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Chapter 1 Nice Day for a Funeral
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Cold sunlight shot out of the clear December sky. It ricocheted through a stand of dark pines and set the morning frost ablaze where it still clung to dead blades of grass on the cemetery grounds. Bitter gusts of wind loped among the tombstones like arctic wolves, hungry predators of the night, now running from the morning. Nice day for a funeral.

Baden McCloud rolled his Harley to a stop and parked next to the gravediggers. He brushed off his leathers, kicked some mud from his boots and hooked his helmet on the back of the bike. Baden’s unshaven face and dark piercing eyes completed his scruffy appearance. He had thrown on a tie to acknowledge the solemn occasion. No time to clean up. Just got the cell phone message from his dad last night. He had driven in this morning from Lake Geneva, avoiding the church service and arriving a few minutes ahead of the procession. He couldn’t skip out entirely on his friend’s last rites.

He and Zack Dagson had been in the army together, special ops. But Zack had been more than an army buddy. They had been childhood friends and done everything together. Everything that is until Zack reenlisted, and Baden didn’t. That was almost a year ago.

The hearse arrived, and the procession soon followed. Baden blended into a group of strangers to avoid detection by friends and family. He saw his sister, Liz, mingling and consoling as she prowled through the crowd, dressed in classic black. He caught a flash of bloodred lipstick beneath her veil. Baden smelled an ambush. He had been avoiding Liz for weeks, and she would be on the hunt today.

Pay my respects and make a quick exit.

Baden tossed a single red rose on the coffin and tried to disappear back into the group of mourners. Too late. He’d been spotted by Chuck Dagson, who was looking his way. Dagson pushed through a dense line of people and headed toward him. Baden didn’t want to talk to anyone, not even his dead friend’s brother. Especially not his dead friend’s brother. It was too painful. He’d been to enough funerals to know words didn’t help anyone.

“McCloud!” Chuck called out. “I was hoping you’d come.” He planted himself squarely in front of Baden.

“Yeah. Wouldn’t miss it,” Baden replied. He looked past Chuck and avoided looking in the shorter man’s steely blue eyes.

“It’s been a long time,” Chuck said after an awkward silence. “It seems like yesterday we were still kids, but it’s almost ten years since we all finished high school.”

“Yeah,” Baden loosened his tie and pulled a lock of dark brown hair free from his collar, too long for a man his age, but he didn’t give a damn. “Zack died for no good reason, Chuck.” Zack had been killed in combat. The entire platoon wiped out.

Chuck coughed and looked to the ground. 

“I wasn’t there. I should have reenlisted,” Baden said. “I damn well should’ve been there.”

“You couldn’t have done anything. You’d be in the next plot over.”

“I almost wish I was,” Baden said between clenched teeth. “They never allow for enough support. I knew it was just a matter of time before the team would be cut off on some mission to hell and back.”

“You aren’t responsible, Baden. It was an impossible situation,” Chuck said. He rubbed his hand across his spiked blond hair in frustration. “You couldn’t have done anything to save them.”

“We’ll never know,” Baden stopped himself. This was exactly what he didn’t want to be doing. Zack was dead. Words wouldn’t help.

They looked at each other for a long moment. Baden turned his collar up against the wind, its moaning blending into the murmur of voices around them.

Chuck took a deep breath. “I hear you’re living here in Chicago since you got out.”

“Yeah. I am,” Baden replied. “Who told you?”

“Your sister, Liz.”

“Of course. Our family news anchor,” Baden said. Leave it to Liz. Forever meddling. It was just a matter of time until she cajoled their father into giving her his new phone number. He stroked the rough stubble on his jaw. “What else did she tell you?”

“That you’re staying in your dad’s guest house. Well, hiding is how she put it.”

“It’s quiet. I like it that way,” Baden said. “Look, I got to be going . . .”

Chuck pressed closer into Baden’s personal space. “I was hoping you’d join the folks and me at the house.”

“Not a good idea.” Baden moved back a couple of steps.

“Come on, Baden. We have some catching up to do.”

“It’s a bad time. Maybe later.” He turned and walked away. It was past time to leave.

Baden heard Chuck’s footsteps behind him, then felt a hand on his shoulder. He spun around with his hands raised in defense, combat reflexes kicking in.

“Hey, I just wanted to give you something,” Chuck said. He held up one hand and pulled a business card from his vest pocket with the other.

“What’s this?” Baden took the card. It was on premium stock and embossed with the advertising logo of a custom security company, Geye Optical.

“I’ve worked for this company for a couple of years now, and they’re hiring,” Chuck said. “I thought you might be interested.”

“Don’t think so. I’m not much of a salesman.”

“Mostly wholesale, programming, and technical setup. You’d be servicing existing accounts, repairs and such. One of the old guys retired.”

“So why would they want me?” Baden fingered the card and dropped it in the pocket of his well-worn black leather jacket.

“They posted it on the board, but nobody wants to travel that much. You would be covering half the country, never home.”

“I’ll think about it. Thanks.” Baden headed toward his bright blue motorcycle parked at the edge of the cemetery. He knew it was time he found a job. He knew his big sister, Liz, was behind this as well. She probably thought a job would keep him sane. It just might if it meant the open road.

Chuck called after him. “We haven’t been able to find anyone who can handle the technical side.”

When Baden looked back at Chuck, he could see his sister working her way toward them. Liz waved furiously, but the bony hand of a grieving acquaintance had trapped her other arm in a vice-like grip of sympathy. Knowing Liz would never catch up to him in time, Baden touched two fingers to his forehead, nodded and waved back.

“Well?” Chuck persisted.

Baden let a smile drift to his lips. “Sounds perfect. I’ll be in touch.”
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Chapter 2 Home on the Road
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It had been several months now. Baden accepted the job offer with Geye Optical Security Company the day after the funeral. It was a good decision and suited him well. Minimal social contact by design. Liz had a word for it. Escapism. To his surprise, Baden actually agreed with his sister on this one.

It was late June. The warm summer day was swept away by a brisk breeze, and night came early with dark clouds moving in. Baden finished drawing some cash from an ATM, jumped back on his Harley, and sped down the highway to enjoy a cool evening ride before the rain.

Before long blue lights were flashing in his rearview mirror. Baden tossed a coin in his head. Lose them or pay another fine? He laughed aloud and opened up the throttle. The Harley could easily outrun any car on the road. He turned down a side ramp and crossed back to the old highway. A few minutes later, and no sign of being followed, Baden turned back toward town. He pulled up to the storage rental lot, one of several he had called home for the past few months.

He took out his cell and paused the wireless security cameras before entering the fenced area. He cut his engine, flipped up the door and pulled his bike next to the rental car parked inside the unit. He stopped to change the tags on his bike before locking up. It was unlikely the officer got a read on them tonight, but it was force of habit now. He locked up, then walked down to the climate-controlled area and let himself into a roomy compartment before turning the security cameras back on.

He had given the storage company a good deal on a new security system, and they offered him a nice discount on his units in exchange for technical support. Of course, Baden had taken the liberty of adding a few features to protect his own privacy.

His definition of happiness was not being found unless he wanted to be. The nomadic life suited him. He rented storage units from this chain all over the country, from the east coast to mid-west towns near his client locations.

This one was typical and was furnished with a small refrigerator, five-gallon water tank, microwave, and coffee pot on a table in a back corner. An old wooden cot and chemical toilet sat in the other corner. Baden had shelved the side walls to hold boxes of wholesale webcams, servers, wiring and security modules. In the center space was a lab bench with tools. He could do repairs and simple jobs instead of sending things out to the company lab. He made more money doing the work himself. It was a good living.

Baden was a good fit with Geye Optical. They needed his technical skills, and he needed a new life, one where he could set up his own routine. The majority of his accounts were boring, but a couple of the security firms showed more promise. He kept a portable lab in a large suitcase in the trunk of his rental car. Tonight, he packed a display case with a new drone prototype for remote surveillance. He tossed in an assortment of laser cameras, wireless transmitters, and micro webcams.

The company provided rental cars, a credit card and paid generously for living expenses, but Baden preferred to avoid hotels whenever possible. He kept health club memberships in areas he frequented. Working out helped clear his head and gave him a place to clean up. He parked his suits in dry cleaners, one in every town, so he could show up for a corporate meeting and look sharp on short notice.

Baden made certain it would be difficult to track him down. He paid for everyday expenses in cash drawn from ATMs in random towns on the company card, and he used a secure mailbox service. The best thing about his lifestyle was dropping off the radar. If he didn’t want to be found, he could disappear for weeks at a time.

Liz was still being a real pest, his self-appointed therapist. Paranoid is what Liz called it. The worst thing that ever happened to his sister, a cosmetologist, was a broken nail or a perm falling out. Her definition of emergency was an infestation of bed bugs. Liz would never know the levels of hell he’d seen, and Baden had given up trying to explain it to her. He would spend the rest of his life looking over his shoulder and sitting with his back to a wall.

He popped a frozen dinner in the microwave and settled down with a well-worn book for the night. Light rain began to pepper the metal roof. Tomorrow he was servicing a small account in another town some fifty miles away, and then he would be on vacation for a couple of weeks. Baden dreaded vacation time. It was mandatory with the company. Chuck always kept track of his time off and, along with Liz, would expect him to pay an obligatory visit. Not happening. He would send them a postcard.
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Chapter 3 Biscoe
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The cell phone woke him, and Baden reached for it without checking the caller ID. Mistake. It was his sister, Liz.

“Hey, little brother,” she cooed. Liz was thirty-two, five years older than Baden, and never let him forget it.

“What’s up?” he asked, gravel still in his voice.

“Aw, did I wake you up?” 

“No, this is my answering service,” Baden snapped. “What do you want, Sis?”

“I just wanted to remind you about Dad’s birthday next week. You haven’t forgotten, have you?”

“Shit. Yeah, I did. I’ll pick up a new fishing rod while I’m in . . .” Baden sighed and shook the sleep from his head, “while I’m in town tomorrow.”

“What town would that be, little brother?”

He was awake now. “Biscoe.”

“Biscoe? Is that even a place?”

“World-famous, small-town USA. Look it up.”

“We’re planning the party, and guess what? You’re invited.”

“Too bad. I’ve got reservations. Vacation, you know.”

Silence, then a muffled sob. “Baden, you can’t miss Dad’s birthday again this year.”

“He understands my issues. Dad doesn’t expect me to come. While we’re on the subject, you need to let that yearly anniversary thing go. Mom’s dead.”

More sniffles. “It would have been their thirty-fifth anniversary.”

“I might put a damper on the festivities,” Baden said, wishing he had never picked up the call. “Mom never liked me anyway.”

“How can you say that? Disrespect your dead mother?”

“It’s true. She liked you best. I killed people for a living, remember?” Baden got to his feet and shuffled over to pour a glass of water. Their mom had passed from cancer some five years ago on their father’s birthday.

“You know I was going to tell you in person, to see your face, but I know exactly what it would look like. Blank.”

“Tell me what?”

“Chuck and I are engaged.”

“Hell.”

“That’s wonderful! Congratulations, Sis,” Liz said back in her best snarky voice.

“No. really it is. Caught me by surprise. Good for you. Chuck’s a good man.”

“He was going to ask you to be his best man, but I talked him out of it.”

“Thanks, Sis. I owe you one,” Baden said and waited for the explosion.

“You son of a bitch! If you don’t come to my wedding, I’ll never speak to you again.”

“Just kidding. You know me. Weddings and funerals.”

“So, you’ll come home and help us plan everything?”

“No.”

“Baden, you have to come for Dad’s birthday.”

“No. I don’t. When is the wedding?”

“We haven’t set the date yet. Late fall,” Liz said, an all too familiar growl in her voice.

“Look, Sis. I already have reservations. A real vacation.”

“By yourself?” Liz was back to her normal role as counselor. “You know what, Baden. Keep shutting everyone out, and you’re going to die alone. Old and alone. Is that what you want?”

“Old is good. I wasn’t planning on taking anybody with me.”

“Bastard.”

Baden laughed.

“It’s not funny. Reservations where?”

Baden hesitated and made up a name. “Lostwood. It’s not on the map, so don’t bother looking. Tell Dad I’ll stop by. Just not on his birthday. I don’t do crowds, Sis. You know that.”

“We won’t be saving any cake for you this time.”

“Fine.” Baden hung up the call and got ready for his day. He did a search for a town called Lostwood and found a hit in North Dakota near the line. “Perfect.”

The trip to Biscoe was dull with an overcast sky, and he drove through patches of rain. Baden had expected it would be a waste of time, but he had sold the manager on a new security system and would make a nice commission. Business done, he wrapped up the paperwork, got the required signature, dropped the contract in his briefcase and packed up. Before he finished loading everything back in his trunk, it started to rain again, a real drencher. The radio blared an emergency broadcast, a flash flood warning.

He didn’t look forward to driving through the heavy rain but decided against a cockroach-infested motel room. He rolled onto the pavement and kept his eyes glued to the white line. Baden gripped the wheel against the strong crosswind and made a mental note to put a pair of night vision glasses in his glove compartment for driving in bad weather.

He almost didn’t see the dark shadow of a female shape walking down the middle of the highway in the storm. The car skidded as he nearly lost control on the wet pavement. He managed to straighten his wheels and bring the car to a stop, uncertain as to why he felt the need to check on this person. Normally, he would have tossed out a curse and driven on, but there was something about the slender girl with her long dark hair plastered against her shoulders by the rain that made him stop. He felt for his duffle bag in the back seat and pulled out an old overcoat. He was glad he had thought to toss it in for this trip. The front that blew in so quickly was unusual this time of summer. The girl didn’t seem to notice when he got out and approached her.

“Hey! Do you need a ride?” Baden asked, shouting against the loud drumming of rain on the pavement.

The girl kept on walking as though in a daze as he caught up with her.

“You know, I nearly hit you back there?”

Not getting a response, he reached for her shoulder. Her balance was wobbly beneath his hand, and he spun her around much harder than he had intended. Her face looked so pale in the streetlights, he wondered if she was in shock or strung out on drugs. She stumbled, and he reflexively caught her.

“Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so rough. You need a ride, kid?”

Her eyes, numb with fatigue, looked up as though not seeing the man in front of her at all. Baden was uncertain what he should do and was cursing himself for being stupid enough to stop. He couldn’t just put her in his car. That could look like a kidnapping. And now, he couldn’t leave her out on the road in this weather where she’d risk being run over by the next vehicle that came along either. He saw a slight nod of her head and took it for a yes.

“Great. Let’s get in out of this rain. I’ll take you someplace to dry off.” He took her hand. She didn’t protest. He led the girl back to his car and put her in the passenger side, fastening the safety belt. Exhausted, her head fell back against the seat rest. Baden kicked the heater up on high and tucked his overcoat around her. He knew he should call the local authorities for help, but Baden had a history on this strip of highway and about a dozen unpaid speeding tickets.
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Chapter 4 Danny's Diner
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They drove along in silence for a couple of miles, the heater blasting currents of warm air that steamed the windows. He flipped on the defrosters and let the temperature climb to warm his passenger.

“Where to?” Baden asked, glancing at the girl. No response.

“Okay then. I’ll find a place.” There was nothing open in this small town on a weeknight. The one motel he passed earlier had already turned its lights off.

Finally, he saw a late-night diner with a faulty sign, Danny’s Diner, blinking through the rain. It wasn’t the sort of place he’d normally stop, and it had never caught his eye before.

“Thank God!” Baden pulled into the parking lot. “I’ll be right back.”

He ran to the door to make sure the place wouldn’t close down before he could get the girl inside. A wrinkled older lady sat puffing a cigarette behind the time-worn counter. She looked up slowly as he entered.

“I have a girl out there in my car. She was walking down the middle of the road, and I almost ran over her in the dark. She’s really cold and wet. I’m just passing through town and have no idea who she is, but she needs to warm up a little and get into some dry clothes. Can you help me out here, lady?”

“Sure. Bring her inside, mister. We get all kinds. Kids. Drugs. What’s the world coming to, huh?” She didn’t make a move to get up from her chair but ground out the stub of her cigarette in a dirty ashtray.

Baden dashed back outside, half afraid the girl may have wandered off. She hadn’t moved. He unbuckled the seat belt, lifted her from the car and carried her inside.

The old woman moved from her post and pushed a table aside from one of the booths to make room for the girl to lie down.

“Thanks.” Baden laid the girl on the faded vinyl seat and looked for something to prop her head on. He borrowed a seat cushion from the ragged booth containing a pay phone and slid it under her head. He wondered just where in the modern world a person still finds a phone booth these days.

“I just live around in the back. I’ll get some spare blankets and something dry for her to put on. Pitiful little thing, ain’t she?”

“Yeah, I couldn’t leave her out there in the rain. Fortunately, it’s not too cold this time of year.”

“She’s lucky you came by.”

“She’s had a rough night. Not sure what happened exactly. She’s not talking.”

“No? Probably a runaway. I’ll get those things now.”

Baden scrutinized the girl. She was barefoot and wearing nothing but a pair of shorts and a thin tee shirt, no bra. He could see her small breasts, the nipples standing out against the wet fabric. Any other time it would have made him grin, but not tonight. Her hands were swollen, and the skin was torn up badly around her fingers. All her fingernails were jagged and broken to the quick. He could see distinct marks on her wrists and ankles that could only have gotten there from being bound. She had bruises and scrapes over most of her body, with clay dirt clinging to a few places the rain had not washed clean. He feared she might have been raped or tortured from the look of it.

“I guess I should call 911,” he mumbled to himself and reached for his cell phone. Baden didn’t think the girl was awake and was surprised when she responded.

“No . . . don’t.” Her eyes fluttered open just long enough to look at him. “I’ll be fine. And please, don’t call the cops.” Her eyes closed again. She looked too tired to say more but muttered, “Don’t leave me alone, okay?”

“If I had wanted to leave you alone, you’d still be on the road. What’s your name?”

He had given up on an answer when she answered in a raspy voice, “Daphne.”

“Daphne. Now that’s a pretty name. What’s your last name?” At least maybe he could find out who she was and where she belonged.

“Valentine. Daphne Valentine,” She whispered.

“Where are you from, Daphne?” No answer. The door banged as the old woman came back from her apartment. “It’s okay. We can talk later,” Baden said.

The woman had brought a handful of towels, a couple of blankets and a faded nightgown. Baden stepped back to extract himself from the task at hand.

“Where do you think you’re going?” she hissed.

“I um . . . thought, maybe you should do this.”

“Well, you’d better just think again. I need you to lift her up while I get these wet clothes off.” The old woman gave him a droll look over her reading glasses. “What? You never seen a nekkid girl before?”

“Sure, I have, but . . . never mind. Let’s get her warm. That’s the main thing here.”

“There you go.” The woman loosened the girl’s shorts and slipped them down, revealing no underwear. Baden gave an involuntary flinch. Ignoring his reaction, the woman proceeded to take the girl’s tee shirt off. Baden helped dry her skin while Stella put the girl’s hair up in a towel. He lifted her up again as the woman slipped the threadbare gown over her small frame. Finally, they wrapped her up tightly in the blankets.

“I’ll make her some hot cocoa to drink.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate your help.”

“You’re welcome, but she can’t stay here, you know,” the woman said, moving to the kitchen area.

“Is there any place open? A motel?”

“Nope.”

“Well, I can’t very well take her with me.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, mister. The nearest hospital is about forty miles up the road.”

Baden stood watching the girl’s face. It was a lot pinker. The cocoa brought her back to life as he helped her sit up. Daphne sipped it slowly at first, then greedily.

“How long since you ate anything?” Baden asked.

“I don’t know. A while,” she said.

Baden turned toward the counter. “Say, I know it’s late, but could you make Daphne here a cheese toast sandwich or something?”

“So, you know her name now?”

“She told me while you stepped out. I’m Baden, by the way, Baden McCloud. And you are?”

“Stella. Just Stella.” The woman tossed some bread in a toaster for the sandwich. “You want one too?”

“What?” Baden’s mind was on the girl.

“A sandwich. You look like you could use one too.”

“Oh, sure. Why not? Thanks, Stella.” Baden reached for his billfold. “How much?”

“No. You don’t owe me anything, honey. Just take care of little Daphne there, and it’ll be on the house. Got to move on down the road as soon she’s been fed though. I smell trouble on this one, and I don’t want to have to explain anything to the boss come morning.”

“Okay. Thanks. I appreciate what you’ve done already. I’ll figure something out. I just hope she’s okay.”

“She’ll be fine if she eats a bite. Kids are tough. Hard to kill them with a little rain.” Stella sat back down on her stool.

They sat quietly while eating. Daphne looked at Baden and smiled faintly.

“Feeling better?” There was a captivating quality to her face when she smiled. A little voice in his head warned him not to be a sucker for a pretty face.

Daphne nodded. It was a good sign. Stella brought Baden a cup of strong coffee sealed in a foam cup. “For the road. It’s past closing time.”

He took the hint and looked out the window. “It’s died down a little. Let’s go, Daphne.” He pulled the girl to her feet, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and grabbed the coffee with his free hand. “Thanks again, Stella.”

“It’s nothing.”

“Do you want the blankets back?”

“No. Forget it. Let’s just forget about this here altogether.” Stella lit another cigarette and picked up her newspaper as though this was just another night on the job.

Baden set his coffee on top of the rental car and loaded Daphne, still wrapped in the blankets, back in the passenger seat and buckled her in. A lone car passed him on the highway. He first thought it might be a police car, but it wasn’t. The luggage rack on top had fooled him for a moment. Baden relaxed and considered what his next move should be. Apparently, they both wanted to avoid the police. The girl obviously didn’t want him to call the authorities, and he wondered what sort of trouble she might be mixed up in. He took the rental car license plate from behind his seat and changed out the tags before getting back on the road. He would ditch this car tomorrow.
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Chapter 5 Alias
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They rode along in silence for several miles, interrupted only by Baden sipping his coffee. He didn’t think the girl was awake, but they needed to talk.

“Damn, this stuff is bitter! I should have asked for the cocoa.”

“Yeah, it was pretty good.”

“Great. You’re talking again.”

“I feel a lot better. Thanks for stopping and helping me back there, Mr. McCloud.”

“Just Baden.”

“Right. Okay, then Baden. Where’re you taking me?”

“Wherever you want to go, Daphne. Where were you headed?”

“I don’t recall.”

“Look, if I’m going to help you, I’ll need more information.” Baden finished off his coffee and started to toss the cup out the window.

“Don’t litter, Baden.”

Baden tossed the cup in the back seat and rolled up the window. “So, where’s home?”

“I don’t have one . . . not anymore.”

“Sounds like there’s a story behind that.”

“I really don’t want to talk about it right now.” Daphne buried herself in the blankets.

“And when would be a good time, Daphne? Before I drop you off at the first emergency room we come to, that is.”

“No. Please, I can’t be found,” Daphne’s voice sounded a lot stronger. “I’ll tell you everything. I just need to sort things out in my head first.”

“How old are you? Truth.”

“Almost twenty.”

“Don’t lie to me,” Baden said. He needed to get rid of this girl. Fast.

“No, seriously, I’m nineteen.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“Okay. You sleep. I’ll drive until I find a motel.”

It was still several hours before dawn when Baden spotted an open sign and pulled into the parking lot of a motel chain. He shook Daphne’s arm, and she aroused with a quick jerk of her head. Her hair was starting to dry and was still straight as a board.

No natural curl, Baden thought. Damn. He knew far too much about hair, thanks to growing up with a sister who obsessed over it.

“This place is pretty sleazy,” Daphne said, noticing a couple of street girls approaching Baden’s side of the car. They turned around on seeing her sit up in the passenger seat.

“Don’t worry. I’ll get separate rooms.” Baden felt for the automatic tucked under the seat and slipped it into his belt. If Daphne noticed, she said nothing.

“We should stick together,” Daphne said, digging out from under the blankets. “They might come after me.”

“Who? Who might come after you, Daphne?” Baden was in full alert mood.

“I’ll explain later. Let’s hurry and get inside. I don’t want to be seen by the wrong people.”

Well, finally, somebody as paranoid as me, Baden thought.

“Wait here while I get a key.”

Part of him wanted to escape this new responsibility as soon as possible. He certainly didn’t want her depending on him, or worse, clinging to him. He told himself he would make sure she was safe first, then be on his way. But another part of him warmed to the thought of taking care of Daphne. He wanted to protect her and find the perps who had done this to her.

“What are you doing in this area?” Daphne asked unexpectedly.

“Sales. I travel all over,” Baden said. “We can talk later.”

Baden got out and looked around. The parking lot was clear. He leaned back in the car. “You seem stronger. How are you feeling?”

“Okay, almost human again. Except I hurt like hell.” Daphne rubbed her arms and legs. “Where are you from, Baden?”

“Chicago. That was a long time ago. I live on the road now.” Her smile caught him off guard. Watch out, she’s turning on the charm . . .

“What kind of sales?”

“Christ! You’re nosy all of a sudden.”

“Seriously, what do you sell, Baden?”

“Wholesale office products, furniture,” he lied.

“Do you have a sister?” Daphne asked.

“A sister? Well, yeah. What has that got to do with anything?”

“What’s her name?”

“Liz,” Baden paused. “Oh, I see where you’re going with this.”

“Right. How old is she, and where does she live?”

“Thirty-one. Five years older than me and building a career as a cosmetologist. Moved back to Chicago and has her own shop in the burbs, Northbrook.” Baden decided if he gave up a little info, it might get Daphne talking.

“Maybe you stretch it a little and pretend she’s twenty-something.”

“Sure. She’d be glad to loan you ten years and a few pounds,” Baden said.

“Good. Now you know all about me without even trying,” Daphne said, getting out of the car.

Baden got out, walked in front of her and bent close to her ear. “Don’t do that again,” he said in a low voice.

“Do what?”

“Get out of the car without my all clear.”

“Okay, so you’re my bodyguard now?” Daphne said and shrugged. “Where did Liz go to school?”

“Some place in Louisiana.”

“Why did she move back?”

“Boyfriend. Engaged now, actually.”

“Perfect. Now that we both know who I am, let’s go in.”

“You’re not properly dressed. Stay here, and I’ll pull around back, Daphne.”

“I don’t owe these fine folks any courtesies, and I’m not staying out here alone,” Daphne said. “And it’s Liz.” She headed toward the neon sign over the office entrance.
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