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PrologueHer parents danced, holding each other close as the Christmas music filled the air. Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas was the name of the song.
Grace peeked through the wooden spindles of the staircase. The green pine garland hugged the wooden banister from top to bottom. Guests filled the house, laughing and having a good time.
The pointed pieces brushed against Grace's shiny locks as she watched the adults enjoying the party. She knew she should be in bed, but the party had been so much fun.
Daddy's friend Nicholas had danced with her, recited The Night Before Christmas and even let her sneak a few sips of the special Christmas eggnog. Then Mommy and Daddy said it was way past her bedtime.
She was nearly nine years old and had every right to stay up later than usual. This was a Christmas party and she was having way too much fun. She had told her parents just that and after minutes of begging and pleading, and a little help from Nicholas, she finally got her way.
Unfortunately, that half hour had passed way too quickly and now Grace had to sneak out of bed to see what she was missing.
The people began to leave, but at least a dozen more still gathered around the fireplace in the living room.
The fire looked bright and inviting. She loved sitting on the rug in front of it and playing with her dolls. She hoped Santa would bring her a new doll this Christmas, one with long brown hair and a pink dress.
The mantle was decorated with entwined red, gold, and green beaded glass garland. Mommy had placed four golden cherubs between the garland and above the mantle, a large, fresh pine wreath hung over the stone-faced wall. Round, gold ornaments covered the wreath and a large green, red, and gold bow hung at the top.
Grace hummed along to the music. Now the sounds of White Christmas filled the air. She watched as Mommy and Daddy danced to the music in front of the Christmas tree with Nicholas and his wife, Leeann.
They giggled and laughed with one another and both Mommy and Daddy held each other close, then kissed.
Grace smiled wide.
More guests gathered their coats from the closet by the front door and prepared to leave. She saw her parents headed that way, so she ducked down low as they passed right by her.
She thought she had gotten away with peeking until a moment later when Daddy came around the corner.
"Grace Elizabeth Martin, what are you still doing up?” He made his way up the winding, wooden staircase.
Her father was tall and handsome, like one of her Ken dolls. He wore a pair of black dress pants, a button-down, royal blue shirt, and appeared very happy.
His brown hair was styled nicely and he smiled when she made her pouty face.
"Oh, Daddy, please don't be mad at me. I just wanted to see more of the party and you and Mommy dancing."
Her father pulled Grace into his arms and hugged her. He smiled as Grace's curls brushed against his cheek.
"I'm not mad at you, baby.” He kissed her on the cheek. Her daddy hugged her tighter.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him as tight as she could, then inhaled deeply. She loved the cologne he wore, Old Spice, she was sure, and not one of those fancy, stinky perfumes Aunt Delores was always trying to force on him.
He never budged from the traditional cologne and Grace was glad.
"We'd better get you back into bed and fast. You have a big day tomorrow. Your cousins will be at Aunt Delores’ and as soon as I'm finished wrapping things up at work and get back home, we're going to leave.
"Do you promise to be a good girl for Mommy?"
"I promise, Daddy."
Grace's father took her hand, leading her upstairs and back into her bedroom.
He tickled her softly as he began to tuck her in. Her laughter filled the room. He loved her deeply.
"Daddy ... I love Christmas and I love watching you and Mommy dancing by the Christmas tree. You love Mommy a bunch, huh?"
Her father smiled wide, then kissed Grace on the forehead one more time.
"I love her a bunch and I love you a bunch, Gracy, so don't you ever forget it."
"I love you too, Daddy, goodnight."
"Goodnight, and no more sneaking around. There are policemen downstairs, you know,” her father teased and Grace giggled.
"Tell Nicholas goodnight for me, okay, Daddy?"
"No problem."
* * * *"Hey, Carl, is our little princess all right?” Nicholas asked.
"Oh, yes, the princess is fine and wanted me to be certain to tell you goodnight.” Carl followed his wife, Sherry, into the living room.
"Sounds like Grace has a little crush,” Sherry said and they all smiled.
"She's adorable and a good kid. You guys are lucky.” Nicholas gently pulled Leeann into his arms.
"Now that this place has cleared out ... my newly promoted Lieutenant, we have some news to share with you two. By the way, just because you're a higher rank now, don't let it go to your head and make you think you're better than me,” Nicholas teased.
Carl laughed, then he and Sherry held one another as they stood in the living room.
"What news would that be?” Carl asked.
"I finally decided to take some of your advice."
"And what advice would that be, Nick?"
"We ... decided to start a family."
"You mean you're.... “Sherry asked Leeann without completing the sentence as both Nicholas and Leeann nodded yes.
"Congratulations!” yelled Carl as they all embraced.
"I should have known something was up when you refused the eggnog, Leeann,” Sherry commented and they laughed.
"This calls for a celebration."
Carl went into the kitchen to retrieve a carton of eggnog, then filled a glass of nonalcoholic eggnog for Leeann as Nicholas helped retrieve three other glasses.
"This is great news, Nick. I'm happy for you two."
"I figured you would be. We've known for a couple of days."
"How far along is she?” Carl asked.
"Two months."
"That's great. Man, I can't believe this. Wait until Gracy finds out. You know how much she loves babies."
"Yes, I do."
Nicholas watched Carl as he placed the eggnog-filled glasses on the serving tray. He took a deep breath and the smile he had on his face earlier was no longer in sight.
Nicholas stopped Carl before they exited the kitchen.
"You must be worried about the Lawrence case, huh?” Nicholas asked.
"I would be lying if I said I wasn't.” Carl took in a deep breath, then released it.
"It will all be over tomorrow. The witness is in a safe house?"
"Yeah and wanting this over just as badly as I do. The witness will testify tomorrow morning, then the case will be closed and Lawrence will go to jail. Then we're off to my sister's house.” Carl winked.
"Tell Delores I said hello.” Nicholas smiled.
"Yeah, right. She's still pissed at you for crashing her sixteenth birthday party."
"Man, are you kidding me? That woman sure knows how to hold grudges."
"You know it doesn't end there."
"Let's not even go there, buddy. Her best friend forgave me."
Carl shrugged his shoulders, then laughed.
"You're always doing the right thing, Carl. Sometimes, I wonder why you even bother with Delores. Gracy doesn't even like her kids."
Carl smiled. He knew his best friend cared about Grace and he was more of an uncle to his daughter than just her father's best friend.
Carl had known Nick their whole lives. They'd attended grade school together, high school, community college, and even the police academy. The two of them had always known they wanted to be cops. They had been through a lot together.
Carl thought about Ted, Delores’ husband. Ted didn't care about his own kids, never mind Gracy. Money ruled Ted's every thought. Carl's sister and that whole side of the family were a bunch of snobs who only cared about money.
"I don't want anyone ever saying that I didn't try or I didn't do the right thing,” Carl replied.
"Delores doesn't give a shit about anyone but herself. She's always been that way. The two of you are like night and day, man."
"I have to be civilized, at least until my father passes. Then there's really nothing more to tie my family with hers anymore."
"I know it's tough, Carl. What did the doctors say?"
"It could be weeks or months. My old man is tough.” Carl thought about his conversation with his dad just yesterday. His father redid his will and wanted to leave a large amount of money to Grace. She truly was his favorite granddaughter. His father had seen firsthand what his daughter and son-in-law were really about. Carl just wished his father hadn't been blind to it for so many years.
Carl refused to marry someone he didn't love just to unite two wealthy and powerful families. His sister, however, jumped at the opportunity.
He thought about all the arguments he and his father had engaged in through the years about his decision to pursue a career in law enforcement. Carl didn't want to become a lawyer or an accountant and work for his father's firm. His decision to become a cop nearly severed the relationship he had with his parents.
Grace and Sherry were his whole life and he would do anything for them, especially keep them safe.
"You're a better man than I am, partner, that's for sure. I would have told Delores and Ted to go screw themselves long ago."
Carl laughed. “I think you did tell them that once."
Nicholas chuckled. “I think you're right.” Then he smiled as he held the door open for Carl.
"Let's get these out to the ladies,” Carl added, then they left the kitchen.
* * * *"This is my home! You have no right being here!"
"Please don't hurt us.... Please!"
Grace jumped from her bed. She had never heard her parents yell or argue, except for that one time Daddy got home very late from work and reeked of cigars. Mommy was real mad.
Grace peeked outside her window. It was dark, the middle of the night. It felt like she had just gotten into bed moments ago. Why were her parents yelling?
She tiptoed to her bedroom door, and cracked it open enough to see the staircase. She could hear someone else's voice.
"You're not showing up for court tomorrow, Martin, and neither is the witness,” a strange voice echoed in the front entranceway by the bottom of the stairs.
"You're crazy! The police will get you. You're making matters worse. Please, leave my family alone,” Carl pleaded and Grace heard a loud thump.
Mommy screamed.
Grace opened the door wider and walked barefoot down the hallway to the top of the stairs. Between the fake garlands, she saw a man holding a gun and Daddy lay on the tile floor. His head was bleeding.
The man pointed the gun at Mommy. “I want you to see this. Wake up! Open your eyes, damn it! I want you to see me kill your wife!” the man screamed.
"No!” Grace yelled from the top of the stairs.
The man fired one shot. Bang!
Carl tried to grab the guy's leg, but the man kicked him in the face.
"Run, Grace! Run!” her father yelled, but Grace couldn't find her legs. She couldn't move.
The man held the gun to Carl's head.
"Grace.... What a beautiful name ... for a beautiful little girl."
Bang!
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Chapter 1Twenty Years Later
"So what do you have?” Lieutenant Mathews asked as he entered the missing young victim's apartment.
"The boyfriend hadn't heard from her in a few days and got concerned. He came over, opened the door, and found the place ransacked.
"Looks like the suspect.... I mean the boyfriend was right.” Detective Johnson cleared his throat.
Lieutenant Mathews smirked, then continued to look around the room.
"So the boyfriend reported her missing? Did you run him?” Mathews asked.
"They're doing it right now. We also have forensics dusting the bedroom for prints. Looks like a struggle may have occurred in there.” Detective Johnson nodded toward the small hallway and route to the bedroom.
Lieutenant Mathews went to take a look. As he entered the bedroom, he noted the sliding, mirrored doors on the closet were broken. There were a few drops of blood splattered on the bedroom floor. Clothing lay scattered across the rug and indentations on the carpeted floor of the closet meant something heavy had sat there for a long time.
"Got anything, Lieutenant?” Johnson asked.
"Is the boyfriend still around?” Mathews asked.
"Yeah, he's next door with the neighbors. You want him?"
"Make him sit around until forensics is through, then see if the guy knows what was sitting in this spot on the floor in the closet."
"What are you thinking?"
"There are four indentations, maybe a suitcase or something was there."
"So maybe she took off?"
"Possibly, or whoever did this wanted it to look that way. Keep an eye on him. I'll be out later."
"Sure thing, Lieutenant."
Mathews continued to look around the apartment.
He saw a few pictures of the victim alone, some with her and possibly family, then a bunch with her and her boyfriend.
The victim, a knockout brunette, looked happy in all the pictures. A few scenarios went through his head.
This was the third young woman who had gone missing since late spring under similar circumstances as the other cases. They each seemed to disappear out of thin air.
Mathews exhaled deep. He hoped there weren't a connection of some kind. So far, there weren't too many similarities.
Forty-eight hours later
Grace sat at the gray, metal desk alongside Detective Ron Jones. He was a good ten years older than she and known as a ladies’ man. Unfortunately, their paths crossed again now that she worked homicide.
Grace tried to focus on the information in front of her, but Ron leaned over her shoulder a bit too close for comfort. His warm breath blew against her hair.
Her elbow was in position, cocked and ready to fire if necessary and the target was his crotch. The guy just didn't seem to get the message.
Grace tried to focus on the file, then asked a few questions. All of which Jones practically dismissed.
"This woman, reported missing, lives in the same apartment complex as the murder victim in my current homicide. Where was she seen last?” Grace asked.
Ron took the opportunity to whisper in her ear, “Leaving work around 6:15 p.m. Damn, Grace, you smell incredible."
Grace gripped the desk with one hand, then turned her head slightly to the side, toward Ron. She moved her head a few inches back or their lips would have touched.
Grace took a small breath. She hated people in her personal space.
"Ron, cut the crap out, will ya? How many times have I told you that you're not my type? Now let's focus on this. Besides, I hear you have a hot date with Captain Andrews’ secretary tonight."
Ron stepped away from Grace and sat halfway on the desk.
"Where the hell did you hear that?"
As much as Grace hated gossip, it did come in handy to know what went on in both the professional and personal lives of other people.
"I've got my sources. She's a nice young woman. She'd be good for you."
"What do you mean ‘good for me?’”
"She'd set you in your place."
"Set me in my place? Bullshit, honey. There is no woman who could have complete control over me like that. Except for you, maybe,” he teased as he winked, then took a strand of Grace's long, chestnut brown hair between his fingers.
He gave her the once-over, licking his lips.
"I don't know how you haven't gotten swooped up by some great guy yet, Grace. You're the whole package from top ... to bottom,” Ron once again eyed her well-endowed figure as if she were a meal and he were starving
Grace rolled her eyes, then got up from the chair as she gathered the folder and her things. She wore a long, slim-fitting, brown skirt and a black, low-cut blouse. The thigh-high slit on the side of the skirt she wore revealed her high-heeled brown leather boots. Ron apparently absorbed it all.
She had court this morning and a lunch date that didn't go so well. Grace found it rather amusing once she settled down. The fact she nearly knocked the ‘eye candy’ of an accountant on his ass was a lesson well learned.
Men were dogs and she just didn't need the hassle—obviously had been out of the game too long. Whatever happened to a nice dinner, a few other dates, then maybe some making out time? Get to know one another first before jumping into bed. Then there wouldn't be such discomfort if things didn't work out. When she agreed to lunch, he had it in his head Grace meant a quickie at the local motel around the corner.
Grace shook her head.
Ron crossed his arms in front of his chest and leaned against the doorframe. “Don't give me that look, Grace. I'll get ya to come around."
This time, Grace gave him the once-over then smirked, hoping the look would do some damage to his ego.
She had a lot of respect for cops in general and had made plenty of friends on the force even though Uncle Nicholas was now a captain.
"I've got work to do, Ron, I'll catch ya later."
"At Billy's?"
"Doubt it.” She walked out the door. There was no way she was hanging out at Billy's Pub tonight.
* * * *Captain Nicholas O'Connor sat at his desk smiling.
"What brings you uptown, Max? I haven't seen you in years."
"Ahh, what else would bring me into the world of the rich and easy life?” Max replied sarcastically, then embraced the captain.
"Sit down, Max. Tell me what you've been up to.” Captain O'Connor leaned against the front of his desk and smiled.
He hadn't seen Max Mathews in a good five years when they had crossed paths during a murder investigation. It was a gruesome one that brought together numerous departments, both uptown and downtown in the city.
"I've been keeping busy, same shit, different day. You know how it is. Anyway, I'm working on a case that involves four missing women. There may be a connection between them all and now that the latest has gone missing in your district, I'll need some assistance from your people."
"Whatever you need, Max. Tell me about the case."
Max appraised Nicholas about the missing women and possible connection. Nicholas listened as Max told him where they currently were in the case and about the latest information.
"I know Conway and Thatcher are working the first homicide that I think may be connected to mine. I've been keeping an ear out for any similar homicides with the same MO or even close.” Max ran a hand through his hair.
Nicholas noted that Max still looked the same and hadn't aged too much in the past few years since they had last seen one another. Max was tall, a little over six feet, and if Nicholas’ memory served him right, Max was an incredible martial arts expert. Max always had a rough, tough personality and told it the way it was.
Which unfortunately got on a lot of people's nerves, but Max didn't give a shit.
Max had an excellent reputation when it came to investigating homicides and that's what really mattered.
Remembering having that same attitude around his early thirties, Nicholas smiled. Now he was closer to retirement age.
"I'll keep an ear out, as well. Do you have any suspects?” Nicholas asked.
"As of right now, no suspects. No leads whatsoever and thus far, none of the missing women seem to know one another.
"They're all brown-haired, short to medium height, with athletic builds, professional or college-aged, and disappeared out of thin air like they decided to leave their perfect lives behind them."
"Sounds like a tough one. How many detectives do you need?"
"How many can you spare?"
"I've got a bunch of detectives working the Parkinson murder, but I can spare a couple for you and get you whatever you need. Lewis and Martin are working the case you feel is connected to yours. I'll let them know what's going on. They're good detectives. You'll have the department's full cooperation."
Max stood up and shook Nicholas’ hand.
"I appreciate it, Nick, and it was good seeing you again."
"Good seeing you, too. Let me know if you need anything else."
"Thanks,” Max said then left the office.
* * * *As Max exited the department, he noted the nice cubicles, gourmet coffee center, and fresh donuts and pastries in the break room.
In his department, he was lucky if there was any coffee around that wasn't stale and days old, and as far as snacks, he was on his own. It was overcrowded, dirty, and far from the country club he presently stood in.
Max shook his head, smiling. As much as he hated the shit hole he had to work out of, he also loved it and the people he worked with.
There was no room for niceties and being delicate. Downtown cops were right in the middle of the shit. They handled things head on, kicked ass and took names later instead of worrying about proper protocol or messing up the brass’ schedule.
This current case he worked on would bring the two very different types of cops together, working side by side. It might go smoothly or it could cause more chaos than there already was. Either way, he was determined to get to the bottom of this case and fast.
He walked out of the precinct and to his unmarked Crown Victoria, finding it humorous once again that there were empty spots dedicated to visitors. At his precinct downtown, only the brass had dedicated spots and if one made the mistake of parking there, his/her ass was guaranteed to get chewed. The yellow lines that separated each parking space were practically invisible and no one paid attention to them, anyway. There was an unwritten rule of parking as close as you could to the next vehicle, so that they could fit as many in the small lot as possible.
This place was the lap of luxury.
He got into his car and immediately saw the file sitting on the front seat. It contained some information on the missing victims and Max's own notes based upon his instincts. There were certain individuals who committed numerous types of crimes. It was way too early to come up with any kind of profile of what type of suspect he should be looking for.
The circumstances and appearance of each victim's apartment just didn't make sense to him. The similarities of their physical appearance, professional status and education were the only links to each victim. He wasn't even certain whether this were a sex-related homicide. He still felt a need to search VICAP for any other similar unsolved cases.
Max ran his hand through his hair as he drove back downtown through the commuter traffic. It was a nightmare out there, and he found himself thinking about his warm, comfortable bed and a good night's sleep. That just wouldn't happen any time soon. He pushed away the thoughts and turned up the radio, thankful for the twenty minutes of downtime.
* * * *"Hey, Grace, don't you answer your cell phone? What the hell is the use of having that thing if you don't answer it?” Barry reprimanded as Grace entered the office.
She smiled, then shrugged her shoulders. “Oops!"
"I wanted you to stop by Captain Morris’ office and pick up some papers for me. You were already downtown. It would have saved me a trip,” he scolded while following her to a small cubicle.
Grace gave a wave and a smile to her boss, Commander Don Nikko, as she passed his office door. Don was on the phone and he looked kind of serious.
Grace waved at a few fellow detectives and her partner, Felix Lewis. He was translating for another officer who tried to get a statement from a civilian. Later, Felix would definitely be pissed because the department was always using him as a translator. Right now, he had more important things to do, like solve homicides.
Grace walked across the room and opened the office blinds. The sun shone in and Grace embraced it a second.
New York was a bit of a change from Las Vegas. She did, however, prefer working in Vegas Metro, but it had been time for her to come home, to face her demons and plant some roots. She had been back eight months now, which had gone by rather quickly, and she was grateful her uncle pushed the paperwork through for the lateral transfer. Of course, she'd wanted to be working out of downtown, but he wouldn't hear of it.
Uncle Nicholas wanted her close by where he could keep an eye on her and keep her in line. He wasn't too happy to hear about her crazy stunts, high-speed chases, risky undercover work, and other not-so-protocol performances as a cop.
Who was he kidding? She knew he was so damn proud of her because he laughed at the stories her superiors and fellow detectives told him.
Grace smiled. It wasn't so bad having fresh coffee and snacks on hand, especially while investigating a homicide and barely getting in two meals a day.
She was happy being a homicide investigator, even though Aunt Delores and Uncle Ted didn't want her to pursue the law enforcement avenue. She tried it their way, but she just wasn't happy. She went as far as taking the bar exam and passing with flying colors. They nearly fainted when she decided to ditch the law degree and move to another state. She needed to.
No one in her family even knew she took the Las Vegas Metro police exam, passed, and went to the academy. She would have held off telling them even longer, but she was so excited about the whole thing, and then Uncle Nicholas, Leeann, and May showed up at her graduation. She would never forget that day.
Nicholas wanted her to come back to New York then, but she refused. She wanted to make it on her own and she did just that. It was hard to leave her friends and fellow detectives behind, but it was time to go home.
Grace had been a detective for six years now.
"You know how hard I've been working on the Filonie case? I finally caught that scumbag cheating on his wife red-handed with the bimbo who stabbed his wife. The pictures are awesome. Anyway, thanks for hooking me up with Detective Jones. He's a character.” Barry sat down in the office chair across from Grace while she flipped through her mail.
She hadn't looked twice at the large yellow envelope. She knew what the return address was.
Grace rolled her eyes. “Yeah, Jones is a character, all right. I'm glad he was able to help."
"By the way, he's got the hots for you. Kept asking me personal information about you, like what's your favorite flower? Do you date a lot?” Barry leaned in closer to her. “What size bra do I think you wear?"
Grace looked up in shock. “He didn't!” then she shook her head. Why was she so surprised? Everyone who knew Detective Jones was aware of his reputation as a womanizer.
"What did you tell him, Barry?"
Barry smiled and tilted his head to the side, staring right at her chest.
"I said I had no idea what bra size you wear, but if I were him I would watch those kinds of comments around you since you're a black belt. He seemed to like that little fact even more. Anyway, how did the questioning go?"
"It went nowhere. I was stuck with Ron for thirty minutes trying to avoid knocking him on his ass."
Barry laughed. “I didn't know he was working the case?"
"He's not! Some other jerk, Max Mathews is and he's unwilling to discuss the case right now. Too busy or some crap like that. It doesn't matter, anyway. Felix and I like to work alone."
"Oh, no, that sounds right up your ally, Grace. Why don't you call Uncle Nick? I bet he could straighten things out."
"No worries."
"Well, be careful, Grace. You know how the downtown cops are."
"Don't remind me, Barry. I made the mistake of dating one once. Huge mistake."
Barry laughed, then headed toward the door.
"Speaking of Jimmy, I saw him this morning at the department. He asked about you. But then again, so did Larry Sullivan. Man, Grace, when you think about it, you could have your choice of men."
"She can't! We need her right here,” Don Nikko interrupted as he entered the office.
Barry smiled.
"Still, boss, it's kind of cool working with a celebrity. Our own little Vegas showgirl."
"Celebrity? Cool it, Barry.” She gave Barry a dirty look.
There was no room in her life for sexist, overbearing, and macho males.
That was Jimmy's fault. He tried to control her and they had only dated for a month.
"I thought I heard you say something about Max Mathews,” Don said as Barry excused himself and headed back to his desk.
"Yes, I did. Do you know him?” Grace hoped her boss did.
"Oh, yeah, I know him, all right. He's a real hard-ass. As tough as they come and a real no bullshit kind of guy. He's practically a legend."
"A legend, huh?” Grace asked sarcastically.
Then she took a seat at her desk and listened to her boss.
"Phillips and Dickins were working a missing persons case two years ago when the police found a body downtown near one of the piers. Mathews was lead detective on the case and he figured out who the killer was.
"Phillips and Dickins worked a little bit with him because the body they found belonged to the missing girl they were searching for.
"It turned out to be the girl's father. It was sick, really bad.
"The father almost got away with it, but Mathews didn't give in so easily. Gut instincts, I guess."
"Great. I suppose this ‘super cop’ has a huge ego, as well? Ron told me Mathews was too busy to discuss the case he's working on with me."
"I haven't seen him in a while, but the guy is not easy to get along with. He likes to work alone. However, he's a great detective, been trained by the best. That retired commander of Bronx Homicide, Geberth.
"I wouldn't trust Ron. I hate to say it, Grace, but the guy could have lied just to make a move on you."
"I don't know about that. I've made it perfectly clear that I'm not interested. Felix and I will continue to investigate this homicide."
"Hey, don't you have your sister's party tonight?” The commander looked at the clock on the wall.
"Oh, shit! I totally forgot."
"I figured you would. Why do you even have a cell phone and a desk calendar if you don't bother to use them?"
"I keep forgetting and then when I do remember, I forget to charge it. I promise to make it one of my New Year resolutions."
"Don't you just love it? It's not even Halloween yet."
Don smiled, then left the room. Grace picked up a picture of herself, Nicholas, his wife, Leeann, and their daughter May. She was about sixteen and May was seven. Boy, did Grace love being a big sister to May.
Both Nicholas and Leeann treated Grace like their own daughter and they had raised her since she was nine years old. She sighed, trying not to mix the happy thoughts with the sad ones.
All of that was behind her. She had needed those eight years to pull herself together, be independent and rid herself of anxiety and fearfulness. She was a freaking mess most of her childhood, then shy and reserved through high school and college. She needed to break free. Grace needed to leave the life she had and start over. It was the only way to get control of her life, her emotions and the fear. There was no better cure than looking fear in the face, learning to never back down and finally feeling complete.
The police academy provided that for her and gave her the training and the skill she needed to be successful at her vocation. She was glad she hadn't wasted any more time on the whole law degree and career. That surely would have been disastrous. Despite all the studying, hours of hard work and the year as a lawyer, she just knew in her heart she would never be happy in that career.
Law enforcement called to her and the need to follow her heart led the way. It was a decision she made on her own and taking the test without her uncle's knowledge added to her determination to succeed.
Grace sighed, remembering feeling guilty and just waiting for Nicholas and Leanne to tell her she was making a mistake and that her decision stemmed from the loss of her father and mother. Grace questioned the motives in her decision, but eventually fate stepped in. They had no idea what she had gone through trying to commit and make the decision. When that letter came with the results of her tests and her acceptance into the academy, she was thrilled. Most importantly, she knew right then being a cop like her dad was her destiny.
Coming back home and facing the events of her past was a struggle in itself. Especially this time of year when the season changed from summer to fall and winter memories threatened to weaken her strong spirit and state of mind.
She turned to look out the office window, annoyed at herself for trying to pretend the bad memories of her childhood were fading.
The trees had lost most of their leaves. The temperature dropped now. A sure sign the fall was coming to an end along with the warm sweaters soon to be replaced by winter coats.
She had just taken hers out of storage over the weekend in preparation for the frigid temperatures. The kids were surely going to be wearing layers under their Halloween costumes tomorrow.
Once again, the annual uneasy feeling crept through her. It always started off this way, slow, barely even there, but she felt it. That sensation would grow and grow, along with the chest pains, trouble breathing, and the nightmares from her ninth Christmas.
"No, Gracy ... you're not going to do this to yourself,” she whispered as she hugged herself, then rubbed her arms.
The chills that invaded her body were demons she would more than likely have to deal with for the rest of her life.
When she heard her phone ringing, she was grateful for the interruption. She quickly answered it. “Hey, Uncle Nick, are you all ready for tonight?"
"Sure am, doll face. Will you make it on time? You do remember it's a surprise party?"
"Yes, I remember. I wouldn't miss May's celebration for anything. I'll see you at six."
Grace hung up the phone and prepared to continue her investigation. She picked up the file one more time, glancing at the picture of Celina Marquette.
The victim's parents had last spoken to her a week ago. The cops had checked out the boyfriend and he came up clean. As far as Grace could tell, the parents were legitimate, as well. Likable, actually. Jimmy Rossi's partner, Frank, who worked Missing Persons was a friend of the Marquette family and had seen the similarities in the cases then forwarded everything to Grace.
Frank had been investigating the possibility of a kidnapping for ransom since the Marquettes were very wealthy, plus the husband was pretty well known in the area, always in the spotlight. So far, the family hadn't received any ransom demands, nor was there any other evidence to indicate kidnapping.
Damn it, this would be tough if Celina were the victim of a serial killer. The hopes of her still being alive were slim.
That was news Grace didn't want to be true and unfortunately, the longer Celina stayed missing, her chances of survival lessened. As long as her body wasn't found, Celina would continue to be considered a missing person. There was that small bit of hope that somehow she was still alive.
Grace wasn't sure what would be better, to die after such an ordeal, or to continue to live life as a survivor.
Even she wasn't sure of the answer.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap5]
Chapter 2He prepared his dinner, careful not to cook the asparagus too long. He took great pride in being such an avid chef. To him, there was nothing better than smelling a delicious meal, anticipating the taste and being more than satisfied after sinking his teeth into it.
"Mmmm ... delicious,” he whispered, then sprinkled some salt and pepper on the sliced mozzarella cheese.
He heard sobbing in the background and turned to the small, twelve-inch monitor sitting in the corner of the shiny, black marble countertop. The image made him frown a moment.
"Now, now ... my little pretty one. There's no need to cry. You must behave tonight. I have company coming and can't be disturbed.
"If you behave, I'll come visit you later."
He spoke softly to the screen as if the young woman could hear his every word.
He eyed a small spot that stood out from the rest of the shiny marble countertop. He glared at it, and grabbed the sponge from the sink, wiping at the spot. He dried it with the towel, then retrieved the glass cleaner from the cabinet below.
A moment later, he wiped down the whole counter even though he was in the middle of cooking a gourmet meal.
* * * *Meanwhile, two floors below the kitchen, Celina sat on the floor gagged and tied like some sort of slave.
She was all alone in a small, square room. Her cave ... his lair.
All she wanted was a second chance, an opportunity to see her boyfriend Jerry one last time.
Tears streamed down her face. She was tired and weak. All the strength she had was wasted on trying to loosen the rope around her wrists. There were bloodstains on the carpeting and the room reeked of stale vomit. Celina knew immediately she wasn't the first woman this sick bastard held prisoner here.
She was such a fool to believe his lies, his handsome face, wealth and sophistication. She had been warned by Mary but ignored her friend's advice. Mary was in the business for years and she knew men. What the hell do I know?
She wanted to put some space between herself and Jerry. He was overbearing sometimes and overprotective, which didn't bother her so much. Just his addiction bothered her.
Celina closed her eyes as the tears escaped. What she wouldn't do to feel those protective arms around her right now, saving her from the current situation.
This was more than just some bad situation. She could see the evil in his eyes, the anger in his tone with each lie, each demand and she feared the final outcome.
He had warned her to behave, promised to untie her hands and provide better sleeping arrangements if she obeyed.
She had no idea how long she had been captive there. It could have been days. She felt giving into his demands was her best option.
So far, defying him had caused the madman to lash out in rage, leaving her bloodied and battered. She closed her eyes but even that couldn't hide the images already imbedded into her brain.
If help didn't come soon, she feared she wouldn't survive.
* * * *It was five o'clock and Grace prepared to leave for the night. She had half an hour to get to May's party, and the traffic outside was a nightmare.
If she left now, she would have plenty of time.
Quickly, she organized the mail she still needed to go through, separating it into junk and important piles, until she came across the large, yellow envelope. She recognized the address and knew exactly who it came from. She gave into the temptation that she should open it and pulled out the neatly folded white piece of paper.
The words ‘Die Bitch!’ stood out in bold, black letters.
Grace had little reaction to the note. At this point, it no longer affected her. She'd investigated plenty of homicides in her career that after thorough investigating turned out to be a farce of some kind and even cases that left many people angry with her.
This guy was angry, but he got what he deserved and he was locked away in a prison upstate for at least another year.
She immediately thought of the Smith case she solved two years ago and how the boyfriend had been responsible for kidnapping the missing girl and tried to trick the young woman's parents into believing she was kidnapped for ransom. After an intense investigation, Grace figured out that both the boyfriend and the victim had created a plan to ask for ransom money. The night the exchange was supposed to take place, Grace went undercover, finding the so-called kidnapped victim Lori Smith unscathed and waiting patiently behind the wheel of the getaway car.
The parents were outraged, and the case solved, but the boyfriend had lost it, shooting the father while trying to evade capture.
From prison, he sent Grace hate mail. This note she now held in her hands was from him. She placed the note back into the yellow envelope, then stuck it in the bottom drawer along with the others.
She wasn't as affected by this letter as she had been when he first started sending them. They were meaningless and so was he. Right now, she had a party to attend.
Grace grabbed her things and headed out the door. She practically made it to the elevator when her cell phone rang.
"Hello,” she answered.
"Is this Detective Grace Martin?"
"Who's this?” She didn't recognize the voice on the other end.
"This is Jerry Hughes, Celina Marquette's boyfriend. I didn't hurt Celina! I didn't kill her!” he yelled into the phone.
Grace didn't know how the kid had gotten her number or why he called her. She wasn't the lead investigator on this case, Frank was.
"Calm down, Jerry. The police are doing their job. They need to investigate everyone. Why are you calling me? This isn't my case. It's Detective Frank Lupine's case.” She wondered why she had decided to turn her cell phone on at all.
"I heard you're working a similar case and that there may be a connection to Celina's disappearance. I need your help."
"I don't know who you heard that from, but right now, you should be speaking to Detective Lupine. He's in charge of Missing Persons and this case."
"I love Celina. We were planning to get married. Her parents know I didn't do this. They want to meet. Will you meet with us?"
"The Marquettes need to speak with the detective in charge of the case. I'm sorry, Jerry, but like I said, I'm not the one to speak to about this."
Grace got off the cell phone and made it down the two floors to the lobby before her phone rang again.
"Hello,” she answered.
"Hello, Grace. It's Frank. I need a favor. I know Jerry just called you. I'm friends with the Marquettes and they only want to find their daughter and move things along. What did you think about the file I sent you?"
"Shit, Frank, you know better than to get personally involved with a case. Push it off to someone else if you can't stay neutral."
"It's not like that, Grace. I know the family and they're good people, but more importantly, I've seen the similarities in the case you're working on and Celina's. Her apartment was left the same way. She lived in the same apartment complex, hung out with the young woman who's the victim you're investigating.... There's something there, I just know it."
Grace thought there was, too, but she would need her commander's approval to investigate further. She stepped back into the elevator and hit the button for the fifth floor. Maybe the commander was still around.
"I'll see what I can do, Frank."
"I want Jerry involved. We'd like to meet you, Grace, tomorrow. Can you meet the three of us for lunch downtown?"
"Are you sure you want him involved? Have you thoroughly checked him out?"
"Yes. Now help me out, please,” Frank asked again.
Grace agreed to meet them tomorrow, then turned off her cell phone before closing it. She immediately went upstairs to discuss everything with her commander.
* * * *"Hey, Lieutenant, were you uptown all day?” Detective Tommy Johnson asked as he met Max by his cubicle.
"Yeah, I liked sipping tea and munching on fresh pastries instead of smelling dead bodies and stepping in cat shit,” Max added sarcastically, then stretched while picking up the phone on his desk to check his messages.
He rubbed his face, touching the whiskers. He needed a shave. He felt old, tired, and his head hurt.
"What's the latest on Celina Marquette?"
"Well, so far, no prints but Celina's and her boyfriend's. He did answer all our questions willingly. Apparently, he was planning to marry Celina."
"What about his little drug problem?"
"It's little."
"Now, Tommy, did you check it out thoroughly? Who is his supplier? Where does he go to get hooked up? You never know where this might lead."
"Do you really think this has something to do with drug dealing?” Tommy asked.
"No, I don't, but all leads must be investigated thoroughly.” “Who's Detective Martin?” Max asked while listening to the messages.
"I took the liberty of appointing Jones to take care of her since you were busy all day. Jones said she was pissed off, but the cases weren't similar at all."
Max laughed then hung up the phone and changed the subject. “Do you have someone covering the boyfriend?"
"His every move."
"Good. I don't trust him one bit, and then there's that small connection I found between him and one of the other missing women."
"What connection?” Tommy asked, rather surprised.
"Tory Williams worked as a temp for the same company Jerry works for."
"Could be a coincidence."
"Or it may not be. We'll check that out tomorrow. I'd like to ask him a few questions myself. He seemed rather nervous to me."
"You have that effect on people, Lieutenant."
Max laughed.
Tommy smiled, then headed to another desk.
Max exhaled, stretching his arms out behind his shoulders and back. He cringed because of his tight, sore muscles and wished he had made it to the gym this week. He felt out of shape and overweight. He wasn't, but it was going on Day Ten of no gym, no balanced meals and a few donuts too many added to his handlebars. Next time he got to the gym, he would focus on that area big time.
He ran his hand over the slight bulge on either side of his waist and damned the ‘job’ for the umpteenth time. Then he thought about the gym in the uptown police department. That was a beauty. He practically drooled when he checked it out this morning. If he had taken up the commander's offer to work out there, they would have had to physically remove him from the room. He was shocked at the size, the equipment and the fact that the uptown brass actually encouraged their officers to work out and take a break from the job.
Max shook his head and laughed. “Pansies,” he whispered into the air.
He glanced around the office. There were still a bunch of detectives coming and going. The majority looked just as exhausted as he felt and was sure he looked.
He rubbed his hand over the hard whiskers, then urged himself to get back to work. His eyes were tired, and he daydreamed about a thirty-minute nap until the phone on his desk rang simultaneously with his pager.
Two-minute break officially over.
* * * *The doorbell rang and he was annoyed with his company's unpunctuality. She was ten minutes late, which aggravated him to no end.
He kept her waiting a moment as he looked at his image in the mirror. He was a fairly attractive man, above average with dark ebony hair styled by the salon's finest. The scattered silver streaks appealed to him. They made him look distinguished, superior, and high class. At least that was what he had been told.
The legal position he held reinforced this as well as his wealth and charitable contributions.
People loved him, and he pretended to care.
He had an image to uphold, a façade that presently seemed more like a burden.
There were other ways he was more interested in spending his time at the moment, and that interest was now downstairs sleeping from exhaustion.
He smiled when he thought about the ways to awaken his most recent brown-haired beauty. His groin pulsated, instantly aroused by the fantasies. He caught sight of the figure still standing by the front door. He needed to snap out of it, focus on his mission, but his manhood had something different in mind.
He opened the door, keeping his angry expression while he gave the blonde the once-over.
She smiled cordially, then swayed her hips slightly to the side, rubbing her palms against her hips while winking.
He watched, confident she knew she would have to make up for her late arrival. He abruptly pulled her inside, slamming her thin, model figure against the wall. The blonde was tall and actually had a couple of inches on him, but he was definitely in control.
She caught her breath. He heard her and identified the surprised, scared, yet turned-on look in her eyes. The blonde was fully aware of his reputation and his power. People respected him, feared him and were constantly at his beck and call.
He imagined what she was thinking. She was just like the others. I could land a guy like this.
She probably thought if she did, she would be set for life.
The blonde gently touched his face. He pretended annoyance and insult at her late arrival when really all he wanted to do was make her disappear. It was all the same game, just a different bimbo. None had any clue about his true intentions. They were all pawns in the game, the one he created and mastered.
"I'm sorry, baby ... forgive me?” she whispered.
He pushed aside his annoyance and focused on the strategy. In an instant, he was back into play mode, ready to teach her a thing or two and cure his current ailment.
His hand lay flat against the wall and above her shoulder while he pressed his body against hers. She moved her hips against his arousal.
"You're late!” he scolded, clenching his teeth, envisioning biting her.
"I'm sorry, baby.... I'll make it up to you.” She laid the palms of her hands against the wall in defeat, then closed her eyes and stretched her neck out, asking to be reprimanded.
His lips covered her neck and it was all he could do not to sink his teeth into her flesh.
Quickly, he made his way up her throat with his tongue, nauseated by the taste of cheap perfume, until he caught her lips with his own. He began kissing her, brutally hard.
His other hand rubbed across the sequins on her black, fitted dress until it found her breast. She was small, too thin to really be satisfying, but his body was in need of instant fulfillment. She would do.
"Punctuality is important to me,” he scolded as the sound of little beads scattering across the tile entranceway echoed in his ear. He pulled at her dress, practically ripping it.
His breathing intensified when he lifted the material up and away from her thighs. He felt the clasp, the thigh-high stockings and garter belt.
She was nothing but a slut.
His mind filled with angry thoughts.
"I said I was sorry,” she whispered, then kissed his neck, rubbing her hands down his black dress shirt.
Her hands reached the waist of his pants, undid the black designer belt and pulled the zipper. Then she went to work on him with her mouth.
He watched her, and the muscles in his shoulders tightened. His hands gripped her hair and held it above her head.
Filthy, disgusting slut.
She wasn't his type at all. He craved class, sophistication and intelligence in a woman. Brunettes with well-endowed figures.
He needed to do her, get this date over with and move on to something more satisfying and fulfilling.
He gazed toward the open kitchen, the small television and gray screen and couldn't help but wonder what his little slave was up to. He abruptly pulled the blonde up from her position.
She eyed him, licking her lips. Did she actually think she looked sexy and appealing? If there were a mirror nearby, she would be able to see the streaks of smudged, slut-red lipstick that now spread beyond the lines of her lips.
He abruptly pulled up her dress, wedging his body against hers and the wall. She sank her fake red acrylic nails into his shoulders. He took her right there against the wall.
His body needed fulfillment, and he knew he wasn't getting much from the whore until the thought of slitting her throat brought him to climax.
She was his cover, his protection if the heat turned up. His image was most important because it kept his true identity, his true self and his secrets well hidden.
No one, especially this whore suspected anything.
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Chapter 3"Surprise!” everyone yelled as May entered the house with her boyfriend Phillip.
Tears filled May's eyes as she embraced her father then her mother.
"I had no idea. You guys got me.” She gave Phillip a punch in the arm.
Grace watched as Phillip smiled and blushed. It was obvious he loved May and the fact he was five years older and a cop like May's father was a definite plus.
May immediately grabbed Grace to embrace her. “How did you keep this secret, sis?"
"I'm great at keeping secrets. Everyone knows that,” Grace added and May laughed.
"I just had lunch with Grace yesterday and not a peep. You're good, Gracy. Real good,” May added and they laughed.
"She did work undercover in Vegas Metro,” Nicholas added.
Grace smiled.
Once May went around the table, thanking the family and her three best friends for coming, they headed out of the dining room and into the living room.
Grace watched as May, Phillip and their friends talked and laughed, all having a good time. As she stared, an arm went around her shoulders.
"You were that age not too long ago,” Nicholas said to Grace and she smiled.
"I don't remember.” Grace bowed her head to take a sip of wine but still keeping her eyes on her sister and her friends.
"Oh, come on, you do, too. I remember you getting angry with May for sneaking into the living room when you were alone with a boy or hanging out with your friends."
Grace smiled, but she truly had a hard time remembering, and she preferred it that way. She actually taught herself to forget. She didn't want memories. She hated the past and even though she had achieved so many wonderful accomplishments, memories always led back to that fateful Christmas night when her parents were killed and the week she was held hostage.
Nicholas surely recognized the look on Grace's face because he turned her toward him.
"I love you, Gracy, and I'm so proud of you, of all that you've accomplished. You know that, right?” he asked and she smiled.
Raising her as his own, her father's best friend was more than just an uncle and Leeann more than just an aunt.
"I know that. I love you, too. So tell me what's new?” She changed the subject while she took a shrimp from the ceramic platter and dipped it in cocktail sauce, then took a bite.
"Same old, same old. How about you? What are you working on?” He took a shrimp just as Grace did but squeezed some fresh lemon juice on it.
"Two separate homicides I feel are connected."
"The Parkins’ case?"
"Yeah. There are other cases Missing Persons is investigating right now that I feel may be connected.” Grace smiled at Leeann as she brought out a tray of more appetizers.
"You talk to Detective Mathews from downtown yet?"
"Are you kidding me? Apparently, he wants nothing to do with my opinion on this case. He pushed Ron off on me."
Nicholas squinted and tilted his head. “That doesn't sound like Max. You'd better call him again. If you want, I'll contact him."
"Don't worry about it. I can handle it. Besides, I have a meeting with the detective working the missing person's case and the girl's parents. Marquette could be part of this case."
"Not Celina Marquette?"
"Yes. How do you know the name?"
"The lieutenant working the case needs a few of my men to assist. Celina's the second woman missing from the uptown district."
"Not Lieutenant Mathews?"
"Sure. We worked a case together a while back. He's a great detective."
"He sounds like a real jerk to me."
"He's busy trying to solve the crime, Gracy. Four women are missing, and I'm sure he has no idea about your cases. Get in touch with him."
"I've left messages."
"Hey, you two, no talking shop at this party. Nicholas, I need some help with the icemaker. The ice is stuck and the punch is getting warm,” Leeann interrupted and Nicholas winked then followed his wife into the kitchen.
Phillip came over to talk to Grace. “How are you?"
"Great, Phillip. So do you think she was really surprised?” Grace looked back toward the living room at May. May looked up and smiled then continued her conversation with her friends.
May deserved the party. The short story she wrote was ranked number one out of more than three thousand entries. It was officially her first published short story. May wanted to be a journalist and she was definitely headed in the right direction. Her internship at the county newspaper was the last hurdle before graduation. Already, she had job prospects after graduation.
"She was totally surprised. It's great. She's been so excited."
"I bet she has. She'll make a great journalist. So how is work going?"
"It's good, the usual. By the way, before I forget, I saw Jimmy today and he sends his best."
Grace rolled her eyes.
"I know.... You could care less, but I think the guy still cares about you."
"Let me tell you something, Phillip. Jimmy only cares about himself. There's no negotiating, no equality, just his way or the highway. No thanks.
"So what are the plans for the rest of the evening?"
Phillip went along with the subject change and they talked about the club he and May were headed to.
* * * *By ten o'clock, Grace was back home in the two-thousand-square-foot loft she rented from Uncle Robbie for a mere thousand dollars a month.
The place was huge, plus loaded with windows and the finest in appliances and house wares.
Even though she neither needed nor used most of it, Uncle Nicholas’ brother Robbie insisted she rent it from him. He wanted her to have the best.
The kitchen was completely open and centered in the loft. There was an industrial stove, stainless steel appliances, and a fully stocked wine rack. Wine was her only indulgence and sometimes the extra large Jacuzzi tub upstairs would be used with the wine.
The loft came fully furnished and there was black leather furniture in the movie room where a large plasma screen TV sat on the wall.
There was no time to watch any movies and forget about the news. It was enough dealing with the heartache and the loss that victim's families suffered. She didn't need to hear about all the other cases that made the news, as well.
There was an enormous floor-to-ceiling, stone fireplace in another area to the left of the living room where large, comfortable couches and chairs formed a semicircle around it. It was where she spent most of her time when she was home.
The formal dining room was to the right of that, next to the kitchen and decorated with a full-wall china closet and matching solid cherry wood dining table with twelve upholstered chairs. All of the china inside had belonged to her mother.
Grace sat on one of the bar stools by the black marble countertop and listened to her answering machine.
"Hey, Grace, it's Don. You still didn't turn on that cell phone. Anyway, the DA called and you're scheduled to appear in court tomorrow on the Murphy case. Nine a.m. not ten. Also a Dave called. He got my number by accident. He only wants to talk to you and said it has something to do with the Marquette case. I'll see you tomorrow. Hope May was surprised. Bye."
Grace smiled. Don was an awesome boss, more of a friend, really.
The next two messages were hang ups, so Grace turned off the lights and headed upstairs to her bedroom.
The room was huge and overlooked the bay. The moon shone a bright deep orange color. It was a true harvest moon on the eve of Halloween. Harvest moons were her favorite. She took in the view as she began to get undressed.
Her feet ached a bit from wearing the high-heeled suede boots all day. She removed them, then went through her closet deciding what to wear for court tomorrow as well as the meeting with Frank and the Marquettes.
Finally, she decided on her slim-fitting black skirt, a dark chocolate silk blouse and black high-heel boots. She turned on the faucet to the shower; her body anticipating the heat of the water as she finished undressing and prepared to enter.
Considering the evening, Grace thought May looked happy tonight. She was definitely surprised and had loved the gold pen set Grace gave her. It was nice to be around the family.
That was another thought Grace tried to avoid thinking about too deeply.
Family. Her parents’ family lived a few towns over, a forty-five minute drive on a good day with little traffic. Their lives were so different from Grace's, Nicholas’ and Leeann's.
Aunt Delores lived in a ritzy neighborhood, belonged to the finest country clubs and her children were snobs. Unfortunately, they lived the closest.
Aunt Delores was shocked to find out that Dad and Mom left the responsibility of raising Grace to Nicholas in their will. However, Grace was thrilled.
It was Nicholas who had finally found her, rescued her from the fate a single child hadn't the strength to overcome on her own.
The images of that night, the torturous week held captive by the man who killed her parents, would never be erased from her mind. Would she ever heal? Tears filled her eyes and she laid her head back letting the hot water spray over her face.
When Grace was lonely and overworked, she allowed herself to ponder the negative thoughts. She hoped to one day feel carefree and alive instead of distant and trapped in the shell she created in order to hide her past and save herself from heartache.
The uneasy sensations began to take control of her and slowly the shower stall decreased in size. Inside her mind, she tried to fight the demons. They ruled her every thought now, and there seemed to be no escape.
Till this day, she was extremely claustrophobic, afraid of small, dark enclosed spaces. It took her years before she could bring herself to enter an elevator, but she was past that now and the likelihood she would wind up in a small four-by-six-foot wide and three-foot-high box was slim.
She was a survivor and because of it, she had a special instinct. An ability to understand the thoughts and ideas of men like her captor, but more importantly, she was on a mission to stop them.
Grace despised the sick perverse minds of people capable of such destruction and hurt and so she focused on her desire to rid the world of as many of them as she possibly could.
The water from the showerhead now pulsated against her face, her lips parted, and for a moment she embraced the water now filling her mouth. She bowed her head.
She had been called ‘obsessed’ a number of times, but the label, and all that came with it, would never stop her.
She embraced the undercover jobs, the missing person's cases and homicide investigation's cases that weaned out serial killers and sex offenders. They were fulfilling, and in some aspects capturing the killers before they could strike again was therapeutic. She was successful in pushing away the feelings of claustrophobia and rinsed the conditioner from her hair.
Once again, she was triumphant over the demons that at one time consumed her every thought. She turned off the faucet, then surrounded her body in the warmth of the large sage bath towel.
Celina's image entered Grace's mind and the uneasiness wouldn't go away. Once again, she tried to dismiss it as an old ghost.
It was still too early in the case to rush judgment, even though the media and her informants in the police department marked Celina off as dead.
So far, no body was found. Celina was still officially considered missing.
I'll find you, Celina, keep pointing me in the right direction ... and I will find you. I know you're connected to this case. I just know it.
Grace sighed, then headed to bed.
* * * *Grace did her part testifying in the case and was dismissed from the courtroom early. Well, not quite as early as she hoped but at least before lunch.
The judge, one she knew, considered her a reliable witness. A nice, older man, he had pulled some strings in the department to have a young female detective go undercover to find his missing, runaway granddaughter. The child was looking for attention and got more than she bargained for when some second-rate pimp tried to sell her off to an under-aged pornography ring. The police department needed a very youthful looking and experienced undercover detective. Grace had just been transferred from Vegas Metro two months before, but she was the best choice. Grace had a young face and fit the body type. She had played similar roles before.
It was a huge case and an enormous bust for the cops and district attorney.
That's how Grace and D.A. Johnny Lewis became friends.
At one of the big parties he threw from his mansion upstate, she became angry with Johnny. He wanted to hook her up with his friend, another lawyer, Larry Sullivan who worked as a defense attorney.
Grace's uncle would have a heart attack and her father, Carl, would roll over in his grave if she had done what Johnny wanted her to do.
Just then, Grace heard her name being called and glanced over her shoulder.
"Hello, Grace. It's so nice to see you. It's been ... so long,” Larry stated in his deep sultry voice.
She was sure the man thought it turned on every woman and she would be lying if she said it didn't do the same to her. Even with that sultry voice and incredible good looks and body, to her Larry seemed slick, dishonest, the Devil came to mind.
She couldn't help but wonder if it were her sinful, naughty side coming out. She attempted to hide her blushing cheeks, but it was too late.
"Why hello, Larry. I didn't see you there. How are you?” she asked as he leaned down to kiss the cheek she slightly offered so as not to seem too rude. After all, a person never knew when they might need a defense attorney.
"You look gorgeous, as usual. You become more stunning each time I see you.” He held her hand a little too long.
"You're too kind, Larry. Busy court day today?"
She tried to take the attention away from her cheeks by turning toward the door opening behind them. Grace held her position against the wall as the courtroom full of people cleared out, and Jerry practically wedged his body against hers.
Instantly, his hand went against her waist and she couldn't help the warmth she felt. Their gazes locked, and he moved a little too close to her lips.
The nerve of this guy thinking he could have any woman he wanted, any time, anywhere.
When he took advantage of the situation, it annoyed her. Grace abruptly turned her head before his lips made contact with hers.
She glanced around, hoping no one saw the scene unfold and thankfully realized no one seemed aware of either of them.
"I must get going, Larry. I have a busy day ahead of me.” She wanted to escape with the last few people who filled the courtroom doorway.
"We should get together sometime, Grace. I would really like that. Maybe lunch?"
Even though she was sure he eyed her like a piece of dessert, the darkness of his eyes hid his intentions. She caught herself staring too deeply, which obviously gave Larry the wrong impression.
Fumbling over her words, Grace tried to remember what part of the conversation they were at. Larry smiled like he was fully aware of his control over the present situation.
"Oh, I'm kind of crazy-busy these days. I never plan such things because something always seems to mess up my plans."
"Being a detective in a big city can do that. Are you working on anything interesting?"
"As a matter of fact, yes, I am. I really need to get a move on it. It was good seeing you."
"I'll have my secretary call your office to set up a lunch date."
Grace cringed. This guy was relentless. She smiled, then practically ran toward the stairs. She felt him staring at her, watching her make her escape and even though she couldn't see his gaze, she could sense him undressing her. He frazzled her and it annoyed her to no end as she looked back, glad he went the other way.
Glancing at her watch, she knew she had little time to get downtown when she walked right into a brick wall.
Well, at least it felt like a brick wall, but it was a hell of a lot better looking.
If the tall, solid stranger hadn't wrapped his arms around her waist, she would have fallen backward and smashed her head on the marble floor. He continued to hold her and their eyes locked, neither saying a word for an awkward moment.
He was gorgeous, rugged, and in need of a shave. Sexy as hell. With his blue eyes sparkling, he pulled her closer, then next to the wall and out of the way of other people passing by. Grace attempted to regain her composure.
"I'm so sorry,” she apologized and he stayed silent.
Grace pushed a loose strand of hair behind her ear, wondering when the guy would let go of her, although she didn't want him to.
Once again, she was practically pinned against the courthouse walls, but this time she didn't mind.
"You can let go of me now."
"Where's the fire?” he asked as he reluctantly released her.
When she felt the gun on the man's hip, Grace was suddenly brought back to reality, and a deep sense of disappointment engulfed her.
Just what she didn't want, another cop in her life, just one more Jimmy she didn't need.
"It's okay, miss. I'm a cop."
"I figured as much. The badge kind of gives that away.” Grace eyed the brass medal attached to his belt buckle.
The man looked down, then back to Grace, smiling. “That would give it away, wouldn't it?"
They laughed.
"Well, again, I'm sorry I plowed into you. Thanks for holding me.... I mean preventing me from falling,” Grace quickly corrected herself.
"Anytime, miss...."
Grace was about to introduce herself when they were interrupted.
"Hey, Grace, are you all right? I saw Sullivan corner you back there, but I couldn't get to you in time. I didn't know you two knew one another.” District Attorney Johnny Lewis spoke in one quick long sentence, so as not to waste time. He was always in such a rush.
"We don't,” both Grace and the man said at the same time.
They laughed, then smiled.
"The name's Max Mathews.” Max held out his hand to Grace.
She was in shock. What were the odds of actually bumping into the detective running the case she was working on? The one who had been avoiding her and giving her the runaround?
A sly smile found its way to her lips, but she waited a moment to reveal her identity.
"Not the notorious Detective Max Mathews?” Grace laid her hand over her heart pretending she was about to bombard him with compliments and words of honor and praise.
Max looked at the DA, appearing unsure of what was coming next. “It's Lieutenant and you are..."
"Detective Grace Martin.” She then crossed her arms in front of her chest, refusing to shake the jerk's hand. She was even angrier at the fact she was attracted to the guy.
Her words seemed to click with the detective as he rolled his eyes, then broke eye contact.
"I take it you two are working on the same case?” Johnny tried to break the tension.
"He wouldn't know because he's been avoiding me. Very unprofessional.” Grace began to ask Max why he hadn't returned any of her calls and suddenly all his answers were sexist.
"If I knew you had legs like that, I would have called.” He gave her the once-over.
"If you want to play this game, Lieutenant, then it goes both ways. You don't share your information, then I won't share mine.
"You have my number,” Grace stated angrily, then turned toward Johnny.
"Thanks for your concern, Johnny, but I was able to handle Sullivan. Call me if you need anything else with the case.” Grace smiled and walked away.
* * * *"So ... that didn't go too well, did it?” Johnny stifled a laugh at Max's facial expression.
"I thought detectives were supposed to be so suave with the ladies."
"Cool it, Johnny, it's no big deal. What's going on?” Max only half paid attention to the conversation, his mind still on Grace Martin.
When Max finished talking to Johnny, he headed out of the courthouse. His mind immediately went over the encounter with Detective Grace Martin.
When the gorgeous green-eyed goddess slammed into him, he thought she was a gift from God for all his hard work. A woman like that would be a definite distraction from the job and his heavy caseload. He exhaled as he walked faster toward the parking lot, absorbing the chill in the air and gazing at the leaves descending from some nearby trees. He thought Grace was an attorney and he hoped she was a prosecutor. He would love a piece of that action. Then he remembered his stupid comment when he noticed Grace's uneasiness at the sight of his firearm.
"Don't worry, miss. I'm a cop."
"Damn it! That sounded goofy."
The green eyes had done something to his tongue and his brain. He lost all coolness, all his macho how-to-get-the-girl routine that usually came so natural to him. His instincts were always on target.
Max was annoyed as hell. The woman took his breath away and made certain body parts stand at attention. She said something about him avoiding her and that he had her number. What the hell had she been talking about? He wasn't avoiding her.
He only received one message from her. He shook his head in confusion as he entered his car. He didn't have time for this crap. He had a case to solve.
He started the ignition and headed to the precinct, trying his hardest to get Grace Martin out of his mind. It didn't help matters one bit that remnants of her perfume lingered on his dress shirt.
Instantly, the thoughts of her voluptuous body wedged up against his chest filled his mind. He couldn't help but smile. She was the best-looking homicide detective he ever laid eyes on.
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Chapter 4His palm was against the back of Celina's neck while he directed her down the hallway. She felt him scanning her backside.
The decision was made to obey her captor and do as he wished. He let her shower, gave her a clean dress and a meal, although she couldn't help but wonder if it were poisoned or perhaps her last, but she was starving.
Her hands were red and swollen from the cool temperatures, and she rubbed them together in an effort to warm them.
The rooms and hallways were stone, and each footstep echoed as they made their way toward another room.
The corridor was short and narrow. The ground looked like some kind of dirt-covered paving stones, though she felt like she was in an old basement and the stone walls and flooring were faux.
She had no idea where she was, but as they walked, she could have sworn she heard crying. Celina was shocked to find out she wasn't his only prisoner. She looked in the direction the sound came from.
"Keep moving and don't make a sound,” he told her and she did as he said.
When they reached the end of the corridor, there was another door with a twelve-foot by twelve-foot square area containing metal bars. This was what he meant by better arrangements?
The door opened wider.
Her captor pushed her inside the sheet-rocked room. Numerous torture devices covered the walls and the floor.
Instantly, she knew she was in trouble.
The long hot shower, special fig oil fragrance body wash and clean clothes were not for her comfort. Instead, they were meant to purify her, make her presentable and to conform to his high standards and demands in preparation for the acts he was about to perform.
How stupid she was to believe otherwise.
Her captor smiled through his black leather mask, and his eyes sparkled. He too smelled of the expensive, fragrant oil. He closed the door behind him, then reached to the sidewall.
His choice was made as he carefully removed the object and gripped it tightly.
"Please don't hurt me. Please ... you promised,” she pleaded.
He ignored those pleas as he swung the sharp leather whip to either side of her.
The sharp sound sent her whole body into a panicked state. She shook, crying, pleading for help.
He laughed while he walked in a circle around her, just barely missing her skin with each strike of the sharp black whip.
Celina curled herself into the fetal position on the floor, covering her head with her arms.
"I've had a long, stressful day at the office and I need to relieve some tension."
The whip snapped, this time piercing the skin on Celina's leg. She screamed out in pain.
* * * *He continued to toy with her, fulfilling the fantasy he thought about most of the day at work.
He craved that control, that immense feeling of triumph and power over everyone and everything around him. His workday had lacked that immensely. Although he had no intention of causing much injury to the slave before him, he was enormously satisfied in just knowing the control he had. The bonus of intense fear in Celina's eyes was satisfying those urges and his hunger.
The room filled with that control. It fed him, absorbed through every pore of his skin, through the blood in his every vein. He was the high and mighty, the leader, the most powerful ... the Master.
The whip continued to snap against the concrete, and his words of anger penetrated the helpless body of his victim. The sharp snap echoed and bounced against the walls of his secret lair.
* * * *Down the hallway, a woman cried, covered her ears, and shook in fear.
Celina prayed for her life and her prayers were answered.
* * * *Grace finished her lunch meeting with Jerry and the Marquettes. To her, the boyfriend sounded nervous and he acted as if he were withholding information, wouldn't speak in front of Celina's parents.
He was adamant about helping the police. She wondered if it were his little drug problem. Her instincts were right and as she tried to open her car door, Jerry emerged out of nowhere.
"Miss Martin, can I please have a minute?” he asked and Grace glanced around to see if anyone was nearby in case the kid was up to something.
She held her car key between her fingers, then made a fist at her side. It was an old self-defense trick, but it would do a number if necessary.
"It's Detective Martin. What is it, Jerry?"
"I-I don't feel comfortable with the detectives working the case. They already think that Celina was fooling around. One of the cops suggested prostitution."
"Jerry, I told you this before, the police have to investigate every aspect of this case. She was last seen leaving work, not outside her apartment as first reported. That means she could have gone anywhere in the three hours in between. There are a lot of questions."
"I know where she went."
Grace watched him closely. She wondered if he were about to admit to murder.
"What are you talking about? You said you hadn't seen her since the night before."
"I lied."
"Why would you do that?"
"It's not what you think. I have a drug problem. I'm trying to quit, really."
"I already know about your little problem. What does this have to do with Celina?"
Jerry lowered his head. “She went uptown to buy me some drugs. She should have been by my place at 10:00 p.m., but she never came. I checked out her place and she wasn't there. I saw the blood and the broken mirrors. I panicked and called the police. I didn't want to tell them where she went. It's my fault."
"Why did you lie to the police? They could be trying to find out where she was last seen and with whom. Why would you let her do this?"
"She owed me."
"What the hell do you mean by ‘she owed you?’”
"She was cheating on me with some big shot, rich guy. She met him at one of her parents’ parties, and he seduced her. She said he was into some kinky stuff, tried to tie her up, and she wouldn't let him."
"Who was the guy?"
Grace watched as Jerry bowed his head again and the tears rolled down his cheeks. She couldn't help but wonder if he were lying.
"She never told me. I swear, Detective Martin, she never told me."
Grace wasn't sure what to do. Max Mathews wasn't assisting her in any way and now she had important information for him. She had no choice but to go see him.
"We have to tell Frank and the other detectives investigating this case, Jerry. They need this information."
"But you're a detective. Can't you find this guy?"
"It would be like trying to find a needle in a haystack. Think hard, Jerry. Do you remember her saying anything else? Did she meet him at his place or at a club somewhere?"
"She met him at some underground club downtown. You know ... the kind the cops can never find?"
"Let's see what we can find out on our own. I need for you to find out if Celina even met with your dealer for your drugs. That way, I can come up with a better timeline. In the meantime, I'll talk to Frank and the detectives."
"Fine."
* * * *Grace sat at the desk in the private computer room writing down names and telephone numbers of Celina's friends. Jerry had told her Celina's best friend was Mary Chloe. However, Mrs. Marquette refused to believe her daughter was even hanging out with such trash as Mrs. Marquette had put it.
"Well, Mrs. Marquette, I want to be sure to question anyone who may be connected to your daughter. Do you know where I can locate this Mary Chloe?"
"No, I do not."
"Well, I'll call you if I discover anything new."
"Be sure you do,” Mrs. Marquette stated rather abruptly, and Grace was a bit surprised.
Grace wasn't sure whether this had something to do with the mere mention of her daughter hanging out with Mary or the fact her daughter was missing and Mrs. Marquette felt more could be done to find her.
Grace had spoken with the commander and he now allowed Grace and Frank to work together. Grace had left another message for Max Mathews but received no response yet. Either way, Grace had a job to do and she questioned everyone's integrity.
She hoped Mary held some useful information like perhaps where to find this underground club.
If she could question Mary, locate the club, then she would go to Lieutenant Mathews and let him in on the current information. Even though he seemed unwilling to share his info with her, Grace's main objective was to locate Celina Marquette. She received a call from Jerry; Celina had never showed to get Jerry's fix.
Grace's gut told her Celina was probably fed up with Jerry's problem and had opted to hit the club instead of getting her boyfriend's drugs. Maybe Celina met the rich guy at the club? Maybe he owned the place? Numerous questions ran through Grace's mind. None of them meant squat if she didn't have solid proof, evidence, or an eyewitness to prove her theories. Maybe after visiting Mary Chloe, she would have more answers.
* * * *Detective Tommy Johnson and Lieutenant Max Mathews met outside the precinct before checking out a lead in the murder cases.
"So what went down?” Max asked, referring to the meeting between Grace Martin, the detective from Missing Persons and the Marquettes.
"Everything seemed fine. The boyfriend definitely looked nervous, and after the meeting, he cornered Martin by her car,” Tommy informed Max then inhaled the nicotine, taking one last puff before he entered the unmarked car. He knew Max hated the bad habit.
"What did you make of it?” Max asked.
"She's gorgeous."
"Not Martin, I mean about the boyfriend. Did it look like he was confessing something?” Max started the engine.
"It looked serious. They did look around to see if anyone was watching them. The kid seemed to be shedding some tears. Martin didn't seem to bat an eye."
Max thought about what Tommy told him and had a feeling Detective Grace Martin was withholding information. If that were the case, she would regret that mistake.
But then again, he knew she was under Don Nikko's command. Don was a good guy, but still, Martin had an attitude.
He drove further downtown to a place called The Cave.
When they arrived, they were shocked at what type of store it was.
"Whoowee, this must be our lucky day. Check out the lingerie.” Tommy practically drooled over the merchandise. That was nothing compared to the wide arrangement of sex toys and numerous devices that covered most of the store shelves. There were harem costumes, leather and chain costumes, knights, gypsies, whatever, but Max focused his attention on the black door to the right of the counter and register as well as the black-haired beauty who stood behind the counter.
She was all done up from head to toe in a two-sizes-too-small Morticia Addams black dress, her surgically enlarged breasts practically escaping from the top, and deep fire-red lipstick covering her large plump lips.
Her black, fake eyelashes accentuated her deep brown eyes that immediately took on an angry expression.
"Your other guy already stopped by and collected this month's payoff,” she blurted out and Max and Tommy were instantly annoyed. The thought of corruption in the police force made Max's stomach churn but he ignored the statement.
"We're looking for Mary Chloe."
"Well, look no further, darling, here I am.” She eyed Max and Tommy like they were pieces of meat.
"I can get someone to cover here and the three of us can head to the back.” She licked her lips and came around the counter.
Tommy was apparently a bit taken aback, but Max kept his cool.
"We have a few questions for you."
Mary Chloe glided her hand across Max's forearm, and then did the same to Tommy.
"So who wants to go first and who wants to watch?” She licked her lips again.
"We're here about Celina Marquette,” Max told her and Mary immediately stopped her act.
"What do you want?"
"We understand you two were close and we were wondering when you saw her last."
"I don't know what happened to her. I saw her the afternoon before she went missing."
"Did she come here a lot?"
"No, she didn't. She wasn't into this stuff like me. We've been friends for years, and I would tell you guys right away if I knew what happened to her or who may have taken her."
"How about her boyfriend. Do you know him well?"
"Jerry? Yeah, I know him and I know that he loves Celina, but...."
Mary looked away a moment. She seemed unsure if she should share something so personal about her friend. She obviously didn't care for cops, even though Max and Tommy were investigating Celina's disappearance. There were good cops and bad cops, as was the case in every field. Her attention was then drawn to the front entrance and at a steady regular.
The bell above the door rang and Max and Tommy looked to see who entered. The guy wore a business suit and froze when he noticed them speaking with the storeowner. He turned fast around and practically ran down the sidewalk.
"You're not good for business, fellas, so if you could just leave now, my wallet would appreciate it."
Mary headed back behind the counter.
"If you remember anything else, we would appreciate a quick call. Doesn't matter how little, just call me.” Max handed Mary his business card.
They left the store and headed to another of Celina's friends’ residence uptown.
* * * *Half an hour later, Grace stood a few feet from the door to The Cave and immediately understood Mrs. Marquette's anxiety. This didn't make any sense considering the detailed description of Celina from her family, her friends, and her boyfriend Jerry. Did Celina work behind the counter and maybe run the register? There were plenty of other decent and more respectable places to work.
Grace immediately had a bad feeling and something told her this case would get a bit more complicated once she opened the door.
Taking a deep breath, then glancing around validated that she was alone. She opened the door. She knew her face flushed, and her eyes widened at the assortment of numerous toys and costumes that decorated the store. Admittedly, she felt uneasy and out of place but refused to show it.
"My God, you're gorgeous! I have so many things for you,” a woman with long black hair stated, exiting from her position behind the counter, ready to dress up Grace and sell her a plethora of items.
"I'm sorry, but I'm not here to buy anything. My name is Detective Martin and I'm looking for the owner, Mary Chloe."
"I'm Mary, who sent ya, honey?"
Grace studied Mary's face a moment, unsure of her age. She had to be at least ten years older than Celina if Grace had to guess. Makeup covered Mary's face and every miniscule pore of her skin. No feature was untouched and her breasts bulged from her top. Mary just stared at Grace and she suddenly looked suspicious.
"Jerry, Celina's boyfriend, sent me."
Mary's eyes widened in surprise.
"Why would he do that?"
"He said you can tell me where to locate the underground club Celina was last seen in."
"I don't know anything about any club. Who are you?"
"I'm a detective working with the Marquettes to find their daughter."
"That's a shocker.” Mary's comment was laced with sarcasm.
Mary leaned against the counter and locked gazes with Grace. Grace watched Mary's line of sight focus on her side arm, then the gold shield attached to Grace's waistband. It was obvious to Grace that Mary questioned whether she was a cop or not. Grace reached into her coat pocket for her photo ID and business card. Mary seemed to accept the identification as authentic.
"The Marquettes want to find their daughter, and I understand after talking with Jerry that the two of you were pretty close. He seemed to believe you wouldn't hesitate to help in any way. I need to know where that club is and what goes on there."
"You couldn't handle it even if I could find out what club she was at. Her parents would freak if they knew what their precious daughter was into."
"What do you mean?"
Mary appeared hesitant to expand on the comment.
"Listen, Mary, I understand that the Marquettes don't like you, but my job is to try and find Celina, what happened to her and who's responsible. Now if you two were as close as Jerry insists you are, then there's no reason not to help me."
"I got a business to run and I don't need a bunch of cops and detectives stopping in and scaring away my customers."
"My concern is finding your friend and time isn't exactly on our side with cases like this. You know the deal, Mary."
Mary was hesitant a moment and Grace watched as she placed her hands on her hips and stared at Grace as if she exasperated her.
"There were two detectives in here already. I wasn't sure if I could trust them."
Immediately, Grace knew one of them had to be Mathews.
"We're all trying to help find Celina. Please tell me what you know and maybe a little more about this shop of yours."
Just then, a young woman came out from the back door and Mary asked her to cover the store while she took a break. The young blonde shrugged her shoulders and sat down behind the desk while she obnoxiously chewed a wad of gum.
Grace followed Mary through the back door and into a large room. There were a whole bunch of computers set up and about ten women all speaking seductively into the phones.
"It's a small yet lucrative business, and I couldn't exactly let the cops in on it. I pay enough people off to keep their mouths shut. Let's go into my office."
Grace listened to the X-rated phone conversations, the moaning and groaning from the ten women. This was crazy and completely unexpected.
"So was Celina working for you?” Grace nodded in the direction of the phone sex operators.
"Yes, she was. She knew the rules about not giving out any personal information or making dates with the clients. I really don't think that's what happened to her."
Mary closed the office door behind them and leaned against the desk.
Grace stood a few feet in front of her. “So tell me what you do think."
"If Jerry's right, and she went to one of the private clubs, then there could be a hundred suspects. The guys who are into women like this and who want to engage in more, let's say ... untraditional sexual acts, tend to swarm a new girl. I warned Celina about this, and she started to go more often. Then I think she met someone and they hit it off. I think she was happier with the mystery guy than with Jerry."
"He told me that Celina was seeing some big shot, rich guy, maybe an attorney. Do you know who this might be?"
"Honey, there are hundreds of big shot attorneys in the city. You would be shocked to see who hangs out at clubs like those."
"Do you go to those places? Can you find out which one she was at last and who she was with?” Grace asked.
"Do you really think Celina was taken by someone she met at a club?"
"I'm not sure, but it's a possibility and I want to be positive to investigate every lead thoroughly."
"I can try if you think it might help."
"It would help. I want you to be careful because I don't know who this guy is, or if he's even responsible for Celina's disappearance."
"Then why don't you come with me? You'll see for yourself what's going on. I know the staff at most of the clubs. I can get us in and out in a hurry if necessary. There's this bartender Bill who knows, sees and hears just about everything."
"Find out what you can. I'll update my commander and the other detectives involved, and we'll determine if an undercover operation is necessary. You have my card, Mary. Call me if you think of anything else."
"I'll be able to find out which club Celina was at the night she went missing."
"You do that, and we'll discuss going there to check things out."
"You may want to wear a disguise. There's always a chance that someone might recognize you. We'll make plans to meet here half an hour earlier, and I'll help you get ready."
Mary was pushing the undercover gig a bit much. Why did Grace feel this was just an excuse for Mary to dress her up?
Mary told Grace as soon as she entered the door that the woman had wonderful things for her. Grace caught Mary eyeing her body a few times. The feeling was creepy. God, this was bad, but if the trip to the club was successful, she might have an even better lead.
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Chapter 5"Right now, Jerry, I'm not believing a damn word you've told us. You're holding something back, and I want to know what it is. We know you're into drugs. Did you get Celina involved and maybe you owe someone?” Max eyed Jerry who sat in the interrogation room along with Max's partner, Tommy.
"I told you everything I know.” Jerry then ran his fingers through his hair. Max wasn't going easy on the kid. He didn't have any leads, any suspects and the fact the kid just appeared to be hiding something was enough to question him. Max didn't believe in wasting time. He was always thorough in his interrogation tactics and had a reputation for making the guilty confess.
"What did you do with Celina, Jerry? Where is she?” Max yelled into Jerry's ear as he shook the chair Jerry sat in.
"Do you know about the death penalty? Because if you're responsible for the murder of your girlfriend as well as the others, you're going to die,” Max added.
Jerry turned his head toward Max, eyes wide in disbelief.
"I didn't kill her. I didn't kill anyone.” He started to cry.
"Celina's friend Peggy said that Celina was having an affair. You found out about it and flipped out. Maybe you couldn't handle that? Maybe your jealousy took control and you took matters into your own hands?"
"No!"
"It's happened before, Jerry. The boyfriend finds out his precious, perfect little girlfriend is doing someone else and bam, he wants revenge, decides to slap her around a bit, and things get out of hand. You killed her, freaked out, got rid of the body then played the sad boyfriend who just happened to be the first one on the scene."
"I didn't kill Celina. I love her. I told Detective Martin all about it and the guy Celina was seeing."
Max paused a moment as the words sank in. Suddenly, he was angry as hell. Why hadn't Grace informed him? It didn't matter anyway because they had their suspicions after speaking with Peggy. Now Max would have to straighten out Grace Martin, let her know who was in charge of this case.
"Tell us everything, Jerry, and don't leave anything out,” Max demanded.
* * * *Grace couldn't shake the nervous feeling as she sat at the desk in her office going over everything she had on Celina's disappearance. The Cave and the real business being run behind closed doors only made matters worse. Any number of things could have happened to Celina. The police department felt Celina's case was somehow connected to the three other murder cases.
Her focus remained on the other cases and the condition of the bodies found, all indicating sexual assault and deviant behavior on the part of the suspect. She also relied on her training, her experience and the information she learned through numerous homicide courses. Geberth had emphasized the importance of ‘Victimology’ during a sex-related homicide investigation. Grace asked the questions, “Who was the victim? What was going on in Celina's life and the others during the time of the event?
She had interviewed Celina's parents, and they had a different view of their daughter's lifestyle. That wasn't so uncommon. The fact they didn't know their daughter was definitely hanging out with Mary Chloe made Grace wonder what Celina was into. Then Jerry of course was unaware of Celina's secret job and perhaps Mary was right and Celina preferred her secret rich guy over her current boyfriend. What a blow that was to Jerry. The more Grace spoke with him and investigated him, the more she came to realize he was just some poor sap caught in the middle.
Grace needed more evidence to point her in the right direction and the conversation she had with Celina's friend Megan indicated a small connection with the secret clubs. Megan wasn't exactly cooperative and had a chip on her shoulders from the time Grace walked into her place of employment. Grace didn't give a rat's ass whether Megan was annoyed or embarrassed. Her mission was to find out everything she could about the life of Celina Marquette with hope that some detail, even the smallest, would lead her closer to finding a motive and the suspect.
Grace wondered if Max Mathews followed the same trail. They could be working together, but here it was a week later and still he hadn't returned any of her calls.
Whether Grace liked it or not, she would have to straighten things out with Lieutenant Mathews. It was the professional thing to do. One final call after she looked over the notes she made from the interview, and then Max Mathews could take a hike.
* * * *Grace's thoughts were interrupted as someone came barging through her office door.
"Well, Detective Martin, I should knock you on your pretty little ass for interfering with this case and withholding possible evidence!” Lieutenant Mathews yelled, pointing his finger in Grace's face.
Grace stood up from behind the desk. “Won't you come in, Lieutenant? It's so nice to see you."
She tried to act unaffected by Max's abrupt entrance by walking past him and closing the computer office door. But not before she let Barry know everything was fine.
As Grace turned back toward Max, she found him standing very close and in her face talking down to her.
"You knew that Celina was seeing someone else and that she and Jerry were having problems. Jerry told you he lied about where Celina went the night she had gone missing. You paid a visit to her friend Mary, as well. Now I want you to tell me everything you know."
Grace brushed by him, hoping to put some distance between them and stay in control. Max was definitely intimidating, pushy and obviously used to people giving into his demands. She wouldn't reveal her nervousness.
Grace leaned against the front of her desk, crossing her arms in front of her. She eyed Max from head to toe just as he had done to her the other day at the courthouse. However, this time, she wound up affected by him.
He was handsome, mean and angry at the moment. The sparkling, flirtatious eyes she recalled from their last encounter now seemed to be emitting spears at her.
Max stared in return, just waiting for some sort of response. Grace refused to allow him to control the conversation, or her for that matter, despite his use of an incredibly mean look. After all, he was the one who abruptly entered her office yelling at her rudely.
The way he stared at her, remaining silent as if it were some quiet contest of who would back down first, angered and annoyed her. The heat reached her cheeks, and she prayed they weren't the same color red as the sweater she wore. As he continued to stare at her, she shifted her position against the desk and cleared her throat. “I have attempted to call you numerous times...."
"Bullshit. Ron said the cases you were investigating had nothing to do with mine.” Max placed his hands on his hips, giving Grace a clearer view of the black holster and revolver as well as his trim waist.
"I think we got off on the wrong foot. I'd like to resolve this, so we can move on with the case together,” Grace suggested.
Max gave a slight laugh. “Together, huh? I don't think so. You see, I'm the lead detective. You're going to be answering to me."
Grace stood up straight, also placing her hands on her hips, prepared to go round for round with the lieutenant.
"How is that, Lieutenant Mathews? The way I see it is we can find Celina together or we can continue this unnecessary battle between us. I'm willing to forget how you ignored my calls, pushed meeting me off to some idiot who had little knowledge of the case and was told to withhold info from me and ... about the sexist way you acted at the courthouse."
"Now hold on, Detective. It was you who ran into me and held on,” Max countered.
Grace huffed and tried to move away from the front of the desk, toward the door, when Max grabbed her arm to stop her. With his other hand, he stuck his finger in her face again.
"You tell me everything you know right now."
"You tell me everything you know and you have a deal,” Grace responded.
Max appeared furious. Grace thought he probably wondered, Who the hell does this woman think she is? She's not intimidated by you, buddy.
Grace's cell phone rang, but she didn't move to answer it, and a moment later, Barry walked in concerned about the scene unfolding in the computer room.
Max took a step away from Grace as Barry entered the room.
"Sorry to interrupt, Grace, but that was a Mary Chloe on the phone. She wants to know if this Friday night at 9:00 p.m. is all right?"
Grace looked toward Max, who immediately gave her another dirty look, knowing she was up to something.
"Tell her that's fine. I'll call her back in a little while."
Then Barry left the room.
Max took a deep breath, leaning against the desk.
"Do you really want to do this the hard way?"
"Are you going to play fair or what?” Grace replied.
Max took another deep breath, eyeing Grace. She was stubborn and not easily intimidated. She had dealt with enough cops like Max Mathews in her career. There was no way she would start backing down now.
He reached out his hand. “Hi, I'm Lieutenant Mathews and you are...?"
Grace hesitated a moment, then smiled and shook his hand. “Detective Grace Martin. It's nice to meet you, Lieutenant."
Max still didn't smile, nor did he let go of her hand. The blood rushed to her cheeks, and she was instantly nervous.
Max appeared to feel a similar response as she noticed his cheeks turn a shade redder. It was an odd moment, an instant attraction entwined with annoyance and anger. He was an attractive man, in a rugged, no-nonsense type of way.
"I'm in charge and everything goes through me first. I'll share everything I have, and you will do the same. I'll clear it with the commander, got it?"
"Yes,” was all Grace could say. She didn't want to say too much out of fear her voice would sound as shaky as she felt.
Max let go of her hand then took a seat on the edge of her desk. His confident take-no-shit attitude was all street cop. She stood her ground even though her inner voice told her to run and cower behind her desk.... No way!
"So tell me what you have so far and what your meeting with Mary Chloe Friday night is all about.” Max crossed his arms in front of his chest, as if absorbing Grace's every feature and not out of habit. He didn't take his eyes off of her.
Grace moved around the desk to take a seat, so she would appear more at ease with the lieutenant's questioning tactics. His staring, however, was a different story.
She explained about Celina seeing some attorney and that she believed they may have met at her parents’ house during a party, and then later at some sort of underground club where the patrons engage in not-so-traditional sexual activities. Max's eyes widened.
"Did this information come from Mary Chloe?"
"Yes, and there's more."
"We spoke to her and she was unwilling to tell us anything,” Max added, appearing annoyed that Grace was able to get Chloe to talk.
"It's all about attitude and being engaging, Lieutenant. Haven't you ever heard the expression ‘You get more bees with honey?’ Mary is Celina's best friend and Jimmy had confided in me."
"I still don't trust that kid, and as far as the parents’ attitude toward Mary Chloe, I can understand that, as well.” Max focused on Grace.
"Well, Mary didn't want to talk to you guys because she didn't trust you. Apparently, she has to pay a few people off to keep her business in that neighborhood as well as the secret one she's running in the back."
"She mentioned something about a payoff for the month, but I just figured it was some kind of modern day organized crime racquet. I wasn't there about that. Now what's this about a secret business?” Max asked and Grace told him all about the 1-900 numbers and the kinky-sex-call business Mary ran.
"This opens the case up to even more suspects."
"It gets worse. You see, there are these underground clubs. Apparently, Celina went there often and had met this attorney guy she was seeing. It's a pretty intense place and according to Mary, by invitation only. They can spot a cop from a mile away. Mary also said you have to go to three separate locations to be checked first before you're given an address to the club's location."
"Sounds like you've done your homework ... wait a minute.” Max's eyes widened and he stared at Grace.
"You made plans with Mary to go to the club Celina was last seen at.” It was a statement not a question and Grace knew that. She had every right to follow her leads and she had already run it by the commander. Felix was organizing a small group of detectives to assist. Sometimes, cases put her in dangerous, or in this case, uncomfortable situations. It's not like she wasn't experienced.
"Yes, I did and yes, I am."
"No, you're not. You have no idea where this place is, if that Morticia Addams look-alike can be trusted, or the hundreds of different things that could go wrong. We have to run it by command, and I need to be sure you're experienced enough...."
"Excuse me, but you have no right to tell me what I can and can't do while I am investigating leads on a case I'm working on. This is part of my job and believe me, Lieutenant, I do have enough experience. My commander has already approved the small operation."
"You have no idea how deep this case runs and how the other victims suffered. I'm not going to stand by and let a young woman who looks like you do go into a place like that unprotected. I don't give a shit what experience you have."
"Believe me, Lieutenant, I'm well trained and do know a bit about what happened to the other victims. I have my own connections since you were so unwilling to share with me."
"I told you before, I wasn't avoiding you. Ron...."
"Ron's an asshole. and I'm trying to conduct an investigation of a murder. A young, innocent victim. Now this missing person definitely is connected to my case. The commander has given his okay and approval, Mathews, and this is how it's going down. We can work together or separate. Your choice."
Max inhaled deeply, once again eyeing Grace as if unsure how to read her, or perhaps he didn't trust her. Grace didn't care either way. This was her case, and she was working under direct orders from her commander.
"I guess I have no choice but to let you do this."
"You're right, Lieutenant. You have no choice or say in this matter. Let's put the nonsense behind us and find our killer.” Grace stood in front of him now with her hands on her hips.
"Remember, everything goes through me. Got it?” he told her with his teeth clenched, finger pointing and a look that she was positive no one ever had the guts to question.
Grace felt her cheeks burning again, but before she lost her cool completely, she brushed by the lieutenant in an attempt to ignore him. She then opened the door to shove him out, but it nearly backfired on her.
Her shoulder hit his bicep and it was she who nearly lost her balance from the impact. Grace swore under her breath as Max smirked. She should have known better than to challenge Max's strength and size. He was a tank, and she was in perfect physical condition but petite in comparison.
"Have a nice day, Lieutenant,” she barked as she stood by the doorway, leaning on it a bit too much for support, but her legs shook.
Max stopped directly in front of her with the meanest look she had ever seen and one he probably used while interrogating perps. “Don't make the mistake of crossing me, Martin. You'll regret it."
Grace tried not to show her fear, but damn this guy was good at his job. He had her shaking in her black boots, though she refused to show it.
She gave him a sideways glance as if accepting the challenge, then waved her palm toward the doorway. A sure sign she was pushing him out. Max winked. Immediately, Grace felt her cheeks flush again and her heart leaped.
Just then Grace's phone rang. She answered it and glanced back just as Max entered her commander's office.
* * * *"Grace, it's Aunt Delores. How are you, darling?"
Grace was surprised by her aunt's call. It had been two weeks since they had last spoken and her aunt wanted her to attend a dinner party this weekend.
"Oh, hello, Aunt Delores. How are you? How is Uncle Ted?” Grace rolled her eyes knowing that a dinner party was exactly not what she was in the mood for right now.
"You will be attending the party Saturday night, won't you?"
"Yes, Aunt Delores, I'll be there. I already have the dress picked out,” Grace replied only because she knew it would please her aunt. It kept things pleasant on the home front if she made her aunt happy. It had been traumatizing enough when they found out Grace wasn't going to use her law degree.
"That's wonderful, darling, and will you be bringing anyone special?"
Again, Grace rolled her eyes. Her aunt was up to something and more than likely he was rich, handsome, and stuck up like the majority of her aunt and uncle's friends.
Grace wasn't exactly batting a hundred on her own, but her tastes were much different than her aunt's. Dating was the last thing on her mind right now.
"No, I'll be attending the dinner party alone. Listen, I'm a bit swamped right now, so if I can call you back later..."
"I hear you're doing a wonderful job for the Marquettes, darling. They have faith in you."
Grace halted a moment. How did Aunt Delores know the Marquettes?
"The Marquettes? You know them?” Grace asked.
"Why yes, dear. They're friends of your uncle's. Mr. Marquette works for the company your uncle had purchased two years ago. When their daughter went missing, Alexis and Aiden were distraught. I went to see Alexis Marquette and she said she was researching the idea of hiring a private detective to assist the police.
"Of course, I immediately suggested that she speak with you first since you do detective work in the department. That Detective Frank something or other was all for it."
Her aunt was a snob and she didn't care what anyone thought. Grace, on the other hand, was shocked at the information. She had no idea her aunt had recommended her to Alexis Marquette ... until now.
"You told her not to let me know it was you? Why?"
"I thought you might be angry. But I hear you're very good at what you do and my brother was a wonderful detective, so I assume it's somewhat in your blood. Anyway, they're happy with you."
"I'm glad they are.” Grace thought about the compliment her aunt just threw at her. That was rare, but her investigative mind reached in a different direction.
"Aunt Delores, did you attend a party a few months ago at the Marquettes when Celina was there?"
"Yes, we did. It was a wonderful event. There were many business and personal friends there. Celina looked stunning that night. I remember Alexis and Aiden were so proud of her."
"Did you notice if she was with a particular person or if she had attended with a date?"
"Why are you asking me this, Grace? You don't believe that someone from that party was responsible for her disappearance, would you?” Her aunt's voice was shaky.
Aunt Delores did not possess any of the investigative instincts her brother and Grace had. She was fragile and preferred to live life with rose-colored glasses and ignore the reality that bad people roamed the earth and murderers went free on a daily basis, despite what had happened to her brother, his wife and Grace.
"I'm just asking a question, Aunt Delores. It's what I do. So do you recall her hanging around anyone specific?"
"Not really. It was a few months ago. Maybe you could ask your uncle on Saturday night?"
Grace breathed deeply. She would have to ask the Marquettes the same question.
"Maybe I'll do that. I really have to get going. I'll see you on Saturday."
"See you on Saturday, darling."
Her aunt hung up the phone, and Grace gathered her stuff. She would have to hit the boutique before she headed home tonight and find the dress she told her aunt she already had.
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Chapter 6Jessy couldn't breathe. She couldn't see. Her body was weak and fragile from lack of food and water. All she wanted to do was die, just leave this life and die. Her mind was fuzzy, her vision and her ability to grasp reality, fading. With every short, struggling breath, her chest tightened and her lungs felt numb. There was no longer the pinching and pain present only days before. She lay still, her face against the dirt. The coolness wasn't even felt by her skin growing colder with each minute. She inhaled again, fighting for her last breaths.
He brought her here because he had no more use for her. Even though she did everything he asked her to do. She stayed with him, allowed him to have his way with her and then he left her for someone new, fresh, more attractive, and allowed her to die a most horrible death. She screamed and she cried out for help. The echo of the tunnel he placed her in gave her false hope that someone would hear. Someone would come to her rescue. She had to believe it.
Reality set in along with the hunger pains, the trouble breathing. She knew her body was shutting down.
Why do I have to die like this? Why hadn't anyone come looking for me?
She gasped for air, aware of the fight to live by her body's own desire but not from her spirit. She gave up hope long ago that someone would find her. That someone would be coming any moment, any time. She closed her eyes, embracing the darkness, there was nothing more she could do ... but die.
* * * *Max stopped by District Attorney Johnny Lewis’ office. He knew Johnny was friendly with Grace Martin and he wanted to find out everything he could about her. Max told himself it was just because they were working the same case, but he had to admit he was curious about the detective's background. To say the least, Grace got on his nerves, and he didn't trust her or her so-called training.
What possible bullshit training could a young, petite woman like Grace possibly have? She looked like she was in her damn twenties.
"It's good to see you, Max. Come on in,” Johnny opened the door wider and Max entered the nice office with a magnificent view of the city. Max had been there before, but he was always impressed with the upscale setup.
"I'm sorry to bother you, Johnny, but I have a few questions for you and I was hoping you'd have the answers."
"Go ahead and ask away."
"You know the case I'm working on?"
"Sure do."
"Well, Detective Grace Martin is also conducting a homicide investigation and our paths have crossed once again."
"Ahhh ... Grace. I see,” Johnny said as a large grin formed on his face.
"Don't look at me like that, Johnny. I need to know if she can be trusted. What's her record like?"
"Sure you do. I saw the way you two looked at one another. I was certain you had met somewhere before."
Max was getting angry, even though he had thought about the moment Grace Martin bumped into him at the courthouse. He remembered everything about that moment. The way she felt in his arms, her perfume and her sophistication. He would have bet any amount of money that she was an attorney.
"Uhumm."
When Johnny cleared his throat, Max realized he was caught thinking about Grace.
"I want to know everything you can tell me about her."
"Why don't you do what the rest of us men do and ask her out? Then you can interrogate her yourself,” Johnny teased, apparently believing that there was something more than business going on between Max and Grace.
"Will you cool it, Johnny? I want to know if she can handle this case and the investigation she's doing. She's about to go undercover, and I want to know if she can take care of herself."
"Listen, Max, Grace is good at what she does. She takes her job seriously. This type of work is in her blood, and she's well trained physically, as well."
"Why is it in her blood?"
"Her father was a top-notch detective uptown. She has a law degree and chose to be a homicide detective instead of an attorney. She's tough enough and going undercover won't be a problem for her. She did a lot of undercover work out in Vegas Metro."
Max was surprised about the degree but glad his instincts were right. Grace was an attorney but why would she go through all that schooling and passing the bar exam to ditch the whole thing?
"Vegas Metro?"
"Yeah. Grace was working homicide and doing undercover work for six years in Vegas Metro. She has a great reputation. She did some major undercover work for the case we just closed the other day at the courthouse. Grace was fantastic. The other detectives involved in the task force want to use her for more undercover work from what I've heard."
"Is that so? Sounds like they were impressed. How does she work under pressure? What if we lose contact and she has to fend for herself ... can she handle that?"
"I know she has a black belt in martial arts, Jujitsu, or Tae Kwon Do, or something and she's a whiz with a gun, too."
Max looked at Johnny sideways, not understanding the second part.
"I remember one day I met a couple of cops I knew who had just come back from the shooting range. They were talking about this gorgeous brunette who put their shooting scores to shame. Anyway, it turned out to be Grace. Her uncle taught her well."
"Who's her uncle?” Max asked.
"You know Nick O'Connor?"
"Yeah, I know him well. I just saw him last week. We're working with some of his men on this case."
"Well, Nick raised her. She's more like his daughter than a niece."
"What about her parents?"
"No one knows. She never told me, and I haven't asked. I did hear once that they were murdered, but that was it. Maybe that's what motivates her to be a homicide detective. Either way, Max, I think she's fantastic and you shouldn't worry. She can handle things."
"Well, I appreciate the info, Johnny. I'll let you get back to work."
"No problem. So when are you going to ask her out?” Johnny teased as he walked Max toward the office door.
"What makes you think I want to ask her out?"
"Why wouldn't you? She's a knockout and—"
"And nothing, Johnny. Thanks for the info,” Max interrupted, then he left the office.
Was it that obvious he and Grace were attracted to one another? He shook his head in disbelief. He headed out of the high-rise and to his parking spot in the underground garage.
Why wouldn't Grace want to be working in a place like this and as an attorney? She definitely had the look. He shook his head and tried to forget about Grace Martin, at least until Friday night.
* * * *It was Friday evening and The Cave was dark inside, except for the back room where Mary dressed Grace in some seductive outfit she would never have thought of wearing.
Grace pulled up the thigh-high stockings and clasped the garters. The stockings were black with small rhinestones that ran up the back from the ankle to her upper thigh. They ended right before the hem of the slim, tight-fitting, black leather dress.
Grace yelled from the office where she was dressing, “Mary, are you sure about this? I can hardly fit into it and my breasts are too big for the top!"
"It's fine, Grace, just trust me.” Mary sprayed her hair one last time.
Mary wore a pair of painted-on, red leather pants that revealed her trim stomach and the large diamond belly ring. Her top was tighter, all leather with spikes and the sleeves were thin metal chains connected to black leather spiked bracelets.
As always, Mary's breasts overflowed from the tight top.
Grace pulled the black leather down as far as it could go, but it was no use. The dress was short, her heels were high, and she fixed the wig and her new red hair one more time. It was short in a bop style that fell against her neck just below her ears. Her fake eyelashes brought out the deep green of her eyes and she wore a lot more makeup than usual.
She had to trust Mary's judgment.
Mary told her that if she dressed in her regular, classy style, she would look obvious and also unknowingly be presenting herself as a slave, or servant and in order to stay in control, she needed to appear dominant and in charge. That way, anyone interested would have to wait for Grace to make the first move.
Grace had no idea there was so much involved with this type of lifestyle. The hidden lingo, the body language, the dress code, and there was even more to learn, but no time. Mary's crash course was enough to make Grace's head spin.
"Oh, well.” She looked at herself one last time in the mirror, then emerged through the door.
"I told you I have a bunch of things that would look great on you."
Felix, Frank, and two other detectives made similar comments.
"Cool it, guys. I can't believe I'm doing this,” Grace stated.
Felix stood in front of her now. “Are you sure you're okay with this, Grace? We could hold off a couple of days, gather more information, have Mary train you better..."
"You know better than I do that we have to move fast or Celina may suffer the same fate as the other victims,” Grace replied and they discussed the precautions they planned in order to protect both Grace and Mary.
They headed out of the store and toward Mary's car.
* * * *Tommy and Max waited in an unmarked police car across the street. Both peered through a pair of binoculars as the two females emerged along with the entourage of detectives.
Tommy whistled as Grace shyly and nervously tucked the red hair behind her ear.
"Damn, that Martin is hot. Redhead or brunette, I wouldn't care either way. How the hell did she get that outfit on?” Tommy asked as Max took in the view with a similar reaction.
"Remember, we have to stay undetected. The other detectives are staying put at the store. All Grace has is a radio in the car."
Max and Tommy followed far behind as Mary and Grace headed out of the parking lot.
"You worried about her, huh?” Tommy asked.
Max didn't reply right away, but he glanced toward his partner knowing Tommy was also his friend and could practically read his mind. That's what made them such a good team.
"Yeah, I am. I don't like that she isn't wearing a bug or that she has no backup whatsoever."
"It was the only way. Mary Chloe said they'll be frisked before they enter the club.” Max sighed.
"I thought you gave up on women,” Tommy teased.
"What are you talking about?"
"Well, it doesn't look like that's true anymore. But I guess when a woman looks like her, who can resist?"
"I hope she can handle this. She's too ... classy for this.” Max knew how annoyed and angry he sounded.
"You don't think she can?"
"We're going to find out. The waiting is going to kill me tonight. Let's see if we can follow and at least be outside the club in case something goes wrong."
"You're taking a chance, Max. We could blow the whole thing just because you're worried about Grace."
"I'm not gonna blow anything. I just want to be sure this goes down right. We should have sent in one of our own people."
"Grace Martin has quite the reputation. She'll be fine."
Max couldn't shake his uneasy feeling.
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Chapter 7Mary and Grace made it through the three checks including being frisked. Thank God she didn't wear the wire. They were on their way to the club with their special invitation. At the final checkpoint, the guards demanded Grace be blindfolded to ensure the safety of the club location. Mary had been there before and was allowed entry. Grace was nervous and couldn't help the scared feeling.
"I could pull this up a bit, so I can see where we are."
"Don't!"
"Why not, there's no one here with us?"
"They're watching, Grace. They can see our every move. There are cameras everywhere."
Grace swallowed hard and kept the cover over her eyes. She had to trust Mary.
* * * *"My God, Mary, I feel like I'm some sort of secret agent, and we're working espionage. This is like some sort of off-the-wall spy movie. What's up with all the security, the hidden passwords and being frisked?” Grace smiled nervously while Mary parked the car in the underground garage.
"It's about fantasy, Grace. You're about to enter a different world. You have no idea. Oh, by the way, you should use a different name. Just in case."
Grace thought hard.
"It's better to be prepared, Grace, because with your looks and great body, there's bound to be someone who won't play by the unwritten rules."
"Won't you be with me most of the time?” Grace suddenly felt more nervous than she expected to be. Even though she was experienced in undercover work, this was intense. She always had backup. She couldn't shake the uneasy feeling.
"Not if we want to find out who Celina was with that night."
"Fine. I guess you can call me..."
"Jane!” Mary blurted as they exited the vet.
"Jane? Jane what?” Grace asked.
"Bond ... Jane Bond.” Mary smiled.
"You can't be serious?"
"You said you felt like some sort of spy. Go with the fantasy, Grace. Maybe you'll find out you have a deep, hidden dark side, a sexual fantasy you've kept hidden that's fighting to emerge."
"I don't think so, sidekick. This is definitely not my thing."
"Sidekick?"
"That would be your name tonight."
Mary laughed as they made their way through the parking garage jammed packed with cars. Grace held onto that attitude and toughness to fight her nerves.
They entered an elevator, making their way to the tenth floor. On the way up, Grace heard the music but couldn't make out the song.
As the doors opened, Grace had the shock of her life.
* * * *The club was actually the whole upper tenth floor of a high-rise. It was dark, except for the multicolored lights that flashed throughout the club. It was hard to make out faces unless they were right next to her.
There was so much to take in all at once as Mary led Grace to a large bar.
Billy was tending bar as Mary counted on, and the place was wall to wall with people.
Grace tried not to make eye contact with anyone and she felt completely on display as if she were a large side of beef at some meat market. Her thoughts were validated with rolls of tongues and disgusting remarks from strange men in odd get-ups.
Mary just pushed her way through the crowd holding Grace's hand. She appeared to be smirking at Grace's reaction. However, Grace did not find any of this humorous.
They stood near the end of the bar, Grace taking the corner spot to ensure her backside's safety. There were numerous places to stand, sit and dance while a small crowd gathered near a dark hallway.
Grace leaned closer to Mary. “What's down there?"
"You don't want to know."
"Sure I do. This is why I'm here."
"The peep show.” Grace stared at Mary while the small bit of info registered in Grace's head.
Mary whispered to Grace. “They're going through a long hallway to watch. There's all types of people out there, Jane, and some of them get off watching while others like to be watched."
Grace felt sick to her stomach.
"Find out what you can about Celina, and then let's get the hell out of here,” Grace told Mary.
Grace remained in one place. She watched the bartender, carefully hoping and praying she wasn't slipped something in her drink. She heard of this happening before and panic set in. She watched Mary do her thing, flirting with the bartender around the other side of the bar. She was good and obviously had a lot of practice at it.
"Hey, red, what's your pleasure?"
Grace swung her head around to the short guy dressed as if he just had a hard day at the office in some stuffy firm downtown. The nerve of him to approach her. Obviously, he didn't know the rules. Grace kept her cool recalling Mary's advice.
"Take a walk,” she told him firmly, then took another pretend sip of her wine, being sure not to make eye contact with him.
"What if I say no?"
Pretty gutsy for a short guy. His head barely made it level with her chest.
She ignored him, then turned her back to him and faced the bar. Not surprisingly, Mary was no longer there. Grace tried to play it cool, keep in her role, but the twerp wouldn't leave.
When an arm went around her waist, she made a fist and prepared to let loose, but strong arms took hold of her, then a man stepped between the two of them.
The stranger was taller than Grace. She couldn't see his face since his back was toward her as he whispered to the shrimp who ran with his tail between his legs.
All Grace could see was black hair, the sides of a mask, and large stocky shoulders. He wore a tux, shiny black shoes and black gloves covered his hands. Slowly, he turned toward her. His eyes were dark and mesmerizing, his lips moist, seductive as he spoke to her.
"I'm sorry about that. It seems some people don't know the rules."
He spoke with a fake English accent, but she was more interested in his eyes. There was something familiar about them. She stayed silent, wondering where the hell Mary was and what terrible luck she was having.
First an elf, now a wannabe Zorro.
"What is your name?” he asked.
She stayed silent. She was supposed to be in control. Who was this guy?
"Maybe you don't know all the rules, either?"
He teased, then snapped his fingers and the bartender was immediately handing the masked man a drink.
"I am the Master. I know everyone who comes here. You are new, are you not?” The English accent was bold but weak on certain syllables. She was good at detecting fakes.
"Jane.” She assumed the man was some kind of master of the club. She didn't want to make a scene. Where the hell was Mary?
He leaned in closer to Grace and in half a second, she was pinned helplessly against the wall. His hands held her wrists tight, his body wedged up against hers. She didn't want to appear frightened or frantic, but his bold move was intimidating and scary.
He stared intently at her. Their gazes locked.
"Let go of me,” she demanded in a whisper.
His face was next to hers, his cologne strangely familiar. His stare held her own. “Jane does not suit you."
Grace tried to stay calm and waited for her chance to escape.
"You don't think so?” She tried to sound more confident and remain calm. What were the chances that assault or even rape weren't against the rules?
She swallowed hard, fully aware of her dry mouth and in need of something way stronger than the full glass of white wine that remained untouched on the bar.
"Too plain for such a seductive beauty as yourself.” The words rolled off his tongue, the exotic music played, the lights flashed red, blue, then green, and she was somewhat eager to challenge the masked man.
He was frightening, spooky, and wicked. She sensed the evil within him. She tried to make light of the current situation. It was an attempt to still feel somewhat in control even though she knew better. This was bad.
"It's Bond. Jane Bond,” she whispered back at him, then smiled. Her voice held steady but she was losing it.
As he stared deeper into her eyes, she closed her mouth. He again moved his lips closer to Grace's, but there was no contact. He inhaled her perfume, then his lips lingered above her neck before moving to her ear and he whispered, “A more suitable name for you would be Goddess, perfection ... Grace."
She nearly fainted. She was certain her eyes revealed her fear, shock, and surprise. How does he know my name?
"Who are you?” she asked, her voice shaking now despite the control she tried to maintain.
"The Master,” he replied, then gently released his hold but brought her hand to his lips. He softly kissed her hand and released it.
"I have business to attend to, but I'm glad to have met you."
He walked away through the crowd, and she stood speechless, wondering who he was.
She rubbed her sore wrists.
* * * *"Jane ... holy shit, are you all right? We've got to get you out of here.” Mary pulled Grace along with her.
They were headed toward the elevator.
"Who the hell was that?” Grace asked, but Mary refused to comment.
Out of the club, they walked through the garage.
"Who was that guy, Mary? Tell me.” Grace could hear the demanding tone in her voice and knew the shaking had nothing to do with the cold night air.
"Shhhhh.” Mary looked over her shoulder, glancing around the parking lot.
Grace did the same and wondered if Mary thought someone followed them. They got into the car and carefully exited a different way.
In silence, Mary drove a few blocks, continually checking the rearview mirror. Grace looked behind them. No one followed.
Mary was acting paranoid, scared. They were silent until Mary pulled up to Grace's car by The Cave.
"We shouldn't have gone there tonight. This is bad.” Mary put the car in park.
"What is it, Mary? What did you find out?” Grace asked.
"I put us both in jeopardy tonight, Grace. I need to think things through."
"No, you need to talk to me. Tell me what you found out."
"Don't call the detectives. Don't tell them anything yet. They know who I am and they can follow you and find out who you are."
Confused, Grace had no idea what Mary meant, even though she recognized Mary was babbling.
"Who will know? What are you so afraid of?"
"That man who approached you, held you like that ... he's the Master."
"So who gives a shit? I'm not going back there ever again."
"If he doesn't know who you are already, then he will find out. He has connections."
Grace was silent. She didn't dare tell Mary that the freak called her by name.
"So what?” Grace replied, still not understanding Mary's concern.
"What are you not telling me, Mary?"
Mary stayed silent a minute, then Grace's cell phone rang. She answered it.
"Where the hell are you?” Max yelled into the phone.
"We're at...” Grace halted as she looked at Mary. There was good reason for Mary's concern, Grace could see it in the other woman's eyes.
"I'm in my car. Everything's fine. We left the club, and I'm on my way home. No, there's nothing to tell right now. I'm tired, Lieutenant, I'll call you tomorrow.” Grace hung up the phone.
Mary was pale and her hands shook. “Thanks, Grace."
"Don't thank me, just level with me, Mary. What is going on?"
Mary stayed silent another moment.
"Celina was at the club the night before she disappeared."
"Oh, my God, Mary. Who was she with? Did you find out who she was with?"
Again Mary said nothing for a few moments.
"The Master. She was last seen headed to one of the back rooms with the Master."
Grace's stomach hurt and her heart dropped all at once. Frightened, Grace really didn't want to ask the next question and as she began to speak, Mary cut her off.
"Before you ask, I don't know who the Master is. He always wears that mask and he owns the place. He owns all the clubs."
"So how do we find out who this Master guy is?"
"We don't.” Mary attempted to exit the car but Grace quickly touched her arm stopping her.
"What the hell do you mean we don't?"
"I tried to explain a lot of the things that go on in places like this, Grace. There's just too much to explain everything."
"Well try, Mary. I want to find out what happened to Celina. This guy could be responsible for her disappearance. There are other girls still missing, some murdered. If this guy is responsible, then we have to find out."
Grace was angry and Mary just stood there, pale, frightened, and unwilling to continue.
Is the Master responsible for Celina's disappearance? Did he kill the other girls?
As Grace asked the questions, the reality that she was that close to their only suspect was disturbing to say the least.
"I have to tell Felix and Frank something. My commander will want a detailed report on his desk by tomorrow morning."
"I understand that, Grace. Just give me until tomorrow. I need to gather my thoughts. Please hold them off until tomorrow."
Grace's cell-phone rang again. This time, it was Felix.
"Grace! Are you all right? We lost you there for a while. Where are you now?” Grace heard the concern in her partner's voice.
"We're fine. Mary's a little shaken up. We're both exhausted, though."
"What happened?"
"I'll call you in a little bit and update you. I'm just getting ready to leave The Cave parking lot. We'll meet tomorrow morning and go over everything with Mary.” Grace eyed Mary, and Mary whispered a thank you, then bowed her head.
"What do you mean tomorrow morning?” Felix was annoyed.
"I mean this will have to wait until morning. We're fine and I'll call you back. We can start to write up the report after we interview Mary tomorrow."
"Fine. You're right. It's late and you're tired. I'll see you in the morning. You sure you're okay?"
Grace smiled. “Yes, Felix, thanks."
Grace hung up the phone, then leaned her head back against the headrest. Am I really fine? Is Mary hiding information?
She looked at Mary. “Tell me more about tonight. I need to tell my commander this wasn't a waste of time. This is a police investigation, Mary..."
"There are ... people ... who pay for certain unobtainable things,” Mary finally said.
"Prostitution?"
"Beyond that, Grace ... sex slaves."
"Are you kidding me? Celina was kidnapped and sold to someone as a sex slave?” Nausea set in and bile attempted to make its way to her mouth. She covered her mouth with her hand, closed her eyes a moment and tried to compose herself.
This was awful, heart wrenching, and a despicable crime.
"It's something the Master came up with. From what I was told, it's something new. The word is that someone contacted the Master and he chose Celina. He probably figured she wouldn't be missed since she had only gone to the club twice. She was ... lured ... by him."
"The same guy who cornered me?"
"Yes, Grace. Now let's call it a night."
"There's nothing more you can tell me? This is what you found out?"
"Exactly."
It was obvious to Grace that Mary was finished talking. If she pushed, Mary might close up entirely and refuse to help.
"What about the clothes?” Grace asked.
"Keep them, you never know when they might come in handy,” Mary teased and the small smile on her lips disappeared just as quickly as it had appeared.
They exited the car, both silent. Grace felt the beginning of a migraine.
Grace thanked her and Mary promised she would call tomorrow. Grace figured Mary needed some space. Obviously, the news upset her. After all, Celina was Mary's friend, but Grace didn't want to give the other woman space. She wanted answers and she wanted to go back to the club, drag the so-called Master out by his neck and hand him over to the cops. But what real evidence did they have?
None.
She hoped by the following morning, Mary would explain more.
"I'll stop by tomorrow and we'll talk some more. You know Mathews and Johnson are going to want to talk to you, don't you?"
"I know that, Grace. Just don't let them come here. I'll meet you somewhere. I'll call you tomorrow."
Grace hesitated a moment until Mary forced a small smile. Then she waved goodbye and headed home.
Grace called Felix back as she drove home and they made plans to meet in the morning and question Mary.
* * * *Grace couldn't help but feel uneasy and guarded, so she drove a different way home, watching for suspicious vehicles, but none seemed to follow her.
The Master was intimidating, intense, and now the events of the night finally sunk in. She recalled the secret locations where they stopped and were given new directions, then Mary had Grace cover her eyes with a blindfold, as the guards had demanded. Mary had been there before. They knew her, but Grace wasn't known. It was all part of the fantasy and a way for the Master to stay in control. Grace would definitely make Mary tell her the location of the club. With all the people involved and working for the Master, this had to be a multi million dollar business.
Grace recalled observing the many strange people who were there, the peep show, the onlookers, even the elf. Why would the Master have to resort to forcing women to become sex slaves when there seemed to be enough in that club alone who were willing?
She was shocked at the displays of aggression as well as the number of exhibitionists. This was crazy, ludicrous and made absolutely no sense to Grace. How could places like this exist, go undetected and keep doing business?
Grace suddenly thought about the chance she took tonight along with the what ifs. What if the Master chose to take her to the back room? What if she was taken prisoner and the whole club was some kind of front for the illegal sex slave business? No one would have been there to help her or save her. The fear of being forced into such a serious and uncontrollable situation made her body shake.
She thought about the past, her childhood, and the time she spent as a prisoner.
God that was insane! What the hell have I gotten myself into?
Grace pulled down the road then into the large gravel parking lot near her studio apartment building. At first, she was startled to see the black blazer parked in front.
Immediately, she placed her revolver on her lap.
Then Max emerged with his arms crossed in front of his chest. He was at the driver's side door before she could put the car in park.
She hated to admit it but considering the events of the evening, she was grateful Max was there since she wouldn't have to enter her home alone. Then she pushed the thoughts aside. What is wrong with me? She was independent, a loner, and she definitely didn't need a man, especially one like Max Mathews, a street cop. Specially trained, she could handle this.
Grace didn't have time to prepare for Max's verbal assault. He pulled the door open, and she placed her revolver back into her purse before she stepped out of the car.
"What the hell is going on?” Max yelled.
"Hello to you, too.” Grace didn't hide her annoyance, but her voice faltered slightly at the end due to the migraine.
"Mary was upset and she needs some space."
"What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Max raised his voice again as Grace closed and locked the car door.
Max looked her over. He obviously was worried about her and damned if she wasn't acting like she didn't give a shit. Grace knew he had seen her revolver sitting on her lap when he opened the driver's side door. All the while in her mind, she tried to minimize the repercussions of the evening's events. The possibility of having to convince Max as well brought on the pounding sensation in both her temples. If she could just get him to leave so she could gather her thoughts then maybe by morning she could explain. Max followed Grace as she walked toward her front door.
"There's nothing to talk about. I'm going inside now. It's pretty damn cold out here.” She held the coat tightly against her body.
Max grabbed her arm as she headed closer to the front door. “You're going to tell me what went down tonight."
Grace froze a moment. Those damn blue eyes of his pierced through to her soul. She promised Mary she wouldn't tell Max anything, but that wasn't her style. This was a police investigation, and she may have just had a conversation with their only suspect.
Turning her face away from Max, Grace tried to hide the sensations of fear that engulfed her body at the touch of the so-called Master.
"What is it, Grace?” he asked softly, holding the collar of her winter coat.
Grace turned away.
"I'm freezing.” Her voice shook.
Max followed her inside, through the metal entrance, then up the enclosed staircase to her front door.
"Wow! This is one hell of an apartment."
"Thanks. Do you want a drink?” She walked past the refrigerator, not waiting for his response and continued to the dining room to the small liquor cabinet.
Her hands shook, her body was cold and she was scared. She still felt the control the Master had restrained her with.
Anger built up inside her. She had vowed a long time ago to not allow her past to resurface and become a barrier in her life or her work. Now in one brief encounter with a possible killer, she was losing her fight against past demons.
Grace kept her coat on and poured herself a snifter of brandy.
After she took a deep long drink, she added some more. She held the table a moment, knowing damn well Max Mathews watched her every move. She glanced toward him just as he removed his coat and draped it over the back of the stool nearest to the counter.
"So when are you going to tell me what happened?” he asked.
Grace wasn't stupid and she suspected Max read her body language and her lack of enthusiasm at his presence. She purposely avoided making eye contact with him as she started to head in his direction. Grace immediately brushed past him and further across the kitchen. The dim light above the cabinets shone in her eyes.
"I'm fine.” She leaned against the island and held the snifter with two hands.
"I have to wind down and get out of my undercover mode ... you know what I mean?” She took another sip of brandy and avoided eye contact.
Why am I suddenly so scared? What is it about the man in the mask?
Max stood in front of her, silent. She feared she would give in to his demands, any of them. He had a way with those deep blue eyes of his, as well as those long, carved legs, trim waist, and muscular chest she could make out through his white dress shirt. She tried avoiding his eyes, but as she scanned his body, their gazes locked.
He was handsome, yet rugged with strong features and white teeth. But for some reason when he got angry, she felt like running and hiding, or just taking cover as fast as possible.
Max stood only a few feet across from her, leaning against the counter eyeing her as a suspicious detective would eye a guilty person. She looked away.
She tried to ignore her body's response to the closeness of his as she attempted an escape.
"Tell me what happened."
It was too late. Now Max was right in front of her with one hand against the counter, the other lightly on her hipbone. The burning desire traveled down to her thighs as she fantasized about the detective.
Grace gave into the fear and intimidation, telling herself it was only to avoid her sexual attraction to Max. At first, she stuttered, then regained some composure. She began to describe the club, the patrons who frequented it, the things she observed and finally, the Master.
"Did he hurt you?” Max asked, full of concern. He pushed the sleeves of her coat up to see her wrists.
They were red but no bruising.
"I didn't want you going there. I told you this was dangerous.” He raised his voice but still held her hand.
Grace turned her head to the side. “I'm fine."
Max moved closer.
Although their legs weren't touching, Grace felt his body heat against the nylon stockings covering her legs ... that began to shake.
Max cupped Grace's chin in his hand and turned her head so she would have to look into his eyes. “You're not fine. He scared you."
She tried to pull away, but Max held his position close to her, with his hand still holding her face. He stared at her as if reading the fear in her eyes. Her hands were shaking, too.
"Don't pull away. It's all right. Tell me what went down,” he whispered.
Grace didn't want to give in to his seductive methods of getting her to talk since he made it clear at the office the other day that this was his case.
Her body couldn't help but want him closer. What sane woman in her right mind wouldn't be attracted to such a charismatic man?
She would fight his low-down tactics.
Grace tried to push him away.
"Nice try, Lieutenant, but your tactics won't work with this woman. Let go of me."
Max pulled her against him. Did I misinterpret his intentions? Did he really care or did he just want information for ‘his’ case?
It felt good to be in his arms.
"You're wrong, Grace, and I'm interested to know what guy caused you to have enough distrust to fog your ability to see when a real man is honestly showing concern?” he challenged her, prepared to engage in the fight she started.
Once again, she tried to wiggle her way free, but it was no use as Max pinned his body against hers and the counter.
"I don't know what you're implying."
"This isn't some tactic to get you to talk. However, if you withhold information from me, that's detrimental to this case. There are other means I can use to get you to talk."
Max slowly slid his leg between Grace's. His arm pushed her coat open and his hand made its way over the leather and around her waist.
Grace tried to put some space between them by placing her hands against his chest, but even that move backfired on her as her palms began to sweat and the rhythm of her breathing increased.
Max gazed deeply into her eyes, with his face inches from hers.
"Does bullying always get you the girl?” she snapped at him with his body wedged against hers.
He seemed amused by her defensive response. “Am I bullying you, sweetheart? Is that why you're shaking?” he whispered with his lips inches from her own.
"I'm a big girl, Lieutenant. I'm fine, really."
She tried to convince Max as well as herself. She didn't need any protection. Despite the seriousness of the case, she was strong enough to handle this. It was her attraction to this overbearing, sexy cop that made her wonder and her body crave for his attention.
Max deeply inhaled the scent of her perfume. Her heart raced and so did Max's. She felt it against the palms of her hands resting against his chest.
He leaned his face down, kissing the bridge of Grace's nose as his hand held her neck and his thumb caressed her chin. Their gazes met and there was no doubt they wanted one another.
"Don't...” Grace barely got out, but Max didn't hesitate.
His lips covered hers, the hunger great and equal. Their hips pressed together, and he maneuvered his leg between her thighs, again allowing his pants to caress against her stockings and her skin.
His mouth was on a mission to devour hers and he hardened against her.
Max was skilled in the kissing department and as if that weren't enough to set her thighs on fire, one of his hands embraced the back of her head while the other caressed her neck.
The kiss was long and hot, and Max took it to another level by moving his lips across her cheek, then chin and finally against her neck.
Grace was on fire, her breathing rapid and short. She let out a moan of pleasure and was embarrassed he could do this to her. As if sensing it, he did the same, moaning against her neck, tickling her skin.
"Damn, woman, you get under my skin.” His hot breath caressed her neck with each word he whispered.
Grace held Max's neck, letting her hands caress his head, his scalp, then across his shoulders to his arms and down to his waist. She wanted to touch every part of him, to feel his hands all over her body
Then the fear set in when she felt the lines of his cut stomach, and her imagination traveled further down.
Max was aroused and ready, a realization to Grace that things had gone way too far.
She sensed the strength, the power in his hands as they explored her curves from her hips to her breasts. She had to stop this, put an end to it now. What the hell am I thinking?
His mouth covered her neck again and her head rolled back in defeat as she gripped the island counter. She was losing the fight against herself, allowed Max to pull her coat the rest of the way off.
He stopped a moment, letting a small amount of red hair slip through his fingers. She was afraid he would stop, that he didn't want her as much as she wanted him, needed him.
This was crazy. It was another outrageous reaction to a complete stranger. This night would surely cause nothing but problems for her.
"Take this off.” He didn't give her the chance to remove the wig herself. Grace shook her head as the brown thick locks covered her shoulders.
Max ran his hands through the curls, pulled them to his lips, then continued to stare into her green eyes.
"You're too classy for this, way better than this.” He ran his hands against the black leather.
"I...” She didn't know what to say and she thought it was his way of stopping things from continuing. She attempted to move away but Max abruptly pulled her back by her hips.
He was about to kiss her again when she turned her head, once again attempting to stop him.
"This is a bad idea. We shouldn't..."
"You're shaking, Grace. Let's sit down."
Max took Grace's hand, and they made their way to the sofa in the living room. He sat beside Grace, laying his hand on her leg as he stared into her eyes. They were full of concern.
"Tell me what he said to you, Grace."
After a moment, she began to tell him the story. She would have left out the part about the Master knowing her name, but her professionalism and her instincts told her not to.
Max immediately stood up from the couch. “Damn it, Grace, this is exactly what I was worried about. Why didn't you tell me this right away? We don't know who this guy is or what he's involved in, and somehow he knows your name? I shouldn't have let you go there!” he yelled as he ran his hand through his hair and paced in front of her.
"No, Max, this isn't your fault. I had an obligation to go. Besides, as scary as he was, he was also strangely familiar."
Max stopped in front of her with his hands on his hips, his gun, holster, and badge in plain view.
Grace took in the masculine vision in front of her. She wanted him to hold her again, and that realization made her angry with herself. She didn't need the comfort of another human being's arms. Another person to tell her it was going to be all right, that time healed and things would get better.
Grace closed her eyes. She was obviously exhausted. Why else would she remember statements from the past and from a time she'd rather erase from her mind? Tears filled her eyes but none fell. She was thankful for that.
"You think you know who this guy is?"
"I'm not sure really. There was something familiar about his eyes, and then his cologne ... I don't know."
She put her head down, and Max knelt down on one knee on the carpeting in front of her. Max cupped her chin and tilted her head toward him.
"You're not telling me everything, Grace."
She waited, knowing as soon as the words left her lips, he would flip out.
"Celina was seen there the night she went missing."
"What? With whom?"
Grace stayed silent a moment. Max was staring at her intently, forcing her to give a reply to his question.
She whispered, “The Master."
He immediately let go of her and rose from the floor. “Damn it, Grace, this just keeps getting worse. Now you've put yourself in danger, and we still don't know who this guy is."
"Mary was scared, Max, but she knows more. She needed to think things through. She did tell me that there are people willing to pay big money for their own personal sex slave."
"What? You mean against their will? Kidnapping, forced prostitution?"
"A sex slave. Their own personal fantasy fulfiller."
Max remained silent as if letting her words sink in. Grace had a feeling he was thinking the same things she was. That this was way more than any of them expected.
"This is why we're connecting missing women with the murder cases. They're still alive."
"How many are you certain of, Max? I mean we could give the names and show pictures to Mary. She can find out if these women were seen at the clubs and with this Master guy. I could—"
"No way are you going to any of those clubs again. If what Mary told you is true, then he already knows your name and who you are. He could have someone who's in the market for a gorgeous brunette. Wait a minute...
"The similarities in the other cases we thought could be connected were the women's hair color, height, build, and the locations they disappeared from. Their apartments were ransacked the same way. There was blood in only one woman's apartment, but all of the cases appeared as if the women were leaving in a hurry.
"Someone forced them to pack their bags and leave somewhat willingly."
"They must have recognized the person. It has to be the Master. They would know him from the club and what his high position is,” Grace offered.
"What do you mean?” Max wasn't understanding Grace's meaning.
"Max, there's a whole different way of thinking there. They have the Master, who's the owner and the person in ultimate control. Then there are different positions people hold. I tried to get away with playing a part that was obviously seen through. This short guy attempted to control me until the Master intervened. There's so much we don't understand about this lifestyle. I'm sure there's even worse things going on.” Grace explained about the hallway and the peep show.
"Clubs like this, Grace, usually stick to illegal drugs, organized prostitution with willing participants. A sex slave business? I don't know."
"What's there to question, Max? This Master guy is intense, forceful, and completely in control. You weren't there, Max! This is not just some hidden club where your typical illegal drugs, prostitution and pornography take place. As bad as all that is, it's nothing compared to the possibility that the Master is using the club as a front for an illegal sex slave business."
"Vice would be on top of that."
"You don't know that for sure. Check with them and see what you come up with. I'll check on my end."
Max looked intrigued by the fact Grace knew someone in vice, an informant of some kind. She was resourceful as any good detective was.
Grace's head pounded now as she closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. After kicking off her high heels, she rose from the couch and sighed out of exhaustion.
"We'll call Mary tomorrow and schedule a time to meet her. She knows more. She can explain everything better."
"It is tomorrow, Grace."
She looked toward the clock that hung on the wall. It read 4:20 a.m.
Max moved closer, placing his warm hand against her cheek. Without her heels, Max was much taller than she.
The look on his face revealed his worry and concern. This was complicated. She knew it and needed to get Max out of her home. Then they needed to question the Master.
"I don't want to leave you,” he finally stated and she smiled.
"I'll be fine, Lieutenant Mathews. I'm going to get out of this ridiculous outfit, take a hot shower and head to bed for a couple of hours.” Grace began to move away, but Max wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her against him. His hand gently held her face.
"You're an amazing woman, Grace,” he whispered then placed his lips over hers. They embraced as they kissed. Their lips connected together tenderly at first, then more passionately.
Grace wasn't sure how to interpret Max's sudden show of affection and concern for her. She reminded herself she was dressed inappropriately and couldn't help but wonder if that were the source of his attraction. She pulled away and turned her back to him.
A moment later, Max placed his hands on her shoulders.
She refused to look at him.
"Did I do something wrong? I thought..."
"You thought wrong, Max. This is not me.” She pointed to her outfit, then grabbed the brown chenille throw blanket from the couch. She wrapped it around herself and headed toward the door.
"I'll be fine, Max, and I'll call you later. We'll make plans to meet with Mary."
"It has been a long night for you, Grace. And I know you say you have all this experience, but I'm worried. Are you sure you don't want me to stay? I'll take the couch."
"That won't be necessary, Max."
Reluctantly, he grabbed his coat off of the barstool and met her by the front entrance.
Grace thought he was only interested in her because of the outfit she wore and the role she was forced to play so well tonight.
He walked toward her and as she opened the door, he placed his hand against it and stopped her. His arm held her between himself and the door.
Reaching up, Max caressed her lower lip gently with his thumb. Their gazes locked.
"I just want you to know that I kissed you and I'm worried about you because I care. Your role tonight, this outfit you're wearing had nothing to do with my timing or my reaction. I'm attracted to you and know you are attracted to me as well, so don't put up any false walls, Grace. I'll just keep knocking them down."
He caressed her chin, then her cheek, lightly, as if it were the most natural thing to do, and he had every right to make such intimate contact. Her belly quivered in response.
"Now get some rest and I'll wait for your call.” He smiled, then left her.
The door closed. Grace placed the palms of her hands against the door and her forehead. The coldness of the metal felt good against her skin.
She thought of Max's words and hoped he told the truth.
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Chapter 8The dog kept barking and growling until his owner finally walked across the road to the old stone tunnel. It hadn't been used in decades, and the door against the front was broken, probably from the kids who found it adventurous to enter the lair.
He was sure there was probably some dead animal or old garbage inside that made the dog's senses react, but then again Tex was a Labrador Retriever and he lived to fetch and retrieve.
It was 5:00 a.m. and still very dark out, but the old man had a flashlight with him, so he obliged the dog.
He walked to the door and pulled it open. Tex went running in. About twenty feet inside, the dog halted and continued to bark. The old man entered slow and carefully, not looking forward to getting bit by some insect, snake, or rabid raccoon. He shone the flashlight first on Tex, and then toward the ground. His heart dropped. H called the dog to him, then quickly exited the tunnel.
He ran to his house and dialed 911.
* * * *Max had taken a shower and had just dried himself off when his cell phone rang. He walked over to the dresser to answer it.
"Yeah, Max, it's Tommy. They found Jessy Levitz's body."
Quickly, Max got dressed, then headed toward the crime scene.
Max stood near the body of Jessy Levitz, filling Tommy in on the information Grace discovered last night.
Jessy was nothing but skin and bones, obviously starved to death, who knew for how long. From the scratches on the dirt floor and under her fingernails, they assumed she tried to break the chains she was bound with. There was no way anyone would have heard her pleas for help.
Max was now worried about Grace and her deeper involvement.
"So Grace wasn't sure who this Master was?” Tommy asked as they moved to the side and allowed the forensics team to do their work.
"No, she wasn't. The problem is that he knew who she was and finding him may be impossible."
"We could have Mary locate the clubs, then we can organize a task force and bust them all. There's good enough reason for it, especially if we're dealing with the possibility of an illegal sex slave operation. Man, just saying it makes my insides tighten up."
"I know what you mean. Trying to organize such a large-scale bust could make us lose this guy completely. We have no idea who he is, but he knows Grace."
"She can handle herself. We'll make her take extra precautions."
"She fits the victims’ profile, Tommy."
Tommy paused as if thinking about the victims’ profile, then Grace. “I can understand your concern, Max. When exactly did you find out this information?” Tommy smiled.
"It's not like that. I was worried about her last night. She didn't call. I headed to her place."
"Ohh ... I see.” Tommy stuck his hands in the pockets of his oversized winter coat. He let out a breath of air which instantly turned into smoke. The temperature was brutal this early in the morning.
Max didn't bother to try and lie to Tommy. They were too close for him to get away with it.
He was relieved when his phone rang again and this time it was Grace.
"Why didn't you call me? I just found out about the body."
"Tommy and I are on top of it, Grace. There was no need to notify you."
"It's like that now, huh? After last night and the club?” She sounded insulted, hurt, but she should know the deal. Max wasn't using his lead investigator title.
Jessy Levitz was the third victim to go missing that Max and the other detectives had connected with Celina. It made sense that he and Tommy were called first.
Max moved away from Tommy a second so his partner couldn't hear.
"Grace, I thought you needed the rest considering everything that happened last night. Tommy and I can handle things besides Frank is already here. I'm going to discuss everything with the commander later. You're already in too deep as it is."
"I'm doing my job, Max, whether you like it or not."
"So am I, Grace. However, I'm not about to risk your life. I've been doing this a long time."
"Goodbye, Max.” Grace hung up the phone.
Max smacked his phone closed, then shoved his hands in his pockets. He was furious with Grace. How dare she hang up on him?
"That didn't sound like it went too well."
"That damn woman is out of her mind. She hung up on me. Do you believe it?” Max said as his phone rang again. He quickly pulled it out and read the Caller ID. He was disappointed. It was the homicide commander calling. Max answered the phone and filled his commander in on the latest information.
"You sure that the undercover detective told you everything?” Commander Franklin asked.
"She better have or I'm gonna personally wring her neck,” Max stated.
"What's her name?"
"Grace Martin."
"Oh, shit, Gracy? I want a full report when you return. I'll take care of Detective Martin."
Max hung up the phone, uncertain whether he was relived or jealous. Tommy picked up on his facial expression.
"What's going on?” Tommy asked and he told him about Commander Franklin knowing Grace.
"So that's a good thing, partner."
"How is that a good thing?” His anger and jealousy got the best of him.
"She likes older men,” Tommy teased, then made a quick step to the right before Max made contact with a right hook.
"Let's get back to work.” Max still thought about Grace. The commander called her Gracy, which meant he must know her pretty well.
* * * *Grace was furious with Max. After she calmed down, she realized things had gotten out of hand last night. They should never have kissed or given into their mutual attraction. She would continue to share the information she uncovered from her side of the investigation but was determined to keep their relationship all business.
That was going to be a hell of a job in itself. She thought about him from the moment he left and the way he made her feel.
She got very little sleep. Max was right about that, but he was already controlling her. She was afraid last night for the first time in ages. Easily, she could have asked him to stay, but what would that have led to? Nothing but heartache, upset and problems. She was sure of it.
A man like Max was stubborn, possessive and controlling. As good as that felt early this morning in her kitchen, the end result would mean disappointment. She wasn't into sexual relationships based solely on lust, although if Max had pursued her further, there was no doubt she would have let him take her to bed.
She shook her head as if trying to make herself see the huge mistake that would have been. It must have had something to do with the outfit she wore last night. The too-tight leather dress must have been cutting off the oxygen that went to her brain.
Grace turned the car left at the corner of Main Street and Madison, heading toward The Cave to speak with Mary. This morning, Mary had called to talk and Grace told the other woman she would be right over. Of course, Grace didn't have the opportunity to tell Max since all they did was argue on the phone.
She thought about that angry look he used on her last night, and she was sure he had the same expression on his face this morning when she hung up on him. It was a childish thing to do, but she took advantage of the situation knowing damn well if Max were right there in front of her using that same intense angry look, she wouldn't have had a chance.
He was intimidating, and she was surprised she liked that about him.
Also, she didn't get the chance to tell him her source from vice, Paulie, had no information to share but told her he would do some snooping.
Grace smiled as she turned into the parking lot behind the store. Mary's Corvette sat in its regular parking spot.
Grace's cell phone rang again. It had to be Felix. He was late and was supposed to meet her at The Cave to question Mary.
"Yeah, Grace, I got caught up at the department. I'm on my way. I'll be there in fifteen minutes."
"No problem, Felix. I'll get things started with Mary."
"Is she there yet?"
"Her car's here. I'll see you soon.” Grace smiled, then hung up the phone.
Once Grace got out of her jeep, she headed toward the back door, yawning. She really was tired. She knocked first, then tried the knob. The door was unlocked.
She opened the door and headed inside. The hallway was dark and a dim glow from under the door that led to the front of the store was the only light source.
Suddenly, she thought she heard something coming from the office. That uneasy feeling always meant the presence of danger.
Grace moved slowly, trying to gather her bearings and remember the layout of the office.
She made out the multiple tables filled with computers and phones. She recalled the sound of sexy calls, low moans, and innuendos she had overheard during her first visit.
As she felt the handle, Grace remembered the door being to the left. She unclipped her gun and kept her hand on the handle.
"Mary ... Mary, are you in here?” Grace called out right before she was about to open the door.
Something fell and crashed to the ground in there.
Grace raised her sidearm, but it was too late.
Someone came rushing through the doorway, knocking her to the side. When her arm slammed against something metal, the gun fell.
Her car keys fell to the floor, as well. She quickly bent down to grab for the gun and felt the keys instead. Her attacker was above her and about to lash out.
There was little room as she rose from the floor and her thigh hit the desk by the door. She was sure the figure was a large man, but it was dark and he wore a mask.
He had a weapon and as he lunged toward Grace, she ducked then gave him a sidekick, yelling, “Ki ya!” as she had learned as a martial artist.
The kick sent her attacker back a step, but he retaliated, delivering a punch to her jaw. She felt her lip swell, then her backside ached as it made contact with the desk.
Grace grabbed onto the sides of the desk to brace herself from falling, then held up her forearms in defense. He lunged with a forearm and she blocked it, immediately feeling the pain travel from her wrist to her armpit. The attacker was strong and solid.
Again, he came at her, but she raised her leg in time to nail him in the stomach, then she attempted to use her keys, but his knife made contact with her hand.
She felt the sharp slice as she screamed, then started swinging.
She was momentarily stunned when he got a blow at her cheekbone.
She prayed for light, for someone to open the door, but it never happened.
Using his body, the attacker shoved her hard against the wall.
As she reached out to grab hold of him, he lunged forward, tackling her against the desk. Her head hit the sheetrock wall. Her body slid downward as her attacker escaped through the back door.
Grace was on the floor with the side of her head cut by the sharp corner of the desk or the wall itself. She pushed herself to her feet, hoping to get a glimpse of the guy, his size, his height, eyes, anything, but he was gone.
Grace called out, “Mary ... are you in there? Are you all right?"
The adrenaline left her system, replaced by fear and the reality of what just took place.
Reaching for the light on the side of the doorway, she flipped on the switch that instantly illuminated the room.
In shock, Grace gasped. Mary lay in a pool of blood on the floor, with her clothes torn, and her body bruised. Grace nearly passed out.
She fumbled for the phone on the side of the desk outside of the office.
Quickly, she dialed 911. The knife cut in her hand, dripped blood down her pants. Grace stared at the wound while her head throbbed.
She had Mary's killer, perhaps the Master himself, in her grasp and he escaped.
* * * *On the other side of the office, Grace sat in a chair while a paramedic looked over her injuries. Felix was now in the other room with the detectives.
"You need stitches, Detective,” the paramedic told her as he bandaged up her hand. The bleeding continued even as he applied pressure.
"Grace!” She heard her name and looked toward the doorway where Max and Tommy now rushed in. He looked scared and angry.
He was immediately by her side, shocked at the sight of her bruised lips, chin and bandaged hand. He stood over her as the paramedic continued to wrap her hand.
"She needs stitches, Lieutenant, but she doesn't want to go."
"She has no choice. Are you all right?” he asked.
She couldn't answer him but nodded yes, then looked back down at her hands. She knew that she appeared scared and shaken up.
"What the hell happened?” he asked in a tone that sent a chill right through her.
She glanced up at him and absorbed the fact the room seemed less chaotic with Max Mathew's presence.
Grace initially imagined Max taking her into his arms in a protective embrace. She was shocked at the spontaneous need. It had to be the head injury.
She immediately turned away and focused on the throbbing in her hand aiding in her ability to act professional. Grace didn't want to appear afraid. Put on your big girl smile and hide the pain. You're alone, you don't need anyone but yourself.
"He killed her, Max.... Mary is dead,” she whispered.
* * * *"Lieutenant Mathews!” Max looked up. Detective Jeffreys was motioning for Max and Tommy to come with him.
Max gave Grace a look, but she wouldn't look at him. Instead, she stared at her lap.
Max and Tommy walked around the desks to Mary's office. They were shocked at the sight and the amount of blood.
"Holy shit,” Tommy blurted out.
Max now knew why Grace was so shaken up.
"The young woman out there managed to interrupt the killer, possibly while he was having his way with the victim."
"Did you question Grace already?” Max asked.
"You know her, Max?” Jeffreys asked and Max filled him in on her involvement in the case.
"She's something else. If you ask me, pretty damn tough to be able to take a beating like that. She said she got a few in herself."
Max absorbed the information, getting more upset as the conversation continued.
Mary Chloe was dead, murdered and more than likely raped. Grace had walked in on it.
"Damn tough detective. She didn't enter the crime scene. Supposedly, she knew the victim,” Jeffreys stated.
"She did. Did Detective Martin give a description of the assailant?” Max asked.
"He was wearing a mask, but she managed to get some details. We'll have to see what we get from the crime scene once forensics gets through with it."
The detectives moved out of the way as the forensics team moved in to take pictures and collect evidence.
The three detectives exited the office to the hallway where Grace stood arguing with the paramedic.
Now her partner stood next to her.
"I'm not going in an ambulance. I'm fine, damn it,” she stated with clenched teeth but still she didn't raise her voice.
"Grace, get the damn stitches, will you? You need them.” Felix placed his hand on her shoulder.
Max grimaced. He also wondered where the hell her partner had been instead of being there with her to interrogate Mary.
"Hey! Where were you when this went down?” Max asked him angrily.
Felix gave Max a dirty look. “I was held up."
"Your partner was here on her own and you were aware of the meeting and the scheduled time?” Max moved closer to Felix and Grace.
"He got hung up at the department, Lieutenant. He did call and let me know. So I figured I would get things started,” Grace added.
"You should have been here.” Max pointed his finger at Felix.
Felix was about to respond when the other detective called him over.
"Max, why don't you take her to the hospital, then back to the station? The commander wants to see her, anyway,” Tommy suggested.
Without saying a word to Tommy, Max headed toward Grace, just nodding his head.
Immediately, he placed his arm around Grace's shoulders. “I'll take her."
Grace pushed Max's arm away. “I'm fine, Lieutenant. I can walk on my own."
Grace didn't want to be patronized like some fragile child. Max got the hint.
"Detective Martin, please allow me to escort you to the hospital. You're in no condition to drive, especially with that bump on your head."
"Keep pressure on the wound and bandage as best you can,” the paramedic informed them.
"No problem."
Max started walking Grace out the back door.
The second Max's arms were around her shoulders, he sensed Grace wanted to cry. Just release all the fear and terror she had running through her, but she fought it.
Max whispered in her ear, “I'm here, baby. Everything is going to be all right."
Grace got into Max's unmarked police car and they headed to the emergency room.
* * * *Grace didn't say a word and Max didn't want to push. Instead, he stayed by her side as the doctor on duty stitched up her hand. He watched her stay calm and in control, probably wondering when she would finally explode.
Watching her, he tried to read her facial expression. Her face was bruised and swollen with her lip cut but not in need of stitches.
He sighed and kept his gaze on Grace.
The doctor patted Grace's hand after he was finished. “You're a very brave young woman. Don't worry about the bruises. They'll heal pretty fast."
She thanked the doctor.
The words the doctor spoke rekindled something she had buried deep inside and had forgotten about until this moment.
You're a lucky little girl. So brave and so strong.
She couldn't help the tears that instantly filled her eyes, and Max was immediately by her side.
The doctor explained about the pain medication as well as cleaning and changing the bandages covering the wound and stitches. She knew the routine, recalling the multiple injuries she sustained on the job that required similar care and treatment. She had the scars and the memories to show for them.
She glanced at Max and he smiled with a look of concern and something else. She cringed at the thought that he may reprimand her for not waiting for backup. It was obvious he felt Felix was partially to blame. She wondered what had kept Felix at the department, considering she had called him immediately after arranging the meeting with Mary.
Mary.
Grace rubbed her eyes, recalling the scene in the office, the blood and her fight for her life against a killer.
She immediately felt Max's hand on her shoulder.
"What is it, Grace? What's wrong?"
Grace pushed his hand away and slid down from the examining table.
"I'm fine. Can we leave now?” she asked just as the nurse entered the room and handed over the paperwork.
Max led Grace outside to the cold winter weather. It was officially December and the smell of snow filled the air. She couldn't believe how fast time was going by.
"We may be getting some snow tonight.” Max helped Grace get into the car. She immediately laid her head back against the headrest. She closed her eyes as the memories of her past slowly came to mind.
She slammed her fist down on the armrest. “Damn it!"
"What?” Max asked, but Grace didn't say another word. He reached across the seat and took her hand. Surprisingly, she didn't pull away again.
Just then, Max's cell phone rang.
"We're on our way,” Max said, adding a few yes and no answers before hanging up.
"That was Tommy. We have to head to the department. The commander wants to speak with you. You have to give your full statement again."
Grace knew the drill and hoped she wouldn't lose it. She just needed to get through this last part, then head home to be alone. Alone with her ghosts from her past and perhaps a few from the present, as well.
* * * *"Gracy, my God, honey, are you all right?” The commander pulled Grace into an embrace. She hugged him tight, grateful he was a close friend of her father's and Uncle Nicholas', also.
She smelled his musky cologne as he held her. His hair was dark brown with streaks of silver. If he were still alive, her father would more than likely be showing his age, too.
Shocked that after all these years she thought about what her father might look like if he were alive, Grace closed her eyes, willing away the tears. She was sure her mother would be just as beautiful and both of them would have been there for her to go to once she left the precinct.
That was Uncle Nicholas and Aunt Leeann's job now, and Grace put up the walls.
"I spoke to Nick. He wants you to call him as soon as you can. I explained what was going on."
"Thanks,” Grace said as Gus Franklin still held her hand.
He touched her cheek, being sure not to get too close to the bruises. “I bet those hurt."
She smiled.
"Let's sit down, Gracy, so we can talk. Can I get you some coffee?"
She nodded yes, then Gus sent a detective to retrieve some.
"We're going to record this conversation and ask you some questions. If it's too much, let us know and we'll take a break.” Gus patted Grace's knee.
Max cleared his throat, and Grace looked at him. He was jealous, she could tell, and under normal circumstances, she would be gloating right now, though this was definitely not the case. She could easily become lost in Max's arms if he offered, but she couldn't allow herself to lean on him.
"I know the drill.” This time, the commander took her good hand in his and they stared into one another's eyes. No words were spoken. None were needed.
The detective walked in with the white foam cup of coffee and handed it to Grace. They started the tape recorder and Grace told them everything that happened.
"Grace, I think you may need some extra protection,” Commander Franklin stated after stopping the recorder.
"I'll be fine. This is all part of my investigation."
"You were lucky, Gracy. He could have killed you, too."
"He didn't. I fought him off and I'm here and even more determined to find Celina."
"For Christ's sake, Grace, will you put the damn stubbornness behind you and realize your life could be in danger? Your lack of sleep last night after the undercover work had an effect on your ability to defend yourself. You were damn lucky!” Max added hotly as he took a step toward Grace and Gus.
Gus appeared surprised by Max's sudden outburst.
"I can handle it, Lieutenant,” Grace snapped back.
"He knows who you are and if it is the Master who killed Mary, then he saw you, knows it was you, and I'm sure you pissed him off today."
"What do you mean he knows her?” the commander asked.
Max filled him in as Grace tried to minimize the threat.
"Damn it, Gracy, why didn't you tell me this? Your father..."
At which, Grace stood up and gave the commander such an intense look he stopped speaking, fully aware he shouldn't have brought up her father in front of the others. She kept her secret well.
"Max, Tommy, please excuse us.” The commander kept his stare locked with Grace's.
Max and Tommy reluctantly left the room.
* * * *"What the hell is that all about?” Tommy asked as they headed toward the desk.
"I don't know,” Max said but kept an eye on Grace and the commander.
They had to know one another pretty good. The way they embraced, the way the commander kept calling her Gracy. Maybe it was a ‘pet name’ or they had been involved with one another in the past.
Max's mind reached for answers as the jealous feeling intensified. Lots of young women preferred older men. The maturity and no-nonsense attitude they brought to a relationship was a plus. He was older, mature, and not into the stupid mind games and silliness that seemed to be a hidden requirement in most weak relationships. Max sighed, then glanced at Tommy.
"Suspicious ... definitely suspicious,” he added, egging Max on. Max shook his head, then stared back toward the commander's office.
* * * *"Gracy, for Christ's sake, this is beyond the call of duty. Your life is in danger, you're running around entering clubs like that, and today someone nearly killed you. Your friend was brutally raped and murdered."
"First of all, Mary was not a friend. She volunteered to assist in the undercover operation because she had the inside scoop on protocol and club rules. You know what's going through my head right now, don't you?” she asked rather loudly.
Gus took a deep breath.
"Your uncle has men working this case. He already knows this took place today. Do you think he's going to allow you to continue?"
"What do you mean ‘allow me?’ I have every right to do my job and do it thoroughly. If this guy wants to come after me, then let him. Finding Celina and stopping this madman from taking someone else is my objective."
"This is too dangerous, honey. Why must you insist upon living on the edge? This is not Vegas Metro!"
She glanced toward the window in the office, knowing that Max, Tommy and the others had to have heard their commander yelling. Then she turned and faced her father's friend. “This is what I do, Gus. This is what keeps me sane. I'll take the extra precautions."
Gus sighed, then pointed his finger at Grace. “You'll keep myself and the detectives up to date with your investigation, as well. Don't take this lightly, Gracy. I promised your father..."
"Please, Gus ... I can't...” Grace said as she turned her back to him.
Grace felt Gus’ arms as he turned her around and stared into her eyes while holding her shoulders.
"I promised your father that I would always watch over you, just as Nicholas does. While you were in Vegas raising hell, Nicholas and I couldn't do our job thoroughly. Now you're here. We've got you back. If something else happens, you're going into protective custody."
Grace tried to object, but Gus wouldn't allow it. Instead, he embraced Grace, then kissed her on the forehead.
* * * *The phone on the dark cherry wood desk continued to ring. The Master was lost in thought, thinking of a fantasy involving his new interest. He was grateful his number one client hadn't been at the club last week. There was no doubt in the Master's mind that his client would have been interested in Grace Martin. He pushed the thoughts aside, knowing Grace was his and would never belong to his client.
It was fate Grace had entered his club and his life.
His client was obsessed, losing control, and would soon make a mistake that would surely get him caught.
Just as long as he got his money and kept the Master's identity hidden, he didn't care about his client either way.
The Master was a pro at disguises and living two separate lives had become natural to him. He was positive no one would figure out who he was. He wasn't even sure who he was. He thought about his mother. Instantly, he was filled with disgust and anger.
Why did his mother still feel she had such control over him? No one even knew he existed. Sure she had funded his education, paid off the maid who raised him in the suburbs so his mother could live her life without her husband finding out about the affair or the mistake.
The Master's eyebrows crinkled. He was practically snarling from the thoughts going through his head.
Look where he was now. Established, powerful and more importantly, right in front of his mother and her family and friends. Her family and all the connections she had gave him a playground filled with toys and amusement. From that playground, he handpicked each toy, shopping for the right one to be sure to make his customers happy.
There was a knock at his office door. He cleared his mind as he gave permission to enter.
"Sir, I've been trying to buzz you. Is everything all right? You have a client waiting and he's getting antsy,” his attractive little secretary said.
The Master knew he needed to be more careful.
"Let him in, darling, and we'll get started."
The secretary smiled, then wiggled her way out of the office. The Master watched but with little interest. His secretary was nothing compared to Grace Martin.
The way Grace moved, her smile, her hair, and even the scent of her perfume were intoxicating. He wanted to see her again, be near her. His pulse increased in speed. He would make this happen. He was sure of it because he always got what he wanted. He felt that the decision was made for him. Grace was meant to be his.
He didn't feel the least bit threatened that Grace was a homicide detective, because he knew he covered his tracks well. It was his clients who concerned him.
He was glad he decided to help his clients get rid of their ‘used merchandise’ himself instead of allowing them to ‘take care of it.'
He was the Master in more ways than one.
* * * *"I'm fine, Uncle Nicholas, really I am.” Grace lay on her bed, her hair still damp from the long shower she had taken.
"Gracy, honey, don't lie to me. I spoke with Commander Don Nikko and he seemed just as worried. You went through something very traumatic. Don't try to minimize it or pretend as if it hasn't affected you. You're not sleeping, are you?"
She had to tell him the truth unless she wanted her headache to get worse.
"I've had better nights."
"Are you having those nightmares again? Those memories from—"
"I don't want to talk about this. I can handle it. I need to handle it for Celina's sake as well as for Mary's."
"Have you been out of your place?"
"I will be shortly."
"Where are you going? You're not going alone, are you?"
"No. I'll call you tomorrow, don't worry,” she lied.
"How can I not worry about you? I love you."
"I love you, too. Bye.” Grace hung up.
Her mind went over one event to the next with everything mixed up. She attempted to ignore the thoughts, the visions, as her cell phone rang. Reluctantly, she answered it.
"Hello."
"Grace?"
"Yes."
"It's Ed. I have that location for you and the file, as well."
Grace had forgotten all about asking Ed for a copy of Jessy's file. She wanted to visit the crime scene, get a feel for both the victim and the killer. What bad timing.
"Grace? Is everything all right? I heard about what happened.” Ed interrupted her thoughts.
"I'm here, Ed, everything is fine. Where do you want to meet?"
Grace made the arrangements, then hung up to quickly dry her hair. If Felix, Max, or the others knew she was going to visit the crime scene, she would have an entourage with her. No. She needed to be alone to get a feel for the perpetrator and his actions. She willed herself to focus on the investigation and not allow her own tragedy in life to take over her every thought.
An hour later, she had the file in hand as she sat all alone in her jeep outside the tunnel where Jessy had been found. Grace read over the information. The pictures were heart wrenching to say the least. How could someone starve another human being to death like this? How could they take a precious life so easily and without remorse? She shook her head as her body began to shake and her eyes filled with tears.
Grace had investigated hundreds of homicides in her career as a detective, but for some reason, this one hit close to home.
Once again, she somehow found the strength to get out of her car. She looked around. No one was in sight. There were woods ahead and then the tunnel. She left her gun unclipped on her hip.
So she could see inside the tunnel, Grace took along a flashlight. She attempted to convince herself she was doing this for Celina and she wasn't afraid of the dark or claustrophobic anymore.
As soon as she came to the tunnel, her body had a totally different reaction.
The wind blew the cold air right through her winter coat. She entered the tunnel knowing Jessy had lain twenty feet ahead and was left to die.
The pictures from the crime scene flashed through her mind as Grace now took baby steps. The echo of the wind stung her ears as it entered through the opening of the cave. She tried to keep calm and talk herself into remaining professional.
Jessy must have been so scared. She probably heard the wind right outside the cave door and yet there was no way she could escape her restraints.
To know that freedom stood only footsteps away must have been torture in itself. Grace empathized with that, knowing she had experienced such trauma herself.
Again Grace thought about Tommy and Max's descriptions of the crime scene. The details about the large boulder, the fingernail indentations in the dirt, evidence of Jessy's attempt to free herself and the description of her emaciated body.
Grace closed her eyes. Her heart raced. Her mind attempted to bring back memories of her own ordeal as a young child, but they were foggy. She fought to keep them that way. She made it to the location and squatted down as she looked at the file and illuminated the area with her flashlight.
A few feet ahead of her, the large boulder lay snug against the wall. Her body wasted, shriveled, and nothing but skin and bones. Her eye sockets sunk in her head. Her lips colorless. Grace could still see the scratch marks in the dirt along with the footprints from the detectives and forensic technicians.
The victim's fingernails were gone, shredded, bloody and torn.
"My God, Jessy, you fought so hard, right to the end,” Grace whispered.
She closed her eyes, pulling together the facts found by the homicide detectives and the evidence on Jessy's body.
"Who are you? Who is the Master? So coy, so confident and strong.” She envisioned the man at the club, then the murderer from Mary's shop.
Were they the same person? She wasn't a hundred percent sure of it. The same build, maybe the same cologne. She wasn't sure about the eyes because she never saw her attacker's eyes.
She was trying too hard to remember, to connect the events, all while pushing aside her personal nightmares. Her captor, her parents’ killer, was found and killed while trying to evade capture. Why shouldn't she want to provide that same relief and closure to Jessy, to Mary and their families?
"I'm going to bring you justice, Jessy. I promise you.” She looked around the tunnel again.
The hairs on the back of her neck stood up, causing the goosebumps to travel down her back.
In a flash, she was nine years old again, locked inside the small loading compartment. It was way too small for her to stretch out her legs. She couldn't even kneel inside of it. Her wrists hurt, and her white nightgown was torn and dirty.
Grace rubbed her wrists, then her arms. The visions were real, the wounds still raw.
Her tomb wasn't that different than Jessy's. They were both trapped, helpless, scared. She was certain Jessy had prayed first for life then for death just as she had. All those promises of never being naughty again, doing chores without complaining, anything and everything if God would just let her live, guide someone to find her and to just survive. Then praying for death, to join her parents and be a family in heaven.
There had been small holes drilled into the side of the metal container, but they only provided a small amount of air, no light.
Grace remembered the stuffiness, the inability to breathe out, her body weak and strained.
She fell against the dirt wall, instantly feeling the constricted space, her desperate need to escape, to stretch, to have more than enough room. Her dress pants were dirty as well as her coat. Finally, she managed to push herself up and grabbed the flashlight.
The memories, the visions continued. Her parents’ killer wanted her to suffer. Sick and twisted, he had killed her parents in cold blood, then been charged with murdering four other people including a witness, his own fiancée. Why did he want her, a child, to suffer so badly?
She remembered asking herself the question, praying Uncle Nick would find her and that her parents weren't really dead.
He made a mistake though and one that cost him his life. He tried to get ransom money from Aunt Delores, Uncle Ted, Nicholas, and Leeann.
After the payoff, the police pretended to lose him in traffic, but Uncle Nick was on his tail.
The killer went to the shipping dock. It was late in the evening, and there was no one around. Planning on killing her as soon as he opened the door to her tomb, he got the shock of his life when Uncle Nick snuck up behind him along with some uniformed officers and other detectives. Her captor, Blade, jumped down off the lift and began running and shooting his weapon. Uncle Nick and the others fired back, instantly killing him.
Crunched up in a ball in the corner, she remembered trying to breathe in fresh air and freedom. Then Nick and the others appeared.
Her nightmares continued for years.
Blinking the tears from her eyes, Grace took in her surroundings and felt the confinement, the feelings of restraint and pure fear. Trying to take in too much air at once, she panicked as she turned to run toward the exit. She tripped and fell. The dirt wedged under her nails.
Daddy.... I want Mommy and Daddy. Thoughts of herself as a child screaming and the man laughing ran rampant in her mind. Grace pushed the door open, instantly feeling the cold frigid air hit her face, freezing her tears.
"You're out. You're safe,” she whispered as she calmed her breathing and kept her hands on her knees, her head bent between them. She heard a sound and quickly pulled her firearm from the holster and pointed it.
Felix was standing in front of her.
Grace nearly screamed, then lost her breath and her balance. Felix grabbed hold of her arm.
"Whoa, Grace. Are you all right?” Felix held her steady, his lips inches from her forehead.
She thought she was still alone.
"What are you doing here? I nearly shot you.” She sounded breathless. She needed to calm down. Felix continued to hold her.
"Come on, Grace, I know you. I knew it wouldn't be long until you came to check out Jessy's crime scene for yourself. What are you doing out here all alone?"
He moved his gloved hand toward Grace's cheek and touched it gently.
Still dazed, Grace just stared at Felix.
"I'm fine, really. I just got a little claustrophobic, I guess.” She smiled nervously.
"Yeah, that can happen to the best of us. You banged your head pretty badly, that could have something to do with it. You sure you're all right? I can follow you back to your place. We can get a pizza or something.” Felix smiled, then rubbed Grace's arms as if trying to warm her up. Instead, the sensation gave her the chills and made her feel colder. Grace shivered.
"You're freezing, Grace, come on."
"No. I'm fine, Felix, really. I was finished up here anyway. Thanks."
"I'll follow you home.” He took her hand and eyed her ... differently. There was definitely something strange about the way Felix looked at her.
"Another time, maybe. I'm tired. I should get rest."
Felix showed his disappointment but walked Grace to her car. He was driving his own jeep, and she wondered how she could have missed the sound of its engine as he pulled up to the hill near the cave. After all, she wasn't that far inside the tunnel. Then she should have felt his presence as soon as she exited the cave and she didn't.
Was she losing her touch, her ability to sense danger, keep on her toes and be aware of everything going on around her, especially considering the possibility that she could be a target?
The tears streamed down her cheeks, and she tightly held the steering wheel as she watched Felix's lights disappear.
* * * *Grace planned on speaking with the Marquettes and not divulging too much information. She didn't want to be the one responsible for blowing the case.
She knew they were desperate for answers. A month had passed but with each new lead and every new connection, the events surrounding Celina's disappearance became more complicated.
No matter what, Grace would continue the investigation. As she started the car and began heading back home, she was determined to see the case to its conclusion. She would call Uncle Nicholas and let him know she was fine when she realized her cell phone had been turned off.
Quickly, she powered it up and was shocked at the number of voicemails. She placed the phone in the car mount and turned up the volume on the speaker.
Most of the calls, she could return later, but there were five from Max. He was angry at her, she could tell, but wanted to avoid him right now.
There hadn't been one person in her life other than her father who was able to affect her so deeply. All Max had to do was look at her at just the right moment and no words needed to be spoken. They understood one another, connected immediately and the thought frightened her.
She didn't want to believe she would ever need someone again. She didn't want to care too deeply or open her heart for the fear of suffering another heartache and loss. It was just easier this way.
She would have to avoid her attraction to Max, separate her present situation and the case from her past and focus on finding Celina. Max didn't want that. He wanted her safe.
However, she was a cop's daughter and being a homicide investigator was her vocation, her calling, and she was good at it. No matter what the future held, she wasn't giving up on getting the Master or putting an end to his so-called new business venture.
All of which, she knew, was more easily said than done.
As she entered her driveway, Grace closed the phone. She wasn't that surprised to find Max sitting in his car, obviously waiting for her. Her heart raced with anticipation of Max's questioning and interrogation tactics. She took a deep breath, then emerged from the car.
Quickly, Grace tried to brush off the dirt on her pants and jacket, but it was no use.
Max was already next to her car door.
"Where the hell have you been? I left messages for you."
He was angry and immediately she felt guilty. Why the hell does he get to me so easily?
"I know that, Lieutenant, but I had things to do.” Grace's tone was arrogant while she attempted to walk past him and to her front door.
* * * *Not happy with her answer, Max grabbed her arm to stop her, but he used more force than he realized and they wound up in an embrace.
The air was frigid and he noted Grace's discolored lips.
Max took in the sight of her bruised face, now discolored and more yellow. With Grace wearing low-heeled boots, the tip of her nose was even with his neck. He was so worried about her when she didn't answer her phone or respond to his messages. Now she stood here in front of him with an attitude to boot.
Max continued to hold her close.
"Where were you?” he whispered.
"I had things to do."
"You should have called me, Grace. You need to be in constant contact with me for your own safety."
"I was fine."
"So you say. You look tired. Have you been sleeping?"
She turned away from him.
Max turned her toward her front door, being sure to keep his hand on her shoulders, and they went inside. He watched her hang up her jacket and kick off her boots. He noticed the dirt scatter around her feet.
"What happened?"
She attempted to play it off as no big deal. “I tripped."
"Where? In a dirt pile?” The sarcasm was obvious in his tone as he followed her into the kitchen.
"It's just dirt. It will come out.” She looked at Max as he stood in the middle of her kitchen just watching her. She quickly turned on the faucet and scrubbed her fingernails with soap. When she was finished drying her hands, she gazed at Max.
Max knew he had a ‘you're lying to me’ look on his face.
He stood there tall, masculine and full of authority. She could only imagine how horrible it must be to be interrogated by him.
"Well?” he asked.
"I went to the tunnel."
Max stayed silent a moment, then it hit him. “Where Jessy was found?” He moved toward her.
Grace didn't answer. She just stood in place.
"Of all the stupid things...” he began to yell.
Grace covered her ears, then turned away from him.
He reached for her, and she slapped his hand away, moving forward, but Max wouldn't allow it.
"What if he had been following you? What if he took you or killed you right there, then what? Are you crazy?” he hollered at her and with each word, it was obvious she lost more of her control, her composure, everything.
She turned on him, fists at her side.
"Felix showed up. He had a feeling I would go there.” She probably hoped that would put Max's mind at ease, but instead the statement bothered him more. Anger took over.
"Oh, how wonderful of him. Now he shows up unexpected, reading your mind and being a good partner.” The sarcasm was apparent in Max's voice.
"He is my partner and he made a mistake, Max, just drop it already."
"Bullshit! He should have been there, Grace. He was your backup. He knew the circumstances after the undercover operation and should have stayed with you. What the hell kind of partner is he?” Max took a step toward her.
"He was going to come back with me, order a pizza. He cares!” she yelled at him, looking frustrated and angry, as well.
"The old ‘order a pizza together’ line. You nearly fell for that?"
"Get out! Just leave me alone and get out!"
Max didn't move. Instead, he egged her on knowing she was about to burst and he wouldn't let her go through this alone. He was angry as hell. Had been worried sick all afternoon wondering if the killer found her, took her, instead she was stupid enough to go to the tunnel. To the crime scene alone in the middle of a deserted woods? Then her worthless partner shows up out of nowhere wanting to order a pizza and be with her?
Bullshit!
The guy had ulterior motives, and Max was aware of the talk about Grace through the departments. She was a knockout with a fantastic personality. Her reputation as a top-notch detective just added to her appeal. Guys talked shit all the time.
"No! I'm not leaving you."
"Leave me alone, Max. I don't need you. I don't want you here, just leave!” She walked out of the kitchen and headed toward the stairs.
"I'm not leaving you, Grace. I'm staying right here.” He pointed his finger at the floor.
"Suit yourself!” She headed to her room.
* * * *Hoping to hear the front door open then close, Grace listened closely but she heard nothing.
Her head pounded, so she took some Ibuprofen with a glass of water from the bathroom. Her mind traveled over her fight with Max. He was jealous of Felix and the thought upset her. Felix had been acting funny, but he wasn't interested in Grace sexually.
No way!
He never made a move, flirted, or came on to her in any way. Why would he start now? The pounding in her head increased. She officially had a migraine and the thought of just chopping her head off to get rid of the pain entered then exited her mind.
As she changed her clothes, she realized how very tired she was. She sat on the bed. Maybe if I just lie down a while, my headache will go way.
She lay back, thinking she would just rest a few minutes, then go back downstairs and get Max to leave, but before she knew it, she was fast asleep.
* * * *A short while later, Max went upstairs to check on Grace. He saw her sleeping on the bed and covered her with a blanket, then headed back downstairs to make some phone calls.
He went into the kitchen to see if Grace had anything to make for dinner. He was sure she hadn't been taking care of herself. Even he had missed a few meals and was grabbing fast food or crappy foods just to settle his growling stomach. He could use a decent meal and Grace needed him. At least he wanted her to need him.
He pulled together some ingredients and defrosted some chicken cutlets she had in the freezer.
He walked around Grace's home, looking at pictures of what he assumed were family and friends.
There was a graduation picture he guessed was from college, but she was posing with Nicholas O'Connor, his daughter and probably Nicholas's wife. He wondered about Grace's parents.
He walked through the living room and found a collage of pictures on one wall. Max nearly missed the picture of Grace with Commander Franklin. They held one another and it looked like they were dancing.
The other pictures were goofy poses with Grace and O'Connor's daughter and some of Grace in a casino with friends. He was still shocked that Grace was a detective out in Vegas Metro for years.
His cell phone rang.
"Hey, Tommy, what's going on?"
"We may have an old case connected to our current one."
"What do you mean?"
"Louie was looking over old, unsolved case files and about two years ago, a young college student went missing. Just disappeared out of the blue. Anyway, it had the same MO. It appeared her apartment was intact. Dresser drawers were opened, clothes scattered around as if she left in a hurry.
"Some fingerprints were found that didn't belong to the victim who two days later was found raped and murdered."
"The only similarity is the apartment appearing like she left in a hurry? No name to the prints? Anything else?” Max asked.
"She was brunette and her injuries were consistent with Mary Chloe's. Now I just spoke with forensics and Detective Jeffreys. They found a hair follicle on the desk in Mary's office. The killer may have removed his mask, placing it on the desk while he sexually assaulted Mary Chloe."
"That hair follicle is at the lab?"
"Yeah. I tried to put a rush on it, but you know how that goes."
"We'll run the information by the commander. See if he feels it's enough to reopen the case. As soon as we get our hands on this Master guy, we'll get his prints and DNA."
"Sounds good. Where are you now?"
"I'll be by the precinct later."
Tommy laughed. “Say hello to Grace."
Max smiled, then closed the phone and re-clipped it to the waist of his pants. He paused a moment when he heard noises coming from upstairs.
* * * *As she pounded against the walls around her, Grace cried. Nine years old again, she was scared and all alone. Visions of her parents being murdered before her eyes dominated her thoughts.
She could hear when the man responsible locked the chains and left her there to die. She was crying, her belly ached and she was hungry. Then her vision changed. She was inside the tunnel and the Master was there in the darkness. She could feel his evil presence and knew he wanted her.
When he grabbed for her throat, she screamed. She fought against him, fighting for her life when she heard a voice she recognized. The voice belonged to Max and he pleaded for her to wake up.
Grace opened her eyes as Max held her against him, trying to stop her from hitting him.
"Grace, it's all right. I'm here."
She continued to cry. Her fists were clenched and filled with Max's shirt. Then she looked at his face and noticed his lip was slightly bleeding. She immediately let go of his shirt. Then she reached out but didn't make contact.
"Did I?” Grace didn't complete her question as Max consoled her. She had fought him hard.
"It's all right, Grace. Everything is fine. Just lay back and rest."
As Max inched his body closer, Grace took in her surroundings and was fully aware that Max was in her bedroom. She swallowed hard and as if he had read her thoughts, he smiled then gently pushed a strand of damp hair away from her eyes.
"Are you all right?"
"I'm fine. What are you still doing here?” Grace asked and thought about trying to get up, but Max was so close, his arms on either side of her.
He had stayed despite her refusal and her demands for him to leave her alone. Did he really care?
For a moment, they stared at one another.
Grace wondered if Max was equally aware of the attraction, the need and sexual desire. She wondered if Max knew what he did to her. She could feel the warmth of his body against her side and the strength of his arms. His cologne, his manliness filled the air around her. Even that was embracing.
Grace couldn't help but question whether falling for Max would be a mistake.
Pondering these thoughts, Grace laid her head back against the pillow. Max represented so much and her need for him had to stem from the losses and the heartache in her life.
God, Freud would have a field day with me.
Her father would have liked Max. Grace covered her face with her hands a moment in an attempt to hide the falling tears. She was grateful Max stayed silent as if knowing it wasn't the time to ask questions.
She was fully aware of her need for him. Physically, he was a large man, and his presence could fill a room, never mind arouse her femininity. Her body called out for his touch, his attention. It was clear she wanted to be with him, to fall into the safety of his embrace and the comfort he could provide.
Max lowered his body down next to Grace on the bed, holding her close, as if waiting for her breathing to go back to normal.
Running his hands through Grace's hair, he kissed her forehead softly.
Grace leaned her head against Max's shoulder.
"Grace.... Do you want to talk about it?” Max continued to caress her hair.
She was silent a moment.
"No."
"You're not alone, Grace. I'm here, aren't I?"
She stayed silent. She didn't want to admit her fears. The words echoed in her head three times before she could say them out loud.
"I'm alone when I close my eyes ... when I dream,” she whispered.
He apparently heard the slight whimper in her shaking voice. He reached down, cupping Grace's chin in his hand as he spoke softly to her.
"I'll stay here with you. You don't have to be alone.” He looked deeply into her glossy green eyes.
"I bet you would,” she replied sarcastically, then tried to pull away.
She was fighting him every step of the way, but Max was up for the challenge.
He held her face, made her look into his eyes, force her to see she had no reason to distrust him. Then he placed his lips very close to hers.
"I told you once before, don't attempt to put up any barriers with me, darling. I will knock every single one of them down."
As his lips softly covered hers, his hand glided against her cheek and ear.
As Max continued to take command of Grace's mouth, he rolled halfway across her.
Grace held onto Max, loving the way he made her feel, enjoying the weight of his large, athletic body against her hipbones, her stomach. She felt the instant warmth between her legs as her heartbeat sped up.
She needed this man, one she hardly knew and the emotion from her desire and the realization of just how much she needed him got the best of her.
* * * *Max felt the wetness against his mouth and cheeks.
Grace was crying. Slowly he broke the kiss.
"Am I scaring you?” He shifted his weight off of Grace.
She shook her head from side to side as more tears emerged following the same pathway as those before them.
Max's heart ached with the overwhelming desire to make Grace happy.
The other night, Max wanted her in the kitchen. He wanted to strip the leather dress from her body and release all that sexual tension between them. But now ... now he felt something stronger, more intense and deeper than just sex alone. He wanted to protect Grace. He wanted to take care of her, to make love to her and as badly as his body ached for her, he had to be sure she felt the same way.
He bent his head toward Grace and lightly kissed her forehead. “Why are you crying? Do you want me to stop?” Gently Max wiped away the tears and kissed Grace softly on the tip of her nose.
She tried to speak, but it was obvious she had difficulty getting the words out. Grace slowly moved her hands against Max's cheeks. As she traced his lips with one finger, Max captured it in his mouth. His desire and want surely must have showed.
A small sound escaped her parted lips.
He released her finger and his palm went on her waist.
"Tell me that you want me as much as I want you, Grace. Tell me that you feel it, too. Tell me,” he whispered with their lips inches apart.
Grace pulled him against her. “I need you. I hardly know you. I thought I hated you ... and here I am needing you."
Max watched another tear run down her cheek and pool near her collarbone. Then he gently kissed her.
"I'm here, Grace, and I'm not going anywhere.” He rolled to his side to remove his badge and gun from his hip, reaching to the bedside table to set them down. He slowly straddled her hips.
* * * *Grace felt the nervousness and excitement combined. It had been so long since she allowed herself to feel anything. She couldn't help but wonder if she would fail at making love. Something so simple yet so intense and deep. Could she allow herself to release the fear, give into the need of Max's touch? Her body shook.
One at a time, Max took each of her hands and lightly kissed her palms, then her wrists. They stared into one another's eyes. Her body felt numb, her mind traveled in a chaos of thoughts and negativity despite her body's natural reaction to Max's touch. He placed them back down against the soft, champagne-colored sheets on either side of her head with his palms against hers. Then he smiled down at Grace.
Inhaling deeply, he glanced over her body as if contemplating his next move. It was brief and Grace waited with much anticipation. She suddenly felt feminine and desirable.
She sensed the fluttering and excitement from Max's touch and his lustful stare. She attempted to shift her hips but the weight of Max's body prevented her from doing so.
Max leaned forward, kissed her then made his way down her neck and throat with his lips. Here and there he would pause ever so slightly to lick her skin that had to taste of salt from the tears that pooled near her collarbone.
Slowly, he undid the buttons of her blouse. The weight of his knuckles against the fabric of her blouse sent streams of desire through her body. She wanted to feel his skin against her own. Grace inhaled, then exhaled while her arms remained above her head, exactly where he had placed them.
That small retreat to his control had come naturally. Was she trusting him already? When had he penetrated the walls she so determinately built up?
Her thoughts were interrupted by his touch, his large, talented hands.
Meticulously, he was careful not to reveal her flesh at once as if savoring the moment.
When he finally had all the buttons open, he glided his palm against the fabric and the mounds of flesh it covered from Grace's neck, down her ribs and to her firm belly.
As if on cue, the silky material spread open, revealing Grace's trim waist and perfectly plump breasts. Max looked into Grace's eyes, kissed her lips softly then smiled.
"You're perfect."
He leaned closer, letting his tongue glide against her skin colliding with the satin and lace material of her bra, which served little purpose since it was barely covering each breast.
Holding her bra and the center clip in his hand, he then lightly, slowly, rocked his hips against Grace's. His eyes closed. It looked as if he fantasized about being inside her.
Grace watched him intently and as Max opened his eyes, he smiled seductively while he expertly undid the clip with one hand. The touch of his fingers against her skin sent goose bumps down her belly to her core. In response, she lifted her torso toward him, closing her eyes.
They inhaled in unison while the fullness of each mound of flesh parted in freedom. She absorbed the moment, the intensity of being in such a provocative position and content in it.
Max glided his finger across each mound. Her stomach muscles responded to his touch as well as the pink flesh that now stood hard at attention. There was no denying her responsiveness.
Instantly, feelings of impatience replaced any lingering uncertainty. Grace's body responded with more goose bumps and she grabbed a fistful of the sheets trying to maintain some control. The thought made her realize she didn't want to appear easy while simultaneously her body screamed, “Who the hell cares."
She felt as if she were on a rollercoaster of sensations, of wanting to explode, then trying to maintain control. This was not a normal every day occurrence ... nor a monthly one for that matter.
Trying to maintain composure was useless once Max's mouth attempted to consume as much of her right breast as possible. She moaned ... he sucked deeper.
The man was on a mission. His hands roamed over her body, touching, caressing while continuing to taste every inch of her skin. He released her breast and as she inhaled a recovery breath, he moved onto the other.
She held his shoulders, rubbed the palms of her hands up and down the length of his arms. She wanted to see his body as she began to unbutton the top button to his dress shirt.
"Max..."
Grace ran her fingers through his hair as Max continued to drive her wild.
Momentarily, he stopped to assist Grace and remove his shirt to toss it to the chair by the side of the bed.
His fingers crawled in slow motion, seductively under the elastic of the silky lounge pants and between her thighs, preparing Grace for the moment when they would finally become one. She laid the palm of her hand against his cheek and smiled. He continued to seduce her, bringing her body to the next level. He kissed her lips. Softly at first, then more deeply only momentarily stopping to nibble on her bottom lip while his fingers drew her deeper pleasure.
Moaning quietly, Grace still held back, afraid to give in to the wonderful sensations Max caused within her. A fear of letting go, giving in to the weakness of emotion, desire even just plain lust was difficult to say the least. The fear attacked her all at once out of nowhere. Her eardrums hummed in defiance, her mind argued nonsense points of view that her body just didn't seem to hear. She battled against the walls of control and the openness of letting go and opening up to Max.
He challenged her resistance.
"Come on, baby ... let me hear you. Don't hold back,” her lover whispered his demands, and the raspy, sexy voice sent shivers through Grace's body, forcing her to stop fighting the inevitable. She was lost in his eyes and in his touch. Her hips thrust against his hand while she squeezed her eyes tightly.
Grace knew she could easily fall for a man like Max. He appeared out of nowhere and seemed to know exactly what she needed and wanted, and he was thorough, gentle yet intense. With the desire evident in his eyes, Grace knew he held back for her. There was no doubt in her mind he wouldn't put her needs first.
Max's lips covered Grace's once again and his tongue demanded this time, his hands thorough.
As Grace moved her lips against Max's neck. Hearing him moan with pleasure gave her confidence to continue. She began to undo Max's belt buckle.
He slowly removed his fingers, gliding his hands over her thighs to her hipbone, giving it a gentle squeeze before kissing Grace. Again the kiss started off soft, then he pulled on her bottom lip, giving it a nibble before he stood up from the bed.
Simultaneously, they removed their clothing, their eyes never leaving one another's. Grace was surprised by the multiple tattoos on Max's defined biceps. They made him appear even more intimidating as well as sexy.
When he was completely undressed, Max opened his wallet, pulled out a condom then removed the wrapper. Grace watched his leg muscles flex, as he stood to the side of her bed, proud and confident.
He had every right to be. Grace thought he was a perfect specimen. He winked at her, smiled and was back on top of her again, covering her body with his. A small giggle escaped her lips as excitement and enthusiasm so natural and right that her spirit soared. It was Max. He was amazing in every way and exactly what was missing in her life.
She couldn't believe she imagined such a deep emotion for a man she hardly knew, so she focused on the moment with no concern for tomorrow.
Max stared deeply into Grace's eyes before consummating their relationship.
"I want all of you, Grace, and nothing less. Do you hear me?” His hands now entangled in her silken brown locks, his hold firm and serious.
Grace hoped he meant that this wasn't some one-time thing, a one-night stand or casual sex. She couldn't be sure ... only time would tell. She was fine with that.
"Yes. I want all of you, as well."
Max took that moment to inch his way inside her, slow, deep. She moved her legs, thrust her hips toward his as she straddled his waist. Grabbing onto his shoulders they began their rhythmic motion, their destination to be completely one.
Grace and Max panted, grabbing, touching every part of one another as they rocked back and forth. Then their fingers entwined, their stares locked as Max slowed down his pace, moving deeply inside Grace. The need and desire appeared to match Grace's and she couldn't help but feel fulfillment with each thrust.
The longer their bodies locked together as one, the deeper Grace fell. Her eyes closed, her mind only focusing on his touch, his body, the fact they were making love. It was amazing, enlightening.
"Open your eyes. Don't hide from me,” Max whispered.
Grace smiled as Max covered her lips with his. He released her lips and their gazes locked again. Grace licked her lips, desire clouding her eyes, and Max obviously couldn't wait any longer.
He picked up speed. Their bodies collided again and again. She never felt such sensation. The need to want more had her pulling him closer, rubbing her hands along his waist, his shoulders and chest. She just couldn't get enough of him. The combined intensity of penetration and their emotion caused them to explode simultaneously.
As Grace held him close, kissing his neck, loving the sticky salty coating that now covered both their bodies, Max fell against her. He slowly moved to his side but kept his hand against Grace's hip. Their legs entwined as they inched closer.
Staring at one another again, neither said a word but smiled, then they moved toward one another simultaneously for a kiss.
Grace's belly growled and they laughed.
"I didn't eat today,” Grace admitted.
"Well ... I took the liberty of invading your refrigerator. I can throw something together."
He continued to touch her. He couldn't keep his hands off her body.
"What else did you take the liberty of invading?” Grace asked. She was worried Max would find Jessy's file. It was property of his department not hers and she didn't want Max to think the worst.
"Don't worry, Grace. I didn't snoop. I just looked at the pictures you have on the wall downstairs."
Grace nibbled her bottom lip.
"You look suspicious, Detective Martin. Is there something you'd like to confess?” he teased, then pulled her hips against his.
"Nothing to confess, Lieutenant, unless you're not telling the truth."
"If there was information I needed to know, I'm sure you'd tell me.” He kissed her.
Grace snuggled against Max while he caressed her backside.
"Oh, really?” Grace grabbed his hand, stopping it over her hipbone.
"Isn't that what you promised Commander Franklin? Or was that just something between the two of you?” His question was laced with jealousy, and he attempted to remove his hand from her hipbone.
Grace took his hand and placed hers against it, amazed at the significant difference in size.
"Don't be jealous, Max. You've misinterpreted my relationship with Gus."
"Gus, huh?” He raised his eyebrows in surprise.
"Gus Franklin was a good friend of my father's and he's still good friends with Uncle Nicholas. He's been there for me over the years. We're like family."
"Like family, huh?” It seemed he tried hard not to reveal a smile but still couldn't shake that feeling of uncertainty.
"I told you all or nothing, Grace. I've never really been the jealous type, but with you, it's automatic. I can't help myself.” He twirled a curl of her hair between his fingers, then brushed his fingertips against her cheek.
Grace smiled. “There's no need to worry, Max. I'm not seeing anyone and haven't for a while."
"Me either. So who was your dad? Was he on the ‘job?'” Max asked and Grace's chest tightened instantly.
She could do this. She could tell Max about her parents but nothing more.
"I didn't mean to shock you, Grace. Is this too personal or something?"
Grace closed her eyes a moment as if not looking at Max would make it easier to respond.
"It's just difficult for me. My dad was a cop, a detective. He worked with Uncle Nicholas for years. He and my mother were murdered.” Grace then took a deep breath. Amazingly, it wasn't as bad as she thought it would be. It had to be Max. The thought made her happy, relieved.
"I'm so sorry, Grace. I had no idea."
"No, don't be sorry. It happened many years ago when I was a child. I thought I would have too difficult of a time telling you, Max. It's hard for me to talk about it, that's all."
"That's understandable."
Max pulled her closer to him and Grace grabbed the blanket to cover them.
"Oh, don't do that.” Max pushed the sheets back down.
He had noticed the short scar above Grace's hipbone. He trailed his finger around the perimeter of the scar, then over the mound of flesh she had unsuccessfully tried to cover up.
"How did you get this?"
Grace turned onto her side, covering her breasts with her arm.
"You have no reason to be shy, Grace. You're perfect."
Grace snuggled her face against Max's collarbone, and he rubbed his hands over her backside then thigh.
"Well?"
"It's a long story. I got the scar while trying to play super cop."
Max smiled. “I've got a few of those, as well."
Grace didn't want to tell Max about the scar or how her partner in Vegas Metro nearly died. They had been chasing a murder suspect. The guy had just brutally killed his girlfriend in front of a crowd of people. Grace and her partner, Jim, had gotten the call and were the first to respond on the scene. With their suspect in their sights, they were engaged in a six-block foot pursuit.
Grace heard the police sirens in the distance. Jim was yelling, radioing in their location as the suspect rounded the corner. Jim ran right into their suspect and was stabbed in the chest with a knife.
Grace saw the suspect pull the knife from her partner's chest and rage determined her next move.
The suspect was about to stab her partner again when Grace jumped on him. The knife hit her hip as she pounded on the guy. He was high on some sort of narcotic and tossed her off of him like a rag doll. The squad cars pulled onto the scene as the suspect lunged toward Grace. She pulled out her revolver and fired her weapon, instantly killing the assailant.
Grace would never forget that day or the fact her partner nearly died and needed numerous operations. It was touch and go for a while.
"So I guess you're not going to tell me,” Max whispered in Grace's ear.
After lifting her face toward Max, she kissed him. “Nope."
Max rolled over onto Grace. “I think dinner can wait a bit longer,” he whispered and glided the palm of his hand against Grace's inner thigh.
"What did you have in mind?” Grace wrapped her arms around Max's neck.
The warmth of his fingers gave her the answer as she closed her eyes and prepared to be made love to again by Max.
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Chapter 9"This is no good. I don't think you should open any of the clubs for a while."
"Nonsense! There's nothing to be concerned about."
"How can you say that, Master, when there's a police investigation going on and that detective was at your club? She walked into that ‘little situation’ you tried to have Luther handle. What a mess that was. From what I understand, he almost got caught."
"That's not a problem, either. He would have taken the fall and kept his mouth shut. We're the same size, height, and build. It would be impossible to tell the difference, especially in the disguise he was wearing."
"I don't understand how you can be so calm."
The Master raised his voice. “Listen, Garrett, I'm the one in charge of this operation. I can handle the police, don't you worry. As a matter of fact, I have some special plans for Detective Grace Martin.” The Master was silent for a moment, lost in thought about Grace.
He knew Garrett was nervous and worried. If Garrett had his way, the whole business would be put on hold. That wasn't a possibility as far as the Master was concerned. There were clients calling for deliveries and money to be made.
"I suppose since there's no changing your mind, you have selected someone for our newest client?"
"Yes, I have. I will have Luther deliver her as scheduled. He's paid up, correct?"
"Yes, Master. I.... What about Jessy?"
The Master firmly replied, “I'll forget you asked that question, Garrett. Understood?” The Master hung up.
The Master immediately called the club manager to confirm that the lovely young Jasmine had received her special invitation to the club tonight. Once that was confirmed, he returned to his work and the life he led in order to hide his true vocation.
Thoughts of Grace Martin would continue to be number one on his mind. To have her as a personal slave for a while would be wonderful. The irony of Grace Martin being his chosen one had come as a complete surprise.
It was as if God intended Grace and him to meet, to become one and unite their pasts, forming an even more powerful alliance.
She just might be good enough, as long as she didn't keep nosing around trying to destroy everything he had worked so hard to achieve. There was definitely a need to further investigate Grace to find out everything that made her tick. He smiled, then cleared his head before answering the phone on his desk.
* * * *Another week had passed and despite Jessy's murder and the disappearance of two more girls in addition to Celina, the community seemed to move along with holiday preparations. Main Street was decorated with lights and the large evergreen that stood in the center of town would have its annual holiday tree lighting ceremony. The ceremony would include live music, winter crafts and goodies for the kids tonight.
Grace had tried to avoid attending the ceremony in the past, but this year it fell on the anniversary of her parents’ deaths and her uncle insisted she not be alone due to the danger they all still felt she was in.
She was exceptionally sad today. It all started this morning when she heard from Aunt Delores. Despite her aunt insisting she wasn't still angry at Grace for ditching the dinner party a week ago, Aunt Delores still sounded annoyed.
Her aunt was always on her case, wanting to know what went on in her life, who she might be seeing. There wasn't a chance in hell Aunt Delores would find out about Max.
To top it off, Aunt Delores said nothing about the day being the anniversary of her brother's death. Could she have forgotten? Was it her way of telling Grace she should move on with her life?
Grace was angry. How could anyone just forget what happened? She never would.
She tried to focus on the morning plans. She needed to get to the office, collect her mail and answer any calls that came in, then head to The Cave to speak with Mary's assistant, Bailey. Bailey had called this morning and wanted to talk.
Max wanted to go with her, but he was called to investigate the disappearance of another young woman. Apparently, her apartment was left in shambles, just as the other victims’ apartments were. Max didn't have a name yet.
Even though Grace wanted to find out what Bailey knew, she needed to meet Felix first.
Grace recalled her conversation with Max and how adamant he was about her not being alone. She knew his hands were tied as lead investigator on the case and she promised she'd keep in touch with him. To ease his mind, Grace gave him a schedule detailing where she would be and when.
After quickly glancing through the mail on her desk, Grace touched base with her boss, Don, then returned a few phone calls. The Marquettes had insisted she attend a fundraiser luncheon at their country club tomorrow since some of Celina's friends would be there, as well.
Of course, Aunt Delores and Uncle Ted would be there.
Grace hoped for an opportunity to question the Marquettes and perhaps they still had a list of people who attended the party Celina was at only months ago.
* * * *"Listen, Grace, I want Felix to drive there with you,” Commander Don Nikko told Grace and Felix as they stood in his office.
"He's working on another lead. I'll be fine by myself,” Grace stated.
"I can push it off to Jimmy. I should go with you, Grace,” Felix added.
"The person might freak and not confide in me if I go in there with a partner. You have to understand these women. They're trying to run a business. They're forced into payoffs. Security is important to them."
"You sound like you support what they're doing, Grace,” Felix stated sarcastically.
"I don't support what they do, Felix. No one has the right to make anyone do anything against their will. Prisoners ... sex slaves ... no damn way is this guy getting away with this. We're close. I don't want to screw things up now."
"Your life may be in jeopardy, Grace, and that's priority. Let Felix go with you. He'll wait in the car. Is that fair enough?” Don asked, and by his facial expression, Grace knew it was that or nothing.
"Fine."
Grace and Felix headed to The Cave.
"So who is this you're meeting?” Felix asked.
"I'm not certain, Felix. The person wants to remain anonymous, but obviously they work at The Cave or at least feel safe speaking with me there."
"I don't like this. What if it's some kind of setup?"
"You'll see me being dragged out the back door. Don't worry, it's not a setup. The person was acquainted with Mary."
Felix released a sigh.
When they arrived, Felix waited in the car as Grace entered through the back door. The business in the back was booming and the store upfront had a few customers just browsing.
Bailey got one of the other women to cover the store while she and Grace headed to Mary's office in the back.
Grace was a bit uneasy at first. She hadn't been in The Cave or the back office since the night Mary was murdered. Now the office was Bailey's.
As if reading Grace's mind, Bailey spoke first. “I kind of had a hard time taking over this place. I felt really bad about what happened to my cousin. She left it to me in her will. Who would have known?” Bailey said with a small smile.
"You two were cousins?"
"Yes. She used to joke around about leaving me this place as soon as Mr. Right walked through the door. I never took her seriously. Mary was too wild to be tied down. Anyway, I asked you to come here for a reason. I saw Jasmine at the club the other night. She said she received some kind of special invitation."
Grace had no idea who Jasmine was.
"I'm sorry, Bailey, I don't know a Jasmine."
"She's the girl who just went missing. The one the cops are trying to find. I heard about it on TV this morning. The reporter was outside her apartment."
Grace was shocked.
"Did you call the police? Did you call Frank?"
"No. I was hoping I could just tell you, and we could leave it at that. My cousin was killed by whoever is taking these young women. I don't want the cops coming around using my name or putting my girls in jeopardy."
Grace understood Bailey's concern.
"What can you tell me about Jasmine?"
"She's a friend of Celina's. They attended the same college and even took a few classes together. I started thinking about it and remembered that Jasmine went to a party at the Marquettes. She told me how Celina met some attorney. A really nice looking older man with lots of money."
"Did she know his name? Did she describe him?” Grace asked as she sat forward in her chair.
"Unfortunately, no. But he's friends with Celina's father."
"Do you know who the Master is, Bailey?” Grace had to ask.
"No one knows who he is and no one asks, either. You can't tell the cops I told you all of this. My cousin thought she could trust you. She had good instincts."
"I won't tell anyone where I got the info from, but why take a chance and tell me this?"
Bailey stayed silent a second.
"I'm good friends with one of the bartenders at the club. He saw the Master with Jasmine the other night. Also, he saw the Master with Celina.... I heard the Master cornered you at the club the night you and Mary went there. He's interested in you. He may have chosen you already, Grace. Your life is in danger and if I just sat back and allowed him to continue to get away with this, what kind of a person would that make me? I won't talk to the police, so you'll have to take my word for it. He has to be stopped, whoever he is."
Grace's hands shook and tiny goose bumps covered her entire body. This was real and if it were true, then the Master would be coming after her at any time. She was scared, but also knew she had to attend the Marquettes’ party tomorrow. Maybe the Master would be there pretending to be just a regular guy and with any luck, she'd recognize something about him, his cologne, his eyes, his body. She had to give it a shot for all the missing women and for Jessy.
* * * *"Hello.” Delores answered the phone in her usual upbeat voice as she continued to filter through the mail on her office desk.
"Hello,” she said again. There was someone on the line. She could hear breathing. She was about to speak again when she heard a voice.
"Hello, Mother."
Delores’ heart sank as she widened her eyes and scanned the room and hallway from side to side, wanting to be sure no one was in earshot.
She quickly headed to the door to close it tight while holding the cordless phone in her hand.
"Why are you calling me? I told you never to call here. What if Ted picked up?"
"I would have hung up, Mother. You should know by now how much of a perfectionist I am."
"You're not getting more money. The trust fund is halfway gone. It's mine."
"I don't need your money, Mother. I don't need anything from you anymore. I've established myself in a lucrative business. Multiple businesses, actually."
"You're a lawyer."
"And an entrepreneur. My club business is doing rather well."
* * * *The Master smiled in the mirror as he adjusted the towel that clung against his waist.
This would be more fun than he expected.
"What do you want?"
"Oh ... nothing really ... just to say hello to you, Mother."
"Bullshit!” she yelled, then lowered her voice.
"What is it you want?” She sounded a bit calmer.
The Master smiled, loving how easily he got to his whore of a mother. His revenge would be more than satisfying.
"It's such a small world, Mother. You'll never guess who I keep bumping into."
She remained silent. She had no idea what he had in store for her.
"I've met an incredibly gorgeous woman. She's perfect.
"More importantly, I believe you know her.” The humor was apparent in his voice.
"Who would that be and why would I care?” she replied angrily.
"Well, you should care, Mother. You've always put her before me, wanted her to be your child, yet withheld money and her trust fund from her. Used it to support me ... your little sinful secret."
He sensed his mother's deep inhale of breath. He was sure he shocked her and now he wanted her precisely where she belonged. In fear of him.
"Grace Martin, Mother. Oh, yes ... the one you've always wanted to be your daughter, yet the one you continue to lie to, withhold money from."
"You stay away from her,” she said.
He knew where her fear stemmed from. It had nothing to do with her niece's safety. His mother was concerned about herself, her secrets and the truth she lied about for so many years.
"Oh, it's too late for that, Mother. My mind's made up. Grace is just too yummy.” He laughed hard and loud.
"You can't be serious. You can't do this to me."
He immediately stopped laughing.
"Payback's a bitch, Mother."
He hung up.
* * * *Later that afternoon, Grace headed to the department to see Uncle Nicholas. He had to know what was going on. Jasmine was missing. His department was investigating the case, as were Max and the others. She would have to face them and tell them what she knew.
They would insist on knowing her source, but she wouldn't put Bailey's life in jeopardy.
She stepped out of the elevator and bumped right into DA Johnny Lewis.
"Whoa there, darling. I guess you make a habit out of bumping into people. You should try looking up while you're walking.” Johnny started laughing while he held onto Grace's arm.
She smiled as they moved to the side against the wall. There were officers and staff continuously passing by.
"Sorry, Johnny. How are you?"
"I'm good. How are you? Visiting your uncle?"
"Yes. How's everything going? Are you attending the Marquette function this weekend?"
"I definitely am and looking forward to talking with you again. We should catch up, Grace. Maybe grab lunch ... or dinner.” He winked and Grace smiled.
"Sounds good, Johnny. What else is new?"
"Work, work, work as usual. I've got to get downtown to the courthouse in thirty minutes."
"Good luck. You'd better get a move on,” Grace added as Johnny said goodbye, then grabbed the elevator door before it closed.
Grace rounded the corner and waited to be buzzed into the office. Her uncle's office was toward the back, and she walked past about fifty desks belonging to numerous detectives and officers.
She immediately saw Max, his partner, Tommy, and two other detectives.
As Grace headed toward them, her uncle came out of his office to meet her.
Max joined the conversation.
"Hey, Grace, I tried calling you. Is everything all right?” he asked as he moved closer but didn't touch her. He apparently understood he needed to keep his distance.
Neither of them would want to deal with everyone knowing about their involvement.
"I heard about Jasmine,” Grace stated just as her uncle approached and said hello.
"Yeah, we just got back.... Hey, wait a minute, we didn't release her name,” Max added and everyone looked at her.
"We need to talk."
"Let's go into the conference room. Gus should be here any minute.” Uncle Nicholas led the small group of detectives and Grace to the conference room.
Max seemed concerned, and Grace tried to appear calm and in control of the situation despite the fact Bailey had just told her that her life was in danger. She avoided making eye contact as best she could.
Grace stood near the window, taking a moment to gather her thoughts as the detectives waited for Commander Gus Franklin to arrive. They gathered some coffee and continued to speak about the investigation. Finally, Gus arrived.
"What's going on, Gracy?” He kissed her cheek.
"Grace has some information for us,” Nicholas added and they waited for Grace to begin.
She inhaled deeply, then proceeded to tell the group about the information she had.
"Who told you that Celina and Jasmine were friends?” Max asked.
"How do you know this person can be trusted?” Tommy asked.
Nicholas and Gus had similar concerns. They wanted her to reveal her source, but she refused.
"My source said the Master was the last one seen with Celina and Jasmine. He apparently sends his victims a special invitation to lure them to the club. I was told my life is in danger. The Master may already have chosen me. People had seen him approach me at the club and restrain me."
"Restrain you?” Nicholas sat forward in his seat, instantly concerned for Grace.
She was careful not to say whether her informant was a male or female, refusing to look at Max until forced to. Max knew she had a meeting with the new owner of The Cave. She hoped he wouldn't reveal her source.
"Grace, what else did this person tell you? How can you be sure they're trustworthy?” Max asked.
"They wouldn't benefit from lying. My source truly believes the Master is responsible for the missing women, as well as for Jessy's murder. Frank, Felix and I have further investigated the other missing women. All of them so far have attended the two community colleges in the area. The young women come from prominent families and either took classes together or attended the same charity events. Those three factors could be a pattern linking the murders and kidnappings."
"It makes sense. We just received the lab results from another case we reopened, which we feel is connected to these current ones. The young woman was a live-in nanny. A maid, not college educated, and she was found two days later, not weeks or months,” Tommy stated.
"She was a maid?” Grace asked.
Tommy nodded yes.
"Perhaps working for one of the prominent families in the area? Maybe our killer comes from money? This maid who was murdered, was it a while ago? I mean a good length of time between her murder and that of the first victim in this case?"
"Over a year,” Tommy replied.
"From an investigative perspective, when a person commits murder, it's usually close to their home where they feel safe and if they get away with it, they usually wait a while, build up their confidence as well as the desire to kill again. Maybe she was our guy's first kill?” Grace stated.
"She very well could be. We'll have to consider this,” Gus added.
"Would he go after you, Grace, for the simple fact that you saw him, even though he had a mask on, and you're investigating Celina's disappearance?” Gus asked.
"She fits the profile,” Max stated before Grace could answer.
Everyone looked at Max who stared deep into Grace's eyes.
Before anyone could ask how, he spoke. “Grace has the look, class, sophistication, perfect figure."
Nicholas cleared his throat and Max continued, “She attended university, as the others have, obtained a law degree, passed the bar and is related to a wealthy and well-known family, the Randalls. Her aunt and uncle. You have attended these parties, probably walked in the same room as our killer,” Max added.
Grace suddenly realized how thoroughly he had investigated her. She interrupted as her uncle and Gus appeared shocked and concerned.
"Which brings me to the plan I have. If I attend the party tomorrow, I might be able to figure out who this guy is and lure him in."
"There's no way you're going to any party. If this guy is after you now, we're not taking that chance,” Max stated rather loudly.
Tommy changed the subject. “We were meeting now to discuss the operation and raiding these clubs. Maybe we'll catch this Master there and make his identity known. We have enough to legally question him."
"You can't do that. If he escapes or gets wind of the raids, there'll be no way to identify him,” Grace added.
"I'm not putting your life and safety on the line, Grace. How can you be sure he'll even be at this party?” Max asked, and for a second, it was as if they were the only two people in the room.
"I'm not sure he will be, Lieutenant, but it's your best chance of identifying him and linking him to the murders and disappearances. I think there's a good chance that he will be there. It's his pattern, his way of choosing his next victim or next sex slave for a client. He's running this side business, remember? It has to be lucrative for him. I can handle this. I have done this before.” Grace hoped by calling him lieutenant and challenging him that the others wouldn't pick up on their connection. She had the feeling Max would investigate her since she had done a background check and investigation on him. It was instinct and her lack of trust.
"I don't like this, Gracy. Just a week ago, you were attacked and walked in on a murder. Another young woman has gone missing and it looks like this Master is responsible. What if this guy has chosen you? What if he comes after you and we can't stop him? Can you handle going through something like that again?” Nicholas added, then seemed to realize what he just said.
Grace knew today was the anniversary of his best friend's death and her kidnapping. He obviously thought about everything, all the memories fresh in his mind.
"Again? What are you talking about?” Max asked and the others in the room appeared to have picked up on it, as well.
"Forget it. You have no right to make me stay away from that party. It will take you more than twenty-four hours to arrange a raid this huge. You have to organize it with a task force, meet with the SWAT teams, vice, and be certain of the exact locations of the clubs and hit them precisely at the same time. Let me attend this party and see if he shows up. If he doesn't, then we do it your way,” Grace told them.
"She's right that it will take some time, but by tomorrow night, those clubs will be shut down. We ran everything by the DA this morning. We already organized a task force and the SWAT team commander is standing by. We're waiting on one last location,” Gus added as he eyed Grace. He apparently wasn't the only one concerned.
Nicholas starting giving out orders and the detectives left the room.
Before Max left, he stopped in front of Grace. “We'll talk later."
She nodded yes, then he left.
Nicholas closed the door and Gus stood beside Grace. Neither man spoke for a moment. They knew she was stubborn and independent. She wouldn't drop her investigation. She would go to the party and she would fight the idea of personal protection. They would try to talk her out of this, but she wasn't budging.
"You both know that I'm more than capable of taking care of myself. This is my job. Finding Celina Marquette is my job and putting Mary and Jessy's murderer behind bars is now part of my job."
"This is beyond detective work, Gracy. You've done enough, now let Max and the others handle the rest.” Nicholas tried to sound insistent.
"We're not going to use you as bait. Look at what this monster did to those women. We don't even know if the others are alive,” Gus added.
"I'm not sure about the others, but I think Celina is still alive, as well as Jasmine, at least for now."
"You're just guessing, Grace."
"It's more than that. I think the Master not only provides certain clients with their own sex slaves, but he keeps some for himself. He's sly and cunning. He enjoys the chase more than the kill. The power and authority over each event feeds his ego. He's more complicated than your average killer. It's like he's on a mission."
"You're guessing, Gracy. It's all possible, but you're still just guessing. Even with the belief that the Master hasn't killed Celina and Jasmine,” Gus replied.
"There's a good possibility. He was responsible for Jessy's murder. It's one thing to pay for a sex slave and keep someone against their will, but it's another thing to take it to the higher level and kill the said slaves by torturing them and killing them slowly. Jessy belonged to the Master. All these women do. I believe the Master killed Jessy himself because of business reasons.
"By eliminating the evidence, he protects his assets, his business, his clubs, his professional life and the cover that hides his true identity. He's a control freak. People looking for sex slaves and who have paid big bucks for them would not want to or be able to kill so easily. Maybe these people paid extra for the Master to eliminate the sex slave in order to make room for a new one."
"That's sick and what about Mary? Why kill her?” Gus asked.
"Mary was about to give me more information. The Master is feared. He had to keep that fear alive, especially knowing we're onto his business. At first, I thought the Master attacked me at The Cave, but then I realized it wasn't him."
"How can you be sure, Gracy? You were under severe stress at the time, fighting for your life,” Nicholas asked her.
"If it were the Master, I wouldn't be standing here right now. Besides, he's way too arrogant to kidnap these women himself. He has someone doing it for him,” Grace turned toward the window.
The sky was gray and snowflakes were falling, covering the streets outside. She held her arms, immediately feeling the chill. The fact she understood the criminal mind so well was frightening. She may not have concrete evidence to back up her theories, but deep down inside, she knew she was right. This Master would be difficult to find and capture.
"This is a bad time for this to be happening, Gracy.” Uncle Nicholas broke the silence.
"This is about finding Celina and stopping a killer."
"You can't put away every bad guy, Gracy. You're not a super cop. This guy is callous, smart, and we have no idea who he can possibly be,” he warned.
"I'm a cop's daughter though and wasn't Blade Perkins ruthless? I would have died there in that box if you hadn't continued to search, not given up on me. How can I walk away from these women? How can you ask me to?” she whispered as the tears filled her eyes.
Immediately, Uncle Nicholas appeared to understand her motivation and determination to stay involved in the case.
The two men exchanged glances, then looked back at her again.
They would let her attend the party.
* * * *"What do you want me to do now, Lieutenant?” Tommy asked Max as Max sat on the edge of Tommy's desk.
Max was looking through the glass of the conference room. He could see Grace was upset. He glanced around to make sure no one was listening.
"I want you to find out everything about the Randalls and dig deep."
"Grace's aunt and uncle?"
Max nodded yes.
"Also find out everything you can about the maid. There's more there, I can feel it."
"You think Grace may be right? Maybe the maid was our killer's first victim?” Tommy asked.
"It seems to me that Detective Martin has somewhat of a natural instinct about this case. She had a lot of strong points and now you have some work ahead of you,” Max replied and Tommy smiled.
* * * *Celina was shaking as she lay on the concrete floor fully naked. Her body ached, her head, fuzzy, and she was starving. The door to the room opened and her captor stood there a moment watching her.
She couldn't move an inch, so she wouldn't be able to put up any kind of a fight against him. He placed a tray of food on the floor beside her. Her stomach churned despite her hunger.
"At first I thought you had caused me too much trouble, Celina. But the source of that trouble and her need to find you has turned out to be one of the best things that could have happened to me. I will personally deal with her. She's the only reason you will stay alive.
"Now eat your dinner and later when I return, we'll play some more."
He closed the door and Celina lay still on the cold floor. A tear escaped her eye, dropping on the gray concrete as she prayed for freedom. Did he just give me false hope? Is it just another mind game? She closed her eyes and cried.
* * * *The Master left the basement and headed back to his home office.
The games had begun.
Very shortly, the lovely Grace would be receiving her surprise. Soon, she would know just how special she was. This time, she would not escape becoming his prisoner. He would keep her the longest.
* * * *Max was getting ready to head out of the precinct and over to Grace's house. He didn't like her being alone no matter how well trained she was. Grace's information about the club invitation turned out to be useful. Jasmine's friend had seen the invitation and wanted to tag along, but the invite was for Jasmine only. The club location turned out to be the last one they were looking for. Now Max had the task force running surveillance on the last club to ascertain the right time for the raids.
"Hey, Mathews."
Max turned to see Nicholas O'Connor standing in the doorway of his office.
"Yeah, Nick."
"We need to talk,” Nicholas stated as Max entered the office and Nicholas closed the door behind him.
Max remained standing as he watched his facial expression. Something major was on the other man's mind. He was different today, quiet, and Max had the feeling it had something to do with Grace.
Nicholas leaned against his desk and looked at Max. “I'm worried about Gracy. Tell me if I'm wrong, but I think you're just as worried."
"You're not wrong, Nicholas. I am worried. I care about your niece."
"She's more than that. She's more like my daughter than my niece."
"That's understandable. She said you raised her since she was nine and that her parents were killed."
Her uncle looked surprised Gracy had shared that much with Max.
"She wants to see this guy put behind bars. She's willing to risk her safety to do it."
"I can understand that, not that I like it one bit, but I understand it. If her parents were murdered, then she wouldn't want other families to suffer or go through what you all did."
"There's a bit more to it than that, Max. Gracy didn't tell you everything. I hope she won't be mad at me for telling you what happened, but I feel you need to know.
"She's stubborn and used to going solo. To Gracy, this case is more than just some psychopath running an illegal slave business. Gracy thinks he's responsible for Jessy's murder and that he's still holding Celina against her will."
"How could she know that? Celina could be dead. We don't know anything about this guy, not a profile or a hint of how big this investigation is."
"Gracy has a bit of a talent for it. I need to tell you this in order for you to understand Gracy and to help her. You may be the only one who can get through to her."
When Nicholas told Max about the killer's profile as described earlier by Grace, Max was impressed. Then Nicholas told Max about Grace's past.
Nicholas told Max about that fateful December night two weeks before Christmas and a very brave nine-year-old little girl.
* * * *The doorbell rang and Grace panicked, then stopped herself from acting so foolishly. The Master wouldn't just come knocking at her front door.
Christmas was a mere two weeks away and Grace had to do most of her shopping online. It was probably another delivery.
She looked through the peephole and saw a messenger with a large yellow envelope.
After she grabbed a few dollars from her purse, she opened the door.
"Grace Martin?” the young blonde asked as he held his winter coat tight around him.
"Yes."
"Sign here, please."
Once Grace signed, she gave the kid a tip, then looked at the envelope. There was no return address.
"Hey, who is this from?” she asked.
"They don't tell me. The person probably left it at dispatch. Thanks for the tip, lady."
Grace smiled and quickly closed the door, trying to block out the chill. Then she relocked the door and headed to the kitchen.
She was about to open the envelope when the doorbell rang again, so she went back to the door, peeked through the peephole and saw Max.
Her heart leaped.
She opened the door to greet him but his face looked somber. He entered, then closed and locked the door behind him.
"Who was that?"
"A messenger. He delivered an envelope. I was just about to open it. Are you okay? You look upset. Did something happen?” Grace asked, immediately afraid one of the women turned up dead.
"I needed to see you. To hold you,” he whispered, pulling her into an embrace.
Grace needed him just as badly.
Understanding his torment, she replied, “It's okay, Max. Don't feel bad about investigating me. I have to confess ... I did the same with you. It's no big deal."
Max smiled. She stepped back and Max removed his coat.
"So what's in the envelope?” he asked.
Grace picked it up off the counter to open it. She undid the seal and pulled out a card first. There was another smaller yellow envelope inside.
On the front of the card, the words Happy Anniversary stood out in bold letters. Grace's heart sank. She was suddenly filled with fear. The tears came from nowhere and ran down her cheeks.
"What is it, Grace?” Max put his arms around her to look at the card.
"Who would send this to me? Who would be so cruel?” Her voice cracked.
Max pulled the card from her hands. Inside was a copy of a newspaper article that stated, “Local cop and wife murdered, nine year old daughter only witness, kidnapped."
Grace removed the smaller yellow envelope next.
Inside was a picture, an actual photograph of her parents and Grace as a child.
She grabbed the counter before she fell. Max took the picture as she sobbed.
"That son of a bitch.” Max then pulled Grace into his arms.
Grace cried while Max held her.
Finally, he assisted her to the sofa in the living room where he caressed her hair and tried to comfort her. He called it in to the department and sent Tommy to the messenger dispatch location. Even though they knew the envelope more than likely wouldn't contain any prints, a patrol officer stopped by fifteen minutes later to deliver the evidence to the lab.
Grace kept her eyes closed as she sat on the sofa. Max was talking on the phone.
The doorbell rang and he answered it. Immediately, Uncle Nicholas made his way to the living room.
Grace rose from the couch as Uncle Nicholas pulled her into his arms.
"My God, Gracy, I saw what he sent you.” Her uncle continued to hold her tight.
Grace sat back down on the couch while Nicholas and Max discussed the situation.
"You're not staying here. Pack some things,” Uncle Nicholas demanded.
"He's not forcing me from my home. I won't leave.” Grace stood up from the couch.
"You can't be serious, Gracy. Staying here alone is out of the question."
Max moved toward Grace and took her hands into his. He pulled one palm to his lips and kissed it soft. They stared into one another's eyes.
"I'll stay here with her. I'll pick up some more stuff tomorrow. I've got a change of clothes and some other things out in the truck."
After Max kissed Grace on the cheek, he walked out of the room before she could argue.
Nicholas looked at Grace as she watched Max head outside to his truck.
"So when were you planning on telling me about this?” Uncle Nicholas smiled at Grace.
"Like you didn't know already?” Grace responded sarcastically and he laughed.
"He's a good man, Grace. Don't push him away."
"I know."
"I'm worried, Gracy. I can't help it. I want to take you off this case."
Grace rose from the couch. “No way!"
"This is beyond the job requirements."
"I can handle this and you know it."
Grace glanced at Max as he re-entered the room, leaned against the island in the kitchen. He didn't interfere with the conversation. Grace eyed him a second, then paced the room.
"Look at yourself, Grace. You're angry. You want revenge and this guy knows your past. He knows your weaknesses."
Grace swung around to face Uncle Nicholas. “I don't give a shit what he knows. I am not backing out of this case, and you're not taking me off of it. He wants to come after me. Let him."
"You're not thinking clearly and that's what nearly cost you your life in Vegas Metro."
Grace's mouth dropped. No matter how many times her uncle heard the story or how the Vegas brass accommodated her actions, her uncle could only see one conclusion, Grace nearly lost her life a second time.
"I did what I had to do then and will do exactly what I have to do now to catch this killer."
Grace glanced back at Max again, knowing that he probably wondered what her uncle was talking about. Uncle Nicholas was acting like a father would and should be acting. Grace understood that.
Grace let out a long sigh then walked closer to her uncle.
"I love you. You're not just my uncle. You're my father and that's exactly where the worry and concern you have is stemming from. What happened back in Vegas was intense, but I survived and so did my partner. You of all people know how dangerous our job is. Let me continue with the investigation. I need this and I know I can get this guy."
He placed his hand gently against Grace's cheek.
"God, you sound like your father. Carl didn't give up on any of his cases, but he knew he wasn't invincible, Grace. Continuing with this case, feeling invincible and wanting revenge could be deadly."
"I never said I was invincible. My mission is clear and has been from the start. This monster has to be stopped and I will stop him."
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap13]
Chapter 10May had the opportunity to accompany the famous reporter Silvia Light, a well-known journalist for the County Newspaper, to an interview of a high-ranking businessman in regards to some charity work he had organized. The end result was a massive increase in funding for a runaway teens organization that assisted inner city kids and helped them to stay in school, find jobs, and live in safe, clean environments. The man, Mr. Marquette, an attorney, was meeting them at his office. It would be a major experience for May. She was nervous, excited, and eager to see firsthand how a professional journalist conducted an interview.
"Now I will introduce you, May, but please let me ask all the questions. Then if Mr. Marquette doesn't mind, I will allow you to ask a few of your own. How does that sound?"
"Oh, my gosh, Miss Light, that would be amazing. Really?” May asked, now even more nervous but very enthusiastic.
"I'm serious. Now pay close attention and you'll learn a few things."
May followed Silvia as Mr. Marquette was introduced to them.
He was a strikingly handsome man and May thought he could be a model despite his older age. Tall, he had dark brown hair and deep green eyes.
She immediately had butterflies in her stomach at the sight of him. She felt herself blush and Mr. Marquette smiled. She noticed the dirty look she received from Silvia.
Silvia conducted the interview and May paid close attention to the line of questioning as well as the glances she received from Mr. Marquette. Self-consciously, May straightened her black wool skirt and clasped her hands in front of her on her lap.
Due to the cleavage now showing, she regretted wearing the deep purple blouse. As she nonchalantly pulled on it, Mr. Marquette watched her every move.
Just as Silvia was about to end the interview, Mr. Marquette directed his full attention toward May. “So, May, you're interested in journalism? What year are you in?” he asked and Silvia turned sideways in her chair re-crossing her legs and allowing her short skirt to reveal a bit too much thigh. With his attention solely on May, Mr. Marquette didn't even seem to notice.
"I'm a senior and doing my internship with the County Newspaper. Silvia was kind enough to let me tag along and observe this interview."
"That's fantastic. Do you have any questions for me?” He still didn't look at Silvia.
May asked a couple of questions that Mr. Marquette complimented her on and fully answered. Then Silvia abruptly ended the interview. Mr. Marquette rose from his chair and circled his desk, shaking hands with both May and Silvia.
May noticed he held her hand a bit longer than he had Silvia's, then winked at her. Smiling, she was fairly amused at the fact Mr. Marquette flirted with her.
Phillip wouldn't find it too amusing. He was the jealous type and she knew this would only make matters worse. She promised herself no one would hear a peep about it, except for her best friend.
May could only imagine what her future as a journalist would be. She was thrilled to think of the prospects and of all the interesting people she would meet. Human-interest stories interested her the most. Mr. Marquette had established quite a great organization to help troubled teens. She was not only impressed with his good looks but the fact he was wealthy and shared his wealth in providing assistance for those less fortunate in the community he lived in. That was impressive.
May left the building with Silvia who now seemed to stare back at May with daggers in her eyes.
May needed to deal with this internship and the pleasant personality of Ms. Silvia Light.
* * * *As Mr. Marquette picked up the phone on his desk, his thoughts were still on the gorgeous, young blonde just in his office. He had finally found the perfect one.
He waited with anticipation for the Master to pick up.
"Who is this?"
"I need to speak with the Master. I'm um ... ready to place an order,” Marquette stated.
"Who sent you?"
"Bradley."
"You understand how this works? You have a safe hiding place?"
Marquette had thought about this for a long time. He had everything planned out and his wife would be clueless. Right now, she was hysterical over their daughter's disappearance and really he didn't give a shit either way. Celina wasn't his, although his wife tried to pretend she was. The slut cheated on him at her bachelorette party. The whore!
"Yeah, I'm all set. I can have the cash ready immediately. Where do you want to meet?"
"Let's go over a few details first."
Twenty minutes later, Mr. Marquette hung up the phone. He was so excited. He couldn't wait. Just two days and she would be delivered to him.
He thought about all the wonderful plans he had in store for her. The blonde, so young and attractive. He nearly came in his pants when her blouse moved to the side revealing a bit too much cleavage. Then she was shy and blushed as she tried to hide it.
She was definitely a good girl, not some sleazy, ugly slut like his wife.
He should have divorced her ass as soon as he found out about the baby and the cheating. But too much was at stake. At that time, he still needed her family's business connections.
With his own secret hideaway and personal sex slave, he could act out every sexual fantasy and desire he had ever dreamed of.
Fuck my bitch of a wife. What good is she now? Never in the mood, never wanting to try something different in bed.
He took a deep breath, then smiled as he glanced at his reflection in the mirrored curio cabinet. He was quite handsome, had always been. His looks seemed to be more appealing the older he got.
Many women both young and old found him extremely attractive. He knew this and he worked out at the gym every day to help maintain a young man's physique. He fixed the designer tie, then glanced around his office. Top-notch view of the city, more money than he could ever spend in his lifetime, successful business, friends, anything and everything he could ever desire was at the touch of his fingertips.
He was on top of the world and soon he would have his queen. She was perfect, and he looked forward to all the fun he had in store for his little slave.
The best part was, if things got sticky with the cops or he got tired of the blonde, the Master would take care of it for a mere additional one hundred thousand dollars. He laughed out loud, thinking that money ruled the world and along with the power he now wielded, he was invincible.
Marquette continued smiling as he thought about the blonde.
Two days. Just two days.
* * * *Grace took one last look in the mirror, grateful that the cover-up hid the bruises well. They were nearly gone now. As usual, she wanted to look classy but sexy. If the Master would be at this party, she wanted to be sure to capture his attention.
She opted for her low-cut, slim-fitting, silk sweater, her knee-length lined black silk skirt with the high slit on the side and black high-heeled shoes. She wore a red garnet pendant that fell just shy of her cleavage, drawing attention exactly where she wanted.
It wasn't too risqué, but it would get the job done if the jerk showed up and revealed himself.
Grace made her way downstairs where Max waited.
* * * *Max took a deep breath as he eyed her and the outfit she wore.
He was angry, nervous, scared. There were so many emotions going through him, all he wanted to do was beat the crap out of someone. He had to remain calm and it wasn't an easy task as he absorbed Grace's choice of outfit and beauty. She was stunning and an overwhelming sense of fear filled his body.
He wanted to grab her, carry her back up to her bedroom and make love to her all day and all night, forget the party, forget the Master and just absorb each other and their bodies.
"I'm just about ready, so if you want, I'll call you when I'm ready to leave the party then meet you back here.” Grace transferred a few items from her large pocketbook to the small black one she planned on taking with her.
Max stood a few feet away from her.
"There's been a change of plans. We decided to plant a few undercover officers at the party for your safety."
Grace immediately looked up with her purse in one hand and the other hand on her hip. Even though she looked angry, Max didn't care.
"What? What if he sees them? He's too smart for this."
"He won't see them and you don't know what he's capable of, trained detective or not."
"So here we are back to this again. You're questioning my abilities, my training? I can handle this, Max."
"I'm not too sure, Grace. You've been through a lot, and with this guy knowing your past, he could use it against you. Try to break you."
Grace turned away from him.
Her uncle had told Max everything and when he tried to talk to her about it, she said she wasn't ready. He didn't want to push her about the past. The present was enough to currently handle. She hadn't seemed angry he was there when she received the file. The shock at the time was probably too much for Grace. She needed him and not as a cop working the same case she was, but as a man ... her man, her lover as his embrace protected her and consoled her from the pain.
Now, he wanted to continue to protect her, but she refused to accept that protection. She was back in police mode, a homicide detective on the hunt for a ruthless villain.
Max placed his hands on her shoulders.
"You don't have to...."
Grace immediately turned toward Max as if knowing what he would say and what his demands were.
"No, Max, I do need to do this. We have no face to this Master. He's our only connection and now Jasmine has gone missing. If there's the slightest chance he's after me and that he may reveal his identity, then I need to do this."
Max pulled her into his arms. His gaze roamed over her breasts then her face.
"You couldn't wear a turtleneck?” he asked sarcastically and she laughed.
He immediately pulled her closer and covered her lips with his own. His hand roamed over the soft silk then to the thigh-high slit. Moving his hand under the soft material on her upper thigh, he continued to her hipbone then cupped a cheek of her backside. He knew the gun in his holster wedged up against her hip as his mouth and tongue devoured her own.
Grace placed her hands against Max's chest as if trying to put some space between them, but he wouldn't allow it. He wanted to taste her, seduce her into staying right here in her apartment with him.
His mouth moved off of her lips to her cheek and chin. Her perfume consumed his nostrils as his tongue rolled across her throat.
"Oh, God, Max ... please stop. I have to go."
"Don't go."
He continued to try seducing her.
"I have to.” She firmly placed her hands against his cheeks and forced him to look into her eyes.
"You know I have to go. We can continue this later."
Attempting to fix her skirt, Grace took a step away, only to have Max pull her back against him.
He caressed her face with his hand, then cupped her chin. “Please be careful ... no heroics."
She smiled and he kissed her softly one last time.
* * * *Grace mingled at the party for a while, watching for anyone who could possibly fit the profile of their killer, the Master.
She had asked Uncle Ted about the guests who attended the party at the Marquettes and unfortunately he admitted to having a few too many drinks that night so his memory was fogged.
She had the distinct pleasure of speaking with the Marquettes, who also claimed not being able to recall everyone who was there.
Despite her questioning and suspicions that whoever abducted Celina may have attended one of their own parties, Grace noted Mr. Marquette seemed unaffected and actually smiled.
A waiter she thought she recognized caught her off-guard. He winked and she recognized him as one of Uncle Nick's detectives.
Grace felt frustrated as she recognized many big shot attorneys, politicians, and wealthy entrepreneurs. There were so many possible suspects. The killer could be any number of them and some even had blue eyes like the Master. She knew eye color alone wasn't enough to go by, but she hoped he would reveal himself soon.
"So, Grace Martin, we finally get to have a meal together."
Turning around, Grace was surprised to see Larry Sullivan. Then she remembered that he was very popular among the rich and famous in the community.
Half the people in the room used him for representation at one time or another.
She tried to keep her cool. “It's nice to see you, Larry. Are you enjoying the party?” She sipped her wine spritzer.
"I am now.” He was so bold as to caress her arm with the back of his hand.
Suddenly, Grace felt a chill. Larry was nothing but a flirt.
Instead of paying her full attention on Larry, Grace scanned the room. That's when she noticed Tommy. He was one of the undercover detectives pretending to be a guest. She should have known Max would make Tommy be at the party, especially since he couldn't do the undercover work himself. Everyone knew he was the lead detective on the case.
Grace was sure Tommy would relay everything back to Max.
"Actually, I didn't know that Ted was your uncle until recently. I've assisted a few of his clients in the past."
Larry moved closer as another couple walked by them. Even though they had plenty of room to pass, Larry took advantage of the situation.
Solid as a rock, his body wedged up against her chest, and the palm of his hand covered her hipbone as if he had every right to touch her.
Feeling Tommy's gaze on them, she glanced at him and the surprised look on his face.
Immediately, Grace stepped to the side. “Have you seen that amazing ice sculpture?” She moved away from Larry and tilted her head toward the other side of the room.
Larry looked in that direction and commented on the swan etched out of ice.
Simultaneously, she inhaled a familiar scent. She quickly looked into Larry's eyes.
They were dark green like emeralds.
She took in the sight of him, his build, his shoulders, height, weight.
No. The cologne was a coincidence. The eyes were different. She wasn't sure if Larry could be considered a suspect other than the fact he eyed her like a piece of meat.
Suddenly, she heard, “Grace, I have been trying to get across this room to you for half an hour. How are you?” Johnny kissed her cheek.
Grace was relieved her friend was there to rescue her.
"I'm great, Johnny, how are you? Usually, I'm bumping into you outside of a courtroom.” Grace smiled, then waited a moment. Johnny had blue eyes, a similar build to the guy at the club but wasn't wearing any cologne.
Damn it, this is ludicrous. I can't just make accusations based on nonsense. Clear your mind, Gracy. Pay close attention.
"Yeah, or in the police department by the elevator.” He smiled as he placed himself between Larry and Grace.
Grace tried to hide her uneasiness and took a sip from her glass.
"I didn't think I would see you here, Larry. I heard you were busy with numerous businesses nowadays. That's got to take up all your free time."
Grace wondered what other businesses Larry was involved in.
"It does keep me busy, but I promised Ted and Delores I would attend the party and now that Grace is here..."
Larry didn't finish his sentence. Instead, he eyed Grace then winked.
Johnny placed his arm across Grace's shoulders. “Grace has that affect on many men. There's not many detectives who look like her,” Johnny added, holding Grace.
It was obvious to her Johnny tried to make Larry think she and Johnny were involved.
Grace suddenly felt uncomfortable again even though she shouldn't. She'd known Johnny for years since he was friends with the family.
Grace looked up into Johnny's eyes and a lump formed in her throat.
His eyes were definitely deep blue like the Master's.
Once again, she ignored her instincts and refused to believe Johnny could possibly be the Master.
"Is that true, Grace?” Larry asked, but she had missed the whole conversation, still deep in thought that either of these men was capable of such atrocities.
"I'm sorry, what was the question?” Grace asked, then Larry repeated the story.
Johnny was talking about undercover work and Grace's black belt.
"You have no idea, Larry, what Grace is capable of. Espionage, undercover operations, disguises..."
"She's a regular James Bond, or maybe we should call her Jane Bond,” Larry suggested and Johnny laughed.
Grace was speechless. She was reading into everything they said, every word, every comment. Her thoughts went back to the Master and how she told him her name was Jane Bond, then the cologne, his blue eyes, his large, solid body and height.
Either man before her could fit the description. Damn it! Then she excused herself to retreat to the ladies’ room.
She needed air, to take a breather, or to maybe just get the hell out of there.
Two hours later, there was no sign of the Master or anyone Grace could tell Max to do surveillance on or follow. There was no concrete evidence or even a crumb of anything to warrant an investigation into either Johnny or Larry.
What would she tell Max? That Larry gave her the creeps because he hit on her constantly, touched her as if he had a right to and possibly wore the same cologne the Master did at the club? Or that Johnny had the same deep blue eyes as the Master? That they called her Jane Bond?
Shit! This was damn frustrating.
"Gracy, when did you arrive?” Aunt Delores asked as she approached Grace from behind.
"I've been here for over an hour. What a party, Aunt Delores."
Delores gave her a kiss on the cheek, then glanced around as if looking for Grace's escort.
"Where's your date?"
"I didn't bring one,” Grace responded, then wished she hadn't. Now her aunt would be introducing her to every single, available guy present.
"Oh ... well. Are you seeing anyone?” Aunt Delores asked.
Hesitating, Grace said, “Not really. Just casually...” She hoped her aunt would back off, but she just kept staring.
"Aunt Delores, is something wrong? Are you feeling all right?” Grace followed the direction her aunt was focused on.
Grace turned and was only able to catch a glimpse of a tall man making his way deeper into the crowd.
"Did you see someone you know and you want to talk to?” Grace now focused on her aunt's expression of shock and her sheer white complexion.
Aunt Delores looked at Grace. “No. Not someone of importance. I'm sure I'll be seeing him again."
Her aunt patted Grace's hand, then walked away, continuing to greet guests.
Grace had that uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach again, but she ignored it and decided to call it a night.
* * * *"Have you made your decision yet, Master? Luther is waiting for the final okay. He's outside the news building."
The Master stayed silent, not saying a word as he tried to organize his thoughts as well as his plan for Grace Martin.
He underestimated her and how ironic that Mr. Marquette had chosen Grace's sister as his personal sex slave. Even more ironic that Marquette's own daughter was a sex slave, as well.
The Master felt so confident, so untouchable. Thoughts of Celina Marquette entered his mind and he could see her luscious thighs, hear her screams for mercy as he trained her. He demanded perfection and perfect she would be or she would die.
She was coming around. Obeying him without a fight. Moaning ... even if it was out of pain, it still was beautiful music to his ears.
The Master had heard about the undercover bust operation through a close friend in the police department. Since the clubs weren't safe anymore, he had them cleared out immediately. They decided to grab May as she left work instead of sending the special invitation to the club.
The cops were headed to abandoned offices and buildings. The thought pleased the Master.
"Tell him to grab her but be careful. Bring her to the client's requested location. I have the money and everything is perfect.” The Master then hung up.
He had not a worry in the world because he was in control ... always.
Then there was Grace Martin, a goddess just waiting to be controlled. The Master was more certain than ever Grace was put on this earth—his earth—to serve him.
At first, she seemed tough, but she was still a woman.
Women are weak, good for one solitary purpose—to serve men. There are millions of women out there just waiting to be claimed by me, taught by me and desired by me. It is I, the Master, who makes the choice. Not just any woman will do. Forget the whores, the slut I took right by the front door. No, no, no.... A slave is special, unique and should pride herself in being offered the position.
He laughed.
Offered the position.... Gracy, Gracy, Gracy. Mmmmm, I can hardly wait to taste you.
* * * *The parking lot was dark and May was annoyed at Silvia as she spoke to her friend Erin on her cell phone.
"You should call Phillip, May. He'll meet you in the back and drive you to your car. Don't trust that bitch Silvia. She's still pissed about that Marquette guy. She's old and looks at you as competition for her job. You're beautiful, youthful, classy and intelligent. You're the bomb, May, and Silvia is an old lady."
May laughed, grateful her friend was helping to ease the current situation.
"I can't call him, Erin. He's already protective enough."
"Well be careful, May. I'll meet you at O'Maley's Restaurant in thirty minutes."
"I'll be there. Order me a Margarita on the rocks, extra salt. I'll need it."
Erin laughed, then she ended the call.
The second she did, that uneasy feeling immediately crept up inside her. What a bitch. She made me stay late on purpose and is now trying to deter me ... from being a journalist. She knew the light in this area of the parking lot was broken, yet she offered me her parking spot this morning. I should have known the bitch was up to something.
As she walked by a few cars, May took a deep breath. She could hardly make out her own vehicle all the way across the parking lot and near the front entrance of the building.
The bitch planned this, too. Her spot is right in front of the building and of course after nine o'clock in the evening, they lock that door. The only way out is the back entrance that leads to the back parking lot because that's where the peons park. Shit! I'm so stupid.
May looked around her, listening intently for any sounds of movement, squinting to see any moving shadows. She picked up her pace, walking faster to the car.
As she walked, she pulled out her car keys, placing one key between her fingers just in case.
The car was a few feet away when May glanced behind her but couldn't see anyone.
She quickly unlocked the car door and jumped inside, tossing her briefcase on the passenger's seat at the same time.
She immediately locked the doors, then leaned her head back against the headrest, laughing at her childish behavior. Her cell phone rang. Startled, she jumped, then laughed again as she reached over to grab her purse.
She never saw it coming, never felt his presence behind her and like a snake, he attacked with venom.
Struggling to breathe, kicking and screaming, she clawed at whatever her manicured fingers could touch. The car keys fell next to her thigh and she reached for them, struggling with all her strength to resist her attacker.
With a cloth over her mouth, May held her breath as she scratched at her attacker's face with the car keys.
"Bitch! Damn it!” The attacker used more strength, tried harder to control May.
Suddenly, she gasped for air, needing to take a breath. Overcome with panic, she inhaled the chloroform. Her arms fell to her sides. The keys landed on the driver's side floor under the seat. It was over, May lost.
* * * *Phillip closed his cell phone and sat in the patrol car with his partner, Dante. He took a deep breath and wondered why May hadn't answered his call. Could she already be at O'Malley's with Erin and her friends? There's no way Silvia let May out of work early. The woman had been hounding May to no end.
"What's the matter, Phillip?” Dante asked.
"She's not answering. Maybe she's at the restaurant and doesn't hear the ring.” Phillip had a bad feeling in his gut.
"Maybe it's just the reception. She's doing her internship at the County, right? That's not too far from here,” Dante suggested and Phillip smiled at his partner.
"Thanks, Dante. I just want to be sure she's safe. I have a bad feeling in my gut and it's not easing up. I've had it all afternoon.” Phillip then headed toward the highway, the quickest route to the industrial area and the newspaper building.
"It's love, Phillip, and if I had a woman who looked like May, I'd be worried all the time. Jealousy does that shit to a man. The thought of another guy touching his girl, kissing her or..."
"Shut up, Dante!"
Phillip stepped on the gas pedal and tried to remain calm. His partner was only making matters worse.
* * * *At home, Grace still worked on her computer. She hadn't heard from Max yet or the outcome of the club raids. She just prayed the Master hadn't managed to escape capture. Maybe one of the employees would talk or rat the Master out? Grace sighed, then glanced back at the files on her desk in her home office and her e-mail.
Grace felt guilty for investigating both Johnny and Larry, but they were her only suspects. No matter how she approached the information and interpreted it, she found ways to suspect both men. Both fit the profile.
Yes, Johnny is a prosecuting attorney, enjoys putting the bad guys behind bars and upholding the law, but he could have a secret life. Many serial killers are known to be married, have a family, attend church regularly, but it's all just a cover. They live two lives. He's the nice guy, the lawyer, the handsome, wealthy, likable man and no one would believe he would be capable of such deceit and violent acts. Ah ha ... guilty!
But then there's Larry ... scumbag defense attorney, creep, womanizer and way too touchy feely for my liking. He's bold arrogant, sneaky. A killer? Possibly. Handsome ... popular ... well known in his field ... rich, powerful ... he wouldn't even have to pay for sex since women probably throw themselves at him. But still there's a creepy side to him, unnerving, scary, possibly a violent side ... guilty! Damn it! It's no use. I'm making myself crazy.
Looking at the clock, Grace noticed it was nearly ten in the evening.
She thought about who the Master could be from an investigative standpoint. Maybe she was focusing on it being someone who really wasn't. She recalled her training and education.
The Master wanted to dominate and feel in control. Not only did he enjoy having sex slaves for himself and engaging in sexual fantasies, he also sought it as a lucrative business. Others were interested in the same thing. However, killing someone took a certain type of personality.
There was no way these people who purchased sex slaves from the Master killed the women themselves. It was a sick and twisted thought, but Grace came to the conclusion the Master had to be offering the added service of removal.
She swallowed hard and tried not to focus on the details of such acts. Instead, she thought of the personality associated with such an individual. From the various textbooks she had read and Practical Homicide courses she had taken, such an individual could be labeled a sexual predator. The individual craved sexual aggression, domination, and control. The individual was aroused at the thoughts of fantasies with sexual aggression. He thrived on behavior that was considered socially forbidden, disapproved and ridiculed in society.
The Master was a classic, organized offender. He was smart, cunning and resourceful, and planned each detail of his acts including the murders themselves.
The victims had to have known him in order for him to have gotten so close. There were the common factors of their physical appearance, their education, social status, and connection to the clubs. The Master knew these women were into some form of sexually deviant behavior. They weren't going to the club just to have a few drinks.
He played on this poor decision on their part and used it to entice them into attending a visit to the club. She picked up a copy of the special invitation the Master sent to his victims. If they accepted the invitation and showed up, it was as if they accepted their destiny to be a sexual slave.
Her stomach quivered at the thought of such cunning and deceit. She then wondered how the Master could trust his clients to keep their mouths shut about the slaves and his removal services. She assumed the fear of their sexually deviant behavior and the fact they paid for such a service would end their life.
The phone rang, interrupting her thoughts.
"Hello!"
"Grace.... It's Max. Don't leave the house. Is anyone there with you?” Max sounded agitated, out of breath.
"No. What's wrong, Max? You're scaring me."
"Just stay put. I sent a patrol car over to your house. I'll be there in ten minutes."
"No, Max, tell me what's wrong. You sound worried. Should I be scared?” Grace took a deep breath, then looked around her home office, then to the doorway. The sanctity of silence and having the evening to herself suddenly turned into dread and worry. She didn't want to panic.
"Don't be scared, baby, just be on guard. The raid went bad. He knew about everything. There was nothing, no one. It was a mess."
"The Master found out ahead of time?"
"Yeah and.... I'll talk to you when I get there. Is the patrol officer there yet?"
Grace took out her revolver and kept her finger on the safety.
"What, Max, what are you not telling me?"
"Is the patrol officer there yet?"
Max raised his voice and Grace stood from her desk. She walked toward the window that overlooked the driveway. There weren't any lights or movement. Then she saw the headlights and a patrol car made its way up her driveway.
"He's here now."
Max released an uneasy breath. “I'll be there in five minutes. Wait for him to come upstairs to you."
Grace hung up and waited.
* * * *"Oh, my God, no! Not my sister. Not May.” Grace shook her head and pulled away from Max. She refused to believe that the Master went after May. Crazy thoughts went through her head. Each image was more extreme than the next. No, this can't be happening. Why May? Why my sister? The Master won't get away with this.
"Forensics is all over the crime scene. Phillip was worried about May and went to check on her at the news building. He was too late. The person who did this screwed up, Grace,” Max stated.
Grace immediately spun her body to face Max. “What do you mean?"
"Forensics found her keys with blood on them. More than likely they belong to the person who attacked her. He also left behind a rag that they're assuming had chloroform on it and lots of prints. Your sister put up a hell of a fight."
As Grace absorbed the information, she covered her mouth with her hands. The tears ran down her cheeks. She was scared but would do anything to keep her sister alive.
Max took a step closer, and when Grace didn't resist, he pulled her into his arms. Grace held him tight, laying her head against his solid chest. Max consoled her, caressed her hair and promised to do everything he could.
"What do we do now?” Slowly, Grace stepped away from Max and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.
"You go ... be with your family. Your aunt and uncle need you now. They have to know you're safe, Gracy."
Grace put up her hand, then turned away from Max.
She placed the gun in its holster, adjusted it to her hip and gathered her things.
"Gracy..."
"He's done this on purpose. He wants me, so let him come."
Max was immediately filled with anger. Clenching his fists at his side, he seemed to try to maintain some control.
Grace was upset. She wasn't thinking clearly. He would react the same way, want revenge, lash out.
"Gracy, please.... Don't do this. I know you're upset..."
Grace spun back toward Max. “You don't know anything. You don't know how this feels. What it's like to be a.... “She couldn't complete her sentence.
"A prisoner? Held captive against your will?” Max finished for her.
Grace looked up at him.
"You're right.... I don't know how that feels. But if we want to catch this guy, to save your sister and maybe the others, then you need to listen to me and do what I say. Don't get angry ... get even!"
"I'm not going to just sit around and do nothing."
"You won't be. As soon as they run those fingerprints through the system, we're going to do what we do best and find this perp fast."
"You promise not to withhold information from me? You'll tell me right away if something bad happens to..."
Max took Grace's hands into his own and brought them to his chest.
"I promise, baby. We'll do this together. Now you need to be with your family, Gracy."
* * * *The command post was set up in the uptown precinct where Uncle Nicholas worked. Grace was fully involved with the investigation. There was no way she would sit at home and not do her job. She was tired but knew with each hour that passed the chances of finding May and saving her got slimmer.
Tommy was able to run the prints from May's car and find the name of the person responsible for abducting May.
Luther Sanchez was the name on file in the police department records. From three years ago. Tommy and the other detectives were only able to find a garage he used to work at as of a year ago. Exactly twelve months ago, Luther received his last paycheck.
Grace's cell phone rang and she was grateful it was one of her informants. To save her sister's life, she would do anything, illegal or not.
"You owe me big time, Vegas, and I mean big time,” the Cajun said, and then began laughing in his deep, raspy voice.
The Cajun was resourceful and knew just about everything that happened on the streets concerning the criminal element. If he didn't know, he could find out. The tougher and more secretive the information, the higher the price was, either in money or other things he felt were of value.
"Tell me what you got and if it's good enough, I'll double your pay,” Grace replied. The Cajun couldn't talk fast enough.
Grace wrote down the address, number and description of the hideout location.
Just as Grace closed the phone and stood from her desk, Max and Tommy entered.
"I got him! Here's the address where Luther Sanchez, Ramos, Holiday, blah, blah, blah is hiding out. This shit head has so many aliases, it's not funny. But he's here."
Max walked closer to Grace, appearing shocked she was able to find anything so huge.
"Holy shit, Grace, how the hell did—"
Grace put up her hand. “Don't ask."
Tommy and Max eyed her suspiciously.
"Tommy, get directions to this place."
"I know where it is, Max. I'll show you guys. We'll have to move in slowly, so we don't spook him into running..."
"You're not going anywhere,” Max said.
"What?"
"I can't risk you getting hurt. You'll be safe here and besides, your uncle needs you."
"My uncle can handle things here. I want to be there when you find May."
"You know better than I do that May won't be with Luther. As you said days ago, Luther is the lightweight, the one the Master uses to abduct the women. Now we need to bring Luther in and see if we can get him to talk. Tell us who the Master really is."
"I'll get him to talk. Let me at him first. You'll really be impressed.” Grace had her fists at her sides.
Max moved closer and held Grace by the shoulders. “You did great, baby, but if we want this to stick, have Luther and the Master go away forever then we need to follow protocol. You don't want some lawyer coming in destroying our evidence claiming illegal police procedures. Stay here."
Grace understood what Max said. She could respect that even though she didn't like it. But she wouldn't be the reason why charges against Luther and the Master wouldn't stick. She took a deep breath.
"You're right. Be careful and bring him in, alive."
Max smiled. He glanced behind to be sure no one would see, then he kissed her lightly on the lips.
"Remind me never to mess with you.” He smiled.
Grace smiled back and Max left the room.
* * * *Grace walked down the hallway to her uncle's office. Uncle Nicholas was staring out the window and running his fingers through his hair.
"Hey.” Grace spoke softly as she opened the door, entered the office and closed it behind her.
When he turned around, he looked more worried and scared than she had ever seen him before. “Hi, sweetheart. Good work on tracking down Luther.” He walked by his desk and leaned against the front of it.
"This waiting is killing me,” Grace replied and his facial expression remained the same.
"How are you holding up?"
"I'm fine. I just want May back safe and sound."
"I just can't believe this is happening."
"I'm sorry he went after her. If it could be me instead—"
Uncle Nicholas cut her off, moving closer and pulling her into an embrace. “No, no, no. Don't say such a thing. We'll find her and bring her home safe. Everything is going to be fine."
Just then, they heard a knock at the door. Phillip stood there looking just as worried and upset. Grace and Uncle Nicholas said hello to Phillip and she hugged him.
"I heard about Luther, but Lieutenant Mathews wouldn't let me tag along."
"It's better that way, son. The three of us would only want to wring Luther's neck. Let Max and the others handle this,” he told Phillip.
"I just heard some disturbing news from one of the detectives. He said that when he was questioning May's friend, she said Mr. Marquette was hitting on May during that interview she went on a few days ago. They want to go question him,” Phillip said.
"Celina's father?” Grace was shocked.
"Yeah. They're on their way."
She headed toward the door.
"Grace, stay out of it!” her uncle yelled after her.
"I can't. I have a right to be there. It's my job to find Celina.” Grace headed toward the other office, grabbed her purse and was at the door about to leave.
"Where are you going, Grace?” Tommy asked.
"I have to make a house call,” Grace replied, heading out of the office.
* * * *Half an hour later, Max dragged Luther through the office to an interrogation room.
"Put him in Room Two and watch him,” Max commanded one of the detectives.
"So that's the slime ball?” Tommy asked.
"Yep. Where's Gracy?” Max asked.
"She went to the Marquettes."
"What? Alone?"
"She's fine. I called ahead, gave the detectives the heads up. Apparently, May's friend said that Mr. Marquette was hitting on May at an interview a few days ago. I'm waiting on an update."
"Holy crap. Do you think that sick bastard is our guy?” Max asked.
"Either that or he was a client placing an order for May,” Tommy replied and Max's cell phone rang.
"Put out an APB on him and start searching. Have his wife continue to call his cell phone. I'll have Tommy work on getting a search warrant to retrieve Mr. Marquette's home, office, and cell phone records."
Max ended the call.
"I heard, boss. I'm on it.” Tommy quickly headed toward his desk.
* * * *Grace was disgusted. After everything she had done for the Marquettes, it turned out that somehow Mr. Marquette was involved.
If he hurt May, she would kill him with her bare hands and suffer the consequences later.
Just then, Grace's cell rang, interrupting her plans to become a vigilante. She answered the phone.
"What do you think you're doing?” Max asked.
Grace smiled. “When you just called? I was actually contemplating becoming a vigilante. Other than that, I'm at my wit's end. Please tell me you have something more for me to work on."
"You shouldn't be out there alone. We can't find Mr. Marquette and we still don't know who the Master is. Your uncle said for you to head to your aunt Delores’ house. Your aunt Leeann is there and he thought maybe you could stay with her for a while."
"Definitely. I'm on my way there now. Keep me updated, please?"
"You know I will, baby. We're close, I can feel it,” Max stated before hanging up the phone.
* * * *"I won't do it! Don't involve me. I can't believe it's you ... I...."
"Oh, Mother.... You will do as I say or the police will receive an anonymous call about your involvement in your own brother's murder."
Delores gasped in horror. Tears filled her eyes. Her body began to shake, and she fell into the leather chair behind the mahogany desk.
"Hm, hm, hm."
The low, wicked laugh filled her ears, and she covered her mouth with her hand.
"Speechless, Mother?"
"I don't know what you are talking about and I don't care to be threatened."
"I don't give a shit. You do know what I am talking about. Asking for ransom money for your poor little niece. The one your brother didn't leave to you in his will? Very clever."
"I deserved that money and would have needed it to support Gracy. She's special."
"Don't I know it. Now she's mine. I want her. You will do as I say or everyone will know what you did. They'll find out how you contacted Grace's father's killer, made a plan to split the money."
"Then I will tell them all about you ... my bastard son!” Delores yelled into the receiver.
"What about the trust fund, Mother? The one Grace's grandfather left to her. The one you've been using over the years to support your spending habits. Think of Grace as a payoff. You're good at that. She's my little souvenir and the last thing you'll ever owe me."
"I've more than paid my dues with you. Your education, your clothes, food for your family."
"What family? While you continued your prominent life with the rich and famous, I lived in the suburbs. The woman who raised me was a maid, a professional servant to someone like you."
Delores thought about Esther, the kind maid she and her mother paid off to raise her illegitimate child in order to secure a prominent future so two wealthy and powerful families could merge.
Delores and Ted's marriage had a foundation based on business instead of love. What did they have to show for it thirty-five years later? Now they slept in separate bedrooms, had separate lives, separate friends and were only together on business-related occasions.
Money healed her, kept her going, kept her in this lifestyle.
"Did you hear me, Mother?"
"I have to go."
"Not so fast. You'll do as I say and your secrets will remain secrets. Perhaps if I offer you money, my proposal would be more appealing?” He laughed again, low and deep and Delores cringed.
In her mind, she wondered how much he would offer.
"Be ready.” He hung up the phone.
Delores placed the phone down on its base, then ran her fingers through her hair. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror that hung to the right side of the desk. It was full-length and an obvious sign of her husband's narcissism.
She looked old, tired, worn out. The thought of going to prison at her age made her contemplate suicide. She could kill herself right now and no one would know why. She wouldn't be an accessory to an old murder or a new one for that matter, and more importantly, she would finally sever the strings to her bastard son. He was evil, living a vulgar lifestyle, selling off women as sex slaves, killing them once they were used up. He was heartless and deserved to die a miserable death.
Delores sat up straighter in the chair.
She pulled a legal writing pad from the desk drawer, then took a ballpoint pen and began to write.
* * * *Grace was at her aunt Delores’ explaining everything going on in the case and consoling Leeann. Grace couldn't help but feel responsible for what happened to May.
Then to make matters worse, Aunt Delores didn't seem to be taking things very well. White as a ghost, she looked like she would pass out at any moment.
The hours dragged, and Grace got Leeann to go to bed for awhile only after promising to wake her with any new updates no matter how small.
"Gracy ... I love you. You know that Nicholas and I love you.” Leeann had tears in her eyes.
"I love you, too. We're going to bring May home safe and sound. You'll have your daughter back.” Grace swallowed hard.
Leeann took Grace's hand.
"I know and my two daughters will be with their parents. We'll be a family again."
Grace embraced Leeann.
* * * *May slowly opened her eyes. She was tired and uncertain where she was. Then she recalled the events that took place earlier and being attacked in her car. Filled with panic, she glanced around the room. Her head felt heavy and the dizziness increased in a whirl as she brought her hand to her forehead. She realized she was lying on a bed just as she heard the voice.
"My little kitten has awoken."
May was shocked. “Mr. Marquette?"
He sat down beside her on the bed and as if in slow motion, she felt the bed dip down from his weight as she tried to focus on his face. She blinked her eyes numerous times in an attempt to clear her head and her vision. The fear and then anger that he was responsible for the attack filled her mind. What is he up to?
"Ahhh, I love the way you say my name. I think that is what I'll have you call me, my little kitten."
May wondered what the hell he was talking about. Little kitten?
His hand touched hers, then he glided it along her forearm up to her shoulder.
She pulled away and his facial expression changed. He grabbed both her arms and leaned down closer to her body. He was a large man, thin but strong, and she felt bruises forming as his fingers dug deeper into her arms.
"Don't pull away from me. There are rules we have to establish."
"What rules? What are you talking about? Why are you doing this, Mr. Marquette?"
He smiled at her but still held her firmly. May was so scared, the dizziness and the weak feeling were diminishing with each touch and word spoken by Mr. Marquette.
In her mind, May planned her moves. “I'm sorry, I don't know what rules you're talking about."
He smiled, then softened his hold on her arms. May knew if she cooperated, he would probably let down his guard. She waited and listened to him as he spoke.
"Rule Number One, you always do as I command.” He let go of one arm and caressed her cheek with his right hand.
"Rule Number Two, always answer me with ‘Yes, sir.’ If you don't, you will be punished.” He leaned his face closer to May's with his lips nearly touching hers. She feared he would force himself on her before he got all the rules out. The look in his eyes was evil and scary. The fear of dying entered her mind.
"You are my prisoner, my ... sex slave,” he whispered, then kissed her lips.
Sex slave? Oh, my God! What the hell is he talking about?
The fear was enormous and May knew she needed to stop him. Swiftly, she wrapped her arm around his neck and simultaneously swung her leg over his waist. In one motion, she had him in a headlock, then on his knees on the floor beside the bed.
Mr. Marquette fought hard, but May was well trained. All the self-defense courses and private instructions made her ready. As he fought back, May used her skill and technique, landing blow after blow against her abductor.
He was stronger, but she wanted to live. Fearfully, she scanned the room hoping for some kind of weapon. As he kicked and pushed his body weight against her own May grabbed the solid brass urn from the side table. Without so much as a second thought, she smashed it across his body and his head. Mr. Marquette slumped down to the floor.
"Take that ... sir!” she stated as her body shook profusely at what just occurred.
* * * *Grace tossed and turned in the guest room. There was no way she could sleep knowing her sister was out there, a prisoner to some insane pervert. Every time she closed her eyes, thoughts of her own experience combined with the case crime scene photos filled her vision. Finally, at three o'clock in the morning, Grace received a call from Max.
"Did you find her?” Grace asked, sounding exhausted.
"We found her, baby. We found your sister."
Grace released a sigh of relief, then began to cry.
"Where is she? Is she all right? Is Uncle Nicholas with her?"
"She's at the hospital. She's fine. Actually, she's more than fine. She fought Marquette hard, tied him up, and called 911 for assistance. We got the call and headed to the location. Forensics is going through the place right now."
"Do you think Marquette is the Master, the killer?"
"He claims he's innocent and that he was just in the market for a sexual partner, someone who shared similar fantasies to his."
"That sick bastard. Did he touch her? Did he hurt her at all?” Grace asked.
"He never got that far. Your sister is pretty tough."
"She's a cop's daughter, just like me. We've taught her well. I'm going to freshen up, then tell Leeann and Aunt Delores the news. My aunt isn't taking this whole situation very well. She's acting really strange. I keep catching her staring at me. Anyway, I'll be there soon."
"I sent a car to pick you up, that way I can take you home later."
"Sounds good. I'll go tell Leeann and catch up with you later."
Grace hung up the phone and fell back down onto the bed a moment. Her whole body was filled with relief.
She smiled and rose from the bed. She freshened up in the bathroom, then opened her bedroom door. The mansion was quiet, and for a second, it was almost eerie. She walked down the hallway. Leeann's room was just around the corner.
When Grace heard the floor squeak, she froze where she was. Someone was by the staircase.
Slowly, Grace made her way down the hallway and to the stairs but not before grabbing a large ceramic lamp from a long, narrow table in the hallway.
Grace tried to relax her breathing. There's no way the killer could be here in my aunt's house. No way.
She was just about to confront the intruder. With her arms raised above her head holding the lamp high, she jumped in front of the staircase.
The loudest screech echoed and filled the air, banging off the walls and the cathedral ceilings.
Luckily, Grace never used her weapon. She identified the intruder as Aunt Delores before she could attack.
Aunt Delores grabbed the railing with one hand while her other hand lay flat against her chest. Gasping for air, she was still in shock. Grace immediately put down the lamp and assisted her aunt.
"I'm so sorry, Aunt Delores. I thought you were an intruder."
"Thank God you didn't hit me with that thing. It's an original and worth over one hundred thousand dollars.” Her aunt was still out of breath.
Grace laughed as she held her aunt around the waist and told her the good news.
"That's wonderful, Gracy.” Aunt Delores closed her eyes. Once again, it struck Grace how bad her aunt appeared.
"Aunt Delores, are you feeling all right? You look pale.” Grace held her close.
"I'm not feeling well at all. Can you help me to my room? I have to lie down and rest a while. I'm sorry I won't be able to go to the hospital with you. Give May my best, will you?"
"Don't worry, I will. You just rest. This has been very traumatic."
Grace walked Aunt Delores to her room. At first, she was afraid she may wake Uncle Ted, but then she remembered her aunt and uncle slept in separate rooms. That always disturbed May about their relationship.
Uncle Ted and Aunt Delores weren't very close and Grace recalled Uncle Nicholas stating that Carl's sister married for money, not for love. Grace helped her lie down on the bed.
"Should I take off your shoes or help you get undressed?” Grace asked.
"No, dear. I'll stay dressed and ready just in case."
Grace smiled.
Aunt Delores took her hand. “Be safe, Gracy. I love you like a daughter, you know that, right?” Aunt Delores began to cough. Grace instantly became worried. Her aunt wasn't that old. Could she be sick and not saying anything because of the current situation?
"Aunt Delores, are you well? Should I call a doctor?"
Aunt Delores smiled. “I'll be fine. Don't be silly. Now go tell your mother the news and give May a kiss for me."
Grace kissed her aunt on the forehead and made her way out of the bedroom. She was headed toward Leeann's room, still feeling concerned for her aunt. She would ask Leeann what to do.
Not focusing on anything around her, the intruder struck.
Powerless, Grace couldn't see a thing. Everything was black. Something was slipped over her head and face.
She pushed and kicked hard, causing her attacker to hit the hallway table and knock over something, shattering it, most probably her aunt's expensive lamp.
Strong arms wrapped around her body, lifting her in the air, and she realized she was being carried somewhere.
The crash was loud and would surely wake the other members of the household.
She tried to scream but nothing came out of her mouth. Her body felt weak and her mind dizzy. The stairs. She was being carried down the stairs.
In an instant, she was unconscious.
* * * *The mansion filled with police and detectives. Max and Tommy walked into Aunt Delores’ bedroom while forensics took pictures and dusted for fingerprints.
A white substance lined Delores’ mouth.
"Either she took something, or our killer poisoned her,” Tommy said as the technicians finished up.
Max was concerned for Grace's life. There had to be a clue left behind by the killer. Grace's life depended on it. He had to stay focused despite the lack of sleep and the continuous nonstop events since yesterday. He wondered how the killer got the jump on Grace. How did he get into the house undetected?
Max pulled on the disposable rubber gloves and moved closer to Delores’ body. He prayed they'd missed something. Something that would tell them where the Master took Gracy.
He squinted, his eyes noting the way Delores’ hand held her sweater closed against her chest. Then he saw it. A tiny piece of yellow peeked out below the purple cashmere.
"Hey, Lucky, you get a picture of this?” Max asked the technician and the photographer took another picture. Max then removed the yellow paper.
It actually was multiple, long pages, revealing not only Delores's hidden secrets and sins but also those of the Master, her illegitimate son.
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Chapter 11The room in the cottage was set up perfectly. There were bars on the windows and bolts on every door. Snow was falling at record speed. He couldn't have planned this night better if he tried. It was as if someone watched over him, and the blizzard that came in by surprise was the icing on the cake. There was no way the detectives could venture out in weather like this.
His plan was foolproof. He had carefully planned for this day and for his future with his queen. Months of weekend visits stocking up on all the necessities was a thrilling time for him. The anticipation alone was enough to drive him crazy. He was losing his patience when suddenly his destiny appeared and fate led him the rest of the way. He smiled as he glanced at his sleeping beauty. Grace represented so much in his life. She was his past, his present, and his future. There was no doubt in his mind Grace was created for him.
He recalled his teenage years and the longing to have his mother's love. He followed her every move, watched the beautiful young woman who visited from time to time that he later found out was Delores's niece. He was smarter than anyone had ever given him credit for.
He approached his mother, demanding an explanation, then demanding money and retribution to keep his mouth shut. Meanwhile, he had been creating the ultimate plan of revenge. It was a shame that Grace had left the state but then again the business venture surfaced and he realized just how much power he would have. The more money, the more power, the more control he possessed.
The fact Grace returned and as a homicide detective investigating women he was responsible for abducting was satirical in its own way.
Then when she showed up at the club dressed in leather, obviously working undercover, he couldn't resist temptation. He took a chance calling her by her name, but the power he held enforced his invincibility.
The pieces just seemed to fall into place. The more he learned about Grace Elizabeth Martin, the more he knew she would complete him.
The refrigerator and pantry were stocked with enough food to live out there for months. They would pass the time together, getting to know one another slowly, intimately as only lovers could do.
He wasn't a fool. He knew she would resist at first. After all, she was brainwashed into thinking his mother cared about her. Delores was a self-centered, worthless bitch. He looked at Grace again with some concern that she may fight her fate and resist their destiny to be one.
If Grace attempted to escape, she would freeze to death.
He smiled wide. There would be no escape.
He thought about his old life one final time. Remembering the power, the control, the money he made now safely in various accounts overseas. After the investigation into Grace's abduction slowed down, they would leave the country and start their new life together. By then, she would surely be compliant.
The firewood crackled in the large stone fireplace behind him and in the distance, he could hear the snowplows way down the mountain.
They weren't headed anywhere near the cottage. It was nearly nonexistent.
The Master grabbed the two hundred dollar bottle of wine along with two glasses and headed to Grace's room.
His lovely prize lay sleeping on the king-size bed in the master suite. Her wrists were tied with enough rope so she could move around and be somewhat comfortable. He longed for the day he wouldn't have to restrain her. The day she embraced him willingly with every inch of her body.
Not to say that he would wait that long to have her or claim her as his own. He smiled, then placed the bottle of wine on the table and began to open it.
He thought about the 2004 Far Niente Cabernet Sauvignon vintage, a plush wine with balanced tannins that had an underlying silkiness. Harvested between mid-September and early October. Aged in new French oak for seventeen months, the results were mouth watering. This was a special wine for a very special occasion.
He glanced toward the bed as he heard the movement.
Grace slowly opened her eyes.
He watched as her long thick eyelashes fluttered open multiple times.
* * * *Grace jumped at the realization she was a prisoner and even more shocked to find out who the Master really was.
"Gracy, you've awakened just in time. A few more minutes for the wine to breathe, then we can celebrate our beginning."
"You! You're the Master?” Grace asked in shock.
Larry Sullivan smiled wide.
* * * *"I can't believe this! I can't believe what I'm hearing, Max.” Nicholas, Leeann, and May stood inside his office with the phone speakers on. May had been released from the hospital after a full exam. Phillip stayed out in the hallway with the other detectives waiting for the next order from Max.
"It's all here in the letter Delores wrote. She admitted to her illegitimate child, and making a deal with Carl and Sherry's killer to get ransom money from all of you. Plus the money left by Grace's grandfather in his will to Grace and how Delores used it to support her son, her spending habits and extravagant lifestyle. Apparently, her son tried to get her to help him capture Grace,” Max said as Tommy drove the unmarked Crown Victoria through the snow.
"I can't believe he's her son, that he's the killer. You checked his house, his condo, every place?” Nicholas asked, full of concern for Grace. It was obviously heart wrenching to lose one daughter and have her returned only to lose his other.
"His house is clean, cleared out. We were checking every floor when we found a locked door to the basement. Celina was there, barely alive. Sanchez is talking. He gave up Jasmine's location, as well. Now we have to find out where Sullivan is, where he's taken Gracy.” Max released another uneasy breath.
"Please move fast. Find her, Max, please find my daughter."
Max promised he would.
* * * *"This is crazy. How many fucking places does this guy own?” Tommy asked as dispatch patched through a call from Detective Jeffreys and the others working the case.
"One more location in the suburbs. It's about twenty minutes north of where you are,” Jeffreys responded, then gave Max the location.
"It's like trying to find a needle in a haystack. It's probably empty like the others.” Tommy shook his head in frustration.
"Maybe not. If you notice, Sullivan did leave a lot of valuable things at the other places. He didn't expect us to figure out who he was so soon. I'm sure he didn't think his mother would ever give him up, write a full confession or commit suicide by drug overdose.
"He's got to be around here somewhere. We have the APB out. The airports, train and bus stations are all covered. The story is all over the news. He won't take the chance of being seen. Besides, he used the chloroform on Grace in order to abduct her. He's not going to lug her around."
"Let's hope you're right. Because we're trailing a parade of patrol cars behind us and this damn snow isn't letting up. I think the forecasters were wrong. This is a goddamn blizzard,” Tommy said
They were barely able to see more than twenty feet in front of the car. The snow came down heavier and the police cars were getting stuck in the road.
"We're all going to get stuck,” Tommy complained as he slowed the car down to twenty miles per hour.
Max rolled his window down a little and could hear snowmobiles in the distance. He got an idea. He called in to dispatch and asked to be connected to the local highway department. Ten minutes later, a large plow truck was leading the way to Sullivan's house in the woods.
Max warned the snowplow driver to stop at the bottom of the roadway before Sullivan's house. He didn't want to tip off Sullivan that they had found him.
The large truck stopped.
"How the hell are we going to get up to the house?” Tommy pulled his coat tighter against him. “We're not exactly dressed for hiking in the snow."
"I'm not planning on hiking in the snow. Did you hear those snowmobiles in the distance? We're going to ride most of the way up, then hike the rest of the way."
"That's your fucking plan, Max? We'll freeze our goddamn asses off before we even reach the front door."
"No, we won't. We've got the extra police jackets and bulletproof vests in the trunk, and so do the other guys. All we need are the snowmobiles."
"You're crazy ... psycho! Thank God you're one of the good guys,” Tommy added.
Max was in serious mode as he got out of the car to tell the others.
* * * *Larry began to untie one of Grace's wrists. He left the other one tied to the bedpost.
Grace's head throbbed, and her mind was still a bit fuzzy from the chloroform.
As Larry poured the glasses of wine and smiled wide, she watched him.
"Our first celebration drink, darling, before the big night."
"What big night?” Grace asked, not being able to register Larry Sullivan's words or intentions.
He laughed softly as he placed Grace's fingers over the stem of the half full wineglass, helping her hold it. “Our first night together, darling."
Grace threw the glass at him, smashing it against his shoulder. Then she attempted to get up off the bed.
Her right wrist remained tied to the post and her legs were wobbly. Too late, she realized she had her back to the Master.
Larry grabbed hold of her hair, forcing her back onto the bed. With the additional pressure on her wrist, she cried out in pain, realizing the snap she heard was the sound of it breaking.
"That was expensive wine, Grace. You'll pay for that."
Blood showed through Larry's blue dress shirt. His eyes were dark blue, bloodshot and full of rage.
Grace recalled the Master having blue eyes but Larry had green eyes at the party.
Swinging at him with her good hand, she made contact with his face. He retaliated by grabbing her throat and straddling her hips. He was heavy on top of her.
She couldn't breathe. He was choking her so hard. Was he going to kill her? Suddenly, he released his hands from her neck and grabbed hold of her good wrist. His focus remained on the walls. Then she assumed he must have heard something, because he quickly pulled Grace up with him.
He untied her hand when she realized what the sound was.
Abruptly, he pulled Grace from the bed, grabbed his coat, then yanked it on. Pulling a gun from the pocket of his black parka, he wedged it against Grace's side.
"Let's go.” He walked through the bedroom into another room where a small light stayed on in the corner.
Pulling Grace along with him, he turned off the remainder of the lights.
They could hear the snowmobiles coming closer.
Larry pulled her toward the back door and small porch. There was nothing but darkness, and a full moon illuminated the night sky. The snowflakes were huge and falling fast. Grace could feel them covering her hair, her eyelashes and body. Instantly, she was cold.
They heard the snowmobiles coming closer, then they abruptly stopped. Soon there was nothing but silence and the sound of snowflakes hitting Larry's jacket. It was incredibly eerie to hear such silence and the fear of dying soon followed.
Grace tried to pull away, but Larry pulled her against him.
"Not a sound or I'll kill you, then your whole family."
Grace swallowed hard. He grabbed her broken wrist and held it tight. The pain was excruciating. She cried out, falling to her knees.
"Shhhh!” he demanded, pulling her back up and against him with his face against hers. He kissed her skin, then licked the snowflakes on her rosy red cheeks.
Grace shuddered in disgust. She tried to pull away, but he squeezed her broken wrist tighter. Grace couldn't help crying in agony against his jacket. Her teeth chattered. Her body shook. Then she felt his lips against her hair on the top of her head. “Soon, my special one ... soon we will be alone."
They listened while Grace felt nauseous from the pain of the broken bone. The cold snow numbed her whole body. She was only wearing a sweater, a pair of dress pants and black leather dress boots. Her toes were frozen. In her mind, she begged for warmth.
Larry pulled her along with him toward a shed.
Suddenly, he stopped. Footsteps were heard, then the sounds of voices and banging doors.
On the side of the shed, another snowmobile sat covered with a tarp.
Again, Grace tried to pull away from him, but Larry pistol-whipped her across the cheek. When she tried to knock the gun from his hands, Larry pulled the trigger. The shot rang out, missing both of them. Larry quickly started the engine to the snowmobile.
* * * *Inside the house, Max, Tommy, and the others realized Larry and Grace weren't there. Then they heard the gunshot.
Max ran through the back door just barely catching the sound of Grace screaming in pain.
"Over there, Tommy, come on!"
They raced through the snow.
He heard the roar of a snowmobile engine and he cursed when he realized Larry might escape with Grace as his prisoner.
* * * *Larry grabbed Grace and pulled her onto the snowmobile. She threw herself over the side, landing in the cold snow.
"Stupid bitch! Get up here!"
"Stop right there!” Max yelled in the distance.
"Police! Don't move!” Tommy yelled.
Larry pointed the gun in their direction and fired multiple times into the darkness.
Screaming in fear, Grace tried to grab the gun from Larry's hand.
Larry pulled Grace over his lap, then pressed the gas button on the handlebars. The snowmobile jolted forward and the gun fell out of Larry's hand as he tried to regain control of the snowmobile.
About to fall against the rotating tracks of the snowmobile, Grace screamed. The engine whined, and the snow splattered up against her cheeks, stinging her. Larry pulled her up. He still hadn't regained control of the snowmobile.
Using all her strength to pull herself up, Grace then grabbed the brake on the other side of the handlebars.
Larry wouldn't give in and he kept his hand on the gas button, determined to keep the snowmobile in motion. They were headed toward the woods and back in the direction of the house.
Screaming in pain, Grace pulled the steering wheel with all her might one last time. Larry tried to stop her and Grace flew off the snowmobile, landing in the snow on her arm. The loud roar of the snowmobile's engine filled the air as it turned to the right, lifted and flipped, landing on top of Larry with the rotating tracks still running.
Max screamed, watching the whole scene unfold as Grace landed in the snow and Larry was instantly killed.
Max and Tommy both rushed to Grace's side. Deep in the snow, she was bleeding and freezing.
The others ran toward Larry and turned off the snowmobile's engine.
"Her arm and her wrist are both broken,” Tommy said as Max tried to comfort Grace.
She was going into shock.
"Does it hurt anywhere else, Grace?” Max asked.
She was silent a moment and her eyes fluttered open.
"Yeah ... my ass,” she said weakly.
Max laughed.
"That's my girl. Lie still while we check you over to be sure there's no other injuries.” Max and Tommy checked her and began to move her.
"I bet the Master's angry that he didn't get away.” Grace's eyes closed.
"Yeah ... he's cut up about it."
Grace fell unconscious.
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EpilogueThe fire was crackling in the fireplace, green and gold beaded garlands decorated the wooden mantel and the sounds of Christmas music filled the house.
Grace could hear the laughter of everyone who gathered in the kitchen and dining room, preparing for the Christmas meal and celebration.
Her arm and wrist were in a cast and her face, bruised and swollen. She smiled as she looked at the pictures, identical frames sitting side by side on the mantel.
One was of Grace, her mother, Sherry, and her father, Carl. The other was of Grace, Nicholas, Leeann, and May, her family. The tears filled her eyes, but she wasn't overcome by sadness. She was filled with joy that her family was safe and a killer had been brought to justice.
She hadn't noticed that Max quietly entered the room until his arm was around her waist and his chin lay gently against her shoulder.
"Hey, baby, are you all right?” he asked.
Grace turned first to face him and then her family as they made their way into the dining area.
"I'm fine, Max,” she whispered.
He held her from behind. His loving embrace was addictive and had the power to heal her, comfort her and make her feel whole. She couldn't wait to love him forever and as he whispered words of love in her ear, she was certain Max felt the same.
* * * *"I guess it's time for dinner?” She smiled while she listened to the sounds of laughter and joy in the house. Leeann worked on the gravy and Nicholas opened the wine while May and Phillip brought the dishes of food to the table.
"Are you feeling all right?” Max asked.
Grace smiled. “Never better, Lieutenant."
Max turned her toward him.
"About this lieutenant thing.... “Max said and Grace laughed.
"Well, if we're going to be working together, I think it best I refer to you as lieutenant."
"I guess you're right, considering that I am your superior."
"Not exactly, Lieutenant. You're downtown and I'm uptown unless I ask for another transfer."
"I don't think that's a possibility. I have an in with the captain,” Max teased.
"Blood is thicker than water, though."
"I think it's safe to assume Nicholas will be keeping you uptown where he can keep an eye on you."
Grace rolled her eyes.
"He doesn't have to keep an eye on me and neither do you.” She held her good hand against Max's chest.
He covered her hand with his own and pulled her closer against him. “Well, can you promise me that you won't be throwing yourself off of any speeding snowmobiles any time soon?"
Grace smiled.
"I believe that's safe to say ... for now.” She giggled.
"Gracy...."
Grace looked at the two photographs again.
"I can't help it, Max, it's in my blood."
"I know it is. Your dad would be proud of you."
Grace looked into his eyes. “I love you, Max."
"I love you, too, baby. And just think this time next year, we'll be married and living in my place."
Grace lifted her left hand and looked at the stunning pear-shaped diamond sparkling in the light. Max had surprised her with it on Christmas morning.
"No, we'll be married and living in my place."
"Here we go again.” Max kissed her before she could respond.
"Will you two cut that out and get in here? We're starving!” Uncle Nicholas yelled and they all laughed.
Max took Grace by the hand and led her to the table. The sounds of White Christmas filled the house and positive thoughts of the future filled Grace's heart.
She was in love with Max and her family was safe. It was a Christmas to remember and embrace for the rest of their lives.
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