ONLY THE MOBSTER’S SON CAN PROTECT HER
Asia Raferty fights off a rape. Knowing this is a racketeer’s plot for revenge against her judge father, Asia asks his son for help. Dominic Crawford knows approaching his estranged father to cool the vendetta would be a mistake. His sister Jessica might be able to influence King Crawley, but first they'll have to find her. Working with the sexy Dominic, Asia wants more than his protection.
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PUSHED TO THE LIMIT
SQUARING ACCOUNTS
“ASIA, WOULD YOU like a ride home?” Jeanne Harrison asked as she gathered her things after a long night of inventory. “You look exhausted.”
Asia Raferty closed the ledger and faced her assistant manager, an attractive dark-haired woman who at thirty-four was a half-dozen years older than she.
“Thanks, but no. I’ve been twisted into a pretzel from so much sitting today.” Asia rose from her antique desk which had been one of her first and favorite finds when she’d started her business. “I need the exercise to work out the kinks.”
“That’s what you get for being such a slave driver,” Jeanne said with good humor, stretching and yawning. “You’re sure about the ride?”
“Positive.”
Since Port Townsend was a small town, Asia wouldn’t have far to walk. She never brought her own car to work unless she had a bunch of errands to run.
“See you tomorrow, then,” Jeanne called over her shoulder as she sailed out the front door of the shop, the Victorian bell tinkling after her.
Asia fetched her purse from the bottom drawer of her desk, found the antique silver-edged comb she always carried and pulled it through the tangled strands of her similarly colored silver-blond hair. She dropped the comb back into her bag and straightened her desk top before slipping the bag over her shoulder.
Turning off the lights, she stepped out of the door leading out onto Water Street. A quarter moon silvered the town, which had mostly settled down for the night, the antique and bric-a-brac shops having closed hours ago. A few restaurants and bars were still open, their windows gleaming warm and inviting against the cool darkness.
Tired and yet keyed up from working so late, Asia had no desire to go directly home. Usually the pink-trimmed pearl gray Victorian held an invitation she couldn’t resist, but lately she’d been getting restless again.
The urge to move on for a while as she had a half dozen times since opening Asia’s Antiques four years ago was getting stronger.
Not that she needed more stock for her shop – her general excuse for going on her jaunts – she merely required a temporary change of scene, a little adventure. She was lucky her business was safe in Jeanne’s capable hands, she thought, locking the shop door and dropping the keys in her skirt pocket.
For the moment, however, she would settle for a walk longer than the outdoor staircase to the top of the ridge and the three blocks that would take her home. Tonight, the wind’s sigh and ocean’s swell beckoned as it so often did. A block from the water’s edge, she strolled toward the side street that would take her there.
How she loved Port Townsend, perched on the northeastern corner of Washington’s Olympic Peninsula, where the waters of the Strait of Juan de Fuca and Puget Sound flowed together. The brightly colored Victorian town was a haven for artists and writers. And tourists who wished they could stay forever. Once a member of the last group, she had stayed... except for the occasional sojourns that provided that extra stimulation, that excitement required to keep her life fresh and vital.
Crossing deserted Water Street, Asia suddenly had the uneasy feeling that she was being watched.
She slowed and looked over her shoulder to see a man halfway down the block silhouetted by the street lamp behind him. He seemed to be staring after her. Her breath caught in her throat and her step faltered. And then the man slipped into a local bar, the banging door echoing down the street.
Sucking in a lungful of humid, salty air that settled her racing pulse, she went on.
She headed for the end of the cul-de-sac with its small shelter and bench facing the water, a favorite spot where she often ate lunch or dinner or just came to relax after working late. There she could communicate with nature, replace negative energy with positive.
As she approached the bench, however, the uneasy feeling returned. The sliver of moon was swallowed by clouds, throwing her in absolute darkness. A sudden gust of cold air billowed her long gray skirts around her bare legs and, beneath the cotton eyelet blouse, raised the short hairs on her arms and the flesh along her spine. A silent, intuitive warning raced through her, making her usually steady nerves jangle. Suddenly her friendly refuge turned foreign.
Dangerous.
Was this how her sister Sydney felt when she had one of her premonitions?
As if echoing the water lapping the shore, her senses washed alive and, fine-tuning them, Asia turned to stare back down the cul-de-sac. The short stretch was silent and dark, unlit by a street lamp. She could neither hear nor see anything untoward among the rear entrances and trash collectors she knew to exist on either side of the dead end street.
Still...
Her pulse beat strongly in her throat, pounded thunderously in her ears.
She took a single deep breath of the distinctive salt water scent that normally had the power to soothe her before instinct retraced her steps. No reason for her to take unnecessary chances, she told herself, though she had an intrinsic belief that nothing really terrible would ever happen to her.
Fingers clutching the strap of her shoulder bag, she pushed herself toward Water Street. Fast. Not quite running. Her eyes scanning the street ahead. Seeing nothing.
Darkness swirled around her in slow motion.
A metal clatter to her left made her start and cry out. The sound was followed by spitting and threatening yowls. A cat fight. Her lids fluttered in relief and both her legs and her heart pumped a bit slower when she approached the lit intersection, now only a half dozen yards ahead.
Her relief was jerked away by fingers like steel closing around her upper arm and whipping her back in the direction from which she’d come.
A strangled scream caught in her throat as she stumbled. “Listen, you can have my purse!” she cried, shoving the thing at the man even as she sensed this was no common mugger.
While one hand held her arm prisoner, the other had a vise on the back of her neck so she couldn’t turn her head and see her silent attacker.
“Wait. I can get you some real money!”
But he pushed her inexorably forward, back into the darkness, away from help. Fear flushed through her. Before she could scream, the hand on her neck slipped around to her throat, cutting off her air supply.
A tall, strong woman, she gathered her forces, and, holding onto the strap, prepared to use her shoulder bag to fight off her invisible attacker when she had the chance.
She never got it.
They were at the end of the cul-de-sac, mere yards from what she’d thought of as her haven. He jerked her off the sidewalk and forced her behind the building. His knee rammed into the back of hers, popping the joint, throwing her off balance. He kicked her other calf and the searing pain sent her down onto the ground without a struggle while her purse tumbled away. Her face pressed into the hard-packed sand with his unbearable weight centered in her back.
She tried to buck him off. Once.
Then he tightened his hold on her throat. Her hands whipped up of their own accord. Savaging his flesh with her nails only increased his pressure on her. Lack of oxygen lit stars behind her eyes and paralyzed her lungs, which felt ready to burst. Her arms went limp because they could do nothing else. He was strangling her, was going to kill her, and she could do nothing to stop him.
He removed his hand from her throat, his weight from her body. While she choked and coughed as sand ground into her mouth and air painfully filled her lungs, he flipped her over to her back and straddled her thighs.
“I have a present for you from King Crawley,” he whispered hoarsely as she continued to gasp for air.
And then she understood why her brother Dakota had called that morning with some vague warning about letting him know if something out of the ordinary happened to her. He’d said King Crawley was out for revenge because of their father, but he hadn’t elaborated. He’d wanted to see her in person to explain what was going on.
Before Asia could muster her reserves, the man had one hand on her breast and was ripping the fragile material of her blouse, exposing her to the night air. He pressed into her, making her keenly aware of his unwanted gift. Fury accompanied life-giving oxygen and her hands shot out once more, this time toward the face she couldn’t see, her nails seeking his eyes.
A deadly-sounding click and a sharp, searing pain under her jaw stunned her.
His laugh low and evil, her assailant trailed the point of the switchblade along her throat. “I’d cooperate if I were you,” he whispered. “If you want to live, that is.”
Fearfully, Asia dropped her arms to her sides. This couldn’t be happening to her – it simply couldn’t – but it was. Knife still pricking her vulnerable throat, he used his free hand to pull up her skirt to her waist. Then he was stroking her thighs, touching her intimately, making her want to gag. If she fought, he would kill her. Which would be worse? To die fighting or to submit and maybe die anyway?
His fingers hooked under the lace of her bikinis and shredded the delicate material. Dear God, if she didn’t think of something quickly, he was going to rape her.
If she didn’t do something, she would be another statistic.
She refused to cry, refused to give in without a fight, no matter what the “authorities” suggested. He wasn’t the typical assailant who might be scared off by threat of disease or pretended insanity. What could she do against a larger man’s strength? Against a knife? Oh, Lord, she couldn’t believe she was a helpless victim... she, Asia Raferty, who prided herself on her quick-wittedness and strength.
The metallic sound of his zipper screamed through her body, ripped her very core. She wouldn’t let it happen. She clawed the hard-packed sand on either side of her, dug deep, grasped all she could, flung the sand at the outline of his head while jerking up both knees in an attempt to unseat him.
“Slut!” he yelled, his knife-hand slackening.
She grabbed the opportunity – and his wrist – and screamed for all she was worth. A fist crashed against the side of her head, bringing her struggle to an abrupt halt as flashing lights made her mind spin.
He wrenched his knife hand free.
“What’s that?” came a query in the distance.
“Got me.”
Men’s voices. Heavy footsteps. Asia wanted to scream again, but she couldn’t focus her energy.
“Hey, is someone hurt?” one of the approaching men called out.
The man above her uttered an oath. His weight lifted from her body, and irrationally, she clawed his shirtfront and tried to stop him from getting away.
“Help!” she croaked as something pinged nearby. “Over here.”
With a jerk, her attacker freed himself. He lunged to the side and she barely saw him swoop up her purse before running off into the night, away from the approaching men. Sitting up, she pulled her skirt in place with one hand. With the other she straightened her ripped blouse as the shapes of two men stumbled toward her. The nick under her chin throbbed and a trickle of blood, warm and sticky, seeped down her neck.
“Are you all right, lady?” a deep voice asked.
The cloud cover parted. Silver light shafted the two young men who stared down at her, one light-haired and tall, one dark and of average height. Neither was too steady on his feet. They’d been drinking. She could smell the liquor. And she didn’t know them. Tourists. The dark-haired guy extended his hand. Fear shuddered through her and suspicion scooted her back, away from him.
He rocked on his heels and frowned. “I ain’t gonna hurt you.”
Hugging the ripped material of her blouse to her chest, she scrambled to her feet. “I’m okay. Thanks.”
“That your boyfriend?” the other guy asked. “You two have a fight?”
She stared at the blond man as if he were the most stupid creature on earth. She’d almost been raped and this idiot thought she’d had a fall out with her boyfriend. She reminded herself that this idiot had saved her from being brutalized and tempered her response.
“I never saw the man’s face. He was a stranger. H-he took my purse.”
She was too mortified to explain what her assailant had really tried to do to her, but considering their knowing, concerned expressions, she didn’t have to.
“We’ll walk you to the police station,” the blond guy said kindly.
“Police?”
“You gotta make a report,” his friend said.
“Yes, a report,” she echoed, her mind racing.
She stumbled toward the sidewalk and he put out a hand to steady her. She tried not to shudder at his touch. As if sensing her fear, he quickly dropped his hand as she regained her balance. And Asia was ashamed, not only of her reaction to his kindness, but of her own stupidity. She should have made Dakota explain his cryptic warning.
And yet, nothing her brother had told her on the phone had prepared her for this act of violence. First her sister Sydney had been involved in a scheme meant to drive her to suicide. That aborted plan had been followed by King Crawley’s clever attempt to ruin Dakota professionally. So why had she been so brutally attacked?
And what would she tell the local police? That was the question uppermost on her mind. Was she supposed to suggest a Seattle racketeer had hired someone to rape her to get even with her father, Judge Jasper Raferty, who put him away? Even though the guys on the force knew her, they might think she was nuts. And if they did believe her, what would be the repercussion to her father?
She still couldn’t believe Judge Jasper Raferty had made a bargain with the devil, even if he had reneged at the last minute. To think that King Crawley might have gone free because of her father’s weakness, for the promise of money and political connections...
Her mind was spinning as she and her escorts turned on Water Street. Before she did anything, she wanted to talk to Dakota. He had to know more than he’d told her. She couldn’t go to the police until she could sort things out in her mind. And she was certain she was safe for the moment. Her assailant was probably long gone.
That she knew he would be back made her shudder.
“Listen,” she said, suddenly stopping. “I, uh, want to get cleaned up first.” Unable to look at the men as she lied, she stared at the sidewalk. “Why don’t you go ahead to wherever you’re staying.”
The blond said, “You’re making a mistake if you don’t report that creep.”
“Yeah, you ain’t gonna let him get away with what he tried to do to you, are you?”
She met the dark-haired man’s sincere gaze and felt the back of her eyelids sting. He was being so kind and she didn’t even know his name.
“No, of course not. I just want to get cleaned up, that’s all. Then, I’ll do something.” She could tell by the looks they exchanged that they didn’t believe her. “Really.”
Not that she’d necessarily go to the police.
“You change your mind, we’ll be at the Palace Hotel until noon tomorrow.”
“Thank you,” Asia said. “Both of you.”
And then, still holding onto her ripped blouse, she ran across the street to her shop. Luckily she’d slipped her key ring into her skirt pocket. The two men stood watching her until she was safely inside. She waved to them through the glass and headed for the bathroom.
Trying not to think about what had happened.
But staring at her image in the bathroom mirror, she could do nothing but. She was battered and bruised and bloody.
The shock was so great it took her a moment to notice the sparkle of gold in her hand, and she finally realized she’d been clutching more than her blouse. Letting go of the material, she stared at her open palm across which lay the object she’d pulled from her attacker’s neck.
A gold chain.
She studied it as if it could give her information but there was nothing special about the plain gold links. Dropping the chain on the sink ledge, she attended to herself.
The knife cut had clotted but dried blood smeared her throat. A bruise was spreading along her cheekbone where the bastard had punched her, but the worst of it could be covered by her hair, the rest by carefully applied make-up. Then her gaze dropped back to her neck where faint smudges marred the smooth flesh.
She shuddered at the memory it conjured and she held back hot tears.
She wouldn’t cry. No reason. He hadn’t succeeded. She wouldn’t let him win.
Even so, she stripped off every piece of clothing she wore, including the shredded lace bikinis, which she balled and threw away in the wastebasket. And then she cleaned herself with soap and paper towels, scrubbed away the blood and sand and invisible filth the man’s hands had left on her body.
She couldn’t scrub away the myriad bruises that would be constant reminders of the attack, but she could cover them.
After stepping back into her skirt, Asia pulled on a heavy sweatshirt she always kept around for extra warmth. The blouse joined the lace scraps in the wastebasket. She scraped her fingers through her hair as best she could and blotted the cut which had started bleeding again.
She tried to tell herself she didn’t look so bad, but the image reflecting back at her looked like hell.
Now she was about to find out why.
DAKOTA RAFERTY had barely stepped into his loft when the telephone rang.
Noting it was just after midnight and assuming Honor was calling to say goodnight even though he’d just left her place, he picked up the receiver and asked, “Miss me already?”
“This isn’t one of your women.”
“Asia?” A chill of apprehension shot down Dakota’s spine. Usually bubbly and open, his little sister sounded wound up tight as a spring. “What happened?”
“You told me to let you know if anything unusual happened. Well, it did tonight.”
He sank down on the arm of a couch. “Asia, are you all right?”
“You knew what he planned to do to me, didn’t you?”
A lump formed in the back of his throat. “I was afraid you were going to be attacked–”
”You mean raped, don’t you? But why?”
Dakota felt sick inside. He’d tried to protect her, but not hard enough. He scraped his fingers through his dark blond hair and blamed himself for not going after her and dragging her back to Seattle.
“Where are you?”
“At the shop. I’m fine. A little bruised, but a couple of guys came along before...”
Dakota got the message and thanked the Lord Crawley’s thug hadn’t succeeded.
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you everything, Asia, but that’s why I wanted you to come to Seattle.”
As usual, he’d raised his sister’s stubborn streak and she’d refused. He would have gone to her if he hadn’t been so busy with the police and with Honor and her daughter Nora who’d been kidnapped as part of Crawley’s cruel scheme to get him. He hadn’t thought the racketeer would go after Asia so quickly.
“Promise me you’ll come home first thing in the morning,” he insisted. “I’ll meet you at the ferry. Or do you want me to come get you?”
Asia ignored his demand. “How did you know what would happen to me, Dakota?” she asked again. “This time, tell me everything.”
Dakota took a deep breath. He’d already explained King Crawley blamed their father for his family being destroyed. Judge Jasper Raferty had made a deal to disallow evidence at the racketeer’s trial, though he hadn’t been able to carry through. His conscience had reared and he’d backed out at the last minute.
Dakota had also warned Asia that Crawley was trying to get revenge through them, the judge’s children, but he hadn’t revealed the parallels because he hadn’t wanted her to panic. A lot of good his caution had done her. Now he had no choice but to explain.
“Crawley decided the best revenge would be to destroy us in the same manner the members of his family were destroyed. His wife Olive tried to commit suicide. She failed, but she’s not the same woman she once was. So he had Sydney gas lighted, tried to force her to commit suicide. And since his son Dominic was ruined professionally, he tried to ruin me in the same manner. His daughter Jessica–”
”Was raped,” Asia said with certainty.
“And she disappeared. No one has seen or heard from her in more than two years. Crawley’s afraid she’s dead.”
An edge of panic tinged her whispered, “Oh, my God.”
“You see why I wanted you to come home.”
“Port Townsend is my home, Dakota,” Asia said in a shaky voice. “And Crawley would have gotten to me no matter where I was. Good Lord, what next? What are we going to do?”
“Get you police protection.”
Asia laughed but the sound was filled with bitterness rather than humor. “For how long? A few days? Weeks? Years? And what if he decides to go after you or Sydney again?”
“Syd has DeMartino to protect her for the moment.” Though Dakota didn’t expect that relationship to last. Their sister was probably just grateful to the man who had helped her through her ordeal. “I can protect myself.”
Usually Asia would have given him what for over a remark like that, implying she couldn’t take care of herself. But she was silent at the other end of the line, making Dakota realize how truly vulnerable she was.
“Do you think it was the son?” she suddenly asked.
“What?”
“The man who attacked me. What’s his name? Dominic?”
“No. Crawley’s son is legitimate. He even changed his last name to Crawford so he could get away from the stigma of being a Crawley. The fact that the skeleton was let out of the closet during the trial was what ruined him. People dealing with big money don’t want a mobster’s son handling it for them.”
“The experience could have soured him.”
“I had a private investigator check him out.”
“So fast?”
“The situation warranted immediate action,” Dakota said. “Dominic Crawford is working on the ferry line between Edmonds and Kingston. He was too busy working to have been involved in my problems. I doubt he’s responsible for yours.”
“If he’s legitimate, maybe he can help.”
“What do you mean, help?”
“He can intercede in our behalf with his father.”
“From what I understand, Dominic Crawford doesn’t want anything to do with his father,” Dakota told her. “He hasn’t visited Crawley in prison once.”
“Maybe it’s time he did.”
Dakota didn’t like her tone which was both speculative and determined. “Stay away from Crawford, Asia,” he ordered, knowing she would do as she damn well pleased.
“What about you?” Asia asked, making him think she wanted him to intercede with the racketeer’s son on their behalf. That notion was destroyed when she continued. “Have you seen Father since the mess with the kidnapping was cleared up?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
Dakota clenched his jaw so he wouldn’t say something he would be sorry for. His father had been his idol, the standard to which he’d strived all his life. Now it seemed his standards hadn’t been very high, after all.
“Dakota, he’s still our father.”
“Pity.”
“Don’t say that. You love him. You’re just hurt.”
“Aren’t you? Don’t you realize what happened... almost happened to you tonight was his fault?”
“No, Dakota, I put the blame where it belongs,” Asia said quietly. “Father loves us and would protect us with his own life if he could. I truly believe that. King Crawley is a very sick man and I’m not only talking about the liver cancer that’s killing him. The need for revenge can be a cancer, as well. A cancer that will eat him alive and ultimately destroy him.”
“If it doesn’t destroy the Raferty family first.”
DAKOTA’S STATEMENT echoed through her head the next morning as Asia left home for the Kingston ferry dock at first light. She’d had plenty of time to think about it all night. She hadn’t been able to sleep. Every sound, every creak of the old house had sent her pulse racing. But she couldn’t live like this – she was sure Crawley wouldn’t let her even if she could manage it – and so she was going to do something.
She was going to find Dominic Crawford and beg him to help put an end to his father’s vendetta.
On her way through town, she turned her silvery blue Taurus on the cul-de-sac and parked. Getting out, she slowly approached the area where she’d struggled with the would-be-rapist. She peered around carefully as if he might by lying in wait for her to return. Her heart pounded in her breast, the sound echoing in her ears, competing with the outgoing tide.
No one in sight. Too early.
Gray dawn barely lit the area while tendrils of fog lingered around the edges of the water. The tide had rippled and smoothed the sand all night. The hard packed surface was barely ridged. Certainly no sign of an actual struggle. But as her feet touched the ground where she had lain choking, mauled and terrified, she put a hand to her throat and gasped. The memory was so vivid she might never be able to erase the pain and fear.
What was she doing here?
Why didn’t she turn and get into her car and never come back?
Because she didn’t operate that way. Because she was angry. Because she knew she was missing something.
And to grasp what, she had to relive those terrible moments over, second by second. The faceless man strangling her, on top of her, insinuating his hands all over her. She shuddered and sweat trickled down her spine despite the cool morning. Her gorge rose and she was afraid she was going to be sick.
And still she didn’t move. She couldn’t. Not until she remembered.
She’d dug hands full of sand, thrown it in the bastard’s face, caught his wrist to stop the knife from slicing her. The small wound under her jaw throbbed with the memory and she started quaking right off the Richter scale. Choking back a sob, she continued replaying the assault. She remembered screaming. Two slightly drunk tourists coming to investigate. Her assailant swearing, giving up, trying to leave.
She hadn’t let him.
She’d grabbed onto his shirt to stop him until he’d ripped himself free...
And back in her shop, she’d found the gold chain in her hand. She slipped it out of her pocket now and stared at the plain links, not an intricate chain to be worn alone. Something must have been hanging from it.
She closed her eyes and concentrated again. She had the man’s shirtfront in her fists. Then what? Concentrated harder. A ping. She’d heard a ping. A ping that meant something had gone flying and landed nearby. The something that had been dangling from this chain.
Her eyes whipped open and began searching the sand. The tide, the damnable high tide had shifted the grains, hiding the object that might be some kind of identification. Cursing, she got down on her knees and began smoothing her hands over the hard-packed wet surface, which had been chilled by the cold water. Nothing. She felt nothing but stones of various sizes beaten smooth by the elements.
Frustration rocked her back on her heels for a moment. Then she stood and widened her area of search to include the nearby sidewalk, a stand of wild grass and a tangle of driftwood near the water’s edge just in case the object had flown or been washed further than she thought.
No luck.
She might as well give up.
Disgusted, she took a last look around as a wave curled back less than a yard from where she stood. With the toe of her running shoe, she flipped over a clam shell... and was rewarded by a faint glimmer before the water surged back in, wetting her feet.
Down she went into the wet sand, looking for the glimmer that had disappeared yet again. As the water rolled out, she followed it, her hands lightly smoothing the top layer of sand. Eureka. Her fingers closed around what felt like a coin, but what she pulled out was a gold medallion little bigger than a quarter. The side facing her was smooth.
Flipping it around, she stared at the raised symbol on the other side – a snake curled around the hand of what looked to her like a switchblade knife.
BOTH MEDALLION AND CHAIN lay snugged in her trouser pocket as Asia parked near the Kingston Ferry terminal. The first ferry of the morning from Edmonds had just pulled in. Knowing the boat wouldn’t remain in port long, she jogged toward the dock. A few dozen cars were already lined up, early commuters to the area north of Seattle wandering around or gathering in small knots to chit-chat as they waited to board.
Asia passed them and got as close as she could while cars from the mainland crawled off the boat to solid land. A short way up the dock, a man with his back to her was unloading what looked like boxes of supplies. Muscles rippled across his shoulders as he bent and stretched and lifted. His tanned arms presented a startling contrast to his thin white t-shirt. Drawn to him, Asia averted her eyes from the worn jeans straining across his hips when she realized she was having trouble admiring a well-built hunk as she normally would.
The man who’d tried to rape her had been well-built and far stronger than she...
“Excuse me,” she said, the words catching in her throat suddenly gone dry.
She didn’t think he heard her and was about to repeat herself when the man straightened and turned. Beneath wavy chestnut hair waterfalling across a strong, broad brow, mocking green eyes drew her measure, making Asia’s skin crawl. Would she have this reaction every time a man looked her over with more than casual interest?
“I’m, uh, looking for Dominic Crawford,” she said stiffly, and the cynical eyes turned suspicious.
“What the hell for?” the man demanded, looking arrogantly down his straight nose at her.
Not having expected rudeness, Asia stared, then snapped, “That’s my concern.” Her discomfort burned away by her rush of anger, she stepped closer. “You could be a bit more civil, you know.”
Suspicion withdrew, leaving the green eyes blank of any emotion whatsoever. “So I’ve been told,” he said in a more modulated, almost friendly tone. “What do you want with Crawford?”
“That’s none of your business.”
“It is if you want me to get him for you.”
“It’s personal.”
The mockery returned. “Personal? You must be one of his women, then.”
Asia thought quickly. Agreeing would get her to see Crawford. “Right. So where is he?”
To her irritation, the man ignored her and began hauling supply boxes. She was about to leave and find someone who would help her when he said, “I’m Crawford – what do you really want?” without stopping work.
Asia swallowed hard as she took in the hard expression beneath thick straight eyebrows. “I-I have to talk to you in private.”
“No can do, lady. Can’t you see I’m busy making a living here?”
She stared at the sensual mouth whose lips seemed carved out of granite. “But this is important,” she insisted. “A matter of life and death.”
His answer was a look that was both scathing and disbelieving. Asia knew she had to shock him into listening to her. Her heart beat in her throat as she glanced around to make sure no one else was close enough to hear.
“My name is Asia Raferty. My father is the judge who put King Crawley away.” She swallowed hard and blurted out the rest. “Your father had one of his goons try to rape me last night. I’m afraid next time I won’t get away so lucky.”
DOMINIC CRAWFORD FROZE, a crate of at least sixty pounds knotting the muscles in his arms until they screamed with the weight. He set down the box of supplies and stepped around it so he could get a closer look at the knock-out blonde with the dark brows arched in plea. She had a sexy mole at the left corner of her luscious full mouth that for the moment was pinched tight as if its owner were preventing the delectable lips from quivering.
She was covered from ankles to neck in loose gray trousers and a feminine, old-fashioned lace blouse that concealed her neck to her chin and her arms to her wrists. Her silky shoulder length hair was parted to the side and slid over her right cheek. On closer inspection, he recognized the delicate alabaster skin under the silver strands was skillfully covered with make-up. Even so, the telltale flush of a bruise shone through. He realized the blouse too warm for the unusually hot summer day undoubtedly hid others. And a flesh-colored bandage taped the soft flesh under her jaw.
What really got him, however, were her slightly tilted eyes, a soft gray-blue, openly vulnerable and filled with an underlying dread he recognized all too well.
“All right,” he finally said, brutally shoving thoughts of Jess to the back of his mind for the thousandth time. “I can’t talk here. How about meeting me after work.”
”But that could be too late,” she interrupted, dread turning into something akin to panic.
Dominic cursed softly. He couldn’t afford to lose this job. And yet he couldn’t just leave the woman to cool her heels when she was so obviously upset, not when his father was involved. What the hell was the old man up to now from behind his prison bars?
“Wait here.”
He left her staring after him. He could sense that pale gaze boring into his back as if she were trying to assess him. He was used to the feeling. People had been sitting in judgment of him all his life. He’d escaped such close scrutiny for years at a time, but whenever he finally thought he was safe, life played one of its nasty little tricks on him.
He found his boss and ticked the man off with his request for an extended break. One round trip of the ferry – an hour and twenty minutes – was all he asked. An emergency. Grudgingly, old Hank came through but told him he’d lose pay for the time and that he’d better be waiting for the ferry before it even docked again if he wanted to keep his job.
Dominic agreed and sprinted back to where Asia Raferty waited, her expression anxious, her heart in her throat if he were any judge.
“Give me a minute,” he told her.
He grabbed one of the last two crates from the ferry and set it on the dock. He knew she was watching his every move as he finished up and the captain loudly signaled his intention to leave. He stepped back as the separation between boat and dock grew wider.
“Let’s go get a cup of coffee,” he said, taking Asia’s arm to guide her.
Her reaction was totally unexpected and shook him to the core. She cried out and backed away. Her face paled, her tilted eyes rounded, her willowy body shuddered. She was having trouble breathing, keeping control. Then she seemed to come to her senses.
“I-I’m sorry.”
The words came out a choked whisper and embarrassment stained her too-white face.
“Come on.”
This time he kept a foot or more distance between them as he led the way to Waterview Café, deserted now that the commuter ferry was chugging across Puget Sound. They took a booth in the back and, while the owner remained behind the counter watching some early morning talk show whose guests were debating the possible penalties for violent crimes, they sipped coffee from mugs.
Rather, Dominic drank while Asia stared into the dark liquid swirling with the nervous movement of her hand.
“I only have an hour,” Dominic told her when he’d half-drained the mug and she still hadn’t gone into her pitch. “So tell me what happened and why you think my...” About to say father, he changed it to, “Why you think King Crawley was behind this attack on you.”
She turned anxious eyes on him. “I don’t think. I know. He’s already plied his sick vengeance on my sister Sydney and brother Dakota. Last night, my turn began. I’m not naive enough to think it’s over just because the attempt was a failure.”
Dominic tried his best to remain removed, but as Asia Raferty told him her story, starting with the aborted deal between their two fathers and ending with her close escape of the night before, he sickened as he always did when confronted by his parent’s misdeeds.
As a child he’d loved and been close to his father, but age had brought a crack in the relationship that Dominic’s maturing morality had widened... and widened... and widened. He hadn’t been able to understand or condone the illicit and immoral things King Crawley had been involved in, and so he had put a physical distance between him and his father.
Eventually the distance had grown into an uncrossable chasm – his disavowal of King Crawley’s very existence. As far as he knew, the feeling was mutual and Dominic wanted to keep the status quo. He’d been doing all right for the last couple of years after losing everything he’d worked so hard for. But now Asia Raferty was once more making him face up to something he didn’t want to see and couldn’t understand, that a man who could be supposedly loving with the members of his own family could be unspeakably brutal with anyone who crossed him.
“I’m sorry,” Dominic said, staring into eyes that shone with unshed tears.
Asia was holding a brave front but he wondered how little it would take to shatter her completely. He wanted to cover her trembling hand with his but he was afraid of her reaction. He couldn’t stand to see her shake with fear as she had when he’d simply tried to take her arm earlier.
“I wish I could do something.”
“You can,” she said eagerly. “That’s why I had to find you. I was hoping you would help me.”
“How?”
“Talk to your father.”
”I don’t have a father. I haven’t had one in years.”
Her heartfelt curse startled him and he stared.
“You sound like my brother Dakota,” she explained. “He won’t acknowledge our father, either.”
“I don’t blame him.”
“Well, I do.”
Dominic wearily passed his hand over his eyes. “You can’t change someone because you don’t like what they are.”
“But you can try.”
He’d tried. God, how he’d tried. But his father had called him a stupid nothing of a whelp, still wet behind the ears with no concept of the real world and what it took to survive. Dominic had been fifteen, maybe sixteen, at the time. And the chasm had begun.
“I can’t,” he said with a resigned sigh. “I really am sorry.”
He rose and put a hand to his pocket to pay for the coffees. Quicker than he, Asia stayed his hand with her own. Her nails dug into him like the claws of a desperate animal.
“Please...”
With her face raised, her hair fell back, revealing the ugly reality of what his father’s man had done to her. The side of her face was not only badly bruised, but the flesh was swollen. Reluctantly, he sank back down into his side of the booth. He pitied her. She didn’t understand. He couldn’t do anything to help her.
“I can’t help you,” he said aloud.
She’d relaxed a little, but her hand was still touching his as if she could prevent him from trying to leave with her very will. After the display on the dock, he had some idea of how much it took for her to touch him at all.
“You can talk to him,” she said softly, “ask him to stop this vendetta of his.”
“He wouldn’t listen.”
“You’re his son.”
“I was his son.” Dominic shook his head. “I made the separation so long ago being his son is like a dream. And a nightmare. Both rolled into one. I haven’t lived in his house or taken his money since I was eighteen. I changed my name at twenty-one. I didn’t want to be a Crawley and he gave me his good riddance. I barely saw him after that. Only when I went to visit my mother and sister. I haven’t seen him at all since the trial.”
Her expression was that of a desperate woman as she finally let go of him and shrank back into the booth. “So what am I supposed to do?” Her voice was soft, barely more than a whisper. “Sit around and wait for one of his men to succeed in raping me the way your sister Jessica was raped?”
The reference to Jess was like a slap in the face. One he deserved, Dominic knew, but that didn’t stop his anger.
“You don’t know anything about Jess.” His staccato words were low and controlled, unlike the wild beating of his heart when he thought about what had happened to his little sister, the person in the world he most loved and who had loved him without condition. “She was the sweetest, most gentle young woman on the face of this earth. What happened to her was an atrocity. Being brutalized by that animal who was our father’s enemy tore her apart, killed her... at least figuratively.”
“And what?” She raised her chin. “You think I could just toss off the same thing happening to me?”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“It’s a little difficult to understand anything about you, Dominic Crawley Crawford, whoever you may be.” Asia’s voice rose as did the emotion that painted her features with a life he hadn’t heretofore seen. “You profess to hate your father’s actions, and yet you’re willing to sit by and let him continue until–”
”I told you I couldn’t stop him.”
“–destroys every member of my family, starting with me,” she went on, right over his words. “Will you feel better, then? Quid pro quo? Is that it? One member of my family destroyed for each of yours? Will what happened to your sister seem less horrible if she has company? Are you really more like your father than you want to admit?”
Dominic was tempted to slap her then. It took every ounce of willpower to keep his hand from snaking out and coming in contact with her undamaged cheek. How dare she intimate he had anything in common with King Crawley. He was nothing like the man who had spawned him.
Nothing.
That she would dare to make the comparison lit a deep-burning fuse that wouldn’t easily be extinguished. The insult would be one he wouldn’t be likely to forgive or forget. He’d spent his entire adult life driving that blasted wedge, separating himself not only from his father but virtually from the rest of his family, as well.
“You don’t understand a damn thing,” he accused.
“I think I do.” She leaned into the table and toward him as if daring his itching hand. “You won’t help me any more than you helped your own sister after she was attacked, isn’t that right?”
He lost it then, and with a sweep of a powerful hand sent his mug flying off the table to crash into the opposite wall. The container splintered into a hundred shards, staining the already grimy wall with dripping brown liquid.
“Hey, what in tarnation’s going on?” the owner asked, drawn by the noise for a moment from his television set.
“An accident,” Dominic stated.
Unable to trust in his own ability to keep control of his temper, he slid out of the booth and turned his back on Asia Raferty. Digging in his pocket, he pulled out a twenty dollar bill and placed it on the counter.
“This should cover your trouble,” he told the owner.
Then he stalked out the door without looking back.
Halfway to the dock, however, he realized he wasn’t alone. Asia was after him like a bulldog after a bone. Her long legs easily caught up with his.
“You want to get yourself hurt, lady?” he growled without bothering to glance her way.
“I already have been hurt.” She grabbed him by the arm, and to his surprise spun him to a stop with the incredible strength of one possessed. “That was a low blow, saying what I did. I apologize. Maybe you couldn’t do anything for your sister, Jessica, but can’t you please think of something to help me and my family?”
“I don’t owe you anything.”
“No, you don’t.”
Her expression was honest, her eyes searching. He could imagine them inside him, peering around, judging.
“But maybe you owe yourself,” she continued. “Maybe instead of secreting yourself behind a fake name and running away from who you are, you can stand up and be counted. Fight back for once in your life instead of trying to hide from what you can’t change.”
She shamed him, then. As terrified as the woman was, she wasn’t quitting or slinking off to lick her wounds. She was doing what she could to save herself, to save her family, by meeting the problem as head on as she knew how.
Still, what could he do, even if he agreed to help? Dominic asked himself.
“Jess.” Her name passed through lips stiff with an echo of the grief he’d been nursing since she’d disappeared two years before. “My sister might be able to change the old man’s mind. He had a soft spot for her, used to say she was the sunshine of his heart.”
“Do you know where she is?”
“Maybe dead.”
“Do you believe that?”
Dominic shook his head. No, he’d never believed Jess was dead, not deep inside himself. He’d gone after her when she’d disappeared, but he’d given up her trail easily. Too easily. And the guilt of his own impotence had been eating at him ever since.
“I figured she wanted to disappear, to start over. The bastard who raped her wouldn’t let her alone. He was giving King Crawley the high sign by threatening his daughter, something he wouldn’t dared to have done while the old man was free. I figured Jess wanted a new life removed from the danger -- and stigma -- of being King Crawley’s daughter. I understood only too well. I let her.”
“And now you regret it.”
Her touch on his arm gentled as did her expression, and Dominic could tell she felt sorry for him. His gut twisted something queer. With all her troubles, Asia Raferty felt sorry for him.
“Yeah, I regret a lot of things.”
“It’s not too late to make a difference, Dominic. We can find her.”
”How?”
“–and you can love her and protect her. And maybe she can stop the cancer eating at your father’s heart.”
“You expect too much from me,” he stated honestly. “Don’t. I’ll only let you down.”
“We can do it together. I know we can. We have to.” She was speaking calmly, as if she were trying to convince herself as much as him. “It’s up to us to stop your father, Dominic. I can try, but I don’t know if I can do it alone. Will you help me? Please?”
He struggled with his conscience. He could turn his back on her.
He’d had lots of practice.
All these years he’d thought himself courageous – going out into the world alone at eighteen, making his own way, building a new life – but she’d kicked that notion right out from under him as easily as a shaky stool. For once he was honest with himself. He’d taken the coward’s way out, first by turning his back on both his parents rather than fighting his father, then by letting his sister down when she needed him most.
What the hell kind of a man was he?
If only he could have Jess back in his life, maybe he could be different. Better.
He gave Asia a long, assessing look. Real courage warred with the fear in her eyes. She wasn’t going to give up until she got herself killed. He could sense that foolish, brave tenacity in her. Then her death would be one more mark on his conscience, one more guilt to plague him for the rest of his miserable, lonely life.
How the hell was he going to live with himself if he let that happen?
“I’ll help you,” he said, his agreement signing the death warrant of “Dominic Crawford.”
While he might keep the phoney name, which was, in fact, legally his, he knew that to win the game he had to be honest, at least with himself.
He would have to become what he most dreaded: his father’s son.
KING CRAWLEY PACED the small, dank visitation room – his most intimate if depressing link with the outside world – plotting. Slumped at the door, the guard watched him if not too carefully. He was well paid to close his eyes and ears when Crawley wanted privacy as he would be if Lester Freidman ever got there with the news.
Waiting had him in a stew not to his liking.
The need for revenge filled his every waking moment, haunted his every dream. It was the energy that fueled him, that made him refuse the paltry treatments the doctors deemed necessary. He would have Judge Jasper Raferty on his knees the next time he met his adversary, and that would be satisfaction enough to send Crawley to the next world with a smile on his lips.
He briefly wondered if anyone would mourn him.
His wife Olive was lost in her own world, possibly too lost to understand when he finally gave in to the liver cancer that was killing him. His daughter Jessica was gone, probably dead herself. Maybe he’d be able to see her if only for a moment in the hereafter before his soul was consigned to hell. Dominic was the only one left to mourn him, but Crawley was afraid his only son – the son he loved more than life itself just as he had his sweet daughter – would be glad instead.
The thought hurt like hell.
But Crawley couldn’t think of Dominic without hurting. How had the rift grown so wide between them? Why hadn’t he stopped it? Why hadn’t he at least tried?
Pride.
He’d let his damnable pride get in the way of making his son see reason, of allowing himself to compromise. Dominic had rejected him and Crawley hadn’t been able to swallow the fact that his own son had held ethics and morality in higher esteem than the love of his own parent.
Not that he’d stopped loving Dominic, no matter what his son believed in.
The bond between them was forever. Crawley had let Dominic go his own way, but he’d always been there, looking over his shoulder, not in person, of course, but via one of his men. Through the years, he’d seen to his son’s safety, had known every move he’d made, had celebrated his many successes and commiserated with his few failures. He’d been proud of all that Dominic had built, that he had the courage and tenacity to be his own man.
And he was sick every time he thought about all that Dominic had lost. Because of him.
Because of Jasper Raferty, he amended.
Burying that depressing thought, he checked the wall clock to see how late Freidman was even as the door opened. More than ten minutes.
“Where the hell have you been?” he demanded of the erstwhile accountant, who was in reality his right-hand-man. “You know how I despise being kept waiting.”
Freidman didn’t flinch. “Traffic. Someone ought to keep those southern Californians from moving to Seattle. They’re taking over the town.”
“Not my part of the town,” Crawley growled. “And that’s what’s important.”
Freidman shrugged his thin shoulders and threw himself into a chair at the table. Crawley didn’t like his attitude, which had changed for the worse since he’d spent a piddly night in jail because of Dakota Raferty. Freidman was out on bail until the trial, and Crawley was certain the charges against him wouldn’t stick.
The accountant hadn’t been directly involved in kidnapping the Bright dame’s daughter or in getting his hands on the salmon-fishing files, the use of which would have ruined Dakota Raferty’s career for good. Janet Ingel wouldn’t implicate Freidman if she knew what was good for her. The ambitious lobbyist might have lost her step up in the world, but she still had her life to look forward to, even if a few years of it would be spent behind bars. And Vinny had successfully eluded the authorities to continue the cause.
“You spoke to Vinny?” he asked impatiently.
Crawley didn’t like the way Freidman avoided his eyes as he nodded in confirmation. His gut twisted as he pounced on the colorless man.
“And?”
Glancing at the guard, Freidman kept his voice low. “She managed to get away. He almost had her but a couple of civilians bungled by and ruined everything.”
Ruined everything.
The words echoed through Crawley’s head until he thought he would lose his mind. How could this happen time and again? His plans foiled? His thirst for justice gone unquenched? He felt as if he were ready to explode.
“We’ll have to alter the original plan yet again,” Freidman was saying.
“Screw the plan.” Crawley hissed, furious that Asia Raferty had slipped neatly through his hands as had her siblings.
He quickly made up his mind. He’d been thwarted long enough. He wouldn’t see yet another Raferty go unpunished. He would get them all in one swift stroke that would leave them reeling. They would never forget the length of his reach, the purity of his purpose.
Especially not the bastard who’d double-crossed him. Judge Jasper Raferty would shrivel up and die inside as Crawley had done when each member of his family had been destroyed by his trial and subsequent incarceration. Judge Jasper Raferty’s fault. All Raferty’s fault.
“Asia Raferty is a dead woman,” Crawley stated stonily, unmoved by the brief flicker of dread that crossed Freidman’s face. “Arrange it. Have her killed... and anyone else who gets in the way.”
CHAPTER THREE
SOMEWHAT SHOCKED that she’d gotten Dominic’s support after the way he’d blown up at her, Asia waited for him in the car when the ferry pulled in and he went to tell his boss that he was taking the rest of the day. Hopeful that together they could indeed find a way to neutralize his father’s vindictiveness, she only wished she could trust Dominic fully...
Her stomach took a queer little turn as she spotted him stalking toward her. He was a fine looking man, would be quite handsome if his face weren’t wreathed in a threatening scowl. A thread of fear needled through her and just as quickly dissipated. She wasn’t the cause of his ire this time.
Besides, as angry as she’d made him earlier, he hadn’t tried to hurt her.
Not every man wanted to hurt her, she told herself, hand slipping to her throat. Dull pain at her own light touch made her remember the one who had. She jerked her hand away and the memory aside. She wanted to believe in human decency as desperately as she wanted to regain her lost innocence, her intrinsic belief that nothing too terrible to bear would ever touch her.
Without a word, Dominic threw himself in the passenger seat and slammed the door. He was so angry he was practically smoking.
“I guess your boss wasn’t too happy with your taking the day off, huh?”
“I guess not, considering he fired me.”
“Fired...” Asia closed her eyes and touched her forehead to the steering wheel. “This is my fault. Dominic, I’m–”
”Don’t worry about it.”
But she could tell he did. She heard the truth of the matter in his voice. He didn’t want any apologies, so she wouldn’t offer him another. But she was sorry. He’d lost a whole life because of who his father was, and now because of her, he didn’t even have a simple means of supporting himself, while back in Port Townsend, Jeanne was once again holding down the fort for her.
“So where do we start?” she asked.
“By getting on this ferry. We’re going to pay my mother a visit. If Jess contacted anyone about her whereabouts, it would be Mother.”
If Jessica were still alive, an inner voice taunted.
Of course Dominic’s sister was alive, Asia assured herself. Jessica had to be alive and able to soften Crawley, not only for herself but for the rest of her family.
Her positive thoughts kept her calm as the ferry plied Puget Sound. They got out and walked around the deck, Asia happy to expend some of her nervous energy. Silent and brooding, Dominic didn’t say more than a few words to her until they were in Edmonds, and then only to give her directions to the Crawley residence in Seattle’s Magnolia area.
The lovely waterfront Tudor home stood on a high bluff. The view of Puget Sound and the Olympic Mountains was not unlike that from the Raferty home on neighboring Queen Anne Hill where Asia grew up and her father still lived.
The difference in atmosphere was notable, however. Where her family’s brick colonial was graced by nothing more imposing than English gardens, the Crawley estate was surrounded by a high brick security wall. Barbed wire curled along the top, and they entered the grounds through a wrought iron gate opened electronically from inside the house only after Dominic identified himself.
Asia pulled onto the wide, curved drive and parked opposite the house. No sooner had they stepped out of the car than the front door opened. Dressed in a lightweight gray suit, a tall, thin man with a shock of white hair stood waiting for them.
“Mr. Dominic, how good to see you.”
The elderly man’s brown eyes turned to Asia in question. If she thought Dominic might introduce her, she was wrong.
“Ian, we’re here to see my mother,” was all Dominic said. “How is she today?”
“The same, I’m afraid,” Ian said, his voice lowered. He stood back to let them enter, stating, “I shall tell Mrs. Crawley you’re here.”
“You don’t have to tell me anything, Ian,” a woman stated blithely.
Dominic turned toward the nearby staircase. “Hello, Mother.”
Appearing to be in her early to mid-fifties, Olive Crawley was a woman of average height, slight build and delicate features, giving her something of a fragile air. She swept down the stairs, a gauzy pastel flower-print dress floating around her. Asia quickly took in the thick chestnut hair lightly silvered at the temples and green eyes so like her son’s.
“Dom, you’re home.” Olive put out her arms and lifted her cheek for his embrace and kiss. “Such a pleasant surprise. You should have called.” She pulled away and frowned at his t-shirt and jeans. “And dressed more appropriately. Tch-tch. You young people.” Then she turned to inspect Asia carefully. “And what a pretty companion. Are you a college schoolmate of Dominic’s, dear?”
Asia blinked in confusion. “School–?”
“This is Asia, Mother,” Dominic smoothly interrupted. “She’s a new friend.”
His mother’s smile was sunny and sweet. “Well, we must get better acquainted, then, perhaps over tea. You do drink tea, don’t you, Asia?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Ian, would you see to it,” Olive Crawley graciously demanded. “We’ll be on the garden terrace.”
“Very good, Mrs. Crawley.”
The butler or whatever he was strode off toward an open doorway that led into the dining room, and, no doubt, the kitchen beyond.
Asia remembered Dakota telling her Olive Crawley had been driven to the edge by her husband’s trial and incarceration, had tried to commit suicide and had never regained her full faculties. That she imagined her son was still in school confirmed that bit of information, making Asia suspect visiting her would be a waste of time.
Resigned to making the best of the circumstances, she followed Olive straight through the house with Dominic directly behind her. The terrace overflowed with potted flowering plants of brilliant hue surrounding white wrought iron furniture. The view was magnificent, but Asia’s perception of it was marred by the distinct feeling of being watched. No doubt hidden security cameras covered every portion of the house and grounds.
No sooner had Asia touched down in the cushioned chair than Olive asked, “Where did you and my son meet if not in school? He keeps telling me he’s too busy for a social life.”
Not knowing what else to say, Asia told the truth. “Uh, we met at the ferry dock.”
“How romantic.”
Asia gave Dominic a quick look when he didn’t deny that. His expression was enigmatic.
“Mother, you’ve done a wonderful job with your plants this year.”
He kept her distracted and talking about trivial things until Ian carried out a silver service and delicate porcelain cups and plates. Obviously at home playing the gracious lady of the manor, Olive poured and served scones with clotted cream and strawberry jam. Asia made a pretense of enjoying the treat while keeping tight reign on her rising nerves and wondering how long they would be stuck there.
So when Dominic casually asked, “Mother, have you heard from Jess?” Asia was startled out of her complacency.
A frown twitched across Olive’s forehead for a second, marring its delicate beauty. She seemed to turn inward, smiled softly, and her brow smoothed, giving Asia hope that they might get somewhere with the confused woman, after all.
“Jessica always was such a lovely girl,” Olive said softly. “I remember when she was born. Such a tiny thing to occupy such a large space in my heart.”
“Mine, too, Mother,” Dominic reassured her. He patted her fragile-looking hand, then engulfed it in his large, rough-looking one. “But have you seen her lately?”
Olive thought about the question for a moment, sipping at her tea with her free hand. “Jess hasn’t been by the house lately.”
Asia let out the breath she’d been holding.
“Children sometimes don’t do what their parents think is best for them,” Olive added.
“What did you think was best for your daughter?” Asia asked, unable to keep the impatience from her tone.
Olive blinked as if startled, as if she’d forgotten she had a guest. “I...would you like more tea?”
“We don’t want more tea,” Dominic said firmly. “We want to know where Jess is.”
Her, “Why didn’t you say so?” nearly knocked Asia off her chair.
“You know where your daughter is, then?” she asked.
“No.”
Asia couldn’t help herself. She let out a little moan that drew a black look from Dominic.
“But Peggy might be able to tell you.”
“Peggy,” Dominic echoed as Asia’s hopes were raised yet again. “I don’t remember Jess having a friend named Peggy.”
“You don’t know everything, Dom.” Olive turned to Asia. “These sassy young men think they know more than their parents.”
“He’ll learn better,” Asia said, playing along. “Maybe Peggy can teach him. Where can we find her?”
“I don’t remember.”
“Try, Mother. This is important.”
Obviously catching the urgency in his tone, Olive looked distressed. “Oh, dear, something is wrong, isn’t it?”
“Everything will be just fine if I can talk to Jess. That’s why I’m looking for her. Who is this Peggy?”
“Peggy Shields,” she said, as if that would explain everything. “She wrote to me a few times so I would know Jessica was all right.”
Hallelujah. Jessica was alive. At least they’d learned that much. Asia connected with Dominic’s green gaze and the succeeding jolt hit her hard.
He disconnected and turned back to his mother. “Can you show me one of Peggy’s letters?”
“Now, Dom, I’ve always taught you it’s not polite to read other people’s mail.”
“Only when they don’t give me permission,” he countered. “Please, I’m asking you to let me see them.”
“Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt anything. I keep them in my parlor.” Smoothing her skirts as she rose, Olive added, “I shall be but a moment.”
“Shouldn’t we go with her?” Asia whispered as soon as the other woman was out of earshot.
“Let’s wait and see what she finds.”
She glanced toward the terrace doors, but movement beyond caught her eye. A dark, furtive shape among the greenery. When she gave the area her complete attention, however, she saw no one and wondered if she’d been imagining things.
“Could someone be watching us?”
“More than likely.” Though he didn’t seem perturbed, Dominic turned in his seat, then glanced back at her. “There used to be more bodyguards than family members before...” He let the rest of the statement drop. “Mother is still being protected.”
The idea that their every move might be under personal scrutiny gave Asia the creeps. The idea of security cameras had been bad enough. Since she could do nothing about the situation, she attempted to shake off the lousy feeling.
“Do you think we’ll find anything in these letters that’ll lead us to your sister?”
“Since it’s the only thing we’ve got, let’s hope so.”
They were both relieved when Olive left the house to rejoin them, a blue envelope in hand. Her brow was furrowed again, when she said, “I can’t seem to remember what I did with the others. This one came just last month.”
Dominic took the offering from his mother and slid out a single sheet of stationery paper. Asia watched his eager expression dim. He looked up at her and shook his head.
“Not a clue. She just says Jess is fine and sends her love. No indication of where she might be or what she’s doing.”
He flipped over the envelope so she could see Olive’s name and address neatly typed. No return address.
Dejected, she was about to suggest they leave when she thought of something. “The postmark.”
“Of course.” Dominic held up the envelope for closer inspection. “It’s pretty light.” He squinted. “Eagle Creek – that’s it!”
“On the Olympic Peninsula,” Asia added. She was so excited she could hug Dominic.
Almost.
Unbidden, a scene flashed through her mind – her attacker’s weight levered over her thighs, his hands groping – and she wasn’t certain she would ever be comfortable in a man’s arms again.
WHAT WAS Judge Jasper Raferty’s daughter doing in King Crawley’s home? With King Crawley’s son? Seeing her there with Dominic and his mother had been a shock and instinct had prompted the watcher to stay alert.
But Asia Raferty had grown uncomfortable and had realized she was under scrutiny. Withdrawing for the moment had seemed most expedient since remaining undetected was of paramount importance. The judge’s whelp had relaxed, had no idea she was being watched from the shadows of the mansion as she reentered it with Dominic, while Olive Crawley remained on the terrace with her tea and scones and confused memories.
What was going on?
Though Dominic had strayed from the fold, he’d never betrayed one of his own before.
“I think we should leave for Eagle Creek immediately,” Asia said in a low voice as they crossed through the living room.
“Not so fast. No one’s to say finding this Peggy Shield is the be-all-end-all. Who knows where Jessica might be, how far we’ll have to travel to find her?”
“Then the sooner we get started the better.”
“We’ll take some extra clothes. We can swing by my place first and pick up the Bronco while we’re at it,” Dominic stated, crossing the foyer and holding open the door. “Four wheel drive might come in handy out on the peninsula.”
Asia Raferty didn’t looked pleased at the suggestion, and yet she didn’t argue as she preceded Dominic out of the house. The door closed softly behind them and lurking in the shadows became unnecessary. Going to the window, the watcher gazed after them thoughtfully.
Jessica... they thought she was alive?
The name Peggy Shield registered as did the town of Eagle Creek. They wouldn’t be the only ones making a trip to the peninsula.
DOMINIC GAVE a low whistle as he jumped out of the Bronco which he’d pulled in back of Asia’s smaller car. The pearl-gray, pink-trimmed Victorian building reminded him of the woman who owned it. Classy and understated yet clearly eye-appealing.
“Some house.”
“I fell in love the first time I saw it.” Asia led the way up to the wrap-around porch and the door inset with an oval of beveled glass. “Of course the paint was peeling and this porch was falling apart among other little inconveniences.”
As he stepped inside, Dominic felt a sense of welcome... almost as if he were personally invited to be part of the warm, comfortable life Asia had made for herself. Antique wooden furniture glowed next to plain modern sand-colored couches. Rays of the sun through intricate beveled glass insets in the bay windows shot rainbows over both the furniture and the myriad plants placed strategically around the room.
“You’ve done a hell of job fixing it up.”
“I always put one hundred percent into anything I do,” she told him, heading for the staircase set to one side of the vestibule. “Maybe that’s why I’ve never failed. It’ll only take me a few minutes to pack and make a couple of calls. I have to let my assistant manager know I’ll be gone for a while.” Already climbing the steps, she paused and her brow pulled into a frown. “And whether or not I want to, I have to call Dakota.”
“Your brother?”
She nodded, her silky blond hair swaying against her bruised cheek. “He won’t like it, but he’s got to know what I’m doing.”
“You’re going to tell him you’re with me?”
“Yes.”
“That should give him a stroke.”
“My brother knows I can take care of myself,” she said, annoyance crossing her face. “Dominic, I want you to understand I don’t quit because something gets tough. We have to find your sister.” She moved up the stairs, saying, “I promise I won’t give up until we do.”
Watching her disappear on the second floor, Dominic didn’t answer. He didn’t want to shatter Asia’s belief in herself with the kind of negative thinking that came to him all too easily these days. Maybe she would succeed where he had failed. Or maybe contact with her undefeatable spirit was what he needed to recover what he’d lost in the last couple of years.
As ridiculous as it sounded, they were a lot alike. he the son of a racketeer, she the daughter of a judge. Asia wouldn’t believe that, not after what she knew about his background added to her seeing him working at a menial job. But he’d had her brand of confidence once. He’d lost it along with everything else he’d held in value – wife, home, profession.
Overnight, he’d gone from success to failure.
Though he’d told himself he hadn’t cared, he had – only not enough to fight. After struggling with who he was and who he wanted to be all his adult life, he’d been bone-weary of the conflict. So he’d lost himself in the business of surviving, had convinced himself he was content.
And so, for the past two and a half years, he’d lived a lie.
His heart’s desire was to make a new life, find someone special with whom to share it, do something for a living that gave him satisfaction – and in a place where no one cared about his name. He wanted to be accepted for himself, for who he was, as impossible as he knew that to be.
Simply put, he wanted to be happy again. Or, perhaps, really happy for the first time since he’d lost his innocence when he’d found out what his father did for a living.
First, he had to neutralize his father’s powerful reach.
“Oh, Jess, I have to find you for both our sakes. Maybe we can help each other.”
He was staring out the front window at the surrounding brilliantly painted Victorian houses – none of which held a candle to Asia’s in simplicity and appeal – when he heard her light footsteps on the stairs.
He turned to find her carrying a soft-sided bag in one hand, a medium weight jacket in the other. And though she still wore the same gray trousers, she’d sensibly changed out of the fancy lace blouse into an oversized soft coral pocket t-shirt. A scarf in contrasting Southwestern colors wrapped her throat, undoubtedly camouflaging bruises.
“I’m ready if you are.”
Something deep inside Dominic stirred when the blonde smiled warmly at him despite the fear and pain and distrust she must be experiencing. It was then he vowed he, too, would see the venture through – fight his father at last if in a different arena than he might have chosen – not only for Jess and himself, but for one helluva brave if misguided woman named Asia Raferty.
JUDGE JASPER RAFERTY felt his heart beat furiously against his ribcage as Dakota related the aborted rape attempt on his younger daughter, the latest in a series of events triggered by King Crawley’s insane need for vengeance. He should have known when the first two attempts to destroy him through Sydney and Dakota had failed that Crawley would shift his attentions to Asia.
“And now she’s gone off with Crawley’s son to find a woman who is believed to be dead,” Dakota was saying. “She wouldn’t listen to reason.”
“My God, poor Asia,” Sydney murmured, her pale gray eyes stricken. “I knew I should have called...”
”Knew?” Dakota echoed.
She shifted a quick, uneasy look at her father. “I, uh, had one of those dreams.”
”Stuff and nonsense.”
Jasper forcing himself to keep his hands on the arms of his chair and away from his chest which was beginning to tighten unnaturally. He took a deep calming breath, but he was beginning to feel hot all over and his left arm felt strange.
“Please, Sydney,” he said in a calmer tone, “don’t start with the psychic thing. This is serious business.”
“She knows this is serious,” Dakota returned stiffly, barely glancing at him.
Jasper wished he could reach out and touch his son, but since Dakota had found out about the deal he’d made with Crawley – one he hadn’t even carried through – his son had shunned him as a pariah. Jasper knew the only reason Dakota deigned to step foot in the Raferty home was due to his worry for his sister. In times of crisis, the Rafertys didn’t hesitate to rally for each other, even if that meant putting personal differences aside for the moment.
Jasper wondered if Dakota would come to him if he were the one who needed help. The unobvious answer troubled him.
“What are we going to do, Dakota?” Sydney whispered, her large eyes and round cheeks appearing almost childlike surrounded by wisps of short hair.
“Pray, Syd, and hope to God the son is nothing like the father.”
With that, Dakota gave his own father a look that pierced Jasper’s already ailing heart.
The judge awkwardly pushed himself up from his chair, muttering, “While you two are praying, I’m going to do something more tangible.”
“Father, where are you going?” Sydney asked, though he could see by her eyes she’d already guessed.
Or knew if what he considered superstitious nonsense were indeed fact.
“I’m going to face that bastard Crawley and see if I can’t find a way to make him take out his spite on the person who earned it instead of on the innocent.”
“Father!” Sydney cried, sounding utterly appalled. “Please, don’t go.”
Holding his left side stiffly, Jasper moved to the front door, waiting for Dakota to call him back.
The words never came.
With a lump in his throat, he left the house for the steady drizzle of a Seattle day. Somehow he stumbled to his car and got behind the wheel. Then he had to wait... until his arm relaxed... his chest stopped squeezing... and he could breathe normally again.
After a few minutes, he started the car and went forth to meet his enemy.
While driving to the prison, he recounted his professional life. All the good he had done as a judge. The vicious criminals he’d kept off the streets. The innocent people he’d protected.
He’d slipped from his bench once.
Only once.
And he hadn’t been able to go through with the deal that would have revitalized his failed fortune and safeguarded the family home for future generations, the deal that would have advanced his political career and brought him honor for all that he had done in society’s behalf. In the end, he realized the means weren’t justifiable, and he hadn’t been able to turn scum like Crawley back loose on an unsuspecting public.
About to face Crawley for the second time in as many weeks – and only the second time since he’d sentenced him more than two years before – Jasper was as nervous as he was angry. Their last session had left him feeling like a fool. The experience was still fresh in his gut.
“Judge Raferty, what a surprise,” Crawley said as he entered the narrow visiting room where Jasper waited standing at a table. He stuck out his barrel chest. “And to what do I owe this honor?”
Waving the guard out of the room, he said, “Cut the innocent routine, Crawley. You know why I’m here.”
“Do I?”
“I asked you once before... now I’m telling you... lay off my family.”
“Or you’ll what?” Crawley asked innocently. “Gonna slap my hands? Give me a coupla more years. Be my guest. I won’t live long enough to enjoy them. The doctor’s say if I don’t start treatment, I might not be around to see the tulips push up the dirt in the spring.”
Once again, Jasper realized he had no hold over Crawley. There was nothing he could threaten the bastard with to make him stop taking out his vengeance on the innocent. There was nothing he could do... unless he could get the racketeer to enter into kind of bargain. He would trade his very life if he were guaranteed his children would be safe.
“What do you want?” Jasper asked, renewed stirrings in his chest making him shift with discomfort.
He was going to have to see the doctor first thing in the morning. He hadn’t been feeling well for the last week, not since he’d realized his children were being punished for his own weakness and Dakota had disowned him as a parent.
Crawley leaned over the table, fists pressed against the surface. His raw-boned face pulled into a downright mean expression that left no room for compromise.
“I wanna see you lose everything important to you... just like I did.”
“I’ve already lost my son. Isn’t that enough?”
Crawley laughed and the desire to strangle the loathsome vermin seized Jasper. He kept his hands to his sides only with difficulty.
“That’s only a start, Raferty. What I really wanna see is you eat dirt.”
“What does that mean?”
“You think about it.”
“You mean there’s something I can do that will stop you?”
“I said all I’m gonna say.”
The room seemed to be spinning as Jasper rasped, “But what about Asia? What about my daughter? You already hurt her.”
”At least you have a daughter... for now.” He turned his back on the judge and banged on the door. When the guard opened it, he insisted, “Get me outta here! This place stinks with him in it.”
Jasper fell into the nearest chair, the breath knocked out of him. He should have known. On some level he had. Crawley wouldn’t be satisfied with his daughter’s being raped. He meant to have her killed. He wanted Asia as dead as Jessica.
Burying his face in his hands, he tried to stifle his sobs. Asia would die because of him unless he did something to stop it. Eat dirt. That’s what Crawley had said. But what the hell had that meant?
He couldn’t think.
He could hardly breathe.
But somehow, someway, he had to stop Crawley. Had to keep his daughter safe temporarily until he could think of a permanent way to stop the man.
He couldn’t fathom why Asia had gone off on a goose chase after a dead woman, and with Crawley’s son of all people. What could she have been thinking of?
Dakota had said she would be heading for the peninsula. He had to get someone after her. Fast. He thought about hiring a private detective, but that might take too long. Asia needed protection as soon as possible. Besides, someone more qualified came to mind. Someone who owed him a favor. An ex-con-gone-straight who lived in Port Angeles, not all that far from Eagle Creek.
What better person to find his daughter and protect her? Jasper thought, his spirits rising. An ex-con was clever and tough and knew the criminal mind. Who better to ferret out danger. Yes, he had the perfect bodyguard for Asia.
Hope that his daughter might live renewed, Jasper rose from the table and left the dank room to place his call.
“WE’RE ALMOST THERE,” Asia said with rising excitement.
She checked the roadmap for at least the tenth time since leaving Port Angeles where they’d had an early lunch. At the western side of the Olympic Peninsula, they were driving through timber country.
“I’d say another quarter of an hour.” When Dominic merely grunted and kept his face turned to the road, she added, “Don’t be so enthusiastic.”
“I might if I thought Eagle Creek was going to be the solution to your problem.”
“Maybe it will be.”
“And maybe not,” he countered, his tone realistic rather than overtly negative. “Even if we find Peggy Shield, what’s to say she’ll tell us where Jess is? My sister wouldn’t have trusted just anyone. She’s been carefully hiding herself for two years.”
He had a point, not that Asia wanted to concede it. Ever hopeful, she planned to proceed with her usual assurance that if something could be done about a situation, she would manage it. Obviously, Dominic had no such confidence.
“Do you ever take a positive attitude about anything?” she couldn’t help asking.
He gave her a quick dark look. “What are we doing? Playing junior psychologist?”
“I’m merely trying to understand where you’re coming from.”
“You know where I come from.”
She ignored the grim tone and continued. “I don’t mean who your family is. I’m interested in you yourself. Don’t you have some sense of personal identity that sets you apart from your father?”
“If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have gotten anywhere in the business world – which I did in spite of him.” Now he was sounding downright defensive. “I was Senior Vice President of Peninsula Financial Consultants when his trial started.”
And Dominic had been asked to resign from that position as soon as his own identity had been revealed, as Asia knew from her conversation with Dakota. That must have been awful for him, yet she couldn’t understand why he hadn’t fought back, gotten an even better job instead of caving in to the scandal sheets.
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