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Part I

Chapter 1
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SHE DUCKED UNDER ANOTHER branch, shaking her hair loose from a snag. Her flashlight swept back and forth across the glistening snow in front of her. It was past midnight, and she was on the long dark stretch of quiet road between town and her house, but the full moon made the snow that crunched beneath her feet glow.

They’d gotten a foot in the last twenty-four hours. The top layer of snow had crusted over, but not thick enough to hold the weight of an adult, so she trudged through, regretting her choice of jeans.

It had been an impulse when she’d pulled over. It wasn’t uncommon to see tire tracks into the snowdrifts after a storm, but something about that set of tracks pulled her out of the confused trance she’d been in. When she’d killed the engine and stepped out to examine them, a voice above her on the hill broke the deep silence.

She couldn’t make out what was being said, but it seemed it was only one frustrated voice. Ducking behind a tree, she’d turned off her flashlight and waited for the silence to return in order to investigate. The methodical search was beginning to play tricks on her, but she jerked back when she caught a patch of snow that had been disturbed by what appeared to be two sets of footsteps moving up the hill. She stood still and glanced around. The silence ached to engulf her. Satisfied she was alone, she stepped towards it.

The footprints, and what she assumed were body-prints, were scattered around the area. She tried to play through what may have happened. She yanked off her knit hat and ran a hand through her hair before readjusting it. Reaching in her pocket, she pulled out her phone. Something was telling her to document it. When it vibrated, she startled a moment until the name popped up. Chase McKinney.

Her thumb hovered over the accept button, but she shoved it back in her pocket before she could change her mind. He didn’t need to know until there was something to know.

She followed the disturbed snow out of the matted down area, dodging branches and continuing the sweep of her flashlight against the snow. The footprints were smoothed over in spots, as if something was dragged over them.

Her hand shook when the light landed on a dark patch against the snow. She approached, her eyes wandering around, looking for any movement. Squatting next to it, she swallowed hard, as the deep red tint was unmistakable. Pulling off her glove, she tapped an edge with her pinky finger.

Sticky.

She didn’t know how long it took blood on snow to go from wet, to sticky, to hardened. And she wasn’t about to stand there and Google it. Pulling her gun out of the holster, she held it out in front of her with her right hand; her left rested on her wrist as she held the flashlight.

She started slowly, wanting to remain unseen. But the farther she went, the brighter red the blood became. She didn’t need a forensic timetable to know it was getting fresher. Much fresher.

A howl went up behind her, followed by an echo of coyote cries. She jumped and hid behind a tree. As if that would help. Taking silent deep breaths, she listened to the cries of the coyotes locating each other in the woods. The echoes made it seem like more. At least, that’s what she told herself.

And then they were gone.

She peeked around the tree, shining her flashlight and praying there were no glowing eyes looking back at her. Her next breath filled with relief, which was quickly rendered irrelevant when her flashlight caught the continued trail of blood.

She headed down the hill with her focus on the tracks and blood. It was fresh enough that the owner may still need assistance. She was close to a jog when she popped unexpectedly out onto the road, slipping on the pressed snow, her gun and flashlight flying from her hands.

“Fuck,” she whispered to herself. The cold seeped in through her jeans and she rolled herself over and to her feet just in time to see a truck jam on its brakes a hundred yards away. And then the white reverse lights came on. She grabbed her gun, scrambled across the road, and scurried back into the woods. A few yards up, she picked a tree and dove behind it.

On her knees in the snow, she peeked around the edge.

The truck had backed up and stopped right where she had just been. It was white and older. A Toyota maybe? A man stepped out and glanced over the hood, surveying the woods. She sunk down behind the tree but kept her eye on him. He walked behind the car, eyes never leaving the woods. Until he spotted her flashlight. It had rolled onto the side of the road and snow dampened the light, giving off an eerie glow.

He picked it up and turned it around in his hand, inspecting it. As he did, a woman leaned out the front window, a hood pulled over her head, and Charlotte could make out the faux fur around it. The woman slammed her hand against the door impatiently.

The man waved her off and continued to study the flashlight a moment longer before moving back to the truck. Before he stepped inside, he looked into the woods one last time and, using two fingers, pointed to his eyes and then out into the woods. Directly at Charlotte.

She rolled herself back against the tree, facing away from the road, and pulled her knees to her chest. The truck moved away, and she didn’t dare move an inch until it had been several minutes since she last heard the crunch of tires on the packed snow.

She crawled around the tree, checking the road, and finally rose to her feet, making her way down the steep embankment, sliding down into the road only slightly more gracefully this time. He’d taken the flashlight, of course. She stood and pulled out her phone, clicking on the flashlight app, and her body heaved.

She was standing in a pool of blood.
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A WEEK EARLIER...

Charlotte Hayes sipped her coffee and rocked the stroller with her foot. She looked at the man across from her who was scanning the room constantly. He towered over her. His close-cut dark hair and hard-set jaw added to the mystery of his quiet personality.

“You’re a really terrible date.” She lowered her coffee mug to the table. His eyes leveled on her for just a moment before they continued to scan.

“You realize how unorthodox this is, right?”

“Yup.” She moved her stare from him to her daughter, fast asleep. A voice behind the diner bar caught her attention, and she looked up in time to see dark hair bouncing away in a high ponytail. “Watch her for a minute?” she asked, nodding toward her daughter, and again his stare pierced her before she waved him off with a hand and stood.

She tried rehearsing how it would go down, but it never came out right. It was too cheesy, or not cheesy enough. So, she’d just wing it. She stood at the end of the diner bar and waited for the waitress to return.

“Excuse me,” she said, as the woman a few inches shorter than her brushed past, heading towards the kitchen.

The shorter woman’s head snapped up and her blue eyes that reflected Charlotte’s bulged, her jaw going slack.

“It’s okay.” She put her hands up to brace the room for whatever was about to come next.

“Charlotte... oh my god,” she said, bringing a hand to her mouth before throwing her arms around her.

“I missed you, Jen,” Charlotte whispered, hugging her sister tight.

“It’s Jeri now–Jeri-Lynn. But I missed you too,” she whispered back. “How are you here?”

“Can you sit for a minute?” Charlotte nodded toward the sparsely populated seats.

“Uh... yeah, sure.” She glanced over her shoulder into the kitchen before she untied her apron and followed Charlotte to the table.

“This guy is here to tell you something, and he so graciously invited me along.”

“U.S. Marshal David Trite. And I did not invite her. She invited herself.”

“Sounds about right,” Jen laughed. “Nice to finally meet you... but is everything okay?”

“Yes ma’am. Based on some recent incidents, we’ve determined that, if you chose, you would be safe to return to your previous identity.”

“They’re dead. They’re all dead. Thead, O’Connell, and everyone we tracked under them.” Charlotte couldn’t wipe the smile off her face as she ticked them off on her fingers.

“You’re sure?” she asked, looking between the two of them.

“Yes ma’am. We wouldn’t make the offer if we weren’t.” His lack of expression was dampening Charlotte’s mood, but she shook it off when she saw her sister’s face.

“Holy fuck,” she said, laughing. “How?”

“Various ways. Thead was killed in prison in a fight. A few to suicide, including O’Connell. One was a police shooting. Another few were taken out in a gang shooting. Did I get them all, Hayes?” Trite asked.

“Pigs killed one. Eaten alive. Not even kidding,” she said with a grimace.

“So, what does this mean, exactly?”

“You have two options. You can remain Jeri-Lynn Castino or you can resume life as Jennifer Hayes. Either way, you are free to contact your sister and mother, though we discourage you from contacting most people involved in your past–friends, co-workers. They won’t be able to comprehend what you’ve been through and there is always the small, very small, chance there could be someone lurking. If you choose to revert back to Jennifer Hayes, you need to be alert about what’s going on around you and who you allow in your life. If you continue as Jeri-Lynn, the risk is lower, though contact with your mother and sister could give you away if someone is still out there.” Trite took a sip of coffee before he continued his lecture. “You can remain here in Oregon either way if you choose, or you can move anywhere else in the world. If you leave the United States, you are outside the jurisdiction of the U.S. Marshals and the FBI, and we cannot provide you any assistance if needed. If you remain in the United States, we will still be available for you should something arise. Which again, we do not anticipate.”

“Okay.” She nodded slowly, unblinking as she processed with her hand placed on her chest.

It was a lot to digest. Charlotte knew that. She’d made Trite explain it three times on the flight. The first two were to make sure she understood, and the third was for her pure enjoyment at his complete annoyance with her.

“Your stipend will end in a month, either way, with a final payout that will include a twenty-five percent... bonus, for lack of a better word. If you chose to move more than fifty miles from your current location but within the continental United States, we will assist you with those costs. Do you have any questions?”

“When do I need to decide?”

“Within one week from today.”

As Jen was nodding, a small cry came from the stroller at the end of the table. She snapped her head toward it, and Charlotte was convinced she hadn’t even realized it was there.

Unstrapping her daughter, she lifted her out and turned her to face the table.

“Meet your niece, Violet. Just let me know what she should call you when you decide.” Violet let out a burp and then giggled, turning herself to Charlotte and burrowing into her neck, peeking out at her aunt.

“She’s so beautiful Charlotte. Who...?” Jen’s pained expression made it clear she was crushed to even have to ask, that she’d been out of touch with her sister so long she had missed out on such a milestone.

“Chase,” Charlotte said, holding up her left hand. “Married.”

“Oh my god,” she said, with tears in her eyes.

“Hey, don’t be upset. It was supposed to be a sham wedding in Vegas while we were undercover. No one was there. You didn’t miss anything. Clearly got out of hand.” She laughed and looked down at the dark hair on her daughter’s head, kissing the top of it. “She turns one next week. We’re having a birthday party for her. I would love it if you could make it out. Our treat.”

“I’d love that,” she said, without missing a beat.
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“HONEY, I’M HOME,” SHE called as she pulled the door shut behind her and tossed the overnight bag to the floor in the tiled entry, with Violet still attached to her hip. When he didn’t answer, she walked through the kitchen and found him standing in the living room with his phone to his ear, a hand bunched in his dark hair.

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I appreciate that.” It was his official work voice, and she put Violet down next to some toys that she happily grabbed and shoved in her mouth. “Yes, thank you. Have a good night.”

She put her hands on her hips while she waited for him to turn around. Before he did, he let out a whoop and then spun around, ran at her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and picked her up in a spin.

“I got it,” he yelled.

She looked down into his sparkling brown eyes, her hands on his strong shoulders. “You got it? ASAC?”

“I got it.” He let her body slide down his until he could kiss her, hard. He held her tight against him and his forceful kiss took her breath away. He pulled back, a grin spread across his face before he kissed her again quickly and released her, scooping Violet up.

“And Shawn called you on a Sunday night to tell you that?” She rubbed the back of her neck with one hand, a sudden crick acting up. She’d been pretty relaxed when she walked in the door, but the tension had quickly crept back in with his announcement.

He danced around the kitchen with their daughter. It was good for him, good for his career. He’d moved up the ranks quickly in the last two years, going from Senior Special Agent to Supervisory Agent in a matter of months. And now this. Assistant Special Agent in Charge of the Boston Field Office. It was something he’d wanted for a long time, and he deserved it. But it meant changes. There’s no way they were going to let her report directly to him. Her chest constricted as she dug her fingers into the back of her neck in an attempt to break up the knot.

“Nope. Director Sampson.” He gave Violet an Eskimo kiss and smiled at her. “The director of the fucking FBI called my cell phone on a Sunday night to give me my new job.” He placed Violet back on the floor with her toys and leaned against one of the chairs. “He said normally he wouldn’t make the call, but given everything that’s gone down in Boston the last few years, he wanted to make it a touch more personal.”

“I’m really proud of you Chase,” she said, the half-fake smile she was sporting starting to hurt. He leaned over and kissed her again on the cheek.

“Let’s go out for dinner, to celebrate.”

“Okay, let me just go change. Airplane clothes.” She pulled a sleeve to herself and sniffed, the stale smell of recycled air alone enough to keep her off planes unless absolutely necessary.

“Oh shit, sorry Princess, I totally got distracted. How was everything with Jen?” He trailed her to the stairs. 

She turned a few steps up. “Good, I think. She goes by Jeri-Lynn now. She’s got a week to let the Marshals know what she’s going to do. And I’m pretty sure she’s coming to Vi’s birthday party.”

“Awesome.” The smile still hadn’t left his face. 

It used to make her weak in the knees. Most days, it still did. Today, the reason for it gave her acid reflux, the scenarios of what it meant for her own career running an increasingly depressing rapid-fire slideshow through her brain. She took the few steps back down and kissed him. “I love you,” she said against his lips.
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IT HAD BEEN THREE days, and she was still waiting for the sky to fall.

Shawn Wells, FBI Special Agent in Charge of the Boston Field Office, had officially announced Chase’s promotion first thing Monday morning at the staff meeting. There were cheers and lots of congratulations, both to Chase and to her. It was a big deal, and most everyone seemed to be thrilled at his appointment.

A tap on her desk broke her attention from her blank stare at the laptop screen.

“Anything?” Special Agent Rebecca Burns asked, her blonde hair pulled back in a tight ponytail.

“Nothing, Becks. Grab a coffee with me?” She stood, looking down at her friend. Rebecca nodded, and they headed down the hall. “Wells has said nothing. Chase has said nothing. The only person besides you that’s questioned it is Snyder.” She crinkled her nose. Special Agent Snyder was a recruit Chase had been tasked with getting up to speed the summer before and he had an uncanny ability to annoy everyone within a twenty-foot radius without even trying.

“Hayes, have you asked McKinney?” Rebecca asked with a laugh.

“No,” Charlotte said with a sigh of defeat.

“He’s your husband, just ask. He’s got to have realized you’re being all weird, and I’m sure he doesn’t want you stressing about it. They have to have a plan.”

“Maybe. I don’t know. He’s had his head in the clouds since Sunday. I’m not sure he would have noticed if I cut off my own arm.” She cracked her knuckles as they rounded the corner and stopped in the break room to grab coffee.

“He would if it’s the one you jerk him off with.” Rebecca smirked.

Charlotte spit out the sip of coffee she’d just taken and laughed, wiping the dribbles from her chin. “Jesus Christ, Becks.”

“Just talk to him, Hayes.” Rebecca stared at her over the top of her coffee cup, exasperated.

“I will.” Charlotte replaced the half a cup she’d already chugged down. “You guys still coming over for dinner Friday night?”

“Yes. And I’ve got an enormous stack of bridal magazines to look through with you.” Rebecca wiggled her eyebrows with a wide smile.

“I don’t want to do that, Becks.” Charlotte grimaced. Rebecca and Kent had gotten engaged three weeks earlier, and she’d been begging Charlotte to help her plan the wedding ever since. Charlotte had grown up with Kent Lowe in Millston. He had been a pseudo-big brother to her as long as she could remember, and her partner during her short stint as an officer with the Millston Police Department.

“Please? I don’t have any girlfriends up here. They’re all in New York and frankly, they will probably faint when I tell them we’re thinking of having our wedding in a field with a barn. Especially a barn I got shot in. Is that too weird?”

“Not to me. But I’m not exactly the best person to ask on these topics. I’m pretty convinced that’s where you two fell in love, though. The second Lowe ripped his shirt off to bandage your wound. For a tough chick, you fell pretty hard for a knight in shining armor.”

“I hate that everything you just said is right. Please help me though?”

“Fine.” Charlotte rolled her eyes. They’d continued walking and were making a loop back towards her desk when they passed Chase’s office. “I’m going to go talk to him before I back down.”

“Good. Come find me after and tell me what happens. I need to know if I’m losing my best friend... from work. My work best friend. Oh, fuck it, my best friend.” Rebecca smiled at her despite the redness in her cheeks.

“I’ll let you know,” Charlotte said back with a smile. The butterflies she got from Rebecca calling them best friends were strange, but admittedly it had been a long time since she’d made a new, true friend. Being an adult was weird. 

With a deep breath, she knocked on Chase’s half-open door. He stood at his desk shoving things into a box, and looked up when she pushed the door open, flashing her a bright smile.

“Hey Princess, what’s up?” He quickly resumed his tasks.

“You’re really moving into that office, huh?” She took a seat. The office previously belonged to Brett O’Connell and then Tristan Olgart. Both of whom had tried to murder Charlotte for various reasons.

“It’s bigger and has a window.” He turned up a palm.

“It’s not... weird to you?” She couldn’t help the chills whenever she passed by it, the memories haunting her. He looked up at her and locked eyes for more than a moment, for what felt like the first time in days.

“I’m being a dick, aren’t I?” He moved to the front of his desk and leaned back on it in front of her.

“I wouldn’t say a dick... but maybe a little... self-involved?” She sipped her coffee and had a level of satisfaction when his shoulders dropped.

“You’re right. See if your mom can pick up Vi tonight and I’ll take you out on the way home. We’ll have some time, just us.”

“I don’t want to go out, Chase. I just want to talk to you. That’s kind of what our entire relationship has always been based on, and I feel like I haven’t talked to you in a week. A big week of a lot of things.” She chewed her cheek as he pulled the other chair closer and turned it to her, taking a seat.

“I’m sorry. You’re right.” He looked at his watch. “Can we have lunch together? I need to get my office packed up by eleven thirty, but then we can go to the café down the street?”

“That sounds good,” she said with a smile, and leaned over to kiss his cheek, the tension in her shoulders notching down.

“I am going to miss this office. We had a lot of good sex in here.” A smirk slid across his face as she stood.

“We sure did. I’m looking forward to breaking in your new desk.” She winked at him as she walked out of the room.
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Chapter 2

[image: ]




[image: A blue and yellow emblem with stars and stripes

Description automatically generated]

“SO, WHAT’S GOING ON, Princess?” Chase set the sandwiches they had ordered down on the table and then he took a seat.

“You tell me.” She popped a chip into her mouth. “You’re my boss right now. I can’t imagine that’s going over well... anywhere.”

“Yeah,” he said, his mouth set tight. “We need to do something about that.”

Her heart sank, and she looked down at her lunch, no longer hungry. She loved her job. She loved working with Rebecca and Dobson, as well as the bonus of picking on Snyder. “I don’t want to move divisions.” It came out as a whisper, even though it was a shout in her head.

“I know. Wells and I have talked about it a lot the last few days. Sampson has some offers he’s working on for you.”

“The Director of the FBI is personally working on job offers for me?” She raised her eyebrows.

“You’re Agent Twelve’s daughter. So...” He gave her a half smile. Charlotte’s father, Walter Hayes, had been one of the top undercover FBI agents of all time, known in files only as Agent Twelve. He was a legend and had died on a case while trying to prevent mobsters from kidnapping Charlotte when she was only two. “He should have some ideas by the end of this week.”

“Okay... why didn’t you tell me that? I’ve been so stressed not knowing what was going to happen to me.”

“Because I didn’t want to say anything until there was something to say. I honestly didn’t realize you had even thought about it.” He reached out his hand to squeeze hers.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, because I am genuinely happy about your ASAC position. But this sucks for me. I’m in a groove, I like who I work with. Becks and I are on track to close more cases this year than anyone has in decades. And that’s with me being on maternity leave the first month and a half. Imagine what we could do next year.”

“I know, trust me. I told Sampson I don’t want to lose you as an agent. I took him through your case load this year. He doesn’t want to waste your talent, Princess.”

“Please don’t send me to white collar. I can’t. Corporate and securities fraud? I’d rather jump off a bridge.”

“You know it’s more than just that, right?”

“Oh my god, you are. You’re sending me to white collar.” Her eyes widened at the thought.

He laughed. “No. And you’ll have more than one option to choose from. I made sure Sampson understood you wouldn’t react well to being forced into a role, especially after everything you’ve been through for the bureau.”

“Oh god, so now he thinks I’m a whiny, spoiled brat.” She rolled her eyes and sipped her coffee. His phone vibrated on the table, and with a glance at it, his jaw tightened.

“I’ve gotta get back, Princess.” There was genuine regret in his eyes.

She rolled her shoulders. The stress that had been weighing her down, lifted, and the tightness in her chest loosened. They’d been able to connect again, even for just a few minutes. That’s all she needed for the moment. “That’s okay, me too. Becks and I have to head up to Salem later. She’s going to bring me home after.”

They both folded up their sandwiches and headed out the door. Halfway down the block, her own phone vibrated. The number was vaguely familiar.

“Hayes.”

“Hayes, this is U.S. Marshal David Trite. You have a minute to talk?”

She stopped and squinted, trying to remember if there was a reason he’d be calling her again. She’d spoken to him a few times over the last few years in an attempt to keep tabs on her sister, and of course she’d forced herself on him with the visit to see her.

“Uh, yeah,” she said. Chase had stopped, and she waved him on. “Go ahead, I’ll see you later.” He stepped back and kissed her cheek before walking quickly towards the office.

“Have you heard from your sister since we were out there?”

“I have not, have you?” She swallowed hard.

“No.”

He was a man of few words, and she couldn’t stand it. “When was she supposed to call you?”

“She has until Saturday to let us know, otherwise she will remain in Oregon as Jeri-Lynn, and we will not be able to provide any further financial assistance.”

“Okay, well, she still has a few days. What’s the concern?”

“She hasn’t shown up to work and her apartment building burned down.”

Charlotte stumbled to a bench and sat down, her head in her free hand. There was only breathing on the other end of the line, and she wasn’t even sure what to ask next.

“So... she’s unaccounted for?”

“Correct.”

“Were there any remains found in the fire?”

“Not yet. But it just happened last night. She hasn’t been to work since we were there, though.” For the first time, his voice broke. Not much, not in a way any civilian would notice, but she noticed.

Images of her sister being burned alive flashed before her. She swallowed the lump in her throat.

“What do we do now?” She was already thinking ahead to her schedule for the week, what she’d had planned, and what to pack for Vi when she dropped her off at her mother’s so she could jet off to find her sister.

“We do not do anything. I will stay in contact with the fire investigator. Until there are remains found, we assume she ran.”

“Why would she run? Everything is fine now. If she was going to run, she would have done it years ago. In fact, she did. She wouldn’t run now.”

“Hayes, WITSEC does things to people, and they aren’t usually the same after. I hate to tell you this, but I don’t think you have any authority to assume what she would or would not do.”

“You’ve talked to her regularly, right?”

“At least once a week for the past two years.” There was a hint of pride, or satisfaction, in his voice.

“You know, that’s how I met my husband,” Charlotte said with a laugh. Jen was her half-sister, and they hadn’t met until she was eighteen. Unfortunately, they were both abducted and raped, leading Charlotte to a drug and sex addiction, eventually getting clean. Through it all, the FBI agent tasked with her case and keeping her safe, Special Agent Chase McKinney, spent hours on the phone with her regularly.

“Yes. You told me. On the longest flight of my life.”

“You don’t like me much, do you, Trite?”

“I’m indifferent to you, Hayes. No offense.”

“Likewise. Do you think she ran?”

He grunted into the phone. “Not particularly.”

“Did you guys screw this up? Did we miss someone?”

“I don’t know.” It was the quietest she’d ever heard him speak.

“Have you checked phone records? Emails? Credit cards?”

“Yes. Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing?”

“No phone calls since before her shift Saturday. No emails in over a week. And nothing on her credit cards since Saturday night, which her boss had stated would have been right after her shift. It was from the convenience store down the street.”

“Have you checked—”

“She’s on surveillance. Nothing suspicious.”

“Trite, are you indifferent to my sister?”

“Negative.”

“Then fucking find her.”
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THE DOORBELL RANG PROMPTLY at seven on Friday night, and she shushed the dog since she’d just put Violet down for the night. She took a long sip of wine and made her way to the front door. The week had taken its toll, and she anxiously awaited an update from Trite on her sister while she tried to decide what the hell to do with her career.

“Hey guys,” she said with a smile, grabbing Vegas, their golden retriever, by the collar. She was a good dog, but like most goldens, overly excitable and she loved Kent Lowe like a second dad. Probably because the tall, strong man was willing to roll around in the grass with her.

“Hey Char,” Kent said, leaning down to kiss her cheek as he walked past her to the kitchen, casserole dish in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other. His blonde hair had recently been buzzed. Rebecca smiled at her and held up a tote bag of magazines.

“Great.” Charlotte’s smile barely even reached her cheeks.

“It’ll be more fun than you think.” Rebecca winked at her.

Chase had the table set and after he hung the coats, they all took their seats, generous glasses of wine poured. It was all very normal.

Until it wasn’t.

“So, I almost shot a guy today.” Kent dug into his salad.

“No, you didn’t,” Rebecca and Charlotte said at the same time before laughing and clinking glasses.

“I swear it. Driving along, I passed this hitchhiker, so I slowed down and pulled over, waiting for him to catch up so we could have a chat. Of course, I kind of forgot I was in an unmarked car and street clothes.”

“Still haven’t gotten the hang of that detective thing, huh, Lowe?” Charlotte asked.

“Shut your mouth.” He pointed at her. “Anyway, dude hops in—”

“Because you also had your doors unlocked?” Rebecca asked with raised eyebrows.

“Listen, I don’t need a lecture from the FBI superwomen team tonight. I’m just trying to tell a story. Drink your wine ladies.”

They laughed, and he continued. “Dude hopped in and asked me to take him to the next town. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him. So, I started driving.”

“You what?” All three of them asked in unison.

“I’m fucking with you guys. I pulled my badge with my gun right behind. Dude threw his hands up, and I told him not to move. I swear to you, Charlotte, he looked just like that thug from the gym that shot Liam, just smaller.”

She swallowed hard and tried not to let anyone else hear the alarm bells bouncing around her head. “Oh?”

“Yeah. I got his license, ran his info, got him out of the car, and searched him. Everything came up clean, so I told him to quit hitch hiking and get out of there,” he said with a sip of his beer.

“Hey Chase, can you help me in the kitchen for a second?” Charlotte stared at him until he stood, and she tossed her napkin in her chair. He followed her around the corner and down the hall and past the kitchen so they couldn’t be heard. “I didn’t tell you this, and don’t freak out about that fact, but Jen is missing.”

“What?”

“The Marshal called the other day. She hadn’t shown up to work and her apartment building burned down. They didn’t find any remains yet, but he’s still coming up empty on where she might be.”

“And this relates to Kent’s story... how?”

“Jesus, Chase, it relates because the Marshals have released, or plan to release, my sister from witness protection and some guy that just happens to resemble a crony that stalked me for months shows up the same week my sister goes missing?”

“You might be reaching. But go ahead and pull the records from Millston PD on Kent’s incident. See what you find. Can you wait until after dinner, though?”

She narrowed her eyes at him, but nodded.

The rest of the conversation was a blur. Her only participation was an occasional laugh or ‘oh my god, right?’

“Okay boys, you clear the dishes. We’re going to do some wedding planning,” Rebecca said, her voice far more excited than Charlotte’s slog to the extra bedroom.

Chase tried to hide his smirk, but Charlotte caught it. They went into the makeshift office/guest bedroom and she fired up her laptop while Rebecca started talking about bouquets.

It took her only a minute to pull the records, and she swallowed hard at the image of an expired Minnesota license. The name didn’t ring any bells, but Kent wasn’t lying. The guy looked almost identical to Frank.

“Fuck,” she whispered under her breath.

“You aren’t even listening to me, are you?” Rebecca asked, looking up from her magazine.

“No, I’m sorry. I’m really distracted tonight, Becks. Hold on a minute.” She carried her laptop to the living room where Chase and Kent were having a beer and watching a college football game. Rebecca trailed behind her. “Is this him?”

Kent studied the photo for a moment before nodding and taking a sip of his beer. “Why?”

She chewed on her thumb while she tried to decide if she was being crazy. The men stared at her, and she finally focused her thoughts enough to make eye contact again.

“This doesn’t leave this house, but Jen is missing.”

“Shit,” Kent said, hanging his head a moment.

“I swear, I’m trying not to be paranoid, but this can’t be a coincidence.”
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IT WASN’T THE FIRST time she’d come to him with what Chase could only define as conspiracy theories over the last few months. Every few weeks there was something new, and every time tied his insides up more. He tried his best to let her work through whatever the theory of the week was, offering what he thought was relevant input and bringing her back to reality. But if he pushed, she’d shut down and slip farther away from him. He’d mostly resigned himself to waiting each one out.

“Why not, Princess? Sure, he looks a bit like Frank, but the Marshals have confirmed there is no further threat. You and I have confirmed the same.”

“It doesn’t mean we didn’t all miss something,” she said.

Her hands were on her hips, and he knew they were about to go down a well-beaten road. He was getting really tired of the view.

“Mistakes happen, yes. But we’ve been over this—”

“Don’t.” She cut him off. “Don’t make me sound crazy in front of them.” 

Her eyes didn’t leave his, and he was hyperaware of the other two sets of eyes on him. “No one here thinks you’re crazy, Charlotte. I just want to make sure you’re thinking this through before you jump to conclusions.” His voice was measured and controlled. It was the only thing he could control when she got like this lately.

“Chase. My sister is missing. A guy who could pass for a man who tried to kill me is walking around my hometown. And all this happened right when the Marshals decided things were safe? What if this Trite guy is in on it?” She’d started chewing her nail again and looking around the room. “I know you think I’m just losing it because of everything that’s happened, but what if I’m right? I was right about Tristan.”

“I don’t think you’re losing it, I just—”

“Stop talking to me in that voice. I hate that voice. I’d rather you tell me I’m crazy.” She turned to Kent and Rebecca. “Do you guys think I’m crazy?”

“Um... no? I didn’t mean to start anything.” Kent looked down and then back up, moving his eyes between them.

“Kent, you’ve known me my entire life. How often have my instincts been wrong with anything?”

“Almost never,” Kent conceded. 

A year ago, he’d be right. Her instincts were on point. But since Violet was born, she saw danger around every corner. Everyone was a potential threat. At first he thought it was just the hormones from the pregnancy and everything that comes with it. Then he started researching postpartum depression. But she never quite ticked off enough boxes for him to bring it up. But postpartum anxiety? She was all in.

“I think maybe Rebecca and Kent should head home,” he said, clearing his throat.

“I’m not crazy.” Her eyes welled with tears. Kent wrapped her in a tight hug and kissed the top of her head.

“No one thinks you are, Char. Call me if you need anything, okay?” he said, and she nodded against his chest. Rebecca gave her a quick hug and whispered something he couldn’t hear. 

He walked them to the door and closed it behind them, ensuring he locked it. She’d ask.

By the time he returned to the living room, she was gone. Climbing the stairs, she was exactly where he expected to find her, sitting next to Violet’s crib, watching her breath.

He had a few options. Leave her there and go to bed. She’d come in, eventually. Try to convince her to leave with a high chance of waking Violet up. Or join her.

Lowering himself to the floor, he put an arm around her, and she leaned into him. He ran a hand through her long brown hair, and she melted further into him.

“I’m worried about Jen,” she whispered.

“I know.” He couldn’t fault her for that. It was concerning, and he would not try to convince her otherwise. “What do you want to do about it?”

“I don’t know. I just want her to call or show up. I can’t go look for her. I wouldn’t even know where to start.” Her head slid lower down his chest until it was resting in his lap. 

His fingers trailed through her hair and he wondered if this was another paranoia episode or a legit threat. And what either of those things meant for her mental health. “What does the Marshal think?”

“He doesn’t know either. I don’t know if he cares at all or cares too much. I can’t tell. I don’t really think he’s dirty. But someone else could be.”

“Give it a few more days? Do you think it’s possible she just needed to get away for a bit? I can only imagine how stressful this has all been.”

“Maybe.”

“Come to bed, Princess,” he whispered.
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IT HAD BEEN A fitful night of sleep, tossing and turning with the covers trying to smother her, and waking covered in sweat. Most nights had been that way as of late.

Charlotte knew he thought she was going crazy. Hell, she thought she was going crazy. But this one was too real, too close. Rolling over, his eyes were still closed and his breathing slow. She pulled back the covers carefully and tip-toed out of the room after grabbing her cellphone from the nightstand. She peeked in on Violet, and a small smile that always formed on her lips when she looked at her daughter gave her hope.

Downstairs, she put on a pot of coffee and pulled up Trite’s number on her phone.

“It’s fucking 5am, Hayes.”

“Anything?”

“No,” he said, his voice thick with sleep.

“Someone here in Millston saw someone who looks like the guy that helped kidnap us.”

“Hayes...”

“I know. My husband had the same reaction.”

“Smart man.” It was a rare moment that his voice wasn’t laced with annoyance. He thought he was funny.

“How do you know all the loose ends have been tied?” She poured the coffee into her favorite mug with the slogan: World’s Best Mom.

“Because it’s my job,” he grumbled. 

She knew she got under his skin and would be lying if she didn’t admit to enjoying it a bit.

A quick sip of coffee burned her tongue, and she let the silence hang as she breathed through the sting. She wanted him to say more. She wanted assurance that he had personally tracked down everyone who had ever met Thead and O’Connell. But she knew that wasn’t realistic.

“Listen, Hayes, I get it. You and your sister have been to hell and back and I realize it’s hard to trust anyone, really. I’m not blind to it. But you cannot live in fear for the rest of your life. I will find your sister. Please believe that. I don’t fail at my job.”

“Do you think I’m crazy?”

“For thinking this is weird and something could be up? No. I’ve seen a lot of stuff most people would call crazy, so I don’t think your concerns are invalid. As far as just you as a person, yes, I do find you a bit crazy.” There was a hint of humor in his voice.

She laughed out loud. “Thank you. I needed that.”

“I’m going back to bed.”

“I would have assumed you were the type to be up at four am to run seven miles and lift heavy shit.”

“Not on Saturdays. Goodbye, Hayes.”

The line went dead, and she sat at the kitchen table, running her finger around the top of her coffee mug. With a sudden thought, she hopped up from the table and grabbed her laptop, firing it up. She searched for Jennifer Hayes. Scrolling through, the last hits that were actually her sister were from two years ago. She was about to search for Jeri-Lynn Castino when one of the current search results caught her eye.

Anyone heard from Jennifer Hayes?

She clicked it, and a message board popped up. As she moved down the page, she quickly realized what it was and leaned back in her chair. An old classmate was looking for Jen. The post was from just a few days ago, no one had replied. She chewed her cheek and her fingers hovered over the keys as she read the rest of the message.

Hadn’t seen her in years but swear she was just walking down the street in Portland, OR.

She took a deep breath, registered herself, and hit reply.

Not sure if it’s the same one, I didn’t go to your school. But I know one. Send me a message.

After hitting enter on the keyboard, she sat with her hand over her mouth, wondering what on earth she had just done.

Standing, she got herself a bowl of cereal and by the time she poured the milk; she had a private message pop up. Fuck.

Hey–you think you know the same Jen I do? MN, graduated ten years ago?—Tim.

Of course, she knew it was the same one. What she didn’t know was why she was stirring things up and potentially making what felt like an uncertain situation even more dangerous.

Yeah. When did you see her?—A.

At least she had the forethought to use A for anonymous. She sifted through webpages trying to find Tim’s last name.

Wednesday afternoon. I called out her name, and it seemed like she heard me because she stopped for a second, but then she kept going. It was weird.

After the fire. Charlotte let herself have a moment of relief that at least she was alive and not burned to death beyond recognition.

Do you live in Portland?

She asked, but had found his last name and already confirmed he did not live in Portland. He lived in Minnesota and was currently running for Senate. His dad was the former, very well liked, governor of Minnesota.

Nah, just visiting a friend. Would have loved to catch up with her, but I guess she wasn’t interested.

Charlotte chewed her bottom lip, peeling the dried skin off with her teeth.

Were you two close in high school?

She didn’t wait for a reply and shut her laptop. It was approaching six am and Violet would be up within the hour. Tiptoeing back upstairs and into the master bedroom, she changed quickly into a pair of running tights and a long sleeve shirt, snagging her headlamp and reflective vest as she snuck back out the door.

Closing and locking the house behind her, she breathed in the cool late fall air and let it fill her lungs. Vegas pulled on the leash, anxious to get going. Walking to the end of their driveway, she glanced in both directions, and they headed towards town.
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Chapter 3
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“DADADADADA. MAMAMAMAMA.”

Chase groaned and rolled over, his arm reaching out to see if Charlotte was there. She wasn’t.

He sat up and checked the corner, noting her sneakers were gone. Violet’s calls increased in volume. Pulling the blankets off himself, he swung his legs out of bed and slipped his feet into the slippers she had gotten him last Christmas. After a quick stop in the bathroom, he headed down the hall.

“Good morning, baby girl,” he said as he entered her room.

“Dadadadada,” Violet said, smiling up at him with her arms outstretched. After a quick diaper change, they headed downstairs for breakfast.

Chase sat sipping coffee and scanning through emails and news on his phone while Violet chomped on toast and practiced her vowel sounds from the highchair next to him.

Sampson’s name flashed on his screen, and he quickly slid his thumb across to accept the call.

“McKinney.”

“Sorry to bother you on a Saturday, but I wanted to apologize for not getting out a recommendation for Hayes this week.”

“No problem, sir. I know you have a lot on your plate.” That reminded him he hadn’t eaten anything yet. He stood and grabbed a bowl, filling it with cereal, topped off with blueberries. He sprinkled a handful onto Violet’s tray as well.

“That may be so, but she deserves to know what her options are at this point. I appreciate your recommendations, though I’m sure you understand we cannot take them at face value.”

“Of course,” he said, hiding the growl in his voice, thinking back to one of many conversations they’d had regarding her.

“McKinney, do you feel you could impartially and equally lead your team if Hayes were to remain under your supervision?” Sampson had asked during the meeting.

“Frankly, no, sir. But it has nothing to do with her being my wife. She’s not equal to the rest of the team. Her and Burns both surpass agents with three times the tenure in nearly every category.”

“And this has nothing to do with underlying guilt over what has happened to her while under the FBI’s watch?” the assistant director asked.

“None. Any feelings around those events have already been discussed and settled privately. I hold no remaining guilt over what transpired, and Hayes holds no grudge. You’re welcome to discuss this with her as well.”

“And you feel Hayes is a superior agent? That she has earned her place and the right to remain in this division if she so chooses?”

“With all due respect, she earned it before she was even sworn in. And has since proven herself several times over with her undercover work, both solo and alongside myself, as well as her recent incredible closing streak with Burns. So yes, if she chooses to stay, I believe she has earned that right.”

“So, let’s be real here, McKinney,” Sampson said. “We get it. She’s a brilliant agent. We knew that already. Hell, we expected it from her. How can you assure me the dynamic between you two will not distract the rest of the team or hinder your decision making? Let’s take an example. We have an active shooter situation going on and already have an agent down. We need feet on the ground and there are bullets flying everywhere. Who are you sending in?”

“Whoever arrives first.”

“Let’s say Hayes, Burns, and Snyder show up together?”

Chase chewed his cheek. He hated he was seeing their side of it. Would he really be able to order his wife into a dangerous situation when there were plenty of other capable agents available? The pause extended through the room, and Sampson splayed an upturned hand in front of him.

“Impossible question, right? This is what we’re worried about. And I don’t fault you for it. It’s damn hard to put the person you love in the line of fire.”

“Sir, it wouldn’t matter what I said. She’d do it anyway.” Chase cleared his throat. “The thing about Hayes, she’s selfless to a fault, and trust me, I’ve tried to fix that, but it’s not happening. She wouldn’t hesitate to do whatever needed to be done, regardless of my efforts to protect her. And please don’t take that as she’s a loose cannon because she’s not. But she’s also not going to sit on the sidelines and watch everyone else fight.”

“Do you feel she would have difficulty following your orders, feeling that she can get away with more because she sleeps with the boss?” the assistant director said with a smirk in his voice.

“No. It’s just who she is.” He cursed himself for painting that picture of her, however accurate it may be.

“Would there be any negative impacts to the team if she were to be transferred to another division?” Sampson asked.

“Yes. She and Burns are on fire right now and to disrupt that could let a lot of things slip through the cracks. Everyone enjoys working with her. They trust her and know what to expect when working on a case with her. I haven’t been doing all of this as long as any of you, but the one thing I’m one hundred percent certain of is that you need to trust who you’re working with.”

“You may be aware we talked with the rest of your team, among others who have interacted with Hayes over the years.”

“I assumed you would.” He caught Violet’s sippy-cup of milk mid-fall and placed it back on her highchair tray.

“They echoed your sentiments. I do not think she should report directly to you, especially as you enter your first high level supervisory role. I can understand your desire not to lose her as an agent on your team, though. And Burns was pretty adamant about following her wherever she ends up, anyway.”

The front door creaked open, and Vegas slid into the kitchen, legs splayed out under her and already gobbling up the unwanted toast from Violet. He looked up and gave Charlotte a small wave. Her cheeks and nose were bright red from the cold and a thin layer of frost had settled around the edges of her headband. She indicated she was going to take a quick shower and walked through the kitchen, kissing Violet on the head.

“Okay,” Chase said, as he realized the pause in Sampson’s narrative had lasted too long.

“I have a few positions I’ll be sending over to offer her, but I have to assume she will take the one I’ve cobbled together. She’ll report directly to Wells, who although there’s also a conflict of interest there, has been at this much longer and already shown he can push aside personal relationships. He will provide her with all performance feedback and deal with any disciplinary issues that may arise. She will remain on your team and report to you for assignments. If anyone displays any concerns about your ability to assign cases fairly, we will need to make some changes. Does that all make sense?”

“Yes, sir, it does.” He smiled at Violet, who had smashed a blueberry in her hair.

“She has other options and is welcome to take them. I will email her later today and will expect an answer on Monday. She can call me directly with any questions.”

“I appreciate this, sir.”

“Don’t make the mistake of thinking I did this for you. I did it for her, for Walter, and for the FBI.”

Chase had no response and was thankful when the line went dead. She walked back into the kitchen in jeans and a gray t-shirt, drying her hair before twisting it up with the towel.

“Who was that?” she asked, kissing him on the cheek before grabbing an energy bar out of the cabinet.

“Sampson.”

“Off to white collar, am I?” she asked with an eye roll.
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