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				Chapter One

				“Laura. Laura Roberts.” The deep, detached voice came from behind her.

				Laura swiveled on the round, brown vinyl-covered stool, meeting the hard eyes and two dour faces. Her last name was Roberts, but she didn’t reply, didn’t even nod. Neither man looked familiar. Who were they?

				“Special Agent Ross Saunders, FBI,” the grimmer of the two said, waving a badge and I.D. before her eyes. 

				She stared at the men. FBI?

				Sanders tucked the folder inside his jacket pocket. “This is Special Agent Ed Phillips,” he said with a quick nod to the man standing to his left. “We’d like to ask you some questions. Come with us please.” 

				Laura had seen the two men enter the diner. Identical navy suits, both appeared to be in their forties, graying crew cuts, and equally sour expressions. Although not the customary Rita’s Diner patrons, or Food Mall clientele for that matter, Laura had turned her attention back to her iced tea without giving them a second thought. Now they stood in front of her, flashing badges and identification cards too quickly to read, let alone give her time to note if the picture matched the face. 

				“FBI? There must be some mistake.” She offered with a polite smile. “I’m Laura Roberts, but I doubt you’re looking for me.”

				Saunders’ brow crinkled. “Laura Ann Roberts?” 

				Ann had been her mother’s name. Laura’s cordial manner disappeared and anxiety crawled through her. “Yes.”

				Saunders pushed the glass out of her reach.

				“What — ”

				He grasped her fingers. “You’re the one. Come with us.”

				Laura yanked from his grip. The other agent cupped her elbow, sliding her off the stool. 

				“Miss Roberts, don’t make a scene,” Saunders whispered. “Come with us. It will only take a few minutes.” 

				Laura glanced around the nearly filled-to-capacity diner. The customers, although employed by different proprietors, worked in the Food Mall. Those who hadn’t been gawking, suddenly stopped their conversations and meals to take notice. This was a popular lunch hour, and she was now the afternoon’s gossip. 

				“Laura, everything okay?” 

				She recognized the male voice and managed to stifle her plaintive groan. Could this calamity get any worse? 

				Chase Donovan had joined the fracas. Dressed in jeans and a black leather jacket, he was tall and athletic, in his mid-thirties, with a wavy mixture of light, nearly blond, and medium brown hair. 

				He was also her boss’s son. 

				A bewildered expression covered Chase’s handsome, chiseled features. He stood so close that as Laura jerked from Phillips’s hold, her elbow nearly whacked Chase in the stomach. 

				Saunders identified himself to Chase. “We need Miss Roberts at headquarters to answer a few questions.”

				“I’d like to see some I.D,” Chase said firmly. 

				Saunders arched a dark, hairy eyebrow. “And you are?” 

				“Chase Donovan.” He rested a hand lightly on her shoulder. Laura stiffened at his touch, unaccustomed to Chase putting a hand on her, even if in a protective manner. 

				“Laura works for my father,” Chase said. “If I don’t see some identification, she’s not going anywhere with you.” To prove his point, his hand moved downward and his fingers wrapped gently around her forearm.

				Chase also worked for his father, although what his role was within the business was generally debatable among the clientele. This was so embarrassing. In the three years Laura had worked as Dick Donovan’s bookkeeper, her conversations with his son had been work-related or cordial exchanges about the weather. If there was any chance of the floor opening up and swallowing her, she considered now the perfect time. 

				She turned to Chase. “Thank you for your concern. I’ve seen their identification.” She didn’t mention the hasty badge flip. “They have me confused with someone else. I’ll take care of the error, and get back to the office as soon as I can.”

				“Let me go with you.” Chase tossed the men a wary glance. He still held her arm. “You should have an attorney.” 

				Laura winced, truly mortified. There was no need for an attorney or involving Chase Donovan in calling one. She had done nothing illegal. “I’m fine.”

				Saunders grew impatient. “Miss Roberts.”

				She eased from Chase’s hold. “Yes, I’m coming.”

				She grabbed her purse from the counter and noticed the plate with her turkey on rye sandwich had arrived.

				“I need to pay for my lunch.” She looked down the counter for the waitress. “Dinah, I need my check.”

				“Miss Roberts, today,” Saunders snapped. 

				Laura whirled, glaring. “You can’t expect me to leave without paying for my lunch.” 

				“Laura, go ahead,” Chase said. “I’ll take care of the bill, and the office. Don’t worry about anything.”

				Already a bit unnerved by the two intimidating agents, she turned and stared into Chase’s mesmerizing blue eyes, adding to her lopsided equilibrium. 

				“Thank you,” she said softly.

				Following the agents through the diner, she stopped and pulled her coat from the wall hook. Sandwiched between the two men, she walked to a brown sedan parked outside the Food Mall’s chain-link gated area. A white cardboard “FBI OFFICIAL BUSINESS” sign rested on the front dash. Saunders opened the vehicle’s back door and waved Laura in before sliding next to her on the ivory-colored cushioned seat. Phillips adjusted himself behind the steering wheel.

				“That couldn’t have gone better,” Phillips said and shoved the key into the ignition.

				“Yeah. That guy was the kid.” Saunders frowned at Laura. “We’ll take you to headquarters for a few questions, and then you can go. This is no big deal for you.”

				Laura smirked at the man. No big deal? Maybe not to him, but try to convince her wounded pride and tainted reputation.

				• • •

				The Food Brokers Association Market Mall was one long Philadelphia city block. Known as simply the “Food Mall” to the locals, the conglomerate was a smorgasbord of warehouses. Proprietors supplied produce, fish, meats, poultry, dairy, cheeses, and fresh fruit to restaurants, supermarkets, street hucksters, or even the average consumer who purchased bulk merchandise wholesale. 

				Chase strode along the cement walkway. He took the steps to Warehouse 106, The Produce Market, and maneuvered his way through stacks of apple boxes and lettuce crates. Several of the men stopped counting boxes when they saw him and shouted greetings. But instead of stopping for his usual postmortem on last night’s basketball game, Chase simply waved and continued toward the office area. 

				He pushed through the double glass doors and stepped into the suite’s reception area. Two black six-foot metal double-door cabinets. A photocopier. A square table with a fax machine. Three desks with computers. A small refrigerator, and a stand with a microwave, toaster oven and coffee maker. Chase’s glance strayed to an unoccupied desk, Laura’s desk. An opened manila folder held a stack of papers. Green numbers glared from the computer monitor. 

				Rachel, his father’s twenty-something secretary with bleached blonde spiked hair, sat at her desk, telephone receiver pressed against an ear. Chase recognized a conversation with her sister, embellishing last night’s date. 

				He didn’t wait for a response to his hurried rap on the varnished wood door, and pushed into his father’s private office. Even with the accepted dress code of jeans or business casual, Dick Donovan had dressed as a professional from the day he stopped being warehouse foreman. Today, wearing a richly designed charcoal suit, he resembled more of a trial attorney than a produce salesman. 

				In his sixties, and tall like his son, Dick’s eyes were overcast gray rather than his son’s vivid blue. The only signs that Dick soon qualified for withdrawals from the company pension plan were the intensely receding hairline, the silver gray hair that remained, and telltale lines of good living forming around his eyes and lips. 

				“I went to the diner for a sandwich, and the strangest thing happened.” Despite his father’s lack of acknowledgment, Chase continued. “The FBI came in and took your bookkeeper away.”

				This time Dick’s head popped up from his green and white lined computer sheet. “My bookkeeper? Laura?” 

				“You got another?” Chase replied with a touch of sarcasm. 

				Dick arched an eyebrow. “What does the FBI want with Laura?” 

				“They want to ask her a few questions.” Chase paused. “She said it’s mistaken identity.”

				“Laura and the FBI,” Dick mused aloud, more bewildered than concerned. “It’s hard to believe she’s involved in anything illegal. I can’t imagine Laura even jaywalking.”

				Chase suppressed a cringe. The sound of his father’s voice had always grated on his nerves, like the sound of fingernails scratching on a blackboard. Dick Donovan forced his vocal timbre to sound like that of an English aristocrat rather than a member of the South Philly working-class neighborhood he was born into.

				Dick paused. “But we don’t know what Laura does, or who she sees, in her private life.” He shrugged. “Who knows what goes on outside this office? Or in her home?” 

				“I offered my services as an attorney, but she refused.”

				“You?” Dick laughed. “With the FBI sniffing around her, the woman already has problems.”

				Chase flinched. “Okay, I can’t find my way around a courtroom,” he admitted soberly. The politics of being a practicing attorney had disillusioned him years ago. “I still keep up my license. Those guys just walked in and grabbed her like she was a modern-day Bonnie Parker.” He stopped, recalling how Laura’s forlorn expression had torn at his heart. “I wish she had accepted my offer. She wouldn’t be alone. She’d have someone advising her.”

				Dick exhaled a deep breath. “Chase, don’t get involved. Sometimes you have your mother’s overly kind heart.”

				“As opposed to your screw ’em attitude.” Chase never appreciated his father’s remarks toward the late Michelle Donovan. As if his mother’s kindness toward others had been a bad attribute. 

				Dick ignored his son’s comment. “Laura is an employee. Granted, a good one, but still an employee. If the FBI made a mistake, and I’m sure they have, she’ll return to work. And this will all be forgotten. I repeat — let’s stay out of it.”

				Chase silently conceded his father’s point. He, too, found it difficult to believe Laura was involved in any illegalities, but he really didn’t know much of her personal business and liked it that way. Chase tended to keep his distance from the female staff. On the other hand, being forced to admit his father was right galled him. 

				“I doubt if she’ll be back today,” Chase said. “Have Rachel shut down her computer.”

				“I’ll tell Rachel there was a family emergency, and Laura had to go home.” Dick paused. “Although Laura doesn’t have any family. I remember her once saying her father was killed in a car accident when she was a little girl. Her mother died a few months ago. Stroke, I think.”

				Laura’s mother had passed away on Thanksgiving Eve. Chase remembered Rachel asking him to sign a check to a charity in the woman’s name. Years earlier, Chase’s own mother had passed away a few days before his birthday and as he had signed the check in memory of Ann Roberts, he recalled feeling badly that Laura’s mother had died near a holiday. He knew well that in the following years, an occasion that should be happy would have a dismal overcast. 

				“I don’t care what you tell Rachel as long as it’s not the truth.” Chase frowned. “Gossip is Rachel’s national obsession.”

				Dick relaxed back in his brown leather chair and picked up his computer printouts. For Chase, it was a familiar signal that their conversation was finished and he was dismissed.

				“I’m heading down to Atlantic City.” Chase walked toward the door. “If you hear anything on Laura, call my cell phone.”

				• • •

				The Food Mall residents considered 8:00 A.M. mid-day. Workers, dressed in overalls and wearing thick padded gloves, loaded crates of apples, spinach, blocks of cheeses, and other edibles from the various warehouses onto the customers’ vans and massive freight trucks. The atmosphere was loud, full of activity and rambunctious. 

				Beneath her beige wool coat, Laura was dressed in a simple black long-sleeved knit dress with red trimming around the crew neck collar and cuffs. As she took the stairs with tentative steps, she did her best to quash the butterflies in her stomach. The previous day’s mortifying meeting with Special Agent Ross Saunders, still etched in her mind, had kept her tossing, turning, and staring at the ceiling all night. 

				Inside the office, she didn’t take off her coat and go straight to the coffeemaker as she generally did. When she switched on her computer, she didn’t immediately click into her email. She called up a blank screen, sat down, and typed.

				Through the closed door, she heard Dick Donovan’s hushed voice. He was on the telephone. Dick Donovan, if he didn’t have someone in his office, was always on the telephone. Laura printed and signed the letter, and waited until she was certain he had finished his call. She took a deep breath, straightened her posture, and knocked on the wooden door. This had to be done quickly.

				“Come in,” he called. 

				Her boss pored over the spreadsheets that indicated how his business was profiting. Seeing Laura, Dick looked up and broke into what she thought might be a relieved smile. As always, he wore an impeccable Italian designer suit, this one a deep blue.

				“Laura.” He stood, and walked around to the front of the desk covered with financial spreadsheets. “Sit down. I’m glad to see you.” He pulled out the straight-backed chair. “Chase told me what happened yesterday.”

				“There’s no need for me to sit down,” she said with as much grace as she could muster. “Before I forget, Chase was very considerate yesterday. Please thank him for me.”

				“We were both worried.” Dick sat on the desk’s corner edge. “What’s going on? Is it something you can discuss? Something I can help with?” 

				Laura gave a brief smile and shook her head. “It was all a mistake.” She sort of lied. It was a mistake if anyone assumed her involvement in criminal activities. “Something has come up, and I need to resign.” She handed him the folded paper. 

				Dick’s gray eyes widened. “Resign?” His words rushed out. “Laura? Why? Are the hours too long? Salary and benefits not competitive?” 

				Laura shoved each hand in a coat pocket. “No, that’s not it,” she said, shaking her head. Instinct told her to say something positive. “I’ve enjoyed working here. It’s a pleasant atmosphere, the salary and benefits are more than fair.” Rattled nerves threatened her poise. “It’s in the letter.”

				“If this has anything to do with yesterday,” Dick said. “I understand a lot of Food Mall people were in the diner. I’m sure you feel awkward. Let’s talk — ”

				“Read the letter,” she said with more snap than she had intended. 

				He unfolded the paper and read aloud. “Dear Mr. Donovan. Due to an unforeseen personal situation, I must resign from my position as bookkeeper, effective immediately. Thank you for the opportunity to work for The Produce Market. Sincerely, Laura Roberts.” He refolded the paper, breathed deeply, and looked up. “I don’t understand, and definitely don’t know what to say.”

				Her heart beat rapidly. She just wanted to leave and blurted out whatever words popped into her head. “I have this — issue.” Her thoughts came in a rush. “I’ll need so much time off, and it’s not fair to your business.”

				“We can talk about a leave of absence.”

				A cold sweat formed on her brow. “A leave won’t do. Resigning is best.”

				Dick’s forehead furrowed. “If leaving is what you want, I can’t change your mind. You’ve always kept your private life out of the office, which I appreciated. All I can do is respect your decision and wish you luck.” He sighed. “But I’m not happy. Your work is perfect. You don’t spend time on the phone with personal business. I hate losing you.”

				“That’s kind of you to say.” 

				“Along with your accrued vacation, I’ll add two weeks’ severance.”

				Laura was taken aback. “That’s not necessary. I don’t deserve it. I’m not giving the proper notice.”

				“I insist.” He slid off the desk. “Consider it my appreciation for the excellent job you’ve done. It goes without saying you’re welcome to a recommendation.”

				She smiled. “That’s more than generous. Thank you.” Laura didn’t want the money, didn’t need the money, and didn’t care about a recommendation, but if she refused, a new discussion would develop, delaying her departure. 

				“I do have one favor to ask,” Dick said.

				It figured strings were attached to the severance. “Yes?” 

				“That you not pack your desk right now.” He nodded his head toward the door. “Rachel will be in at any minute. If she sees you packing, she’ll start with her questions. I have a report she needs to start on immediately.”

				For Rachel, badgering Laura for details took priority over work. She saw the point to Mr. Donovan’s request. As much as she hated returning to this office, avoiding the secretary was appealing. 

				“Sounds fair.” Rachel left at five P.M. like the proverbial bat out of hell. “I’ll come back at 5:30.” There would be no one around asking questions.

				• • •

				In a large, luxurious Atlantic City hotel room, Chase awoke in a king-size bed wearing only his white boxers and nagged by the worst hangover of his life. With a slight groan and a considerable wince, he pictured two munchkins from Oz standing on his brain, smacking his skull with a hammer. Normally he held his liquor with no problem, but when he did overdo, his hangovers sucked big-time. 

				Rolling on his back, he pressed his throbbing head into the pillow. The two munchkins banged out a classic Rolling Stones tune. Agonizing temples could be only the beginning. 

				Chase nestled his head into the pillow. He enjoyed his own space in bed. Even when sharing one, he had a tendency to settle himself as far away as possible from his bedmate. Once the sex act was over, he wanted his breathing room. 

				He closed his eyes, put each index finger to a temple, and massaged until the immense pain turned into more of a dull ache. Tossing his bare legs over the side of the bed, he decided a shower would take care of any remaining kinks. 

				Standing under the running water, the warmth soothed his tired muscles and settled the thumping in his temples. His body relaxed and he started to feel like a coherent person again. He stepped out of the shower, dried himself off, and pulled the complimentary white robe from the back of the door. 

				Perched on the edge of the bed, Chase called downstairs for room service. He needed coffee, hot and black. He glanced at his watch laying on the nightstand. Ten-thirty. By now, he had generally been at his warehouse desk for three hours, reading his third news-related website and drinking his fourth cup of Laura’s special-blended brew. Heavenly Hazelnut, she called it. He sniffed, almost smelling the sweet aroma, and smiled.

				There was seldom anything pressing for him at the warehouse, which was why he spent most of his day tuned into world events or sports updates via the Internet. Nevertheless, while he waited for room service, he made the dutiful phone call.

				“There’s nothing on your calendar.” Rachel paused. “Oh, I do have a note from your father. He wants you to meet his new lady friend. He’s planned a dinner tonight.” She rattled off the specifics. 

				Chase listened with a frown. His father had a different lady friend every evening. Most were not ladies, and none were friends. Whatever made this particular one so special that Chase had to meet her, he had no idea, and he didn’t want to go.

				As the knock on the door announced the arrival of breakfast, he thanked Rachel and disconnected. After signing the receipt including a generous tip, Chase left a message on his father’s voicemail. He was stuck in Atlantic City with a stomach bug, he lied. And he was sorry he had to miss the dinner. Another lie. 

				He poured from the coffee pot. The aroma of dark, roasted coffee caressed his senses, and he salivated at the prospect of his first sip. Gulping half of the strong brew, he regretted not asking for Laura when talking to Rachel. If the busybody secretary had thought the request suspicious, Chase could have claimed he needed a vendor check processed. 

				He had always liked Laura. She was a pleasant, quiet woman. Pretty, too. He often admired her shoulder-length blonde hair. It wasn’t a cool or brassy blonde, but a warm golden color with a copper twinge. She wore dresses often, and Chase enjoyed looking at her long, slender legs. He munched on a bacon strip. She had looked so damn scared yesterday, her expression wringing his heart. He hoped she was all right.

				Chase downed the rest of the coffee. He’d come to Atlantic City for a night of casino gambling, drinking, reminiscing, and debating sports and politics with two of his college fraternity brothers. One, Tom Paulson, lived in Atlantic City and worked for the county. The other, Ned Stahl, was an attorney and lived in a central New Jersey yuppie development complex. Both were married. Both had kids. Both always welcomed the opportunity for a night out with Chase to see how the single half lived. 

				While Chase overstated most of his colorful bachelor stories for their amusement, there was one convenience being single afforded him. Like Cinderella, his two buddies had to be home by midnight, or there would be hell to pay with their wives. Chase, on the other hand, reserved a hotel suite. Midnight was much too early for a healthy, wealthy unattached male to call it a night. Prowling around in search of other mischief-making activities, Chase had ended up in the casino at the blackjack table, requesting that the cards and drinks keep coming. 

				But the remaining hours hadn’t brought Chase the enthusiasm he’d anticipated. He felt drained, and not from the hard night of being a carefree bachelor, but from his life. On the books, he had the freedom to make his own choices and be with anyone he wanted. Women were lining up, even knocking each other over for a roll with him. He stayed out until all hours. Being on his father’s payroll, no one cared if Chase showed up for work on time, or if he even showed up at all. He had the life, his buddies had insisted. Chase chuckled at their envy.

				So why was he miserable? 

				Drinking, gambling, plenty of money, and picking from a buffet of delicious women, Chase mused over his life’s options. Oddly, none held the same magnetic appeal he had grown accustomed to. Last night, while sitting at the blackjack table, he had ignored the flirtations of a buxom, bouncy redhead in a too-tight scarlet dress. He had only stopped drinking when the dealer’s cards no longer made sense.

				Chase was in the mother of all funks and was stymied on how to shake it off. 

				He eased back on the bed.

				Magic Lake Island. 

				The ocean, tranquility, solitude … the most peaceful place on earth … 

				Magic Lake Island, where nothing out of the ordinary ever happened …  

				 … and exactly what Chase needed.

	
				Chapter Two

				“How much of that shit you give her?” the male voice drawled.

				Terror gripped Laura’s very soul. Her head ached, and her throat was dry. Breathing weighed down her lungs. She had to stay still. She couldn’t let on that she was awake. 

				Visions blurred in her head. 

				Earlier events all rushed back. Returning to the warehouse precisely at 5:30. No one there but Dick Donovan. Leisure Limo, the car service the Donovans used, both professionally and personally, arrived. Dick’s insistence that he wasn’t ready to leave, more paperwork to be done, and his offer of the car and driver to take her home. The avenue’s dark, deserted stretch. The misplaced cell phone. A rank smell, then darkness. 

				“Damn, man,” the man said. “You gave her too much.”

				She recognized the male voice, a soft, southern drawl. It belonged to Ron Caldwell, the Leisure Limo driver. The Donovans always requested the same driver.

				Laura lay motionless, unmoving, barely breathing. Her heart thumped so loudly she was certain the entire universe heard the rapid beat. She willed it to be silent, but her nervous nucleus refused. Her eyes were closed, her body numb, the foul odor still clogged her nose. 

				“I hardly gave her any,” another man said. “Should’a been out two, three hours at the most. I can’t believe she ain’t comin’ around.”

				This voice, its tone hard, belonged to the second man. The one who had jumped into the car when Ron had pulled over to the side, insisting he needed to search the trunk for his cell phone.

				“We’re lucky these boats are only used in the summer.” Ron’s voice was jittery. “The order said quick. Let’s forget doin’ her, and get rid of her.”

				The other man grunted. “I ain’t leavin’ until I get my shot between her legs.”

				“What if she doesn’t wake up ’til morning?” Ron asked. “We can’t toss her in the daytime. People work in the office. They’ll see.”

				“She can’t be out much longer,” the second man said.

				“Let’s do her now, and get it over with.”

				“I don’t like bangin’ a comatose broad. No fun. I like some fight.” The second man laughed, a sinister, echoing sound. “You know, all that twistin’ and wrigglin’ as they try and throw you off. Then they realize they ain’t gonna win, and give up, whimperin’ while you do ’em.”

				Laura maintained her sedate position, eyes closed, her body not moving a muscle, not even a twitch. She grew faint, fear mixed with the lingering effects of the drug they had used. She prayed to remain aware. They were bastards, sick, perverted bastards. 

				Her stomach churned, her head pounded, but she managed her struggle with consciousness. She was on her side, feeling the softness beneath her. They had her on a bed. Her arms were in front, tied at the wrist with what felt like string or yarn. Her feet were bound together at the ankles. She wasn’t wearing her pumps. Since they had rendered her unconscious, she wasn’t gagged. Their oversight could be her advantage.

				Her right side, the side they had dropped her on, was sore as if she’d been poked with pins and needles. She wanted badly to roll over on her back, but that comfort wasn’t feasible. Her parched throat burned. How long could she pretend to be sedated? 

				A hand grasped her shoulder and shook her roughly. She concentrated on keeping her eyes closed, her breathing even. 

				“She’s still out,” Ron said.

				Dear God, she was so scared. Laura didn’t know what she expected to accomplish by imaginary lifelessness, except to buy time before the inevitable. They had kidnapped her, planned to rape her, and had no intention of letting her live to tell the tale. Thoughts of her mother, how much she loved her and missed her passed through her mind. In death, she would be with her mother.

				But she wasn’t ready. Laura wasn’t ready to die, and not like this, not after being brutalized.

				Where was the FBI now? When she needed them? When there was a real crime in progress?

				“I’m getting damn tired of waitin’,” the nameless brute snapped. “She can’t be out all this time. She’s fakin’.”

				Laura’s heart pounded so fiercely she heard the hammering in her ears. Cold, sharp metal pressed against her cheek. Her stomach tangled with fright, and it took every ounce of willpower she possessed to remain passive. This creature didn’t enjoy violating an unconscious woman, and his enjoyment was his priority. As long as she convinced him she was still unconscious, perhaps she could seize an opportunity.

				The brute laughed, a crude taunt shading his voice. “Maybe if I cut her a little, that’ll bring the bitch around.”

				The mattress dipped and he cupped her chin with one hand. She remained frozen. His other hand stroked her neck. Fear latched onto Laura like a shark’s jaw. 

				A sudden twitch, and the thorny, prickly point slashed along her jaw line. Her heart’s panicked beating increased. A light, sticky stream trickled down her neck. Blood, her blood. 

				With a curdling scream, Laura’s eyes flew open and her bound fists came up, smacking her attacker square in the mouth. The unexpected and swift move threw him off her, and he fell to the floor with a hard thud.

				She scanned her surroundings. She was in a cramped, tiny, knotty-pine paneled room. The mattress was on some kind of contraption — a bed — secured to the wall. Fluorescent light beamed from the nightstand lamp. She focused on three small, round windows; none were opened. She heard water sloshing from outside. Ron stood by the bottom of the bed. 

				Laura tried scampering off the bed, but was yanked back by her hair. A knee slammed between her shoulder blades, whacking the air from her lungs. A sharp pain tore through her body.

				Flipping her over on her back, Ron straddled her waist. She saw wickedness in his dark, cold eyes. He pulled her arms up over her head and tied them to a knob in the middle of the headboard. The throbbing in her back and chest ran full force. She squirmed and twisted, fighting to throw Ron off her body.

				“Stop it. You can’t win,” he said. 

				Laura halted her struggles. Her breathing came in heavy spurts. 

				“That’s better.” In his white shirt and black pants, typical driver’s uniform, dark hair, average built, regular height and weight, Ron looked like a standard average guy. 

				Solidarity wasn’t her intention. Staring hard into his murky eyes, she spat in his face. 

				Ron flinched. “Bitch.” 

				Brief satisfaction passed through Laura, watching the wet spittle drip from the tip of his nose. She wriggled, trying to slide from beneath him.

				Laughing, the other man moved and stood alongside the bed. He was short and lanky, his eyes sunken and hollow. His black turtleneck and pants hung on his skeleton frame like an oversized suit on a hanger. He was all skin, black wool, and bones.

				“She’s a wild one,” Bones said. His tone was jolly, despite the blood pooling in the corner of his mouth. “I’m gonna like hurtin’ her.”

				“Me, too. What I’ll like even more is her begging me to stop.” Ron’s black eyes hardened, and his lips twisted. 

				Panic overwhelmed Laura. She opened her mouth to scream, but Ron’s fist smashed brutally into her cheek, cutting off the sound. Paralyzing pain shot along the side of her face, traveling up through her eye, and settling in her head. 

				He balled a washcloth and stuffed the rag in her mouth. “That ought’a hold you.” 

				“Get her legs,” Bones grunted. 

				The knife sliced through the restraints wrapped around her ankles. Each man grabbed a foot, yanking her legs apart. Her ankles were quickly re-tied separately, secured to the bed’s bottom posts.

				Running his skinny, calloused hand along the inside of her left thigh, Bones grabbed her soft flesh, pinching hard. The gag muted Laura’s agonizing scream. 

				“Oh, you like that?” Aiming higher, Bones squeezed harder.

				Her eyes shimmered with tears, and she bit down on the washrag, curbing her scream. Bones’s hard, cruel features twisted, enjoying her anguish. 

				“Oh, yeah. She’ll be fun.” He laughed, the sound a revolting grunt.

				Bones sliced the dress, leaving her in a thin beige slip. The room’s cold dankness added to her quivering fear, and for a crazy instant, she wondered what the two men had done with her coat. 

				Bones’s skeletal hands moved up her body, stopping at her slip-covered breasts. He squeezed them hard. Laura cringed and clamped her eyes shut against the hands kneading her flesh. Her head pounded. Breathing was difficult. The cloth fixed firmly in her mouth choked her. The soft sobs she failed to contain didn’t help.

				They were going to rape her. They were going to kill her. Ready or not, she was going to die.

				• • •

				The silver BMW’s headlights illuminated the Garden State Parkway. Chase turned off at the exit and slowed for the upcoming traffic light. Magic Lake Island was the New Jersey shore’s greatest secret. Located north of the more popular Atlantic City and south of the more exclusive Long Beach Island, the tiny seaside resort had a total population of less than five thousand people, perhaps twelve thousand at the height of the summer season. Most tourists were discouraged from choosing Magic as a vacation spot because the town had an extremely high insect-to-people ratio. Those damn green-headed flies virtually ate grown men alive. 

				The community did have a charming, laid back appeal and its lack of popularity attracted Chase. If being a sociable party animal was his mood, he drove to Atlantic City where raunchy bars, casinos, and women were plentiful. When he wanted calm solitude, he drove to Magic Lake and, Madre, the boat he docked at the marina. 

				Chase was the only tenant who visited his boat during the “off season,” the months of October through May. With the exception of Mac, the night security guard who made rounds only if inclined, the area was pretty much deserted. A retired Magic Lake Island police officer, Mac stayed in the office, watched television, drank coffee, ate cookies and collected his pay. Nothing out of the ordinary ever happened in Magic.

				The traffic light flashed green, and Chase turned the BMW right. He rolled down the window, inhaling the seashore’s stale, salty scent. All was quiet. The air was cool, the breeze blowing a mist against his unshaven face. He loved being in Magic.

				The parking lot’s gate was open. The overhead lights changed to a lesser wattage after Labor Day. Chase pulled the BMW into his assigned parking space. The only other parked vehicles were the pea green van he knew was Mac’s, and a dark Lincoln limo parked in the spot assigned to Ben and Lily Rollins, nice senior citizens who headed to Florida around October first and didn’t return North until Memorial Day weekend. Chase was surprised the Rollins were in Magic Lake on a dreary night in March. 

				He stepped out of the car, eager to take his boat out on the open sea. There was nothing more peaceful than the lull of waves beneath you. He had christened his boat, Madre, not only for his late mother, who, like Chase, had been comforted by the ocean, but also for his four years of Spanish, a beautiful language, and the only college course he had enjoyed. Madre wasn’t a big vessel, but she was comfortable. Seating accommodations for up to eight passengers, a heated cabin and wheelhouse, and cooking and bath facilities. 

				He locked the BMW’s door and glanced at the Rollins’s boat docked three spaces from his. The cruiser was dark and appeared unoccupied. He blinked, shook his head as if to clear a few whiskey-laced cobwebs, and blinked again. A faint light gleamed from a boat … 

				Chase’s eyes widened. Damn, the light came from his boat. Someone had broken into his boat! Damn! His lips tightening, he considered storming the office and rousing Mac. Little good that would do. It was unlikely the old man would investigate, his only assistance a telephone call to the cops. Another seven to ten minutes before they arrived. The intruders would be gone — likely with Chase’s boat.

				He reopened the driver’s door and leaned inside. Not knowing what or who he’d find on the boat, Chase reached into the glove compartment. He groped until his fingers gripped the butt of a handgun. Although he had a permit to carry the weapon, he had never needed to use it. He barely remembered the last time he took target practice. 

				His fingers wrapped tightly around the gun. Since when did people break into boats on Magic Lake Island? Crime on Magic Lake was a driver ignoring a stop sign or a couple of underage kids trying to steal a six-pack. Anger seeped in Chase’s veins. And why the hell did these assholes have to pick his boat? The star-studded sky guided Chase toward Madre. He moved panther-like on the wooden dock, throwing first one leg, then the other over Madre’s side. 

				He stalked the deck, finding the eerie silence disturbing. A faint light streamed from the bottom of the cabin door, and he followed it. Holding his breath, he pressed his ear against the closed door. Voices were muffled. He raised the gun. With his free hand, he cracked opened the door enough to scope the cabin. 

				It wasn’t what he saw that pulled at his gut, but what he heard. A woman sobbing. Chase winced. He had heard that familiar whimper too many times while growing up. From his mother. These particular muted cries ripped his heart.

				He nudged open the door a splinter more. A man wearing dark pants and a white shirt stood with his back to the door. Chase looked beyond him. Another man, dressed in black pants and a black turtleneck sweater, sat at the bed’s bottom edge. Chase couldn’t distinguish what the man held in his hand. 

				Both men laughed, a callous, malicious sound that made Chase grimace. Even above their merriment, he still heard the woman weeping.

				He saw the bare, shapely legs from the knees on down and realized what the man held. In one hand was a dagger-type knife; in the other, beige lace panties he had cut off the woman.

				Damn the bastards! Chase swallowed hard. His insides twisted and he battled to control his anger. He needed to keep a level head. No way was he allowing a woman’s assault. 

				She was on her back, legs tied spread-eagle. Chase concentrated on the two degenerates. They happily recited the cruel acts they had in store. Nausea cramped his stomach. He heard her stifled pleas. She ignored her restraints, twisting in useless efforts to jerk away. Her fruitless attempts only made her captors laugh harder and probably turned them on even more. 

				Gun cocked, he slithered into the room. He saw the woman’s body to her waist. She wore a flimsy slip. The man on the bed slid the knife beneath the garment, and a sharp but barely audible scream stopped Chase in his tracks. A hearty cackle echoed the man’s laugh as he stood and unzipped his baggy black pants. They fell around his ankles. 

				Chase gritted his teeth. He feared how the creep had used the knife on the woman. His best chance was to grab the one by the door. His back to Chase, the man was totally engrossed in the woman’s struggles. Chase snuck up, and pressed the gun’s tip against the back of the man’s head. 

				“Enjoying the show?” he asked, his tone as casual as if asking for the correct time. 

				The man stiffened. His companion, too, froze, his thumbs tucked in the waistband of his white boxers. 

				Chase fixed on the two scumbags. While his conscience demanded he help the woman, he had no idea how to handle these two buffoons. 

				“Well, I know you’re not going anywhere. But just so your friend knows.” He patted the man down. “If either one of you makes a move, it’s your head I’ll blow off.” Satisfied there was no weapon, Chase turned his attention toward the bed.

				“Okay, you, in the boxers. Toss the knife over to the corner.”

				The man didn’t move.

				Chase pressed the gun. “He’s not a very good friend of yours, is he?” 

				With a gun nuzzled behind his ear, the man shuddered. “Hey, d-do what h-he said,” he stammered. “This is Chase Donovan.”

				Chase stiffened, startled by hearing his name, but maintained control. This creep knew him? Just by his voice? Who were these guys? The cabin’s lock hadn’t been broken or picked. So they had a key? Only his father had a spare key. How had these two stolen Madre’s key? 

				The pantless man disregarded Chase’s directive, and clutched the knife. 

				Chase’s stomach tightened. Did he have to shoot one of them? His pulse quickened, but he managed a confident calmness.

				What a time to realize he hadn’t checked to see if the gun was loaded. “Okay, don’t drop the knife. That’s fine with me. On the count of three, I blow his brains out. One … two … ”

				His hostage quivered. “Shit! Do what he says and get rid of the damn knife!” 

				Pantless, his expression a defeated smirk, tossed the knife. It landed on the floor by Chase’s feet. He kicked it to the corner. The man reached for his pants.

				“Stay where you are!” Chase shouted. The idiot might very well have another weapon in his pocket. 

				Pantless jerked to abrupt attention. His pants remained bunched at his ankles.

				“Come on, Chase,” his detainee groaned. “She may come off like a cool bitch. You gotta admit they’re the hot ones. You’re father said it was okay as long as we got the job done.”

				Chase tensed where he stood. His father? What did his father have to do with a woman being assaulted? 

				He studied the individual who stood before him and relished a brief twinge of satisfaction. The bastard was scared. Good. After terrifying this woman, Chase hoped the bastard crapped his pants. 

				His breathing nearly stopped. Chase recognized the man he held at gunpoint. Ron Caldwell, his father’s dependable Leisure Limo driver. What the hell?

				He took a moment to regain his wits. “My father picked you.” 

				“H-he said a-as long as the job g-got done,” Ron stammered. 

				Job? What job? Chase shook off the question as rambled thoughts gave way to a strategy. 

				He took a deep breath. “Well, Caldwell, he didn’t realize you’re an ass.” Chase took a gamble, easing the gun, and stepping back. “It’s lucky I came to check. Your car’s recognizable in the parking lot. The cabin light is blazing, and the guard makes rounds in fifteen minutes.” That particular lie sounded believable. “This job should be finished. What’s the matter? Can’t get it up?” 

				Ron’s features hardened. “I got no problem in that department.” 

				Chase let his arm relax, but gripped the gun, ready if necessary. “So what’s the problem?” 

				“We chloroformed her,” Ron said. “It took forever for her to come around. The bitch was faking it.”

				Thank God, Chase thought. The extra time saved this woman.

				“Oh, in other words, you’re not impotent, merely stupid,” Chase chuckled. His demeanor toughened. “I expected to find you assholes cleaning up.” He paused. “I hate a messy boat.” 

				He had to get these two off the boat. That was the priority. Get them off the boat. Get this woman to safety.

				“I’ll take over,” Chase said. “Get lost, the both of you.”

				“Hey, you, wait a minute,” Pantless said with a snort. “We went through a lot of trouble gettin’ this bitch, and we ain’t gettin’ a piece of her?” 

				“Yeah, Chase.” A muscle in Ron’s cheek twitched. “We got no problem sharing her.”

				The bile in Chase’s throat wrangled with the words in his mouth. “You’ve known me a long time, Ron. Do I seem like a guy who shares?” He managed some amusement in his voice. “Since I was forced to make this trip, I get her to myself. Now beat it.”

				Pantless gaped at Chase. “What about our money? Your father said he’d take care of payin’ us. You tellin’ me we ain’t gettin’ paid?” 

				Payment? His father? Even the implication made Chase’s blood run cold, but he retained his composure. “You want to get paid?” 

				“You bet.” Fists clenched, Pantless took a step toward Chase. “Especially if I ain’t gettin’ between her legs. I was lookin’ forward to a good piece. Of cash. And her.”

				With his eyes focused on Pantless, Chase pointed the gun back at Ron. “What did I say? You move, he gets the bullet.” 

				Ron cringed. Pantless halted.

				“There’s a change in plans.” Chase piloted on adrenaline. “You guys are too inept for me. Take a hike.”

				He wished the sick bastard saw how ridiculous he looked wearing a black turtleneck, his pants clustered around his ankles, his shapeless white shorts, and his knobby knees visible to the world.

				“You want payment?” Chase had two one hundred dollar bills in his pants’ side pocket. Money, hopefully, would get them off the boat a hell of a lot faster. He tossed the cash to the floor, and waved the gun at Ron. “Pick ’em up.”

OEBPS/images/logo_Crimson.gif





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CRIMSONG@ ROMANCE

GGLC
MOMENT

ANGELA ADAMS





