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​CHAPTER 1
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For the first time in the last forty-eight hours, Stacy felt a surge of hope.  She twisted her bound wrists and felt the knot begin to give.

The knot was only one of many binding her lean form to a post in the small, windowless room that had been her home for nearly two days.  Still, if she could get one of her hands free, she might be able to escape.

Her gleeful squeal could barely be heard through the leather muzzle strapped around her head.  More than anything else, she wanted to get the infernal contraption off.  The constant pressure on her face and lips was only outweighed by the large rubber plug filling her mouth.

Stacy worked at her bindings, methodically maneuvering her fingers until she finally managed to untie the knot.  It took a significant amount of effort, but as the rope fell away, she couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief.  At least now her hands were free.

Unfortunately, there was the matter of her elbows.  The ropes binding them appeared to be the same or connected to the ropes around her chest and torso.

She wrenched her arms as far upward as she could, but her hands were mere inches away from the knot centered in the middle of her chest.

Stacy groaned.  Of course, it wasn’t going to be that easy.

Maybe if she could free her mouth, she might be able to cry out for help.  She craned her neck downward as far as she could and managed to snake a finger over the jaw strap.

She tugged, but the unyielding leather didn’t budge.  The strap was tightly buckled, and the plug between her teeth held it securely in place.

Stacy knew she was wasting precious time and switched focus to her legs.  Although her knees were bound, they weren’t secured to the pole, and she squatted down to try and free her ankles.

Unlike her knees, her ankles were bound to the pole, and the ropes were properly cinched between her legs so she couldn’t spin them around to make the front-facing knot more accessible.

Stacy twisted awkwardly, using the leverage of her bound elbows to hold her upright as she began tugging at the knot with one hand.

Just as it began coming apart, the door to the room opened, blanketing Stacy in the shadow of her tormentor.

“Stacy, Stacy, Stacy,” scolded the figure. “I put all that work into those ropes, and you just messed them all up.  Whatever shall I do with you?”

Stacy slowly stood up, attempting to hold back the tears building in her eyes as the man approached.
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“Punctual as usual,” Rachel muttered when Jade entered the office at 9:20.

“And a good morning to you, too,” groaned Jade.  “Not all of us have the luxury of going to bed and getting up at regular hours, you know.”

“Regardless,” the petite blonde continued, “I told you yesterday you had a 9:30 call this morning with a potential client.”

“What’s the story?” Jade asked, pouring herself a cup of black coffee.

“A young woman has been missing for a few days,” Rachel said, pulling up her notes.  “Her parents say she calls every Saturday, but didn’t this week.  Nor did she call on Sunday.  Supposedly, she never misses a week without warning them in advance.”

“Have they tried the police?” Jade asked, taking the notes.

“The girl is twenty-three, so they’re in no rush, figuring she’s shacking up with a new boyfriend or something.  She’s also a grad student, so she’s living on a stipend and doesn’t have a job right now.”

Jade looked over the notes Rachel put together, examining a photo of the girl.  Stacy Briggs was an attractive brunette with straight, shoulder-length hair.  She had sparkling blue eyes, a warm smile, and looked like the type who would call Mom every weekend.  Despite all that, Jade had seen this scenario numerous times before, and usually the sweet hometown girl was indulging the wild side she kept hidden from her parents.

“Eh, the police are probably right,” Jade mused.  “It shouldn’t take long to track her down and collect an easy fee.  There shouldn’t be any mobsters involved this time.”

“About that,” Rachel interrupted.

Jade gave her a questioning look.

“I respect what you do here and all, and I’m grateful for the opportunity you gave me when no one else would,” Rachel explained.  

“The Laney case is still freaking me out a bit, though,” she continued.  “I know you get into some rough situations every now and again, but I didn’t sign up for that part of the job.  Being tied up and helpless in the back of Vinnie Delfino’s car really upset me.  Hell, if someone hadn’t shot him, you might be dead, and I could be working in a whorehouse right now!”

Jade knew she had messed up on that case.  In an attempt to find Vinnie quickly, she’d attacked his wife.  In return, Vinnie came to her office, grabbed Rachel as a bargaining chip, and imprisoned them both in his hideout.  While they were struggling to free themselves, Vinnie and his second cousin had been killed.  If things had gone even slightly differently, however, it would have ended badly for both of them.
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