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“Please! Why are you doing this?”

More croaked than articulated, her question—asked dozens of times now—still went unanswered. Oh, he'd spoken to her, whispered vague statements that hadn't made any sense. And as time had gone on, a feeling of doom had filled her.

She wanted to keep questioning him, to force him to reply, but her throat was so dry that she could hardly swallow. Thankfully, he hadn't re-taped her mouth shut as he'd threatened he would do if she screamed again. 

She had screamed, hadn't she? 

How long ago?  

Hours? Days?

Hard to remember now. Her head was spinning so hard that even if she could see, even if he hadn't tied a cloth around her eyes, she probably couldn't focus.  As it was, her mind wouldn't focus, wouldn't settle on the one thing, the very important thing that would tell her what had really happened, how she had gotten here, in this chair, hands tied behind her back... a prisoner... wouldn't tell her what she needed to do so that he would release her.  

Then they flooded her. Memories of threats. Death threats. He'd been taunting her, threatening to kill her! 

Not knowing why or how she could escape such a fate made her heart and her stomach race right up into her throat. At his mercy, she fought the fear and the bile... tried to concentrate... but her mind whirled.

Because he'd drugged her.  

Some time ago, maybe when he'd gotten tired of her incessant questions, he'd held her jaw and had made her drink. The taste of the liquid had been bitter and, fearing it was poison, she'd tried spitting out the foul stuff, but he'd hit her across the face, and then when he'd tried again, she'd been too stunned to fight him.

He'd made her drink more than once, hadn't he?

He, who?

She could barely remember her own name.

Evelyn Cross. My name is Evelyn Cross.

She kept repeating this to herself over and over so that she wouldn't forget who she was.

He was moving around the room now... she could hear him making noises as if he was preparing to do something so awful she couldn't even imagine what that might be. And she had a good imagination. 

“Please...” she tried again “... say something!”

“You're the one who does all the talking.”

Unready for a direct response, even shrouded as it was in a whisper, she started in surprise. She tried licking her lips but had no saliva. “Why?”

“Think about what you've done, Evelyn.”

What she had done?

As if she were a child. A naughty child who needed to think about why she was being punished. 

He'd said something about that before, only now she couldn't remember. 

Think... think!

Bam, bam, bam!

Before the memory could gel, a hammering against wood made her jump. Her chair rocked backward and threatened to spill her to the ground. She fought falling but the inside of her head tumbled into space.

Even so, she caught his low grunted curse.

Bam, bam, bam!

“Open up. Police!”

Police? 

“Help!” she rasped. “Help!”

More noise from inside the room. A window? She forced herself to concentrate as her captor spoke to her, his tone low and voice breathy as if he were exerting himself. 

“This is your fault. Everything is your fault. You got away with it this time, bitch. But you'll pay! Until we meet again.”

And then she sensed him slip away.

A crash and the splinter of wood told her the police had burst through the door and she sobbed, “Thank God!”

“Police. Wherever you are, freeze!”

“No one but the woman,” came a second, deeper voice.

“Check the bathroom.”

She felt hands at the back of her head and suddenly light exploded at her. She squeezed shut her eyes, then blinked them open, squinting at the haze of what looked to be a seedy hotel room. Suddenly her hands were free, but she could barely move her arms. She focused on a uniform.

“Nothing in there, either.”

“Window,” she croaked, and the second police officer rushed around her.

“Too late. He's gone.”

Gone but not forgotten, she thought. And he wouldn't forget her, either. 

He. Whoever he was.

Until we meet again...

He would be back. 

And then she would be dead.
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“We'll get the bastard, Ms. Cross,” Detective Stella Jacobek pronounced, her green eyes sympathetic. “It's only a matter of time.”

Sitting up in the hospital bed where she'd spent the last twenty-four hours and had come out of her drugged stupor, Lynn stared at the woman who looked to be her own age, barely approaching thirty. Was she really capable of being in charge of this case and bringing down a potential murderer?

Trying to keep her hand from shaking, she sipped at the cup of water from her tray, her third since the interview began, and asked, “What if I don't have time? What if he's waiting for me when I get home?”

The detective closed her notebook and stuck her pen in the thick twist of golden-brown hair at the nape of her neck. “Maybe instead of going home, you want to pick up a few things and go to a friend's house? Or maybe a relative's?”

Lynn shook her head. “I don't want to involve anyone else in this mess. You think you're in control, then something like this happens.”

Her older sister had died violently nearly two years ago. Her younger sister was temporarily working in London, trying to heal from the wounds of a fresh divorce. Her parents, while still together, though God knew why, had problems of their own. Her father had been ill for some time and her mother had turned herself into his caretaker. She'd given them an edited version of what had happened to her over the phone, but no, she wouldn't involve them.

“Then I'll bring you home myself and check out your place personally, Ms. Cross.”

“Lynn, please. I use Evelyn at work,” she explained. “My building has a security staff. No one can get in without their knowing it.”

“Security. Good.” The detective nodded approvingly. “And I'm Stella. I've gotta say I admire what you do.”

“Splitting people up?”

“Nah, you don't do that. You just get the wives what they deserve.”

“I didn't know anyone was paying attention.”

“Who could miss the action on the Churchill case? It was front page news. But more important is your pro bono work, representing women who don't have the means to leave the men who mistreat them.” 

“A good reason for getting up in the morning.”

“I've been thinking about what you said, that whoever did this was trying to punish you, that he said you're the one doing all the talking. You talk in court. Take away things from men. Sometimes violent men.”

“I've been thinking the same thing. Plus, he called me Evelyn,” Lynn croaked.

Her throat was still sore as were her wrists and the side of her face where the bastard had hit her. She wasn't sure which was worse. The being held captive or the aftermath, doctors probing her body for wounds, police penetrating her mind for answers. Not having been able to remember details, she'd had a thorough examination, including a pelvic.  To her relief, she hadn't been raped.

“But if I had to name someone on the spot...” No clue. Lynn shook her head. 

“Let's give it some time.  I'm sure you'll have some thoughts on it. Now go ahead and get dressed and I'll wait for you out in the hall,” the detective told her. “Unless you need help.”

“I don't need anyone.” Defiantly, Lynn swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “I mean, I'm fine. No ill effects.”

The other woman nodded again and left the room.

No ill effects...

Was that true?

Her head was clear, she was steady on her feet, her body parts all worked... but what about inside?

As she dressed, she caught a ghostly glimpse of herself in the window. On the surface, she looked the same with long dark blond hair, nice features, and health club body. But her eyes were different. The pale gray seemed to have darkened to steel. If eyes were truly the window to the soul, then her soul was deeply wounded. 

And afraid.

Shuddering, she pulled on her clothes... or what had been her clothes. 

The moment she got home, she would bag them and hand them over to the detective, just in case the authorities could use it for evidence. Otherwise, she would throw away the pantsuit with designer price tag even though the garments simply needed a professional cleaning. She didn't need any reminder of the last two days. 

According to their calculations, before another resident of the hotel had called the police after hearing her scream, he'd held her for about thirty-six hours. 

Whoever he was.

Lynn decided she would forget him, too, then admitted the lie in her own thoughts.

She would never forget.

Until we meet again...

Neither would he.

Taking a deep breath, she scraped back her messy hair and clipped it away from her face, then grabbed her briefcase—she'd been leaving the office building when he'd grabbed her—and left the curtained alcove. 

The drive home was tense. Despite the detective's best efforts to keep her engaged, Lynn felt herself slipping back to the abduction.

What had she done to bring that horror down on her?

And as they approached her building, a downtown high rise on the Chicago River and overlooking Lake Michigan, she grew uneasy. Pulse pounding, she swept her gaze over every vehicle and every pedestrian in sight.

“See anything out of order?” Stella asked, pulling the car in front of Lynn's building.

“No, nothing. Still...”

“You're gonna sweat every time you leave or come home, at least for a while.”

“Until you figure out who the bastard is and arrest him.”

“I can't do that until you give me something to go on. If you think of anything... come up with a name, you let me know. In the meantime, chances are this guy will never come anywhere near you.”

Until we meet again...

The threat echoing in her mind, Lynn muttered, “Yeah, right.”

Maybe Stella was right, though. Maybe he'd been bluffing. Lynn wanted to believe that. She needed to believe it if she was going to go on with her life with any sense of normalcy.

Still...

She found herself looking over her shoulder as the other woman escorted her inside her building. They stopped at the security station where Lynn introduced the detective to Tony Anselmo, the night guard, who had that morning's newspaper on his desk.

Seeing a photograph of herself on the front page, Lynn quickly looked away as Stella gave the guard her card and told him she needed to talk with him, to ask a few questions, on her way out.

“Sure. Anything if I can help you nail this guy,” Tony said, his expression sympathetic. “I'm just glad you're all right, Ms. Cross.”

“Thanks, Tony,” Lynn said, then rushed toward the waiting elevator.

She didn't want anyone's pity. She wasn't helpless. She was no victim... not normally. Not having adjusted her thinking to her present circumstances, she was having difficulty doing so.

As the elevator ascended to the twenty-eighth floor, Stella slipped her card out of her pocket. She scribbled something on the back. “Lynn, I'm going to give you my cell phone number just in case you have any concerns.”

In case she saw her abductor, Lynn thought, taking the detective's contact information.

A sweep of her apartment’s living room, bedroom, single bath, kitchen and a dining area with a lake view turned into a home office with desktop computer didn't take long. Lynn quickly changed and bagged the clothes she'd been wearing. Taking them, Detective Stella Jacobek was on her way.

And Lynn was left alone with her thoughts. 

Her bedroom overlooked the river and normally the view through the glass wall soothed her. Lights lit the walkway and the fountain that shot a stream of water south across the river in a high arch. Further east, Navy Pier beckoned with its giant Ferris Wheel and tourist boats. But tonight she had difficulty feeling good about anything, especially when that something was so surface.

Surface told you nothing about the underpinnings, whether it be a city or a person. She knew the man who'd abducted her could appear mild-mannered, even retiring. He could be anyone, anywhere.

A shrill made her jump. The phone. She started for it, then changed her mind. Whether the person at the other end was a reporter or friend, she wasn't in the mood for questions. She needed time to regroup, so she let the digital answering machine pick up.

“Cross residence,” came her professional courtroom voice. “We're too busy to pick up the phone right now, but we don't want to miss your call, so please leave your name and number and we'll get back to you as soon as we have a minute.”

Even though she didn't want to answer, Lynn couldn't help monitoring the call.

“We? Come on, Evelyn, who do you think you're fooling?” The familiar whispered voice paused for a second, then said, “We both know you're alone. You're probably sitting there in the dark, terrified of your own shadow.”

Heart beating madly, she picked up the receiver and plunged it to her ear. “Who is this?”

Soft laughter was followed by his whispered, “The one who's going to make sure you're punished for your misdeeds.”

And with that he hung up.

“Aaaa!” she shrilled and threw the receiver at the wall.

She wasn't drugged now, but her mouth was dry and she could hardly think. The bastard knew her home phone number. He probably knew where she lived, as well. At least she had his voice recorded.  She’d opted for a digital answering machine rather than voice mail. That way if a client called, she had what could be a permanent record of the conversation if necessary.

So, she had his voice recorded... she wasn't going to wait for him to come get her.

Dragging a suitcase from the back of her closet, she set it on the bed. Then she opened her underwear drawer.    

And the phone rang again.

Lynn froze and stared at it, her heart beating so loud, she barely managed to retrieve the phone. Fully expecting the anonymous whisper, she had trouble getting her legs to work properly.

“Lynn, this is Detective Jacobek. Stella.”

Nearly choking in relief, she said, “He called.”

“When?”

“A few minutes ago.” Lynn balanced the receiver between her shoulder and ear and went back to packing. “I started by recording him, but I had to talk to him. Not that it did any good. I can't stay here. He'll get to me—”

“Don't do anything rash.”

“Rash? Coming back here without protection was rash. Even as we speak, I'm packing to correct that. I'm going to check into a hotel... or maybe I'll take the first flight out to anywhere.” Heading back to the closet to fetch a few pairs of slacks and her favorite designer jacket, Lynn said, “I have to get out of here.”

“But maybe you won't have to go far,” the detective proposed. “I just got a call from... well, I have a possible solution for you. Give me an hour.”

“I can't.”

“An hour, Lynn, that's all I'm asking for. I'm going to find a solution away from the department. Unofficial.”

Lynn stopped and frowned. “Why would you do this? Why for me?”

“Because a few months ago you helped someone I knew from the old neighborhood. One of your pro bono cases. Now I want to help you. If I could get a copy of that message, we might be able to do something with it in the lab.”

The reasoning got to Lynn. “All right. I'll give you an hour,” she agreed, though she wondered who had called and what this solution might be. “And the message. I’ll copy it to my computer and send the audio file to you if you give me your email address.”

“It’s on the card I gave you. I’ll get back to you within the hour.”

She'd always heard turnabout was fair play. 

Maybe the good she'd done for others was about to rub off on her.
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“What's a guy like you doing in a swanky place like this?” came a familiar voice over the blasting music of a dance set.

The hair along his neck raising, Blade Stone turned from the drink he was mixing to his newest customer at the Club Undercover bar. Behind her, a halo of red engulfed the dance floor and worked its way up the tiered seating. Blue neon from behind him washed over her features without dimming them. She was beaming at him, and despite the fact that several years had gone by since he'd last seen that face, he connected with her instantly.

“Star Jacobek, aren't you a sight.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “I go by my given name now. Detective Star would sound a little... well, weird, huh?”

“You made Detective.  I always knew you could do anything you set your mind to.” 

Raised in the same impoverished neighborhood on the south side of Chicago, they'd grown up together, friends, and had shared good times and bad. They'd been pursued by the same gang for initiation, but they'd hung together and resisted, a life of crime being an anathema to them both.  As a matter of fact, they'd taken the opposite directions as adults, she with the police force, he with the military.

For him, that had been a lifetime ago, but for her, an obvious current reality. 

“So, you're Detective Stella Jacobek now.” Though in his mind, she would always be Star, the bright light who'd led him out of the darkness that had been his childhood. How could he have let that friendship slip away, no matter what had happened to him? And now she might be that bright light for him once more. “We need to celebrate your promotion, Starshine. I'll get you a beer,” he said, remembering her preference. “Give me a minute.”

Blade quickly finished pouring the drinks he'd been making and set them on a tray for the waitress to pick up. Then he drafted an imported beer for his old friend and a cola for himself. 

“Why are you gunning for me out of the blue?” she asked, referring to the message he'd left for her. “And how are you gonna help me with Evelyn Cross?”

He slapped that morning's newspaper down on the bar. Gazing out from the front page was a lovely if apprehensive woman who was supported on both sides by paramedics as they left a strip motel. The headline read: ABDUCTED WOMAN RESCUED.    

“Tell me about her,” Blade demanded.

“Evelyn Cross is a divorce lawyer, a bigshot, who does a lot of pro bono. Remember Carla Rincon? She got Carla away from Johnny before he beat her to death.”

Staring at the printed face, at the woman's frightened eyes especially, Blade felt more than his gut tighten. “And you saved her?”

She shook her head. “But I'm investigating. The guy who grabbed her is still out there, Blade. He threatened to kill her and she's ready to run. And with the budget cuts in the department—”

“How about I play bodyguard?”

Her expression held more than a touch of suspicion. “Why?”

“I have reason. Personal.”

“Interesting.” Her suspicious expression softened to curious. “Anything you can tell me?”

“I'll let you know.” If he ever could talk about what he'd done, that was.

Thinking about it for a moment, she nodded. “All right, then. If you could give her a safe place for a few days, maybe she would stick around, so when we do find the offender, she can nail him.”

“Define safe.”

“Away from her ivory tower. He knows where to find her. He called her tonight and made more threats. She didn't wait to start packing, but I made her promise to give me an hour to come up with a plan.” She shrugged and made a face. “You're it?” she said hopefully.

A burst of surety swept through him. He'd needed absolution for what had seemed like forever—not that he could ever really make up for his one tragic mistake—and maybe this was the chance he'd been waiting for. 

The owner Gideon and a few other Club Undercover employees like Logan and Cassandra—Team Undercover as they called themselves jokingly—would relish a chance to help another innocent. He didn't ever have to tell them why he chose Evelyn Cross in particular.

Blade nodded and raised his glass once more, and let his mouth soften to an unaccustomed smile. “I'm it.”

***
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The longest hour of her life was coming to an end.

Lynn paced the length of her living room and glanced at the clock. Again. Just as she had nearly every minute that ticked away. 

Three minutes left.

“C'mon, detective, call.”

Because she really didn't want to turn tail and run, didn't want to lose herself and become some nameless face in another city, she'd pinned her hopes on the other woman. She simply couldn't stay put and wait for the other shoe to drop.

He could be anywhere... waiting... watching.

He could be outside her apartment building right this very moment, ready to strike again!

A knock at the door nearly made her trip over her packed suitcase. A glance at the clock told her the detective had returned with a whole minute to spare.

“Thank God!” Unlocking the door, she swung it wide, saying, “I didn't think you were going to make it.”

“Here I am.”

Her eyes widened at the sight of the dangerous-looking man whose dark hair framed equally dark eyes, broad cheekbones, a high-bridged nose and a mouth drawn into a thin, unsmiling line. Her heart thundered in her chest and took away her breath. Still hanging onto the metal panel, she tried shutting him out but he was already in the doorway. 

In? He filled it. 

Her mind whirled as she backed up, wishing she had some kind of weapon to use against him. 

“I'm here to—”

Interrupting, she said, “Get out now or—” 

“Or what?” he asked quietly, still coming for her.

She could imagine that deep voice lowered to a whisper, taunting her, threatening her. 

He had to be her abductor, but how had he gotten past security? 

Wildly, she looked around for a weapon and settled on a piece of metal sculpture 

that had cost her a week's salary. She brandished its sharp edges at him.

“I wouldn't do that, if I were you,” he warned. “It looks dangerous. You might hurt something.”

“Yeah. You!”

She swung with all her might. The heavy sculpture sent her flying at him. He ducked to one side. She lost her balance, whacked her hip into his and let the sculpture drop.

Contact! It hit the back of his leg before bouncing to the floor.

He grunted and his dark eyes narrowed at her. “I told you that damn thing was dangerous.”

“So am I!” she yelled, slashing at his face with her long nails.

He grabbed her wrist inches from his eyes and easily held it there, somehow without actually hurting her. “I think you have me confused with someone else.  I'm—”

“A no-good wannabe murderer!” 

In her struggle to free herself, a strap on her sandal broke and she went flying backward. To her horror, she jerked him off-balance and he flew with her. Her back smacked against the carpeted floor and she steeled herself for a jolt of weight that never came down on her when he threw out an arm and caught himself with another grunt. 

Hand flat against the floor, he levered himself over her, barely a paper-thin space between their bodies, as if he were doing a one-armed push up. Though he wasn't touching her, his heat seared her and glued her to the spot. Then something fell from the opening of his shirt and brushed against her face and she realized it was some kind of leather pouch hanging from around his neck.

As to the man himself, he was far too close for comfort.  Close enough that his eyes seemed black. She couldn't distinguish between pupil and iris. Close enough to tell his hair was longer than it looked, merely pulled back and tied, the tail wrapped with leather at the nape of his neck.  Close enough that she had to force herself not to move lest she touch any part of his incredibly well-muscled body. He was dangerous enough at arm's length.

“I'm here to —”

“I know what you're here for,” she said, shoving at his chest to no avail. He was as immovable as a rock. “And you're not going to get it. Help!”

“Stop that!”

“Hel-l-lp!”

He put a hand over her mouth. “Stop talking and listen for once, would you.”

You're the one who does all the talking...

Isn't that what her abductor had said to her right before she'd been rescued?

“All right, let's try again,” he said in a voice nearly as soft as a whisper.

Terrified, Lynn couldn't move. Couldn't speak even if his hand weren't covering her mouth. He was going to try to kill her again, and this time there was no one to stop him.

She heard a sound from the hall followed by a choked, “Blade Stone, I always heard you were a fast worker, but this must be a record, even for you.”

Lynn darted her gaze beyond him to the doorway where Detective Stella Jacobek leaned against the jamb.
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“If I let go of you and get up, can I trust you not to try to hurt me again?” Blade asked.

Lynn answered with another question. “Why didn't you tell me you were with Stella?”

“I tried. You wouldn't let me.”

“I answer the door expecting her and find you standing there.” She didn't know which was stronger, her anger or embarrassment. “What am I supposed to think?”

“That's another thing. What are you doing answering the door if you don't know who's on the other side? Don't you have any sense?”

Lynn craned around him at the detective, whose expression was more amused than concerned. “Who is this jerk?” 

“Your new bodyguard.”

“What?”

Blade pushed himself up off her. “I'm having second thoughts myself.”

“You are not.” Stella came forward and, stepping between them, played referee. “Lynn, you couldn't find a better man to protect you than Blade Stone here. You can trust him with your life.”

“Blade? You want me to trust a man who calls himself Blade?”

“Yes. His real name's Richard. Blade's a nickname.”

“What kind of man goes by the name of Blade?” Lynn muttered, righting her dropped sculpture.

“One who's expert with knives,” he answered.

Making her take another step back, putting some breathing room between them. She was finding it hard to breathe anyway. This man would intimidate anyone. Which, she thought, probably made him the perfect bodyguard.

“So you what?” She tried to ignore him and connect with Stella. “Expect me to stay put and let him move in here with me?” 

“No,” Blade said, “you're coming with me.”

Lynn whipped around to face him. She was supposed to let a man she didn't even 

know control her life? “Who says? Where?”

“Bucktown.” He named a neighborhood a few miles west and north of her building.

“We'll provide you with a place to stay, a new look, a new identity.”

“We, who?”

“Some people I work with.”

“What kind of work do you do?”

“I'm the head bartender at a place called Club Undercover.”

She made a sound of exasperation and set the sculpture back on its stand. “Maybe I can still catch a red-eye out to... well, anywhere.”

“Don't jump to any conclusions about Blade here. If anyone knows how to protect you, he does.”

Lynn fought the urge to ask why, then, was he working as a bartender.  And the word “protect” gave her an itch in places she couldn't start to scratch.

“We got off on the wrong foot,” Blade said. “How about we start over. I'm a long-time friend of Stella here, and I agreed to help her out by watching over you while she's busy with the investigation.”

Lynn didn't miss the look Stella gave him. Surprise? At what? At his being so amiable? But the detective didn't say a thing.

A bodyguard... she supposed she needed one... and this guy appeared to be as fit as they came. As long as he didn't push too hard, she could stand it.

“All right. You scared me and I over-reacted. If you're willing to start fresh, then so am I.”

She held out her hand, and though she wasn't a small woman, she felt as though her hand was engulfed by his. When she glanced into his dark eyes, she was caught by something unfathomable. A connection of sorts. But of course that was simply her imagination working overtime. 

Suddenly uneasy, she quickly pulled her hand from his. “All right, then. Um, give me a minute. My strap broke... “she indicated her disabled sandal “... and I need to change into another pair.”

“Wear something sensible,” Blade told her.

Lynn clenched her jaw. Oh, he liked being in control, all right. Before she could respond that she would wear what she liked—and she loved footwear that had nothing sensible about it—Stella cleared her throat.

“Can I leave now?” the detective asked. “Promise you won't try to kill each other?” 

“Sounds like a safe bet.” Remembering the message, Lynn said, “I sent you that file,” then backed off toward her bedroom. “And, Stella, thanks for doing this.”

The detective flashed Blade another strange look. Then she said, “I'm going to your office tomorrow, Lynn, to see if anyone has anything. In the meantime, you keep thinking about who might want to hurt you. You have my cell number and I have yours. What about you, Blade?”

“Not my choice of weapon.”

Wondering if he'd actually made a
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