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      This has been a long time coming you guys.

      I wanted to take a quick minute to explain why…

      I started writing Missing in Action in April of 2017… 10 years after I lost my baby. There was 10 years of regret… 10 years of pain… 10 years of sorrow piled into the prologue of this story.

      Everything I felt when I was 20 years old and losing a child I wasn’t ready for has been poured into this story. All of Codie’s feelings of self doubt, fear, pain… the damage that coarses through her veins…

      It’s all mine.

      The anxiety and helplessness was so overwhelming for so long that when I finally started this journey with Ryder and Codie, I didn’t think I would make it to the end.

      And now here I am, finalizing Missing in Action on April 16th, 2019, exactly 12 years after hearing the words – you lost the baby – and I’m more than ready to share this journey with you.

      I hope you have tissues, because you’re going to need them.

      Thanks for not giving  up on me when I kept putting MiA off.

      XOXO

      Krystal
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      Ryder Morrison is a man of loyalty. To his country, his family, his team.

      After joining the Navy, he was secretly recruited to Task Force 779, a specialized unit that infiltrates dangerous situations when no one else can—or will. As the communications expert, it’s his job to clear the way for a smooth mission. He knows where the enemy is hidden at all times and when his team can enter a zone safely.

      When things go wrong and he’s captured, declared dead before a search can truly begin, Ryder knows that when he makes his way home, his life will be different…better. He’ll live for himself from now on, instead of following where duty takes him.

      Enter his elusive neighbor…

      A woman of mystery and fear.

      Codie Ray is a woman filled with pain. Afraid of life and locked away.

      She counts to soothe the anxiety. She watches her neighbor because he’s her only lifeline to the outside world. He’s a commitment she doesn’t have to worry will break her. Until the unthinkable happens and her solace is intruded upon.

      Ryder comes to the rescue and barges his way into her life, pushing past her barriers, causing Codie to rethink her reclusive lifestyle. Slowly being tormented with mind games from an unknown predator, she battles her better judgment and trusts Ryder to do what he does best…hunt down the perpetrator.

      Their connection is instantaneous. Two broken people yearning to be loved but afraid to reach for it. Codie fears Ryder will leave when he discovers just how damaged she is. Ryder worries Codie will remain locked away in her mind, unable to break free.

      A surprise mission brings both of their fears to life, and when the walls crumble, Ryder is Missing in Action while Codie is just…missing. Will they find each other again or will they disappear, existing only in a memory?
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      Codie Louise

      My crazy Aussie girl

      Codie Ray gets her strength from you

      Her resilience is yours

      The optimism in a dark time is brought on by your humor, your love, and your general desire to make the world more than what it is

      Codie, this one’s for you
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          Codie

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Hurt by Johnny Cash”

      

      

      “Push, Codie, you have to push harder!” I want to slap the insensitive doctor upside her fool head as she yells at me.

      Don’t they get it? I don’t want to push. Pushing will make it real.

      All the pain and suffering from the past twenty-four hours have left me a shell of skin and bones.

      I don’t want to push.

      “I can’t,” I cry, and a nurse comes to me with a cool cloth to dab my overheated face. The pain that’s continually ripping through me is almost unbearable.

      The hurt I’ll feel soul deep in the next few minutes will be consuming.

      “Please, Codie, just one more, and it will all be over,” the doctor pleads again.

      I look around the room, and all I see is pity. They know what’s about to happen. The insurmountable suffering that’ll occur when they hand him to me.

      They know there won’t be a cry of life.

      That first breath of air that should fill his tiny lungs was taken away before he could experience it.

      They know this is my last day of feeling anything but agony.

      I won’t survive it, and yet, I push anyways. They count, one, two, three. My tears are mixed with my cries, and I forge on. My mind drifts to a time when I felt his little foot kicking me. When he’d roll over and press on my bladder just as I was falling to sleep. To the morning sickness at three a.m. I’d take it all over again just to watch his chest rise and fall.

      It won’t happen, and I’m living a nightmare, only digging myself deeper into depression as I think of all the firsts we’ll never get to have.

      I wasn’t ready for a baby. I had been barely seventeen when he came along, but with time, I wanted him more than anything else in my life. I ached to hold and kiss him. Cuddle him when he got cranky.

      I wanted him to be my entire world.

      Not shatter it.

      “Nurse,” the doctor calls, handing my son off to her as he’s finally free from my body. I can’t bear to look, so I turn away, silent tears streaming down my face. “Codie?” I gaze at the doctor. “One more push to expel the placenta.” Her words are hushed.

      My body does as she asks, but my mind checks out. I’m selfish, and I hate it. I hate myself for getting into this predicament in the first place. I shouldn’t have trusted idiotic Jason Jones when he said he loved me. I was stupid and naïve. His parents tossed a couple hundred bucks at me to abort my baby. I refused; they moved. I don’t even know where to. I do know that I’m left to clean up the mess.

      My parents kicked me out, and I’ve been roaming from shelter to shelter up until the last few weeks when a social worker found me begging for food behind some Chinese restaurant. She’d taken me in, fed, and clothed me. Amber became the family I’d never really been given.

      Recently, she had to go back home because her dad had a heart attack. I didn’t want to bother her when I realized something was wrong with the baby, so I kept quiet and came here alone. I hadn’t felt him moving in quite a while, and the baby website I’d found said it wasn’t normal and to get to the hospital.

      I was rushed to the maternity ward where two nurses and a doctor have been with me ever since. Now, here I am broken, lost, and alone. I wish Hell would open up and take me away.

      “Codie,” a nurse says quietly, “would you like to hold your son?”

      No! Yes, comes out instead. She smiles at me like it’s some happy fucking occasion. As my little one is placed in my arms, my entire soul shatters. I’ll never get it back. It’ll go to the grave with my baby boy. “What will happen to him?” I ask the nurse as she sits next to me.

      “Would you like to name him?” she inquires instead of answering me.

      My gaze drifts to his tiny body. His tender head with my nose and lips. Perfect chubby cheeks. Dark fuzzy hair only starting to grow on his head. I wish I could have known him. He would have been strong; he’d have made me proud. He was supposed to be the one good thing in my life.

      “Lucas,” I say, and a sob, so loud it startles the other nurses in the room, rips from deep within me. Pouring all the pain and heartache I feel into the one single sound.

      The nurse grabs my hand, squeezing and offering her support as she explains what will happen to my sweet boy. As she lists my options, I notice her own sadness, and I’m left to wonder how many times she’s had to recite this very same information to other parents, and briefly, I offer her my support for her own pain.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ryder

      

      

      Wiping the sweat from my brow, I silently curse as my team waits for word on whether we move in or not. We’ve been staking out a Syrian drug lord for nearly six weeks because the asshole keeps setting up sweatshops and forcing underage kids to work for him.

      Sometimes they would make cheap clothes or shoes. Other times, like now, they were cooking meth and heroine. Two things kids should never know exist.

      I’ve been tasked with finding out as much intel as I can. As the IT expert on our team, I get the fun job of sitting in hot fucking huts while the rest of my crew hunts these bastards down.

      Being part of Task Force 779—yeah, that’s it, just a number—is the best and worst part of my life. No one can know I was recruited straight off the ship that I was assigned to after boot camp three years ago. However, I get to bring hope to the helpless. I free hostages, take out drug rings. Track weapons and terrorists from all over the world.

      What we do might not be acknowledged by any branch of the service but my team and the President himself, but we don’t do it for the glory or fame. We do it because no one else is capable of maneuvering into the situations we are placed in.

      Working behind the computer often leaves me feeling unfulfilled. Like I’m not doing enough. Even though without my knowledge and hacking skills, my team wouldn’t be able to get into some of the places they do.

      “Tac, where’s he at?” Out team leader, Nix ‘Knot’ Bishop, asks me through our comms.

      “Southwest corner, basement,” I relay back to him. I don’t think Nix has called me by my real name since the day we met. Because of my position and expertise on our team, he’s switched it to Tac, and it’s stuck ever since.

      “Close to a window?” Knot asks.

      Zooming in on the infrared device attached to the drone I have hovering above the grounds, I check his position and compare it to the floor plans displayed on another screen in front of me.

      “Three feet, dead center.”

      “Phantom, you have the green light,” Knot tells Theo Burkhart, our team sniper. He hasn’t missed a shot in his ten years in the business. He’s called Phantom because no one ever knows he’s around until the shots are fired, and they never see him leave.

      Silence reigns as Phantom does his thing. A puff of air and a man seen falling on my screen is the only indication that he’s taken the shot.

      “One down, Tac.”

      “Where’s the second in command?” Knot asks roughly, sounding slightly out of breath.

      “Find yourself a friend, Knot?” Phantom asks as I search for the missing target.

      “Big fucking bastard,” our team leader complains.

      “Gotcha,” I murmur as I see the scumbag running for the back shed. “Heads up, Chaos. He’s coming your way in 5, 4, 3, 2—” A loud boom shakes the ground as Foster Halsey sets off an explosive device.

      “Cocksucker,” he grumbles. “I wasn’t done with that one.”

      “How the hell weren’t you done? That son of a bitch knocked me on my ass,” Weston “Shaker” Green, our team medic, complains. For such a careful and selective man, he always finds himself a little too close to Chaos’ homemade devices.

      “Stay the hell back when I’m playing then. Pussy.” Chaos tends to get pissy when we distract him from building a bigger explosive than is often necessary.

      “Did you take that guy out or what?” Knot snaps. He’s all for joking around and letting off steam, but only once the mission is finished.

      “Yeah, he’s flying in the breeze now.” Chaos chuckles.

      “Rendezvous in ten, and we’re out of here,” Knot informs us. “Tac, what’s the ETA on our helo?”

      “Fifteen minutes out.” I’m distracted as I’m checking over the device that Chaos left for me to blow up the tiny shack I’ve been sequestered in and then removing my existence from this dessert hell that I don’t hear someone entering behind me.

      It isn’t until I feel a prick in my neck that I spin around and see three masked men with rifles in their hands pointed at me. As I reach for my sidearm, my arms become sluggish, my head spins, and it feels like I’m floating through a tunnel as they speak to me.

      “Tac?” I can hear Knot calling through my comm. “Goddammit, Morrison, answer me!” I recognize the worry and anger in his voice.

      Steadying myself, I’m able to get one single thought out, “Get on that helo, sir,” before blackness takes me under.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Codie

          

          “Between the Raindrops by Lifehouse & Natasha Bedingfield”

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three Years Later.

      

      

      You can do this.

      One more step.

      Keep going.

      My body sways forward as my feet stop dead in their tracks. My life wasn’t supposed to be like this. I was supposed to be happy, healthy. The world was going to be my oyster!

      Until it wasn’t.

      Now, I’m this little nobody girl that can barely function. I have no friends. No family. Nothing but the UPS man that delivers my packages and the girl that delivers my groceries each week.

      I’m nobody.

      I’m nothing.

      I’m the freak the entire block talks about. The stupid girl that can’t leave her house. The girl with no courage. The day I lost Lucas, my whole life spiraled out of control. I couldn’t focus long enough to put one foot in front of the other.

      When I lost my baby, I thought, for a fleeting moment, that my family would accept me again. I thought they would help me heal.

      I was wrong. I’m always wrong. Everyone in my life that I should have ever been able to count on has let me down.

      And so, I’ve moved half way across the country from Rapid City, South Dakota to a busy, unexplored city. In fact, since arriving in Charleston, West Virginia, I haven’t done anything outside of my home.

      The shrink I speak to on the phone once a week says I’m borderline agoraphobic, and I need to try and push myself to step outside. Open the windows. Feel the sun on my skin. She cautions that the moment I take that first step, I’ll be so overcome by such deep and intense emotion that I’ll have a panic attack, and that it’s okay. That I should embrace it until I can’t anymore.

      She asked me to open the door today, take three steps back, and count to thirty before giving in to my need to lock myself inside once again. I’m standing within reach of the door handle, just one step closer, and I could open it.

      One step.

      Only one.

      Except… I can’t.

      I’m paralyzed by fear that when I breach that barrier, that when I feel the breeze and the sun, I’ll be consumed by Lucas. His loss. His tiny body in my arms. I’m terrified I won’t be able to climb back out of the depression I get swamped in.

      “You can do this, Codie Ray. You have to do this.”

      Solidified by hearing those words spoken out loud, I take that final step to the door. Unlocking the three deadbolts and the chain, I take a deep breath, close my eyes, turn the handle, and pull.

      One, two, three…
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ryder

      

      

      Heal. Recover. Trauma.

      Three fucking words I’m so sick of that if I hear them said one more time, I am going to go just as postal as my team thinks I’m headed.

      I’m just fucking fine.

      What I need is to get back in the field. To have a purpose. I’m fucking sick to death of sitting on my ass and doing jack shit but workouts. It’s been nearly three years since my capture and subsequent torture, and two years since I was rescued by my team after being left for dead in a cave deep in the desert. If not for some local tribe leader and his son coming upon my body and making a call to the United States government, I’d be dead for sure. Just like my captors wanted. The whole ordeal was nothing but pain and torment. I barely remember where we were sequestered, how often we moved, or what they wanted.

      While the Syrians that took me knew how to put a man through his paces, they hadn’t broken me. That much I do know. It’s why my back, chest, and arms are covered in scars. They put China’s torture of a thousand cuts to shame.

      I suffered a year in hell before my team found me then spent another year in rehab and psychiatric hell before I was released into the real world again. It took six months more before I was finally able to reconnect with my family in Loveland, Colorado. Hayes, my sister, found herself a good man, a fighter with a mean upper cut. Levi takes care of her, and that’s all I gave a shit about.

      On my return home, she was pissed at me. Pissed that I left and led her to believe I was dead. That wasn’t quite my fault, however. But I get her anger. The night my parents were notified of my disappearance, my baby sister lost everything, too. Nearly, her life. Her Olympic dreams were crushed in a second.

      She’ll never find out that I paid those punk ass shits a visit, or that Foster had some fun explaining all the ways he could thread an explosive through their dicks.

      After spending a few months at home with my family, I packed up to join my team in West Virginia. While we live a high-action career, we all like the sedate town of Charleston. It isn’t overly small, but it isn’t bustling like a major city either. We’re able to relax and unwind after a long mission.

      Which brings me to today. I run…every day. Same time, same pace, same route. Being in my line of work, you’d think I wouldn’t, but the routine helps me shake off the demons chasing me. Lately, the past week or so, the girl next door—the one who never goes outside, whose windows are always closed, and I don’t think I’ve seen a visitor outside of delivery vehicles—has been sitting in her doorway.

      She watches me. Even when she tries not to, I catch her. Her gaze follows me with an emotion I can’t quite identify. She always appears sad when I pass her house. I’m not even sure she knows that I’m her neighbor and not just some random guy from the block.

      Feeling her gaze on me again has me wondering who she is. So, after a quick shower, I run a search through the city’s housing database and find out her name is Codie Ray. She’s the only person listed on the mortgage. For twenty years old, I’m impressed. She owns her own home. Not many people her age can afford that.

      Curiosity highly piqued, I do a few more searches on her. She pays for nearly everything to be delivered; lots of online shopping. No car listed with the DMV. Nothing obvious to show if she has a significant other or not, but from what I can tell, she doesn’t leave her home. Even her job, a merchant dealer online, she can do from home.

      “I wonder what her damage is.”

      There has to be something wrong with Codie. No twenty-year-old girl stays home as much as she does without reason. I’m tempted to hack into her medical files but figure that’s a hit on her privacy even I can’t take.

      When I joined Task Force 779, I knew I was going to be violating a lot of laws, people’s privacy, and countless other scenarios. I knew there would be nothing left untouched when it came to our missions. It was my job to know everything, to make sure my team didn’t go in blind. Not researching everything there is to know about my mysterious neighbor is a punch to the gut.

      She’s been here longer than I have from what I can tell, but until a week ago, I don’t ever remember seeing her. I’ve never paid this much attention before, either. But now that I know she’s here, I can’t stop thinking about her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Codie

          

          “The Champion by Ludacris & Carrie Underwood”

        

      

    

    
      It worked. Good lord did it work. I opened the door that first day, and while it was overwhelming and I barely lasted a minute, it was freeing to have that power.

      I knew I could close the door at any time, and when I did, I’d be able to open it again. After three weeks of repeating that action, once a day for a few minutes, I’ve gained a small amount of control over my life again. My fears don’t run this for me.

      I do.

      I’ve timed it so that when I’ve got deliveries coming, I’ll be sitting on the floor, waiting,  sketching with the door wide open.

      Today, I’m waiting for a different reason. There’s this man, and at the same time every day, he runs past my house at a steady pace. He’s the first guy to make me feel like a woman in far longer than I care to admit. He’s the first person I’ve looked at with anything other than repulsion in over two years.

      He appears so powerful, like a soldier out to save the world. A grim expression usually covers his handsome features. I can’t see much from my perch, but his jaw is strong, solid, and his eyes are always focused in front of him. I doubt he even knows I watch as he passes by.

      Recognizing the padding of his feet just seconds before he appears, my sole focus is on him. “One. Two. Three.” I count his steps. “One. Two. Three.” I’m not OCD. I just like small numbers. It gives me a sense of calm. “One. Two. Three.” And he’s gone. Two neighbors down and I won’t see him again until this time tomorrow. I don’t even know where he lives.

      Picking up my stuff, I’m about to close the door when I pause as I see a sedan driving slowly down the block. The windows are tinted so I can’t see the occupants, and they don’t stop in front of anyone’s house or even hesitate as they pass a certain address. I don’t know who they are or what they want, but I don’t like it.

      I can identify everyone’s vehicles on the block, and this one is out of place. I close the door, counting the deadbolts as I lock them. “One, two, three.” Feeling calmer, but I still watch through the peephole until the car has left my sight.

      For the rest of the day, that strange vehicle is all I can seem to think about as I fill purchases for the online retailer I work for. I distribute money and orders to various companies, and normally, it’s only a few hours out of my day to process, but because I can’t concentrate worth crap, it takes me longer than anticipated.

      Making myself a quick fruit salad for a late dinner, I finally sit down to watch the first night of Shark Week. Disappointment slams me when I hit the power button on the remote and nothing happens. The TV turns on, but the cable box remains blank.

      Seeing how late it is, I know I won’t reach the cable company today, so I opt for bed instead and hope to get some sleep. Tomorrow, I promise myself, I’ll try and step out onto the porch for a full minute.

      I miss the feeling of thick grass between my toes, and by the summer’s end, that’s my goal. To touch the grass again.

      Sleep claims me quickly, so when I’m awoken suddenly, my entire body tenses as I try to listen for what disturbed the quiet night. Surrounded by stretched silence, I wait as my erratic heartbeat drowns out any noise and evens out. Not noticing any out of place sounds, I ever so slowly crack open my eyelids.

      A lone figure stands facing the window that is above my dresser on the opposite wall, and I fight not to scream, jerk around in my bed, or run. I struggle to remain perfectly still. I battle to control the increased breathing from my lungs.

      Remembering my cell phone is on my nightstand, I creep my hand forward, careful not to make any noise or moves that will draw the intruder’s attention from whatever he’s doing. With a firm grip, I strain not to pull my arm too quickly back under the covers where I can, hopefully, hide the light from the phone display.

      Switching the mute button on, I dial 911 and let it ring long enough that someone picks up and says hello twice. Hanging up, I pray that the movies and news stories are right, and the operators are required to call back.

      I wait with bated breath just as the phone rings silently in my hand. As I accept the call, the mysterious person turns around. I glide the phone under my pillow, hitting “end call” as I do, and I pray he doesn’t realize what I’ve done.

      Pushing the phone so it’s squished under my head, I move my hand forward subtly and force myself not to tense at his approach to the side of the bed. Closing my eyes, I do my best to relax my facial muscles and hide the whimper trying to break free.

      I’ve never been so vulnerable before, and I scarcely know what to do when I feel the man’s shadow tower over me, encompassing me in his evil presence. The waiting is the worst. I’m terrified he’ll touch me, and I won’t be able to contain my terror.

      Relief nearly has me sighing out a deep breath when I hear sirens in the distance coming closer. My call worked!

      The person’s footsteps are heavy as they retreat down the hallway. I don’t hear a door open or shut, and I can only hope he’s left quietly and isn’t waiting to see if I come downstairs.

      I’m paralyzed with fear even as I see lights flashing in the window and hear banging on the door. I just can’t move. I don’t want to move. I want to wake up and for this to have been just a nightmare. I want to believe there wasn’t some intruder in my home, my sanctuary.

      “Miss Ray!” A voice yells from outside. “I need you to come to the door, or we’ll be breaking it down!”

      More intrusion?

      That gets me out of bed faster than anything else could have.

      Wrapping my quilt tightly around my body, I rush down the stairs in the hopes I don’t trip and fall as my feet move faster than my brain can process right now.

      “Miss Ray!” Pounding follows the yelling.

      “One, two, three.” I flick the deadbolts quickly. Peaking around the door, I whisper, “Hi.”

      “Miss Codie Ray?” one uniformed officer asks with a firm tone.

      “That’s me.” My voice squeaks like a mouse.

      “You made a call to 911. Is anything amiss?” His tone gentles.

      Swallowing around the nervous lump in my throat, I croak out, “Someone was here, in my bedroom.”

      The officer and the other two men around him stand straighter. “Can we come in, take a look around?”

      Pushing the door wider, I have to control the urge to shut them out. I don’t like new people in my home, but I need them right now.

      “Miss, if you’ll follow me out to the cruiser to wait…” The first officer expects me to go with him. He doesn’t know that I’m so messed up that I can’t leave my home. He doesn’t know my agoraphobia cripples me with fear every moment of every day.

      “I can’t,” I whisper and wait for the judgment to enter their stern gazes.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ryder

      

      

      “You really think you’re ready to come back, Tac? Full-time.” Nix, my team leader, asks me. His leveled stare pulls no bullshit as our eyes meet.

      “Been ready for a long time, Knot.” With my elbows on my knees, I pull on the label of my beer as I await not only my boss’, but longtime friend’s, answer.

      Task Force 779 isn’t just an unstoppable team. We aren’t just men with low morals—or high, depending on how you looked at it. We’re family. They’re my brothers. I have their backs, and they have mine. Always.

      “I want you back, Ryder. Hell, we all do.” He takes a long pull of the beer in his hand. “I know you have nightmares. I know you’re still struggling.”

      Holding back my anger and resentment takes everything I have. “I lost more than my freedom that day, Nix.” I can feel his stare as I speak. “I lost more than my mind in that cave.”

      “I fucking know, Ry. We all do. When we found you…Fuck!” He drags a hand down his face. “I didn’t think you’d pull through.”

      “I’m ready.” I have nothing else to fucking say. It’s been two years, and I’m fucking ready. “I want my life back!” My words are harsh but steady.

      “Alright.” The look in his steely gaze says he’s not quite convinced. “I want you to do an easy one. In and out and we’re done.”

      “Deal. When do we leave?” I’m so fucking eager to get back in the field that I’ll take anything at this point.

      Shaking his head, he says, “Three days.”

      “What’s the mission?” I don’t really care what it is.

      “Escorting the U.S. Ambassador back into Moldova. Russia isn’t too happy about Turkey supporting them with their agreement to withdraw the Russian troops, so things have become dicey.”

      “We drop and run? Protection detail?” Interesting, but not unheard of for us.

      “It’s the President’s cousin.” And now it makes more sense.

      “Whatever floats their boat, man.”

      Before we can further discuss the assignment, sirens blare outside my front door, and lights flash as multiple cars come to a stop.

      “What the hell?” For two in the morning, it’s a lot of commotion.

      “I thought you said this was a quiet street?” Nix smirks.

      “It is.” Stepping outside, I see two cruisers parked sideways on the street and three officers running for my cute neighbor’s door. “Shit,” I mutter, running outside barefoot.

      “Always sticking your nose in shit.” Nix laughs at me from the porch.

      “Codie!” I call, giving away my curiosity about the woman. As I round the corner of her garage, I see one officer with his hand on her elbow trying in vain to get her to follow him.

      Her eyes laser into me as they both notice I’m walking closer. “Sir, you can’t be here,” the officer says. Ignoring him, all of my focus is on Codie. The fear in her eyes. The trembling in her slight body.

      “She’s fucking terrified,” I snap at the cop, who finally lets her go to walk towards me.

      “You need to leave. We’re checking for an intruder.” I attempt to walk past him when he places a hand on my chest. “I said, you need to leave!”

      I stop, if only to quell the worry in Codie’s tear-filled eyes. “Are you okay?” I ask her, still ignoring the man with his hand on my chest.

      “Let him go,” Nix snaps behind me, flashing a badge the whole team was given when we were recruited. “Presidential detail.” It’s not a complete lie, but it’s the one we tell when asked.

      “What the hell does that have to do with her?” The cop is rightfully confused by Nix’s words, but he lets me go, so I don’t give a shit.

      “Not a lot. But he’s not going to fuck shit up for you. Just wants to support the girl.” I drown out the rest of what they say as I stand just a few feet from Codie.

      “What happened?” I ask her.

      She seems unsure. Her feet shift from side to side, and she looks like she wants to run but can’t. Her stare keeps straying to the front lawn. Confused, I look around and see nothing out of the ordinary.

      “Codie?” My voice is firmer in the hopes that she’ll answer me.

      When her light green eyes snap to mine, I hold my breath. They sear me to my core. Take hold of my heart and refuse to let go. “How do you know my name?” Her voice is soft, skeptical. Smart girl.

      Smirking, I tell her honestly. “You’ve been watching me.” Her blush gives her fair skin some color. “I’ve been watching you, too.” And she pales again.

      “So, you know then?” Her question doesn’t make sense. Neither does the shame in her voice.

      “Know what?” I ask, but she doesn’t get to answer.

      “House is all clear!” One cop calls out as he descends the stairs from the second floor of her house. “Who are you?”

      “Ryder Morrison,” I tell him. I can feel Nix’s imposing frame walk up behind me.

      “Nix Bishop, Presidential detail.”

      “Why are you here?” The third cop asks.

      “Just being neighborly,” I respond because, what else can I say? That I’ve slowly become enthralled with my neighbor? That I’ve done all kinds of research on her and still can’t figure her out? That doesn’t sound creepy at all.

      “Right.” All three officers ignore us as they face Codie again. “Ma’am, the house is empty. Whoever was here is long gone now.”

      “An intruder? Did he hurt you?” Pushing my way in front of her, I search her delicate frame for obvious injuries.

      “I’m fine,” she whispers, and her confusion is back.

      “If you could come–“

      “No!” she snaps, stepping back from everyone, poised to run at any second.

      “Ma’am, we need–“

      “I said, no.”

      “You called us, miss. We can’t help if we don’t have details.” The first officer is annoyed and letting it bleed through his words.

      “I can’t tell you anything. My room is dark. Something woke me up. The man was standing in front of my window, or I never would have seen him. I don’t know how tall he was, if he had distinguishing marks, nothing. It was dark.” I can hear her voice shaking as the officers try to box her in.

      Stepping in the middle, I turn my back to them, ignoring their presence as I grip Codie’s shoulders. Her tensing doesn’t stop me from rubbing circles with my thumbs. “Breathe,” I encourage.

      “How do you know my name?” she asks again.

      “You watched me for weeks, Codie. I was curious.” I have no shame.

      “If you’re not going to make a statement, miss, we have another call.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you? You can’t take her goddamned statement here? She’s fucking terrified.” I’ve lost my temper, and I see Nix glaring at me, but I don’t care.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Codie

      

      

      I’m sure I look every bit as stupefied as I feel gazing up at this strange man. The one I’ve watched run past my house for weeks. I don’t understand how or why he’s here. I don’t understand anything right now.

      “Ryder,” his friend barks, drawing everyone’s attention. “Leave it alone.”

      “Fuck off, Nix. I’m not on Sam’s dime right now,” my hero bites back.

      “Miss, do you care to make a statement?” one of the officers asks again. They want me to go to the station. To leave my home. I can’t. As much as I want to step outside this door… I just can’t.

      His—Ryder’s—hands on my shoulders are comforting as I try to do what needs to be done. “I have nothing to add other than what I told you already. If you want me to sign something, fine, but I can’t leave.” I feel the dozen questions in his gaze.

      The judgment in the others’.

      It’s always the same. Everyone thinks I’m a freak. Weird. Not right in the head.

      Maybe they’re right. Maybe there is something wrong with me. No, not maybe, I know there is. I’m ten thousand shades of screwed up. I have been for over two years now, and after tonight, I’m not sure I want that to change.

      Except it might have to.

      “How did he get in?” No one has keys to my house. I keep my doors and windows locked at all times. It’s not possible. Did I imagine it?

      A shared look goes around the room, and I know exactly what they’re all thinking.

      “Get out,” I hiss.

      I didn’t make this up dammit.

      “Ma’am, have you been drinking this evening?” The rude officer asks.

      I stare. Completely dumbfounded. I don’t even know how to answer a question like that without slapping him across the face. “No.” I grit my teeth. “I don’t drink.”

      “Drugs?”

      Shaking my head, I fight the anger and fear burning me up inside. “No.”

      “Look, if something happened, we need to know what you were on.”

      “Her fucking pupils are fine. She isn’t slurring her words, and she’s not falling over drunk,” Ryder’s friend snaps. “Do your fucking jobs and find out how he got in!” The command in the man’s voice has all three officers standing taller.

      “There was no forced entry. No marks on windows or door locks. The only conclusion is that someone had a key.” They all look to me.

      “I’m the only person with any keys.”

      “Have you ever left them unattended?” Ryder inquires.

      “No.” I bite down my embarrassment. I hate my situation. The dark fears living in the back of my mind.

      “Anyone been over recently?” his friend asks patiently.

      I shake my head.

      “Then I’m sorry, ma’am, but we don’t have much to go on,” the quietest officer says, sincere regret in his eyes.

      “Thank you for coming out. Maybe I was wrong, and a shadow was playing on the walls or something.” Except it wasn’t. But I’m dealing with men who only operate in cold hard facts. Of which I have none.

      Ryder’s friend escorts the officers to their cruisers while I fight back my tears and wonder why he’s still standing in my doorway.

      I refuse to break first. I don’t know this man. I might have admired his sexy physique for weeks, but I don’t know him from Adam, and he doesn’t know me.

      “What did you mean when you said I knew?” He breaks the silence while his eyes roam the inside of my house. My now shattered haven.

      “Nothing.” I don’t want to get into this right now.

      “Liar.” Our eyes clash, and I’m actually shocked that he’s calling me on my bullshit.

      “Look, Mr. Morrison, it’s late. I’m tired. While I appreciate you coming over to check on me, I’d like you to leave now. Please.”

      “That hurt, didn’t it?” He smirks like something’s funny.

      “What hurt?”

      “Saying please.”

      As Ryder walks away, I don’t know whether to be insulted by his remark or laugh. He can’t understand how hard it is to have so many strangers in my house at one time. He’ll never know just how disjointed I am on the inside.

      My fears run deeper than a black hole. Losing Lucas is the worst kind of pain a person can feel. Knowing how precious life is, how quickly it can be taken away, started me on a downward spiral that I haven’t been able to crawl out of.

      After I was able to open my eyes from the grief, every fear I’ve ever had came flying to the surface and soon, I became afraid of my own shadow. It’s how I ended up where I am now. How I am now.

      It’s still dark outside, the middle of the night, and I don’t know how the hell I’m supposed to function in this house now that it’s been violated. I can no longer call it a safe place…my sanctuary. This house no longer holds the same meaning it used to.

      Closing the door behind me, I count, “One, two, three,” as I turn the deadbolts one at a time. It helps soothe some of my anxiety but not much. I need more. I need comfort.

      I need not be so damn broken.

      Walking through the house, I do as one of the policemen had just done and make sure all the windows are locked as I turn on every overhead light and lamp I have. No shadows, no weird noises. No hiding. If he comes back, I’ll be ready.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ryder

      

      

      I listened as she locked her door, counted out loud with the click of each bolt, before leaving. I watched while walking back to my house as her lights turned on one by one, and I bet they won’t be going out anytime soon.

      Nix is standing by his truck as I approach, shaking his head. “You want back on the team, you get your head in the game, Morrison.” The man is a hard son of a bitch, and he has to be for what we do. Doesn’t mean I want his shit right now.

      “It is.”

      “Not with her, it isn’t. She’s fucked up. She’ll get you killed quicker than a grenade.”

      “I said I’m fine, Nix. Leave it the fuck alone.”

      “Whatever, kid, but if you’re distracted, I’m pulling you without remorse. I won’t let some silly girl scared of her own shadow get my men killed, you got that?”

      Ignoring him, I walk away. I’ve lived through enough shit to last me a lifetime. They can’t even fucking comprehend. Nix doesn’t fucking know just how much I went through before coming home. My pretty little neighbor certainly isn’t going to fuck my life up because I’m concerned.
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