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      There was so much blood.

      The beer bottles in her hand hit the patio and exploded. Mia Jefferson had gone to the kitchen to grab a couple bottles of beer before following her husband out to the back yard to enjoy the balmy night on their patio, her rescue dog Cookie at her heels. But instead of finding him lounging on one of the chairs lighting a cigarette, he was lying between them, a pool of blood spreading on the concrete.

      She dropped to her knees beside him, her hands going to the wound in Blaine’s chest, trying to stop the bleeding.

      Cookie whined and leaned against her. Sensing Mia’s distress, she howled.

      His breath ragged and gurgling, his grip was surprisingly strong when he grabbed her arm.

      “Watch out,” he whispered, his eyes focused on her. He coughed, blood spraying from his mouth and running down his chin.

      “Watch out for what, Blaine? Who did this to you?” she asked, tears pouring down her face.

      Another cough and he was still, his eyes staring sightlessly at the night sky.

      She stared at his chest, waiting for it to move. Maybe she was pressing too hard and he couldn’t breathe. Moving her hands she waited and watched but his chest stayed still. His beautiful hazel eyes His beautiful hazel eyes would never blink again. He was gone. How was this possible? She should do something. What did one do when their husband was dead on the back patio?

      Cookie crawled into her lap and licked at the tears running down her face.

      “Hey Mia, I made margaritas. Do you guys want to come over?” Bill, their next-door neighbor, asked. He stopped and gaped at the scene before him.

      “I don’t…” she started, staring at her hands covered in her husband’s blood. It looked like she was wearing red gloves. The world receded, her mind unable to focus on anything else but the scarlet in front of her. No one could survive losing that much, could they? Grief, hot and raw, rose up in her. “Aaaaaaaah,” she keened, wrapping her arms around Cookie, trying to hold herself together before she shattered into a million pieces.

      The next thing she knew she heard Cookie whine. Someone was pulling at her. “No,” she said, trying to escape their grip. “I can’t leave him.”

      A young police office squatted next to her.

      “Where’s Cookie?” she asked.

      “She’s okay, she’s right there,” he said pointing to where the dog was straining against the leash Bill held.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got her,” Bill said, his eyes sad.

      She let the officer help her up to her feet. He led her to an ambulance where an EMT waited. “Let’s get you checked out.”

      No one noticed the figure watching the scene from the shadows.
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        * * *

      

      The following two weeks were a blur of funeral arrangements and phone calls. She was exhausted from grief and lack of sleep. There was so much to deal with. The investigation had uncovered that her husband had been more than just a freelance data security specialist, he was a hacker known as Black Dragon. They found numerous overseas accounts holding large sums of money she knew nothing about. How could she have loved him and not known?

      She’d been staying with her best friend Gwen but now it was time to go home. She needed to get on with her life. The late afternoon sun was warm as she pulled into the drive and parked in front of the garage. Staring at the house she wondered why it looked so normal. You couldn’t tell that two weeks ago it had been the scene of a brutal murder. The police tape was gone and the crime scene had been professionally cleaned.

      Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she opened the front door and stepped inside, letting Cookie off her leash. She’d go back out and get her suitcase after she had Cookie taken care of. The dog bolted for the kitchen, probably to see if there was anything in her bowl. Something felt off. She turned and gasped, the living room was a shambles. Couch cushions had been sliced open and the stuffing pulled out. Pictures and books were pulled off the shelves and thrown on the floor.

      She backed out of the room and onto the front porch. “Cookie, come here,” she called. She needed to get the dog out of the house so she wouldn’t destroy any evidence.

      Cookie came running, sliding to a stop in front of Mia.

      “We need to get out of here,” she said as she reached down to clip the leash back on Cookie’s collar. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. It felt like someone was watching her. Peering into the house she looked for any sign that someone was still there. Had she interrupted whoever had destroyed her living room?

      Her hands shaking, she pulled out her cell phone and called the police. She rubbed her locket necklace between her fingers to calm herself. It was the last gift she’d received from her husband.

      It wasn’t long before a police car pulled up at the curb and stopped. The same young officer who’d responded to her husband’s murder walked up to her.

      “Ms. Jefferson, you called about a suspected burglary?”

      “Yes,” She picked up Cookie and motioned toward the house. “Someone trashed my house.”

      “Did you touch anything inside?”

      She blew out a breath to settle her nerves. “No, I let Cookie off her leash and she went into the kitchen. As soon as I saw the living room, I backed out of the house and called Cookie to me.”

      “Good. Now, we’ll go in and make sure the perpetrator is gone. Please wait out here.”

      “Okay.” The blood rushed from her face when the officers pulled their guns and went into the house. Whoever did this could have still been in her house. The thought of ending up like her husband made her feel faint. She sat on the porch with Cookie in her lap and waited. Stroking Cookie with one hand, she used the other to call Gwen and let her know what had happened.

      “Gwennie, someone broke into the house.” Her breath hitched and she took a breath to try and stop the tears.

      “You come back to my place. You know you can stay as long as you need to. I’ll cancel my date...”

      “I’m going to take you up on the offer to stay but don’t you dare cancel your date,” Mia said. “You have fun. Cookie and I will be fine.”

      “Are you sure?” Gwen asked dubiously.

      Of course her best friend would want to be there to mother her. “I’m sure. By the time I’m done here I’ll be ready for a hot bath and snuggle time with Cookie. We’ll talk when you get home.”

      Still in Mama Bear mode, Gwen said, “You call me if you change your mind. Promise?”

      “I promise.” She was thankful to have a best friend like Gwen.

      A few minutes later the officers returned. “No sign of the perp. We’ll call in our crime scene unit to collect any evidence.”

      What felt like a thousand questions and three hours later the last of the investigators had just finished up and gave her the go ahead to go in.

      Finally. The day was catching up with her and she was exhausted. Thankful she had somewhere to go for the night, she couldn’t face the mess tonight. After loading Cookie into the car she drove back to her friends home.

      When she got back to Gwen’s she put her suitcase back in the room she’d been using and got Cookie settled in. First thing was a hot bath, she’d unpack tomorrow and make arrangements to have her house professionally cleaned.
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      Smoke — Carson Daniels in another life — had just returned from an op in Europe when he received a coded file. He wondered what was so important, he hadn’t even had time to unpack. Usually, agents would have a day or two before a new assignment to rest so it must be urgent and time sensitive.

      He opened the file and frowned. Closing it he picked up his bag. Protection detail this time. His orders were to protect the black hat hacker Black Dragon. Fuck.

      A low level hacker, Black Dragon had stumbled on information that could bring down the Castelli crime family. Now they wanted their information back and Black Dragon dead.

      So, now he was headed back to his hometown, Fort Wayne, Indiana. Chances were he’d changed enough that he wouldn’t be recognized, but he still had to be careful. Black Dragon — real name Blaine Jefferson — was married to Mia. His Mia. The woman Carson had given up when he joined STARR. Letting her believe he was dead had gutted him, but it was necessary. He was now Smoke, an operative for STARR.

      The flight to Indianapolis was quick and a car was waiting for him as soon as he landed. The two-hour drive north to Fort Wayne felt like it took twice that, his mind running through every memory he had of Mia. God, he’d loved her. But he’d given her up to save her from him. The IED that had taken out most of his unit had broken something inside him. He’d saved Monroe and Riser but that hadn’t been enough. The six that died haunted him, even now. When STARR had approached him for his unique skills in languages and covert operations, he’d jumped at the chance to save innocent lives no matter the cost.

      Fort Wayne hadn’t changed much and he drove toward the Jefferson house down familiar streets past landmarks he remembered from high school. Parking a couple of blocks away he made his way to the house unseen. But he’d been too late. He’d had to watch Mia grieve over her dead husband, blood covering her hands.

      The urge to go to her was almost overwhelming. Almost. He faded back into the night like a shadow. It was one of the few times he’d failed.

      Two weeks later he finally received another file. The Castelli family wanted their information back and they believed Mia had it. They’d placed a hit on Mia and were offering a large reward for the return of their information. Fuck fuck fuck!

      All the way back to Indiana all he could think about was saving Mia. Making her disappear and keeping her out of the hands of the Castelli family was the plan. Doing that without revealing his identity to her would be difficult but he’d manage.

      After a couple of days of surveillance, he’d determined taking her from Gwen’s house would be almost impossible. Mia was rarely alone as both women worked from home, Gwen as an accountant and Mia as an author. Then fate gave him his opportunity. Mia was going home.

      While Mia packed he went to her house and did some recon, planning how to kidnap her. That was the easy part. It would be harder to keep her ignorant of his identity when they got to the safe house in Colorado. Good thing he was good with accents as well as languages. Disguising his voice and wearing a mask would keep her in the dark about who he really was.

      He’d arrived at Mia’s home to find the house tossed, but he still did his own careful search. That first step into Mia’s home he was assaulted by memories. The house was Mia’s childhood home. He’d spent almost as much time there as in his own house next door. He wandered through the house and let the memories wash over him. The kitchen table where they’d spent many evenings doing their homework. The living room couch where he’d snuck his first kiss. Her bedroom where they’d made love for the first time. She’d moved into her parents’ room at some point and her bedroom had been turned into her office. Good. If she’d still been using this room as a bedroom with her husband it would have torn open something within him he’d buried years ago. This was their room. The room where they’d shared their love.

      Whoever had tossed the place hadn’t cared about keeping their search a secret. Books and knick-knacks littered the living room floor along with tufts of stuffing from the furniture. The same in her office and bedroom. They’d done a thorough job but he was better. He checked everywhere possible for a flash drive or maybe even a disc. No luck. He knew some hackers that could trace every digital step Black Dragon had taken. Maybe he’d stashed the information on the dark web somewhere.

      He would have given anything to spare her the horror of finding her home basically destroyed. The urge to pull her into his arms when she saw the destruction was almost stronger than his resolve. He watched over her until the police arrived. He overheard her making arrangements to go back to her friend’s house. Back to square one, he’d have to take her from there instead. But then fate smiled upon him. Gwen was out for the evening.

      Clouds rolled in as darkness settled over Gwen’s house. He watched Mia take care of her dog and then draw a bath. It was time. The sound of the water filling the tub would drown out any noise. First, he sedated the dog and got her in the SUV. Mia had just unzipped her suitcase and pulled out her bathrobe when he came up behind her. A quick jab with the syringe and it was done. He caught her as she slid to the floor. God, her hair still smelled of vanilla and flowers, the scent making his body react in ways he couldn’t control. He couldn’t let that get in his way, not when her very life was at stake.

      Picking her up in a fireman’s carry, he got her out of the house and into the car without being seen. He went back for her suitcase and removed any trace he’d been there. Step one done. He drove a couple of blocks and stopped to send a text from her phone to her friend.

      I need some time alone. I’ll call you when I’m ready to talk.

      He destroyed her phone before driving west out of town toward the highway.
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