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CHAPTER ONE



“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.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


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
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