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PrologueWhile Diana held onto the dresser, trying to maintain her balance, she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. She wasn't drunk, just a little ‘buzzed.'
I have control of this. I only had three glasses of wine.
In her mind, she attempted to convince herself she needed it in order to sleep. A few glasses of wine were nothing compared to taking prescription sleeping aids. Drugs could be addictive.
She stared at herself a moment, realizing for the umpteenth time the wine only coated the bad thoughts—the visions of dead bodies, murdered victims of cases both solved and unsolved. The visions came only at night, when her apartment was quiet, when she was left alone with her thoughts and her insecurities.
Sometimes people in her line of work became desensitized. The blood, the gore of horrific acts of violence, could never escape her thoughts. Solving murders, bringing justice to victim's families, was her vocation.
Leaning in closer, she saw the fatigue appearing like half moons under her eyes.
I'm only human, damn it! Every detective has these feelings, so why shouldn't I? She wasn't some sort of ‘super cop,’ as she'd been referred to many times. It'd been said more so in sarcasm, than in an attempt to rattle her and get under her skin. She was a woman, after all—weak, emotional, unable to last as long working homicide as any male counterpart.
"Bullshit!” She grabbed the wine glass off the dresser, devouring the burgundy liquid in one quick gulp.
She was a great detective, taking every challenge head on and without complaint. That's not to say without worry, fear, or concern. She wasn't exactly conceited or confrontational, but she demanded respect, allowed others to perceive her as having an attitude because it was easier that way. Keep a distance, keep it all work and professional, and no one gets hurt.
She glanced at the mirror again, and the white cotton tank top that clung against the muscles of her abs. She worked out hard to keep in such great physical condition. She had to. Every cop had to, to be prepared for the likely possibility of a physical confrontation. She grabbed the dresser to steady her balance, and examined the definition in her forearms, her upper body, and shoulders. She was strong, or at least she felt strong.
Juliet and her daughter Mirella were not strong enough.
She closed her eyes, envisioning the crime scene. It was a crime scene to Diana and Jerry, but to Juliet and Mirella it was once their home. There was so much blood, such a horrible mess. Diana pushed herself away from the dresser, trying to escape the thoughts.
She thought about walking to the kitchen and opening another bottle of wine. Maybe a couple more sips would do the trick tonight? She didn't drink like this all the time, just occasionally, when cases were rough and her thoughts consumed her. When the scenes re-entered her mind.
Feeling dizzy, she sat down on the edge of the bed. Slowly, she lay down, her head nowhere near the pillow.
Placing her arms above her head, she sighed, closing her eyes. In an instant of predictability, more memories of the recent crime scene flooded her thoughts. Two innocent lives. One of them a small helpless child robbed of a future, and a full life, because of a heartless individual.
Then the haziness covered the victims’ faces, their flesh, and circumstances of their deaths. Diana felt the numbness. No more visions appeared, just darkness and finally sleep.
* * * *Diana and Jerry carefully entered the apartment complex. The early morning phone call revealing the whereabouts of their suspect was enough to send her migraine to a higher level. She and Jerry met right away and prepared to catch their suspect by surprise.
They climbed the staircase. She saw the door, but could barely make out the words ‘4th Floor’ painted in black lettering. There was no time to wait for backup. Montoya was on the run and fully aware his hideout's location was blown.
Slowly, Jerry opened the metal door. Diana followed as he entered the hallway.
Jerry went still.
"Stop. Police!” He pulled his revolver from its holster and pointed down the hallway.
She was at his side, pointing her gun in the same direction. Montoya stopped a moment, then jumped inside the elevator.
There was only one way to follow him. Diana shoved open the metal door they just emerged from.
"Oh, shit!” she heard Jerry say, but didn't look back. She sprinted down the narrow staircase, jumping over every third step to make up time.
Her partner was a step behind her.
Just as they made it through the metal doorway to the main lobby, Diana heard screams. Then she saw the crowd of people assisting an elderly couple up off the floor. A second glance toward the doorway exposed their assailant, and his blue shirt blowing in the wind behind him, as he continued to flee on foot.
They hurried through the entrance and onto the sidewalk. Montoya rounded the corner, heading toward a vacant lot and a set of rundown apartment complexes. He could easily hide from them if they didn't move faster.
Diana was determined, as the foot chase intensified.
She heard Jerry behind her, panting in between calling the station house for back up.
Her muscles burned, and the pressure in her chest deepened, as she ran around the building. Jumping through the air, she just missed colliding with a metal pipe. That would've cost her. She clenched her teeth, her weapon drawn even though she pumped her arms, hoping to increase her speed. She lived for moments like this, loved them when she was a street cop. She would finally catch the bastard and her sleepless nights would end, at least in regards to this case.
They sped past the little bodega, a hair salon, and another set of buildings before the vacant parking lot.
She heard a thump and then her partner, Jerry, hollered out in pain. She glanced back before refocusing on her objective. Montoya wouldn't evade capture. Not today. Jerry had tripped over the metal bar she'd just leaped over and barely missed. She didn't want to stop, but he was her partner.
"Go. Get him, Pellino! I'm coming.” Jerry tried to stand.
She didn't stay to watch. Instead, she sped around the corner of the adjacent building.
Montoya came out of nowhere, slamming her in the arm with a piece of metal piping, causing her gun to fall to the ground. She ignored the stinging pain and focused on retrieving her gun.
He jumped for the weapon, and she dove on top of him. The police radio dislodged from her belt, sliding across the pavement. She had to stop him from getting her gun. She pounded away, punch after punch into his body. Her adrenaline pumped in her veins. The sound of sirens came in the distance, and the radio chatter echoed from her police radio. He was a big guy, and she needed to move fast. She used her leanness and her agility to maneuver out of his grasp.
He almost got her arm locked behind her, but she continued to fight. He grabbed her hair. Diana gave him a forearm to the face and neck, once, twice. He started to choke. She grabbed the barrel of her gun, just as Montoya came at her again.
She swung hard, hitting him in the temple, then again in the nose with the handle. The blood splattered as she scrambled to her feet. He grabbed for her leg. The blood covered his eyes. She kicked him hard, knocking him backward onto his back.
She could tell he was exhausted. He gasped for air in between profanity and promises of death for her.
The blood continued to ooze from his head wound as he rolled over, trying to stand. Hunched up, practically foaming from the mouth, he swung at her once more. The massive fists made contact with her ribs. He wasn't going to get away.
Diana swung back, delivering a right hook, then a forearm to his face and neck. Instant pain radiated through her arm to her elbow. He went down hard. As he fell, she grabbed his hands and cuffed him. Jerry arrived, limping from the vacant building.
"Holy shit! You got him? You did that to him?” He gasped for air as their backup arrived. They rounded the corner with their weapons drawn.
Diana was out of breath, as well. The adrenaline left her body at record speed and exhaustion kicked in.
"We got him, Jerry. We got him."
More officers and paramedics arrived at the scene.
* * * *Diana sat on the ground, trying to get some air and calm her breathing. The adrenaline rush long gone, the pain from the blows to her ribs was now enormous. She gazed at the gash across her forearm. Her bones ached, every single, damn one of them, but she wouldn't reveal the pain. She knew she couldn't. After all, she'd conditioned herself to be strong, unbreakable.
"Detective Pellino, you get checked over by the paramedics yet?” Lieutenant Paul Fontella asked.
"She hasn't, Lieu. She's being stubborn, as usual.” Detective Jerry Montoff held an ice pack on his ankle.
The lieutenant looked back toward the ambulance where Luis Montoya sat handcuffed and in need of medical attention. He already heard the story, and knew Diana was responsible for the capture and arrest.
Fontella squatted down next to her, so only Diana could hear.
She gazed into the lieutenant's eyes. She was tired and achy. She wouldn't admit it. Getting up without assistance wasn't an option to a tough cop like herself. She didn't expect preferential treatment just because she was a woman.
"Let's get you checked out. That arm looks bad. I want you patched up, and a full report on my desk by this afternoon."
Diana raised her eyebrows at the lieutenant. Was he crazy?
No. He knew her well, and he knew exactly what he was doing. She smiled, acknowledging his tactic of egging her on. She challenged herself and went for it.
The lieutenant grabbed her good elbow as he helped her to her feet. She cringed from the pain in her ribs. She pleaded for the dizziness to go away as they walked toward the paramedics.
"Take care of her,” he told the EMS technician. Then he glanced at Diana.
"You did a fantastic job, Pellino. Another one for the good guys.” He winked.
"Thanks, Lieu."
Guthery's Department Store
He stood in the long line, frustrated and angry. People around him didn't seem so bothered. Some looked over the merchandise they were purchasing, while others searched for their credit cards or counted their cash, making sure they had enough to buy all their items.
He released a long breath. This is ridiculous. He eyed the older woman behind the register. He wasn't sure of her ethnicity. Could be Spanish, Iranian, Indian—who gives a shit? Just move faster, you incompetent bitch!
He shifted his weight from left to right and stared at the cashier.
She had curly, dark hair, brown eyes, and dirty fingernails. The new red smock covered her plain old brown slacks and yellowed blouse.
"Hey, Barbara, it's five minutes past twelve,” another store clerk nearby called to the slovenly worker behind the register.
"Thanks, Lee,” the incompetent worker said, still not smiling or showing any sign of moving faster. Then, she did the unacceptable.
"Line closed.” The next customer in line had already placed her items down on the counter.
"What?” was heard in unison.
"Are you kidding me? You can't do this. We've been standing in this damn line for twenty minutes. The next line has fifteen people in it. This is bullshit!” he yelled, and the incompetent worker ignored his every word. She took her purse from under the register and slowly headed away from the angry mob.
People complained, but he knew no one had a choice. They ran to the next line to beat the others who waited
He was angry as hell. What was this world coming to?
He searched for a manager, someone, anyone who could possibly have even the minutest amount of work ethics left, but he came up with no one. No one gave a shit. Not even the manager.
He tossed his items onto the floor and left the building.
"Bitch!” he yelled, as he left through the double automatic doors.
As he made his way onto the pedestrian crosswalk, he caught sight of a yellow sports car and just in the nick of time. Obviously, the dumb blonde behind the wheel was too stupid to realize walking pedestrians had the right of way. She nearly ran him over.
He cursed at her, and the stupid disco music she had blaring from her radio, as he made his way to his car. The beat of the loud base drums echoed through the air. He swore each car window he passed vibrated.
His temper flared. His brow grew damp and the angry thoughts flooded his mind, fogging any chance of rational thinking. He memorized the license plate, the color and make of the yellow sports car, and the driver.
He got in his car, cranked up the air conditioning despite the 70 degree weather, and laid his head back against the seat. “I need to calm down. I just need to calm down."
He started the engine and headed toward the highway and into traffic. Could this day get any worse? Thoughts of the woman behind the register now dominated his mind. He couldn't help himself. She was worthless, ignorant, and the world wouldn't miss someone like her for a second. Ideas formed in his mind, and as hard as he tried to ignore them, it became apparent it was no use.
The decision was made. The fantasy started. He grew excited just thinking about how he could make his fantasy a reality.
Smiling, he sat patiently in traffic for another half hour, focusing on his mission, his plan, and his revenge.
[Back to Table of Contents]


[bookmark: chap4]
Chapter 1The Pellino house was filled with guests, inside, outside, down the driveway, everywhere. Diana's brothers decided to ask a few friends to come join the family barbeque. She'd attempted to help her mom cook since yesterday afternoon, but unfortunately they disagreed on the methods and ingredients needed to make a good Italian tomato sauce.
Her mother was Irish, and more of a by the book cook. She needed detailed instructions, and refused to venture off to try new herbs, new types of ingredients, or anything she considered exotic. Her mother thought tacos were an exotic food. The rest of the world just looked at it as something different to eat.
Diana was glad she received more of the Italian genes when it came to cooking. She loved to try new things and experiment with foods. Her sauce was a thousand times better than her mom's, but no one would ever let her mom know this, especially not her dad.
She laughed just thinking about it, as she leaned toward the doorway in the kitchen and tried to make her way out of the room. Her mother decided she needed to make her special spiked punch, and wanted the punch bowl from the upstairs closet.
Diana volunteered to get it. She walked past family and others she didn't know. It was wall to wall cops, firemen, local storeowners, and God knew who else.
She thought about how she took the three-day weekend to help her parents prepare, but she wished she were working. Even though she knew she needed this break. The double homicide she'd been working on had finally come to an end, and another killer was brought to justice.
Her arm was still sore from the tussle she had with the assailant. She admitted, only to herself, she was glad Luis Montoya had tried so hard to get away. She rubbed her arm, as she passed by friends and others she only knew by face.
"Hey, Diana, good job on the Quantez case,” Uncle Sergio yelled, as he lifted his bottle of beer toward her then took a slug.
Diana smiled, making her way upstairs. He'll stay in that spot most of the day.
She looked at the multiple picture frames that lined the staircase. Her older brother Paul stood handsome and tall in his police uniform, medals shiny and bright. There was Brian, dressed in his firemen's uniform, smiling wide and silly as always. Her brother Vinny stood in the next picture, wearing his police uniform and looking serious and mean. Finally, there was a picture of her in her blue uniform, tough-girl smile, fresh out of the academy and under the illusion it had truly prepared her. That she was trained and ready for the streets. She couldn't believe that had been twelve years ago.
Diana recalled the reality check she'd received after two days on the job, when some no good perp was so shot up on LSD he nearly killed her and ten other cops. Three of them were seriously injured, rushed to the hospital with stab wounds and other multiple injuries. Two officers had broken noses. She remembered someone spraying so much pepper spray in the guy's face her own eyes burned and teared.
Finally, a sergeant arrived by the name of Burns. He went ‘ape shit’ on the perpetrator with his nightstick, and placed the perp under arrest. They'd cuffed the perp and dragged him into the precinct. Burns lead the way, while making jokes about how many rookies it took to arrest a felon.
Two days later, she was the first responding officer to a crime scene, in 100 degree temperatures, with multiple bodies. It was gruesome.
She did as she was taught. Not just from the academy but by her father, her brothers, and other homicide detectives in the family. They'd all attended numerous Practical Homicide Investigation courses, and read the Practical Homicide Investigation Checklist and Field Guide. They gave her a copy, and told her to follow it precisely. That's just what she did.
When Diana witnessed the detectives respond to the scene, conduct their investigation thoroughly, she knew then and there she wanted to be just like them. So she studied hard, grabbed any calls that came in or nearby where she was posted, and she watched, listened, and learned. She even took criminology and psychology courses, anything that would help her to become more knowledgeable and more informed. Becoming a cop or a fireman was a Pellino family tradition, but becoming a homicide detective was her vocation.
Now she was thirty-three years old, a homicide detective in her father's old precinct, and following in the family tradition.
"Reminiscing a little, sis!” Brian interrupted her thoughts. He nearly plowed into her while coming down the stairs.
"Yeah, maybe a little."
He stopped in front of her, took her arm, and checked it. The bruising was worse now. She was lucky the scumbag hadn't broken it. He released Diana's arm, giving her a sideways glance.
"What?” She shrugged.
"You know what. You think Pa's not gonna find out about the way things really went down?"
Their father had ties and connections everywhere, and he kept a close eye on his kids, especially since he was retired and off the job.
"I didn't do anything wrong."
"You ran gung ho into an abandoned building without backup."
"Jerry was right behind me. He tripped and fell and I kept going."
"Still. You were chasing a killer."
"I caught him. End of discussion. I'm fine and he's locked up.” Diana used her meanest Bronx attitude to say this. She started to walk past Brian.
"Pa's still going to be pissed.” Brian shook his head.
She continued up the staircase.
Uncle Davy, Diana's mom's brother, emerged from the hallway at the top of the stairs. He also stopped her to look at her arm.
"I don't know how you do it, darling. Sounds like the Quantez case was pretty intense. How's the arm?"
She exhaled, still annoyed at her brother Brian for questioning her judgment. She wanted Luis Montoya so bad she could taste it. So, when she got the call from her informant about a location Luis was hiding out in, she and her partner took off after him. It wasn't her fault Jerry was overweight, or that he'd tripped. She wasn't taking a chance that Luis would get away.
He'd brutally murdered his girlfriend and his child, and was wanted for questioning involving another murder. All in all, Diana, Jerry, and two other detectives were able to connect Luis to three other separate murders. He was going down, big time.
"It's fine, Uncle Davy. Really. I need to get the punch bowl for Mom. I'll see ya downstairs."
Diana opened the closet door. Way up top was the punch bowl, under numerous other heavy items. She grabbed the stepladder and climbed. She was on the tips of her toes moving things around and grabbing for it. She cursed at whomever stored the bowl so freakin’ far back.
* * * *Luke Fontella just exited the large bathroom. He was surprised at just how many people he knew at Brian Pellino's parents’ party. There were old buddies from school, the firehouse. He was glad he'd bumped into Brian a few days ago, at the fire department gym. When he invited him to the barbeque, it seemed like a great idea.
Ever since Luke was promoted to Fire Marshal for the city, he'd been outrageously busy.
He stopped in his tracks. He'd nearly collided with a pair of long, defined legs, balanced on a wooden step ladder that now stood in his path.
He absorbed the curves of the woman's trim, toned figure, the beige skirt she wore that accented her feminine curves. There wasn't an ounce of fat on her. She was tall, lean, and as she inched deeper into the high closet, he saw the side curve of her breast, arms outstretched.
"Damn it to hell,” she cursed, and her voice echoed in the closet. “Got it.” She lost her footing on the highest ladder step.
Luke grabbed her waist just in time, as she fell backward with the large crystal bowl in her arms. He held her and the bowl tight so neither fell.
The woman abruptly turned toward him.
"Are you all right?"
She appeared to hold the bowl even tighter before smiling. “Yeah, I'm fine. Thanks."
"You could have let go of the bowl,” he said sarcastically.
"No way. This stupid thing has been in the Pellino family for four generations. I'm not going to be the one to break it.” She looked at him sideways as if he should know this, and he must be stupid or something.
Luke eyed her again from head to toe.
The young brunette was tall, kind of built, but still feminine. She had to be about 5 ft 7 in or so.
If she'd fallen backward onto the floor, the pain would have been excruciating. It was obvious, though, by the way she held the bowl that she would've rather broken bones than the ‘Pellino family heirloom.'
Luke wondered if the woman was Brian's sister. She looked to be in her twenties. He'd never met a homicide detective with legs and a body like hers. There was no way.
She placed the bowl down on the rug.
"I'm Diana. You got a name?"
"Diana! Where's the punch bowl?” her mom yelled from the stairs, just as she shook Luke's hand.
"Gotta go. See ya.” She bent down for the bowl.
Luke reached for it at the same time, and their hands touched. “I can get that for you.” He stared into her eyes.
"That's all right. I got it."
Luke instantly picked up on her attitude. She was independent, didn't want his help, and was more than capable of carrying the bowl.
He released it and put his hands up in the air in front of his chest.
"Just asking.” She gave him another sideways look, along with an evil eye.
Diana grabbed the bowl and quickly walked down the stairs. Luke followed.
She headed toward the kitchen where her mother and aunts stood waiting and talking.
Her uncle Stephon called out to her as she crossed the living room. “Hey, gorgeous, let me help you with that."
Diana smiled. “Oh, thanks, Uncle Stephon, I nearly dropped it.” She glanced quickly behind her. Luke stood in the doorway listening.
Their gazes locked again. He smiled, but she didn't, so he turned away and walked toward the porch.
* * * *Diana didn't want to go back into the kitchen where everyone talked about babies and weddings. That talk would lead to multiple questions about her non-existent personal life and sex life. She was definitely not in the mood for that. Instead, she headed to the porch and joined the ‘cop talk’ her father, her brothers Paul and Vinny, as well as others were engaged in.
It was too late to leave, when she realized they'd been discussing her.
Near the outside of the porch, other family members and friends gathered, along with the stranger who had saved her from falling. He was completely in earshot. Her brother Brian cooked on the grill
"Sit down, Detective,” her father, Vincent, said.
She knew she was in for some reprimanding. He was Commander of Homicide, and she was a detective who just got busted for not following protocol.
There was no way she'd break in front of these guys. No way!
Diana smiled. “I'd prefer to stand.” She remained at ease with her hands behind her back, like she learned in the academy.
Vinny and Paul smirked, but her dad didn't.
"Yesterday morning, at 0900 hours, you started a foot pursuit after a known felon wanted for a double homicide as well as questioning in two separate homicides. Is that correct?” Her father stared at her. She knew he was trying to break her confidence.
"No, sir. At the time, he was a known felon wanted for a double murder and wanted for questioning in one other separate homicide. We didn't find out until later he was involved in a third."
She swore she saw a twinkle in her father's eyes. She never took her gaze off of him, but she could tell others were gathering around listening.
"Very well then. As you continued to pursue the assailant, at any time were you separated from your partner, Detective Jerry Montoff?"
Jerry hadn't even shown up to the party. Diana figured he was a bit embarrassed. Everyone knew how the pursuit went down. Thanks to some hidden surveillance cameras from two nearby stores, practically the whole chase was recorded. She heard through the grapevine some copies of the tapes had made their way around the precinct. That had to be the reason why Jerry didn't show.
She knew she was busted, but would defend her decision until the end. “Yes, sir."
"Why?"
"My partner was tired, tripped over a loose pipe, and lost his footing."
"Are you ever supposed to leave your partner?"
"He eventually caught up.” Diana remained straight faced.
Her father's eyes widened. “What about the assailant—a six foot male weighing approximately 200 lbs? What if?"
"No what ifs, sir. The assailant was wanted for a heinous act. He not only brutally stabbed his girlfriend twenty-five times but also made her four-year-old daughter watch. Then he did the same to her. An individual like that does not belong on our streets. He was in sight, within capturing position, and my partner was seconds behind me. I caught him, cuffed him, and locked him up. I followed police procedures, and made sure I read him his Miranda rights."
"As I understand, your partner was minutes behind and you single handedly fought the assailant and eventually cuffed him."
"That's right, sir, and I would do it again. Case closed and another lowlife is off the streets for good."
Her father stood up from the chair. “That's the story you're sticking with?"
"It's the way it went down, sir."
He took her hand, and looked at the bruising and cuts on her left arm.
They were pretty bad, but she was tough, and a good cop. He'd back her up any day.
"Good job, Detective. I'm glad you're safe.” He smiled.
"That's it? Good job! Shit, he would've reamed me out!” her brother Paul complained.
Everyone laughed, then continued to talk.
Diana released a sigh of relief as the conversation moved to a different topic. She was clear of the interrogation. She knew her father would eventually discuss the circumstances of her recent injuries. She just wasn't expecting him to do it in front of everyone. She hated to be put on the defensive or in the spotlight, even in front of family.
The fact she was still thinking about the guy who caught her upstairs in the hallway was enough to make her nervous. She didn't need her professional judgment questioned, or to have to defend her actions.
She glanced toward the backyard and the handsome, big guy. Her gut told her to beware, and an uneasy feeling tiptoed through her body from her legs to her stomach, then to her chest. Acknowledging it, as well as the aroma of burgers and dogs being cooked on the grill, she walked away from the attractive view and headed back inside the house.
* * * *"Hey, gorgeous, I heard the line of questionin’ your ‘old man’ was layin’ on ya. Ya done pretty good. He was known for them interrogation skills of his.” Don took a slug of beer, then leaned against the door frame, his thick Bronx accent altered a bit by the alcohol he'd already consumed. He was a third cousin on her mom's side.
Don was a good-looking guy, dark brown eyes, dark brown hair, and a natural olive complexion. He was built, to say the least. The summer had just begun and he was already sporting a major tan. Diana decided she was definitely going to lie out and sun bathe tomorrow.
Don was a fireman, just like his old man and like his older brother Ted. Ted was killed in the line of duty two years ago.
"Thanks, cuz. His bark is bigger than his bite."
Don moved closer, looking around to be sure no one was in earshot.
"I wouldn't say that too loud if I were you. Uncle Vincent is light on ya cause you're his girl."
"You think so, huh? I thought my answers were good, considering I was on the spot and all."
"They were great. Really. So what's the plan for your last day off tomorrow?” He took another slug of beer from the bottle.
"I'm working on my tan. All day."
"Sounds great. You can think of me working my tail off in a fire in some abandoned factory, or stupid shit like that. We always get those multiple alarm fires on the hottest goddamn days of summer."
Diana grinned at her cousin. He was a true fireman through and through, and in great physical condition. Her female friends always tried to get her to set them up with Don. Of course, she refused. If she even suggested the idea, then she would be fair game as well. No way! Blind dates were a big ‘no no’ in her book. Besides, it was scary to think of the potential dates Don would find for her.
"Oh, what are ya complaining about, Don? You live for those types of fires."
He shrugged his shoulders, then leaned against the porch railing. He looked at her.
"You're right. I do. Just as long as no one gets hurt.” He slugged down the remainder of his beer. “I need another one. You?"
"No, thanks. Take care of yourself.” Diana kissed him on the cheek.
"You, too."
She walked into the living room. She felt sorry for her cousin Don. He was drinking a lot today, and his attitude was more somber than usual. His brother Ted was a great guy and an excellent firefighter. Don was still feeling the loss, and she was sure that being around the family gathering brought back memories.
She looked through the side window, trying to convince herself it was out of habit more so than to look for the handsome stranger. He was still talking to her brother Brian.
She inhaled, still smelling the stranger's cologne against her shirt from when he held her. It was a combination of aftershave, cigarettes, and fire. Damn, he was a fireman. He had to be.
The disappointment set in, yet she couldn't stop looking at him. He was as large as a wrestler but leaner.
"Diana! Can you please help me with this icing?"
They'd just brought the food out, and her mom was getting dessert ready. She headed into the kitchen.
* * * *"The blonde is your sister Diana?” Luke asked, then wished he hadn't. The question just kind of sprung off his tongue. Brian didn't seem to bat an eye at the question, so Luke felt safe.
"Yeah, that's Diana. Did you two meet one another yet?” Brian flipped a burger with the spatula, adding some slices of American cheese to the ones that were ready to serve.
"Kind of. We passed one another in the hallway upstairs.” He looked away from Brian, and took another slug of beer from the bottle he held.
Brian glanced at Luke a moment, and released a sigh. He squinted. “Did she give you an attitude?"
"Not really."
Brian shook his head.
"My sister's a piece of work. She acts like she's got a chip on her shoulder, but she's not that bad, really. I'll introduce you two later."
Luke held the tray as Brian added the finished cheeseburgers to it. He walked toward the large serving table.
He thought about Diana again, then stopped. She wasn't his type at all. She was tall and full of attitude. Most women he hooked up with were feminine, glamour girls who wore too much makeup and spread their legs easily. The fact he was a fire marshal was an instant turn on. The women were too stupid to realize he actually showed up ‘after’ the fire, to figure out the cause and to determine arson or accident.
Luke eyed a couple of the other guys, feeling the jealousy in the pit of his stomach. He missed fighting fires, running into burning buildings, and hanging out at the firehouse.
Thoughts of Stewart, the serial arsonist, filled his mind, and the fatal fire that took Eddie and Conrad's lives. The unsolved case that haunted his dreams. It was why he quit fighting fires and changed jobs. Luke was determined to put a face to Stewart and the fires he'd caused. He needed to, for the families’ sakes and for his own sanity.
Then he thought about his dad, Paul. Damn it, he wished the old man would get off his case.
Luke looked around at the family and friends of the Pellino family. This was what he always dreamed of being part of.
He missed the close-knit families—firefighters, cops, and the other families in the neighborhood getting together to celebrate, or to grieve. It didn't matter if it was a happy occasion or a sad occasion, the fire department was one family, one unit, one team. Some of the best gatherings were on a whim, made up of whoever showed up, and what meal it was closest to.
Luke had been avoiding such camaraderie for months. He cleared his head. He wondered why he got so upset? The past was the past, and there was no need to rekindle the pain. He had a job to do and that was to find Stewart Howard, if that was the arsonist's real name. He couldn't be positive, which made the investigation difficult.
"Hey, Fontella, how are you? I haven't seen you in ages.” Jim, a fire chief, interrupted Luke's thoughts. He was grateful for the conversation.
"They got you working the fires uptown now, huh?” Jim asked.
"I've been all over the place lately. By next week, I should be handling any jobs that come in from your side of the neighborhood.” Luke took a slug of beer.
"Really? Hey, I didn't know that. It will be like old times.” Brian winked as he removed the last of the burgers off the grill.
"Not quite, Brian.” Luke looked away a second, avoiding eye contact with his old friend.
The chief changed the subject. “Hey, weren't you working the series of fires in the private Christian community uptown, near the park?"
"Yeah, the culprits turned out to be a gang of Satan worshiping teens.” Luke shook his head recalling the destruction, the disgust apparent in his tone.
"Damn shame about the damage they did. Families were completely homeless,” Brian added.
Luke sighed. “They were too stupid to see that. We caught them, though, and the community came together to assist the victims."
"Yeah, I was by there a few weeks ago. They were rebuilding many homes,” Brian said.
"What were you doing up there?” Jim said.
Brian smirked, then looked at Jim and Luke. “Dropping off my date. Don't even say it, Chief. She wasn't a resident of the Christian community."
"What would be wrong if she were?"
Brian grinned. “Do I look like the kind of guy that dates respectable women?"
"You better be, or I'll have your hide!” Brian's mom came up behind him, giving him a light tap on the back of the head.
Luke and Jim laughed. Brian grabbed his mom around the waist as she placed the cake platter down onto the table.
He hugged her tight and kissed her on the cheek. “There's no woman as perfect as you are, Mom. I keep looking."
His mom placed her hands on her hips and gazed at him with obvious annoyance. She gave him a stern look, then smiled as he released his hold. Shaking her head, she walked away.
"That was great. You were so busted.” Jim walked away, laughing.
"Thanks a lot, Luke. I appreciate the warning,” Brian said.
"Hey, you were on a roll and I was too busy eyeing that cake. It's huge."
"I'll remember that next time your dad is headed your way and you can't see him coming."
Luke chuckled and shook his head. He may not have seen Brian in months, but when they worked in the same firehouse and had the opportunity to hang out, they had become close friends. Brian seemed to fall right back into the roll. Maybe working in the old neighborhood was just what he needed.
They grabbed a couple of burgers, then joined the others around the picnic tables.
* * * *The party continued through the night. It was 2:00 a.m. before Diana had enough, said her goodbyes, and headed home. She didn't tell her brothers or her father, but she was exhausted, drained, and she needed this weekend off.
She could use a whole damn week, but that wasn't happening. She saved up her vacation days, had plenty of time if she needed it. She knew she wouldn't use any of them. More than three days off from the job and she'd go insane. Besides, it was the beginning of the summer and homicides were popping up left and right.
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Chapter 2It was late and Barbara was tired of working. The store was dead. She could have left two hours ago, but her boss was a worthless piece of shit. She hated being a cashier, she hated people, and more importantly, she hated her life. No boyfriend, crappy paycheck, no social life, and things were only getting worse.
When she left the suburbs with dreams of finding the perfect job in the biggest and brightest city in the world, she'd no idea what cruel obstacles lay ahead. Barbara thought she was determined enough to get through the rough times, but without a college diploma, she was forced to take a menial job that paid a bit above minimum wage. She worked whatever shifts she could get.
No one was there to encourage her, and if she headed back home to her immigrant, Ecuadorian parents, they would be sure to tell her how stupid she was, how important an education in America was, and that they didn't want her working like a dog in a restaurant, bar, or fast food joint.
Barbara took a deep breath. Life couldn't get any worse, so she might as well just continue to work as a cashier. Easier said than done.
People were obnoxious, demanding, and continually looked down at her. At first, she tried to fight it, but it was no use. The managers and more seasoned staff were just as bad. Soon, Barbara was taking shortcuts, punching in early but not actually opening her register until a manager came and ordered her to. Things like that.
Here it was a Sunday night, and work again tomorrow. Monday morning. Mondays were the worst.
* * * *He watched her just as he'd done a week before. Same schedule, same routine. This was going to be easy. The sight of her instantly brought back the rage, the anger.
Worthless bitch! Incompetent lowlife.
He recalled the way she slowly rung each item across the scanner. Taking her time, ignoring the huffs and puffs, complaints, and obvious dissatisfaction of the patrons who were waiting in line.
Not a care in the world, not in the job she was doing, or the way she performed it.
Line closed, he remembered her saying, and his blood boiled. He sensed the pressure in his face, his eyes burned, and his heart began to pound faster, harder.
He was walking behind her, slow and carefully, in his old sneakers. She didn't look around her, didn't suspect anything, and walked the same way to and from work every day. Hadn't anyone ever told her about mixing up her routine? Taking a different route, walking with someone, checking behind her as she walked?
She did none of this, and she would learn too late the consequences of her failure to take precautions.
Her demise would be his success.
She turned the corner and was now a block from her apartment complex. She crossed the street and walked through the small park. There weren't too many people around, just stragglers here and there.
The air was cool, but the weather forecasters had predicted a heat wave this whole week, starting Monday morning.
She approached a long row of hedges just before the hill. She definitely heard something, because she turned to look behind her. Obviously startled, she jumped when she saw him walking so close.
"Sorry, Miss. You shouldn't be walking alone in this area this time of night. Someone was mugged just the other day."
"Yeah, I heard about that, but I'm broke, so they'd get nothing from me.” She continued to walk.
He walked with her. “Still, I'd feel better knowing that you were safely through the park. You live far from here?"
At first, she seemed not too sure of his intentions. After all, this was New York and there were plenty of creeps and plenty of angles.
"I'm sorry. Am I frightening you?” He used the sincerest tone he could muster.
"I'm fine. What are you, a cop?” She approached the final corner before the long stretch of darkness, then the main street.
"Something like that.” He smiled and winked.
She appeared confused. Did she think he flirted with her? She ran her fingers through her hair and smacked her lips together, perhaps to spread what little lipstick she had left on them.
He smirked as they entered the darkness. Two main light posts were out.
"Damn it. I hate when this happens. Why can't the damn park maintenance workers fix the freaking lights as soon as they blow out?” She huffed, full of attitude.
The pressure rushed to his face again.
He controlled his anger and was proud at his preparedness. He'd backtracked a half hour before and had knocked the lights out with some rocks. It was right after two cops on foot patrol walked through the area. The next scheduled patrol was due after midnight, so he had time.
"See what I mean. It's not safe. Anyone could come lurking out of a bush."
* * * *Barbara looked at him suspiciously. He wore black jeans and a black shirt. His sneakers were dirty, but other than that he looked clean, decent, and she wondered what he did for a living.
If he had a good job, he could support her. Maybe she wouldn't have to work at all. The thoughts put a smile on her face.
"What's the smile for?” he whispered, stepping a bit closer to her as they entered the darkness. She could sense the stranger's size and strength. Her thoughts were all twisted and she felt confusion. The scent of his cologne drifted to her nose.
She held onto the hope he was some sort of helper, a savior sent to make her life easier. What better form than an attractive, young, sexy male? She figured he had a good five years on her or more, but she didn't care. She was desperate to have more.
With thoughts of desperation came fear. It was sudden and slight and she ignored it.
Barbara looked at the stranger, his face now shadowed by the darkness. “Have we met before?"
He smiled once more, or at least she thought he did. It was hard to make out anything in the darkness. There was that uneasy feeling again. An instant later came thoughts of grandeur. What a story this would make. A man meets a woman in a city park. They fall in love, and she doesn't have to work another day in her life.
I hope he's filthy rich.
They continued to walk down the small hill lined with shrubbery. It was the deepest, most wooded, area of the park.
"Well?” She ran her fingers through her hair. She realized he hadn't answered her question.
"We may have."
"Was I working?” She picked up her pace a little.
"That's right. Busy store you work at. There's always a long line to wait on.” He clenched his teeth, before the last syllable escaped his lips.
* * * *His anger escalated, along with the flashbacks. He slowly took the black gloves from his pocket and pulled them onto his hands. He was in complete control of this idiot's destiny, and it felt amazing. More amazing than he could've imagined. He would do this, and it'd be so easy.
"The lines are long, but I don't care. When it is my turn for lunch, I just put up the ‘Line Closed’ sign and get my things. It's so great. It pisses people off all the time."
His large, gloved hands encircled her throat before she could scream. Her body jerked backward and she struggled, kicking her legs in midair.
He couldn't have waited any longer. The more she spoke, the more he'd wanted her dead.
She fought for freedom, grabbed his wrists with her hands, but it was no use. He was much stronger. He carried her, by her throat, off the trail and into the dark woods.
"I waited an hour on that line, bitch!” He squeezed tighter, and she blinked her eyes “You know me. You saw me before. I waited on that line for a half hour, and you had no consideration for that. You'll die now, and no one will give a shit."
The words were empowering. His grip on his prey helped alleviate the rage. It was intoxicating, and he didn't want the feeling to end. He wanted her to suffer, and he wished there were others around to share in the satisfaction of causing the cashier pain.
She fell to the ground, coughing, scratching at the dirt, the leaves, anything to help her crawl faster. Not a chance. He gracefully straddled one leg over her while the other he place against her back. He grabbed her neck in the well-practiced, strategic hold from behind. A twist and a snap and she was dead. The pleasure of killing her satisfied the hunger inside him.
The sensation of achievement traveled through his bloodstream. He wanted to cheer, to yell triumphantly, but he knew he couldn't. The celebration would have to wait until he got home. He gave a push against her limp body, confident he broke her spine and her neck, ensuring she would not survive.
Getting up, he walked toward the black, paved walkway, while placing his gloves into his pocket. He looked around the area. Not a soul in sight. Glancing at the tall apartment buildings across the way, he was certain no one had seen him walking with the woman.
He'd trained for this.
All the hard work and physical training for his job had come in handy. His fingers were like vice grips, his body rock solid and in perfect physical condition. He never felt so alive, and he relished in the thoughts of what had just taken place. The shaky, nervous feelings he'd had all day were a waste of time.
He stared at his hands as he approached the brightly lit street. Cars zoomed down the highway, pedestrians hurried home. He had the power to control his destiny, to control life itself. The chills ran through his body, along with feelings of being invincible.
The smile formed on his face. “This is only the beginning."
* * * *"Can you believe just a week ago I was sitting on the beach, down at the Jersey shore, enjoying my last day off?” Diana shook her head and watched the people gathering near the crime scene. Two patrol officers pushed people back and posted yellow crime scene tape around the area. Other cops placed traffic barricades.
Diana and Jerry just received the radio call and were in the area.
"Hold on to those happy thoughts. The Hawaiian Islands are calling you.” Her partner eased the unmarked police car between some pedestrians and a patrol car.
She and Jerry made their way through the crowd and found the first responding officer.
"Detectives, this is what I have so far.” The patrol officer gave a rundown of the victim and the person who reported the body. He filled them in on the time of the call, the location the call came from, and the steps taken by himself and the first officer on the scene.
"Good job, Officer Guido. Do you have a name of the person who reported the body?” Jerry said.
"No, sir. The dispatcher told us that the caller claimed to be the one responsible."
Diana's eyes widened.
"The person who killed her called it in?” Jerry said.
"That's what 911 Dispatch is stating the caller said."
"Let's see what we got.” Diana tilted her head toward the patrol officer, letting him know to lead the way through the crime scene. She wanted to be sure to enter using the same path as the responding officer had. Before they reached the cordoned-off area, she took out her digital camera to photograph the crime scene.
She described the temperature and the appearance of the area while Jerry took notes in the notebook. Diana knew they were the first detectives on the scene, forensics was on their way and would take plenty of pictures, but her experience proved that the initial photographs taken by first detectives could be quite valuable.
They started walking toward the body. She glanced back at the pathway, noting the arrival of the forensics team. The coroner's van pulled up.
The officer led them to a heavily wooded area just off the main pathway. Diana described the initial appearance of the victim while Jerry took notes.
"The body lay on its side, clothing remains on, blouse pushed up revealing the bruising and injuries on the spine and back muscles. Blue blouse, dark blue jeans, socks, one shoe, a white sneaker remains on. Dark hair, early twenties, medium, brown skin tone, petite. Strangulation marks visible. Maybe the cause of death. Rigor mortis has set in."
The massive bruising on the spine and back gave her an uneasy feeling. The tanned skin and dark hair stood out. Perhaps she was of Indian or Ecuadorian descent? Diana recalled an apartment complex right around the corner, two blocks from the park, where many Ecuadorian and Indian families lived, along with other ethnic denominations. The run-down apartment complexes were melting pots for all races.
She stood a few feet from the body, once again absorbing the scene. There was bruising on the victim's back and sides. Her face lay half down in the dirt. There was dirt embedded under the victim's fingernails, and Diana could see the trail marks on the ground around the body. She envisioned the young victim straining to crawl and free herself from her attacker.
Jerry made notes, as she pulled on a pair of disposable rubber gloves and continued her evaluation of the crime scene. The body was cold. Her initial identification of rigor mortis was validated.
She pushed up the victim's eyelids, noting the discoloration and redness around the white of her eyes.
"It doesn't look like she was sexually assaulted,” Jerry said.
"No. I don't think so, either. These rips and tears are from the struggle."
"Maybe he got spooked before he could finish the job? A lot of people walk this way at night, especially in the summer months."
"The two lights on the lamp posts were out. Most regulars see that and don't bother to cut through the park. They know better,” the patrol officer said
"Were the bulbs out or were they busted?” Diana asked.
"They were busted, Detective,” the officer said.
Diana exchanged glances with Jerry.
She rose from her position and removed the disposable gloves. She moved out of the way, along with Jerry and the patrol office, and they allowed the forensic team to do their job. They'd already begun taking pictures of the surrounding area.
She walked along the paved walkway, toward the broken glass from the light post.
"I guess this would indicate it was a planned attack. Maybe our killer knew the victim?” Jerry said.
"Good possibility. Officer Guido, did you question the park security and find out what time they last passed this area of the park?” Diana said.
"Yes, Detective. They said when they came by here the lights were working fine."
"Are they on a routine schedule, or do they mix up the times they check each location of the park?"
"I don't think they mix it up. The two security officers are over there.” Officer Guido pointed at two men wearing security uniforms.
Diana noticed they were overweight and slovenly. She had a bad feeling, but before she assumed the worst she went over to question them herself. Jerry followed close behind.
"My name is Detective Pellino, and this is my partner, Detective Montoff. We'd like to ask you a few questions."
The two park security officers gave her the once over. Heat ran through her body.
"Do you two always work this shift?"
"Sure do, Detective,” a security officer identified as Gentry said, then licked his lips. He emphasized the word ‘detective’ as he seemingly undressed her with his eyes.
"You never change your routine or the time you pass each location?"
Gentry appeared to know exactly what Diana was getting at and intentionally showed disrespect.
"I like for everyone to know where I am at all times, so it's easy for them to find me. You can stop by any time you like, Detective Pellino, any time.” Again, he licked his lips, but this time he stepped toward her, as if he would caress her arm or something.
Diana could not stop her next move if she tried.
There was no media or brass in sight, not that she gave a shit, anyway. She poked her finger into Gentry's chest hard, nearly knocking him off balance as she took a step closer.
"Let me give you a clue, Gentry.” She eyed him from head to toe and smirked. “By you and your partner not mixing up your routine, or the times you patrol certain areas of this park, you hold some responsibility in this young woman's murder."
"Hey, wait one minute. We can't be everywhere all the time. Do you have any idea, pretty lady, how big this place is? It's a lot of responsibility.” He arrogantly pointed his chin out toward her, as well as his large gut.
She was losing her patience. “Do you patrol this area the same time each night?"
"Maybe we do and maybe we don't,” he said, sounding smug. He looked away from her and showing absolutely no respect.
"I asked you a question."
Gentry stared at her. “I ain't the detective. That's your job.” He blew her a kiss.
Diana was about to step forward when Jerry grabbed her arm. She pushed it away and stared at Gentry.
"You're right, you ‘ain't’ the detective. You're a loser, and you have to live with your conscience knowing that you could've prevented a murder today just by doing your job. Now, answer the damn question or I'll lock you up for interfering in a police investigation and non-compliance. Acting like an asshole to a homicide detective will get you preferential treatment in the holding cell at the department.” Diana stood confident.
Gentry cursed, then directed his attention to Jerry. “Can she do that? What she said?"
Jerry smirked. “You wanna find out, don't answer her questions."
"We make our own schedules.” He gave Diana a dirty look.
She looked back at him, giving him the once over as he'd given her. “A little reality check for you, Gentry. When women say they love a man in uniform, they're not referring to the ones whose bellies overlap their belts."
She turned away and walked to the crime scene along with Jerry and Officer Guido, who were smirking.
Diana looked at her partner. “What?"
"Your temper, Pellino. I thought you were going to knock him on his ass."
"He asked for it."
"Yeah, but the combination of your Ginny attitude and your Irish temper makes all hell break loose."
"I was fine, Jerry."
She caught his gaze and couldn't help but think it would've helped if her partner spoke up sooner. Instead, he stood in the background, as usual. She shook the thoughts from her head and focused on the investigation.
* * * *An hour later, Diana and Jerry knew the victim's name and address. Barbara Agular shared an apartment with three other Ecuadorian women. The apartment was located around the corner from the crime scene. Diana felt that the killer knew the victim before striking. Now she had to back her theory up with facts.
* * * *"So what are you thinking?” Jerry asked her. They stood by her desk, back at the police department.
"Her roommates didn't seem like they gave two shits about Barbara. The girl worked in a department store and walked eight blocks to and from work every day. Her wallet was found on her at the crime scene."
"With four bucks in it. There's no way our killer was just a mugger."
"Our killer didn't even bother to stage anything. He or she didn't take the money and leave the wallet, trying to throw us off. They didn't sexually assault our victim, or even beat her up. You know, knock her around a bit."
"Yeah, I hear you. Instead, the S.O.B. broke her freaking neck."
"Let's see what the coroner comes up with. We'll take a ride downtown, and then head over to the department store she worked at."
"Sounds good."
"Montoff, Pellino, my office, please,” Homicide Commander Paul Fontella called out.
They made their way into his office and closed the door behind them.
"Where are you two in this latest case of yours?"
"Just getting started. We were about to head downtown to the ME's office, then to the victim's place of employment,” Diana said.
"We may have a small problem. It seems the press is interested in this homicide because some knucklehead leaked the information about the 911 call."
"That's ridiculous. Anyone could have made that call,” Jerry said.
"Let's hope we don't get anymore calls like that. Maybe the press will sniff out something else. Just be on guard, and be careful who you discuss the case with."
"Always, sir.” Diana rose from the chair. She and Jerry started walking to the door.
"Pellino!” Jerry continued out of the office while Diana walked back toward the lieutenant's desk.
"How are you doing? You all rested up?"
"I'm doing good, sir. Thanks for asking."
"You look good. You got a little sun, I see.” He smiled.
"Yes, sir. It may be the only time this summer I ever get to step foot on the beach."
The lieutenant laughed.
"Let's hope not. Keep me updated, will ya?"
"Yes, sir. We'll see ya later."
Diana left the office.
She had a funny feeling in the pit of her stomach, as she headed toward the exit door to meet Jerry. The lieutenant had been extra nice to her lately. Not that he was a mean guy or anything like that, but he was serious. On his watch, everyone had better do his or her job or there would be hell to pay.
Since the Montoya chase and arrest, he'd been acting funny, taking extra notice of her and showing interest.
"Pellino, come on, let's get a move on it,” Jerry called to her.
Twenty minutes later, they were at the medical examiner's office, going through the autopsy with the coroner.
Jerry and Diana covered their mouths with the masks to minimize the smell, as Dr. Rob Barkley went over their findings.
Diana moved closer to the examining table.
"What do you think, Bob?"
"Well, from a quick, first glance at this victim, in my opinion, Michelle Agular died as a result of a neck fracture. The other injuries associated with this victim include crushing of the spine, cervical spine, and scapula.” He indicated his findings, pointing to the crushed bones beneath the victim's skin.
Jerry released a loud sigh.
"So, Doc, the perpetrator..."
"Has to be a large male. He most likely grabbed her from behind, pushed his knee and shin against her spine, and then twisted her neck, breaking it. The cervical spine is shattered."
"Jesus. What about the scapula? You said it was broken?” Diana said.
"Cracked right through. I'm guessing, by the length and width of these bruises on the skin, down the center of her back, he's over 6 ft tall and heavy set."
Diana listened as Dr Barkley continued with the autopsy and filled them in on his evaluation. When he was done, she watched as he removed his gloves.
"Thanks a lot, Doc. I know you're all tied up. You can give us a call after the full autopsy and your evaluation is complete."
Jerry was almost at the exit door.
Dr. Barkley's hand touched her upper arm. “You know I always try my hardest to get you some quick information to work with. All you have to do is just call me.” He smiled, then winked.
"I appreciate that, Doc. You have a nice day.” He let go of Diana's arm.
"Happy hunting."
She left the room and removed the mask.
"The doc's got the hots for you,” Jerry teased, laughing.
"Cool it."
Diana walked quickly down the corridor. She couldn't wait to get a breath of fresh air. They signed the log by the front desk, then headed upstairs and out the front door.
"I don't know why you don't jump on that. He ain't a cop, and he ain't no firefighter, so what's the deal?"
"I'm not attracted to him, and I never said anything about not dating cops or firemen.” She shot him a sideways glance.
"Bullshit! If you even smell a cop or a firefighter you're minutely attracted to you run for the hills."
"I do not! I have no problem dating either, just not from this area."
"What's wrong with the doc, aside from the fact he carves people up for a living?” Jerry shivered.
"Nothing is wrong with Rob. He's a really nice guy, but..."
She eyed Jerry. He stood near their unmarked police car, arms folded in front of his chest. It was obvious he challenged her.
"Did you bump into my mom again? Is she trying to get you to set me up with someone? God damn it!” Diana cursed, shaking her head before entering the passenger's side of the car.
Jerry got in and started the ignition. He was still laughing.
"Hey, the last thing I want to do is piss you off. We're partners, right? We can talk about this shit?"
"No, we can't because you suck at relationships."
"Hey, you pointed out Officer Big Ass the other day and how she was eyeing me, rolling her tongue, touching herself. Did I flip out on you?"
She started laughing just thinking about the scene. Pailena Martinez was infatuated with Jerry.
"Hey, she's a nice woman. I think you two would have fun together."
This time, Jerry looked at her sideways.
"Are you kidding me? Look at me. I care about my physical appearance. My body is a temple, baby."
"Well, Pailena wants to honor your body and you like big butts."
Jerry shook his head. There was no denying it.
"She reads erotica, you know?” Diana winked and Jerry blushed, grinning.
He looked in the rearview mirror and headed out of the parking lot.
"Ahh, that quieted you down."
"She's not bad, I guess."
Diana laughed. Jerry was a bit overweight but he tried really hard to maintain himself. He blamed his physical ailment, as he liked to call it, on family genetics. Most of his family was overweight.
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Chapter 3Luke Fontella walked through the office, giving non-committal hellos to those who acknowledged his presence. All he wanted to do was get into his office and have some quiet time alone. His head pounded and his eyes burned. His senses were in overdrive, from the time he entered the smoldering building until this afternoon. His instincts told him the cause of the fire was arson, but he knew he needed solid evidence.
Luke took excellent notes. He even had extra notes for his first notes, which came in handy during trials. It was important to follow procedure at a crime scene accordingly, and to remember every detail as if it were only yesterday. This was a definite asset in his line of business. Sometimes, building a criminal case took years, and he needed to have little clues to remind him specifically about each investigation he did. After all, he didn't want to look like a complete idiot on the stand in front of a jury.
Sitting in traffic, after leaving the fire scene downtown, just added to his headache. He reached into his drawer and pulled out the bottle of ibuprofen. He popped two into his mouth and swallowed them dry.
He was in his office only two minutes when the phone on his desk rang. Sighing, he reached for it.
"Fontella.” He leaned back against the chair.
"You just get in?” his father said.
He hated to hear from his dad. They always wound up fighting. It wasn't his intent, but they just weren't close anymore."
"Yeah, I'm real busy, so if you don't mind?” Luke said.
"Damn it, Luke, wait.” He sighed. “Listen, I didn't call to bother you. I just wanted to let you know that the family is having a sixtieth birthday party for Aunt Jane. She would love it if you attended."
"No, Dad. I'm not going."
"But, son..."
"Don't ‘son’ me,” Luke snapped. He was exhausted from investigating another fire and being out all night. “I gotta go, Dad."
"Wait, Luke. It would be nice if you showed up. The whole family is going to be there, as well as some friends. I know you received the invitation. Just think about it. I hope to see you there. I haven't seen you in a while and it would be nice to catch up."
"I gotta go, Dad. Later.” He hung up the phone.
* * * *Luke glanced down at the invitation he'd push pinned against the bulletin board.
It would've been nice to see some of the other family, and some old friends, if the circumstances had been different. But, they weren't. His aunt Jane was a self-centered woman who didn't care about anyone but herself. When his mother, her own sister, was sick and dying, Aunt Jane did nothing to console her. Let alone anything to assist him. He was thirteen years old, going through so many changes. It was such a confusing time and age to begin with, never mind dealing with a dying parent.
His mom lay dying upstairs in her bedroom, while his father laughed and socialized with friends and other women. Paul Fontella was quite the ladies’ man, Luke recalled. While Mom wasted away, Dad received calls from Mom's female friends. As soon as she died, the women dropped off dinners and other treats. Soon his father was out at night, most likely dating again. It was heart wrenching to Luke, and he would never forget those teenage years.
He hated his father for it. As soon as he was out on his own he joined the fire department, which initially pissed his father off. Paul Fontella had pushed his son to become a cop like himself. Luke had a different vocation in mind.
He'd been through enough over the years. He didn't need this stress now, and it all stemmed from the family freaking gathering he wasn't going to.
"Screw Aunt Jane and her sixtieth birthday party, and screw you, Dad."
Luke refocused on the work he had to do, and cleared his head.
* * * *The commander sighed as he sat at his desk. He couldn't quite focus on his work. Thoughts about his son consumed his mind.
Paul wondered about Luke and his emotional state. He never talked about the fire that ended his firefighting career, or the loss of his two closest friends. Fire consumed his life. He'd become a loner, never hanging out with friends or family anymore. He kept to himself, and Paul knew that wasn't a good thing. Anger and hatred filled his son, and there didn't seem to be anything he could do about it.
Paul had a splitting headache. He thought about his wife and the life they once had. Luke was his only son. He loved him and needed him, but it was just too difficult to tell Luke that. Instead, he submerged himself in paperwork and the job.
He heard someone clear her throat. When he glanced up, he realized he never heard the knock.
"Sir, is everything okay?” Diana asked, then waited for him to say she could enter.
He rubbed his chin and sighed. “Come on in, Detective."
* * * *Diana stood in front of the commander's desk. She could tell something was wrong.
The commander smiled. “What's going on with the case?"
She explained about the ME's findings and the possible body type of their suspect.
"It doesn't leave us with much to work with, and so far, not too much was found at the crime scene. Jerry and I are going to meet the store manager, where Barbara worked at, later today."
The commander nodded, but Diana still couldn't help feeling that he was half listening.
"Sir. Is everything okay with you? You don't seem like yourself."
The commander ran his hand through his hair. “I'm sorry. I have some personal issues on my mind."
"Family stuff, huh? Take it from me, sir, you love them, but they can drive ya crazy sometimes."
"I suppose that's true."
"I've got three older brothers, a retired homicide commander for a dad, and I'm half Italian and half Irish. Things get crazy in my house, and I have got relatives up the wazoo. There's always some sort of disagreement, end of the world catastrophe, or a celebration going on.” Diana grinned.
"You're right. Thanks.” He moved around his desk and closer to her.
"Your family is great. So close to one another, and that's pretty rare. I know your dad. I worked under his command for a couple of years. Real top notch guy with incredible instincts.” The commander leaned against his desk.
"I didn't know that. I've heard a bunch of stories about how he ran his command."
"Kind of the way I run things here, right?"
She laughed.
"Hey, I learned from the best. So how did he react to your recent chase and arrest?"
"Like any commander/father would."
"I'm sure he did. It has been on my mind a lot, as well. You sure you're all right.” He gazed deep into her eyes.
Diana got a funny feeling, and suddenly they were man and woman instead of commander and officer.
She cleared her throat.
"Yes, sir."
"I've been meaning to ask you about your partner. He could've gotten you killed."
"No, sir. Jerry is a great partner and it wasn't his fault."
The commander's facial expression was more serious and filled with concern. “Spoken like any good detective and partner, but I'm concerned. There's been a decline in his work performance and you've been taking up the slack."
Before she could comment, the commander raised his hand signifying she shouldn't even bother to deny it.
"He's acting funny. I've been hearing some things. I just wanted to get your perspective."
She was quiet a moment, unsure exactly what her commander wanted to hear, and what he was getting at. She'd noticed some changes in Jerry lately, but she was his partner and she wanted him to trust her. Yeah, she should be concerned, though she wouldn't show her commander that concern. Instead, she denied noticing a thing.
"I really don't know what you are talking about, Commander. It was an intense incident and chase. Jerry lost his footing. Our suspect intended for the pipe to block our path. I jumped over it and Jerry landed on it. It was that simple. Shouldn't we just focus on the fact that we caught our guy?"
The commander's arms lay crossed in front of his chest. He squinted, stared, but she wouldn't budge despite his attempt to intimidate her.
"Just watch your back, Pellino. Let me know how things work out later.” He watched her leave his office, and it made the uneasiness in her linger.
* * * *Diana gathered the papers at her desk. She was annoyed that the commander's conversation earlier was bothering her in multiple ways. First of all, what was up with the questions about her partner, Jerry? One tiny screw up and suddenly he's not trustworthy? Shit.
Jerry had been apologizing so much since the incident that it was getting on her nerves. She let out a sigh. She knew Jerry was a bit on the lazy side, but in other areas, he was the best. They made a decent team and they understood one another. Well, at least, for the most part.
Damn it!
She didn't like this feeling of negativity between her and her partner. It was a sign of trouble. How was she supposed to handle it? After her conversation with the commander, it seemed as if he were warning her. Then there was the way he looked at her. She couldn't put her finger on it. Was he attracted to her? Did he suspect her of something? Was he after Jerry, and trying to win her over?
She ran a hand through her hair. She hated these feelings, and needed some rest. Thoughts of a hot bath and a couple of glasses of wine helped to take her mind off the crazy thoughts.
She had to meet Jerry downstairs. Grabbing her stuff, she headed toward the elevator.
When she got to the car, Jerry was already there. “Hey, Pellino, are you all right?"
She looked at him. “Yes. I'm just a bit tired, that's all. I hope we can get some possible leads on our killer."
He glanced at her a few times as he maneuvered the car through the shopping center parking lot.
"Are you sure? You keep sighing and running your hand through your hair."
"I'm fine."
"You only do that when you're nervous or something has upset you."
She stared at him, and realized only her partner, someone close to her who cared about her, would notice such body language.
She smiled. “I'm fine, really."
Jerry pulled into a parking space near the front door of the shopping center.
"Listen, I really am sorry about..."
"Cool it, will ya? It's done, and I don't want to hear any more about it."
He raised his arms in the air as if giving up.
They exited the car and made their way to the front entrance of the store.
* * * *Diana gazed at her partner. His facial expression indicated to her something wasn't right about any of these employees. They didn't seem to give a shit about anyone, anything, or the fact their co-worker was brutally killed. There was no sign of remorse, concern, empathy, nothing. She wondered how the hell anyone could work in such an environment.
There was a young store clerk who stayed quiet but appeared bothered by the news of her co-worker's death. Yet she wasn't crying or showing any sign of breaking down. Diana moved closer to her, as Jerry questioned the manager of the store.
"So, what's your name?” Diana asked.
"Lee,” she whispered.
"Hello, Lee. My name is Detective Pellino. Were you friends with Barbara?"
Lee was silent a moment.
"I wouldn't exactly say friends."
The girl appeared to have a chip on her shoulder. Her gut told her the woman knew more. “What would you call your relationship with Barbara?"
"Sometimes we worked the same shifts. Most of the time, I shared the register next to hers."
"Barbara worked a lot of hours. She seemed like a hard worker just trying to pay bills and pay the rent."
"She was miserable here.” Lee leaned closer to her and whispered, “The management sucks."
Diana smirked but thought about the comment. She'd been in this particular store only a couple of times. She recalled their lack of help, especially on the checkout lines. It was frustrating, and people who frequented the store had to know it was one of the drawbacks.
"Did you work with her on Sunday?"
"Yeah, but I got to leave an hour early. The store was dead and the manager kicked me out before my shift was through."
"Did Barbara appear to be acting differently than usual?"
"No. She was in an okay mood. Tom, the manager, had given her a hard time earlier in the day when she overtook her break by twenty minutes, but she just seemed to let it roll off her shoulders. Barbara was funny like that. She got her revenge."
"How so?"
"She lifted a bunch of lip glosses and some other stuff. You won't tell Tom, will you? Ahh, I guess it wouldn't matter anyway, considering Barbara is dead. Man, that stinks."
Diana finished her conversation with Lee, then spoke to a few other employees. None of them seemed thrilled about working in the store and everyone had complaints.
After speaking with Tom, the manager, Diana and Jerry found out Barbara wasn't exactly the hard working employee she appeared to be. Apparently, she had a reputation for irritating the customers and doing just about anything to agitate her boss.
He was a difficult man to question, not only because of his thick accent, but also because of his lack of empathy toward the death of his employee.
Diana tried her hardest to speak with him.
"She wusnt-exatly empoyee ub da munt. Nun a tese lowlife peple er,” the store manager said, in his thick Pakistani accent.
He crossed his arms in front of his chest and appeared annoyed at the situation. Further questioning by Diana revealed his true feelings about his employees and his lack of respect for human life.
"Tis wus bund ta appen. Whud-da-ya dink, I hire grad-school-studnt? Lowlife, ull lul lifes!” He waved his hands in the air as if signifying he gave up, there was nothing more to say about the situation.
He started yelling at the employees, telling them to get back to work.
Diana and Jerry left the store and compared notes from the interviews they conducted at the store.
Getting into the car, Jerry uttered, “Maybe it was just some kind of random attack. Barbara never left her apartment, except to go to work or the supermarket. She didn't have a boyfriend. No one gave a shit about her."
She glanced at him a moment, finding his tone odd. It was almost as if he didn't care either way. It was their job to find out who was responsible for Barbara's death whether she was a good person and employee or not. Where was the respect for human life? Wasn't Jerry standing right beside her in the morgue?
"You were at the ME's office. You heard Bob describe the force and strength used to inflict pain and cause Barbara's injuries. That was no random act of violence. No way. This individual knew Barbara, wanted to cause her pain, and it's our job to find out who that person is."
She was surprised at how easily her partner wanted to pass this homicide off as a random act of violence. It annoyed her, as he drove the car back to the precinct.
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Chapter 4He stared at the television screen before heading out to work. What was this world coming to? He'd not heard a word about the killing, not one tad bit of information or celebration about the removal of such trash. There was media coverage of a small blaze that took out one shit-ass house in the middle of some shitville town in Yonkers. What about the store clerk? How about the investigation into the case? He wanted praise. He wanted to feel the triumph and collaborated thank you from all the patrons who frequented Guthrey's Department store.
He paced back and forth in front of the television set, getting angrier and angrier, when it suddenly hit him. The local news would have to have something on about the murder, the community network station that talked about the local events and news in town. Quickly, he grabbed the remote control and pressed in the numbers to the channel.
It was perfect timing on his part. The reporter stood outside of Guthrey's Department store in downtown Yonkers. She spoke about the young sales clerk whose body was found eight blocks away, inside a wooded area of the well-known park.
As the reporter interviewed patrons of the store, there was a mixed response to the incident. One guy actually stated that the workers were incompetent and rude and that he wouldn't be surprised if the killer was a frustrated shopper. He laughed out loud at this, his actions condoned by the one man's comments.
Then the reporter interviewed a sales clerk from the store who was described as a friend of the victim's. He recognized her. She was the one who told Barbara it was past break time.
His anger continued to grow. With each statement she made, and with every chomp on the gum she chewed, his imagination went into overdrive.
He watched the woman closely. Kneeling down near the television set, he absorbed her features, her tone of voice, everything he could memorize about her. Then the camera zoomed in closer.
"That's such bull, man. You don't just kill someone because the lines are long. What kind of idiot thinks like that? Go take a walk, loser,” the cashier yelled at the man who had spoken earlier.
The killer instantly felt compelled to back up the patron's comments. She was the loser. He owed the patron nothing, had no idea who the guy was who suggested that a patron was responsible for Barbara's death, yet this man supported him. The man was right on target, and had probably thought about killing one of the cashier's himself but didn't have enough guts.
He had enough guts, though. Now, he needed to figure out how to get the word out about Barbara and the other lowlifes of society.
He needed to do something more intense this time. He had to admit he was filled with anticipation, never expecting to feel so rewarded from taking another human being's life. He wasn't this satisfied in his job anymore or in anything. The thought, and the immense control he'd experienced as he ended the cashier's life was...
He didn't know how to describe it.
He'd been down and unable to find anything worthwhile in life. His job used to have so much more meaning. He didn't remember the last time he couldn't wait to get there, to experience the unexpected events of the day with such purpose and pride. Where did that pride, that respect and adoration for what he did for a living, disappear to?
He shook the thoughts from his head, knowing he had to get ready to leave for that job and in less than thirty minutes.
Then the ideas and fantasies began to emerge inside his mind. Thoughts of power, control, and fulfillment that his recent experience evoked. He was in charge now, not the lowlifes of society, the welfare losers, junkies, and incompetent workers and criminals. He was number one and held their fate in the palm of his hand.
He looked down at his hands, fascinated and lost in the meaning of his thoughts and words.
Hands that had wasted so much time doing such meaningless work. It was over. There was no turning back now, and he was thrilled to his core about it.
The bright orange and red flashes brought his attention back to the screen. The flashing pictures of flames and injured victims from a house fire held his full attention. The coverage continued for many minutes as he watched the clock, noting the airtime. The investigators stated the fire was suspicious, and they would be certain to capture the one responsible.
He laughed at the pompous fire chief and his vow, then glanced at the clock again. If he didn't get a move on it, he would surely be late for work. In his head, he planned his next moves. He knew he shouldn't be in such a rush, but it was so difficult to wait.
The power and control he felt was addictive, to say the least. He now had a better understanding of the thought process of killers he'd only read about. He grabbed his things and headed out the door to work.
* * * *Diana sat in the passenger's seat of the unmarked police car, waiting for Jerry to return with coffee. They'd just picked up the full report from the medical examiner's office and were headed back to the precinct. They needed the coffee this morning, especially her. She flipped open her cell phone, recalling it vibrated multiple times while they were in the ME's office.
Her dad called, as well as her brother Brian.
"Call Daddy,” Diana said, using the voice activator on her cell phone to place the call. The phone connected her and began ringing.
"Hello."
"Hello, Daddy. What's going on?"
"Oh, just checking in on you. Where ya at?"
"Just finished with the ME's office. Jerry's getting us some coffee before we head back to the precinct. Do you need something?"
"Yes, I was just wondering if you would do me a huge favor on Saturday."
"What's the favor?” She didn't hide the sarcasm in her voice. If her dad was asking for a favor, then it was something she wasn't going to be too happy about.
"I'm going to the baseball game on Saturday with some friends. I got these tickets months ago, and now your mom was invited to some party."
"Are the seats good? I'll use your ticket. Who's going?"
"Hold on there. I didn't say anything about giving up my front row ticket. Your mom's car is in the shop and my Expedition holds more people, so I need to take it. Can you give her a ride to the party? Her friend Julie will give her a ride home."
Diana sighed and laughed. She should've known better than to think her dad would give up front row seats to the Yankees.
"What time does she need me to pick her up?"
"The party starts at 2:00 p.m."
"No problem. I'll be there by 1:30 p.m."
"Thanks. So how is the arm?"
"Fine. It's practically 100 percent."
"Sure it is. Be careful out there. I'll talk to you later."
"Later, Dad."
She noticed Jerry heading out of the deli and toward her car. That funny feeling crept into her belly again. Their relationship as partners was under some serious stress and scrutiny right now. The conversation with Commander Fontella made it worse.
She didn't like it one bit and wondered how she should approach Jerry about it. She didn't want to upset him or make him feel like he was being watched, but he was. Something just wasn't right about him lately.
Maybe the job was getting to him.
Shit, it got to her all the time, but she still did her job and no one ever questioned her capabilities or effort.
Now, she questioned her partner's dedication to the job, and more importantly, so was their commander.
"Hey, ya catch up on your social calls?” Jerry teased, as he passed Diana her foam cup of coffee.
"Not barely. I was just talking to my dad. My mom needs a ride Saturday."
"Is he going to the game?"
"How did you know?"
"I bumped into your cousin Don and he mentioned the game."
"Where did you see him?"
"The uniform supply store. I needed some things.” Jerry started the ignition and they headed back to the precinct.
Diana called Brian on the way. He was checking on her arm and showing concern for her well-being. She sighed. As annoying as it was sometimes, she would be insulted if her family didn't show concern.
They were extremely close, including the extended family. There was no doubt in her mind they would support her, or stand behind her, in any given situation.
* * * *Luke entered the hotel's main entrance, then slowly walked toward the private party area and outside gardens. He had a hell of a night last night, little sleep, and his belly was filled with caffeine. A terrible combination and he was in a horrible mood. He knew that, but the damn nightmares from the fire, and his mother's voice in his dreams, did a number on him.
Luke loved his mother dearly, and as annoyed as he was for giving in to attending his aunt's party, he was grateful his mom still had a positive influence on him. She may be dead and buried, but her spirit obviously was alive and well. He could already feel the heavy weight of guilt on his chest minimizing with each step he took in the direction of his Aunt Jane.
He constantly reminded himself he was a better person for this, and that maybe his dad wasn't so bad, and wasn't some womanizing, self-centered jerk after all.
He glanced around the gardens and the large group of people laughing, talking, and having a good time. He recognized a lot of them, including his Aunt Jane.
The woman looked absolutely the same as he remembered. She was stern-looking, in charge, distinguished, yet approachable. She received hugs and kisses hello from numerous attendees, while his father stood beside her.
Luke approached the family, which was more of a technical term as far as he was concerned. His family hadn't been complete for years, and he used the term lightly and without emotion.
His aunt caught sight of him and placed her hand over her chest in shock. Before he could stop her, Aunt Jane embraced him. For an instant, it was as if his soul leaped.
He submerged the feelings and forced a small smile. “Aunt Jane, thank you for inviting me."
"Oh, Luke, I'm so happy. I'm just so happy to see you here.” She embraced him again and began to cry.
The uneasy feeling crept into his insides, along with guilt over family and death. The emotions felt strong and overwhelming.
"I can't stay long. I have a heavy caseload and no time for personal stuff,” he said with a bit too much of an attitude. The caffeine he'd consumed raced through his veins and had a serious effect on his tone and body language.
His father gazed at him, looking angry.
Luke turned away to look back toward his aunt.
She smiled, folding her hands in front of her. “You're job is extremely important, Luke, and I wouldn't want to interfere in some major fire investigation. Be sure to eat something before you leave. You look tired.” She then greeted other guests as they arrived.
Luke moved to the side, closer toward a set of shrubs that bordered the gardens. He glanced around, noting the professionally landscaped property. There were rose bushes and an abundance of other flowering trees and perennial plantings. In the center of the garden stood a large pond with a waterfall. A few children pointed at different colored fish, as more people approached to get a closer look.
He spoke to a couple of other people he hadn't seen in years, and one annoying old woman who couldn't seem to stop touching his arm or his hands as she spoke with him.
He finally got away from her by stating he needed to use the men's room rather badly. Luke escaped through the crowd of people, grateful to not have to speak with the old woman any longer.
Glancing around him, he then stopped dead in his tracks at the sight before him.
A mix of emotions ran through him. His father caressed the arm of a certain young woman Luke knew. Damn his father!
* * * *Diana smiled as she spoke to her commander. She was surprised to find out Paul Fontella was Jane Sipona's brother. Initially, she was annoyed her mom had talked her into attending the party with her, but now that she knew someone, it didn't seem so horrible.
Her commander gave her a kiss on the cheek and complimented her outfit.
"I've never seen you with your hair down, Pellino. You're a knockout,” he teased, then smirked.
Diana smiled back. “Every so often, I let my hair down."
"You should do it more often. It suits you."
"Thank you."
"Paul, there you are. I was looking for you,” a young woman interrupted as she approached them. She stood next to Paul.
Diana recognized the annoyed look on her commander's face. It was obvious, after a few minutes of non-stop talking, the young woman had the hots for her commander, but he didn't share the same feelings.
"This is Diana Pellino. Diana, this is Celia.” Paul took a few steps away from Celia and moved closer to Diana.
"Nice to meet you, Celia.” She couldn't help but feel weary.
"How do you two know one another?” Celia asked Diana.
"We work together."
"Oh. Are you his secretary?"
Diana was insulted, and she had every right to be, but she held her temper.
Paul put his arm around her shoulders and grinned. “Detective Pellino is no secretary. She's one of my top investigators, and the daughter of Vincent Pellino. You remember Vincent, Celia."
Celia's cheeks flushed and she turned away a moment.
Paul caressed Diana's arm as he spoke to Celia. “Apology accepted, right, Diana?"
She smiled, suddenly feeling like an outsider standing in the middle of some coded conversation with hidden meanings. Celia walked away in a huff.
Paul let go of Diana and gazed at her. “Sorry about that. She can be a real pain in the ass."
"I gathered that, sir."
"Please, call me Paul while we're here. We're not at the department. We're at a party.” A breeze caressed her back and lifted her hair forward. The commander touched a lock of her hair. His hand made contact with her cheek.
She had an uneasy feeling, as he gently placed the locks of hair behind her shoulder. Chills ran up her spine. She trembled when a deep voice interrupted the moment, and she sensed a large man behind her.
* * * *"I see you haven't changed a bit, Dad."
Paul's facial expression altered, and Diana turned to see who was behind her. She was shocked to see her brother's friend Luke towering over her, appearing angry and confrontational. She found herself admiring his looks and clothing. He fit nicely into the khaki dress pants and a white, button-down dress shirt. The muscles in his neck pulsated.
She had no idea what was happening.
Paul seemed affected by Luke for only a moment. Then, he made introductions.
"Diana, this is my son Luke. Luke, this is—"
"I know who she is. I'm surprised at you, Dad. Well, maybe not surprised because this is just like you. You do realize that you're more than twenty years older than her? You're a jerk!” Luke walked away.
"Luke, wait!” Paul called after his son, then looked at Diana.
"I'm so sorry about that. I hope you're not embarrassed."
She shook her head but was stunned at the event. Did Luke think that she and his father were romantically involved? Suddenly, she had the urge to disappear. This wouldn't go over well at work. The cops lived to gossip about other cops, and she had worked too hard to get to this point in her career. She sure as hell didn't need her fellow detectives thinking she was sleeping with the boss.
"I'd better get going,” she said.
The commander touched her hand to stop her. “I'm sorry. My son and I have a bit of a complicated relationship. He didn't mean what he said."
"Don't worry about it, sir. I'm ... it will all work out. I'd better go say hello to your sister and find my mom."
She walked away, but couldn't help the anger in her. She was annoyed at Luke for assuming she was involved with his father. She was annoyed at Celia for her sexist comment, and she was angry with her commander for placing her in such an awkward position. Most of all, she was angry with herself for allowing her mother to talk her into attending the party with her, when she should've refused and just dropped her mother off.
Things only appeared to get worse as the party continued. Apparently, numerous people witnessed the confrontation between Luke and his father, with her in the middle, and they were drawing their own conclusions. Worst of all, Leslie Spencer, the daughter of Chief Spencer, the chief of their department, had the nerve to question Diana about the argument. Diana denied that any argument took place, and told Leslie that she was just an innocent bystander who had no idea what was happening.
She knew Leslie's reputation. Her goal in life was to land a cop for a husband, but her obnoxious, stuck up attitude turned most guys off. She was a troublemaker and had always been one. She cringed at the thought Leslie would start some sort of ridiculous rumor, and prayed that nothing more came up about it.
She couldn't help but think about Luke. He was a very attractive man. He towered over her even though she wore heels, which probably made her stand about 5 ft 8 in.
He was much larger than his dad, and appeared to have a body of steel. She could only imagine what he looked like in his firefighting uniform, turnout coat, and suspenders. Heat reached her cheeks and her belly tingled. What woman wouldn't be attracted to such a hunk of a man? She was human after all.
Diana smiled for a moment. Naughty thoughts about the commander's son would surely bring trouble. Wasn't she in enough trouble already? God only knew what Leslie Spencer was conjuring up as she spoke on her cell phone.
She gazed in Leslie's direction. Her gut warned her of approaching trouble. She swallowed hard, then searched for her mother. Time to get the hell out of here before matters got worse.
* * * *Lee entered her apartment. It was late in the evening and the place was pitch black. She flipped the switch by the front door, which usually activated the light in the living room. Tonight, nothing happened.
"Damn it! Stew, you friggen idiot. We paid the damn electric bill."
She stumbled through the darkness and into her bedroom. The landlord was an old jerk who continuously confused Lee and her roommate Janelle with the two girls who lived across the hall. There was no resemblance whatsoever, yet the old fool confused the four women. Now she had to suffer for his ignorance.
She was so damn tired and annoyed from having to work double the hours, until management hired a replacement for Barbara. Lee walked toward the blinds in the bedroom. They were closed tight, and she didn't recall closing them before she left for work this morning.
Without giving it a second thought, she walked closer and grabbed the chord. She bumped into the rocking chair. The squeaking sound of the wooden rockers sliding back and forth against the floors gave her an eerie feeling. She let go of the pull chord to grab the arm of the rocking chair. The squeaking sound stopped, replaced by pure silence.
A tingling sensation spread across her shoulders, down her back, under her skin. She heard her own breathing, the slight whisper of traffic outside, three stories below her apartment. She had to strain to hear and, in doing so, she closed her eyes. A sound similar to that of a match striking against its cardboard holder made her open them quickly.
A man stood in her bedroom, holding some sort of candlestick with a lit candle in it.
The surprise sent her two steps back, causing her to fall against the rocking chair. Lee screamed out then stood still, in shock at the sight. This was the man who killed Barbara. It was the man from the store. She'd seen him there numerous times and now he was going to kill her?.
She attempted an escape, but her attacker grabbed a strong hold of her hair, sending her flying backward and off her feet.
"No. Please. Why me?” Her voice quivered.
"Why not?” He stepped closer to her, grabbing her by the throat and moving the flame closer to her face.
"Please. Please don't do this. My family, my..."
He gripped her throat tighter, stopping her ability to breath. “No one will miss you. No one will care."
The words hit her soul as her feet lifted off the floor. She struggled, trying to fight against the killer, but it was no use. His strength, his grip, was too powerful. She struggled for air, knowing she had seconds to live, regretting her life, her past, and everything, as memories flashed through her mind
* * * *He felt the power in his hand, his wrists, forearms, and chest, right through the special material of the gloves. His heart barely beat. He was calm, his mind and ability to reason blocked by numbness. With one hand, he still held the lifeless body. Then, he pushed it toward the chair. He stared at his hand a moment, as the flame turned into sparks, continuing to burn.
He was amazing, his hands and his strength, stronger than they'd ever been.
It was his mission, his motivation to rid his world of the worthless clutter. He glided his hand against his cheek, down his neck, then to his chest. God had given him this gift, had provided these hands, his ability to work against evil.
He looked back at the body, knowing exactly how to honor this kill. He would make the news tonight, and he would continue to rid his world of the clutter. The wasted space occupied by the lowlifes of society would be cleaned. This was his town, his neighborhood, and he knew exactly how things went down.
Confidently, he set up the room, then laid the flammable object in its place. It would take a matter of five minutes or so before the fire spread through the room. It was a slow way to ignite the place, but gave him just enough time to make the call.
He would be famous, he would be honored, and he would be praised a hero for eliminating the garbage.
"Justice is served."
Smiling, he exited the apartment and made the call.
* * * *Diana and Jerry raced to the scene. They were in the area, and surprised to find out the apartment where the fire started was the home of another clerk from the department store. Diana's heart thumped hard as Jerry pulled up onto the scene. The fire had engulfed half of the apartment complex, and residents swarmed to safety a block away, just watching their homes being destroyed.
She noticed the fire engine company, and the fact her brother Brian and cousin Don worked with that particular ladder company.
The firefighters had control over the flames.
"Chief!” she called out, nodding hello to Chief Watkins.
"Hey, Pellino. Looking good.” He winked and she smiled, shaking his hand. “It's going to be a while before you can get in there. One body so far, and it looks to be where the fire started. The fire marshal is already on the scene."
"Good. Who do we got?” She scanned the area, looking for Henry Simpson or Brad Wamsley. Neither arson investigators were there.
"That would be me, Detective Pellino.” She turned toward the deep voice, drawn to the appealing smile and large bulky figure.
"Luke Fontella. Paul's son, but you know that already, don't you, doll?"
He eyed her with obvious smugness. Her defenses went up, and she felt embarrassed. She remembered the fierce confrontation between Luke and his father, her commander, and how she was somehow caught in the middle.
"You two know one another?” the chief asked.
"Kind of. I'll head in.” Luke turned his back to her and spoke with the chief.
Jerry gazed at Diana and squinted as if saying, “Who the hell is this guy?"
"Let's talk to the first responders and see what they got.” She kept her attention on Luke.
He stood there, looking authoritative, and as if he were in complete control. The navy blue windbreaker he wore told everyone who he was. The large bold white title ‘FDNY Fire Marshal’ was posted across the back. The jacket lay tight across his wide, muscular shoulders and back, and loose against his trim waist, with the corner zipper and edges just blowing in the wind.
While he ran a hand through his brown, wavy locks as he spoke with the chief, he glanced at her. She realized she must have been staring.
He continued to watch her as she walked away. She caught him gazing at her a moment, then he turned toward the fire. Was he actually giving her dirty looks? What the hell was his problem, anyway? It was she who should be angry and annoyed. Now, she was in the middle of some awkward family dispute, and it wasn't even her own family. For God's sake, it was her commander.
The sick feeling re-entered her belly. She needed this aggravation like she needed a hole in her head.
She refocused on her homicide case and the scene. The fire was nearly extinguished and firefighters began to exit the building.
As soon as the ‘pleasant’ fire marshal gave the okay that the structure was safe, she and Jerry could enter the building along with the crime scene unit.
* * * *The technicians took pictures, and forensics collected anything and everything they could get, even though the fire did major damage.
Diana stood close to the charred remains of their victim, hating the stench but handling it. This wasn't her first fire related homicide investigation. She'd seen plenty over the years and hated them the most.
"Hey, Chester, you see this?” she asked one of the technicians. He was still taking pictures and collecting evidence.
"That could be where the fire started. You may want to leave that there, so that I can do my job.” Luke's stern tone interrupted the conversation.
Diana gazed up at him.
She ignored his comment and looked back at the technician.
"I got it, Detective,” the technician said.
Luke stood there along with two other firefighters. They looked like a set of bulldogs waiting to attack.
"Hey, Pellino, you finished yet?” he snapped at her, as if she didn't belong there.
The anger slowly simmered in her gut. She ignored him and took a closer look at where she thought the fire may have started. After all, she knew a bit about fires from her brother and other close family members.
"What do you think, Pellino? Maybe our guy set the fire here while the victim lay injured a few feet away,” Jerry said.
"It's hard to say, but if you look at the position of the body and the way her head is tilted back, toward the window and wall, she may have tried to move away from the fire. But, other injuries stopped her. Once we know the cause of death and the injuries, we'll know more.
"Let's get a sample of this charred residue and have forensics run it. It looks to be the source of the fire.” She continued to survey the surrounding area. The direction of the fire left patterns indicating, to an expert, the route the fire took.
"Pellino, maybe you'd like to keep the arson investigation to us professionals,” Luke snapped at her again
This time, others took notice, and appeared to be on her side. She moved closer to Luke, being sure to whisper and not make a scene. He wasn't acting very professional, and this was a homicide investigation. They needed each other's help.
She gazed into his eyes. They were the color of the ocean. Her heart pumped hard.
"Listen, Fontella,” she emphasized each syllable of his name, hoping the sarcasm was clear, “I don't know what your problem is, but we have a murder victim on our hands, and we need to work together on this. So cut the shit and start acting professional.” She started to walk away, ignoring the mumbling behind her.
What was his damn problem? She wasn't interested in his father, despite his accusations.
"This dwelling is a bit unstable. You may want to move things along,” one of Luke's assistants said, with a smirk.
Diana walked closer to the three men.
"Preservation of the crime scene is first priority. Why don't you wait outside? We'll call you when we're ready for ya.” She walked away before they could respond.
* * * *Luke tried his hardest to focus on the crime scene. Charred human flesh never sat right with him, not even when it was the bad guy's charred flesh. He had a guilty feeling in the pit of his stomach and he knew where it stemmed from. Detective Diana Pellino.
She was a piece of work. He sighed as he collected bits of some kind of substance that sat on the floor of the bedroom. She was a piece, all right. She was gorgeous, sexy as hell, and damn tough. He shook his head, trying to clear his mind. Pellino was trouble. The nerve of her, telling him to get his shit together and act professional. Who the hell was she, anyway? Like sleeping with your commander is acting professional.
The anger filled him to his core. His father had great taste in women, but Diana was too young for him. The guilt suddenly felt more like jealousy.
Pellino questioned the firefighters on the scene. She batted her eyelashes, joked around with them, and they ate it up.
Again, he tried to shake the thoughts and focus on the task at hand.
To Luke, it didn't appear that any accelerant was used to start the fire, which meant that there had to be another source. He glanced toward the charred remains, then the small dust pile on the floor, adjacent to where the bed once sat. He needed to find out what the substance was, just as Pellino had stated. Maybe the detective knew a thing or two about arson investigating from her family background.
"Hey, Fontella, you get a load of this?” One of the technicians looked out the charred window that was once Lee's apartment.
Luke walked to the window and peeked outside. He was shocked. There was a media frenzy out there, with camera crews, reporters, and a huge crowd of onlookers. More police approached the scene while others began putting up barriers.
"Holy shit!"
"My thoughts exactly.” Diana re-entered the room with Jerry alongside her.
Luke looked over his shoulder and sighed, then turned away from her. “No one says a word about this investigation. No interviews, gorgeous."
His comment obviously angered her. Her lovely cheeks went flush, and her hands turned into fists by her side.
"I'll wrap things up and let the coroner finish. Tell him we'll meet downtown later today. With the media on the story, they'll be sure to want answers fast."
"Don't we all?” Jerry said.
"I would hope so.” Luke gazed at Diana every chance he got. He just couldn't help himself.
"May I suggest that we all put whatever crap is going on between us behind us, and try to find out who is responsible?” Jerry said.
Luke stared at Diana, and she refused to back down.
"If you're done, Fontella, I'd like a few minutes in here."
"It's all yours, Pellino.” Luke gathered his things and headed toward the door.
* * * *Diana slowly walked around the apartment. It had been late in the evening when the first call about the fire came into the department. The patrol officers had canvassed the neighborhood and most of the tenants. A few people had seen Lee arrive downstairs in the lobby around 12:30 a.m.
It was a little after 5:30 a.m. now, and the sun was rising. She looked at the window, noting the small bits and pieces of melted metal on the floor. The hard wood was burned to black and gray.
Her attention was drawn toward the center of the room where the bed once stood. Now, only the metal bed frame sat broken and blackened. The frame was a small mound of ash. Both she and Fontella had forensics take samples. That was the source of the fire, she was sure of it.
Diana bent down lower to take a look. It appeared as if the fire may have begun right there, or their suspect wanted it to look that way. The burns to the flooring seemed deeper, and some sort of material sat melted to the floor. Something caught her eye next to the left, metal leg of the bed frame. It was metallic, thin, and somewhat mangled from the fire.
"What do ya got?” One of the forensic technicians re-entered the room.
Diana looked up. “I thought you guys were finished."
"Come on, Pellino. I've been around a while and I know how you operate. You don't leave anything unchecked."
"I'm not sure what this is. Maybe the fire marshal missed it?"
"I'm not positive. He was pretty thorough, even though his attitude sucked."
Diana smiled. “Could ya?"
"I'm on it. Let me grab my bag."
She didn't like the feeling she had inside. Also, she didn't like the fact their killer was leaving messages after the crime, nor that the media was involved. People who committed crimes like this and notified the police were usually after attention. The media played into the killer's demands, and the best way to stop him was to stay silent.
She had to clear things up with the fire marshal, despite his ability to get under her skin. After all, he was her boss's son, her brother Brian's friend, and he was obviously assigned to this case. She and Jerry were the lead detectives and they needed Luke's help. Especially since their killer decided to torch this latest victim.
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Chapter 5Diana and Jerry made their way back to the precinct. She finally convinced Jerry she wasn't involved with Commander Fontella, and told him the whole story. He laughed at her.
"You got the worst luck and, to top it off, all you were doing was a good deed for the old lady."
She shook her head, then took a deep breath as they exited the car and entered the precinct.
A couple of conversations stopped when they entered their office on the third floor. She tried to ignore it, until the commander opened his door.
"Pellino! My office, now."
Her patience diminished. Didn't her commander realize what rumor was going around?
"Montoff, give us five minutes, then come in,” the commander ordered.
Diana cringed as she locked gazes with Jerry, who smirked in return. She headed toward the commander's office. He leaned against his desk waiting for her. She heard kissing noises behind her, and a group of detectives giggled like eight-year-old boys.
Diana flipped them the bird and a look that made their smirks disappear. She closed the door behind her.
"Before we discuss this latest victim and the case, I need to apologize. It has come to my attention that a certain rumor is traveling around the department."
Her mouth dropped open. She was about to speak, but the commander continued talking. “I was approached by the brass, and I straightened things out. I've been around here for more than fifteen years. That should count for something. I'm sorry I placed you in this position. I can see that the others are running with this. I'll try to do what I can to stop it."
"I can handle them, sir. But this case ... Your son is the fire marshal assigned to the case."
"I know.” The commander shook his head and sighed.
"I talked to him. Well, I left him a message, actually."
"He's mad as hell. Can't you get a different fire inspector to work this case?"
"No way! They're all overworked as is, so forget about requests."
Jerry knocked on the door, entering just as the commander's phone rang. He answered it while Jerry gave Diana a sideways glance. She looked toward the office. No one seemed to be paying any attention to her now.
"Damn it!"
The commander abruptly slammed the receiver down onto the base. He grabbed a remote control off his desk and turned on the overhead twenty-inch television set.
"Apparently, every news channel is covering your little fire and homicide."
"Oh, shoot,” Jerry said, as they watched the television screen.
A reporter gave an update on the tenants and their need for shelter. Then she spoke about the homicide.
"Our sources deep inside the police department tell us that there is a killer on the loose. The individual responsible for this fire and the death of one young woman, whose name has not been revealed, is also responsible for the park murder. We were unable to get any official statement from the department or those assigned to the case."
The commander turned off the television set and looked at Diana and Jerry. “You guys are going to need Luke. He is one of the best."
"I hope you're right, sir.” She could hear the uncertainty in her tone.
She and Jerry exited the office.
* * * *Luke tossed and turned in bed. His dreams were inundated with fire, death, revenge, and lost comrades. He reached out, attempting to grab Stewart Howard before he escaped again. As he grabbed him by the shoulder, Stewart turned toward him. Luke saw Brian Pellino's face instead of Stewart.
He awoke in a cold sweat. He sat up in bed, practically gasping for air, then reached to the bedside table for a sip of water. His hands shook as he reached for the half empty glass, and he knocked it onto the floor.
"Shit!"
He jumped out of bed. His feet landed right in the puddle of spilled water.
"Damn it to hell!"
The phone by his bedside table rang. His head felt ready to burst, and his temper flared.
"What,” he yelled into the receiver, as he ran his other hand through his hair.
"We need to talk.” His father's voice echoed through the line and into Luke's ear.
"What?” He grabbed his dirty T-shirt he wore yesterday and wiped his wet feet. Luke lost his balance and fell onto the bed, dropping the phone in the process. Quickly, he grabbed the receiver as it hung from the short chord, lightly tapping against the bedside table.
"What the hell was that? Is everything all right?"
"What do you want?” Luke said.
"We need to talk about this case. I've already spoken with Detective Pellino."
"After breakfast in bed?” he said sarcastically, feeling sick to his stomach. Thoughts of Detective Diana Pellino cluttered his mind from the time she entered the crime scene until he passed out from exhaustion.
"Stop it, Luke. There is absolutely nothing going on between Detective Pellino and myself. She could be my daughter for Christ's sake."
"That's never stopped you before, Dad.” The pounding in his head increased with every word he spoke.
"I'm not involved with Diana. You need to call her and her partner, and stop ignoring her phone calls immediately. This is a serious matter. We don't need the controversy, considering how intense the media is on accusing us of not doing our job."
"I'm doing my job."
"Not if you're not working with Diana and her partner. They've been trying to reach you for days. We need to find our suspect."
"That's exactly what I am doing."
"Call her, Luke."
"I gotta go. I've got a heavy caseload."
Luke hung up the phone and headed to the shower. He couldn't help but wonder whether his father was telling the truth about not being involved with Diana. He heard from one of the guys who worked in the same department under his father's command that the affair was just a rumor. Apparently, someone was interested in his dad, and his dad had yet to reciprocate the feelings. Still, he couldn't help but question his intentions. After all, Luke had seen for himself what Diana Pellino looked like.
He sighed, looking at his reflection in the mirror. He was a big guy, at over 6 ft 3 in. His call sign in the department was Hulk. His abs stayed solid as ever, his muscles bulging and defined, although he wasn't as physically active as he wished he could be.
He rubbed his hands over the whiskers on his cheeks. He was in need of a shave. Thank God he didn't look as bad as he felt. He knew he was a strong person, both body and mind, but he tended to be critical of his physical appearance. He wasn't getting any younger and the stress, never mind the anger he held inside, was obviously taking their toll.
He stretched his fingers, spreading them out, then crunched them into fists and felt the tightness and heard the cracks. His fingers and hands stayed muscular despite the fact he no longer fought fires head on.
He missed fighting fires. That's what really kept him in great physical condition.
His mind traveled back to his dream. It was more like a nightmare. What was the meaning behind seeing Brian's face instead of Stewart Howard's? He shook his head in confusion and attempted to analyze the dream anyway, noting the significance of seeing Brian. Where had that stemmed from?
"Diana Pellino."
Luke rubbed his eyes, but visions of Diana filled his head despite his attempt to fight it. What was it about that woman, aside from the physical? He thought about her cocky attitude, and the way her dress slacks clung snugly against her hips and thighs. Her dark colored eyes and full lips. She was a sight all right, and under normal circumstances, he'd jump at the opportunity to work with any female detective who looked like Pellino.
His dad had good taste, and he questioned his father's earlier statement, condoning any inappropriate relationship.
Luke had to get his head out of the past and focus on what he needed and wanted in life. He had been playing it safe for too long. The changes had already begun, and it was invigorating to know he could take chances and perhaps live a little dangerously if the situation arose.
With positive thoughts, he applied the white shaving foam to his face and began his day.
* * * *Diana called the firehouse before she stopped in. She wanted to be sure her brother Brian was working. After receiving no response from Fire Marshal Luke Fontella, she was furious.
Who the hell did this guy think he was, anyhow? If anyone asked her opinion, she would be sure to tell them how immature Mr. Fire Marshal acted. She was relieved that her fellow detectives in her office believed nothing went on between her and the commander.
Diana actually found out the chief's daughter, Leslie Spencer, spread the gossip. She also found out Leslie had a thing for the commander.
Just her luck. She'd avoided this type of conflict most of her life, and especially since entering the police academy. She sure as hell wasn't going to stoop to such a sophomoric level, no matter how annoyed she was.
She confirmed her brother was working at the firehouse and she parked her car.
She saw her cousin Don working on the side of the fire truck. He was submerged in whatever he was doing and hadn't even noticed her. She decided to say hello later. Right now, she needed to speak with her brother.
Brian greeted her by the garage bay doors with a smile, his arms crossed in front of his chest.
"So, to what do I owe this pleasure, sis?” The sarcasm was apparent in his tone.
"I need a favor."
"Oh, really? This might cost ya."
"I don't think so, bro. You see, you still owe me for not ratting you out this winter when you headed to Vegas and nearly married that two-timing slut Gloria whatever her name was."
"Oh, shit! You gonna hold that over my head forever?” Brian slapped his hands against each thigh and turned his head from her before carefully peeking back.
Diana grinned wide. “If I need to."
"What's the favor?"
"I was wondering if you could tell me where Luke Fontella lives."
Her brother glared at her.
"What?” she asked.
"Listen, Dad may not feel comfortable enough about speaking to you, but I don't have a problem at all.” He looked around to be sure they were alone and no one was in earshot. “Do you really think it's a good idea to, number one, be involved with your boss and number two, a man as old as Dad?"
Diana felt the color leave her face, and there was no stopping her mouth from dropping open. “What?” She tried to act unknowing but failed.
"Nothing is going on between me and the commander. It was all a misunderstanding, with a little added help from some gossiping, two-bit, jealous woman."
Brian gazed into her eyes, as if questioning her response.
"I mean it. Nothing is going on."
"Why do you need to know where Luke lives?"
"He is the fire marshal assigned to my homicide case, and he's avoiding me. Obviously, he thinks the rumors are true. I need to straighten things out, so I can work this homicide and find the killer. Please, Brian, I need to talk to Luke."
He was obviously hesitant.
"You sure nothing is going on between you and the commander? Because I'll tell ya right now, sis, you're making a big mistake."
"Brian.” Diana touched her brother's forearm and took a step closer. “I swear to you that nothing is going on. I may be a bit of a hot head sometimes, but I'm not stupid. This is all a misunderstanding. I need to talk with Luke, straighten things out, and move on with my job. There's a damn killer loose out there, and now the media is on top of the story. The department can't afford a screw up, and they sure as hell don't need a scandal."
Brian told Diana where she could find Luke. “If I were you, I would head there now. He spends a lot of time working from home instead of the office."
"Thanks, Brian. I'll call you."
"You do that. He's a friend of mine, Diana, so don't be so tough and ready to gain an enemy."
She smirked. “I'm not making any sworn promises, bro.” She turned and headed toward her car.
On the drive over there, she thought about her brother and the fatal mistake he nearly made. Gloria Perkins was a lying, two-faced, untrustworthy and manipulative little bitch.
When Diana found out, by accident, her brother and the bimbo were on their way to Vegas to elope, she hopped on the first red eye and tracked them down. Her brother was angry when she'd first arrived on the scene. He should've been grateful, considering Diana hadn't grabbed the blond bimbo by her hair and knocked the crap out of her.
Gloria cheated on Brian, lied to him, manipulated him into thinking she loved him. Little did Brian know Gloria had tried to land their brother Vinny, who at the time was deep undercover in some narcotics investigation.
Diana had to make Brian listen to her. She had evidence, and after a few cell phone calls to some of their friends, things were confirmed.
She shook her head, recalling the anger and heartache her brother revealed. He was in love with her, plain and simple. Weeks later, Brian thanked her for coming to his rescue.
You just don't make the mistake of messing with the Pellino family.
* * * *Diana found the condominium complex. It was an upscale development close to mass transit and a bit expensive. On her salary, she could never afford to live in such a place. She found house number thirty-six and parked in a visitor's parking space.
Taking a deep breath, she walked to the front door and rang the doorbell.
* * * *Luke just finished getting dressed when the doorbell rang. He wondered who it could be so early in the morning. Glancing at the large grandfather clock in the living room, he saw it was only 8:00 a.m.
He opened the door, and felt the heat of anger reach his face. “What the hell are you doing here?"
Diana cleared her throat and attempted a weak smile. “I'm sorry to bother you at home."
"You should be. How the hell did you?” He didn't complete his sentence. He knew it had to have been Brian.
"Can we talk, please?"
"No. There's nothing to talk about."
"I'm sorry to bother you at home, Fontella, but this is important."
"You should be sorry. The nerve of you."
Her body tensed as she placed her hands on her hips, one on the top handle of her firearm.
"You know what? I'm not sorry to bother you at home this early in the morning. You've left me no choice, Mr. High and Mighty Fire Marshal. I'm trying to run an investigation and, unfortunately, my killer just added arson to his methods of madness, consequently bringing you and I together to combine our expertise and find this guy. So put aside your personal issues and let's get going on the case."
Luke was silent a moment, then turned his back on Diana and began walking away.
* * * *She was shocked. Her blood boiled, rushing through her veins. She wanted to hit something, yell, scream, knock Luke Fontella on his ass.
What should I do now?
Without a second thought, she entered the doorway, closed the door behind her, and stomped through the hallway in the direction Luke went in. He wouldn't get the last word.
Maybe other people bow down to Luke Fontella, Big Shot Fire Marshal, but not me. Not Diana Pellino.
"Hey, Fontella!” she called out in her meanest Bronx attitude, as she rounded the corner of the room.
A second later, her body was wedged up against the wall. She was caught off guard, to say the least, by Luke's grasp.
The man was solid rock. The palms of his hands lay on either side of her shoulders, holding them in place. His right knee and leg were between her thighs, and their hips nearly touched.
Her heart beat rapidly as she attempted to catch her breath. Her hands lay flat against his chest of steel. Her belly fluttered, despite the fact she clenched her teeth and was filled with concern.
Luke looked down at her. She could almost read the control and power he felt he had with her in this position.
"What do you think you're doing?” She was annoyed her voice sounded shaky.
"You tell me, tough girl. You entered my home without an invite."
Her heart felt as if it relocated to her feet. Then in an attempt to stay calm and in control, the anger resurfaced. It was a defense mechanism. The thought she could be in danger entered her mind.
"What are you, crazy? You left the door open. I wasn't finished with you.” She frowned.
Luke leaned his body closer against hers. “I wasn't finished with you, either."
He covered her lips with his own, kissing her deep, while his hands slowly climbed the curves of her body.
There was no time to think, just to react. The weight of his massive flesh against her feminine parts left her locked in place. They were molded as one. Her initial response to resist disappeared with each injection of his tongue, combined with each caress of his fingers. They made their way through her hair. She was aware of the little grooves and erotically arousing sensual spots Luke's fingers uncovered.
His lips softly released hers, then trailed over her chin and under her neck. It was as if he were on a mission. For what, she wasn't certain. At the moment, she didn't care.
He whispered against her ear, between nibbles and kisses.
She was in a haze, unable to decipher his exact words. Yet her body must have responded, because she found herself pulling him closer and running her fingers through his hair.
She felt the strength beneath the palms of her hands as she caressed him in return. Their lips locked again. He pressed his body more firmly against hers and she wanted more of him. She was lost in the moment. Her brain ceased to function, leaving her with only the ability to feel Luke's every touch, every moan against her mouth, and every invasion of her body. A firm hand held her head in place. It felt large and solid enough to embrace her whole head, from ear to ear. She was taller than the average woman, yet next to this man, she was petite, feminine. She didn't mind it one bit.
His hand covered her backside. She attempted to pull away, but he wouldn't have it, He squeezed and pulled her tighter.
Diana groaned with pleasure as he continued to kiss her. She had no idea what came over him, or herself for that matter, but she just couldn't stop him. She didn't want to. She wanted more. As his lips moved away from hers, across her cheek to her neck, reality sunk in.
Her feet were off the floor, her legs wrapped around his waist, and her hands gently lay against his forearms. He controlled her, leading her to where he wanted to go. She didn't even know him.
With thoughts of fear and inhibition came thoughts of her commander and the gossip. Luke thought the affair to be true. Hadn't he recently accused her and his father of having some sort of intimate relationship? Why would he kiss her, go after her like this, if he thought she were involved with his father?
Her stomach churned as she grabbed hold of his shoulders, pushed his body apart from hers, and placed her feet back on the floor.
"Wait!"
Luke pinned her body against the wall and continued to kiss her neck, nibbling on her earlobe, sending tingling sensations though her body.
"Wait, Luke. Please, wait."
"You're delicious, Detective. I want you,” he whispered.
"No, Luke. Stop it."
She used her might to push his body away from hers. She had just enough room to escape to the side of him, and put some distance between them.
Her heart beat rapidly. She attempted to fix her blouse, then ran her hand through her messy hair.
When did he remove her hair clip?
Luke attempted to take a step toward her, panting.
She raised her hand, a sure signal for him to step no closer. Anger filled her body now. She thought Luke Fontella was playing some sort of sick game.
"Why did you do that? Why would you kiss me like that?"
He smiled and moved a step closer to her.
Diana took two steps back.
She covered her mouth with her hand, shocked that she'd allowed him to touch her in such a way. It made her body react like never before in her life.
"What do you mean why? I couldn't help myself. You're gorgeous.” He reached his hand out and touched a lock of her hair.
Diana pushed his hand down and away from her. “What kind of sick game are you playing?"
"Game? I'm not playing any games."
"You accused me of being involved with your father. You refuse to return any of my phone calls in regards to investigating this case. You've been giving me nothing but the cold shoulder and attitude, and I'm supposed to not question why you just kissed me?"
"Are you romantically involved with my father?"
"No!"
Luke grabbed her around the waist and pulled her into an embrace again, this time holding her wrists gently but firmly behind her back.
"Good. Because I'd fight him for you."
"That's sick,” she whispered.
"Not if you're not involved with him."
"I'm not."
"Enough said."
"No. Not enough said. This isn't right, and we can't do this. We're supposed to be investigating a homicide.” She pulled away from him and headed toward the door.
"Diana, wait."
"No. I shouldn't have come here. I think someone else should handle the case."
"There is no one else who can handle this case."
Exasperated, she quickly exited through the doorway and headed to the safety of her car. She started the engine, then laid her forehead against the steering wheel.
What the hell just happened? How in the world did that just happen?
Multiple questions went through her mind as she tried to figure out what to do next. Her body trembled. She was hot and bothered, and actually contemplated going back inside the sexy fire marshal's home and having her way with him. Or rather, let him have his way with her.
"Damn, he was a great kisser."
She shook her head. Banging her fists against the steering wheel, she was angry as hell with herself. How could she let him corner her like that? He had the upper hand, shocked her into thinking she'd invaded his home uninvited.
She thought about that a moment. She did enter without his welcome, but he left the damn door wide open.
Diana cringed at the thought that she allowed her temper to get her in trouble.
She thought about the scene as it unfolded. Luke's actions came completely out of left field. She didn't expect anything like that to happen. Her plan was to speak with him, make him see there was nothing going on between his father and her, and that was all. How did things go so wrong? He made her angry. Shit! Now she had the commander to deal with and her brother Brian. This wasn't good. Why was it, lately, every time she acted with good intentions, things went extremely bad?
She glanced back at the condominium complex and sighed. How the hell was she going to work side by side with Luke?
Quickly, she placed the car in drive and headed away. Far, far away from Luke Fontella and that amazing body of his.
* * * *When Diana arrived at the precinct to pick up Jerry, he appeared to be in a bad mood. He'd hardly spoken to her, and although she should be grateful considering the awkward events of her morning, she was concerned.
They were halfway to their destination, an apartment complex where Lee's roommate Janelle was staying since the fire. They needed to interview her. They had zip in the leads’ department, and Diana only had her own unfounded and unproven ideas on a profile for their killer. They needed evidence.
She glanced at her partner, noticing his scowl.
"Hey, Jerry, enough is enough. What is going on with you?"
He snapped his head toward her, the anger apparent in his expression. “With me? Nothing. How ‘bout you?” He turned away from her.
She was shocked at his tone. Obviously there was something bothering him.
"Talk to me, Jerr. What is going on with you? You haven't been yourself."
"I haven't been myself?"
"Cut the shit! Stop answering my questions with my own questions. What's your problem?"
"You! You're my fucking problem."
Diana pulled the car up to the sidewalk in an empty space a half a block before their destination. She slammed the car in park and turned toward him.
"Come clean with me, now. What do you mean I'm your problem?"
"Fuck this shit! I'm not talking about this with you. Nothing's wrong. Just drop it."
Jerry stepped out of the car and Diana did the same, slamming the door shut behind her. She strolled around the vehicle and grabbed Jerry by his wrist.
"I'm not dropping it. You haven't been right for weeks, and now you're telling me that I'm the problem."
She let go of his wrist and placed her hands on her hips. She was glad only a few pedestrians were walking by. He glanced around them and lowered his voice.
"I didn't mean that, Pellino. Just drop it. I've got some personal issues going on, that's all."
"Well, you'd better watch it because I'm not the only one noticing it."
"What the hell does that mean?"
"People are talking. They're picking up on your attitude. Why don't we talk about what's going on?"
"No. People should mind their own fucking business."
"Jerry, I need to know that things are good between us. We're more than partners ... we're friends, right?"
She watched him as he glanced away, as if thinking about what she said. He locked gazes with her.
"I'm sorry. I know I've been saying that a lot lately, but I mean it. I had no right to yell at you. I can handle this, and I'm sorry I blamed you. This has nothing to do with you."
"You let me know if you need me, Jerry. Okay?"
"You got it, partner. Let's go talk to the roommate and get moving on this case. You hear from the fire marshal?"
Diana inhaled and felt her cheeks flush. Damn that Luke Fontella. What was wrong with her? The mere mention of the man's name did a number on her.
"Something wrong?” Jerry said.
"I heard from him this morning. He'll be in touch."
"You two make up or something? I thought he hated you?"
They walked toward the apartment building. Diana hoped she hid her flushed cheeks well. Yeah, they made up, and they made out. They practically had sex in his kitchen, against the wall. Damn it. She tried to clear her head.
"I guess he realized there was no truth to the gossip."
"Don't be surprised if he makes a move on you next."
She swung her head around in shock. It felt like she nearly sprained her neck. “What!"
"Come on, Pellino. Don't tell me you didn't notice the way he was looking at you. That you didn't feel his eyes on you when your back was toward him?"
Jerry shook his head. She stood speechless.
"You're out of practice. You've conditioned yourself to ignore any signs of interest from cops and firefighters for so long that you can't even notice when one's interested."
She was silent, as he held the door to the main entrance open for her. Her mind was stuck on the realization that Jerry could be right. Was she oblivious to the signs? If she had noticed, she would've never went to Luke's apartment alone. He probably thought she was flirting with him, asking for it. Oh, shit!
"Hey, what's wrong with you?"
"Nothing. Absolutely nothing."
They stood outside of the apartment.
"What did you say this girl's name was?” Jerry asked.
"Janelle."
"Who lives here?"
"Their friend Casey and two other young women."
"All Ecuadorian decent?"
"I don't know. Why?"
"Just asking. It's a pretty shitty building, no security, easy access from the entrance, no cameras, and look at this door, the bolt is rotted to shit."
"What's your point? Half the damn places around this area of town are no different."
"That's true.” Jerry knocked on the door.
A few minutes later, they were in the apartment speaking with Janelle and her friend Casey. Janelle appeared to have a bit of an attitude. Diana's gut told her the women didn't trust them. She couldn't blame them for feeling that way.
"Do you recall if Lee seemed afraid or concerned that someone may be after her?” Jerry asked.
Janelle remained silent, then glanced at Casey.
"We're trying our best to find the person responsible for this. Please cooperate,” Diana said, in a soothing tone.
"I'll be right back. I have to check the stove.” Casey headed toward the kitchen, a mere twenty feet away from the living room. Diana exchanged glances with Jerry. Her partner seemed to read her mind. She stood up and headed to the kitchen while Jerry continued questioning Janelle.
"That smells delicious. Are you making locro soup?” Diana asked.
Casey looked surprised that she knew the soup. “You ever eat it?"
"Sure have. Ever go to Galapagos Cuisine downtown?"
"They're okay. If you like good Ecuadorian cuisine, you should try the little place around the corner."
"Louis'?” Diana asked.
Casey nodded yes.
She continued to speak with Casey about the food. She loved locro soup. It was an odd combination made with cheese, avocado, and potato. So delicious.
"Their empanadas are great."
"Lee loved their food.” Casey got all quiet.
"We'd been trying to get her out of that apartment to come live here with us, but she didn't want the extra four block commute."
"That's understandable. Guthery's is more than ten blocks from here. Did she walk or take mass transit?"
"She did both, but mostly walked. If she moved in with us here, she probably wouldn't have been able to afford the bus or the subway."
"Casey, I'm sorry about Lee. We're trying our best to figure out what happened and who is responsible. Can you think of anything that may help us? Did Lee mention anything to you? Did she seem scared or frightened?"
Casey stayed silent a few moments. Diana allowed her some space. Trust wasn't something that came easy.
"She mentioned the interview she did on television, and how some guy said that maybe that other clerk, Barbara, was killed because of her attitude. It was sick and Lee was so upset."
Casey closed her eyes a moment, then looked in the living room at Janelle. The two girls exchanged glances.
"What is it?” Diana asked.
"Lee remembered seeing some guy in the store a few weeks ago. He was angry over the fact that Barbara closed her line for a lunch break when there were more customers waiting. They were swamped that day, but Barbara didn't care. She hated that job."
"Did Lee remember what the guy looked like?"
"Not really."
"Anything at all that could help us?"
"Remember what Lee said about his clothes?” Janelle offered the information to Casey from the other room.
"She said that he was an attractive guy and was a worker, like maybe a janitor or foreman,” Casey said.
"Yeah, and I think she said he was wearing blue pants and black construction boots,” Janelle added.
Jerry wrote everything down in his notepad.
They asked the women if they recalled anything else, then left them their business cards.
"Thanks again for your help. We'll be in touch.” Jerry smiled sympathetically before they left the apartment.
* * * *Luke sat in his kitchen. He stared at the wall, just thinking about what happened this morning. He wanted to kiss Diana from the moment they met. She continuously entered his thoughts throughout the day, and she was in his dreams. The fact she showed up at his front door was like some captivating fantasy, conjured up in his mind and spirit, come true.
The alluring darkness of her eyes, the toned muscles in her arms, and the way her clothing fit so snugly against the curves of her body was enough to activate his manhood.
Damn, the way that woman didn't even back down to his arrogant attitude turned him on. He laughed as he thought about the way she stood in the doorway. One hand on her hip and one on the handle of her gun. Man, was that a sight.
When he held her in his arms and she didn't resist his moves at all, he wanted more.
He closed his eyes, thought about how if felt to touch her, caress her every curve, and to taste her. His hand glided behind the back of her neck to support her as his other arm wrapped around her waist, drifting over the bulge of her firearm and lifting her hips against his own.
He never thought a woman in an authoritative position, especially a cop, would turn him on. He was pleasantly surprised by her reaction, her equally aggressive behavior.
How the hell am I going to concentrate on this case and work side by side with her?
He realized he couldn't wait to see her again. But her reaction, her attitude before she ran from his house, left him feeling uncertain of whether he would ever get that close to Diana Pellino again.
He could smell her perfume. It lingered in his kitchen, and he couldn't get himself to start working.
The doorbell rang. Luke was annoyed at the interruption. He was suddenly filled with hope it was Diana. He glanced in the mirror in the hallway and cursed the signs of exhaustion on his face, and the poor decision of eating a whole loaf of garlic bread with lunch.
He grabbed a piece of gum from the table and shoved it into his mouth, chewing quickly. Biting the inside of his mouth, he cursed again in pain, then took a deep breath before opening the door.
Shock and disappointment filled him to his core.
He walked away, leaving the door open as he headed to the kitchen. He made a fresh pot of coffee.
"It's good to see you, too,” his father said.
"I'm kind of busy, Dad. What is it you want?” Luke never looked up.
"I called you and left messages."
"I'm busy."
"I know you are, but I wanted to straighten things out with you."
Luke laughed sarcastically, then gave him a dirty look over his shoulder.
He heard his father's exasperated sigh.
"Come on, I'm trying here, which is more than I can say for you."
He abruptly turned to his father. “Trying at what? Being a dad? Not fucking up my head? Why are you even bothering? I gave up on you years ago.” Luke crossed his arms in front of his chest and leaned back against the counter.
His father stared at him, holding his gaze, then looked down. His dad was guilty. Guilty of every damn thing he knew his father had done wrong from the time his mother was diagnosed. All the women, the self-centered emotions, and not being there for his only son were his crimes.
"You're wrong, Luke."
Luke held up his hand for his father to stop talking. “I really don't have time for this shit today."
His father sighed again and shook his head. “I know you're busy, which is also why I'm here. You jumped to some conclusions at your aunt's party that I want to straighten out."
"You mean you and the foxy detective?” Luke turned away. As soon as the words left his mouth, an enormous feeling of jealousy filled his gut.
"That's Detective Pellino. She's one of my best detectives. Some people I work with overheard your little outburst of accusations at the party. Needless to say, it caused some uncomfortable situations at the department, especially between Detective Pellino and myself. Now, I hear you're avoiding her and not giving assistance with the case."
"So you're telling me that there is nothing going on between you and Pellino? That you haven't made a move on her using your authoritative position?"
"I could be her father."
"Like that would stop any man from tapping a piece like Pellino."
His father took a deep breath. The look of anger on his face indicated he didn't like Luke's tone or line of questioning. Luke didn't give a shit. He wanted answers, wanted to be sure there was nothing romantic going on with Pellino and his dad. Speaking about her in a sexist way was more for his safety, and to keep his feelings hidden from his dad.
Pellino got under his skin, irritated him, and turned him on. Until now, he'd been turned off and lacking enthusiasm in everything, except tracking down Stewart Howard. Justice just didn't seem to be served anymore. There was more injustice and lack of law enforcement than ever in the world.
"There is nothing going on between us, and I want you to cooperate with Pellino and Montoff."
"Anything else?"
"Yeah. Everyone liked seeing you at the family party, especially Aunt Jane."
"Well, don't get used to it. I'm swamped, so if you don't mind.” Luke started to head out of the kitchen.
His dad followed. “I'm sure I'll see you even more now that you're working in the area."
"I guess."
His father gave him a small smile, then exited the house.
Luke closed the door and ran a hand through his hair. He wished things didn't have to be this way. He wished his father had helped him through the death of his mother, and had been there for him more often. Luke wished for a lot of things.
He couldn't help but head to the computer and look up any updated information on Stewart Howard. He thought about his firefighting friends who were killed, murdered by the serial arsonist, and he sighed.
He'd find him and hold him responsible one way or another.
* * * *An hour later, Luke entered the firehouse to speak with Brian Pellino, Don O'Rourke, and two other firefighters from the company who were the first to respond to the fire he was investigating. He had read the reports they handed in to the chief, but he still had questions.
Luke got a grand welcoming the second he entered the firehouse. Handshake after handshake, slaps on the shoulders, and invitations to join the firefighters for some drinks at a local bar. It was enough to make his head spin. A half hour later, he finally sat in the chief's office.
* * * *Outside the office, both Don and Brian stood talking about Luke.
"You think this is about the arson fire at that apartment complex three days ago?” Don said.
"Probably. You know how this works.” Brian crossed his arms in front of his chest.
"Yeah, they fucking always want to blame shit on the good guys."
"We did our job. They got nothing on us."
"We teamed up that day, remember?"
"Yeah. We were the first ones in. Who is this guy, anyway?"
"Luke Fontella. He was one of us until—” Brian paused.
He hated to bring up dead firefighters’ names, considering Don lost his brother Ted to a fire and the person responsible hadn't been captured.
"Well?” Don asked.
"He left the department after a bad fire. Part of his crew were injured."
"You mean he lost a man?"
"They lost two guys, best friends of his. Some arsonist set it on purpose. It was a death trap. They never caught the guy."
Don was silent a moment.
"He quit and joined the investigative branch because of it?"
"He didn't want to come back at all, but the chief talked him into it. Fontella had a reputation as a good firefighter. He knows his shit. I think he's still trying to find that arsonist who killed his friends."
Don stared back at the closed door with a somber expression.
* * * *"So you want to speak to them one at a time?” the chief asked.
"That would be fine. I appreciate you letting me use your office."
"No problem, Luke. I hope my boys aren't in some kind of trouble?"
Luke hated for Chief Watkins to think that one of the guys hadn't followed protocol. “I have to thoroughly investigate this case, Chief. I want to be sure I know exactly what happened, step by step from the time your crew arrived on the scene."
The chief looked at the closed doorway a moment. “You'd tell me first if one of my guys didn't follow procedure?"
Luke knew what he was getting at. The firefighting community was a close-knit community, a family that looked out for its own.
"Chief, I told you, don't worry about it. I promise to give you the heads up if I come across something, but really, today I'm just following procedure."
"You're a good man, Fontella. You were one of the best firefighters around. It's a relief to have you still working for us."
Luke walked to the door, politely indicating the chitchat was over, and he needed to question the guys.
The chief got the hint, smiled, then left the room.
Luke took a deep breath. It was enough that a certain detective remained on his mind. He sure didn't need to feel this pressure from the reminder that his comrades came first.
He had a job to do. If a firefighter screwed up during a fire, that firefighter would be reprimanded, peer pressure or not. Fighting fires was a dangerous profession, with no room for mistakes.
Luke opened the door and asked to speak with Brian Pellino first. They shook hands. He leaned against the chief's desk, holding a notepad and a file with Brian's written report.
Brian stood in front of him.
"You can have a seat."
"No thanks."
Luke glanced up at Brian, then back at the report. “I just have a few questions for you in regards to the fire from the other night. I see here that you were partnered up with Don O'Rourke? You two entered the third floor from the Stairwell B side. Is that correct?"
"Yes. We took the lead. We were on a search and rescue. The residents were already out."
"Once the fire was extinguished, both you and O'Rourke entered the apartment believed to be where the fire originated, and the victim was found?"
"I didn't see the victim. O'Rourke did."
Luke looked at Brian over the edge of the file he read. There were numerous boot marks located very close to where the charred remains were found.
"You were supposed to stay by your partner's side at all times. Why were you separated?"
"I searched the rooms to the left and Don went to the right. The fire was fully extinguished. There was no need to stay latched at the hip.” Brian's attitude was strong in his tone.
Luke knew it was no big deal that the firefighters separated, but it was protocol for them to remain together as a team. He recalled the arson scene. It appeared numerous boot prints were around the body. He couldn't help but wonder if more firefighters from this station house had gone to the room to take a look. That wasn't exactly protocol. There was no need for the firefighters to all be there. If anything, once the fire was extinguished, no one should've been allowed access until the homicide investigators and the fire marshal were on the scene.
As if reading Luke's mind, Brian spoke, “Are you fucking kidding me? I'm gonna get reprimanded for separating from my partner for thirty seconds even though the fire was completely extinguished?"
"There were many boot prints around the scene. Proper protocol states that when a body is found, the scene is to be preserved."
"I'm not the damn chief fire officer. That's his job. I did mine."
"Then why the hell were there so many damn boot prints around the damn body?” Luke raised his voice.
"I never got close to the body. I know procedure."
"That's questionable, Brian."
"What?” Brian appeared shocked at Luke's insinuation.
Luke took a deep breath, then released it. “I'm going by your report, and Don's."
"This is about my sister, isn't it?"
Luke was taken back. The last thing he expected was for Brian to bring up Diana.
"You're going to mess around with my career, my life, because you're pissed at some rumor about my sister and your dad?” Brian walked toward the doorway.
"Brian, wait. I..."
"Are you done with your questions? Because it seems to me that you already decided to pin this on me. I'm out of here.” He exited the office, leaving the door wide open.
Luke noticed a few other firefighters looked at him. This wasn't going well. Maybe he'd have more luck with O'Rourke.
"O'Rourke, you're next.” Luke headed back inside and Don followed.
He asked Don similar questions.
"So why did you go so close to the body?"
"I wanted to be sure she was dead."
Luke glanced at Don, annoyed at his wise guy comment. “The fact that she was charred black is a pretty good indicator that she was dead. You know procedure. Once a fatality is located that scene must remain preserved."
"I don't know if anyone else went in there. Initially, it was Brian and me, then we radioed it in and the rest of the crew arrived. We were told to help out down the hallway. The homicide detective was on the scene along with you."
He didn't like Don's attitude, either. He was arrogant and made it obvious that Luke's line of questioning was redundant. Unfortunately, Don was wrong. Something about the way the crime scene appeared bothered Luke. He just couldn't put his finger on it.
"Are we done?"
"For now. I'll call you if I have any other questions."
Don left the room, and Luke took a deep breath. He didn't intend to piss anyone off today. It wasn't his intention to accuse the two firefighters or their crew of not following procedure, even though evidence left at the scene indicated that they didn't.
He wasn't expecting this. When the scene wasn't preserved immediately, then evidence collected could be contaminated. These procedures were written down in two separate reports proving that these two firefighters, and perhaps others in the crew, entered the crime scene after the fatality was discovered. Their lack of preserving the scene not only would cause problems with credibility in a future prosecution, but more seriously, they could have contaminated potential evidence.
Luke felt a pain in his head. He gathered his stuff and exited the office. On his way out, numerous personnel, including the chief, confronted him.
The stares were intense, the anger obvious, as he swallowed hard but ventured through the tough, invisible barrier in the air.
"Chief, I'll be in touch if I need anything further."
The chief didn't respond. He just stared at Luke.
Luke could just imagine what they thought, and it wasn't good. He'd accused a whole crew of fucking up and they didn't like it one bit.
Before things got out of hand, he exited the building. He should've conducted the interviews in his office. Instead, he gave special courtesy to his fellow firefighters. What a mistake that turned out to be.
* * * *Diana just got out of the shower. She took a sip of wine and threw on a pair of shorts and a tank top. She towel dried her hair, and was about to grab the blow dryer from the cabinet when her phone rang.
She picked up the receiver. “Hey, Diana, it's Brian. We got a problem."
Diana downed her glass of wine, then refilled. The more Brian explained things, the angrier she became. What the hell was Luke Fontella doing?
She tried to calm her brother down, but it appeared he was annoyed with her and the rumor she thought she'd proved to be false. Her brother still had his doubts. That was obvious by his tone, and his lack of enthusiasm when saying he didn't blame her. He did.
Diana hung up the phone and quickly grabbed her notepad from her purse. She had Luke's number. She hadn't spoken to him since the day she surprised him at his apartment. That whole situation was a shocker, and now Luke's accusations about Brian and his department's lack of professionalism was the bottom line. What was his problem?
* * * *"Fontella!” Luke abruptly answered his phone, while he unlocked the car door and jumped in.
"Who the hell do you think you are?"
"Who is this?"
"Detective Pellino. What kind of sick game are you playing, Fontella? The nerve of you, to accuse my brother and his entire station house of not following protocol, just because you have some serious issues. You're supposed to be investigating the arson and fatality, not reprimanding the brave men and women who entered that building with the hopes of saving lives and maintaining their own."
"Perhaps it's you, Pellino, who should be looking at your investigation more closely, as well as where your priorities lie. Maybe you're too close to those involved with the case."
"Screw you, Fontella!” Diana hung up the phone
* * * *She was so annoyed. The nerve of that jerk. She allowed the anger to get the best of her. Grabbing her car keys, she headed out the door.
On the way, her cell phone rang. “Hello!"
"What the hell is going on?” Diana recognized her brother Paul's voice.
"What's going on?"
"You tell me? I heard what happened to Brian and Don. Who the hell does Luke Fontella think he is? He was freakin’ in our house, ate our food, joined our family gathering, and he does this shit!"
"Calm down, Paul. I'm on top of it."
"This is your family, Diana. Don't take his side in this. You know that Brian is a good firefighter. Fontella is jealous."
"I'll take care of it, Paul. I gotta go."
She hung up the phone. She understood her brother's anger. That same anger stayed with her the entire ride over to Fontella's.
Twenty minutes later, she was outside of Luke Fontella's condominium complex. She pulled the car alongside the curb and exited her vehicle. Anger swam through the blood in her veins as she walked up the driveway.
She took a deep breath, knowing she needed to calm down before she did something rash, but she just couldn't locate any means of rationale. This jerk messed with her, messed with her family, while he stood on his soapbox all high and mighty. Screw you, Luke Fontella, Fire Marshal.
Diana clenched her teeth and sighed angrily.
There appeared to be one light on inside the house. Otherwise, it was dark. Obviously, no one was home.
Then she saw a light on by the side entranceway. She headed that way first. Peeking through the window, she noticed it was the side entrance to the garage and a workshop. The door was slightly ajar, so she pushed it open.
"Fontella, you in here?” she called out, holding the zip up sweatshirt she threw on tighter against her chest. She glanced down at the many brown boxes that lay on the floor. Cans of turpentine, firefighting equipment, and other emergency gear were in plain view. The smell of turpentine and paint filled her nostrils.
"Breaking and entering is a serious crime."
Diana abruptly turned toward the voice behind her. Luke was inches away, entering from the door she just came in. How the hell did I miss him outside?
"I called your name. You didn't answer,” she responded abruptly, unable to hide the fact Luke snuck up on her undetected.
He brushed by her, walking into the garage, closing the door behind him. “So you enter my home, anyway? It's against the law, you know?"
Diana suddenly felt the confinement of the space. “You have some explaining to do."
Luke laughed. “I have some explaining to do? You're making it a habit of entering my home uninvited. Then you call me, rambling on, about how I'm not doing my job. You're not doing your job. Maybe you shouldn't be assigned to this case. Your brother is somehow connected. There's a conflict of interest."
Was he blaming her brother? Was he questioning her professionalism? She didn't need this shit.
"If you seriously think my brother is involved with this, you can go to hell, Fontella.” She turned toward the door. Luke grabbed her arm.
She turned to him.
"You think you have all the answers, don't you, Pellino? Well, you don't know shit. Coming from a family of firefighters or not, you're clueless."
She tried to pull her arm away from Luke's grasp. “You're wrong. You had no right to accuse your friends, your comrades, of such extreme mistakes.” She pointed her finger at his chest.
His grip tightened on her arm. He stepped closer. She took two steps back, knocking into the door.
He lowered his voice. “I'm an arson investigator. It's my job to ensure and validate that each firefighter did their job accurately. Their lack of procedure has jeopardized solving this case quickly."
"You don't know that. Investigating a fire fatality is difficult. The ME was able to find other evidence that may prove crucial to identifying at least the profile for our killer."
"I'm not after a profile. I want to catch the guy responsible."
"I don't?” Diana raised her voice, her tone indicating the insult his comment evoked.
"Maybe you are and maybe you're not."
She huffed, then attempted to leave. She remained pinned against the door as Luke grabbed her by the waist.
"Where do you think you're running off to?"
He pulled her a bit too quickly, and she bumped right into his chest.
He pressed his body against hers. The door wedged up against her backside.
"I don't need to stay here and be insulted. I'm doing my job, and you blaming others, reaching, is not going to catch our suspect."
"You're too close to this case. It's your brother's department. There's too much at stake to not be investigating this with a clear head."
"I have a clear head. Yours, on the other hand, is questionable.” She raised her chin with confidence.
Luke clenched his teeth, squinted, and held her gaze.
All she could do was wait for his next move.
"Your confident attitude pisses me off."
"Your inability to work as a team is irritating."
Just as she got the last syllable out, Luke covered her lips with his. He kissed her deeply. Simultaneously, their bodies pushed up against the metal door. Her hip hit the cool side of it.
With one hand, he held her head in place as he controlled the depth of their kiss. His other hand wrapped around her waist, pulling her hips against his.
Diana wrapped her arms around his neck. Their kissing intensified. She didn't think. She just reacted, and found herself being ravished by a man who made her very angry, and made her pulse rate increase. The heat and solidity of his hands made his intentions known, as his lips, moist with lust, traveled over her mouth, to her chin then neck. Their breathing was hot against their skin.
All the anger, rage, and insult she felt diminished with each touch, each caress, and kiss from Luke Fontella.
His hands pushed aside the sweatshirt she wore and tangled in the thin straps of her tank top. He bent down, gently biting her collarbone then her shoulder.
"You get on my nerves, Detective.” He nibbled harder.
"What are we doing?” she whispered, out of breath.
"Don't talk. I don't want to fight.” He continued to explore her skin with his mouth.
His hand was flat against her ribcage, on her left side, while his right hand pulled the tank top down the rest of the way, revealing her breast.
Diana inhaled a sharp breath at the realization she wasn't wearing any bra. In the heat of anger, she abruptly exited her apartment without giving it a thought.
"Damn, Pellino.” Luke growled before he took the mound of flesh into his mouth.
She gripped his shoulders tighter. He bent down onto his knees, lifting the shirt and sweatshirt over her head, exposing her bare chest for better access. She let out a moan of pleasure. Her knees felt weak as she laid her head against his shoulder. She kissed the skin, absorbed the excitement her body experienced at his every touch. She wanted him. She didn't care about the consequences.
Luke trailed kisses along her ribcage to the waist of her pants. His fingers separated the elastic from her flesh, and made their way between her thighs.
Diana tensed up a moment, with the realization that the opportunity to run, stop his next move, was moving further from her grasp.
"You feel so good. I wanted to kiss you, touch you like this since we first met,” he whispered, as he continued to seduce her.
She felt every sensation, absorbed every erotic touch, to the point where she wanted to scream out his name. Her legs felt wobbly and weak and, as if sensing it, Luke took control.
A second later, he scooped her up into his arms. He kissed her lips, smiled, then headed toward the doorway that led into his home. He slammed the door closed with his foot, and headed upstairs to his bedroom with graceful ease.
He ducked under the low eves, and she watched his suave maneuvering, absorbed the fact Luke Fontella, Fire Marshal, Mr. Attitude, was whisking her away to his bedroom.
She found herself imagining being rescued by Luke in his full firefighting gear. The thought brought moistness between her legs.
"You're blushing.” It was as if he could sense her body's instant response to his.
She swallowed hard, while he used his shoulder to push open the bedroom door.
* * * *Luke gently set Diana's feet down on the floor. She covered her breasts with her arms, suddenly feeling shy.
He stood in front of her, holding her gaze with his own. His feet were spread inches apart, revealing the large bulge in the crotch of his jeans.
A shiver ran up her spine. A fear of weakness, and giving into this man's alluring aura, had her mind spinning. She thought about how much more confident she was with her side arm on her hip, her badge, her handcuffs, all signs of authority, control, and power. None of it was on her now. Just her flesh, her soul, and no shields or barriers for protection.
He cupped her chin in his hand and tilted her face up toward his. His other hand separated her arms from their locked positions.
He kissed her lips softly before he spoke.
"For a mouthy thing, you sure got awfully quiet."
She released a shaky breath. “I don't know about this."
His lips cut off any attempt of resistance. He kissed her deeply, while he pushed the remaining material from her body.
"Look at me, Pellino. Don't think about anything. Just look at me."
She stared into his eyes, the oceans of her dreams, the islands of Hawaii. A peacefulness, a contentedness, filled her to her core.
He trailed his fingertips along her arms, gently, seductively, while Diana stepped out of her pants. She reached for the zipper on Luke's jeans.
An instant later, they were fully naked, their lips engaged, their hands pulling at each other to embrace tighter.
She wanted him and he wanted her.
He lifted her by her hips as he kissed her deep. They fell to the bed in an embrace. Luke's body was hefty and wide, and he covered her entire frame as he straddled her hips.
"I've dreamt about having you in my bed.” He kissed her cheek, her chin, then her neck.
"I've thought about how angry you make me."
Luke grabbed her hands. Their fingers entwined as he kissed her neck harder, sucking at the skin. He whispered against her ear, “I thought about that too, and about what I would do to you once I had you, like this, at my whim and command.” He sucked harder, longer. She was certain it would leave a mark.
As independent and feministic as she could be, Diana would welcome Luke's love mark. An indication her lover ravished her completely.
The thought was insane. She was always such a feminist, battling for equality, for the chance to be graded on performance, on experience, yet here she was, willing, without fight, offering her neck up for branding, against all the rules in Feminist 101.
Luke reached for the drawer by the bedside table. He grabbed a condom.
Diana's heart raced with anticipation. She would do this. She would let a man she hardly knew make love to her, get to know her so intimately. A man who angered her and turned her on like a light switch. She had to work with him professionally. But, at the moment, she didn't care.
He shifted his weight against her hips. She welcomed his next move willingly, and their bodies united. His lips drew in deep breaths against her neck. They sighed deeply, at the sensations they felt.
The race was on, an attempt to destroy any last barriers of defense against one another. With each plunge of desire and claim, their connection deepened to the point of no return.
She was lost in him, lost in his embrace, plunging into a pool of complete intoxication.
* * * *Diana opened her eyes. Her body felt numb. She was sore, but embraced the satisfied feeling. She'd had a few lovers in her life, never thinking about the phrase ‘Size doesn't matter.’ At least, she didn't before tonight. She felt the giddiness inside her, the satisfaction and contentedness. The phrase was a complete lie.
Smiling, she knew she had physical proof lying pressed up against her backside.
Luke's muscular arm lay across her ribcage, and the palm of his hand cupped her right breast.
She hadn't pegged him as the possessive type, but clearly, he was. Or he was worried she would attempt escape.
All her nerve, her strength in fighting the reality of the consequences to their love-making, were now long gone. It was just she, alone, with the choice she made.
Diana glanced at the clock on the bedside table. It read 1:00 a.m. She needed to head home, needed to minimize what just occurred, and maintain any bit of professionalism and independence that she could.
She slowly started to move out of Luke's grasp. He shifted his body and pulled her back tighter against his chest.
She attempted the move two more times and, with each attempt, Luke's grasp increased. She could hardly take in a full breath when she heard his deep voice.
"You're a stubborn thing. If I keep pulling you tighter, what do you think I'm trying to say?"
She felt each syllable, each raspy word in the warm breath against her shoulder.
"Speaking would get you faster results."
He kissed her shoulder. “Stay here. Don't leave."
Diana maneuvered her body so she could face Luke. She touched his chin, gently rubbed her hand across the new whiskers that formed on his cheeks. He pulled her closer. His body was lower down than hers, causing his eyes to be level with her neck.
"Listen, you were incredible."
"Is this where you tell me we made a mistake, and you leave me here, alone and used?"
She smirked, then kissed his cheek. “Somehow, Fontella, I don't think you feel used."
"I will if you leave me. We're not exactly finished."
"What do you mean?"
"You came here all confrontational, wearing no bra, full of authority and attitude."
Diana felt her cheeks burning. The ‘no bra’ scenario wasn't planned.
"Listen, my intentions were not to—"
"Seduce me? Turn me on? Lead me to wherever it is you have the desire to go?"
"Don't get all intense on me, Fontella. You're a big boy. You know all about consequences."
He caressed her hair, pulling her body lower, down under the sheets.
"You're not free to leave. There's a punishment for the crime of breaking and entering."
"I didn't break in. I just entered."
"Then I'll consider cutting the punishment in half."
"You have no authority. You're not in law enforcement. Now, if I started a fire that couldn't be put out, that would be your forte."
Luke pulled the sheets away from their bodies, looking down between them.
Diana followed his line of sight.
"That's one hell of a fire you started, doll. Take it from me and my professional experience, it's gonna take all night to put it out.” Luke abruptly rolled over on top of her.
Her laughter, in response to his tactics, filled the air.
Luke maneuvered his hips just right, kissing Diana as she locked her legs into position. Their gazes met as their bodies united.
* * * *It was 4:30 a.m. and Diana couldn't sleep. The original thoughts of the arrogant Luke Fontella no longer ruled her mind. Instead, every inch of his perfect body, his love making rituals, and his ability to make her stay at his home all night now ruled her mind.
For the hundredth time, she questioned why she allowed her anger to rule her actions? Then she reminded herself that if she hadn't, she and Luke wouldn't have shared such intimacy as they just had.
They discussed the case and their findings, their actions, and their opinions.
Along with questioning his professionalism, and his rush to judgment, came questions about her professionalism, and the procedures she took at the crime scene.
She was tired and annoyed when she got out of bed, got dressed, and headed to the precinct. It was 5:30 a.m. when she arrived.
* * * *Diana went over the pictures from the crime scene. She understood the intensity and extreme dangers firefighters faced, from the time they got the call to a fire until the fire was extinguished.
She never questioned whether Brian's company followed procedure, because when she and Jerry arrived Luke was there, and the chief officer on the scene was there as well.
He had a log filled with names of everyone who entered the apartment and appeared to follow protocol to the ‘T.'
She scanned through the pictures again, this time recalling how Luke had accused Brian and his company of contaminating the crime scene. She looked closely at the scene, noting the numerous boot marks embedded in the charred ash-gray powder and the many remains of other objects.
Luke had a point, but he could have handled it better. Besides, Brian was his friend, and nearly half the department knew Luke. Diana found out from her brother Vinny that Luke was an exceptional firefighter with a great reputation.
Their conversation was cut short, but she wanted to ask Vinny why Luke didn't fight fires anymore and took a job with the arson unit? It just didn't make sense to her.
Diana waited until 7:30 a.m., then called her friend at the lab.
She headed to the lab around 8:00 a.m., after receiving a call from Jerry that he would be late. She heard a woman giggling in the background, giving her partner a hard time. She told him she would only cover for him for an hour, after that he was on his own.
Diana arrived at the lab and was shocked to find Luke Fontella there. He and Jake Monroe were laughing, until they caught sight of her. She attempted to act professional, despite the fact her body wanted to feel his touch.
"It's my favorite detective.” Jake reached out to shake her hand and moved rather close to her.
She held her position, then stepped to the side to give herself more room. Her gaze locked with Luke's. He looked annoyed.
"Do you know Fire Marshal Luke Fontella?” Jake asked.
"We've met, thanks. So what do ya got?” She tried her hardest to maintain her tough-cop attitude she was known for.
Jake sat back down at the computer and typed. “I analyzed some samples from the crime scene and, after removing your traditional substances like ash, fiber particles, and so forth, I uncovered the gray substance that interested you, Detective."
"What is it?” both Diana and Luke asked. They exchanged glances, and looked back at the screen.
Jake rambled off some technical mumbo jumbo, then leaned back in his chair.
"In English if you don't mind Jake,” she said.
"A flare."
"A flare? What do you mean a flare?” Diana said.
"You know, those things you lit when you were a patrol officer and there was a car accident or a tree blocking the road? An emergency flare."
Diana looked at Luke. He appeared to be in deep thought.
"What's wrong, Fontella?"
Their gazes locked once more. He was silent a moment.
"Come on, you two, you know what flares I am talking about. Safety flares, emergency flares, police flares..."
"Firefighter flares,” Luke completed Jake's sentence, still maintaining eye contact with Diana.
The realization of what went through Luke's mind hit her hard. She tried to maintain some composure. Did he think that a firefighter could be responsible for the deaths of Lee and Barbara? Did he think it was someone they know? Immediately, Brian came to mind.
"No way, Fontella. No freaking way."
He eyed her with an expression that warned her to remain calm.
"What? What are you thinking?” Jake asked.
"It's a need to know basis, and you don't need to know,” Luke said.
He moved onto some of the other material found at the scene, but nothing seemed as important to Diana as the flare, and the fact a firefighter could be their suspect.
When they were done, Diana headed to the parking lot. Luke was close behind.
"Pellino. Detective Pellino!” he yelled.
Others were watching them. She didn't need any more gossip or rumors about her, so she stopped.
"I have nothing to say to you, Fontella. Just leave me be and let this sink in."
She took out her keys to open the door to the unmarked police car. Luke pushed the door closed.
"I think we need to talk about things. Straighten things out."
"No, we don't. It's better left unsaid."
Diana sighed, as she glanced around them. Everyone seemed to be going about their business. Luke stood in front of her. Her eyes were level with his shoulders. She refused to look into them. The tension in the air was beyond measurement.
His hand touched her wrist. She jerked backward, and her hip hit the car door. She cursed under her breath at the pain, as well as her timid behavior toward Luke.
"Are you afraid of me?"
"There's nothing for us to talk about."
"The hell there isn't."
"You don't want to talk. You want to make accusations. Accuse my brother, or someone in the fire company, of murder and arson. I, on the other hand, want to locate the real killer, using concrete proof."
Diana abruptly opened the car door, nearly knocking Luke in the knees.
"Whether we like it or not, we are going to have to look into this,” he said.
"I will look into it, and I'll wait until the medical examiner discloses his findings, and other evidence is revealed to indicate your theory is possible. Other than that, I have nothing more to say to you."
Luke blocked the door from closing. He leaned down so only she could hear. “About last night, I'm not going to forget it. I won't let you, either. I understand the reasoning behind the attitude you gave me back there."
"I told you this morning, my main focus right now is this case."
Diana got into her car and left.
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Chapter 6Luke leaned back in his chair at the desk. He had several phone calls, from various sources, warning him to hold his tongue and watch himself making such outrageous accusations. His head pounded.
He thought about calling Diana, telling her what was happening, then stopped himself. This information would scare her. She was already feeling guilty for sleeping with him.
He looked at his notes, at the reports from the fire chief, and his observations of the arson scene. He should've been paying closer attention. Instead, his focus was on Detective Pellino. The woman was in total control that day, and she was quick to put him in his place by telling him, ‘Preservation of life was more important than structure safety.'
He thought about the firefighting unit that responded to the fire. He practically knew the whole crew, and Brian was a good friend. Someone else had to be responsible.
He glanced back at the pictures he had of the crime scene, looking closely at the powdery substance that lay on the floor. The tiny, thin, metal object Pellino had found under the bed frame.
He missed that. He realized the object had to be the small stand that came with the flare. But, if it were, why wasn't it in the middle of the floor? Multiple reasons filled his mind, then the more obvious.
He figured when the firefighters entered the apartment and put out the fire, they stomped through the bedroom, making sure it was secure. They probably kicked it under the bed frame. It was a simple explanation.
He thought about the possibility a firefighter could be responsible for the arson and the murders, and wondered why, then realized he should keep the criminal profiling to the professionals like Pellino.
Hearing a beeping noise, Luke looked at his computer screen. He had a new message. Logging into his email, he located the message and clicked on it.
He glanced at the return email address, opening it. His heart thumped with excitement. There was a new sighting for Stewart Howard, and a possible fire that the local authorities, two boroughs over, thought could be arson.
He opened up the attached file. Suddenly, a large clown face filled the screen. Laughter spilled from the computer speakers yelling the word ‘Sucker.’ On the bottom of the screen, a note read: “You can't catch me. I don't exist."
In frustration, Luke deleted the message.
A few minutes later, another one came on.
"Assholes!” He pushed himself away from his desk.
The email had been a prank, another message of warning to remember whom his comrades were.
Luke headed to his kitchen to make a fresh pot of coffee. He'd deal with the bogus emails later.
* * * *He sat at his desk and smiled wide. He was filled with excitement. The fact he was immersed in such a complex series of events should cause him worry. Instead, he was filled with an inner desire to succeed. No one would catch him. They couldn't.
Who would've thought he could be so cunning, so unpredictable? His plans suddenly changed. He admitted that he'd underestimated the abilities of both the NYPD detectives and the arson investigation unit. Together, they would be difficult to beat, unless he sent them in a different direction. That would give him time to plan his next attack.
That desire to hold life and death in his hands began to rise again. He craved the feeling, the emotion and adrenaline rush, he received from having ultimate power and control.
His old life, his old personality, were long gone, non-existent because he was reborn.
"Where should I begin?"
He logged onto the computer, knowing the first step was research.
* * * *Diana and Jerry headed toward the medical examiner's office. The ME had finished the autopsy on Lee.
"Thanks for covering for me."
Jerry's voice interrupted Diana's thoughts, as he maneuvered the car through traffic.
"No problem, stud. I hope she was worth it.” Diana smirked.
"Oh, she was, and some."
"I don't need details. Just don't go making a habit out of it."
"I'm not making any promises."
Diana sighed.
"So, Fontella really thinks that a firefighter could be our suspect?"
"I'm not sure. There just isn't enough evidence. I mean, so many people carry flares in their cars, not just firefighters and the police."
"That's true, but we need to keep an open mind. Let's think about the profile we have so far. Our suspect has to be large and very strong. He broke the first victim's spine, for Christ's sake."
"That's still not enough."
"Then we do what we do best. We gather the evidence, take it one step at a time, and find this guy."
Jerry pulled into a parking spot, and they headed inside the building.
* * * *The ME, Rob Barkley, greeted Diana first then Jerry. “Hello, Detective Pellino. How are you today?"
"I'm fine, Rob. How are you?"
"A hell of a lot better now that you're here. Remind me to ask you something before you leave."
Diana cringed as Jerry smirked. Rob blushed. She hoped he wasn't planning on asking her out. She feared this moment, and she didn't want to hurt Rob's feelings. Jerry was right when he said Rob had the hots for her.
The three of them moved closer to the examination table.
"Okay, I found some interesting things, thanks to your suspect's lack of knowledge about contact and transfer. Let's start with the cause of death.” Rob pulled on the latex gloves and started to describe his findings in detail.
"So she was strangled before the fire even started?” Diana said.
"Yes. We have a fracture of the hyoid bone with hematoma,” Rob told her.
"So she was physically strangled, not with a ligature?"
"As you now, Diana, the fracture of the hyoid bone in ligature strangulation is found in less than one percent of the cases. My findings indicate that this victim was strangled by the killer's hands."
"Bare hands?” Jerry asked, his excitement obvious in his outburst.
"Sorry, chap, not that easy, I'm afraid. Your killer used gloves."
"Can't blame a guy for asking."
"When the crime scene technicians were collecting evidence, one technician noticed some small fibers on the victim's neck. We'll have to call the lab and see if they have anything yet. Perhaps the fibers were remnants of our killer's gloves?” Diana said.
"Now, that would be great. We'll call over there later,” Jerry added.
"So, you're saying that our victim was dead before the fire started?” Diana asked Rob.
"Yes, she was. I tested the victim's blood for the level of carboxyhemoglobin and it was under 5 percent saturation, which indicates the victim was dead prior to the fire. Other than the evidence of strangulation, there were no other injuries that contributed to her death."
Diana sighed, as the ME finished covering the body with the sheet, before removing his latex gloves.
She and Jerry thanked Rob, then walked to the other room where they removed their protective masks and smocks.
They were about to leave, when she heard her name.
"Diana, I nearly forgot. I got tickets to tomorrow night's game. Interested?"
She cringed. “I can't, Rob, but thanks for the invite. You enjoy the game. The weather is supposed to be great."
"Maybe another time, then."
Diana glanced at Jerry for help. How many times did she get him out of similar jams?
"I don't think her boyfriend would be too happy about that,” Jerry said.
Rob's mouth dropped and his shoulders sagged. “Boyfriend?"
"I think so. She can't stop talking about him.” Jerry was overdoing it, and she noticed the hurt in Rob's eyes. Diana gave Jerry a light punch in the solar plexus.
"I'm sorry, Rob. It was so nice of you to ask. Take care.” Diana smiled. Rob smiled back. She could tell by his still slumping shoulders he was hurt.
She hurried out the door to the fresh air. Taking a deep breath, she heard Jerry laughing in the background.
"I thought you were tougher than that, Pellino,” he teased, as they entered the car.
"What took you so long? You had to push it, huh?"
Jerry continued to laugh.
"You always come through for me, and not always so suave, either.” Jerry started the ignition and glanced at her.
"I admit, I take my time to get you out of similar jams, but you knew that was coming. He warned me when he first got there that he had a question for me."
"My first thought was a proposal. He doesn't seem like the courting type."
"Stop, he's a nice guy, just not my type."
"I know, I know. We talked about this before. Actually, we talk about this every time we come here. Maybe you should just sleep with good old Rob and let him get you out of his system."
Jerry's cell phone rang.
"I don't think so, stud. Talk to the little sex toy you're working."
Jerry chuckled and answered the phone.
Diana's cell phone also rang. She removed it from the clip and looked at the number. Her heart thumped hard. She contemplated answering the call, then decided to let it go to voice mail, just like the three others before it.
Luke Fontella can wait.
* * * *Diana walked out to the precinct parking lot. From a distance, she saw her brother Vinny, a detective in narcotics. He talked and laughed with a few other detectives she knew. He caught sight of her, pointed at her, indicating for her to wait for him. She leaned against one of the police cruisers parked a few rows before her car.
A couple of minutes later, he headed toward her. He greeted her with a kiss on the cheek, but a serious hello.
"What's going on? What are you doing around here?” Diana asked.
"I had to stop in to see Lieutenant Bergoff. One of his rookie cops nearly blew one of my men's cover. The information was presented during roll call, about a deal going down in a certain location, but the meathead rookie wasn't paying attention. The freaking kid thought he was getting the bust of his career. It's a long story, and a big fucking headache for me. I talked to Paul and Brian. They were pretty upset. How is your case going?"
Diana sighed. The word was out.
"The case is moving along slowly. There's not much to say about it.” She looked at her brother. He squinted and raised his eyebrow. She always laughed when he did that.
"Come on, Dee, the shit has hit the fan. You haven't heard from Mom or Pa?"
"No, I haven't, and I think they both know they shouldn't call me, nor should you ask me any questions about the case I'm working."
Vinny crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Are you fucking kidding me? That freaking fire marshal Fontella is making some serious accusations. Brian's your brother."
"Listen, the fire marshal can make all the accusations he wants. He's in charge of the arson aspect, and if firefighters didn't follow protocol then let him and the chief deal with it. My job involves the victim and finding her killer. Jerry and I are doing our best."
"Brian's pissed, Dee. You should call him."
"He called the other day and we spoke. I gave Fontella hell for making the accusation, but he's got his job to do."
"Listen, Dee, I'm not telling you how to do your job. I'd be the first one to get my defenses up if someone questioned my abilities and tactics. I'm just saying remember that you're dealing with firefighters, a whole lot of people that we're related to, friends with, and something like this can cause some heavy shit to go down. Firefighters can get nasty when one of their own is accused of something, never mind a whole company. Just watch your ass."
"I appreciate the warning, Vin, but remember what I said, the arson investigation is Fontella's job, not mine."
"The word's out. He thinks the suspect is a firefighter."
Diana put her hands in the air as if saying, 'What do you want me to tell you?'
"Well, does it look like it could be?"
She shook her head and sighed. Her brother knew not to ask. He made her more anxious about the situation. People must've been giving her family shit about it.
"Forget it. You know I have your back. Whatever you need, whatever goes down, I'm behind you 100 percent."
"I appreciate that. So, where are you headed now?"
"Headquarters, then a meeting with the brass. I'll catch up with you this weekend."
"Okay, see you later."
Diana headed toward her car when her cell phone rang. “Hello."
"Dee, it's me, Brian. You're not going to believe this. The chief just reamed a bunch of us out. We're on temporary probation."
"What the hell for?"
"Apparently, our lack of following protocol and contaminating possible evidence at the fire scene. Fontella suggested a retake of three four-week courses on arson and fire investigation and the firefighter's role in preservation of the crime scene. This is fucking bullshit."
"I'm sorry, Brian, really I am. Who else is on probation?"
"Me, Don, Earl, Ralphy, Carlton, just about everyone who was working that night of the fire."
"What do you do if there's a call?"
"We can go out only if we're limited on men. The chief called in the rest of the crew, some help from other houses and nearby precincts, but we basically have to do the shit, rookie work, around here. What the hell is going on with your investigation? Do you really think a firefighter is the suspect?"
"Shit, Brian, you know I can't talk to you about this case. I have no idea what Fontella is on to. The arson investigation is his job, not mine. If you didn't follow protocol, then he has a case and you have to deal with it."
Diana was annoyed. Not with her brother but with Luke Fontella. His allegations affected her life, and now people thought she believed the same things he did.
"So, you don't even give a shit that this happened?"
"No, Brian, I didn't say that. Just deal with it. I'll deal with Fontella. I'll call you later."
She jumped into her car. A headache was coming on. The sun was setting and the streetlights now illuminated the roads. She was angry, and she wanted answers. She wanted to speak with Luke.
She debated about heading to his place, knowing what the visit might lead to. She battled with her own words about her focus remaining solely on the case.
Yet, she found herself driving in his direction.
* * * *On the way there, Diana's cell phone rang.
"Hello."
"A little information for you, Detective Pellino."
"Who is this?"
"It doesn't matter. You need some help. Fontella has a history you should look into."
"Who is this?” Diana was irritated. The Caller ID gave her no clue as to whom she spoke with.
"Stewart Howard. Look it up. Fontella was present at all the fires, and he pretends that he's still searching for the suspect. A copy is on its way to your email."
"What are you..."
The person hung up the phone. Diana headed straight home. She wanted to read the emails and find out what the heck the caller was talking about.
* * * *She arrived home and headed straight to her computer. Opening up her e-mails, she saw the three documents sent from a library three blocks from her precinct. She wondered if there was a way to trace the email back to the sender. Maybe that person had to log on with a password and account, in order to use the library computers? She would look into that later.
Diana clicked on the first file. There was a copy of a headline and a story about two firefighters killed in the line of duty. The story was heart wrenching. She recalled the serial arsonist and the numerous fires he set. Her family had conversations about the fact that someone would intentionally set fires to harm firefighters and kill innocent people. She remembered attending the funeral services for the fallen heroes with her family.
She read further about the one firefighter who survived the blaze. The injuries he sustained and the fact he quit the job because of the fire. Diana read Luke Fontella's name. Her heart ached for his loss, and the trauma he'd experienced.
The thoughts evoked images of Luke's muscular body, and the slightly visible scars along his abdomen. He was a firefighter, and he had the physique and obvious battle wounds to show for being in such a profession. Then there was the scar near his neck and collarbone. They were barely visible, but she'd noticed them.
She continued to read the material, all newspaper clippings, articles, and recorded broadcasts from local television stations. Then she saw a link to other recordings. Clicking on them with her mouse, the recordings uploaded to the computer. Luke's voice echoed through the speakers.
"No. I don't want to do the job anymore. There's no need to be there now that they're gone."
"You mean your friends. The ones who died in the fire?” a woman's voice said.
"Yes."
"But you expressed in earlier sessions that you love the job. It's your life."
"I used to love it. The feel of the heat, the search and rescue. People respected firefighters, appreciated the fact that we put our lives on the line, sometimes for nothing but building structures."
"How do you feel about the arsonist?"
"He's getting more attention than those who lost their lives. What is this world coming to? Where are the ethics, the belief that hard work pays off? You can't even get good service when you go to the store anymore. There's lazy clerks, lazy waitresses—no one wants to earn their life, their living. The arsonist, I think he knows this. He's smarter than I am."
Diana swallowed hard, listening to Luke's words, his rough tone of voice. He was down on himself, the world. How the hell did someone get a copy of his therapy session? She thought about what he said. Her mind was in overdrive.
She clicked on the next email. There was a series of dates, fires, death investigations leading up to a little over a year ago. There was no identification, no picture, no personal information on Stewart Howard. However, the sender showed multiple connections indicating that Luke Fontella was in fact Stewart Howard.
Diana's heart felt as if it dropped into her stomach.
This was insane. She didn't believe it. There was an ulterior motive here. There had to be.
She stared at the information highlighted in yellow on the screen. She thought about Luke's words from the tapes, and his indication that the serial arsonist received more attention than the firefighters. Then she thought about how Luke expressed his thoughts on the lack of ethics, no belief in hard work. He'd said: “You can't even get good service when you go to the store anymore. Lazy clerks.” Instantly she thought of Barbara and Lee.
Her mind was in a frazzled state. She took a deep breath, focusing on the source of the information. Luke pissed a lot of people off with his accusation that a firefighter could be their suspect. Anyone could have sent this information to her with the hopes of influencing her investigation. She couldn't help but to think about Luke, what he went through, how that affected his judgment, and his words at the time of therapy. Then she thought about his physique, and the nausea set in.
Luke was a large, very strong man, well trained and more than capable of breaking bones. There was no doubt there. He had access to flares and other firefighting gear.
She covered her mouth with her hand, remembering all the boxes of supplies in his garage. The lab reports from the last fire weren't all back yet, but Diana recalled how the forensics team found remnants of an unknown substance embedded in the crease of Lee's neck. The medical examiner stated the cause of death was strangulation, and protective gloves were worn. Perhaps the unknown residue could be remnants of material from the gloves firefighters wore?
She'd have to wait to confirm this. Luke's report indicated there were numerous boot marks located around the crime scene, therefore contaminating possible evidence nearby. Maybe he planned it that way? Now, he was accusing other firefighters in an attempt to keep his own motives hidden.
Motive. What in the hell would be his motive for doing this?
She tried to organize her thoughts, frustration at the department, the media, perhaps society itself. Luke's statements about the lack of work ethics, the lazy clerk, the bad service, the glorification of the killer instead of the victims were clear. Diana easily sensed Luke's tone, the anxiety and stress in his voice. He was hurting inside.
She swallowed hard, her mouth suddenly dry. Her stomach ached. Laying her hands on either side of the keyboard, she sat still, staring at the screen in front of her.
He wasn't some kind of vigilante going after criminals. The victims were not the best of people, but they weren't criminals, either.
Luke was at the crime scene first in order to declare the structure safe for Diana and the forensics team to enter. Other firefighters may have entered the crime scene and contaminated evidence. He could've tried to destroy the indicator of where the source of the fire was. Or, in his sick, demented mind, if Luke were Howard Stewart, then he may have wanted to see the victim one final time. Perhaps to ensure himself that she died, that she suffered a horrible death.
Diana got the chills. She took a deep breath, then jumped in her seat at the sound of her doorbell ringing.
She quickly rose from her chair and walked barefoot toward the door.
As she peeked through the peephole, panic set in. Luke was there.
Oh, shit! What should I do? He doesn't know I know this stuff about him. I'm not certain any of it is true. I need to remain calm and keep an open mind.
She opened the door. “What are you doing here?"
"It's very rude not to return someone's phone messages. Especially once they've reached five or more.” He walked right by her, entering her apartment uninvited.
She stood near the door, still holding it open.
"Did I invite you in?"
"How does it feel, Detective Pellino?"
He scanned the apartment, crossing his arms in front of his chest. He gave her the once over from her bare feet to her eyes. She reached back to close the door but remained in front of it.
"What is so important that you decided to invade my home at 11:00 p.m.?"
"I hear you've been getting the same attitude and warnings that I've been getting."
"What do you mean?"
He took a step closer.
"You know damn well what I mean.” Luke raised his voice in obvious anger. Diana prepared for an attack.
Luke seemed to pick up on her body language, indicating her fear of him.
"They sent you something, too?"
"Who is they, and what are you referring to?"
She was careful not to divulge any information. For all she knew, the killer stood in her apartment. The thought made her sick. She didn't believe it. She couldn't believe it. She made love to him. It could ruin her judgment, her ability to investigate.
Luke ran a hand through his hair, then sat on the arm of the sofa.
Not noticing it before, Diana now saw the exhaustion in his expression.
"I got this email earlier. It brought up some crazy shit from my past."
He sighed, then glanced at her as if waiting for her to fill in the rest of his thoughts. She wasn't a fool. She played dumb, remained silent.
"There was this arsonist, Stewart Howard. He was responsible for multiple fires and the deaths of many people, including two of my buddies. He's why I left the job. Well, almost left it completely."
Diana held her position a few feet in front of him. She could tell he was genuinely upset. She thought about his words, the sadness in his voice at the loss of his friends.
"Someone is trying to say that Stewart Howard is our suspect."
Diana was shocked, to say the least. She wanted to tell him someone was accusing him of being Stewart Howard.
"What do you have on this guy Howard? What can you tell me about him?"
"I don't have much. I've worked hard to uncover very little about him. He's really good. He's evaded capture for years. Sometimes, I think he died in one of the last fires he set because they suddenly stopped. It was as if he disappeared off the face of the planet. Doesn't make sense he'd choose now to make a comeback."
"Why not now? If he knows that you are an arson investigator, then maybe he planned the fire in your honor?"
"Why kill Barbara and Lee? What does that mean?"
"Maybe he was angry at the lack of response to his mission.” Diana walked casually around the room but kept her gaze on Luke. “Perhaps he feels that the world is an ungrateful place. Maybe he thinks that work ethics have been lost, lazy people are all around him. Maybe he wants to rid society of the weak?"
Luke stood up and pointed at her. “Someone sent you the tapes? Someone is trying to pin this on me."
"Calm down.” She stepped back, and he took two steps toward her. He was inches from where she stood.
"I'm not the killer, Diana. I swear to you, I'm not the killer."
"Why did you go after Brian, Don, and the others from his company? Why did you have them reprimanded?"
"They fucked up. They probably stomped all over some potential evidence to find the real killer."
"You were there, too. You had to walk through to make sure the structure was safe."
"What?"
"You walked through first, Luke. It was your job as the fire marshal to ensure the structure was safe before I, or forensics, were allowed inside."
"I don't believe this. I'm not the killer."
He grabbed her arm and pulled her close to him. He stared at her. She tried to remain calm.
"Let go of me."
"Not until you hear me out and tell me that you believe me."
"Your actions right now are questionable."
He took a deep breath, then released his hold on her. He ran a shaky hand through his hair and took another breath.
"I'm sorry. Can't you see what this is doing to me? I put the past behind me, moved on with my life, and now someone is trying to mess with my mind, my career, and my life."."
"Who would want to do that besides half the firefighters in the FDNY right now?"
"That's the whole thing. I don't think this is a joke. I think the real killer got wind of my past. He's thorough, and he wants to set me up for his crimes. Think about it. I know the person sent you the files and the tapes. I could see it in your eyes the moment you opened the door. You have your doubts that I'm telling the truth."
"Can you blame me? It's feasible, yet it doesn't add up."
She watched Luke, saw the sadness, the hurt and pain. Her gut told her to believe him.
"I listened to the tapes. I heard your voice. I could hear the pain, the anger you felt."
"I could never commit murder, start a fire to injure innocent people. He got all the media attention instead of the firefighters and their families. Where is the justice in that?"
Diana moved toward him. She touched his hand. “I don't know what to say. My gut is telling me to believe you, but as the lead investigator on this case, I need solid proof, evidence that proves your innocence."
Luke glanced down at her hand, studying it as he gently caressed each tiny, wavy line. “You say your gut is telling you to believe me. What about your heart?"
She pulled her hand away and took a few steps to the door. “You accused my brother Brian of not doing his job. You refused to cooperate with me from the beginning of this investigation."
He stepped toward her. “I thought you were involved with my father. I was pissed off."
"You had no right to be. Even if I was involved with him, though I am not, you had no right to make such accusations."
"It pissed me off. My father and I aren't exactly on good terms."
"That's not my problem. From here on out, you are to confide in me any information you have on this case. I want to know everything about Stewart Howard, about any enemies you have, and about anything else you receive from our secret messenger. You got it?"
"Yes, ma'am.” He took her hands into his.
They were silent a few moments before he spoke. “I missed you."
She wanted to resist his charms, to resist the need to be in his arms, but she couldn't. Luke pulled her closer, he kissed her head, caressed her hair while her face lay flat against his chest. She thought about his pain.
"I'm sorry you have to go through this."
"I'm sorry I barged into your apartment all angry.” He put some space between them, but still held her around the waist.
"Things are going to get bad. I don't want you risking anything for me. This guy has pissed me off, which makes me even more determined to catch him."
"I'm worried about you, Luke. Don't do anything stupid. I'm sure he'll keep sending us stuff. Let's see where he leads us."
She held his hand and guided him to the couch. They sat down, and he put his arm around her shoulders.
"He's going to send us on a wild goose chase. One of us must've come pretty close to him. I say we look back, trace our steps, and see who we had contact with."
"What about Stewart Howard?"
"I don't know if I'll ever find out what happened to him."
Diana lifted her chin toward Luke and slightly pulled away from him. “I hate to say this, but I think we should stop—"
"No, don't say you want to forget about last night, about what we shared."
"What am I going to do when the information comes out about you, and the accusations about your innocence?"
"You do your job, Pellino. You worry about yourself, not me."
She attempted to stand up. He pulled her back. She straddled his hips, as he placed his hand behind her head, leading her lips to his.
A moment later, he stood up from the couch. Her legs remained locked in place around his hips, her arms embracing his shoulders.
His gaze seemed to shelter her, as he headed down the hallway in search of her bedroom.
* * * *Diana awoke when her cell phone began vibrating on the bedside table. She flipped it open to answer the call.
"Yeah, Pellino, it's Jerry. We got another one. A fire down by the waterfront district. It's got our guy's name all over it."
"How so?” She turned over, expecting to see Luke still lying in her bed. His side was empty. Fear set in.
"The guy called it into 911 Dispatch, claiming his name was Stewart Howard."
Diana jumped out of the bed.
"I'll meet you there in fifteen.” She hung up the phone, her mind going over the series of events. Where the hell was Luke? She pulled on her dress pants. The fear, the uncertainty, made her hands shake as she tried to locate all her clothing.
"God damn it, Luke, where the fuck are you?"
"Right here."
She swung around with one leg in her dress pants and one leg out of them. Luke emerged from the bathroom.
She wanted to cry out a ‘halleluiah’ but didn't. Instead, she threw herself into his arms and kissed him.
"What's going on?"
She filled him in on the fire.
"You thought I left? You thought it was me?"
She couldn't hide the truth from him.
"Now do you believe me?"
"When this bastard tries to claim it was you, I'll be sure everyone knows the truth."
He grabbed her by the arm. “Don't."
Her eyes widened in shock. “What do you mean, don't? He just made a claim to starting the fire and he used your arson's name. I'm sure he's leaked the video and audio recordings to every media site, fire department, and police site out there. No way would I allow him to make you take the fall."
"We don't know who this is. Let him think he's gotten away with framing me. When the time comes, we'll reveal the truth. Remember what you promised me. You'll stay out of this part. You'll worry about yourself and your job."
He held her shoulders in place, obviously demanding an answer.
"I promise. I don't like this stupid plan one bit, but I promise."
Luke kissed her before she put on her shoes and hurried out the door.
"Wait for the call before you show up. Don't go there, Luke, unless they call you as the fire marshal."
"Yes, ma'am."
He gathered his things after she left, then headed back to his place.
* * * *Diana and Jerry were talking about the fire when they noticed the chief of police, along with two lieutenants, enter their commander's office. She had a bad feeling.
Since they'd arrived on the scene of this third arson fire, she felt uneasy. A different fire marshal showed up instead of Luke. She knew that was a bad sign.
A few minutes later, they left and the commander called both Diana and Jerry in.
"You two take a seat. You've got some explaining to do, Pellino."
"What are you talking about?"
"Did you receive some files and audio tapes on my son, Luke Fontella?"
She remembered what she promised Luke. His safety meant everything. “No, sir. What are you talking about?"
The commander stood up straighter. “Now come on, Pellino. I'm asking you as your commander. Did you receive any information on my son?"
She glanced at Jerry, but she refused to make eye contact with him. He was her partner and he could read right through her bullshit.
"I'm sorry, sir, I don't know anything about any tapes or emails. What's going on?"
"I'm taking you both off the case.” He leaned against his desk.
"What? Why?” Diana stood up.
"Yeah, what the hell did we do wrong?” Jerry said.
"I think it's better if I pass this case along to a more neutral party, now that my son is a suspect."
"A suspect? Since when? We're the ones investigating this case. Your son is the marshal assigned to it. I'm confused."
The commander looked at Jerry. “You didn't tell her?"
Diana stared at her partner. “Tell me what?"
"His girlfriend was at his apartment when an email came through. She heard my son making some incriminating statements. Then she read the message from whoever got a hold of those tapes. She formed her own conclusions and called it in."
"Who was it, Jerry?"
Jerry remained silent.
"It doesn't matter, Diana. The media received the same email along with the attachments. They'll have my son tried and charged in a snap.” The commander bowed his head and walked around his desk.
She swallowed hard. All it would take were her words. She had an alibi for the commander's son. She couldn't, though. It was all Luke's plan.
Then it hit her. Only she and Luke knew about the real killer's intentions. The fire took place before Jerry's girlfriend saw the email and made the call. The killer was someone close to them. There was no other explanation.
"What evidence besides these tapes do they have?"
"The evidence is pretty incriminating, Diana."
"I don't believe your son is responsible. I'm not finished investigating this case. Please, sir, leave me on it. Jerry can go onto something else. I can handle things on this end."
The commander was silent a moment.
"I want to help, Diana. I'm your partner."
She gave Jerry a dirty look.
"I'll let you stay on it for now, until command makes the decision to assign other detectives. Just remember, the brass threw around the words FBI. Once they get involved, we're all finished with this case. If you need anything, be sure to contact the chief immediately. You will report to him, so no one thinks I'm helping my son."
Diana walked to the commander's desk. “If it's any consolation, sir, I'll do my best to prove your son's innocence, despite the fact that he's a pain in the ass."
The commander smirked. “Thank you."
She knew what had to be done next. She was the lead investigator and with the release of the video and audiotapes, she would have to bring Luke in.
"Sir, you know I'll have to bring Luke in for questioning? Once I look at the tapes, the emails, and the audio?"
The commander stared at her, the anger apparent, but he remained professional. “I understand."
* * * *Diana looked at the computer screen and pretended it was the first time she'd ever heard the audiocassettes and saw the video. In her heart, she worried about Luke. The two detectives from the unit were notifying him that he had to come into the precinct. She was tempted to warn him but knew she couldn't. He'd understand. He had to know this was coming.
She leaned forward at the desk and wrote down a series of notes, questions, and information to ask Luke.
"Diana."
She turned around. Jerry stood in the doorway. “I have nothing to say to you."
"I'm sorry."
"You've been saying that a lot lately."
"Diana, I..."
"I'm your partner."
"It was out of my hands."
"Who was it? Who's your girlfriend?"
Jerry placed his hands in his pockets. He looked down toward the floor. “Leslie."
"Leslie Spencer, the chief's daughter? The one who has been after the commander? The one who caused all that shit between Luke, the commander, and myself?” Diana was angry.
"Yep."
"You're a jerk, Jerry, and she's using you."
"I'm sorry, Diana, really I am. If I can help with the case, just let me know. I'll do anything to make it up to you."
Diana left the room.
* * * *A half hour later, Diana and Detective Phil Horan sat in one of the interrogation rooms with Luke Fontella. Never was she so nervous in her life. She knew, behind the hidden mirror, her commander, the chief, and the head of the arson unit stood listening and watching. She had a job to do, to ensure she remained on the case.
She started with the basics. Where do you work? How long have you been there? And a few other simple questions, before hitting him with the big one.
"Isn't it true that you were the first person to enter the structure and confirm that it was safe for myself and the forensics team to enter?"
"Yes, Detective, that's true."
Luke remained calm. Diana was rather impressed with his composure.
"So, you're stating that no one else had access to the body prior to yourself?"
"There were two teams of firefighters that entered the fire to extinguish it. Those firefighters assisted in putting out the flames and, in the process, noticed the fatality."
She glanced down at the file.
"In your report two days later, you claim that there were a number of boot marks located very close to the body. You reprimanded numerous firefighters for their lack of following protocol. Is that correct?"
"Yes. They didn't preserve the crime scene."
"Why wasn't this information exposed immediately to myself and the forensic team? Why did you decide two days later to divulge this information, and blame an entire company for contaminating my crime scene?"
Luke swallowed hard. She was sure he wasn't expecting her to be so hard, but she was trying to help prove his innocence and simultaneously rid any questions she had about his guilt.
"I don't like to rush to judgment, Detective. I like to review my notes, the pictures, the evidence found at the scene, then make my analysis."
"Well, that's just fine and dandy for you. But, you see, the problem with your decision at the time is that it greatly affected our job as homicide detectives to accurately collect evidence."
"What? How so?"
"If we knew that you felt there was a possibility the firefighters on the scene stomped through that area, we could've had forensics compare the boot prints to those of the firefighters. We could've taken samples, confirmed, through questioning, those firefighters had stepped through the area."
"That doesn't make me a suspect."
"On the contrary, all we have to go by is your report, stating that the firefighters walked through the crime scene. These firefighters claim differently."
"They're pissed off."
Diana grabbed a photocopy of the crime scene log, taken by the fire chief at the scene.
"They should be pissed. Right here, I hold the crime scene log and the log from the fire chief, indicating that you were the only one who entered the apartment, ensuring the safety of the building structure."
Luke took a deep breath. “Other firefighters went through the crime scene."
"There's no written proof of that."
"I questioned Brian Pellino and Don O'Rourke. They separated for a few minutes when they entered the apartment, along with another two-man crew."
"There's no signed statement by Pellino or O'Rourke stating that."
"I questioned them. Pellino admitted to being apart from his partner for thirty seconds."
Diana leaned on the edge of the table. She didn't want to do this, but it was exactly the way Luke wanted things to go down.
"Who was in the room with you to witness this so-called confession by Brian Pellino?"
Luke's eyes widened.
"Well?"
"No one."
She took a deep breath. She could just imagine what was being said behind the mirrors.
"None of this proves I'm the killer."
"It's incriminating enough for us to get a search warrant for your home."
"To look for what? Copies of the reports? I have every right to keep copies for my records."
"Forensic evidence, actually."
Before he could respond, she moved on with her questioning. “Where were you last night around 1:00 a.m.?” She wanted to yell out the answer and put a stop to all this.
"Home. Sleeping."
"Can anyone validate that?"
"No."
The questioning went on. Diana was certain to be thorough. She brought up the past, Luke's fixation with Stewart Howard, and how the killer was calling himself by the same name. She brought up his self-incriminating words from the recordings of his therapy session.
When it was over, she felt the exhaustion that Luke expressed on his face.
They released him two hours later. They didn't have enough to arrest him or hold him.
* * * *Diana felt terrible as she headed to the lab. Jerry had called, claiming he had some new information.
Her cell phone rang, and she answered the call as she maneuvered through traffic.
"Hey, Dee, it's Brian."
"Hi, Brian. How are you?"
"Better, now that I'm off probation."
"That was fast."
"Thanks to you and your interrogation of Fontella."
"What are you talking about?"
"I heard that you interrogated the shit out of him. The fire chief said there didn't seem to be enough valid evidence to prove that myself or the other firefighters did anything wrong. He let us all off."
"He shouldn't be discussing the interrogation or what went down. This is an ongoing investigation."
"I can't believe that Fontella could be the killer, never mind be Stewart Howard."
"Where the hell did you hear that?"
"About Stewart Howard? It's all over the television."
"Shit."
"You got yourself an intense case there, sis. I'm sure you'll do fine. I just wanted to call and give you the good news. I'll talk to you later."
She felt sick. It appeared Luke was already being blamed for the murders, the fires, and now even past arsons. This information was bound to do him in. She recalled his emotional state when he talked about losing his friends. She had to move fast, to find out who was really responsible.
Diana pulled into the parking lot at the lab and hurried inside.
* * * *"So, what did you find out?"
Jake smiled as he sat down by the computer.
"I can't believe you guys think Fontella is the killer. He was right here."
Diana didn't hide her annoyance. “What do you got, Jake?"
"Okay, okay. The evidence found on your second victim's neck is the same material found on your first victim."
Her eyes widened. If the material was the same, then this would indicate a link in the crimes.
"I believe it's a special material called genuine Nash Clarino. It's a special design for extrication gloves. As I broke down the material's components fully, I found armortex and traces of Kevlar."
"Extrication gloves?"
"The gloves firefighters use when they have to extricate victims from car accidents and things like that."
Diana's mouth dropped open. “Does every firefighter have these?"
"I don't think so. This particular type is pretty expensive."
She thought about the evidence. The reality that the killer was a firefighter.
"What else did you find?"
"This, you're going to love.” Jake began typing information into the computer. “Those flares we spoke about last week? I found out that the military supply store that provides a lot of firefighters and police officers with their gear ordered the flares from one particular company."
"So, what's so interesting about that?"
"Each flare has a serial number on the metal bridge. The first four numbers give the company information code."
"The metal I found at the crime scene wasn't fully intact. Besides, there are a number of supply companies in the city. Any number of them could supply the flares from this particular company."
"Actually, only the one store on Willington Avenue gets supplies from this company."
"What about the number to confirm?"
"I was able to confirm the first three digits. They're identical to the company I mentioned. Therefore, the flares had to have been bought at the military supply store on Willington."
Diana's heart drummed. Her mind jumped from one conclusion to the other. Her brothers all bought their supplies from that particular store. The firefighters from her brother's company bought supplies from that store, even Jerry and she did. Now that she thought about it, the boxes at Luke's house had the name of the store on the side.
Jake thought the evidence would help narrow down the search for the real killer, but Diana realized it just increased their suspect list.
"So do you think that Fontella is the one?"
She was deep in thought, pondering how to figure out who was responsible. “I'm not sure. What about the fire from the other night? Did the killer use a flare again to start that one?"
"I ran the samples through the system and they matched up. I'm certain the powder was from a flare."
"There was no sign of the metal holder, though."
"Fontella was here in the lab. He knows that the metal holder was left over. He wouldn't make that mistake again."
"Damn it."
The more evidence she uncovered, the more it pointed to Luke as the killer. Once again, her motive of doing a good deed was backfiring on her. At the rate she went, she'd be placing her lover behind bars for murder in no time.
* * * *She sat in her car, trying to think of what she missed. She had to do something to prove Luke's innocence, and to identify the real killer.
She glanced at her notes. Who responded to the fire from the other night?
As she read the report, she saw it was her brother's company. She knew Luke was with her. She thought about who was at the scene. Her brother Brian was on probation, but he was there. Jerry was there, too.
She swallowed hard as her mind incriminated everyone she knew.
Jerry had been acting funny for a while. His lack of compassion for the victims was apparent, from the proclamation Barbara's death as random. He had nothing but negative comments about Lee, her friend's apartment, the lack of security, and his attitude was bad that day. He often went to the supply store on Willington, as well. Maybe he'd planned for his girlfriend, that whore, to find the email so she'd run and tell Daddy. Chief Spencer was gung ho about prosecuting Luke, plus he disliked the commander because Paul Fontella wasn't interested in his daughter. Jerry knew all this.
But Jerry was with her outside the fire at Lee's apartment, and he didn't have access to the room or the body without her presence. He couldn't have removed the metal holder, but maybe Luke's theory was correct. When the firefighters entered the scene, they stomped over it.
At the second fire, he already knew about the metal holder, and somehow propped the flare up with a material that would burn away.
All of this was theory.
She needed to start ruling people out, and the only way to do that was to eliminate them by proving they couldn't have done it.
Luke was free, but out of a job. He wasn't under any surveillance, so the real killer would probably attempt to start another fire. If he were from Brian's ladder company, he would be sure they'd respond to the fire he set. She needed proof, a way to trap the killer, so she could first rule out the firefighters in Brian's ladder company, then rule out Jerry and Luke, and take it from there.
Diana thought hard. Finally, it hit her. It would take guts and some serious sneaking around, but she could pull it off. The first thing she needed was a warrant and legal approval to catch their guy.
She called Jake to get some info, then she called the judge. She needed someone neutral to assist her. Someone she could trust and someone willing to entertain her off-the-wall idea.
Her brother Vinny met her a half hour later.
* * * *"You're freaking crazy, sis. Do you know that?” Vinny paced back and forth in front of her as he listened to her plan.
"You said you would help me."
"You don't think Brian is involved? Tell me you don't think our brother's involved."
"This will prove he's innocent. I'm hoping it will also identify the real killer."
"Why can't you just run it by the fire chief? Get his permission?"
"Are you kidding me? Number one, he believes that Luke is the killer. Number two, I'm messing with the lives of his crew, his firefighters, basically telling him that there's a killer among them. Three, your words, brother: ‘Firefighters are close, like family. They don't look kindly to accusations against the family.’”
"How do you know Luke Fontella is innocent?"
Diana swallowed hard. “Take my word for it, Vinny, he's innocent."
Vinny gently took her by her arm to make her look him in the eye. “Does this have something to do with you being involved with his dad?"
"I told you, that was a lie, a rumor started by Leslie to get back at the commander."
Diana told him about Jerry and Leslie, as well as the possibility Jerry could be a suspect, too.
"Still, how can you be sure that Luke isn't the killer?"
"He has an alibi for the night of the last fire."
"What alibi? I heard he didn't have one."
"Me. I'm his alibi."
"What?"
"Luke was at my apartment the night of the fire."
Vinny's facial expression told her she was in for some serious reprimanding.
"This is bad, Diana. This is really bad. You're involved with both of them?"
"No, damn it. Luke and I were together. I'm involved with Luke. He isn't the killer."
Her brother ran a shaky hand through his hair. “This keeps getting worse and worse. I'm not sure we should do this."
"I need you, Vinny. You told me you had my back. You're the only neutral person I can trust with this. The judge okayed it. I have the warrant, if the evidence reveals itself. It's simple."
"Breaking into a firehouse in the middle of the night, after calling in a bogus fire, so that you can spray some invisible, magic forensics shit on every firefighter's gear, while not getting busted, isn't what I call simple."
"I'm not going to spray everyone's gear with the stuff, just the flares. The killer uses flares to start the fires. It has become his signature."
"I can't believe I'm doing this. How will it work?"
"Whoever starts the fire will take flares from the department supplies. The tracing fluid will get on their hands, their clothes, on everything. They can't even wash it off, and it will last for at least 48 hours. Even when the fire is set and the flare dwindles down to nothing, forensics will find the fluid at the scene.
"Then we come back here, and we use an ultraviolet light to illuminate the boots, the gear, everything. We identify the firefighter when we use the light on him. That firefighter will light up like a Christmas tree."
"It's insane, yet it may actually work. But what if the killer gets the flare from somewhere else?"
"He hasn't. There is a serial number on the metal stand of the flares. It indicates the company where the flares were made. That supply store on Willington Avenue. That's where everyone around here gets their flares."
"It's a long shot, but it kind of makes sense. Forensic technicians have pretty cool shit."
"You're not kidding. Let's go over the plan and move on it. I'm just following my gut here, but I think if our killer is going to strike again, then it will be in the next 48 hours."
* * * *"911. What's your emergency?"
Vinny took a deep breath. He couldn't help the guilty feeling he had. He would never think of making a bogus call about a fire. He swallowed hard, then gave the address and the information Diana told him to give. He had no idea how his sister knew where to send the trucks, but he trusted she knew what she was doing.
He quickly hung up the phone. He was sure to cover his tracks, as well. The phone he used was untraceable. He used it a lot doing undercover work for the narcotics division. Now that he thought about it, they could use his sister. She was resourceful.
He quickly got to the firehouse, just as the crew left the bays. The sirens blared and the firehouse cleared out.
Vinny glanced around. There was no sign of his sister anywhere. Either she was invisible, like the shit she was about to plant, or something went wrong. He went on with his side of the plan and headed inside. As he walked through the door, he noted only two guys were left and he knew them both. They greeted him and he talked non-stop about everything he could think of. He spoke so damn long that he was still there when the trucks returned.
An hour later, he headed out of the firehouse.
* * * *Diana's cell rang while she sat in her car.
"Well?"
"What the hell took you so long in there? You were enjoying that, huh, Vinny?"
"I wasn't enjoying it. I was nervous for you. Did you get it done?"
"I sure did. Thanks again."
"Where are you headed now?"
"Home."
"Call me for Phase Two."
"If I need ya, I'll call ya. Don't worry about it. We just sit tight and wait."
Diana listened to her messages. There were five from Luke and he sounded concerned.
She headed upstairs to her apartment. When she arrived on her floor, Luke was leaning against the doorframe.
"What are you doing here?” She took out her keys and scanned the hallway. She hurried inside, pulling him along with her. “What if someone saw you? Surely they'd ask where my priorities lie."
"What are you up to?” The tone of his voice told her she was in trouble. Now she had to lie to Luke, even though she knew in her heart he was innocent. The homicide detective inside her needed tangible proof.
She attempted to walk toward the kitchen, but he grabbed her arm, stopping her.
"What's your problem?"
"Where have you been? I tried calling you multiple times and kept getting your voice mail. You're up to something, Pellino, and I want to know what."
He pulled her into an embrace, encasing her body into the blanket of his arms.
She laid her head against his chest, loving the feel of flesh wrapped over steel. It wasn't until this moment that she truly felt safe enough to admit her feelings. The overwhelming sense of anxiety, fear, frustration, and focus she felt today weighed its toll on her. Her body went limp in his arms. He held her firmly, sensing her fatigue, then supported her weight.
"What a day, huh?” His voice deep, raspy, and exhausted, penetrated to her heart.
"It could have been worse,” she whispered.
"How so?"
"You could be behind bars right now.” She exhaled against his chest. Luke pulled back a little, cupping her chin into his hand.
"You nearly put me there with your line of questioning. You're a hell of an interrogator, Detective Pellino."
Diana couldn't smile. She didn't find the humor in it at all.
As if sensing it, Luke gently squeezed her chin. “I'm sorry, bad joke.” He leaned in closer, softly kissing her lips. She closed her eyes, embracing the delicate touch.
"Before I take you to bed and make wild, passionate love to you, tell me why you're wearing all black. And, please tell me I'm not making love to a felon."
She took a deep breath and intently held his gaze. “It's on a need to know basis, Fontella."
"And I don't need to know?"
He scooped her up, gave her a stern look as if saying, ‘The conversation isn't over yet,’ then carried her off to her bedroom.
The lamps were off. Only the moonlight from the night sky illuminated her bedroom.
Slowly, Luke placed her feet down on the carpeting. He held her face in his hands, and his forearms rested on her shoulders as he kissed her long and deep.
Diana drank in every ounce of him, caressing her hands across his arms and shoulders. Time stood still, and peacefulness embraced them as they absorbed the intensity of their connection.
Leisurely, like some ancient mystical ritual, they moved in slow motion, removing their clothing, kissing, caressing, loving one another in between each move. No words were spoken, no directions given, no set agenda to follow, they became one in soul, in spirit, by the command of true love.
He lifted her up into his arms, embracing her body, surrounding it with his strength. His muscles tightened as he held her against him and gently lay her down on the bed.
They kissed, eyes closed, flesh pressed against flesh as the desire to physically be one increased.
He shifted his hips. She welcomed him. Their gazes locked as their bodies united. Inch by inch, slowly, infinitely connected.
"I love you,” he whispered.
The room swayed, the honesty flowed freely around them. Together, they were safe.
"I love you, too.” She closed her eyes, drifting off into another realm.
* * * *He stared at the building. It appeared he faced a dilemma, a conflict of interest. Of all the men she could've fallen for, why the fire marshal?
He rubbed his eyes, then glanced at the clock. He couldn't deny it any longer, Fontella wasn't coming out.
He didn't want to hurt her. She was innocent in a sense, but he'd come so far, had risked so much to fulfill this desire to kill. The power and strength it gave him, he could never achieve in anything else in his life. Not the job, not the family, not his comrades or friends.
Looking back at why he started everything that made him deaf to his conscience, made him disobey one of God's important commandments, he just couldn't remember.
It was as if his heart, his soul, had become numb. There was no penetrating through it, no solid proof it was there, or that it served a purpose beyond organ function, anatomy, and breath.
He stared at the numerous windows in the apartment building. The first image that came to his head was fire. The blanket of red, orange, and black flames encompassed the entire structure from the bottom all the way up to the roof.
The thought and image brought a grin to his face, and an enormous feeling of satisfaction, hope, enthusiasm at what the future held for him. Along with the feelings came the realization of what he'd become, what the so-called professionals would call it.
"Pyromania."
He let the word flow slowly off his tongue and penetrate the air around him.
Any dictionary would give the definition as ‘A compulsion to start destructive fires.’ That was the idea, the purpose behind his actions.
He could feel a force within him willing him, leading him, pushing him to destroy, by the use of fire. A weapon sought out by many.
He thought about Diana again, a denomination he didn't anticipate in his calculations. She shouldn't have made it this far. She should've been taken off the case.
The anger grew inside his belly. Then came the intense hatred. If she had to be a casualty, so be it. It was her fault for getting involved so deeply, and for choosing Luke Fontella.
Luke was everything he hated. He was the perfect pawn. Everyone would think Luke Fontella lost his mind. Luke's obsession with the serial arsonist, Stewart Howard, made him create another serial arsonist. When, in fact, the serial arsonist was Luke himself. Luke had suffered so much when he lost his buddies in that fire. Those tapes were priceless, and they were practically dropped into his hands.
Fontella screwed himself big time with his allegations that a firefighter could be the suspect in the two arson fires.
He smirked, just thinking about how his plan was coming together. The next step was choosing a location for another fire. The final bit of evidence that would prove Fontella was the serial arsonist. In his last hours, no longer able to deal with the reality of what he'd done, Luke would take his life.
He laughed. He had every detail planned. Of course, he wished it had lasted longer. He was willing to accept fate played a hand in both the allotted time and the series of events that followed. All he could do was wait. Just wait until the next time around. Another year, another serial arsonist.
Smiling, he took one last look at the building before heading home.
* * * *Diana awoke in the middle of the night. Luke held her close. His breath warmed the back of her neck and hair. She sighed, absorbing the feeling of being content, knowing he was right there next to her, safe, and out of harm's way.
She couldn't understand why she had such an overwhelming feeling of concern for Luke. He made it perfectly clear he could handle this situation, that the authorities would not find him guilty, or find any evidence proving it. However, her gut told her he was in danger.
If she told him so, he would overreact, push her away, tell her to do her job, worry about herself and not him. She couldn't do that. She would give her life for this man, without giving it a second thought.
Her heart felt the realization of her thoughts, and she sensed the tightness, the connection, and the deep love she had for Luke. Diana slowly turned on her side to face him.
His hands fell right back into place across her hipbone and backside. She smiled at the sensation and the weight of his arms.
He'd laugh at her if she spoke the words aloud and told him that she would protect him.
Protect him? A man at least twice her size, triple the strength, quadruple the experience and knowledge with eighteen years in FDNY. Never mind the eight years between their ages, the intimate experiences he'd surely had compared to her lack of intimate experiences. She felt jealous, protective, foolish.
She trailed a finger up the defined bicep to his shoulder. Then she caressed his face and wondered a thousand things all at once. In no particular order, just questions, curiosities. She found herself wanting to know everything about him.
She couldn't help but wonder why he didn't get along with his dad. It was obvious, over the past few days, and through the events that arose, that his father cared deeply for him. Paul Fontella showed great concern last night, and especially during the interrogation.
Once again, Diana felt the guilty sensation hit her hard. She did what Luke asked, and she knew he wouldn't expect anything less than her best.
She watched his lips change position.
He grinned, opening one eye. “Are you staring at me?"
"Maybe."
"Is there something you want to talk about?"
"Not really. I was just thinking about you, about your life."
"And?"
She looked down at his neck. She leaned forward and kissed his chin.
"Diana, talk to me. What's on your mind?” Luke leaned up on his elbow for support.
"Why don't you get along with your dad?"
His eyes widened in surprise.
"You're bringing up my dad after what we just shared?” he teased. Or, at least, she hoped that's what his tone implied.
"Luke, your dad showed so much concern for you in the past few days. I just don't understand why you two hate each other so much."
He pulled her closer to him. He gently touched her cheek, placing a wild strand of her hair back behind her ear.
"Not every family loves one another and gets along like yours does."
"I know that. I was just wondering what went on between you two to get you both to react negatively toward one another. At the party, your father seemed happy that you were there, and then you acted out."
He let go of her and squinted.
"I didn't act out. I wasn't the one with his hands all over a woman young enough to be his daughter."
She released a frustrated sigh. “His hands were not all over me."
"Because I interrupted him. Believe me, my father has a way with women."
"You know, forget I asked. I don't need to know my commander's personal affairs. I just want you to know that your father cares about what happens to you. Whether you want to see that or not, he does care."
"He cares about himself."
She remained silent. Obviously, there was some bad blood between Luke and his dad, despite how concerned the commander acted back at the precinct. The fact Luke still thought his father had a thing for her bothered Diana. Why did he keep pushing the issue?
She glanced at the clock on the bedside table. It read 5:30 a.m.
Annoyed, she sat up on the edge of the bed, her back to him. “For the record, I'm not, nor have I ever been, interested in your father.” She began to get up when Luke's hand grabbed her wrist. He pulled her back down, then covered her body with his own.
Diana stared into his eyes. His hands held her face, as his elbows rested on either side of her shoulders. He was quiet, as if contemplating the right words to say.
"I hate it when you get mad at me. I don't know for the life of me why. I just know I hate it."
Luke caressed her lips with his thumb, still holding her face within his hands.
"My dad pulled some shit when I was young, just a kid. Things that I just can't forget. He showed his disappointment when I became a firefighter and didn't follow his career in law enforcement. I admit, at first, I took the exam to piss him off. I went to the academy and everything changed for me. I realized that being a firefighter was everything I ever wanted in life.
"My dad was never there for me. My aunt took his place. That caused some resentment from me toward her and the rest of the family. That day at the party, when you were there, it was the first time in many years that I'd attended a family event. Then I see my dad caressing your arm, standing so close to you, and I flipped out. I remembered the things he did when I was younger that angered me.
"I was jealous. I was nervous about being there and seeing everyone, and I used the situation to run. I'm sorry for causing all the gossip and shit at work. I didn't mean for any of that to happen."
"Luke, you keep bringing it up. You keep making comments insinuating that your dad and I were involved when we never were. I don't like it, and I won't stand for it any longer."
"You're right and I'm sorry. I was jealous. I wanted you since the moment we first met."
"At my parents’ house? In the hallway upstairs? You hardly even spoke to me."
"You didn't give me a chance with your Bronx attitude. There was no way you were going to let me get my hands on the ‘Pellino family heirloom.'
Diana smirked. “Damn straight. There's no way I would take the chance of being the one even in the vicinity when that damn punch bowl breaks."
"I walked out of the bathroom and nearly lost my breath at the sight of you. You were stretched out into the closet. Your long tanned legs, the curves of your body, man, I thought I was going to pass out. It was as if my prayers were answered when you lost your footing and I got to touch you."
She laughed. “I could've taken you with me, what with all the weight and tight space in the hallway."
"You and that damn bowl. I couldn't understand why you just didn't let it go."
"But you didn't try to speak with me again."
"You were a bit intimidating."
"What?"
"I heard the interrogation your father put you through. You were great. It must be hereditary."
"You heard that?"
"I had a good position near the porch screen. I made sure I disappeared before you turned my way."
"Why?"
"You were filled with an attitude upstairs in that hallway. I figured if you saw me eavesdropping, you'd have my hide like that poor assailant you captured solo."
Diana thought about Jerry. She didn't like that she had to investigate her own partner, but she needed to eliminate the suspects.
Luke caressed her chin. “What is it, doll?"
She knew she shouldn't say anything to him. She needed to stay impartial or at least appear as if she were. “Nothing."
She glanced at the clock. “We have a little more time before I need to get moving. I think it would be wise if you left before sunrise. Just in case."
Luke glanced at the clock, then back at Diana. “Thirty minutes? No problem."
He covered her lips with his own. He reached down, caressing her inner thigh.
She smiled. “Thirty minutes, nothing more."
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Chapter 7Luke left Diana's and came back to his condominium complex. There, he got the shock of his life. Upon opening his front door, a multitude of undercover police officers, agents, and other officials from the FDNY arson's unit surrounded him.
"Luke Fontella, we have a warrant to search the premises."
He was speechless. His fellow comrades, with assistance from the other organizations, plunged through his home. He knew what they were after. Solid evidence to prove he was the serial arsonist.
He leaned against the counter in his kitchen, next to his home office. He'd given the FDNY eighteen years of his life, and this was how they treated him. No one wanted to represent him, help prove his innocence. Instead, guys he'd known most of his career stared at him, obviously convicting him guilty as charged.
His boss, the commander of the arson unit, Damian Toby, joined him in the kitchen.
Luke glanced into Damian's eyes. He was unsure if he could handle any more verbal assaults at the moment.
"I'm sorry about this, Luke, truly sorry."
Damian placed his hands in his pockets, and leaned against the adjacent counter. He sighed.
"Sure you are.” Luke turned his face away to look at the two patrol officers who stood guard.
"No, I really am sorry. I don't believe this is happening."
"Well, it is. As far as I can see, I'm completely on my own."
Damian was silent at his comment.
Luke exhaled in frustration. This unspoken validation from his boss told him he was truly on his own.
"My hands are tied, Luke. Just cooperate and everything should turn out fine."
"That's easy for you to say. You're not the one being accused of arson and murder."
Damian remained silent until Detective Horan re-entered the room. He was the detective present during the interrogation, along with Diana.
Luke wondered where Diana was. Why wouldn't she be present? Unless his father had removed her from the case. It was a possibility. He struggled with relief and disappointment. She'd be safer being less involved. But as lead investigator, she would do her best to prove his innocence.
"Fontella.” Horan nodded, acknowledging Luke's presence.
"Detective Horan. Welcome to my home."
The detective gave him a dirty look, then glanced at Damian. “You're wanted in the other room."
Luke sighed just as Vince Porter, another investigator in the arson unit, entered the room.
He directed his comment toward Luke, but looked at the two patrol officers for validation. “Got a lot of shit in your garage, considering you don't fight fires anymore."
Luke gave him a dirty look. Vince Porter was a troublemaker. He was known in the department for having a big mouth and a drinking problem. The word was Porter stole a fire truck while under the influence, and the chief of his department covered it up. He was transferred to officer training, then a desk job in the arson unit.
"What are you doing here anyway, Porter? You're not really part of the unit."
"Like you are? You're a freaking arsonist and a killer. I want to be here when they arrest your ass."
Luke stood straighter. The two cops took position as if prepared to intervene if a fight broke out.
Porter looked at him. Luke was confident, not only because he was larger and in better shape, but because he also had a good six inches on Porter. He was sure the angry expression on his face was a good indicator not to mess with him.
"Why don't you get the hell out of here, Porter? You don't belong here."
"It's you who doesn't belong."
Luke took a step closer.
"Fontella!” Damian yelled, as he re-entered the kitchen.
"Porter, get your ass out of here.” Damian pointed his finger at the exit.
Porter raised his hands in the air, then exited the kitchen, but not before smirking at Luke and giving him a wink.
"Asshole.” Luke glanced at his boss.
"They're wrapping things up."
"Good for them."
His phone rang, and he glanced down to read the Caller I.D. He ignored it, knowing it wouldn't be smart to answer a call from Detective Pellino right now.
He realized he didn't have his cell phone on him. Where the hell did I leave it?
The detectives had cleared out of the office, so they wouldn't glance down at the Caller ID to see who called. At least, he hoped. Now, he prayed Diana didn't leave him a message on his answering machine.
* * * *Diana closed up her cell phone, just as the answering machine picked up. She was probably too late to warn Luke about the search warrant. To top it off, Jake had spoken with Detective Horan, informing him about the lab findings and the extrication gloves. She knew that once the detectives entered Luke's home, they would find the firefighting gear and make their own conclusions.
This was exactly how Luke wanted things to go down, but not Diana. They were cutting time close, and she needed the real killer to make another move. If Luke wound up in jail, charged with multiple counts of arson and murder, then the real killer would get away.
Her cell phone rang. She answered it.
"Diana, I've been trying to reach you. Did you hear about the warrant?"
"Yes, Commander, I heard. I take it that Detective Horan has been assigned as lead investigator?"
"Sorry, Diana, my hands are tied. The chief wanted it this way."
"I figured as much, sir. Does this mean that I'm off the case?” Her heart ached as the words left her lips.
"Officially ... yes."
"You know I don't believe that your son is a killer?"
"I know you don't. I don't believe it, either."
"You said officially I'm off the case. Should I just stay clear of Horan?"
"You've done a great job so far in this investigation. The chief didn't say you had to stop doing your job. He just wants to confirm that there's no favoritism toward my son."
"Don't worry, sir. I'll do my best. Have you heard from Luke?” She couldn't help but ask, considering she'd tried contacting him several times and failed.
"No, I haven't. It's nearly 5:00 p.m. I think it's safe to say that the gang has left his residence. I didn't hear anything about an arrest, so I'm assuming he's still there.” “Why don't you call him? I'm sure he could use the support right now."
She picked up on the commander's silence.
"I know it's none of my business, sir, but it's the tough times that really bring a family together and prove that the love is there."
"Thanks, Pellino. Keep me informed of your progress."
"Yes, sir."
Diana hung up the phone and sighed.
* * * *He sat at the computer, typing away. It was time to tie up loose ends. He logged on with the phony name and phony account, then altered the information.
Log In Name: L. Fontella
Password: Arson catcher
He laughed. How full of pride he was. They're going to eat this up.
He changed all the other information on the account and had the messages go directly to Fontella's email.
Then he typed Fontella's suicide note:
I kill because I can. Fire has ruled my every thought, my every motivation and desire. I wasted twenty years of my life trying to save mostly the ungrateful, the losers, the trash of society. I've accomplished physical acts that many only fantasized about achieving. I will be remembered for serving justice, for conquering the every day rage you all wish to conquer, but didn't have the guts to do so.
I killed because they deserved to die. ‘Line Closed'—I'll never hear those words again.
The time has come for me to move on and serve a higher one. I won't allow you to use me for your lack of success in ridding the world of garbage. I won't be used as a scapegoat, an excuse to validate the existences of such unworthy individuals like those I've killed.
Others will follow, others will mimic my actions. Stewart Howard will be remembered for all time.
"Perfect, absolutely perfect.” He laughed quietly and clicked the send button.
Quickly, he gathered his belongings, glanced around the empty library, and headed to the door.
* * * *Luke located his cell phone and placed it on the kitchen counter. He drank the remainder of the iced tea in his glass, before the doorbell rang. Who it could be?
"Hi, son. Can I come in?"
Luke moved to the side, surprised that his dad was here. “What do you want?"
"I stopped by to see how you're doing."
"How the hell do you think I'm doing? Didn't your team give you the rundown?"
"My team is no longer involved with the case."
Luke swung around to look at his father. He was surprised by this news. Maybe that was why Diana had called him? He never did get in touch with her.
"That's too bad. I think I'll miss Detective Pellino's interrogation tactics."
"Don't start, Luke. She's the reason I'm here."
Luke wasn't sure where this conversation was headed. He and Diana were careful, very careful, to hide their relationship.
"What do you mean?"
His dad placed his hands in his pockets and took a deep breath. “Pellino is a good kid. She has a big heart, and she gave me some great advice.
You see, I know we have this thing between us, but you're my son, Luke ... and I love you. Now is a time you need your family's support."
"Dad—"
"No. Let me say this, please. I never cheated on your mom."
"Oh, come on. I don't want to hear this shit right now."
"No, damn it! You're going to listen."
Luke stopped talking and faced him.
"All these years, I never told you why I was never home at night and needed your aunt to care for you."
Luke gave him a disgusted look.
"I was working, son. I was working extra shifts at the station, doing security and whatever else I could grab. I was trying to pay for all the medical bills from your mom's illness. Damn it, Luke, I loved your mother with all my heart. I never cheated on her. I never went out with any other women while she was alive."
He was shocked. Still, he remembered the women coming to the door, offering baked foods and prepared dinners, flirting, touching his father's arm every chance they got.
As if reading his mind, his father continued, “I know you remember the women, and your aunt telling you I was out for the evening at a party or with friends. At the time, she thought she was telling you the right thing. She, we, didn't want you to know how bad things were, or that I couldn't afford to keep living in the house."
"I thought you sold the house because you wanted to forget about Mom."
"No, son. I couldn't hold a mortgage, not on my police salary. Not with all the medical bills. I had no choice but to sell it and move into the condo."
"Why didn't you tell me the truth before now? Do you realize how much time we've wasted?"
"I was stupid, son, stubborn and selfish. When your mother died, a part of me I died. It was just easier to let time pass and the memories bury themselves than to face sadness and the loss. In the process, I lost myself and I lost you."
Luke rubbed his eyes. He felt tired and drained. “What made you come here tonight?"
"Multiple reasons. I wanted you to know that I'm here for you. That I don't believe you're the arsonist or the killer. I didn't want you to feel alone."
Luke let the conversation sink in. They were both men, neither showing emotions nor sensitivity, just like a lot of men did.
His dad touched his arm. “How about a cup of coffee?"
Luke was grateful for the suggestion.
"No problem."
They headed into the kitchen.
Luke's cell phone beeped.
"What's that sound?"
"My email alert. I'll check it in a minute.” He headed toward the coffee maker.
His dad's cell rang, just as Luke finished setting up the coffee. He answered, while Luke checked his email messages.
Meet me at 8:00 p.m. at the location below. Hurry!
He glanced at the clock. Who could it be? He had twenty minutes to figure out the location and get there.
He typed the address into the map search.
"Luke ... they're on their way."
He didn't look up at his dad. He focused on the message.
"Luke! Did you hear me, son? They're on their way."
"Who?"
"The detectives."
He stared at his dad. “Why?"
"They claim they have enough to bring you in and question you again. Something about extrication gloves."
"Who called you?"
"Jerry Montoff."
"Diana's partner?"
"Yes. He wanted to give me the heads up."
"Does he know you're here?"
"No one knows I'm here."
"How much time do I have?"
"I don't know. They're probably halfway here by now. Why?"
"I just got this message."
He showed his father the email.
"You're not going."
"Yeah, I am."
"Luke, what if that's from the real killer and it's some sort of trap?"
"Good. Then we can solve this thing."
"I have a better idea. Stay here. Have them arrest you. You don't show up at the meeting and he can't frame you."
"I don't even know if it's him who sent the message.” Luke couldn't help but think about Diana. If it were her, she would've let him know somehow.
The doorbell rang. He and his father exchanged glances.
Paul walked to the window and door. He saw the patrol cars outside. “They're here."
He grabbed his cell phone off the counter and placed it into a jar. He had no choice but to follow his dad's advice.
Another message beeped on the phone, indicating an email alert. It was too late to take a look and see whom it was from. The officers were headed toward the kitchen.
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Chapter 8"It's Tyler, right?"
Diana smiled at the teenage boy working behind the main desk at the library. He was in charge of computer affairs. It had taken major research, but she found the right library and had the right password for the email address that sent out the information on Luke. The account no longer existed. She was only able to retrieve the messages sent prior to last week and nothing current.
"What can I do for you?"
"I have this password and email address that worked a little while ago, and now they no longer do. I also can't retrieve any current information."
"Did you recently change the password?"
"No, I didn't."
"Then it should be working.” He logged onto his computer and asked Diana the account name and password.
"It was changed about thirty minutes ago."
"I didn't change it.” Diana looked around the library.
The killer was here and I missed him by five minutes? Holy crap!
"Listen, kid, this is serious. I need to retrieve the messages sent from that account before all the information was changed."
"I can't do that."
"Why not?"
"That's illegal."
"No one has to know.” She smiled and gave the kid a wink.
He blushed, then cleared his throat. He glanced around the room before leaning in closer next to her. “What's in it for me?"
Diana smirked. “I promise not to arrest you.” She showed him her badge and watched all the color leave his face.
He swallowed hard. “What did you say the email address was?"
* * * *She stood in front of the computer and read the messages. First, she uncovered the messages had been sent through the original account, then transferred to a new one. Second, she uncovered a deleted message with the word ‘Urgent’ in the subject line. She saw whom the message was sent to.
She clicked it, and panic set in.
Recipient: Luke Fontella
The killer wanted it to look like Luke was sending messages to himself.
She hit the print button before entering the new account. Then she focused on the most recent email message.
She clicked it and read the details. It was a staged suicide note signed by Luke himself. The recipient of the email message was Luke Fontella.
She read the time of delivery on both messages and glanced at her cell phone.
Fifteen minutes ago.
She scanned the suicide note and got up from her chair. The killer planned to trap Luke and make it look like he committed suicide.
She quickly forwarded the messages to the commander's email.
"Tyler!"
The kid who'd helped her approached, while she wrote names down on a piece of paper.
"I need you to forward these two messages to these names. I don't know their email addresses, but here is a direct number to their office.” She handed him the paper.
Tyler acknowledged everything she told him. She ran for the nearest exit door.
She opened up her phone. “Call Luke!” The phone continued to ring until it went to voicemail.
Diana swallowed hard as she ran for the unmarked police car.
She assumed Luke was already on his way to the location. She dialed a number into the phone as she stood waiting for the light to change.
"Vinny, it's me. I need you to contact a Damian Toby, in charge of the arson investigative unit. Make sure that he received some important emails from me. Then get the ultraviolet light and go to the firehouse. Wait there for my call. We're close."
"Where are you now? What's going on?"
"I can't talk now, but make sure Toby gets those emails. He'll know what to do."
Diana ran across the street and got into her car. She placed the car in drive and sped to the location on the email. It was five minutes away. She was consumed with worry and prayed Vinny and Tyler both got the messages to Toby.
* * * *She pulled up a half a block from the abandoned building. Taking out her weapon, she slowly made her way inside.
It was an old warehouse of some sort, with large loading areas and numerous sets of wooden stairs that bordered the enormous open space. She squinted, trying her hardest to see any movement. Listening hard, she found she could only hear her heavy breathing and the pounding of her heart.
Then she picked up on the distinct smell.
Smoke! That's definitely smoke.
Diana moved in the direction she thought the fire could be. Instantly, thoughts of Luke trapped somewhere, tied up, or perhaps dead, came to mind.
She urged the tears away.
Approaching the stairs carefully, she took one step at a time and squinted to try and see as far ahead of her as she possibly could.
There was smoke and signs of fire. Pulling out her cell phone, she attempted to call it in to the station.
No signal. Damn it.
She thought about heading back outside to make the call, but her mind was also on Luke and his safety.
By now, both Tyler and Vinny should've gotten the information to Toby and the commander. It was difficult to see in the darkness. Only the illuminating moon outside gave her light. She approached the final step of the staircase. Her heart pounded in her chest, and her shaky, sweaty hands gripped the gun so tightly that her elbow ached.
She wished she had a flashlight. She tried her hardest to listen for any indications of Luke's presence.
The large figure seemed to come out of nowhere. It sent her flying through the darkness, and she slammed into the cement wall. She screamed in pain, then heard what sounded like a growl of anger and fright combined.
Diana couldn't make out her attacker's face, only that he was large and solid, full of anger, as he grabbed her by her throat. She couldn't breathe. As she attempted to fight for life, she was jerked hard and fast backward, through the air, and into pure darkness.
She screamed the moment breath refilled her lungs. Her body plummeted, as she continued to scream and fall to what she was certain would be her death.
Her hip slammed against a wooden platform, causing her body to roll in the opposite direction. She fell into a pool of stinging substance.
She couldn't decipher what her body was immersed in. Her arms took control, as she sunk deeper into water and darkness.
The panic made her legs and arms kick and paddle hard, instinctively. Her lungs fought for air. She kept paddling and paddling, kicking and swimming in an upward motion. At least, she thought she was swimming upward.
She felt the air. Her lungs struggled to release the water and take in fresh breaths. Her body sank down again, and she struggled to swim to the surface, coughing, crying, gasping for air, spitting out water.
Next came the tears, the fear, and helplessness.
The stinging pain in her hip brought on a nauseous feeling. She reached out to the side, barely able to move her body. She ached with pain.
Her hand banged into what felt like a large piece of wood floating in the liquid. She scraped her knuckles against it in an attempt to hold on. For a moment, she rested partially atop the board, relieved to have some of help trying to stay afloat.
Her hip throbbed. She felt another piece of wood and grabbed onto it. She lifted her good leg over the piece and held on tight.
She reached her hand down under the liquid and touched torn flesh and protruding bone. Dizziness overcame her. Laying her head against the piece of board, she closed her eyes.
* * * *He hurried out of the building. He was outraged, angry, disappointed. He glanced behind him. The smoke just began to fill the first floor.
Diana! Why did you show up instead of Fontella?
The tears filled his eyes, then he wiped them away. How did this happen? What went wrong?
He didn't want her to die, but she'd asked for it. She must've gotten a hold of the email before Fontella did. Now, he needed to make a huge change in his plan. It wasn't going to be easy, but he had to take the chance.
He headed to his car, taking one last glance at the burning building.
There was no way she'd survive. Feeling confident, he made his escape.
* * * *"Son, is this some kind of joke?” Damian Toby made the young man repeat his statement.
"No, sir, it isn't. Detective Pellino was here at the library. She said it's extremely important I contact you about these emails. You need to read them, sir. I've seen them, and it's serious."
Damian logged onto his computer and pulled up the messages.
A few seconds later, he hung up the phone and made numerous calls. The first was to Commander Paul Fontella.
* * * *"Where's Diana?” Luke yelled. He knew his father and other detectives stood outside the interrogation room.
"Toby thinks she's at the location the killer meant for you to show up at."
His eyes widened in disbelief and concern. “Let's go."
"The fire department is on its way, Luke."
"There's a fire there?"
"It was just called in five minutes ago."
He ran toward the door. “I have to get to her."
"I'm coming with you."
"Me, too,” Jerry Montoff said, as they headed toward the elevator.
* * * *Vinny headed to the firehouse, and when he got there, it was empty. The department had a call to go on, and he couldn't help but wonder if Diana knew. He hoped his sister's plan was working. He glanced down at the ultraviolet lighting device sitting on the passenger's seat.
All he could do was wait for his sister's call.
* * * *Luke, Paul, and Jerry arrived on the scene. The fire was spreading quickly. They made their way under the yellow caution tape between the water company trucks, firefighting apparatus, and Con Ed vehicles.
Numerous people were apologizing to Luke, as he made his way toward the ladder company in charge.
"Luke, I'm sorry for doubting you. I was just trying to protect my guys,” the fire chief told him.
Luke gave him a dirty look. He realized Brian Pellino and the rest of the crew were making their way inside of the building.
"I need some gear!” he yelled.
"You can't go in there."
"The hell I can't. I want that gear, and I want it now."
"The men can handle it. It's abandoned, Luke."
"It's not abandoned. Detective Diana Pellino is trapped inside!” He raised his voice over the radio chatter and sirens blaring in the distance.
"Come on!” The chief brought Luke around to the side of the ladder truck.
He was just about fully dressed when he heard the stern voice behind him. “What the hell do you think you're doing, Fontella?” Damian Toby stood with his hands on his hips.
"My job!"
"The hell you're not. I can't allow you to enter that building. You're not a firefighter anymore."
"No disrespect, sir, but I don't really give a shit what you can or can't allow.” Luke pointed to the burning building. “My partner, the detective I've been working this case with, is trapped inside. For all I know, the real killer could still be in there. I'm not relying on my so-called comrades."
He saluted the chief, handed him his clip that confirmed he was a firefighter, then grabbed Brian Pellino.
"We're teaming up!” he told Brian.
"What? Why? What are you doing here?"
Don and the others made their way into the building.
"Your sister's trapped in there."
Brian's eyes widened in obvious shock. He grabbed Luke by the collar of his turnout coat. “Fontella, what the hell is going on?"
"We need to move. I don't believe that you're the killer. I don't believe you even know who the killer is. We need to stay together and find your sister. Now, let's move."
He and Brian headed into the building.
* * * *"Who called the fire in?” Damian Toby asked. Commander Paul Fontella and the chief spoke to other arson investigators and a representative from the water company.
"It wasn't our killer. The call came in from a maintenance worker for the water company. Apparently, a water main broke on the other side of the building about an hour ago. There's water building up from the basement, flooding it out."
"This could work to our advantage. The fire can't spread if there's that much water,” Paul said.
"That all depends,” the chief said.
"On what?"
"Whether Detective Pellino is trapped in the basement level or on higher ground."
Paul swallowed hard. He understood what they were saying. If Diana didn't burn to death, she might drown to death. He prayed that Luke would find her in time.
* * * *Vinny glanced at his watch. It had been more than twenty minutes since he heard from his sister. He thought about whether he should call her but opted to wait, in case she was in the middle of some undercover operation.
The increasing anxiety consumed him. It was an unmistakable sensation, deep within his heart and soul. He knew it all too well. He was argued in his mind whether to acknowledge it or ignore it. It was enough to send him into a whirlwind of worry. He never denied his gut instinct. Never.
His attention was drawn to the firehouse bays, just as one of the guys spotted him.
He threw his sweatshirt over the ultraviolet light, then quickly got out of the car.
"Hey, Vinny. I thought that was you. What are you doing here?"
"Oh, nothing, Curtis. I was supposed to meet someone here. Are the rest of the guys out at a fire?"
"Well, that's why I came out here. It turns out Fontella is innocent, and the real killer just set another fire. I don't know how to tell you this, man, but—"
"But what? What do you mean Fontella's innocent? And you don't know how to tell me what?” Vinny thought about Brian and Diana.
"Your sister Diana is missing. They believe the killer has her trapped in the fire."
Vinny opened the door to his car. “What's the address?"
* * * *Vinny pulled out his cell phone as he sped down the street. He called his sister. It rang and rang, then went to voice mail. Panic engulfed him as he placed the police light on the dashboard and continued to the fire scene.
Damn it, Diana! What the hell did you get yourself involved in?
Ten minutes later, he parked alongside the barricade, flashing his badge as he ducked under the yellow crime scene tape.
"What the hell is going on? Where's my sister?” Vinny yelled to Chief Watkins, as he approached a crowd of officials, including Commander Paul Fontella.
Vinny eyed the others. They all seemed to ignore his question and avoid answering. “Well?"
"Son, we believe that your sister is trapped somewhere inside."
He looked at the inferno, and the nausea set in. “How do you know? Are you certain?"
"The real killer planned on setting up my son, Luke. We believe your sister was concerned for his safety and showed up here to help him. But, my son had been taken into custody for questioning without anyone knowing. The killer's plan backfired."
"Where's Luke Fontella now?"
Vinny watched as Paul glanced back toward the inferno.
"The whole crew is in there, Vinny, including Brian. They'll find her,” Chief Watkins said.
"I just spoke to her about thirty-five minutes ago. When did the fire start?"
"The fire call came in about twenty minutes ago. Did your sister say anything about what she was doing?” Damian Toby asked, joining the conversation.
He was hesitant, and opted to hide what his sister was really up to. They still weren't certain whom the killer was.
"No, sir. She wanted me to meet her at the firehouse. I was waiting for her call. One of the guys told me about the fire. I tried calling her cell, but it went to voice mail."
"Did it ring at all?” Damian Toby asked.
The chief glanced back down at the copy of blueprints spread out across the hood of the water company truck.
"Yes, it did."
"Keep trying it, son. It could help us locate her faster if she can answer."
He hadn't even noticed the blue prints until that second. “Are those to the building?
Again, Vinny got the feeling they were all hiding information from him. “What is it, Commander? What's going on?” He directed his question at Paul Fontella, since he appeared to be the only one willing to level with him.
One of the local water company workers interrupted the conversation by whispering to the chief.
Paul walked closer to Vinny, and slightly nudged his arm to move him away from the truck. “Son, I'm not going to lie to ya. A while ago, there was a water main break, and it appears that the pipe may have leaked below the building."
"So that's good news, isn't it? The fire can't spread from the basement up."
"They don't know where your sister is. The person who called in the fire said that there was smoke coming from the upper floors."
Vinny registered the information. “So what you're telling me is she's either going to burn to death or drown to death, or she's already dead."
Paul swallowed hard, then sighed. “My son's in there, along with your brother Brian. Let's hope for the best."
* * * *Diana couldn't open her eyes. Her lids were heavy, and all she wanted to do was let go. She couldn't register her thoughts. She didn't know if she were dreaming or if she were awake. The ringing cell phone forced her to open her eyes, to not let go of the world she held onto for dear life.
The ringing stopped as her eyes fluttered open. She realized, and was disappointed, she'd missed a life saving call, and that there was no service when she was a floor above. She remembered trying to turn sideways on the staircase, in an attempt to hold the weak signal. Could there be a signal now, down here?
The pain radiated through her body with each hint of motion. She cringed and gasped when she realized she couldn't feel her legs.
Fear made her cry out and attempt to pull herself to higher ground, but all that remained in reach was the plywood she held to keep her from sinking.
She looked a few feet above her, where a broken, wooden ledge sat. That's what she must have hit on her way down. Glancing up higher, she saw the red and orange flames. Nausea set in at the realization of just how far she'd fell, along with the fact the building was engulfed in flames.
From where she floated, the fire appeared to be a good ten floors above her. But what the hell did she know? She fell the whole way down, anticipating death along the way.
No one will come looking. No one knows I'm here.
Her mind traveled over the series of events. The fear of dying, and not capturing the real killer, filled her with anger and disgust.
"You won't get away with this. I won't let you win."
She clenched her teeth, and thought about Luke and his innocence. At least now, the truth would be revealed that Luke wasn't the killer. But whoever was would surely be upset she destroyed their plan. He would look to pin it on someone else.
She thought about Vinny and how she called him, telling him to meet her at the firehouse. Was he still there? Did he know about the fire?
She remembered the emails the killer had sent. She remembered the staged suicide note, and the kid from the library.
They know I'm here. They'll come looking for me.
The dizziness set in, along with the shivers and shakes.
Don't pass out, don't pass out. Keep talking to yourself. Help yourself escape. Think, Diana, think.
She attempted to move her legs. She needed to get to the side. Maybe she could climb up to where the wooden platform was and use her cell phone. The plan developed in her mind, the determination filled her to her core, but her legs wouldn't move. Her hips ached and throbbed yet felt numb. She'd injured herself badly, she was certain of it.
When she glanced down at the water, there was only darkness. She tried not to think about what was in the water with her, or how it got there. Instead, she willed herself to get closer to the wall.
Diana held the wooden float against her neck and chest, using her arms to paddle to the side. As she reached the wall, an explosion roared from way above her. Startled, she grabbed the wooden board tighter, then glanced up toward the sound. Debris scattered above her. She feared for her life, and recalled the increasing speed she felt on her decent from above. Any debris that came crashing down could kill her.
She swam under the small 2 ft wide landing, just as the first pieces came crashing down. She cried out as another explosion ignited, and a roar of flames and heat lit up the entire area.
She opened her eyes long enough to see the fiery debris heading at her. All she could think to do was duck underwater.
* * * *"Brian, what the hell was that?’ Luke yelled, as they continued to climb up the staircase.
The nozzle team was just ahead and to the right of them, continuously spraying down the sheets of fire and smoke.
"Another explosion about midway up the building."
"Thank God we're all still making our way up, or we would be trapped between fires right now,” Luke said. Brian nodded in agreement.
Two other firefighters were only a flight of stairs below them.
"This is insane. It's an abandoned factory of some sort. The blueprints the chief has aren't helping us right now,” Brian said.
Luke knew Brian was concerned for his sister. He was losing his patience, his control, and Luke feared he would panic. The worst part was Luke felt the same way. Finding Diana seemed impossible, with such great odds against them. He swallowed the lump of emotion in his throat. He wasn't giving up on Diana. She risked her life for him, and he would do the same for her.
"It's too dark. We need to make a decision as to where to head. If we continue to climb, we could get caught in-between fires."
"From the blueprints, what is up there, a few floors from where we are now?” Luke asked.
Brian radioed into the chief. “Chief, we're on the third floor. What's above us and to the side of us?"
Another small explosion rocked the building as Luke, Brian, and the others ducked for cover.
"Are you guys okay?” the chief yelled through the radio.
"Yeah. What's around us? We can't see shit. It's total blackout."
"Above you, it looks like, just floors of warehouse storage space. There appears to be four extra large elevator shafts, one directly to the left of you, and the next nearest one appears to be located in the center of the building,” the chief explained.
"Where was the water main break?” Luke asked.
"Hold on."
"The water company representative says the main pipe is directly below that middle elevator shaft."
"What about the three others?"
"They should be fine."
Brian looked at Luke.
"Your call, Brian. I'm under your command right now."
"You've had more experience than I have, Fire Marshal, and something tells me you want to find my sister just as badly as I do."
He glanced around them, trying to sense a gut feeling, anything that could lead him to make a decision. If it were the right one, they could get to Diana in time. If he chose differently, he could kill her.
Another small explosion ignited and debris covered them from above. The men fell to the floor, covering their heads as the wood and sheetrock scattered over their bodies.
* * * *Diana held her breath as long as she could. Through the water, she could still feel the heat of the flames that lingered above. Wood fell into the water and hit her arms, cutting her skin. She couldn't hold her breath any longer, as the sharp pain hit her. She splashed through the surface of the water and grabbed hold of the wood again. Smaller pieces of flaming ash fell from the sky above, some disintegrating in mid-air and others as they hit the water.
She cried and glanced down at her bleeding arms. This was a hell of a way to die.
Grabbing hold of the wooden board, she rested her head on it and her upper arm. She stared up at the darkness above her.
Something caught her eye. Was it just her imagination, or was that a blue light one platform above from where she floated?
What is that? Her heart thumped. She tried to maintain her composure.
Her cell phone had a blue light. Was it flipped open?
Can I call for help? Who do I call? 911? Vinny? He could be right outside. He could send a message to the firefighters. Brian! I can call Brian. He won't have his phone on him if he's here fighting the fire with his company. Damn it, you don't even know if this is going to work.
Taking a deep breath, she called out, “Call Vinny!” Nothing happened, the disappointment set in. She took a deep breath and yelled out loud, “Call Vinny!"
She heard the dial tone, then her brother's voice."
"Diana. Where are you?” The reception was poor. She needed to talk quickly, but her teeth chattered from the icy water.
"Trapped! I'm trapped in an elevator shaft. Water ... ice cold ... water.” She grew weaker with each word she spoke. People yelled in the background.
"Where is the elevator shaft? The middle or the side?"
"Water! I'm stuck in water!
"Diana, are you injured?"
"Yes!"
"There close. I'm here."
"Vinny, if I don't make it. Get to the firehouse. You hear me, Vinny? Get to the firehouse like we planned."
"You're gonna make it!
Diana heard the beeping sound. The phone cut off the call. They were disconnected.
She laid her head against the wood, exhausted and spent. At least they knew where she was. She was grateful the phone had the voice-activated feature and worked.
Maybe, just maybe, I'll make it.
She closed her eyes.
* * * *"Did you get all that?” the chief shouted into the radio.
"We got it. Holy Shit, we got it!” Brian screamed with obvious enthusiasm. Perhaps they would reach her in time.
"That's my sister. She's one tough kid."
"She sure as hell is. The entrance to that elevator shaft is one more flight up. There should be a set of doors we can get through. Then we can locate exactly what floor she's on."
"Let's do it."
The fire raged above them. The nozzle team moved in close to try and extinguish the flames. They reached the set of doors and pried them open.
Luke looked down into the darkness. Above their heads, flames roared in-between the space of the elevator shaft and the adjacent floors.
"That fire is spreading fast. It's looking for more oxygen to feed on and this shaft is filled with it."
"We need some sort of light. Shine on the large one,” Brian told the firefighters behind them.
They beamed the light down.
Luke removed his mask. “Diana!” The light shined over her body.
"There she is. Oh, my God. She's floating in water."
Luke didn't think twice about his next move. He jumped into the elevator shaft, falling two floors below.
"Luke!” Brian screamed. He watched as Luke hit the water, then came splashing back through to the surface.
"That guy is fucking crazy.” Another firefighter said, as he looked over the edge.
* * * *Luke grabbed Diana. “Wake up, doll. Come on. Don't die on me. You're tougher than this."
He caressed her white cheeks. The fear that he was too late hit him hard. He leaned his face closer, trying to feel her breath. She was still alive.
Her eyes fluttered open. “What an asinine thing to do."
"What?"
"You could have landed on me."
Luke chuckled. “No chance, darling. I'm a trained professional."
"Why did you do that? I'm going to die.” She closed her eyes.
"No, you're not, Pellino. I'm not gonna let you.” He held her closer to him. Her body shook, and he noticed her lips were blue.
"Where does it hurt?"
"Everywhere."
Diana cried out, as Luke wedged his body closer to the wall then braced his boots against a lower ledge. The gear weighed him down, but he refused to sink. He held on tighter.
He looked at her arms. They were bleeding and scratched up. There were cuts against her cheeks and neck, as well. “Try to latch your legs around mine. Use my legs for support.
"I can't"
"Sure you can, doll. Just move your legs."
"I can't feel them."
He swallowed hard. “What do you mean you can't feel them? Are they just cold from the water?” He couldn't help but wonder if she were suffering from hypothermia.
"I hit the side landing. Went through the wood. My hip is cut badly."
He pulled her legs gently onto his. The radio crackled in the background.
"Luke! Are you okay? Is Diana okay?” Brian asked.
"She has multiple injuries.” He glanced at Diana's face. Her coloring was bad, and her breathing was shallow.
"How bad, Luke?"
"Bad. We need to get her out of this water."
"We're making our way back down another floor below this one. There's an entranceway. Can you see it from where you are?"
He looked up. “I think I see it. How did we miss that?"
"We didn't. It's near an adjacent hallway to the left of the stairwell we started on. We called in a gurney. The guys are bringing one up."
"We'll hold tight."
He stared at Diana and caressed her face. “They're coming for us, doll. Hold on a bit longer. We're gonna get you out of this place."
Her body went limp in his arms. She lost consciousness. He embraced her tighter and leaned closer to feel her breath. She was barely alive.
He waited for what seemed like minutes until Brian and the others opened the double doors about twenty feet above them. He glanced around, wondering how the hell Diana wound up in the shaft, and how she kept afloat with her injuries. She was a trooper, that was certain. He wanted to find the one responsible for her suffering and make him pay.
* * * *"Luke, grab the line. We're bringing down the basket. Get her inside."
"Then wrap this one around you. We'll pull you up,” one of the other firefighters said.
He grabbed the gurney and carefully placed Diana inside. She never awoke. He grabbed the rope next, and his fellow firefighters pulled him to safety. Quickly, they exited the stairwell, then the building.
The news on the extent of Diana's injuries hit them hard. Luke watched as the paramedics worked on her. Brian pulled off his gear, Vinny stood alongside the ambulance as the chief and the others watched.
"We got to get her out of here,” one of the paramedics said.
Luke saw the torn flesh of her hipbone, the deep cuts on her arms, and the battered look on her face. It was white, ice cold, and her lips were a deep color of blue. She looked like death, and it overwhelmed him.
"Oh, my God, Brian, look at her. Is she alive?” Vinny asked.
"Just barely. We have to get her to the hospital."
The paramedics loaded the gurney into the back of the emergency vehicle. Sirens blared as the police moved the crowd of onlookers, and made room for the quick exit of the paramedics.
"Let's follow them. Did you call Mom and Dad?” Brian asked, as he removed the rest of his gear.
"You go. I'll be there as soon as I can."
"What? Why?"
"Go with Luke. There's something I need to take care of."
"What? What could be so important?"
"Brian, listen to me. Diana asked me to do something, no matter what happened to her. I need to do this."
"What's going on? What did Diana ask you to take care of?” Luke asked.
"Nothing for you to worry about, Fire Marshal.” Vinny stared into Luke's eyes. “I'll get to the hospital as soon as I can. Make sure they take good care of her. I know you'll do that, Luke.” He watched his brother and friend leave.
Vinny stood near the chief, as the fire fighters continued to fight the blaze and put out the remainder of the flames. Thirty minutes later, the firefighters had the fire fully extinguished.
* * * *Vinny felt the hand on his shoulder. “Are you going to let me in on this little secret between your sister and this fire?” Damian Toby asked.
"You just do your job and get the fire marshal in there, then forensics."
"They've arrived,” Commander Paul Fontella said, as he stood beside Vinny.
"Please tell me that my best homicide detective didn't commit some felony crime to obtain evidence and prove my son's innocence."
Vinny eyed the commander from head to toe.
Paul moved closer, so he could whisper to Vinny. “I hope you know I respect your sister. There was never anything inappropriate going on between us. She's my best detective, and just risked her life to save my son."
"Commander Fontella, my sister could die tonight trying to not only save your son but save her brother and reveal the real killer. If she's right and her plan worked, then an hour from now it'll all work out, and we'll find the real killer."
"The fire marshal gave the okay!” the chief yelled to them.
Vinny looked at Commander Fontella.
"Lead the way, son. I can't wait to see what's going to happen next."
* * * *Luke and Brian stood outside of the critical care unit inside of the emergency room. There were alarms blaring moments after Diana arrived, and Luke knew she wasn't in the clear. She continued to fight for her life.
The nurse came out to give them an update, after Brian and Luke attempted to enter the ICU.
"I'm sorry, gentlemen, but you will have to wait out here. Are you related to the patient?"
"I'm her brother."
"She's unconscious and needed to be resuscitated. Her vitals are weak, but the doctors are working on her. As soon as they evaluate her injuries, I will give you an update. You may want to call other family members."
Brian exchanged glances with Luke as the nurse walked back through the double doors.
"Brian!"
The two men turned to the voice. Vincent and Marie Pellino were running down the corridor toward them, with concerned looks on their faces. Luke recognized their shock at seeing him. It was obvious they thought he was responsible.
"What's going on? Where is Diana?"
Brian explained the situation to his mother.
"You're the one who made accusations about our son,” Vince Pellino said.
"He's not the killer, Dad. The police released him. The real killer wanted to set up Luke, but somehow Diana intervened and wound up trapped in the burning building. There's more going on now, but Vinny is still on the scene."
"Vinny? What does Vinny have to do with this?” Vincent asked.
"Beats the hell out of me, Dad. All I know is Diana made him promise to do something whether she lived or died."
"Die? Is it that bad? Could she die?” Tears flowed down Maria's cheeks.
"They're not telling us anything yet. Just that they needed to resuscitate her."
"Oh, no...” Marie cried harder, and Vincent pulled her into his arms.
* * * *"Oh, my God. Diana came up with this plan, and a judge approved the undercover operation?” Paul Fontella asked. He stared at the substance on the ground illuminated by the ultraviolet light.
"Yes, sir, she did. Do you see the substance here along the trim of this area? Our killer intended to start the fire here and let Fontella die. Instead, it appears that Diana came along and he attacked her. Her gun was found over there. She fell through that opening in the elevator shaft."
Paul walked closer to the edge and looked down. “Holy shit, we have to be at least ten stories high."
"Somehow, my sister survived that fall. The water filled compartment probably helped. Now, there are two more places the flares were found. The one on the first floor didn't ignite all the way because of the water main break and the flooding."
"So, does it have the invisible substance on it?"
"Yes, sir, and because it didn't fully ignite, it contains the serial number. Diana said we can trace the number to the store and to the firehouse. The storeowner keeps a record of which flares and serial numbers are purchased by each firehouse or individual. But there's no need to, the flare is covered with this stuff."
"Now what do we do?"
"We let the firefighters go back to the firehouse and we meet them there with the arson unit and the police. If Diana was right and her plan works, then as she told me, ‘Our killer will light up like a Christmas tree.'
"I can't believe she did all this. Could this actually work?"
"Let's hope so."
* * * *Paul Pellino joined the family outside of the critical care unit just as a doctor emerged.
Everyone walked closer to the man.
"You're all family?"
"Yes, Doctor. How is Diana?"
"I need to know what occurred for her to have sustained such injuries. Where and how long she remained untreated."
"It was an abandoned building. She was caught between a flooded elevator shaft and multiple fires,” Luke said.
"Flooded from what source?"
"Water main break,” Brian added.
The doctor quickly turned back toward the double doors.
"Doc, what's going on? Is she gonna make it?” Brian yelled.
The doctor paused by the doorway.
"It appears she has sustained some sort of infection through the open wounds. It is traveling very quickly through her bloodstream. It also appears she contracted pneumonia. Her lungs are unable to function without assistance. I'm sorry, folks, but it doesn't look good."
"Oh, my god. My baby!” Marie Pellino cried out, covering her mouth with her hands. Her husband embraced her.
"What about the infection? Can you do anything to stop it from spreading?” Vincent asked.
"I'm going to try my hardest. Now that I know it was a water main break and contaminated water, I can treat it more aggressively. I'll keep you posted. It's really going to be touch and go for the next few hours. As soon as I have her stabilized, I'll allow you to see her one at a time."
More family and friends arrived at the hospital, including most of the detectives who worked with Diana in her department.
Luke stood near the adjacent hallway, away from her family and friends. The fear she could die was too much for him to handle. He found himself making promises to God to save her life, asking Him to take his own instead.
He prayed Diana would somehow pull through, and he would marry her and cherish every moment they had together. He wondered how she found out about the meeting, and why she went in alone? What was she thinking?
"Luke."
He turned to the voice. Both Brian and Paul Pellino stood in front of him. They probably blamed him for this entire mess and for Diana's condition.
"Why are you all the way over here?” Brian asked.
"I'm sorry. I wish it were me in there instead of Diana."
Brian placed his hand on Luke's shoulder. “We all wish she wasn't in there. We're not blaming you for this."
"Yeah, our sister is known to do some crazy, gung-ho stuff, but with good reason. We don't know the circumstances of what took place, but if our sister was willing to risk her life for you, then she must think a lot of you,” Paul said.
"I'm the reason why your sister is lying in there clinging to her life."
* * * *Brian's cell phone rang and he flipped it open. “Hello."
"How is she doing?” Vinny asked.
"You need to get here now, Vinny."
"What are you saying? She's not going to make it?"
"It's real bad, Vin, real bad. You need to wrap up whatever it is Diana asked you to do and get here to be with the family. She might not make it past the next few hours."
"Jesus! I gotta do this, for Diana. I'll be there soon."
Brian hung up the phone.
"What's going on? Is Vinny on his way?” Paul said.
"Not yet. Whatever Diana asked him to take care of must be crucial to this case.” Brian stuffed the cell phone back into his pocket.
"Come on, Luke. Sit over here with the family.” Paul headed toward his parents. Luke and Brian followed.
* * * *Vinny, Commander Paul Fontella, Damian Toby, Chief Watkins, Jerry Montoff, and a few other uniformed officers and detectives stood inside the garage bay doors.
The firefighters were removing their gear, preparing to check over their equipment, and do the routine post-fire checks.
Don O'Rourke, Vinny's cousin approached him. “Any word on Diana?"
"It's not looking good."
"Guys, I need everyone lined up next to their equipment cubby,” the chief ordered, interrupting their conversation.
The guys weren't thrilled about the request. They were obviously tired and wanted to get their gear off.
"I'm gonna get going. I want to be there for Diana,” Don told Vinny, as he headed toward the door.
"After this."
Don glanced down at the ultraviolet light in Vinny's hand.
"What the hell is going on?".
"We're going hunting,” Damian Toby whispered over Vinny's shoulder.
Don quickly removed the remainder of his gear and stood with the others.
Vinny glanced at the crowd of men. Men he'd known for many years, men who'd visited his parents’ house, men who'd shared a deep connection with his brother Brian. The possibility that one of them was the killer chilled him to the bone.
Most of the guys still joked with one another as they stood waiting for their chief to address them.
"Is this everyone who was working tonight and who responded to the fire?” Damian Toby asked.
"Yes.” The chief's voice sounded shaky but stern.
"Jerry, the lights,” Vinny nodded, indicating it was time.
Jerry Montoff turned off the lights inside the garage. Darkness covered the crowd, and the guys started whistling and carrying on, obviously wondering what the heck Vinny Pellino was doing.
Vinny turned on the ultraviolet light. The glare covered the room. He walked slowly toward the men.
"Hands out in front of you,” Commander Pellino ordered, and the men did as they were told. Their silence indicated they knew what they were being accused of.
"What is this shit?” Don complained.
"Yeah. What the hell is going on?” Vasquez said.
"Hands out in front,” Vinny said.
"What for?” Don gave attitude.
"Because I said to. Just do it and stop joking around.” Vinny placed the light closer to Don. Instantly, Don's hands lit up in purple.
Vinny's mouth dropped open. He stopped dead in his tracks in front of his cousin.
Don stared at his hands. “What is this shit? How are you doing that?"
"You! You're the killer? Diana's your fucking cousin."
"Turn on the lights!” Commander Paul Fontella said.
"You're under arrest for the murders of Barbara Agular, Lee Perkins, and the attempted murder of Diana Pellino,” Jerry Montoff said, as he and another patrol officer handcuffed Don O'Rourke.
"Holy shit. Is this true? You're the killer?” the chief asked.
"This is bullshit,” Don denied, wide eyed and obviously filled of anger.
"He wasn't scheduled to work tonight, yet he showed up at the fire scene,” the chief said, looking at the firemen's login sheet.
"Get forensics to take his car. Call the judge Diana spoke to and get a warrant for here and one for Don's apartment."
Vinny stared at his cousin in shock and disgust. “How could you do this? What the hell happened to you?"
"There's nothing wrong with me. I gave my life to this job. My brother gave his life for this job, and look where it got him? A fucking parade and a plaque in my mother's china closet. These fucking losers get a free trip through life and have more rights than any of us. They deserve to die, burn all of them."
Vinny shook his head in disgust. The others just stared at Don O'Rourke. “Get him out of here. Get him out of my face."
Jerry and the other officers took Don away.
"I can't believe it,” the commander said.
"Neither can I. How am I going to tell my mother that Don is the killer and that he's responsible for Diana's condition?"
"I'll take care of this stuff here. You go and be with your family. I'll head that way as soon as the arson team and forensics takes care of everything,” Commander Fontella said.
"You go too, Paul. You've been through enough. We can handle things from here. Go be with Diana and her family. When all this is over, I'm gonna personally take Detective Pellino out to lunch,” Damian Toby said with a smile, then patted Vinny on the back.
"Great work. Your sister was smart to confide in you."
"Let's go. I'll drive,” Vinny told the commander. They headed to the hospital.
* * * *The sound of the several machines working to maintain Diana's breathing sent chills through Luke's body. The family had been in to visit her, and finally it was his chance to see her.
Her face was covered with small cuts and scrapes, along with tubes and other artificial breathing apparatuses. An IV tube ran from her wrist to a bag of fluid in a pouch on a hook near the side of her bed.
She didn't look good at all. Tears streamed down his cheeks.
He had finally met a woman he couldn't get out of his system. A woman he thought about constantly, could commit himself to, and she was dying. There wasn't anything he could do to change that.
He gently took her hand, caressed the soft, silky skin, and couldn't help the images that entered his mind.
He thought about the crazy stories he'd heard about comas, and how the patients could hear things even though they couldn't respond.
Diana wasn't in a coma. She was unconscious, fighting against an organ-killing, staph infection and she needed all the extra help she could get.
He gently brushed his hand against her cheek, shocked at the icy coldness.
"I can't lose you, Pellino. Don't give up, doll. Don't give up.” The tears stung his eyes.
The door opened.
Luke wiped his eyes and turned toward the doorway. Vinny stood there, wearing the same horrified expression Luke assumed he'd wore as he first entered the room.
"Oh, man.” Vinny covered his mouth, then took one more step closer.
Luke placed Diana's hand gently back down on the bed and leaned in closer to her face.
"I'll be back, doll. I love you.” He kissed her cheek and a tear fell from his eye, landing beside her head on the pillow.
Vinny stopped Luke from leaving. “She loves you, too. She was right about you, right about everything."
He wiped his eyes and cleared his throat. “What did you have to take care of for her?"
"We got the killer."
"Who was it?"
"Don O'Rourke."
Luke didn't know what to say.
"I know, I know. I'll fill you in on the details later."
"I'll leave you two alone."
* * * *Vinny sat beside his sister's bed.
"Look at you, sis.” He eyed all the special medical equipment and her injuries.
"You were in over your head, big time, and you knew it, yet you went for it anyway.” He sighed, taking her hand.
"I wanted to let you know that your plan worked. Your crazy, off-the-wall, CSI-fucking plan actually worked.” He laughed a little, then shook his head as the tears stung his eyes.
"The bad news is, he's one of us. Don, our cousin, lost his mind. But I don't want you to focus on that. I want you to get better.” He glanced back at the empty doorway.
"You actually found a man good enough and willing enough to put up with your attitude and all your faults. I'm just kidding, sis. He loves you. I love you. We need you back."
"Excuse me. I'm sorry to interrupt, but I need to check her vitals.” A nurse entered the room.
Vinny stood up, giving the nurse room to check Diana.
"How is she doing?"
"Not much of a change,” the nurse told him, as she checked the IV drip, and then Diana's blood pressure.
She glanced back over her shoulder at Vinny. He caught her eye and she smiled. “Your sister is very strong. She's a fighter, I can tell."
Vinny smirked as he looked back toward the bed and his little sister.
"She's tough all right. Can be a real pain in the ass sometimes."
"I'm sure it's not easy being a cop's daughter."
"Diana can handle it. It's that extra strength that inspires her commitment to the job. She's got a great reputation."
The nurse touched his arm. “Maybe that extra strength will help her pull through."
"Thanks."
The nurse exited the room.
* * * *Luke's eyelids were heavy. He had dozed off in one of the hospital chairs, just like the others. He awoke to the sound of voices whispering and movement near the critical care unit.
He stood up when he saw Diana's mom crying.
He hurried over just as the doctor began speaking. “We've taken her off the machines. She's breathing on her own. The fever is gone. The aggressive antibiotic treatment we gave her stopped the infection. She's coming in and out of consciousness, which could last a few days, but it is quite common considering everything she has gone through. She keeps asking us if a Luke is all right. Do you know who this is?"
Everyone turned toward him.
"She needs her rest, but she's not being very cooperative right now."
"Go see her, Luke,” Vinny said. The rest of the family smiled at him. He couldn't help but wonder if Vinny had told them all that Luke was in love with their Diana.
He followed the doctor toward the door with anticipation.
A nurse exited Diana's room just as Luke arrived. She didn't have all the tubes and machines around her anymore. Instead, she lay there peacefully with her eyes closed.
He walked closer. He gently touched her cheek and was grateful for the warmth that emitted from her skin.
Her eyes fluttered open. “Luke, is that you?"
"It's me, doll. I hear you're giving everyone a bit of that special Pellino attitude you're known for.” He smiled and the tears filled his eyes.
"I wanted to be sure you were safe."
"I'm safe, doll, and you need your rest."
Diana closed her eyes. “Stay here, Luke. Hold my hand."
"Rest, doll. I'll stay as long as the doctor allows me to."
Diana fell back to sleep.
* * * *Jerry, Paul, Brian, Vinny, and Luke stood outside of the waiting room.
They were discussing the events of the case and Diana's ‘out of the box’ detective work.
"The way things went down, we were all suspects,” Jerry said
Paul Fontella looked at Jerry.
"Why were you acting so strange, Jerry? People were questioning your lack of enthusiasm for the job and your attitude,” Paul asked.
The others looked at him as if wanting to know the same thing.
Jerry looked down at his shoes and placed his hands in his pockets, appearing uncomfortable and contemplating his response to the question. The others gave him a moment.
"I was a complete asshole. Leslie Spencer had me by the balls. I couldn't see that she was using me. That she was trying to turn me against Diana and doing the right thing."
"What the fuck does Leslie Spencer have to do with this?” Brian asked, sounding confused.
"I guess I was kind of to blame for that. My outburst at the family gathering started some gossip,” Luke said.
"No. It was my fault. I should've told that woman where to go instead of trying to be diplomatic because of her father,” Paul Fontella said.
"Diana warned me and I didn't listen.” Jerry shook his head and rubbed his chin.
"Oh, Jerry, don't beat yourself up. My sister is pulling through, you're all off the hook in regards to being charged for murder, and Leslie Spencer will get what's coming to her,” Vinny said.
They all looked at him wondering what he was talking about.
"My sister Diana taped a conversation between Leslie Spencer and Vince Porter, stating that they would use all their resources to frame Luke for the murders and arsons."
"What? I mean, I know the guy was pleased as punch while he stood in my kitchen just waiting for me to get buried alive, but why?"
"The guy was jealous of you, son. You have always done the right thing and are well respected,” Paul said.
"Diana told me about the emails to Luke and about the therapy tapes being released. It was Vince Porter who got his hands on them and since he and Leslie Spencer were doing the ‘down and dirty’ ... sorry, Jerry,” Vince paused and looked at Jerry, “he figured Leslie was using you to get to the commander. And he was using Leslie to convince you of Luke's guilt, since you are partners with the lead investigator, my sister."
"What the fuck?” Brian said.
"Were they working with Don?” Luke asked.
"How did Diana find this information out?” Paul asked.
"My sister said she stumbled across this during the investigation and at first she thought that they were working with the killer. Vince sent the documents to Don and Brian's ladder company, Luke's old stomping ground, in an effort to frame Luke. Meanwhile, Vince and Leslie had no idea, just like the rest of us, that Don was the killer. They gave Don ammunition, and he used it to make Luke appear like he lost his mind and was the serial arsonist. With all those incriminating comments and phrases, everyone would assume Luke was guilty."
"But not your sister, not Diana,” Paul said.
"Diana stumbled onto this somehow, and because of Vince and Leslie's selfish, despicable acts, they're going to have a hell of a time convincing a judge and jury that they weren't working with Don.” Vinny smirked.
"Diana is amazing,” Luke confessed in awe.
Everyone around them agreed.
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EpilogueDiana and Luke held hands as they walked along the sandy beach on the Hawaiian Island of Honolulu. The warm sun caressed their skin. The tropical air blew between them. He paused a moment to pull her into an embrace.
"I love the way that flower looks tucked behind your ear, and the way you hair is blowing in the wind. The way your tanned skin sparkles in the Hawaiian sun, like some fantasy goddess."
Diana smiled, looked at the ocean, then back at Luke. Barefoot in the sand, her head barely reached his shoulders.
"You know, the moment I met you the color of your eyes reminded me of the ocean. I can't believe I'm here. I finally made it to paradise."
He bent down and kissed her lips, then released them. “I can't believe I talked you into leaving the job for a few weeks."
"It wasn't all your doing, Fontella."
"Hey, don't start with that ‘Fontella’ stuff. It will be your name before you know it."
Diana smiled wider. She couldn't help but blush. “You seem certain about that, Fontella, considering that I have to say yes to marrying you."
The sun began to set over the deep-blue ocean. A gentle tropical breeze blew against her dress, the material whipping lightly against her knees.
Hawaiian music played in the distance, by the nearby resort. They were completely alone on the beach. It was as if the sunset, this sunset, was meant for them alone.
Luke reached into his pocket, then bent down on one knee.
Diana covered her mouth in surprise.
"Diana Pellino, I love you with all my heart. Will you marry me and become Mrs. Diana Fontella?"
She smirked. “Make it Mrs. Detective Diana Pellino-Fontella and you have a deal, Fire Marshal."
He placed the ring on her finger. “We'll talk about it, Pellino."
She hugged him as he lifted her into his arms and held her close. They sealed the deal with a kiss.
"I love you, too, Luke, and I'm just kidding. The name is negotiable."
"We'll see, doll. We'll see."
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