.
She felt his solid hand gently take her wrist. She had forgotten about the knife the second she saw Steven's face. Closing her mouth, licking her quivering lips, she remained speechless.
"What are you planning to do with that?” His deep, raspy voice sent waves of goose bumps over her flesh.
She looked up at him, hoping to maintain her composure. “What are you doing here? How did you...?” She didn't finish her sentence. Victoria knew he was a Marine, a trained killer, more than capable of a sneak attack, but it had been so long since he had pulled such a trick on her.
Steven took the knife from her hand and placed it back in the knife block.
He still held her wrist with the other hand, keeping her in front of him as he moved closer. His hips were inches from her ribs.
The fact he was dressed all in black, as if he were on some secret mission, intimidated her. He was in Marine mode. It was obvious, and it made confusing emotions flood her heart.
Victoria shook, and she couldn't speak.
His deep voice interrupted her thoughts.
"You know something, sweetheart. I've been watching your place for the last week. I've even followed you to and from work. What I found interesting is that I wasn't the only one. You're under surveillance, but you know that already, don't you?"
Victoria didn't respond verbally. Instead, she clenched her fingers into fists and tried to look away from Steven.
His warm breath brushed against her neck.
"They're still no match for me, though.” He smiled, placing his hands on the counter behind Victoria, blocking her from moving. Victoria knew he'd heard the whole, one-sided phone conversation.
Chin pointed up toward Steven's face, she attempted to maintain the façade.
"I still don't know why you're here.” She cringed at the stern facial response to her statement. He was tough, and damn it, she felt as timid and spineless as a noodle.
He held her gaze and was silent a moment before he answered, “Because you need me, as much as I need you.” He took a few long breaths and continued, “Don't waste your breath telling me lies.” His intense stare called out for her challenge. Although, she was certain any response would be worthless, she had to try to salvage what she could.
"Who do you think you are? What gives you the right to break into my home? We're not an item anymore, Steven.” She tried to act tough, but he smelled so good and she could already feel him embracing her, yet their bodies were hardly even touching.
She attempted to push past him. Steven placed his hand on her ribcage and Victoria jumped backwards, her body shaking as the tears welled up in her eyes. She was eye level with Steven's chest.
Steven didn't budge. He was determined, and she knew she was in trouble.
The moment was so intense, and she was completely out of control.
"We'll discuss the situation you're in later. Right now, there's something more important we need to take care of."
Instantly, Steven's hand touched her face. His other arm wrapped around her waist as he pressed his body against hers. He cradled Victoria's head while his mouth covered hers.
Tilting her head back to protest, the move backfired on her and she melted in Steven's arms.
His lips felt amazing, perfect, strong, and inviting just as she remembered them to be. No man had ever given her the same feelings or emotions in his kiss alone. Her body melted against his muscle-bound physique. She wrapped her arms around his neck, standing on the tips of her toes to meet his lips fully and to feel him entirely encase her.
Towering over her, she felt the same eagerness from him. The kisses became deeper as their tongues searched far and wide for an unreachable satisfaction. She wanted more. She had been without such intoxicating pleasure from him too long.
Steven pulled her away from the kitchen counter, grabbing a handful of her backside as he picked her up off her feet with his other arm. They stumbled through the darkness of the living room, stopping a moment in the hallway as he kissed and nibbled her neck, her shoulders, then back to her lips. Everything stood still. The room was silent, except for their rapid breathing.
"I've missed you so much. I never stopped thinking about you, Tory, never.” he exclaimed.
Her voice was still MIA. She was out of breath in a dream. He could lead her anywhere. He always could. Their time apart hadn't changed that one bit.
* * * *Steven smiled as he nibbled and kissed Victoria's neck, collarbone, and cleavage. The need to taste her perfume, her scent ruled his every carnal action. His gut was right; she still loved him. She would always be his.
Steven held her close, kissing her neck, nibbling, biting. “Damn it, you taste so good, I could devour you,” he told her breathlessly as he pinned her against the lavender painted, sheetrock wall, kissing her and pulling her right thigh up against his leg. He pushed her dress up, allowing his hand to caress her toned upper thigh and twirled his fingers around the tiny, thin strap of the soft lacy material resting there.
He wanted her so badly his body ached. His head spun, and he had thought about this moment for so long. He didn't want to rush it, but he was losing control.
Growling erotically in her ear, “I want to look at you,” he took her hand, leading her toward the bedroom.
"Steven, wait ... I ... what if someone had seen you?” Out of breath, she hesitated.
He smirked confidently.
"Not a chance in hell, baby."
She smiled just as he led her by the hand, stopping by the bedside table to turn on the light.
Instantly surrounded by a gentle glow, Steven smiled down at Victoria.
He turned her around so she faced the bed as he spoke slowly, warmly against her ear, emphasizing each word and the depth of its meaning while he undid the zipper of her dress.
"You belong to me. You're mine, Victoria, all mine ... always and forever."
* * * *Victoria's heart pounded as she closed her eyes. The anticipation of making love to Steven aroused her senses.
Rapidly, her dress fell to the floor and he pulled her against him. Victoria gasped for air. He's really here—he's alive and holding me. She laid her head back against Steven's chest.
His arms embraced her tiny waist. He couldn't stop touching her. He had waited so long ... too long.
The instant Steven's hand cupped her breast, she reached her hands back behind her, trying to grab at him, touch him, and let him know she wanted him just as much as he wanted her.
Steven turned her toward him, putting a little distance between them as he took in the view.
"You're even sexier than I remembered. More amazing than any dream, any fantasy I conjured up."
Her heart beat so loud and so fast, she wondered if he could hear it. She stared into his eyes. She didn't feel shy or unsure. She never did when she was with Steven. Victoria knew he was the only man for her, and she had never stopped loving him.
"Tell me you want me. I want to hear you say the words,” he whispered as they held hands, fingers entwined.
Victoria moved a step closer laying her forehead against the black shirt that covered Steven's chest. She inhaled deeply, absorbing his unforgettable cologne, a smell she had missed immensely and could have sworn she actually smelled in her dreams.
"I want you, Steven. I love you,” she whispered. Steven smiled, and his eyes twinkled when he lowered his head to scatter kisses across her neck and shoulder. Victoria's head fell back in defeat, her body, weak.
Steven supported her, drawing her body closer against his. His mouth moved over hers, kissing every inch of her lips. He moaned as if they had a taste to them that he craved.
Victoria fumbled with his shirt as she pulled it from Steven's tight, black jeans. He stopped her from helping him pull it off.
His thumb and finger gently rubbed her chin as he held her gaze with his own.
"Don't ask any questions right now, okay? I promise to explain it all later. Right now, all I want to do is make love to you.” He caressed her cheeks, then her hair, before placing the palm of his hand against her cheek.
His eyes took on a serious look but only for a moment, and she smiled in agreement, wondering what he meant.
As soon as he removed his shirt, she saw the three scars above his right breast. Bullet wounds. Shot three times in the chest and he survived.
"Steven!” She couldn't help herself, despite what she just promised. She covered her mouth with her hands. Taking two steps back, she was scared, confused, and couldn't help the tears.
Steven took her hands, bringing them to his lips, kissing them softly, pulling her back against his chest. The scars were at eye level as she laid her face against them. “Later, Tory.... Please."
Suddenly, so scared, she began to shake.
He embraced her and held her tight. Instantly, she wrapped her arms around his waist, their love for one another expressed and shared in a hug. She cried and held him. Her tears wet his chest.
"It's okay, baby. I made it back to you. I never stopped fighting."
She kissed his neck, his shoulder, whatever her lips could reach and touch.
He rubbed her body with his hands as she undid the button and zipper to his jeans. He removed them, then removed the light pink undergarments from her body and slowly brought her down onto the bed.
"You're so amazing, so beautiful. I never should have left you. Forgive me?"
"I love you, Steven. Make love to me, now. I need you so badly; I need for us to be one."
Steven kissed her softly on the lips, then down her throat and to her chest where he paused a moment as his mouth captured her breast. From there, he feasted on each silky mound until she was numb. Pressing her hips firmly against Stevens, pleading for him to be inside of her, she shook at his next move.
Running his hands over her thigh, between her legs, she squirmed and panted in response to the contact. It had been so long, too long for them to stay apart. He continued methodically arousing her. Victoria moaned softly, showing him she was more than ready.
Lifting his hips then lowering his body, he entered her while simultaneously kissing her lips.
They made love to one another. Victoria wrapped her arms around Steven's neck and with every thrust, their affection and love grew stronger, deeper as they penetrated each other's hearts.
She wanted to stay in his arms forever. Right now, only this moment mattered, and she would treasure it for the rest of her life.
* * * *The killer drove to his home and reversed his car into the detached garage. He pressed the button for the automatic doors and they closed.
His adrenaline pumped. He could feel the rush, the anxiety of knowing at any moment, someone could catch him. He thrived on the rush.
The killer walked around to the back of the car and opened the trunk.
He pulled an unconscious Ronnie Chappa from the vehicle.
It was hot out tonight and the hotter temperatures inside the trunk had nearly suffocated Ronnie.
The killer found this amusing as he prepared the body for his ritual. The look of relief on Ronnie's face as he breathed the fresh air deeply into his lungs quickly replaced with pure fear.
The killer tied Ronnie down, and Ronnie tried to fight but lost the battle.
The killer laughed as he heard the familiar gurgling sound. First, it was loud, a deep choking sound, then lower and lower until finally ... silence. He loved to watch his victims suffer and cling to any possible hope of saving. He didn't want to hear their worthless, meaningless pleas. No way! It deeply thrilled him to watch their bodies shake, their legs kick and struggle to be free. The dirt became his signature. It was a horrible way to die. He laughed again.
He wiped the dirt off his shoes and poured one more cupful of dirt inside Ronnie Chappa's mouth. The brown and black substance poured from the sides, overflowing onto the table—the killer's worktable, inside his own home. He used the dirt from his home garden to fill the lungs and insides of his latest victim. He looked at Ronnie Chappa as if owning him, every part of him, especially his soul.
The kid got stupid and thought more about making money, getting ahead the easy way, instead of earning his shield. Chappa used his badge to get whatever he could free of any cost, and a lot of the other cops knew that. He wasn't the only one and the police department wasn't the only corrupt organization in this town.
The killer prepared the body for its final resting place. He had the perfect location in mind and quickly got the body back into the trunk of the car.
It was the middle of the night. The killer's adrenaline flowed, and he easily removed the body from his vehicle, dragging it through the memorial garden.
Not a patrol car in sight, the town was dead at this hour. There'd be no risk of catching him.
There, in the center, a large statue of a uniformed officer stood. The town was so proud of their little police department
The community supported them and earlier in the day, rallied together to remember a fallen officer. How quickly the media turned on the Mardullo family. How stupid the Mardullo family was for not seeing it was a set up.
Collins was responsible for the mess, and Danny Mardullo's daughter was right in the middle. Collins was a fool and a greedy little bastard who would soon get his. The killer still needed him alive. He wanted to pin the murders on him and everything was right on schedule. The only change was the Mardullo woman.
He enjoyed watching her. She piqued his interest, which was difficult to do. She pretended to like Collins and he wondered why. She could wind up helping him pin the murders on Collins. Especially, if she already thought he was involved but how could she?
He wondered about that as he positioned the body just right. He hoped a civilian would be the first to find Chappa's body—what front-page news that would make!
* * * *"It's been too long, sweetheart ... way too long,” Steven whispered to Victoria. He held her in his arms, their legs entwined as Victoria laid her head against his chest.
The tears flowed from her eyes. She couldn't stop crying and wouldn't let go of him.
Steven sat up then moved onto his side to wipe away Victoria's tears. She smiled at him, took his hand, and gently kissed each of his fingers.
He smiled softly. She could see the tears in his eyes, the emotion he held back. He was her man, her Marine, and she had never stopped loving him.
"Everything is going to be fine, honey. I promise you. I'll never leave you again,” He pulled her leg in-between his and they embraced.
"There's so much going on, Steven. There's so much to tell you."
"I want you to tell me everything that's going on, but first, I need to know something.” He softly caressed her cheek, causing her to lock gazes with him.
"How serious are you about Bret Collins?” His voice tinged with anger and jealousy.
"I'm not serious at all. You heard the conversation I was having earlier on the phone. I've been working with the County DA, an investigator, and the FBI. They think Bret may have played a role in my father's murder."
Steven sat up straighter, as he asked questions and his concern grew for Victoria's safety. She told him all about the restaurant in New Jersey and the corruption in the police department.
"How long do you have to play this part? What if he hurts you? Then what? You can't keep doing this, Victoria."
"I have to, Steven. My family needs to know who killed my father and why. I need to know. I want to lay it all to rest. Give my mom peace of mind and prove to everyone that he wasn't an adulterer. The information is a scam. Someone's trying to cover their tracks and I'm close to finding out whom."
"Well, you're not alone in this anymore. I won't let you."
"Steven, you don't have a say in this. We can't take the chance that Bret finds out or the killer stays unidentified. He's out there and we're close. I can feel it."
"We'll have to discuss it more. We'll come to some kind of agreement. You're going to have to tell Peter and your Uncle Patrick at least."
"No, Steven, I can't do that. They'll never allow me to continue to work undercover. So far, Bret has given up the names of ten other people involved with the corruption. They'll blow it."
"You're going to blow it if you keep on this façade with them. They know something is going on. Your Uncle Patrick and Peter have been contemplating doing their own surveillance on you."
"What? They wouldn't dare!” Victoria sat up in the bed, pulling the sheets against her bare chest to cover herself.
Steven took her hand. “They love you, honey. So do I and look what I did."
She turned away a moment before glancing back at him.
"Yeah, you were spying on me, broke into my house, and seduced me into bed."
"Whoa there, you didn't put up much of a fight, and I believe you seduced me."
Steven pulled her against him, and Victoria kissed his chest, loving the fact her body now smelled like his cologne.
"Tell me what happened, Steven.” She looked at the scars on his chest.
"It can wait a bit longer. Right now, only your safety is what matters."
"Steven, come on and tell me what happened, then we'll discuss everything else. I want to know ... please tell me?"
Steven kissed Victoria's forehead, then moved some pillows around to get comfortable against the headboard.
"One of the missions didn't go quite as planned. A few of us found ourselves caught in an area filled with insurgents. I don't know why they didn't just kill me too. There were five of us, and we were prisoners of war for the better part of the year."
"Oh, my God, Steven. How did you survive?” She hugged his chest then looked back up at him to listen.
Steven explained a little bit about living in a dirt cell, being knocked around, and feeling as if he would go insane. She had a feeling there was more to his story and that worse things took place, but he wouldn't tell her about them
"I don't want to explain everything to you, Tory, the details are gory. There was a secret mission to rescue us and it was nearly cancelled once word was out that there was only one surviving Marine left."
"You were the only one who made it? What happened to the others?"
"They were killed. Executed, beaten to death during questioning. The enemy didn't prevail, though, the U.S. Marine Corps did. As they invaded the hidden base, I made my move, taking a few of the bad guys out, but not before taking bullets to the chest a few times. I'll never forget the camouflaged men that grabbed me under the arms and carried me to safety. Next thing I remember is waking up in the military hospital."
Victoria hugged him again as he held her, kissing her forehead, squeezing her tightly.
"It was a bad time for me, honey. The doctors didn't think I would make it, considering what physical and mental torture I had already gone through. I was in and out of consciousness, lost a lot of blood, and nearly gave up hope until a good friend of mine kept showing me your picture. Every time I opened my eyes, someone was showing me your picture.” He caressed her hair and smiled down at her.
"My friends, the nurses, even the doctor. You kept me alive out there, Tory. Thinking of this moment, making love to you, holding you, being with you again is what helped me to survive. I never stopped loving you."
Victoria lay atop him, wrapping her arms around his neck as they deeply kissed, holding one another with tears in their eyes. They made love through the night and neither of them felt alone anymore.
* * * *Victoria awoke from a sound sleep at four forty in the morning. Steven was facing her, sleeping peacefully. She stared at the three scars. She felt guilty for every mean thought or comment she ever made against him. Here she was, sitting safely at home, working on her career, surrounded by friends and family, while her lover, her best friend, struggled to survive, God only knows what, in some secret terrorist headquarters, in the middle of the desert.
What did they do to him? Victoria gently touched his head. She could see multiple, small, long scars on his scalp. The crew cut hairstyle showed everything. He was tough, so muscular from head to toe. Even the structure of his face was strong.
Watching him, Victoria recalled that when she had seen him at her father's memorial service, he was like ice, including his eyes. A defense mechanism, no doubt in her mind, probably, one of many methods that helped him survive.
Even through the speeches, the dedications from those who shared their memories of Danny Mardullo, Steven maintained that chiseled look of bravery. The soldier that could not fail or show any sign of weakness, yet the ceremony was his first chance to mourn her father.
Trying to make her role convincing, she couldn't help but think about Steven, and the fact the memorial service was more like the funeral he missed attending.
Danny Mardullo loved Steven, like a son and it made Victoria love both men even more. Her father, whom she was so close to, admired Steven, even gave him his blessing in advance. Victoria smiled, thinking about how her father had been casually sitting on the porch at their house discussing the police department and then family. Steven confided in her later that her father had given his blessing in advance, for when Steven proposed to Victoria. The time was nearing anyway. Steven and Victoria had spoken about it, planned on waiting another year while she advanced in her career and took the promotion. Then, September 11 happened, and everything changed. Steven, the man she wanted to marry, made the decision to serve his country first.
Recalling how scared she was for his safety, the way she pleaded for him to stay with her, to protect his country right here on U.S. soil as a SWAT team officer, landed on deaf ears.
"I can't, Tory. I'm a Marine, and it's my duty to protect this country."
The tears stung her eyes.
The sight of him in his full dress uniform at the memorial filled her with pride, the way he composed himself through the ceremony when she was certain he hurt inside.
He hadn't fooled her, though. She knew him so well, and she saw the little vein above his right eyebrow pulsating ever so slightly. Of course, she had to turn away immediately when he caught her staring at him. So did Bret, she recalled, as he had taken her by the arm and gently kissed her cheek.
Thank God, Steven loved her so much. He watched her, following her, knowing she still loved him and that something was wrong. How could she continue to let Bret touch her, kiss her? How much longer would she have to pretend not to care for Steven?
Scanning his body, mesmerized by her own body's instant attraction and need, she wondered how she survived all this time without him. She remembered the military tattoo that stood out over the bulging muscle on his arm. The colors of the flag were bold and bright along with the special operations symbol and the letters U.S.A. Then she saw the next line of letters and her heart jumped, her eyes filled with tears as she read the name—Victoria. She traced her finger along each letter. Stomach muscles tightened, her heart felt as if it were soaring across the sky as she caught her breath.
"You see how much I love you? I branded myself for you.” The sound of Steven's voice startled her as she jumped a little at him catching her deep in thought and she smiled at him.
He reached over, touching her neck, and gently pulling her face toward his to kiss her.
Their lips touched, and once again, her heart leaped as she snuggled her body closer, feeling somewhat intoxicated from his kiss. Then the negative thoughts collided with the happy emotions.
She couldn't look into his eyes. The guilty feeling sat on her chest. How could she have lost faith in him? How could she have forgotten how wonderful Steven really was?
"What's the matter, baby? You don't like it?” He kissed her nose, then her eyes, gently forcing her to look at him as he spoke to her. “Tell me what you're thinking."
She stayed silent a moment. The words were all scrambled. She loved him so much.
"I'm so sorry, Steven. I thought you didn't care anymore, that you chose the Corp over me. I was so wrong, so caught up in missing you, being worried about you, then losing my dad. I lost it, Steven, it's no excuse, but I hope you can forgive me."
"Don't cry, honey. I understand, truly I do. That's why I followed you, didn't give up on what we have. I'm sorry I wasn't here for you when your father died."
"Was murdered!” she corrected him and it became more and more obvious how much Victoria had needed him.
"It must have been terrible.” He held her against him.
"It was, Steven, but I don't want to discuss this. The sun is starting to rise. You need to go. I can't take the chance that someone might see you here. Catch us together."
"I don't want to leave you. I don't want you doing this. How do you know Bret isn't the killer?"
"I don't, Steven, but Investigator Warren doesn't feel that he is. We're close and I need to finish what I started.” She moved to the edge of the bed.
"What if they're wrong? What if they're putting you in danger?” Steven touched her shoulder.
"It's a chance I'm willing to take. I need to find my father's killer. I won't rest until he's behind bars, as well as those who are involved. Right now, at the magazine, I'm working on a story about police corruption. It's ironic really, considering that's exactly what I'm in the middle of, both political and police corruption, money laundering, murder. I've received so much information, have built up so much evidence, and at the same time, I'm right in the middle. Information is swarming in from all over and not just in our little town of River Point. I'm onto something huge and this is all going to affect my personal and professional life."
"I'm worried about you, Tory. You jump into everything full throttle and I can't help but be wary about both the FBI and the DA's office. Would you mind if I used some of my pull to find out more about Colt and Warren?"
"I don't want you involved, Steven. You could destroy everything I've been working on. I received a message yesterday from some woman that claims to have information on the relationship between my father and Linda Delaney. I'm going to call her today to set up a meeting."
"You let me know where and when. You can't go acting like some detective, Tory. There's special training involved with such a position and I don't think you can handle it."
"Thanks for your vote of confidence, Steven. Now that I know how weak and incapable you think I am; we can end this conversation right here."
Steven stopped her from getting off the bed.
"No, we won't. I'm sorry if it sounded that way. Look at you, though. You're petite, feminine, and the least aggressive person I know, baby. I'm not insulting you I'm complimenting you. You're a lady."
"Well, this petite lady is pissed off and determined to find a killer with or without your support, Steven."
* * * *Victoria got up from the bed and Steven knew the argument was over for now. Victoria was stubborn and obviously set on continuing her investigation and personal involvement with Bret Collins. The thought of him touching her, kissing her, enraged him. He would have to figure out just how to keep her safe without her knowing, or anyone else knowing for that matter.
Steven watched her, admiring her body from a distance as she pulled on a short, fitted t-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts. Then he realized they were an old pair of his.
"You still have those things?” He moved to the side of the bed and sat there with the sheet barely covering him.
Victoria smiled. She had held onto them, perhaps a reminder of his presence. The thought she may have worn them while he was gone caused tightness in his chest. They both sacrificed so much and right now, they should be working on their relationship, making plans for their future, and spending as much time together as possible. He wasn't being selfish, he was concerned for her safety, and he had always been the one to protect her, guard her. The way she abruptly answered back, walked away from him, and continued to play her role as Bret's woman so well ... too well, told him she wouldn't quit.
"Come here, Tory.” He reached his arms out toward her, grabbing a small bit of her T-shirt to pull her closer.
She stood between his legs, naturally laying her hands upon his shoulders. Smiling, he caressed her thighs up through the shorts, then her waist where she had rolled the elastic three times, trying to force his boxers to fit her.
Apparently feeling every sensation and warmth of his touch against her skin, she closed her eyes, absorbing the sensation of skin against her back. Pulling her closer to his chest, he lifted her shirt, revealing her trim belly before scattering tiny kisses against her skin. Then he laid his head against her stomach and bosom.
Taking a deep breath, Victoria held Steven's head and his shoulders against her. He squeezed her tighter.
"I love you so much. I'll never leave you, Tory, ever! You mean so much to me.” He exhaled slow, soft against her skin, “I'm not leaving yet. We're not finished."
Before she could argue, he fell backwards, pulling her with him onto the bed. Steven kissed her deeply and used his hands to claim possession of her every curve while they rediscovered the power and the depth of their love for one another.
It was nearly seven o'clock by the time Victoria headed for work and Steven snuck out of the townhouse complex, once again, unseen.
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Chapter 9"Okay, Tory, spill the damn beans, will you? You slept with him, didn't you?” Celina placed her iced tea glass down on the table. The little café on the corner of Main Street and Superior was quiet and empty. They met early for lunch today. It was only eleven and in another half hour or so, the place would pack with lunch customers.
Celina watched as Tory took a piece of chicken from her fresh chicken Caesar salad, barely taking a nibble, then placing the fork back onto the plate.
"What's going on, Tory? Did you sleep with Bret?"
Victoria shot Celina a look of surprise. Steven was the only man on her mind, and she needed somehow to refocus on her pretend relationship with Bret. She felt terrible for having to lie to Celina, her best friend, but she didn't want her involved in any way.
Victoria didn't know if she could trust the FBI or the DA's office. Her gut instinct sent out some intense signals. She began to question Warren's intentions. What had gotten them involved to begin with? That question continuously entered her mind and this morning, she'd called a friend of hers who worked for Search and Seizure. She told him she was working on a story for the magazine and needed background information on Warren.
Warren was already bringing in those individuals involved with the corruption within the police department and town board.
"You did sleep with him. Damn it, I can't believe you didn't tell me. I've seen that look on your face before. You got some last night! How was it?” Celina whispered as she moved forward in the chair. “Was he as good as they say and hung as big as I've heard?"
"Celina, stop it right now!"
"Oh, Tory, don't be such a prude and a little goody-goody. Having sexual relations with someone is perfectly natural. It's even better when you're single, unattached, and free to sleep with whomever you want. Don't feel bad because Steven is around. He had his chance and blew it. Besides, if you really wanted to, you could have them both."
"Celina, don't talk about Steven that way. He doesn't deserve it."
"Doesn't deserve it? What got into you, besides Bret Collins? Steven stayed there. He stayed away from you on purpose, never thinking about your feelings. I was there when you cried yourself to sleep, watched the TV for hours on end, never mind, calling every government official you possibly could to find out if Steven was alive. You didn't deserve that, Tory.” Celina leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms in front of her chest.
Victoria sighed. She was truly touched. Celina had helped her through the toughest of times in her life. She needed to calm her down.
"Celina, I need you to trust me. I may have been wrong about Steven and the reason he didn't contact me or return for so long. Also, I did not sleep with Bret. I'm working on a new story for the magazine. I've been on a high since last night when some good, long research I was doing began to show signs, the proof I need to wrap things up. So please don't misconstrue what I'm feeling or what my facial expressions are portraying.
"Let's just enjoy our lunch together and not talk about any of this stuff anymore. Okay?"
"Fine, Miss Thang! Whatever you say.” Celina gave a small smile.
Victoria was sure that Celina wondered what Victoria was really up to. It should be obvious to Celina research would not put a smile like that on her best friend's face.
* * * *Victoria returned to her office to find a bouquet of red roses on her desk. She opened the small white card and found a note from Bret.
Victoria,
May you enjoy the next few days as our relationship evolves both professionally and personally. I can't wait until this weekend at the cottage.
Love
Bret"
"Shit!” Victoria said. Bret never mentioned anything about going away for the weekend. There was no way she could go and avoid sleeping with him. The thought made her stomach churn.
"I guess those flowers were from someone you weren't expecting."
Victoria turned abruptly to find Uncle Patrick standing in the doorway. Her heart dropped and so did her mouth as she tried to recover from the shock of the surprise visit. Did Steven tell him everything? She couldn't help but wonder.
"What are you doing here?” She placed the card on her desk and leaned against the front of it with her arms crossed in front of her chest.
"You didn't answer my question. Who are the flowers from?” Uncle Patrick touched the roses.
Victoria's cell phone rang, and she excused herself to answer the call.
"Yes, this is Victoria Mardullo."
"My name is Casey. I called the other day. I don't know if I should be doing this, but the girls at the restaurant said I should tell you. We had no idea that Danny was your father. We liked him. He was a good man."
Victoria did not want to miss this call.
"Could you hold on one second please?” she asked. Casey said yes, and Victoria spoke softly to her uncle.
"I really need to take this call. Can you wait a few minutes?” He nodded and took a seat in one of the fancy leather chairs in her office. Victoria left the room and headed into the conference room.
"I'm sorry for the interruption, Casey, please go on."
"Well, I just wanted you to know that your dad wasn't involved with Linda. Linda had a reputation of seducing men and drinking too much.
"And you know this ... how?"
"One night, while I was tending bar, she had a few too many gin and tonics when she started talking about making so much money and sleeping around with men. She was a con artist. She told me all about the lie she told your father about that big shot Bret Collins forcing himself on her."
"You're sure about this? If I need a sworn statement from you, will you do that?"
"If it's necessary. I never cared for Linda but your dad was such a nice man. Linda was setting your dad up. All I could think was that they were planning to pin something at the police department on him. At least, that's what I got from the bits and pieces of conversations. Linda was a big drinker of the hard stuff."
"Why are you telling me this, Casey? Did someone put you up to this?” Victoria was learning to trust no one and be wary about free information.
"Your dad was a good man, like I said. Some guys started harassing me one Thursday night when he was there. He had one of the local New Jersey Troopers he knew personally walk me out of the building that night. The guys never bothered me again. He didn't know me from Eve, yet he used his Jersey connections to help some bartender he barely knew. I was annoyed that Linda was pulling something on your dad, but I was too late in informing him. He was murdered the following day, and I can't help but feel like I could have done more."
"Don't do that to yourself, Casey. Right now, you're helping me out. I need to know everything she said.” Victoria made notes on the yellow business pad in the conference room.
Ten minutes later, she made her way back to her office where her uncle sat behind her desk.
He looked as though he belonged there and had every right to be snooping around.
"What do you think you're doing, Uncle Patrick?"
"Hey, if you leave someone in your office for more than five minutes, what do you expect them to do but become nosey.” He held the card from Bret in one hand and some notes she wrote down for her article in another. Victoria could just imagine what her uncle thought.
"If you don't mind, can you remove yourself from my desk and drop the papers?"
Uncle Patrick got up and met Victoria by her desk. He held the little white note out toward her.
"You're not considering going there with him this weekend, are you?"
Victoria took the card from his hand. Uncle Patrick caught and held her hand gently in his. He loved her like a daughter, she knew that, and she tried to maintain her composure.
"He's wrong for you, Tory. If you're involved with something that seems to be over your head, you'd come to me, to your family, right?"
"I'm not in over my head. I'm working on a story and I'm dating Bret Collins. That's all."
"A story on corruption in police departments and dating a man believed to be involved in corruption and illegal activity."
"Alleged corruption and illegal activities, he has nothing to do with my story."
"He's not a man to mess around with, Tory. Your father and he were enemies for multiple reasons. He would have been a suspect in your dad's murder, but he had an alibi that day and night. He was shacked up with some twenty-year-old bimbo down in New Jersey.” Uncle Patrick let go of her hand and walked toward the door.
"So that should give you peace of mind. Maybe he's not as bad as you think?"
"Tory, your dad hated him and he hated your dad. How can you sleep with a man who wanted to destroy your father?"
"I'm not sleeping with him, first of all, and secondly, he didn't want to destroy my father. He wants to be Town Supervisor and Dad didn't want to see him in that position. Bret didn't waste time trying to get Dad's vote. He focused on those who backed him and didn't support Jack ‘Flip’ Walker."
"You're wrong, kid. Flip is the better choice for the position. He does things the legal way. I came by to tell you that this weekend we're having a fiftieth birthday party for Aunt Jane. Be there and without Bret Collins."
"I'll see if I can make it. I may have other plans.” Victoria held the card in her hand where her uncle could see it.
"I love you, Tory, and I hope you know that if you need me, I'm here for you ... and so is your family.” He said goodbye and left.
Victoria went to her desk to think about Casey and Jack ‘Flip’ Walker. They were the next two people she needed to get information on.
Now she had a good excuse to decline Bret's offer. A family gathering she had to attend for her mom's sake. Bret would believe that. He knew how much Victoria loved her mother.
Just then, her phone rang, and she answered it while she looked over her notes.
"Yeah, Tory, it's me, Peter. Did you hear the news? They found Ronnie Chappa's body."
"What? When and where?"
"This morning, some old couple taking a walk through the memorial gardens found him. Tod and Don are working the case."
"Uncle Patrick was just here. He didn't say a word."
"He was? Well, did he tell you about Bret?"
"No. What about Bret?"
"The FBI is at town hall. Bret is, along with about ten other town officials, allegedly accused of corruption, payoffs, and receiving bribes for votes in the upcoming election. I don't know why Uncle Patrick didn't tell you."
"I don't know why, either. I'd better go. I need to call Bret."
"Tory, disconnect yourself from him before it's too late. He's trouble. Can't you see that?"
"I need him,” she said. She needed to question him about Linda and their relationship. She needed to contact Colt and Warren.
"What do you mean you need him? You're not in love with him, are you? You can't be serious!"
She had to allow him to think the worst. Victoria hung up the phone.
Her cell phone rang again, and this time it was Investigator Warren.
He told her everything that went on and about questioning Bret soon. They felt he would go to Victoria for support, assistance, and perhaps ask her to do something illegal or confide in her more.
"We want you to wear a wire, Victoria. He's going to ask you to do something illegal, and we want it on tape. The more proof and evidence we have, the longer he'll stay behind bars."
Victoria wondered why they wouldn't question Bret about his connection to her father's murder. All Warren and Colt seemed to be interested in was the political corruption and removing Bret from the ballot. Her inquisitive mind, her journalistic instincts, as well as being a cop's daughter, now went into overdrive. She didn't trust Colt or Warren one bit. What was going on? Whom could she trust? How would she find out the truth?
She accepted wearing a wire, then asked about the murder case. All Warren said was they needed this information first. She figured they had no idea about Casey or Linda's con artist ways. Now, Victoria really had some work ahead of her as she hung up the phone and began making her own inquiries.
* * * *"How was I, darling? Do you think she bought it?” Casey asked the killer. He was one of her regulars.
The killer pulled Casey's naked body against his as he grabbed a handful of her backside.
"That was perfect. You've done good,” he whispered, then pulled her by her hair, dragging her head down under the sheets. She let out a cry of pain and he laughed, demanding she satisfy him. The bimbo waitress from Mallorie's had turned out to be good for more than just a roll in the hay. Now, he needed to get rid of her. He couldn't take a chance she may give him up, but he would use her one last time before ending her pathetic life.
Smiling, he leaned back against the headboard, opening his legs while the bimbo did her thing and helped him to relax. He felt a little tense, and his muscles were sore after setting up the crime scene just right this morning. Ronnie Chappa was heavier then he had looked. Closing his eyes, he imagined someone else beneath the sheets, a woman of class, sophistication, and sweetness. Never once did he think his Victoria was capable of such secrecy and investigative intuition. Not being one to underestimate anyone who entered his playing field, he would be sure to keep a closer eye on her.
Moving his hips, imagining Victoria waiting for him with open arms, he thought about the upcoming weekend and smiled. He was confident that the investigation would be over in the next few days.
* * * *The afternoon flew by, and Victoria still had no inside information on Colt and Warren. Getting info on them proved to be harder than she thought, but she did find out more about Flip Walker.
He was truly on the straight and narrow and definitely won her vote. She found out he had made accusations about Bret and some others on the board last year. Nothing came of it. There were no charges and all accusations dismissed.
Begging her mind for answers and for alternate routes to uncovering the information she needed, the thought popped into her mind. Victoria's Aunt Jane worked in the town hall with the parks and recreation department. She would have known about any gossip or accusations of such. Victoria gave her a call.
Her aunt had plenty to say after they discussed Bret Collins, and Steven being the better choice. She tried to share all the information she knew about Bret, both personally and professionally.
"I wish you had called me sooner. I knew you would figure out he was no good. I hope the sex was worth it,” Aunt Jane said as she continued to share information.
"I never slept with him, Aunt Jane, but it's nice to know that my family thinks I'm easy,” Victoria snapped, and her aunt became silent.
"What can you tell me about Flip?"
"Flip is a great man."
Her aunt continued to carry on about Flip and him being the better choice for town supervisor. She mentioned the accusations, how a few of the board members had suddenly come into some extra money and the accusations dismissed. Victoria knew Bret paid them off and now things were coming together. Flip didn't give up.
"I wouldn't be surprised one bit if Flip was the one who called the FBI as soon as they found out the corruption had spread to the police department. You should call him, Tory. He was a good friend of your father's,” Aunt Jane said.
Victoria did just that.
Flip Walker turned out to be a really nice man. He apologized for all the trouble and her involvement, but was glad she was safe. He also had no idea who could have killed her father.
Victoria's next call was to Bret. He had left three messages on her voice mail while she was on the phone with Flip and, he sounded desperate.
She needed to set up a time and place to meet then contact Colt and Warren. In-between, the FBI would wire her, and she would investigate Linda Delaney as well.
Bret wanted to meet Victoria in Boulder Point at six that night. She'd meet the agents at five.
Everything was set and Victoria continued to type away on her laptop, pulling together her article, her evidence, and proving her father's innocence.
By four thirty, Victoria's head spun. She received phone call after phone call, pulling together her information, the facts. Now, the media was onto the local corruption story. Her boss nearly fainted when she told him she needed to leave for the night to take care of something. She informed him that the article was close to completion. He could take portions of it and send it to an associate at the local newspaper. The full article would run in this month's edition of the summer issue of Search and Seizure.
As Victoria left her office, her cell phone rang.
"I missed you. Where are you headed?” Steven asked, and she had a terrible feeling in the pit of her stomach.
"I missed you too. I've been real busy today. I suppose you've heard about Bret and Ronnie Chappa?"
"Who hasn't? I'm at work right now. I just wanted to check up on you. Where are you off to?"
"I'm ... uh ... meeting Bret for drinks. I really can't talk right now, there's a lot going on and I don't think discussing it on an open line is smart.
"You're what? Why would you be meeting him for drinks? I thought the FBI had a hold of him already. Victoria, where are you headed?"
"Sorry, Steven, but this is how it has to go down. Please, don't worry about me. Colt and Warren, along with a few other agents, will be at the place watching,” Victoria told Steven as she got into her car and closed the door. She could hear the anger in his voice.
"Baby, I don't like this one bit. What if he tries something? Are you going to let him?"
"Steven, please don't make this harder than it is. I need to focus or he'll know I'm not interested in him. It's just an act, Steven, nothing more."
Steven was silent a moment. Victoria could hear him breathing. He was worried and so was she.
"I just don't want him touching you. I can't stand the thought of what this guy is capable of or that he really wants you. I can't help but worry, Tory. I don't like this."
"I know you don't. I really have to go. I promise to call you as soon as I'm done. I love you."
"I love you too and please, be careful."
Victoria actually felt better hearing from Steven. He had no idea how much strength she pulled from their relationship. She couldn't wait for everything to be over. She figured she would confront Colt and Warren with her new information and demand they help clear her father's name and make his innocence public as soon as they had Bret and the others behind bars.
* * * *"Victoria, all you need to do is keep Bret talking. He'll want to use you somehow and we need all this on tape.” Colt secured the wire.
"It was Flip Walker who called you guys in, wasn't it?” Victoria asked.
Colt and Warren exchanged glances. They obviously knew Victoria was good at her job. She was a journalist and came from a long line of law enforcement officers. It wouldn't be long until she figured things out. They explained everything. They were the ones who were surprised to find out that Linda Delaney was a con artist. Not even the detectives had figured that one out.
"So, she was planning on framing your father for something, along with Bret Collins?” Colt released a surprised and exasperated sigh.
"Yes, that was the plan. They first tried to bribe him, but that didn't work. I'm sure that was before the nice picture of them was taken,” Victoria added.
"It's interesting how that picture wound up in Linda Delaney's apartment,” Warren added.
"It's also interesting that Ronnie Chappa was at the apartment as well, and now, he's dead,” Warren stated and both Colt and Victoria looked at him.
"Holy shit, maybe Bret is the killer. He offed Danny for figuring out he was up to no good, taking bribes, corrupting officers like Ronnie Chappa who was on his payroll.” Colt attempted to rub the kinks from his neck.
"And the woman who called me said Linda had a drinking problem. She was probably talking too much. He had to kill her. But why wouldn't he make a run for it right now with all of you investigating him?” Victoria asked.
"That's a good question and we'll have to ask him, but for now, we need to know what else he wants from you. We'll be watching the whole time. They'll be other undercover agents there, as well. Just keep him in the restaurant. It will be easier for us to keep an eye on you and also, more likely that he won't try something.” Colt tested the microphone.
* * * *Victoria entered the restaurant, scanning the dining area. She caught sight of Bret at a corner table near the bar.
She carefully made her way over to him as she unconsciously smoothed down her blouse, feeling uncomfortable knowing that their conversation was about to be heard by many agents.
Bret rose from his chair. “Victoria, thank you for coming. I wasn't sure you'd show up.” He kissed her on the cheek then she sat across from him.
The waitress came over. Victoria naturally ordered a Gin Martini, two olives. She needed the drink and Bret was way ahead of her. Once she sat down, she noticed his pale complexion, tiny droplets of perspiration near his hairline, and no tie around his white dress shirt. He was feeling the pressure from the FBI; that was obvious.
"Of course, I came, Bret. I care about you ... about us. Tell me how I can help.” She gently touched his wrist while his hand held a half-empty glass of bourbon.
He looked into her eyes, staring a moment, and Victoria held her pretend sincere look. She was getting better and better at this.
"They got to you already, didn't they?” he asked.
Victoria refused to give into it that easily. She continued to deny it.
"Why would I help the FBI, the police department, or any of them? What have they done but make accusations about my father? They've practically destroyed his case and any hopes of finding out who killed him. No, no way would I help them. None of that has anything to do with you, with us, right?” Victoria held his hand and gave Bret a look of desperation.
"No, baby, this has nothing to do with your father's case. You're right. I can trust you. We're a team after all.” Bret smiled.
Victoria smiled in return.
"I have nowhere to turn, Victoria. I need your help. I need an alibi for the night Ronnie Chappa went missing, as well as last night after midnight."
Victoria tried to hide her disgust, her hatred for the man before her. He was the killer. He killed Ronnie Chappa, Linda Delaney, and her father.
* * * *The agents listened in. This was huge. Perhaps Bret was the killer. They would be solving more than one crime in the small town of River Point, thanks to Victoria Mardullo. Now they hoped she didn't blow it.
* * * *"Don't look at me like that, Victoria. I didn't kill him, nor did I kill Linda or your father. Someone is trying to frame me. I love you, baby. I need your help."
"I don't know, Bret. I want to believe you, but lying to the FBI is a bit much.
"Is that what's bothering you? Or, is it the fact that Steven may think we're lovers?” he challenged her.
He caught her off guard with his strategic way of getting her to help him. He was good, but she would be better, especially if he was a murderer.
"Why would that bother me? I told you, Steven and I are through. I'm here with you, aren't I? What do I need to do to prove this to you?"
"Tell the FBI that you and I were making love all night long the night Ronnie Chappa went missing. Tell them you love me. Then this weekend, we'll make it all come true.” He held her hand and squeezed it.
"I think you love me, Bret, but where were you really?” she asked.
Bret fell silent a moment, but Victoria stood her ground.
"Promise me you won't be angry?"
Bret caressed Victoria's hand as he looked down at the dark green tablecloth. She was onto his tactics. He was thinking hard. She could almost see the steam, but when he looked up into her eyes, she saw something completely different.
It was guilt. He explained his true whereabouts and the fact he had been with another woman.
"It was a completely innocent meeting between old friends. Nothing more, Victoria, I swear to you."
Victoria stayed silent. She couldn't make things too difficult for him, yet she couldn't come off too easy, either.
"I refuse to be lied to. Steven lied to me, used me, and left me heartbroken, alone. I refuse to be treated that way again."
"I swear to you, Victoria, it will never happen again. I love you. You'll see this weekend just how much."
"The lies, the other women, it all ends right here, Bret, if this is what you want, then I'll do it. You've been here for me when my family wasn't. They took a stranger's side over mine.” She forced a tear to escape her eye. She thought about holding the hand of a man who was capable of murder.
"Why are you crying, baby?” He reached across the small cocktail table and wiped the tear away.
"I never thought I would ever fall in love again,” she lied to him, and he rose from the table, taking her into his arms to embrace her.
"Come home with me tonight. Right now, baby. I need to feel your body next to mine. I want to consummate this relationship. Make you all mine."
Victoria wanted to puke, smash his face in, kick him, something, but her mind spun for a way to avoid this. Think like a cop, like a detective working undercover. Prove to Steven that you can handle this.
"Do you really think that's such a good idea? We probably shouldn't let anyone see us together. For all we know, they could be watching us right now."
Bret looked around the restaurant all bug-eyed.
"Think about it, Bret, the FBI might think we're collaborating on a story, and I don't know about you, but I sure as hell won't be able to handle an interrogation."
"You won't have to. You're right, Victoria. You're a fast learner, too. We shouldn't take the chance of anyone seeing us together. You testify that I was with you and we'll meet on Friday night, head up to the cottage."
"I can't this weekend, remember, my family obligation."
"Then we'll head out Wednesday and return on Friday in time for your family obligation."
He touched her cheek with his hand.
"Wednesday then,” she said and hoped that Colt and Warren had Bret behind bars before then.
* * * *Victoria left the restaurant and headed to the meeting location. The FBI had the place covered as well as a tail on Bret.
"You did fantastic, Victoria. I'm sure that was the toughest thing you ever had to do,” Colt placed his hand on her shoulder and gently gave a squeeze.
"Almost.” She thought about how she had been lying to Steven and her family.
"We got him now, Victoria,” Warren added with a confident smile.
"But he said he didn't do it. How do we know he did?"
"We gather the evidence, question him, and get search warrants and all that fun stuff. It should be done in the next couple of days and don't worry about having to go to the cottage with him. He'll have to stay local, if not in jail.” Colt stated.
"Can I tell my family, Steven, my uncle?"
"Let's keep it small for now. Limit it to Steven, your mother, brother, and uncle."
* * * *Steven got into his car and released an uneasy breath. He waited patiently, wondering when Victoria would call. Fifteen minutes later, he got his wish.
"I've been so worried. How did it go?” he asked.
"It was crazy, but it all worked out. We'll talk about it later. Meet me at my mom's house, okay?"
"No problem.” He hung up the phone and was relieved Victoria was safe, but he already knew that. He had been watching everything in the restaurant, making sure Bret Collins didn't try anything. Steven had to do all he could to control his temper when he saw Collins touch Victoria, kiss her hand, her cheek, and act as if he already owned her, possessed her.
Steven knew he wouldn't have been able to handle it if he had returned home from the war and found his Victoria in love with someone else. He would have welcomed death with open arms, because he felt life wasn't worth living without Victoria. He pushed those feelings aside, knowing she was just acting with Collins, and her love for her father was her motivation. Steven respected that and even though undercover agents covered the restaurant, he didn't find any harm in keeping an eye on things himself.
Now, all he could do was pray she didn't have to see Collins again and that the person responsible for killing Danny would be identified and brought to justice.
* * * *When Victoria arrived at her mom's house, the street was crowded, the driveway filled. Her heart felt like it was in her throat. Obviously, they misunderstood her when she said small family meeting. Just about everyone was there.
She took a deep breath as she opened the front door.
The murmur of conversation coming from behind the front door seized abruptly when Victoria entered the house. She took another deep breath and smiled.
They hated her. She could see it in their eyes, and she knew immediately she had been successful in playing her role.
Suddenly, she felt Steven next to her. She took his hand, and the facial expressions throughout the room changed.
"Let her in, will you? Come on, baby. We're all here. Come sit down,” her mother said.
Steven let go of Victoria's hand and gave her space to talk to her family.
"I'm glad you're all here. I have something very important to discuss with you, but first, I would like to thank you for sticking by me even when you thought I was crazy, out of my mind, and involved with Bret Collins. Secondly, I love you all so very much, and I'm sorry for hurting you as I did. My hands felt tied behind my back. I probably wouldn't have made it this far if you all had disowned me."
"We love you, Victoria, and we forgive you for getting involved with Bret,” Sherry replied.
Victoria cringed and took a deep breath.
"Well ... There's more to it than that.... I had been investigating Daddy's murder for months."
Shocked gasps filled the room, eyebrows crinkled, stares intensified, and the space between herself and her loved ones seemed to close in.
"Victoria, what are you saying?” Sherry asked, and then everyone starting asking questions.
Victoria took her mother's hands and held them.
"Wait ... please. Before you say anything more, I need to explain what happened. I was investigating Daddy's murder. Tod came to see me and told me about the recent angle in the case. I was furious that anyone could believe that Daddy would be an adulterer, that he could possibly cheat on you, Mom ... on us.” Victoria motioned her gaze toward her brother Peter who now stood with Sherry.
"I was already snooping around, so I didn't give it a thought to try and prove Daddy's innocence. I went to the restaurant where the detectives said that Daddy and Linda Delaney would meet on Thursdays. I found out that someone else was there and had taken the picture of Daddy and Linda, the same picture that mysteriously showed up in Linda Delaney's apartment. Anyway, as I was leaving the place, an investigator with the District Attorney's office confronted me. He asked for my help. I went undercover and pretended to like Bret Collins. I knew he didn't like Daddy and there was reason to believe he had motive to murder him."
"Holy shit, are you crazy? You're lucky he didn't hurt you,” Uncle Patrick said and Peter and the others added more comments.
"I had no choice, Uncle Pat. I couldn't just stand by and do nothing to find out the truth. Daddy's murderer is still out there."
She explained about the murders and how the FBI thought Bret was responsible.
"This whole investigation has taken a turn in many directions."
She looked toward the floor, then back at Peter, Uncle Patrick, and her mom.
"You all know that Bret was arrested today along with numerous others. I ... wore a wire...."
"What? The FBI had you wear a wire and go undercover to catch Bret, why, if they already had him?” Peter asked not allowing Victoria to finish.
"They felt that he would ask for my assistance, perhaps ask me to lie and reveal more crucial information."
"What happened?” Sherry asked.
"No need to go into all the details, but he wanted me to be his alibi for the night Ronny Chappa went missing and the night he turned up dead."
Sherry covered her mouth with her hand. Everyone else just seemed to stare at her in shock.
The tears filled her eyes, “I've had to do a lot of lying, hurting, and major acting these last few weeks ... and I'm so ... I'm so sorry."
Uncle Patrick pulled her into his arms, embracing her as he told her she wasn't to do anything like this ever again.
"What the hell were you thinking?” Uncle Patrick still held her.
She held him tight, grateful he still loved her.
Peter placed his hand on her shoulder.
"I'm so sorry I went off on you, Tory. You weren't acting like yourself at all,” Peter added.
"I'm the one that should be apologizing. I had to lie to all of you, hurt you and be convincing."
"Convincing? Damn, Tory, you should win an Oscar for your performance. I wanted to shake some sense into you, and your brother wanted to start following you. We were just figuring out a schedule this afternoon,” Uncle Patrick confessed.
Victoria started to laugh. “Thank God you didn't. It could have been disastrous. Again, I'm very sorry."
She answered some more of their questions.
"So what do you do now? What about Bret?” Peter stood next to her, his concerned expression warned her that this wasn't over and he would discuss it further in private.
After all, they had a pact ... an important one that had never been broken before.
"The FBI will question him, get search warrants for his house and businesses, and hopefully, he'll confess. You all need to keep this to yourselves for the next couple of days. I have a partial article coming out in tomorrow's paper about the corruption. Then next week, the huge story will come out in the magazine."
"So Bret Collins killed Danny?” Tears streamed down Sherry's cheeks. Victoria's heart felt as if it sank to her gut. This had to be terribly upsetting for her mom.
Victoria moved closer to her mom and took her hand into her own. “Unfortunately, Mom, I don't think so. The agents think he did it, but it just doesn't add up. My gut is telling me that the killer is still out there."
"He'll come after you, Tory. Why didn't you come to us sooner? This is ludicrous! You're going to be under your family's complete protection now,” Uncle Patrick said.
"You're not kidding. We're all going to be a part of this.” Connor crossed his arms in front of his chest. There would be no leaving the family out ever again.
"I have the feeling that the killer, whomever he is, wanted and planned to pin Daddy's murder, Linda Delaney's, and Ronnie Chappa's murders on Bret. The evidence is solid. He won't get off, and unfortunately, there's no concrete evidence suggesting that someone else is involved."
"So what makes you think someone else is involved?” Connor glanced back and forth between Uncle Pat and Victoria as if sensing the same question was on his uncle's mind.
"A few things don't add up. Bret wanted the Town Supervisor position badly. He's a shrewd businessman, always out for the quick way, paying people off, having others do the dirty work."
"So you don't think he'd have the nerve to kill someone, commit murder?” Peter shifted his weight from one foot to the other.
"No way. Maybe, had Daddy died from a gunshot, but he wasn't. He was tortured, stabbed multiple times."
Victoria's family was upset she had obviously seen the crime scene photos. She was trying her best to be nonchalant about it, as if she had just been investigating someone else's murder for a story she was doing, but she felt the surprise and saw the uneasiness on her family's faces.
"The killer wanted revenge. He wanted to hurt Daddy badly. Then Linda Delaney was killed in an even more gruesome way, and I don't know all the details yet on Ronnie Chappa, but I'm assuming his lungs too, were filled with dirt."
Aunt Jane gasped.
"I'll convince the FBI to pursue that avenue. Right now, there's one more thing I need to take care of.” Victoria walked over to Steven.
"Thank you for coming after me. I never stopped loving you, either.” She stood on her tiptoes to kiss him. Instantly, Steven lifted her into the air; they kissed long and deep as everyone watched.
"Now, that's more like it,” Uncle Patrick stated.
"You're not kidding. If I had to hear about you and Bret Collins kissing, hugging, seen together one more time, I think I would have lost it. Your comment this afternoon about needing him, damn, Tory, you had me so pissed off.” Peter shook his head side to side and gave her a stern look..
"This is kind of a sore topic for Steven and I, so if you don't mind?"
Peter exchanged glances with Tory and Steven. He apparently figured out Steven was angrier at seeing Victoria with Bret than anyone, so he dropped the subject.
* * * *Later on, they sat around the living room talking about how things had gone down and how Steven had snuck into her townhouse.
Uncle Patrick, Brian, Steven, and Andy were speaking outside on the deck when Detective Tod Kafrey arrived.
"Hey, Tod, I guess things have been kind of crazy down at the department?” Uncle Patrick asked.
"Sure the hell has been. Looks like Bret Collins is under suspicion of murder, among other things. I'm sure the FBI will wrap up the case. I just can't believe the triangle of conspiracy we had going on in this little town. I'm sorry I didn't figure things out.” Tod looked down at his feet, then back up toward Patrick.
Immediately, Uncle Patrick and Brian told him not to worry about it.
"Who would have expected it? It was out of your control. Besides there was no evidence, circumstantial or forensic, to indicate Bret was the killer,” Brian added.
Steven and Peter stayed silent. Both were definitely concerned for Victoria's well being.
"Is Victoria here? I tried her place but no luck."
Steven knew instantly, the guy had a thing for Victoria.
"Yeah, go right inside. She's in the kitchen,” Uncle Patrick said as they continued to talk outside about what Victoria had done.
"I'll tell you something, part of me would like to take Victoria and just shake her for taking the chance she did. Then, the other part of me is so proud of her. She was determined to find her father's killer. What she did these last few weeks was just amazing,” Uncle Patrick sighed before taking a slug of beer from the bottle he held.
"And stupid, crazy ... for Christ's sake, Uncle Pat, she could have been killed. Then what?” Peter obviously was still upset with his sister's actions.
"But she didn't. She's a cop's daughter, that's why.” Uncle Pat placed his hand on Peter's shoulder and each of the men smiled.
"She's amazing, that's for sure.” Steven peeked through the kitchen door to look for Victoria or Tod. He had an uneasy feeling.
"If you're worried about Tod, Steven, then go look for Tory,” Andy teased, and Steven turned back toward the men on the porch.
"That must have been something else, you sneaking into Tory's place, demanding an explanation. It's obvious you made up.” Uncle Patrick winked at Steven.
The others smiled widely, probably thinking about the reunion then they talked more about the case.
* * * *"Hey, Tod, what are you doing here?” Aunt Jane asked as Tod entered the kitchen.
"Hello, Mrs. Malley. I was looking for Victoria."
"She's out front with her mom. That young woman has a mind of her own and so brave taking on Bret Collins like that. She had us all fooled, I guess.” Aunt Jane fixed another basket of chips and began mixing some French onion dip in a white ceramic bowl.
"What are you talking about?” Tod asked and Aunt Jane explained how Victoria was working for the DA's office and the FBI and pretending to be involved with Bret Collins. By the time she finished, Tod was speechless.
"I'm gonna go find her,” he said and he couldn't help the feelings he had. He was mad as hell. She was working for the FBI and the DA's office. That's how all this got started? Obviously, the Marine knew everything that was going on, the way he looked at him when he came up the porch steps. Steven was buddy-buddy with Victoria's family. They loved him. Damn her—for this, for everything he had done for her and this was how she treated him.
Tod saw red by the time he reached Victoria and her cousin Tom. She walked him out the side door as Tod caught up.
"Hey, man, what are you doing here? I'm just leaving.” Tom shook Tod's hand, but Tod never looked him in the eye. His focus was on Victoria and the news he just received.
"Is everything all right, Tod? What's wrong?” Victoria asked.
Tom excused himself and left.
Now Tod hoped that Steven didn't make a surprise entrance and ruin things.
"Want to take a little walk?” Tod asked Victoria. She shrugged her shoulders and looked behind him toward the screen door. He couldn't help to think she was looking for Steven.
"I can't believe what I just heard. Are you crazy or just plain stupid?” Tod raised his voice at her as he grabbed her by the shoulders, pulling her closer to him.
* * * *Tod's anger caught Victoria off guard, and he squeezed her so tight. She looked into his eyes, which were red with fury. She had never seen him like this.
"Calm down, Tod, please. You're scaring me,” she whispered, and he loosened his grip on her arms, but he didn't release her.
Tod tried to calm himself. She sensed the difficult struggle. What was his problem?
"I'm sorry. I can't believe you're involved this deeply in this case, Tory. Why didn't you tell me, confide in me? I could have kept an extra eye on you. I could have been a help to this case, to you. Solving your father's murder has been my number one priority for the past year. You and your mom's well-being have been as well. How could you keep this from me?"
Victoria felt terrible for hurting Tod. He really did care about her and her family. He had been there for them continuously and had every right to be angry with her.
"I'm so sorry, Tod, really I am. I know you've always been here for me and my mom and I appreciate it. I know you've tried your hardest to find who killed my dad. No one would have ever expected such a triangle of corruption, confusion around my father's death. When the investigator from the DA's office approached me, he gave me little choice. You know how determined I've been to bring my dad's killer to justice."
Tod still held her, and she felt uncomfortable, knowing Steven was somewhere around the house. She didn't want him to get the wrong impression, but Tod was upset and he was a true friend who really cared. She was empathetic to his reaction and emotions because she knew he cared for her and wanted more than just friendship from their relationship.
Part of his anger now, she was sure stemmed from Steven's presence. He was home and Tod knew how in love Victoria was with Steven.
"I thought you really had feelings for Collins. You were so convincing, it was killing me,” he whispered as he gently tucked a strand of Victoria's hair behind her ear, then let his hand remain against her cheek.
Victoria's stomach instantly hurt. He looked incredibly serious. His eyes were dark and penetrating, initiating an emotional reaction within her that she couldn't quite name. If she had to identify it immediately, she might have described the emotion as fear, uneasiness.
"I know how it looked, but I had to make Bret believe it as well as my family and friends."
Tod pulled her closer. They were practically embracing, his arm wrapped around her waist and arms, which now stuck by her sides. She had no way of stopping his next move; he was too strong and too determined.
Tod whispered into her hair, “I hated seeing him with you, touching you, kissing you. You have no idea, Tory.” Then he kissed her, a long, hard kiss filled with emotion, from only one end.
She struggled in his grasp as their lips separated and surprisingly, he let her go. He must have sensed that she couldn't reciprocate the affection.
* * * *From the doorway, Steven stood watching, waiting to see Tod's next move. When Tod kissed Victoria, he wanted to run through the door and rip Tod's head off, but Uncle Patrick was right behind him.
"I know it's tough to watch, son, but that man's been in love with my niece for a long time. He knows you're back and he knows Victoria loves only you."
"I know that, but I'd be lying if I said watching another man kissing her didn't piss me off. I don't know if that's why I don't like that guy."
"Sure it is. Tod's been good to Victoria and the family. He's a good detective, as well."
"I don't know, Pat. I have a bad feeling about him. I just can't put my finger on it."
Steven's attention drew away from Victoria and Tod as he spoke to Patrick. He had only given Victoria and Tod the few extra minutes alone because he wasn't sure about their relationship. He knew he had been out of her life a long while and she had every right to be interested in other men.
Even though the thought of another man touching her, loving her, tore away at his heart, he knew she had been on an emotional rollercoaster. Never mind, what she just went through the last few weeks. The last thing she expected was his return. Steven wouldn't push the issue, but when he got her back to her place later, he'd be sure to love Victoria so much that she would never even think of straying. That brought an instant smile to his face as he walked away from the door and the view.
* * * *Tod released Victoria, but held her cheek in his hand.
"I had to know how it felt to touch you and taste you. I know you can't reciprocate the feelings. I just needed to know. I'm glad you're safe, and everything's over. Goodbye, Tory."
He didn't smile. His face was empty and blank when he walked away toward his car. She hadn't said a word to him. She didn't need to and besides, she didn't know what to say anyway. She felt bad as she walked back toward the front porch and sat on the steps.
Tod was in love with her, but she was in love with Steven. God, it had felt so good to have Steven's hands and mouth touch every part of her the other night. They had never made love with such emotion, desire, and lust like that, and she looked forward to more.
She had thought Steven was dead, and deep down, she knew when she took Colt and Warren's offer to go undercover that it would be dangerous. They had no idea how many people were involved and what they were willing to do to stay undetected. Someone was willing to kill, that was certain, and she never was afraid of dying because deep in her heart, she was already dead.
Then Steven showed up alive and well, as handsome and sexy as ever, and her heart instantly healed. She loved him so much and needed him so much. As she thought about him, about his fabulous body, his strength, and complete awareness of her body, she smiled wide.
He was the only man she had ever been with, and the thought of being with someone else just wasn't possible. Although they had been apart for so long, she hadn't forgotten one part of his body. She knew every small mark, curve, and scar he ever had, except the new ones.
When she thought about Steven taking a bullet, it scared the hell out of her. She couldn't lose him, and now that he was back, she would hold onto him forever. Victoria was glad his new position as Training Commander wouldn't be as dangerous as being a Marine, but she still worried. She could handle that worry and fear, though, because she knew what it was like to have loved ones on the job and in dangerous professions. She would love him every night when he got home and never take their time together for granted. Again, she smiled as she looked up at the stars in the sky.
"Hey, gorgeous, I hope thinking of me has put that huge smile on your face."
Victoria turned around quickly to find Steven by the screened storm door. “Come out here with me. The night is perfect."
He came outside to join her, sitting next to her on the front step. Victoria looped her arm around Steven's, instantly feeling the bulging muscles as she squeezed him tight.
She inhaled the scent as she pressed against his shirt, filling her nostrils with a combination of fabric softener and Steven's cologne. A scent she clung to every time she smelled it or thought she did. She'd had a bottle of it at home and when he was gone and she hadn't heard a word from him, she'd open up the bottle, sprinkle some around the house, pretending he was away on a trip, due home any moment, praying that he still loved her.... She closed her eyes. The memories of the coping mechanisms and the way she got through the loneliness and fear were still very raw and painful.
Victoria could remember missing him so much, crying her eyes out, sobbing uncontrollably, and holding a pillow she sprayed with his cologne, pretending it was Steven and that he was there.
She was so angry with him for leaving her, for forgetting about her, that one night she threw the bottle of cologne in the garbage, vowed never to think of him again, and demanded herself to love him no more.
It never worked. They were meant to be.
"Come here, baby.” He motioned her to sit down on the step in front of him between his legs.
She kneeled down on the step instead, wrapping her arms around his neck as Steven's strong arms held Victoria's body close against him.
"I love you so much, Steven."
"I love you too,” he whispered, then softly kissed her lips. Their embrace became tighter, their kisses stronger and deeper as their tongues met in a competition over want and control. Steven's hands caressed Victoria's backside as he released her lips and she placed her mouth against his neck. She scattered little kisses as they embraced.
"Oh, baby, I want you so bad,” he whispered.
"I want you too. Let's just wait a little longer then we'll head back to my place."
They stayed there a while as Steven held her close, staying silent, just enjoying each other's company and embrace.
* * * *Sherry looked out the front window watching her daughter with Steven. They were so much in love, they were going to be just fine, and her family was safe. She still worried about her daughter and what she had gotten involved in, but figured Steven would take care of her now that he was back and they were together. Even so, Sherry couldn't help but wonder who had really killed her husband and why?
* * * *Steven watched Victoria toss her keys on the kitchen table, then turn on the light in the living room. He waited in the hallway as she continued her routine. The thought of her coming home to an empty townhouse every night made his heart ache. He was certain she had cried herself to sleep and attempted numerous times to put him out of her mind, but he was back, for good, and he would never take her love or sacrifice for granted.
Victoria pulled off her shoes and she looked up, as if feeling Steven watching her.
His gaze remained focused on only her.
She looked incredible wearing her hip-hugger blue jeans, snugly against her hipbones, which peeked out just slightly. Her fitted t-shirt accentuated the perfect size and curve of her breasts. He moistened his lips, acknowledged his body's peaked interest in looking her over. She had always kept in shape, maintained her amazing figure, and he smiled when he thought about the way she always used to complain about her backside being too big. It looked as perfect as ever as he let his gaze scan over her body.
"Steven ... Earth to Steven, come in Steven,” Victoria teased as Steven realized he had been staring and hadn't heard a word Victoria said.
"What's wrong?” The look of innocence and concern warmed his heart. That was Tory, always putting everyone else's feelings before her own. Not anymore. Starting tonight, he would show her just how desirable, irresistible, and taken she really was.
Reaching toward her, Steven took her hand, pulling her against him in an embrace.
The fact his breathing grew rapid and his heart raced, magnified the emotion and connection he felt to Tory. There were never any others. There would never be anyone but Victoria.
"I love your body.” His hands roamed over her hips and backside, soaking in the sensation of jean covered, muscular flesh. Squeezing, he watched her reaction and knew they would soon be one.
He watched her close her eyes, heard her gasp in pleasant surprise. Her delicate chin tilted up toward him and he captured it between his lips.
Kissing her skin, making his way across her jaw to her neck, her scent drove him to voracious need. “I want these clothes off of you, right now.” His tone was insistent, he couldn't control the depth of his desire for her and there was no need to. They had always been close friends and lovers. There was no in-between, no uncharted emotion or connection, until this moment. Something so deep, a feeling so strong and alive, tugged at his heart and increased with each breath. He lifted her shirt. Victoria raised her arms. She appeared just as anxious as they helped one another remove their clothing, kissing in between, unable to keep their hands off one another. Buttons ripped from seams, denim seemed to vanish off their bodies as erotic growls murmured between lips filled with anticipation.
Gazes filled with intense, provocative desire locked an instant before their naked bodies collided. Skin-to-skin, they each released a satisfied sigh. Kissing, grabbing one another, falling against the wall in the hallway, they fell deeper into the erotic moment as lovers are entitled to.
Breathless and locked in the moment, Victoria was instantly ready for Steven. It appeared the deeper he kissed her, the harder she fell under his spell, the more she wanted him inside of her.
Allowing his mouth full access to her flesh, she arched her hips toward him, rolled her head back, and tightened her grip on his shoulders as he continued to seduce her.
As his lips and tongue rolled across, over, and in-between each feminine ridge, he sensed her squirming beneath him as tiny goose bumps covered her shoulders and arms.
Cupping her breast, enjoying the fact it filled the palm of his hand and tasted as sweet as he remembered. His mouth covered as much as it could, unsuccessful in devouring all of her. Victoria's moans from the sensations Steven's mouth caused, filled the space between them as he felt her hands rub over his chest, across his scars.
"Victoria...."
"Oh, Steven, I want you. I'm ready.” She panted.
Wanting her just as badly, needing to be inside her, he pulled her leg up against his hip, her response was accretive and inviting. She went a step further, instantly locking both her legs around Steven's hips, desire in control. “Right here, right now!” she demanded in a lover's growl, clenching her hips and thighs tighter against his flesh.
Surrendering to her demands, he covered her mouth with his own, kissing her breathless.
An instant later, moaning with determination to be deep inside of her, they simultaneously exhaled with pleasure as Steven entered.
* * * *He held her there against the wall. His muscular body so strong and sexy, everything about him drove her libido, her spirit wild.
Holding his head, rubbing her fingers across the small stubble of his military-style haircut while watching the tiny vein pulsate near the corner of his eye, gave her evidence of his intense emotion and desire with each thrust.
That stern, military look indicating he was on a mission, had a purpose, made her shiver with a need for more. Watching his expression, feeling the intense epitome of emotion, as Steven gave all of himself to her, the flow of lust filled her core with an enormous need for infiltration by her Marine.
He was her Marine, her man. She'd never love anyone more.
The next moment, he caught her staring but before he could react, she placed her lips upon his neck, sucking hard. She heard Steven moan, then shake.
* * * *The sensations were intense. His body felt weaker and weaker with every thrust, and he prayed his legs held out a little longer. His body dipped down a split second, his mouth against Victoria's as she gasped, worried only momentarily, they might fall to the floor. They giggled simultaneously. They just couldn't get enough of one another.
Steven was amazed at the way Victoria made him feel, what she did to his body, his mind, and his soul. He needed to get her to the bedroom, but he couldn't stop, didn't want to stop. The misty, deep sparkle in her eyes, like some wild tigress hungry for what he could give her turned him on. With each thrust, he wanted, needed, more and more, and Victoria cheered him on, whispering softly against his skin as only a lover could as she expressed the pleasure he brought her.
Over and over again, waves of heat collided deep with them. He could feel her body's response as they moved deeper and deeper in sync. With each thrust, the need to reach further, deeper kept building and building. His body and mind teetered on whether he could die from such intense pleasure or explode in some indefinable, incomprehensible combustion.
This was it. He couldn't hold out any longer. She drove him wild.
"Victoria,” he growled then exploded inside her.
"Ohh, Steven...."
Hugging her close, they savored the moment.
"Tory, you're incredible ... that was incredible.” He was out of breath as their bodies melted to the plush carpeting on the floor.
Neither gave it a second thought as their legs entwined, their breathing calmed, holding one another until they were ready to move.
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Chapter 10Detective Don Phelps still sat at his desk in the River Point Police Department. Only a few other police officers hung around and everyone seemed to be talking in a whisper. The rest of the place swarmed with FBI agents and investigators from the DA's Office. A lot of people were worried.
Don wasn't one of them and was proud of it. He never was one to take a bribe or fall for any of the broken promises that came along with turning the other cheek or not doing his job. He was a cop through and through, and he felt the majority of the men and women he worked with were just as proud to be in their positions and just as unwilling to jeopardize their reputation.
Rumors flew around about local board members and only a few police officers. The word was that Ronnie Chappa was one of them—he had been on the take.
If this were true, then it validated Don's belief that being corrupt wasn't worth it. He was a bit surprised at the kid because he had shown potential to be a good detective some day.
The other rumor made Don smile and that was Danny Mardullo's daughter, Victoria, was working undercover for the agents. She had put on a hell of show; she even fooled him. Danny would have been proud. Then he thought about Tod Kafrey and knew the guy was probably pissed off right now.
Tod had a thing for Victoria, and he would surely show concern for her safety. He was also the lead investigator on her father's case and hadn't found with any leads whatsoever. It wasn't Tod's fault. Don had seen the file on Danny's murder. The crime scene was botched right from the get go. Then he recalled Ronnie Chappa's name on the list. Everyone who was present at a crime scene had to log in, Ronnie Chappa was there.
The kid's name was on the lists taken at each crime scene. Don wondered what was going on. What if the kid was hired by the killer to foul up the crime scenes, contaminate evidence, and destroy any possibility of clues being left behind? It made sense when he thought about it.
When a person committed murder, took someone's life as brutally as Danny's was, as well as the others, he or she was liable to leave something. If the crime scene was contaminated, footprints smudged, other things removed, or evidence gathered at the scene became contaminated during delivery to the lab or at the lab, for that matter, then the investigation was botched. Nothing could hold up in a court of law and there was no solid direction for the detectives to take.
Don figured Collins had paid off Chappa, but there was no way Collins had it in him to commit murder. There had to be someone else involved. He wondered if the FBI agents had seen the list from Danny's crime scene. The agents seemed to be aware of a hell of a lot more than the police were, but it couldn't hurt to point it out. His gut told him not to ignore the information. He made up his mind and headed down the hallway.
* * * *Creek Valley, New York
"Hey, Lucas, what do we have?” Detective Willie Shay entered the motel room. He was shocked at the horrific scene. He had been working homicide in Creek Valley, New York for fifteen years, and in the past few of those years, the homicides had gotten pretty bad. This one, however, cut the cake. He had never seen anything like it and it instantly gave him an uneasy feeling.
"Incredible, isn't it, Willie? She was a pretty girl, in her twenties. I don't care if we find out she was a ‘pros’ selling her body for money. No one deserves to die like this.” Lucas stood to the side of the doorway letting the forensics team take care of their business.
They found the young woman brutally murdered, tied to the frame, gagged, stabbed multiple times, and her face slashed. She had wads of paper shoved in her mouth, possibly down her throat, and Willie tried to figure out what the hell that was all about.
Willie carefully walked around the small motel room. There was no sign of a struggle, and the bathroom looked hardly used. It was a bit on the dirty side and he leaned into the room, noticing the empty box that sat in the garbage pail. He leaned in closer, noting it was one of those permanent hair dyes. The kind you find in a pharmacy, a popular brand. He read the color description ‘Hazelnut.'
He called back toward Lucas who now stood near the body.
"Hey, Lucas, does she look like her hair was just dyed, any staining around the hairline?” Willie asked, recalling how his lovely wife of twenty years, Margaret, had begun coloring her hair the moment it started turning gray. He came home from work one night and she had just finished using one of the hair kits; he laughed at the stains of dye around her hairline. She looked pretty funny, but after she washed it all out, the color looked good, and it was instant, just like the box in the garbage said.
Lucas put on his rubber gloves and looked closely at the victim's scalp as Willie joined him.
"Hey, Willie, it looks like she did, how the hell did you guess that?” Lucas asked.
"I had a little help. Let's see if we can get any fingerprints off the box in the bathroom. Furthermore, I want to check out any calls made from this room in the past forty-eight hours. Question as many people around this place and the neighborhood as possible,” Willie stated.
Lucas gave him a funny look. He knew what Lucas was thinking, that the neighborhood was bad, most wouldn't give a cop the time of day.
"Just try your best, Lucas. Hopefully, someone noticed any companion with this girl. As soon as we identify her, we'll check her employment status and take it from there. I still don't get the stuffed papers in her mouth, though.” Willie stared at the victim's body.
The photographer from the forensics team just finished taking the pictures in the bathroom, so now they could remove and bag the evidence without contamination.
He overheard the detectives talking and couldn't help but comment.
"If it was dirt in her mouth, I'd say there was a good possibility she was killed by the same guy who's loose in River Point"
"What are you talking about?” Willie asked and the photographer explained about Danny Mardullo's murder, as well as Linda Delaney and Ronnie Chappa.
"It couldn't be him, though. The FBI has been on Bret Collins’ trail for a while. They had him and Danny Mardullo's daughter under surveillance,” Lucas stated. His cousin, Angie, was married to Danny Mardullo's cousin, Jake.
"They haven't proved Bret Collins is the killer. Maybe he had help?” The photographer continued his work.
Willie found all the information to be very interesting and he would follow every possible lead no matter how small.
* * * *Bret Collins sat in the metal chair. His hands shook and he sweated profusely. It felt like he had been there for hours and the agents weren't giving up. They bombarded him with questions. They knew the answers already, he could tell, and he couldn't even complete his own.
They knew so much. He wasn't going to get out of this one. He was as good as dead. If he told them about the killer, they wouldn't be able to protect him. If he admitted to their charges, he'd go to prison. He'd never survive prison.
Forget about any possibility of a political career, maybe he could still hold on to Victoria. She would be his Saving Grace. She would come through for him, give him the alibi he needed to be sure the murder charges couldn't stick. Damn it! How could he have been so stupid? He was losing it. He was exhausted and his head spun.
* * * *Outside the interrogation room, Colt just finished looking into the information he had received from Detective Don Phelps. It was midnight and they were all exhausted. Bret Collins was stronger under interrogation than they'd expected, but he would falter soon. They waited to tell him about Victoria Mardullo. They wanted to be sure the other charges on him would stick and hold him in jail without bail. Some of the others involved, just began to rat Collins out and signed statements.
Warren wanted to be sure that Victoria was safe, especially if Collins was the killer they were after.
Colt spoke to Warren about the information they had as well and the possibility that Victoria was right and the real killer was still out there.
"So what do you want to do?” Warren asked Colt.
"I think we should let Collins know that he doesn't have an alibi and that Victoria Mardullo was working for us."
"What if we can't prove that he was involved with the murders? What if he doesn't know who the killer is? Collins can get bail on any of the other corruption charges. He'll have his attorney in here so fast; we won't be able to keep him until morning."
"So we let him go, keep him under surveillance, and see who he runs to."
"Okay, let's do this."
The two agents headed into the interrogation room, ready to break Collins.
* * * *"So, Bret, where were you on the night of June 12, 2002, at seven?” Colt leaned back in his chair.
This was it, Bret thought. He would never forget that day or how he felt knowing Danny Mardullo was about to die.
"I don't know where I was or what day you're even talking about. I'd have to check a calendar. My calendar,” he quickly corrected himself.
"What about this past May 26, 2003, or how about three nights ago on June 12, 2003?"
"June 12, 2002 was the day Detective Danny Mardullo was murdered. You know the day, Bret. Stop playing games with us. Then there was May 26, 2003 when we found Linda Delaney murdered. Finally, three days ago, June 12, when we found your little buddy, Ronnie Chappa, murdered. Who were you with? Who can prove your whereabouts?” Colt continued with the questions and Bret just stared at him, wondering where to go with this. He needed to stall them, needed time to think.
"I want my lawyer,” he demanded.
Colt looked furious, but he seemed to play along. “If you want one, that's fine, but I just want you to know that we already know everything and how it went down. Do you want to waste precious time hiding behind your lawyer, or do you want to help us catch the real killer?"
Bret was shocked. Did they really think there was someone else involved? Did he have a chance of getting out of this, or a lesser sentence? He held back his answer, his mind spinning.
Colt just stared at Bret, looking like he tried to read his eyes, his body language.
"We know you didn't actually kill these people, but that you know who did. So why not just start talking so no one else gets hurt. If you cooperate, maybe we can discuss lessening the charges. You need to cooperate, Bret. It's the only way we can help you."
"I don't know what you're talking about. I had nothing to do with those murders you're talking about. I can prove I was nowhere near those people at the time of their murders. Victoria Mardullo can vouch that I was with her the night Linda was killed and the night Ronnie Chappa was found."
He was more scared of the killer than he was of the agents.
"You weren't with her. You were with one of your bimbos who's into the kinky stuff as you are. Victoria Mardullo was working for us. She wore a wire the other night. Maybe you'd like to listen, in case you forgot.” Colt pressed play on the small recording device.
Bret listened to the conversation. They had him.
"Victoria's not going to help you, Bret. She wants her father's murderer caught and thrown behind bars. She's willing to testify that you tried to bribe her and her connections to get votes, to gain support, and who knows what else. Everything we have is pointing to you. Are you really willing to go down for someone else's crimes? Murder, three counts, you're getting the death penalty, man. No one takes killing cops lightly. No one! Then, of course, there's Linda Delaney, your own relative. She's your fucking cousin man ... that's sick! Your family will disown you. Her father will make sure you die."
"I didn't do it! It wasn't me. Victoria knows me. She knows I didn't kill her father. Yes, we were enemies and maybe I did want him out of the picture, but I didn't kill him, or the others."
"Victoria does believe you, and she believes you're covering for someone else, but if you're not willing to give that person up, then she'll be happy with us charging you with the murders instead. Either way, justice prevails."
* * * *Colt and Warren watched Bret squirm. He struggled, but looked like he would break soon.
"You've never been in prison, huh, Collins? A pretty boy like you who is definitely not the fighting kind, are you ready to play the submissive? It's going to be your permanent role, especially if you wind up ducking the death penalty somehow and get life instead."
"I didn't do it. I swear."
"Enough with that bullshit! You fucking know who did it. Now start fucking talking or that's it, you're going down for all of it!” Colt yelled.
Bret shook. “I don't know who he is!"
Colt and Warren made eye contact. This was it. They had him.
On the other side of the mirror that hung in the interrogation room, other agents stood watching along with Don Phelps.
"Who is he, Bret? Tell us about him.” Warren acted calm as he took a seat right next to Bret. Warren played the role of good cop.
"He's ruthless, always a few steps ahead."
"What's his name? How do you contact him?” Warren asked.
"I don't know his name."
"Bullshit! You're lying!” Colt yelled in Bret's face. Bret continued to shake.
"I'm not, I swear. He never told me his name. He contacted me and got things started, said that we'd get rich and I'd get my supervisor position."
"Well, fucking-A, he set your ass up and now your gonna take the fall because you haven't a clue who this guy is? Didn't you want to know? Didn't you want to make sure you could get him just as easily? What the fuck kind of scam artist are you?” Colt egged Bret on, angering him, antagonizing him into giving them information. Colt was great at playing bad cop.
"I'm not saying anything more. I want my lawyer,” Bret demanded and the interrogation was over.
* * * *Steven awoke and glanced at the clock on the night table. It was one fifteen in the morning. The floral scent that always reminded him of his Victoria filled his nostrils. He peeked at Victoria as she lay sleeping against his chest, and he smiled at the fact her long, delicate fingers rested softly against his scars.
"I made it. This is exactly the kind of moment I dreamt about."
Thank God, he had survived and got a second chance with her. He had never stopped thinking about her, continuously worried whether he would ever see her again, hold her in his arms again, and make love to her again.
Steven couldn't wait to get back home and gain some normalcy in his life. It was a thrill to be back on the force as Training Commander, easily and graciously welcomed back to the force with such enthusiasm.
However, right now, he didn't want to think about work. He loved being here with Victoria. He didn't ever want to be separated from her.
Glancing down, over the curves of Victoria's body, Steven felt content and relieved that she was safe. Victoria was gorgeous, sexy, and so perfect. She had waited for him, and he couldn't believe someone else hadn't scooped her up. Recalling that her brother, Peter, confided she wasn't interested in anyone, gave him some peace of mind. Peter also said she had closed herself up, focused on her job, and didn't date. He knew she was good at her job and Steven enjoyed reading some of her articles in Search and Seizure. Victoria was a talented writer with a great reputation. Everyone respected her.
Obvious that her job meant everything to her, it had to have been so difficult for her to pretend she was in a relationship with Bret Collins. Steven let his fingertips roam gently over her back and ribcage. Her breast lay pressed against his chest. Her leg lay over his. His heart hammered against his chest.
The thought of Bret touching her, kissing her, annoyed the hell out of Steven. A guy like that was scum and rumors had it he was into some kinky sexual activities, even with underage girls, besides his ability to blackmail, con, and exploit people. Thank God, Victoria was safe. He would die if anything ever happened to her.
He knew her well. Victoria was always strong minded, determined, and a fighter. She never gave up easily, Steven recalled as he gently touched her long brown hair.
He was certain many men found her attractive, and interestingly enough, Tod Kafrey came to mind.
Tod and the way he had looked at Victoria were unnerving. Steven didn't like it one bit and it was more than just a simple jealousy.
He had an uneasy feeling that just wouldn't budge. He wanted to ask Victoria about Tod, but he wasn't sure he wanted to know just how close they were. He thought about the way Tod grabbed Victoria back at her mom's house. The way he kissed her and showed concern for her safety.
Did Victoria have deeper feelings for Tod that maybe her brother wasn't aware of? Did she sleep with him? Did Victoria share her bed with Tod? He wondered as he held her tighter, hoping that she didn't but knowing if Victoria slept with Tod, then Steven was partly to blame.
* * * *Victoria slowly opened her eyes, immediately pleased with the feel of Steven's muscles under her chin and cheek. She turned slightly and softly kissed his skin, again and again.
Surprised he was awake; she jumped a little as her gaze moved toward Steven's face.
"Hi,” he whispered as she leaned in closer to his lips, kissing them tenderly.
"I didn't know you were awake. I was just enjoying your skin and being in your arms."
"And I was enjoying being here with you too."
Victoria smiled and snuggled closer to Steven as he caressed her hip, then her bare backside, giving it a little squeeze.
"It was some night, huh?” Victoria asked.
"Sure was, baby, but the best part was in that hallway over there, with you,” Steven commented as he pulled her on top of him.
"It sure was. So how do you think my family is going to act now? Will I have escorts and bodyguards, or what?"
"All of the above and then some."
"Oh, God, this is gonna be fun.” Victoria rolled her eyes and groaned.
"Well, let's see, you have police officers in your family, detectives, firemen, military personnel, construction workers, and so on. I'd say you're going to be pretty much covered."
"You forgot Marine and SWAT Team Commander,” Victoria gently nibbled on Steven's lower lip.
"Your brother, cousins, uncles, and I are working out a schedule. You'll be safe with your family and me around."
"I know I will be. So how much do you think the FBI will get out of Bret?"
"A lot, I'm sure. The local detectives that worked the case will probably be the most help. I'm sure Detective Don Phelps and your good friend Detective Kafrey will need you."
Victoria couldn't help but notice the sarcastic way Steven said Tod's name.
"What's wrong, Steven?"
Steven placed his hand under Victoria's chin and gave her a serious look.
"What exactly went on between you and that Detective Kafrey?"
"Nothing went on between us. We're just good friends. He was working my father's murder case and is a very caring person."
"Did you sleep with him?"
"Steven!” Victoria yelled as she jumped up from laying-down against his chest and sat straight up, straddling his hips.
"Well, what am I to think? This guy shows up at your place whenever he wants. He grabs you like he owns you last night, never mind the fact that he had his tongue down your throat. I thought I handled that pretty well last night."
"Steven, stop it. Don't be silly. We're just good friends. We were never intimate, and I never even went on a date with Tod."
"Well has anyone told him that, because the man is in love with you?"
"He knows I love you. He always has. Besides, he said goodbye last night. He knows there will never be anything but a friendship between us."
"Well, I sure as hell hope so because I'm not about to share you with anyone.” Steven pulled Victoria back against his chest, rolled her to the side and covered her body with his.
Instantly, their lips met and Steven separated her legs with his, revealing his instant hardness against her belly.
They kissed each other deeply, wanting more of one another, needing to make up for lost time.
"You're all mine, baby, all mine,” Steven whispered as they made love into the night.
* * * *Steven held Victoria around the waist as she kissed him goodbye.
"Okay, Peter will be here in about twenty minutes. I'll call you from work today, and remember to be on guard."
"I know, Steven, don't worry. Everything is going to be fine. I love you and you be careful."
"I will. I love you too.” Steven hugged Victoria again, holding her tight. “I don't want to leave you.” He gently held her face in his hand.
Victoria placed her hand over his then kissed the palm of his hand. “Go, Steven, and don't worry, I'll be fine."
Victoria closed the door and locked it. She leaned back against the door, closing her eyes, smiling wide, overjoyed at how wonderful she felt. After a few minutes, she took a quick shower and got ready for work. She was just about done when Peter arrived.
"You look happy this morning. Did I just miss, Steven?” he asked with a smile as he watched her gather her papers for work and stuff them into a portfolio.
"Well, why don't you tell me? I thought you guys all had a nice schedule going on where I won't have much alone time."
Peter got serious a moment. “You know we have to, Tory. There's no telling who else may be involved with the case, and if your suspicions are right, then you could be in danger."
"I know you're right. I just want some closure, I guess. I want Daddy's killer behind bars, and I want everything over with."
"So do I, and so do the rest of the family."
"Is anyone going to be watching over Mom? I'm worried about her."
"Yeah, Uncle Jack, Tom, and Alex are going to work out a schedule. Mom's as thrilled as you are."
"Well, she'll just have to deal with it like I am. Besides, I just focus on when it's Steven's watch. No offense, brother.” She winked.
"None taken. I'm glad you two have worked things out. You are meant to be together and you love one another so much. Needless to say, I'm still trying to recover from the whole Bret Collins relationship."
He gave Victoria a stern look.
"I'm sorry about that, Peter. I'm sorry I couldn't tell you about the undercover operation."
"We've always been so close, Tory. I thought you knew that you could tell me anything?"
Victoria realized she had hurt her brother's feelings.
"I was focused on finding Dad's killer. I knew that you, Uncle Pat, Brian, and the rest of the guys would deter me from getting involved. There didn't seem much choice in the matter and ultimately, not telling you made my act more convincing for Bret."
Peter sighed. “I suppose I would have done the same thing. I don't think I would have performed as well as you did though.” He smirked then shook his head, running a hand through his hair. “You have no idea how irate we all were. I wanted to rip Bret's head off."
Victoria smiled. “That was a pretty nice right hook you gave him. Personally, I would have gone for his nose."
Instantly, he pulled her into his arms. “I love you, Tory, but you better not do anything so dangerous again. You hear me?"
"I hear you and I love you too."
Pulling away from the embrace, he smiled at Victoria. “Now let's get a move on it."
She grabbed her other things and headed to work.
* * * *When Victoria arrived at the Magazine, John, Debbie, and the rest of the staff greeted her. She even received applause and a standing ovation. Once things settled down, she went to her office along with her editor, John.
"You surprised the hell out of me, young lady. I had no idea you were capable of this. You had everyone fooled. Your article, along with the charges filed against Bret Collins, is front-page news. The phones have been ringing off the hook about interviews, the release date for this issue of Search and Seizure, and your personal involvement with this story. My God, Victoria, what were you thinking? We're all so glad you're safe. Oh God, listen to me carrying on.” John finally settled down.
"It's all right, John. I understand everyone's surprise and concern. I'm glad we were able to get the article out and that the newest issue of Search and Seizure is coming out this week, as well. So what's the plan for today?"
"Well, that's up to you and what you'd like to do first. Everyone's fighting for the first interview."
"They'll just have to keep fighting. I'm not talking about any of it. I can't until the FBI and District Attorney give the okay."
"But what should we say? Are you sure you can't—"
"I will not jeopardize this case, John. I did all of this to help find my father's killer. We have to wait and that's final."
"Well then, you should probably start looking over the final drafts. They will go to the printer in two days. Again, Victoria, I'm very impressed, very proud of you, but most importantly, I'm glad you're safe."
"Thanks, John. So am I,” Victoria said, as her phone rang. John excused himself and left her office, closing the door behind him.
Victoria answered her cell phone as she looked out her office window. She had a great view of the property and a large fountain surrounded by colorful gardens. It was one of the best views in the building located directly in the middle, on the fifth floor.
"Hello."
"I am so mad at you, girl, you have no idea,” Celina's voice shouted out of the phone.
Victoria smiled, knowing this would be Celina's reaction. “I was waiting to hear from you, Celina. I've been a little busy. I'm so sorry."
"Sorry! That's all you have to say for yourself ... is sorry? I had to find out the true story from your mom and Uncle Patrick. That's just not right. You were off playing make believe with Bret Collins, sneaking around with Steven, and working undercover like some secret agent all while playing goody-goody magazine writer who's absorbed in her work. Damn, you should be in the movies. You're a hell of an actress."
"I am truly sorry, Celina. I had no choice. I couldn't tell anyone and you know how badly I wanted to find my father's killer."
"I know that, that's why I'm going to forgive you. So how about we meet for lunch and you tell me everything?"
"I don't think I can. I'm under surveillance. I have to stay closed-lipped, and I'm gonna be buried here under paperwork for most of the day. How about tonight we meet and you can catch up with Steven. I'll cook dinner and we'll just relax."
"It sounds good but won't you two want to be alone, catch up on lost lovemaking time?"
"Oh, Celina, we'll have time for that. Steven and I are going to be together forever. It's so great and I'm so happy. I thought I'd never see him again. I'm just so happy."
"I'm glad you are, and you deserve happiness. I heard about him getting shot and his recovery. It's good to know that he never stopped loving you. Being a prisoner of war and recovering from being shot are good enough excuses for me to forgive him."
Victoria laughed. “I would think so. Listen, I'll call you from here before I'm ready to leave. Bring Cathy with you tonight."
"Sounds good, Tory. I'll talk to you soon."
Victoria hung up the phone and continued working.
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Chapter 11Victoria felt her heart race, along with the sensation of nausea, from reading the draft. As she absorbed the words, her words, her emotions along with the facts of the investigation, she sensed uneasiness within her. Running her fingers through her hair and rubbing her eyes, she couldn't help but wish that it were completely over. She finished reading the article drafts and felt tired, in need of a break. Some strong coffee and a stroll down the hall would do her good.
"Hey, gorgeous."
Victoria jumped in her seat, startled to find Tod there. She dismissed the uneasy feeling, smiled, and stood from her chair.
"Hey, I didn't even hear you come in. What are you doing here? Is everything all right?"
"Everything is fine. I wanted to check on you.” He stood by her desk, picking up a picture of her, Steven, her mom, and her dad.
"This is a nice picture. I guess things are working out between Steven and you.” He placed the picture back on the desk.
"Yeah, we're making progress. How about you? Are the agents invading your territory or what?” Victoria asked. She watched Tod who seemed only partly with it.
"They got the department under their complete control. The media is all over the place. It's a mad house over there. I decided to take a break. Maybe we could get lunch, talk a little bit. I was worried about you."
"No need to worry anymore. I'm fine and Bret Collins is going away for good. I'm not sure if I have enough time for lunch, look at this desk.” Victoria motioned her hand toward the pile of papers and yellow sticky notes scattered about.
"You look like you could use a break too. We could grab a couple of sandwiches and head down to the park. I'll have you back in forty minutes."
"Well, I'll have to make sure Steven and Uncle Pat know I'm with you. They've been working out a schedule, playing bodyguard for precaution."
"I know that. I spoke to your uncle at the department. I told him I was planning to take you out for lunch. He knows we're together, so you'll be safe with me.” Tod smiled.
She wondered if she should call Steven anyway, then figured he could reach her on her cell phone. “Let me tell Debbie where she can find me then we'll head out. It's gorgeous out there today and lunch in the park sounds nice."
Victoria told Debbie where she was going then left with Tod for lunch.
* * * *"River Point Police Department, Officer Jerome Rodriguez speaking."
"Officer Rodriguez, this is Detective Willie Shay with Creek Valley P.D. I'm looking for Detective Tod Kafrey."
"Sure, Detective Shay, hold one moment, and I'll see if he's here."
Detective Shay waited on the phone a minute hoping to speak to the detective. The homicide he had late last night definitely connected to the murders in River Point. It had to be connected.
"I'm sorry, Detective Shay, but Detective Kafrey's not here right now. I do have Detective Don Phelps, though. He's been working with Kafrey."
"That's fine. I'll speak with him."
The police officer connected the call, and the two detectives introduced themselves over the phone.
"So what's going on, Detective Shay?"
"Well, I had a homicide last night, of a young woman, Casey Pellonie. Brutally murdered and tortured. She was bound, stabbed multiple times, her face slashed, and had wads of paper shoved down her throat. I heard you had a few homicides where the victims were tortured, stabbed, and suffocated with dirt. I'm not sure if there is a connection or not."
"That sounds pretty interesting. What else can you tell me?"
"Her hair was dyed brown. It was done there in the motel room."
"The killer wanted her to be a brunette?"
"I guess so, and if there is a connection then the killer is still out there."
"Tell me everything about this girl, where she worked, who she hung out with. I think the agents are going to want to talk with you."
"I can be over there in twenty minutes. I'm waiting on word from the lab. We found fingerprints on the box of hair color as well as in the bathroom and on the bed. The woman worked at a restaurant and bar called Mallorie's in New Jersey."
"What? Did you say Mallorie's?"
"Yeah, why? You know the place?"
"Yes, I do. Get over here as soon as you can, bring everything you've got and don't wait on the lab, the FBI agents will get that moving along ASAP."
* * * *Don went right to Colt and investigator Warren with the news. They were extremely interested and everyone was looking for Detective Kafrey.
"So, whoever killed this Casey woman could be responsible for killing the others,” Colt stated.
"There are a lot of similarities. Except, this time, he screwed up and may have left prints. We could get him; connect him with the other murders.” Phelps looked at Colt, then Warren.
"Get me everything you've got and let me know when Detective Shay arrives. We'll start trying to figure out who this guy is.” Warren was certain the killer was still out there.
"I'll call the lab and get them to move more quickly on the prints.” Colt flipped open his cell phone as the men parted.
* * * *Victoria sat in Tod's unmarked, navy blue Caprice police car. She could hear the dispatcher and other officers talking over the airways. There was a fender bender down on 9W near the shopping center and someone locked their keys in their car in front of Louie's pizza place. Victoria smiled as they passed each location and headed further out of town.
"Where are we going? I thought you said deli sandwiches and the park?” Victoria asked.
"Don't worry about it. It will be nice, you'll see.” Tod winked.
The uneasy feeling returned. This time it was worse.
Tod kept driving down the highway, then into the Valley Point Motel parking lot. It was a dive located outside of town with nothing around it. What the hell was he thinking?
"Tod, why are we here? I don't understand.” Victoria was in a panic, and he pulled the car around to the back of the building. There wasn't a car in sight.
"Why did you have to get involved with the DA and FBI, Tory? Why did you get involved with Bret Collins?” Victoria watched Tod closely, and it appeared he tried to control his emotions. Was he angry with her still?
"I don't understand why you're so angry, Tod. My being involved has helped you and has helped the case. The agents are going to find who really killed my father."
"They would have never caught him if it weren't for you."
Shocked at his statement, Victoria turned toward Tod.
"Why would you say something like that? Why wouldn't you...?"
Victoria didn't finish her sentence. She knew the answer and fear took hold of her as she grabbed the handle to the door.
Tod snatched her arm, pulling her against him and across the seat.
"Oh, no, you don't, my little darling. You and I have plans and you're not running out on them."
Victoria's mind spun. It didn't make sense and even as she spoke the words, they didn't seem real.
"You ... you killed my father?” Her voice was shaky. Her whole body shook.
He smiled wide, seemingly enjoying her show of fear.
"It's ironic how things wound up. I was in love with you from the moment we met, Tory. Do you remember that night at the wedding? You looked so beautiful in your long evening gown, your shiny brown hair, and your eyes, how they sparkled with pride and love for your father.
"Oh, yes, Daddy's little girl was precious. You were the one for me. I knew it that very moment. I couldn't help but be jealous of him, and he stood in the way of other business I had. He'd still be alive if he had turned his back a few times, looked the other way, and minded his own business. Then he hired Linda, that slut, to paint a pretty picture for him and your mother. Linda was a bimbo, a con artist, and she sunk her claws into your father, telling him about Bret."
"I don't understand any of this. I thought my father was helping Linda get away from Bret."
"Who told you that, the agents? They don't know shit. I had Bret take the picture of your father and Linda, that way I could use it against him later if needed. Linda had her own agenda. Bret couldn't keep up with Linda's spending habits, and he couldn't make her keep her mouth shut. She blabbed everything to your dad about the payoffs, the corruption, and she lied, saying that Bret raped her. Your father knew too much, he had to die."
"How could you do that to him, to me?” she cried.
Tod smiled deeply. “I knew you would need consoling, baby. I would be the one you'd turn to."
"That's sick! You're sick!” she yelled, then tried grabbing for the door again. This time, Tod grabbed her by the hair, pulling her head back.
"Shut your mouth! Keep it shut!” Tod screamed at her, before turning off the ignition.
"Linda couldn't keep her mouth shut, either.” Tod implied he had killed her, as well.
She put everything together. Obviously, Ronnie Chappa was working for Tod and Bret. However, Bret never mentioned a name. He didn't confide that in her, and she wondered if the agents could get that out of him.
"Let me go, Tod. Please don't do this.” Victoria cried as she tried to get away from his hold.
Again, he grabbed her by the hair, pulling her head back against the passenger's seat. His face was so close to hers, his gaze penetrated through her. The fear was enormous.
"Don't be afraid. We're going to have some fun, you and I, and I'm going to take you far away from this place, this town. We're going to be together. The way we're supposed to be,” he whispered then kissed her lips.
Victoria tried to turn away, but he grabbed her cheeks. She could feel them bruising, her jaw aching as she complied.
"Now, let's go to our room. You have to get ready for our special night."
The call came across the police scanner. They were looking for Tod, asking him to call into the station.
Victoria grabbed for the receiver as Tod slammed his fist against her forearm, then punched her in the cheek. He ripped the wire out of the radio. It would be of no use now.
He pulled her across the seat and got out of the car, holding her by the waist, she kicked and screamed, struggling to get free.
"Don't fight it, baby."
Victoria settled down. She needed to stay focused. Her cheek throbbed from the hit and there was already a bruise on her forearm. She waited to make a move as Tod locked the doors to the car.
Suddenly, Victoria heard her cell phone ringing, and she was hopeful as she tried to retrieve it, but the disappointment set in as Tod pulled it from his pocket. He had taken it from her purse without her knowing. How the hell did he do that?
Tod opened up the phone with one hand, revealing the Caller ID.
"Oh, how precious, it's Steven calling. Oh, well, you're too busy to talk right now. You're with the man you belong to."
Victoria's heart ached. Oh, God, she wished Steven was here right now. She wished someone knew Tod was the killer.
"Don't get any ideas. Let's go."
* * * *"Why isn't she answering? Damn it, I don't like this one bit.” Steven stood in Patrick's office along with Don Phelps, Colt, and Investigator Warren.
"What's going on?” Peter walked into the office along with Brian and Connor.
"We can't get in touch with Victoria. Andy left the Sheriff's Department and went to her office to get her out of there and they said she left,” Steven stated in a panic.
"What's going on, why do you need to find her?” Peter asked.
None of the men wanted to be the bearer of bad news.
"We found out who the killer is.” Steven shifted his weight from one foot to the other.
"And?” Peter waited impatiently for a response.
"And it's Detective Tod Kafrey,” Colt answered.
Peter was obviously stunned, just as everyone else had been.
The men explained to him about Tod working for Bret Collins. Bret broke down this morning, saying he had a phone number to reach Tod. It was a number to a cell phone that redirected all its calls to Tod's personal cell phone. It was the same number listed on calls made to Bret Collins. In addition, the detective from Creek Valley had tracked a call that went from the motel room to Victoria's cell phone. The woman's hair dyed brown to match Victoria's. They further explained about Ronnie Chappa's role in contaminating evidence.
"Are you sure?” Peter asked.
"We have his prints on the box of hair dye and all over the motel room. He raped the woman, leaving evidence of semen and other bodily fluids that are sure to match his DNA. He's out for revenge against Victoria now. She destroyed everything he planned. He used Casey and killed her. Tod knew your sister was working for us, bringing Bret down, never mind the fact that he's obsessed with your sister.” Warren looked at Peter and glanced at the others in the room.
"Now what do we do? Where is she? Who did she leave with?” Peter asked in a panic again.
"Debbie said she left with Tod over forty minutes ago,” Steven stated, then dialed her cell phone again. This time it went right to her voice mail.
"We need all the men you got. Let's check Kafrey's house, put an APB out on his car, both personal and police car. Keep this within law enforcement personnel only. We need to find out everything about Tod Kafrey,” Investigator Warren commanded and everyone spread out, taking it upon themselves to locate Tod Kafrey and Victoria Mardullo.
"What about Mom, Uncle Patrick? She'll be so scared."
Steven watched Peter noting the state of panic he appeared to be in, and Steven couldn't deny that he was feeling the same way. More than likely, this moment was bringing back bad memories.
Tod was responsible. The family, and all who were currently present in the office and the department had trusted him. This was insane.
"Uncle Jack and Alex are at Mom's house, and Andy is headed there now.” Uncle Patrick added, placing his hand on Steven's shoulder.
"We're going to find her, Steven. She's one tough cookie and we're not far behind. Thank God, Don started putting things together."
"I can't just sit here. I'm going to help get information on Tod's family. Come on Peter, let's work together.” Steven walked out of the office.
* * * *Victoria awoke wincing from the throbbing pain that radiated from her ribcage, armpits, shoulders, and neck, then into the back of her head. She slowly opened her eyes but hadn't the strength to move. She wore a black, one-piece dress. There were no socks or shoes on her feet like there had been before.
Instantly, she panicked and out of habit, attempted to bring her hands to her chest, but they fell back down to the bed. Her wrists were tied to the bedposts with a thick rope, allowing her about twelve inches of leeway.
She tried to think about what happened and how she had gotten into this room and what he may have done to her. Her hair was damp against her shoulders and there was a smell of soap heavy in the air. It was obvious she was clean. Fear engulfed her, not remembering taking a shower or bathing herself. What had he done to her? Did he undress her and give her a shower? Did he rape her? She began to cry as she attempted to loosen her wrists from the ropes that bound them.
She tried with little success to calm herself as she scanned the room and moved her legs, which remained free. They were sore and she recalled the way he had tackled her earlier when she'd attempted to escape. He was angry as hell, full of rage, and she'd acted as if she was weak, obedient, and almost defeated.
She needed to be strong. She needed to fight the tired feelings that were overwhelming her.
As exhausted as she was, Victoria planned her next move in her head. One mistake was all he had to make. Please don't let me pass out again.
She recalled the conversation they had after her failed attempt to escape.
"Why are you doing this? What do you want from me?” Victoria asked and Tod increased his grip on her arm.
"You're hurting me!"
"It's nothing compared to what will come if you try anything like that again."
He smiled as he placed his hand against her throat. Would he strangle her?
No.
Instead, he let his hand slide from her neck to her chest, fondling her, then touching her ribcage as she inhaled and exhaled trying to control her rapid breathing.
Victoria attempted to fight him off. She didn't want to think about him getting her alone in that motel room. She used her weight and strength to wrestle with him.
Tod continued to laugh as he apparently allowed her to believe she was actually winning, allowing her to take position above him. He stared into her eyes, laughing at her, as if enjoying her spirit. They rolled around a few times in the dirt, then finally, he took control as his fist slammed into her jaw and she had difficulty recovering. He got off her, pulling her up by her hair as she cried out in pain. She took another shot at him as she kicked her legs, but he held her at a distance.
"Its over, honey. You lost. Now be a good girl and walk nicely back to the room,” he told her in a charming, patronizing way.
Once again, she allowed her anger to control her next move. There she was, sprinting across the parking lot. Faster, faster, damn it!
He was cursing at her, and she could feel him right behind her, but she continued to run. Would she make it? “Please ... please ... please!” she begged right before she felt the blow to the back of her head.
The memories of what happened next flashed through her mind.
She must have suffered a concussion, she recalled passing in and out of consciousness. Vaguely, she remembered lying across the bed, untied, sleepy while Tod emerged from the shower.
His hair had dripped on her neck as he touched her, attempting to wake her.
Victoria recalled pretending unconsciousness, but then falling into another deep sleep.
What had happened next? How did he get her into the shower without her waking?
The thoughts were frightening as she began to cry.
The sound of Tod's voice made her jump.
"Oh, you're awake. I missed your voice,” he spoke softly as he walked toward the bed and sat down practically on top of her. Her whole body shook. She was losing it and he knew it.
He gently rubbed her bruised cheek, and she shuddered at his touch.
"What's wrong, Tory my love? After what we just shared, how could you be like this? Wasn't the bath wonderful?” he teased rubbing the palm of his hand along her inner thigh.
She felt nauseous, like hurling, and knew her face showed every emotion as he laughed. That sick, carnival clown laugh sent chills through her entire body.
"Don't fret, my little darling. Did you think I would make love to you while you were unconscious? No, no, no. Ah, ah, ah,” he said with a condescending tone deep in his throat, pointing his finger in her face as if he were reprimanding a small child. She didn't believe him. It was obvious he had touched her, and the tears streamed down her cheeks.
He reached over and wiped them away before they could reach their destination on the bedspread.
"Now, now. We didn't go all the way.” he patronized, and petted her hair.
All the while, her blood continued to boil.
"You see, I want you to be completely conscious when I make love to you. I want to hear you plead for more and tell me that you love me. You do, don't you?” He took her face into his hand. He was gentle at first, until she didn't respond to his question. He clenched his polished teeth.
"Tell me you love me."
She closed her eyes and could feel the knot in her throat.
"Tell me!” he demanded as he squeezed his thumb into the bruise in her cheek, and she screamed out in pain.
"I ... I ... love ... you.” She sobbed as he pushed her face away from him and rose from the bed.
"Bullshit! You love that fucking Marine. I should have killed him when I had the chance.” Tod walked across the room and opened the duffle bag. He pulled out a t-shirt then walked back toward the bed.
Maybe he won't touch me? He's getting dressed. That's sure to be a good sign.
"You love him, right? Your precious Steven, he's stood in the way all this time, but not anymore. You are never going to see him again, or your family. You belong to me now.” He caressed her hair.
"No! Never! I'll never belong to you. I hate you!” she screamed, then closed her eyes, expecting his raised hand to hit her. Instead, he grabbed the ceramic lamp and threw it across the room. It slammed against the door, scattering pieces along the ugly, outdated, industrial carpeting.
"You make me so angry, Tory. Stop upsetting me or you'll wind up like the others."
Her teeth clenched. She knew he would kill her no matter what. She closed her eyes and prayed.
* * * *The hours passed, time appeared to be running out, and the evidence against Tod Kafrey continued to increase.
"I can't believe this is happening. I should have never let her out of my sight. I should have trusted my instincts. I knew something more was up with that guy.” Steven sat next to Peter in the conference room.
"Don't beat yourself up. None of us should have let her out of our sights. You weren't the only one who ignored a suspicious feeling,” Peter stated, then looked at Steven.
"You mean you didn't like the guy, either?"
"No, I really didn't and I didn't trust him. He was the lead investigator for my dad's murder case. Thinking back, he did always seem to give Tory most of his concern and attention. I figured he was interested in her, but Tory never accepted an invitation. There was just something about him that I couldn't put my finger on."
"I know exactly what you mean. We have to find that car. We have to find Victoria. It's a bad combination his obsession with Victoria and he's killed three others that we know of. Let's not sit around here doing nothing. Let's track down that car.” Steven rose from his seat.
Peter stood up too.
"I'm with ya. Let's go!"
They traveled down 9W. It was late in the day, but still plenty of light for at least the next couple of hours. The longer Tod had Victoria, the greater the chance she could be hurt or even dead.
They saw multiple patrol cars circling the area, and the dispatcher was constantly giving updates.
"If only we could find the car. He may not even be in town anymore,” Peter stated.
"The Sheriff's Department and State Police have been informed. Everyone's looking for them. If only there was some kind of tracking device on the vehicle, then maybe—"
"There is a tracking device! Like one used when your vehicle is stolen. The department recently purchased new vehicles to use as unmarked cars. They were costly and we wanted to deter anyone from stealing them. Believe it or not, Bret Collins got the town board to purchase the vehicles. He was laying the groundwork for votes, I guess.
"Let's call it in and see if there is one on Tod's car. I'm not sure if he was using one of the new ones,” Peter said as Steven called it in.
Their hunch was right, the tracking system was on and they waited for the location of the car.
"It's still in River Point. Somewhere between 9W, where the shopping center and pizzeria are located, and Fiddle Lane,” the dispatcher told them.
"It would have to be hidden somewhere. He wouldn't leave the car in the open."
"Unless he's abandoned it and took another vehicle,” Steven added and they hoped they were wrong. They feared tracking them would only make the search more difficult.
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Chapter 12"Get up. We're heading out of this stinking town,” Tod announced as he undid the ropes, leaving them on the bed. He apparently had a feeling the cops were on his trail and they were getting closer. He peeked out the window and noticed a car pulling into the parking lot.
"Shit!” he yelled, then pulled Victoria from the bed.
"I'm not going, Tod. I'm not leaving."
He backhanded her across the cheek. She fell to the floor, noticing a jagged piece of ceramic that Tod left behind. He must have missed it when he cleaned up the lamp. It was tiny, but her mind was in overdrive. Think like a cop's daughter. Don't give up. Don't lose your cool. Be smart. As she controlled her breathing, the idea sprung to her mind. She figured that if she cut her foot with the ceramic piece, her family would know she had been there. Victoria carefully stood up and slowly stepped on the ceramic piece, careful not to make any sounds that would alert Tod. She didn't flinch at the pain. She was determined.
Tod pulled her out the doorway and away from the room. She looked down seeing the trail of blood she left. Victoria prayed they would find her before Tod could get her all the way outside.
Tod peeked out another window by the stairwell. There were more cars pulling in; patrol cars, sheriff's cars, there were even troopers.
"You won't get away with this, Tod. They probably have the place surrounded by now,” she silently prayed that were true.
"They won't catch us. I'll kill you right here if I have to,” he told her, squeezing her bruised cheeks. Pushing her face away in anger, he practically snarled at her as they went down the stairwell and headed toward the basement.
* * * *Steven and Peter had the other officers surround all the entrances and exits. “Find every way in and out of that motel and cover it.” Steven drew his weapon and entered the motel.
The place reeked of garbage and filth. It was a hellhole and the town had done a good thing by shutting it down. Now some big shot would renovate the place and bring it back from the dead. There didn't seem to be any workers around today, but they had been there recently, Steven could tell by the piles of new doors and large containers of spackle. He noted the lights on in the hallway and some water running in the sink near the first room they entered.
"Let's head upstairs. You guys take this floor,” Steven said to Don Phelps while Colt and Warren were already checking rooms on that floor.
Steven and Peter went down the hallway, looking for the staircase. Suddenly, Steven halted.
"What is it?” Peter asked in a whisper.
Steven noticed some blood by the doorway.
He used hand signals, letting Peter know to be quiet. They listened and didn't hear anything. Steven reached for the doorknob. It was open.
They fell right into professional mode. Peter backed up Steven as they entered the room with their guns ready. They scanned everything then checked the bathroom.
"All clear!” Steven stated.
"They were here. He had her tied to the bed.” Peter's concern was evident.
"We're close, man, I can feel it. They're still here. Let's move it.” Steven then saw the piece of ceramic on the floor. There was blood on it. He pointed it out to Peter.
"That's my girl. Your sister stepped on this on purpose. She knows we're here. Let's follow the blood."
They went farther down the hallway and entered the staircase, quietly closing the metal door behind them. There was blood going down the steps, it got lighter and lighter.
"Did you hear that?” Peter asked.
* * * *"Why don't you just give up, Tod? They have the place surrounded. You've lost,” Victoria said as Tod tried to pry open a rusted old door.
"It's not over, honey. This is a special little tunnel leading to the fields. They'll never find us."
"Help! We're down here!” Victoria screamed and Tod threw her to the ground.
"Shut the hell up!” he hollered and tried again to open the door. This time, he was successful.
* * * *Upstairs, Colt and Warren, along with Don and some others, came to the basement staircase.
Peter went back to tell them what they'd heard.
"Be quiet, they're downstairs somewhere. I think there's another way out. Steven's headed that way,” Peter told them.
"We'll go around the outside. Maybe we'll see the way out from there,” Colt responded and left with Investigator Warren.
Peter met up with Steven when they heard a metal door closing.
They ran forward and could see where it was.
They could hear Victoria crying.
"Hang in there, baby, we're right behind you,” Steven whispered as he slowly opened the door and entered.
It was a large rusted tunnel, filled with stagnate water, rats, and God only knew what else. Obviously, Tod had everything planned out. The tunnel must lead to the fields. It's the only possible place.
* * * *Peter watched Steven. He had taken on a whole new look upstairs when he had seen the blood on the carpet. Steven was hunting. He was in Marine mode as he moved cautiously and quietly, and Peter tried to follow his every step.
Peter could only imagine what a Marine like Steven was capable of. He would kill Tod for hurting Victoria.
* * * *Victoria shook with fear. The tunnel was disgusting. A rat ran across her feet. Tod dragged her along, keeping the gun at her ribcage. She could have sworn she heard the metal door reopen behind them, but it must have been wishful thinking because she hadn't heard any footsteps.
Suddenly, they were at the end of the tunnel. She could see some light and a crack in the door. Tod kicked at it and pushed it opened. He had been right. They were far across the fields, on the other side of the highway.
She had to make a move. It was now or never. If Tod got her out of town, she was as good as dead.
The sunlight hit her eyes, and she squinted, adjusting to the light. Tod pushed her forward. She twisted her ankle and fell to the ground.
"Get up!” he screamed as he tried to pull her from the ground.
It felt like her ankle was broken. The pain was enormous and she began to cry.
Tod put the gun in the waist of his pants and picked Victoria up. She tried to weigh him down. He was cursing at her.
"Move it, bitch, or I'll kill you!” he screamed and Victoria started punching him and hitting him. Then she reached for his gun. Her finger was on the trigger, but he was too strong.
She pulled the trigger. One shot rang out, echoing in the sky above, then another hit the ground.
Steven and Peter came running toward the light at the end of the tunnel. They had heard the gunshots. Victoria screamed.
Just as Steven and Peter emerged, Tod threw Victoria to the ground.
She pulled the trigger again. This time Tod stopped; his eyes wide in shock. She'd shot him in the stomach. Victoria froze. She had never shot anyone before.
"Oh, my God. Oh, my God!” she screamed.
Tod lunged toward her, yanked the gun from her shaking hands. Victoria hit him with her forearm. He rolled to the side, pulled himself to his knees, and pointed the gun at Victoria.
Two shots rang out striking Tod in the head and neck, sending his body backward.
Victoria gasped in shock then looked toward the tunnel. Peter and Steven were running to her, guns drawn.
Sirens blared in the distance. Uniformed officers and agents came running from all directions.
"Tory, baby, are you all right?” Steven knelt on the grass beside her.
Peter did the same on the other side.
Victoria laid her head back on the ground, sobbing uncontrollably.
"You did good, baby ... you did real good.” Steven kissed her forehead.
"Daddy would be proud, Tory—really proud. It's finally over. Tod can't hurt anyone ever again.” Peter wiped the tears from her eyes.
"Is she all right?” Uncle Patrick screamed as he approached the grass where Victoria lay. He was out of breath from running. “Oh, Thank God! We heard gunshots. What the hell happened?"
The others gathered around the scene.
"We'll tell you all about it. We need an ambulance for Victoria. Her ankle is broken,” Steven told them.
"I don't need an ambulance,” Victoria stated in a shaky voice as she tried to sit up but couldn't. She was physically exhausted.
"I think you do, baby, along with a long rest and a bath.” He kissed her cheek and crinkled his nose.
"You two smell just as bad. So I wouldn't talk,” she added and everyone laughed.
"Listen, Victoria, if we're going to get married, this stubborn ‘I don't need anyone’ attitude of yours has got to come to an end,” Steven teased.
"Married? Who ever said anything about us getting married?"
"I did and we are, immediately. So just lie back, relax, and let me start taking care of you."
"We'll discuss it, Steven. I've got an article to finish up and a July issue coming out."
"If you think that I'm going to wait and take a chance that another Tod, Bret, or some other guy will try and make a move, you're surely mistaken. We're getting married. We're starting a family, and this discussion is over. You're mine, baby."
Steven held his most serious facial expression as everyone else looked on, waiting for a response from Victoria.
"Well, you're on your knees, so I guess I can consider this an official proposal. How does a July wedding sound?"
"Only if it's this July."
"That's exactly what I was thinking,” Victoria said and Steven leaned down to kiss her.
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EpilogueThe music played, the guests continued to arrive as Victoria glanced out the window. It was the last Saturday in July and it was perfect weather. The sun shone bright, not a cloud in the sky, and the Mardullo backyard swarmed with family and friends. It was the perfect location for Steven and Victoria's wedding. The neighbors on both sides of the Mardullo house allowed the use of their backyards in order to accommodate the amount of people attending the wedding. The community was so relieved justice served and the killer caught that everyone offered to assist in the wedding in one way or another.
The flowers, all the tables, chairs, food, beverages, and entertainment; all provided by the community, and the entire street was blocked off and turned into a dance floor.
Victoria stood in amazement at the sight. More beautiful than anything she could have ever imagined, she took a deep breath, savoring the moment and the memory.
Steven chose Peter as his best man. Uncle Patrick, along with Sherry, would give Victoria away.
"Oh, God, Victoria, you look so beautiful. Daddy would have loved this,” Sherry stated as she entered the master bedroom.
Victoria looked stunning in the strapless vintage wedding gown Celina had given her as soon as she'd heard Victoria and Steven were getting married.
It was one of a kind and perfect for an outdoor wedding. Delicate beading bordered the bodice as the dress clung snugly to Victoria's curves.
Victoria wore her hair all pulled up on top of her head, except for a few strands that hung freely into numerous curls scattered here and there around her neck.
"Thanks, Mom, I know Daddy's here. I can feel him.” Victoria squeezed her mother's hand.
Outside, Steven stood nervously in full dress uniform next to Peter and the priest as more guests took their seats. Even the fence that bordered the back of the property had people covering it.
The music began to play and everyone stood, knowing she had arrived and was about to make the famous walk.
Uncle Patrick couldn't hide the tears in his eyes as Victoria emerged from the back porch. He whispered to her, “You look like an angel. I love you and I'm so proud of you."
Victoria took her uncle's hand and gave him a kiss.
"You're gorgeous, baby—absolutely gorgeous."
Her mom joined them on the other side and they walked Victoria down the white carpet that covered the grass below.
Victoria absorbed it all, not wanting to forget the moment or the happiness she felt as she looked to the side at Peter and Steven. There stood her brother, James, in full army uniform, smiling wide. She'd had no idea he was coming. Steven must have arranged the whole thing. Tears threatened to escape, but she swallowed hard knowing she would have the opportunity to embrace James once the ceremony concluded.
Steven met them at the front of the white alter as he shook Uncle Patrick's hand and kissed Sherry on the cheek before accepting Victoria's hand.
"You look stunning, Victoria. I love you.” Steven took her hand, kissed it, and placed it through the loop of his arm.
The ceremony was meaningful and joyous. In conclusion, the priest announced Steven and Victoria were now husband and wife.
"You may kiss the bride,” the priest said and Steven did just that as everyone cheered.
The reception began and Steven and Victoria, along with family and friends celebrated the momentous occasion of love and life. The community was all a part of it, forming a bond so strong that it seemed nothing ever again would penetrate the closeness of their small town of River Point.
Steven took a moment to embrace her, kiss her, and dance with her to the sounds of bagpipes and laughter in the air and the feelings of joy and elation.
"This is some family you've got here,” he whispered.
"This is some family we've got here,” Victoria replied, and Steven kissed her.
Eight months and three weeks later, they celebrated the birth of their first child, Daniel Patrick Soranno, weighing in at eight pounds, six ounces.
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