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Charlotte Hayes Series

Book 1

Long Lost

By

S. S. Lange



Part I


Chapter 1

God, I hate flying. The smell, the cramped seating. Germs crawling all over me. The possibility of death. She had her desired window seat at least. Although it always made her feel claustrophobic, she took solace in the split-second warning she’d get if the plane were going to crash into something.

“Business or pleasure?”

Seriously? Her eyes rolled and she didn’t even look up from the trashy novel on her iPad.

“Ah, pleasure actually.”

“Vacation in Minneapolis?”

Don’t you have a Sky Mall you could be perusing?

“Farther south, actually.” She turned to face him as best she could. “I’m going to meet my sister for the first time.”

“Oh very cool, when was she born?”

So. Many. Questions.

“Ah, she’s older than me. Actually, my half-sister. We have the same dad but he died when I was young and we never actually got to meet. So... yeah...” She trailed off as she always did at that part.

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear about your dad, but that’s really cool you finally get to meet her. You must be nervous.”

“Yeah, kind of. Hopefully, she’s not a serial killer or drug dealer or something.” She laughed the fake laugh everyone has when the chemistry teacher makes a molecule joke.

And then he laughed it right back.

Crap. Does he know something I don’t?

“I’m sure she’ll be great,” his voice was void of sincerity and she pushed the sinking feeling in her stomach away.

“You, uh... traveling for business?” Well, he started it. Plus, he was kind of cute from the awkward sideways view.

“Yeah, big meeting in Minneapolis.”

“What do you do?” She didn’t care. But there was some turbulence and anything to distract her for the next forty-five minutes until they landed sounded good.

“I’m actually a financial consultant for....”

That was precisely when she stopped listening, but he had no idea and kept rambling until the pilot announced the final descent. By then she had determined he was actually quite attractive and there was a crick in her neck from maintaining eye contact. Brown eyes weren’t usually her thing, but getting lost in his passed the time.

“Sorry it’s been such a bumpy ride folks. I’ll have you on the ground here in just a few minutes, but it’s going to be a little rougher until we get there,” the captain said and her blood drained from her body and pooled at her feet.

She gripped the armrests and pushed back hard into the seat. Her whole body was tense and rigid, just waiting to feel the pull of the breaks on the ground. As the plane tilted farther forward, her eyes squeezed shut and she focused on breathing. She didn’t see it, but his warm hand slipped over hers on the armrest.

“Your hands are like ice.”

“Yeah. I’m a little uh, nervous,” she said, her jaw tight.

“We’re almost on the ground.”

“Right...”

“We are. I promise. By the time I get done telling you that my favorite movie is Top Gun, I can never decide if blue or green is a better color, and that I think you—” The plane jumped a little as the wheels hit the ground and the brakes pulled everyone into their seats. “See. Told you.”

She swallowed hard and took a deep breath, slowly opening her eyes, allowing her body to loosen up a bit and the blood to return to her limbs. His hand slipped slowly off hers and she immediately missed the warmth.

“Thank you. Sorry I’m so awful at that.” She sat up, adjusting to face him. “Top Gun, really? Isn’t that a little... cliché?”

“Absolutely. But that doesn’t make it any less true.”

His smile is pretty addictive.

“It is a pretty great movie.”

“See!” he said, elbowing her.

“So, you think I...what?”

The addictive smile didn’t waiver. “I think you are a great person to sit next to on a plane.” He stood as the plane reached the gate and passengers began to gather their things. “Well, it was really nice meeting you...”

“Oh! Charlotte. Charlie, actually.” She hadn’t referred to herself as Charlotte since she was five and her mom was the only one who still did. What the hell was that?

“Chase. It was very nice meeting you Miss Charlie. Good luck with your sister and maybe we’ll run into each other again someday,” he said, squeezing her shoulder. He gave her a wink and slipped out of the seat into the aisle, all but disappearing when an elderly couple squirmed their way out.

“Maybe,” she whispered, slowly standing to watch him exit the plane. Well, that was weird.

Gathering her iPad and the bag of Combos she had forgotten to snack on, she stuffed them into the blue hiking bag she used for carry-on and walked dazed off the plane, bumping into seat backs. Brown eyes were still on her mind when a bouncy little blonde with a balloon jumped in front of her.

Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me...

“Charlie?” she squealed. Squealed. Charlotte had never squealed in her adult life and here was her sister doing it in the terminal of an airport.

“Jen?” she asked, half hoping there was another Charlie she was looking for.

“YES!”

That was the moment she almost ended up spread eagle on the floor of the Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport. Luckily, Charlotte was taller and stronger, so she was able to catch her balance, but damn that little woman could throw her weight around.

“Oh I’m so excited! I told security my little sister was on the plane by herself, and I think they thought you were like seven or something, so they let me through so I could be right here when you got off the plane!”

“You are a crafty one,” she said and Jen giggled. Regret started washing over Charlotte. She knew her sister had been a cheerleader—very much a cheerleader. This was a little much. It was going to be a long week. She scanned the crowd as they moved toward baggage claim.

Two sisters. Two strangers. A short blonde and a tall brunette. And a balloon, no less.

Her mind wandered back to the plane and the feeling of his hand holding on hers. Of his brown eyes drilling into her. Shaking her head, she internally rolled her eyes at herself. You’ll never see him again. But that doesn’t mean you can’t conjure that up next time there’s turbulence.

“So, where do you want to grab dinner?” Jen stared at her.

“You have blue eyes too,” Charlotte blurted out at the same moment she realized her sister’s blonde hair was from a box. The roots showed the faintest hint of brown.

“I do! Isn’t that great? See, we really are sisters! Want to get dinner at the Hard Rock Cafe?” Jen asked and Charlotte spotted Chase out of the corner of her eye.

“The Hard Rock Cafe?” she asked at an inappropriate volume, hoping he was eavesdropping. “That sounds great.”

She smiled at her sister. Which caused Jen to light up so much Charlotte swore she saw smoke coming off the top of her head.

* * * *

“And then... when he dropped it, the whole thing just exploded everywhere.”

Charlotte laughed, for real, with her real-life sister. It was pretty incredible actually.

“So, how far is your place from here?” she asked as she watched Jen devour a handful of fries dripping with melted cheese. Yes, we are definitely sisters, she thought as she reached for her own handful.

“Oh, only about an hour, but I’ve just gotta make one quick stop on the way back if that’s okay?”

“Fine by me. What do you need to do?”

“Uh, just something for work. It won’t take long,” Jen said, avoiding eye contact.

“I thought you were a teacher?”

“Oh, I am. This is... for school. It’s, uh, hard to explain.”

“Oh, okay,” Charlotte’s stomach got a little uneasy and she remembered the awkward exchange on the plane about serial killers and drug dealers. She shrugged it off and blamed her stomach on the fries.

“I’m just going to run to the little girl’s room and then we’ll head out?”

“Sounds good,” Charlotte said, nodding and watched her go, before focusing back on the fries and working through the options. Eat them and possibly feel like crap... or...

“Hey.”

Whoa.

“Hey there...”

“Sorry, you are probably totally creeped out. I’m staying at the hotel down the street and when I stopped in for a drink, I just happened to see you and thought I’d check in on how everything is going with your sister? Looks like you guys are having a great time.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty good. She’s a little, uh... peppy for me, but she’s cool,” she glanced out the window at the traffic.

“Good, I’m glad. I could tell you were pretty nervous on the plane.” His foot bumped hers under the table.

Accident? Must have been.... but it didn’t stop her heart from bumping up a gear.

“Ah, yeah, well, planes make me nervous anyway. The whole being way up in the air thing, it’s unnerving.” She fiddled with the fries. Also you. You are unnerving...

“I understand. I used to have trouble flying too, but once you do it enough you kind of get over it.”

There was that addictive smile again. She wanted to bottle it and keep it in her pocket for a rainy day.

“Yeah, I bet.” Biting her lip, she glanced towards the bathroom. No sign of sis yet. “So... are you sure you’re not just stalking me? I mean... I saw you at baggage, I’m sure you heard us talking about dinner...”

His smiled widened.

Damn.

“Oh no, I’m no stalker, don’t worry. Like I said, I’m staying down the street.”

Oh... damn?

“You travel to Minnesota a lot? From New Hampshire?”

His smile dropped down a few watts and his eyes got shifty. She shifted in her seat and fidgeted with the fries.

“Um yeah, something like that,” he said quietly.

Now she wasn’t sure who to be more concerned about. Her stranger sister or overly friendly plane guy. Jesus, your mother told you this was all a terrible idea... 

“Uh, excuse me, who are you?”

Whoa, cheerleader anger is no joke. Hands on hips, stance like a football player, and ready to tackle.

“Chase. Sorry, Charlie and I met on the plane, I was just saying hello. I’ll let you two get on your way. Good seeing you again, Charlie.” And with another wink, he was gone.

“What was that about?”

Charlotte hadn’t accounted for the protective older sister version of Jen, and had to laugh at her disapproving face.

“Nothing, I guess. We talked most of the plane ride so he was just saying hi. He’s staying at the hotel here,” she said, shrugging.

“What’s he doing in Minneapolis? He was awfully dressed up in that suit,” Jen watched him walking away.

“Well, he does something in finance. I don’t really know, I stopped listening and was just staring at him for most of the flight...” She trailed off as a smile crept across her face.

“Ha, I would have too. He’s damn hot. But way too old for you, so it’s kind of creepy.”

“Yeah.” Hot. Creepy. Agreed. “Let’s get out of here.”

They grabbed their bags and headed for the door. On the way out, Charlotte couldn’t help herself and as they passed him sitting at the bar, she tapped him on the right shoulder and kept walking. Super mature.

* * * *

“So where do we have to stop?” Charlotte half yelled over the Beyoncé song blasting on the radio.

“Oh it’s just up here. An old co-worker needs me to drop off something he forgot. Will only take a second!”

Charlotte smiled and continued singing along and air drumming.

Jen pulled the car in front of an old brick apartment building. It was late, but there were still a few people milling around, and more than a couple smoking cigarettes on the front steps. Most of the windows had ratty shades pulled haphazardly over them. Charlotte reached for her seatbelt but Jen placed her hand on her.

“You can just wait here, I’ll be right back.” Jen smiled and Charlotte wondered why it was the first time it didn’t make it to her eyes.

“Okay...” She sunk down in her seat and whipped out her phone as Jen ran to the trunk and then into the building. Same old crap on Facebook. Everyone counting down the days until college was back in session—some looking forward to it and others dreading it. Charlotte fell somewhere in the middle. She switched over to an idle puzzle game to kill the time.

A black sedan parked in front of their car. A large man stepped out wearing a hood and something told her she didn’t want to get out and greet him. He looked left and right, making his way up to the building before he dropped the cigarette—or maybe it was something else—and stomped it out. With one last glance around, he disappeared into the building.

The queasiness from the greasy fries was back and she switched out of the game. The more Charlotte stared at the black sedan, the more her stomach burned. It was more than just the fries and she shifted in the passenger seat and tapped on her phone camera. Remembering there were people around, she put on a selfie-face and pretended to take her own picture, but got the plates of the car in front of them. Then for shits-and-giggles, she took a few actual selfies. Flipping through the snapshots, she sighed. You need to start wearing makeup.

The driver’s side door ripped open and Jen hopped in.

“Ready to go?” There was that incomplete smile again, and a slight shortness of breath.

“Absolutely. This place is sketching me out,” Charlotte said.

Jen laughed and drove away with more force than she would have expected.

“Yeah, it’s not the best part of town, but we’re fine. So what do you want to do this week?” They talked about restaurants, mini-golf, water parks, and bars. “Do you have a fake id?”

“Um, no. I don’t.” Why...? Charlotte looked at Jen out of the corner of her eye.

“Oh no worries, we can get you one, or you can just borrow someone’s. We’ve gotta hit up this one place. We go every Thursday night.”

“Isn’t your fiancé a cop?” Charlotte asked.

Jen let out a real laugh. “Yup! That’s why it’ll be fine; no one will question you if you’re with us.”

“Cool.” Charlotte wasn’t a big drinker, only having one on occasion when her friends pushed her into it. She didn’t live on campus, so being home with her mom limited the exposure to college parties unless she went looking for them. She stayed pretty busy with work, or her now ex-boyfriend. But the last thing she wanted to do was to look like a little kid or worse, boring. It will be fine.

“Ah, finally, here we are!” Jen whipped the little car into a spot in front of an apartment building. They looked newly built and were nice enough. “My fiancé will probably be home in like an hour, so we can just hang out until then if you want. I usually wait up for him, but if you’re tired, you can go to bed.”

“Oh, I’m good,” she said, glancing around the dark parking lot.

“I know you didn’t sleep on the plane.” Jen winked at her as they got out of the car.

“I sure didn’t.” Maybe I should have.

They climbed the stairs to her apartment and both flopped on the couch. Jen reached over to the side table and grabbed a silver flask.

“Want some?”

“I’m all set for now. Thanks,” Charlotte said, trying to get comfortable.

“Okay.” She shrugged and took a big swig. “We really don’t drink that much. But it’s been a long day and that was a long ass drive.”

The apartment was nice. Normal. They chatted like old friends would, despite only meeting hours before. It was a surreal feeling for Charlotte. Most of her friends she had known for years,  so to be so open and honest with a virtual stranger was startling, yet comforting. They discovered they played many of the same sports, both had stints in band, and neither were very good at math. She hadn’t smiled and laughed like that in a while. At least never with a stranger. This is what it’s like to have a sister.

“Honey... I’m home,” a voice bellowed from the hall. Jen squealed and hopped up, running over for a hug before Charlotte could even see him. He came around the corner and Charlotte’s eyes widened. When she stood, he towered over her, at first glance, he was attractive, but his light hair and green eyes sent an unnatural chill though her she hadn’t expected. “So you must be Charlotte.”

She wondered how he didn’t smother Jen.

“Yeah, but I go by Charlie, though. Hi.”

“Charlie, huh. That’s a boy’s name.”

“It’s also my name. And yours?” she asked with a tight smile.

“Ron,” he stuck out his giant hand and she realized he was not only tall, but so jacked she wondered how he fit in a cop car.

“Ron. Like Ronald McDonald. Got it,” she said and he laughed.

“Like I’ve never heard that one before. So, what did you two ladies do down in the city?” He settled onto the couch and took a swig from the flask Jen handed him. He hadn’t even changed out of his uniform.

“We had dinner at the Hard Rock and then came back here.”

“And we dropped that thing off for that guy,” Charlotte piped up, but Jen’s glare told her she shouldn’t have.

“Yeah. That, too. Charlie met a guy on the plane,” she said and her expression changed completely as she attempted to divert the conversation.

Charlotte’s face heated up.

“Here for a few hours and already reining in the fellas huh?” Ron asked with raised eyebrows

“Uh, ha. No. We just met on the plane; it wasn’t a big deal, just chatted to kill time on the flight.” She looked around the room. Is there somewhere to escape?

“Except you said he was HOT!” Jen said and Charlotte lips curled up in a smirk.

“Actually Jen, YOU said that.” Then she was hit in the face with a pillow.

* * * *

The charter plane was empty except for the two of them. She sunk down into the tan leather seats as he handed her a glass of champagne. He settled down next to her, grabbing her hand and kissing it. The plane started to shake and the smile on her face faltered just before the lights flickered out. Her heart rattled with the plane and she reached for his hand but he was gone, her breath caught in her throat.

“I can’t believe you fucked him.”

Wait... what...?

“I can’t fucking believe you.”

Her eyes flew open and she felt the weight of the blankets pressing her into the bed. She pressed a hand to her chest to make sure her heart was going to stay there.

“That is not what happened! Fuck, ask my sister. I was only in there for five minutes, tops.”

“That’s plenty of time for him.”

“Oh go to hell, and stop being jealous. I don’t do that shit anymore. I dropped the stuff, got the cash, and was out of there.”

Charlotte wondered if she was still dreaming.

“Plus, all I could think about all day was you anyway...”

“Is that so?”

“Mmmhmmm.”

She squeezed her eyes shut and willed herself back to sleep, blocking out the headboard pounding against the wall.


Chapter 2

Knock, knock, knock.

Charlotte sat straight up in bed, whipping her head around, trying to determine her surroundings. Minnesota. Sister. Clock? She searched the room... 9:30am. I guess I was tired after all.

“Wakey, wakey! Eggs and bacey!” Jen cheered through the door.

She shook the sleepiness off and hopped out of bed a little more excitedly than she felt. Brushing down her disheveled hair with one hand, she turned the doorknob with the other. She followed Jen down the hall.

“Where’s Ron?” she asked scanning the kitchen and living room.

“Oh, he had to head into work early. Life of a cop!” She smiled placing a plate of toast on the table.

Charlotte sat down and took a big swig of coffee before digging into her eggs, her muscles loosening at the confirmation he wasn’t home.

“I hope we, uh, didn’t disturb you last night.”

“What? Oh....” So, that did happen. Charlotte looked up. “It’s fine. I thought it was a dream. Everything okay?”

Jen plopped down across from her and nibbled on some toast. “Yeah, he just gets like that sometimes.”

Jen was silent for a bit and Charlotte searched for something to say.

“So, what are we doing today?” was the best she could come up with before a full cup of coffee. Jen perked up so it must have been the right question.

“Well, I thought we could go get pedicures this morning and then grab lunch. Maybe catch a movie this afternoon?” Jen suggested.

“Sounds awesome.” She scooped up the last of her eggs. “I’ve never had a pedicure before.”

“Really? How?”

Charlotte shrugged. “I don’t know. I just never have. My feet are pretty gross though.” She looked under the table. Probably too gross. I’ll be surprised if they even touch you.

“Oh so are mine. It’s fine. You’ll feel amazing after.” Jen smiled, fully. “I’m going to hop in the shower, feel free to use the guest bathroom and then we can head out?”

“Okay, great.” Charlotte rinsed off her plate, placed it in the dishwasher and went off to take a long hot shower.

* * * *

Jen: You know they’re talking about us, right?

Charlotte: Oh, definitely. About how nasty our giant feet are!

How people got pedicures before texting, she’d never know. It was clear the two young Asian girls were comparing how disgusting each of their feet was, even though they were talking in a different language. Jen and Charlotte made eye contact after each text, giggling like thirteen-year-olds.

“You sisters?” the young girl at Jen’s feet asked, looking up and pointing back and forth. Charlotte felt a pleasant jolt of recognition.

“We are!” Jen replied with a level of excitement only understood by the two of them.

“Knew it.” The girl went back to finishing off Jen’s toes in a pearly pink.

Charlotte: We’re sisters... and people know it!

Jen: So Cool!

They both waddled over to the heat lamps in foam flip-flops and took a seat. 

“You’re right.”

“About what?” Jen asked, cocking her head.

“I do feel pretty amazing.” And not just about my toes.

“Me, too,” Jen’s smile made it clear she was still riding the high of being recognized as sisters too. “So, I know we talked yesterday but we still don’t know much about each other. I mean, I know you played sports and all that, but what about boys, college, dreams?”

“Uh, not much to tell about boys these days. I go to a state school in town and still live at home. And dreams... I don’t know, some kind of law enforcement, I think. FBI or something would be cool...” It sounded so unrealistic when she said it out loud. You are so not cut out for that.

“There’s gotta be something about boys.”

Really? That’s what she latched onto? Okay...

“Uh well there was one. I’ve known him forever and we dated for, like, three years, but he decided to do next semester overseas and... we broke up two weeks ago.”

“Oh, sis, I’m so sorry. That would be so tough with the distance, you did the right thing,” Jen said and Charlotte sighed.

Except I didn’t do it.

“Yeah, I guess. I mean, it was mutual. Kind of. Maybe a little more on his end of it...” Oh whatever, she’s my sister, I can tell her anything. “Actually it was all on his end. I was totally willing to give it a go and support him. I work, I can afford to fly over a few times and visit. It was only a few months, anyway, but he wanted to be able to experience new things without guilt. Which he tried to make out to be him not wanting me to feel left out of all the cool things he got to do and see, but in reality, I’m pretty sure he just wants to fuck other people...”

“Ugh, men are such pigs. You deserve so much better than that anyway. Screw him, it’s his loss,” Jen said shaking her head.

“Yeah. I thought he was it, though,” she mumbled, wincing as it came out and hoping Jen didn’t hear.

“Sweetie... it’s okay. I thought the same thing about my high school boyfriend, but he turned out to be scum, too. It will all work out for you, there is someone so much better waiting for you.” Jen grabbed her hand, giving her a reassuring smile.

“Thanks. I hope you’re right.” She hadn’t talked to a soul about what happened between them. She let everyone believe it was a mutual decision. “It’s like I never even knew him with the way things ended. He wasn’t who I thought he was at all.”

“People are tricky. You never really know if you really know someone.”

It felt good to talk about it, for someone to acknowledge it wasn’t her being blind.

“That’s a scary thought. But thank you. It’s good to know I wasn’t just an idiot. You want to get some lunch?” I think I could get used to this sister thing.

“Oh, my god, yes. I’m starving.”

* * * *

“So, how did you meet Ron?” Charlotte asked, anticipating a long story.

“Uh, he just sort of showed up one day,” Jen said.

Charlotte couldn’t hide the puzzled look on her face, even with a mouth full of pizza.

“Yeah, I know how that sounds.”

“Really? Because I’m not sure how it sounds besides... weird?” Charlotte laughed a little and looked down at her pizza, not sure where else to focus.

“Ha, yeah. It is weird. I was working at this bar in the next town, and he literally just showed up one day. Which I guess isn’t that strange, expect it was totally a townie bar and no one knew him. Complete stranger. And he knew...” She trailed off, almost as if she realized she had said too much.

“He knew what?”

“He knew my name. Who I was, a lot about me. I mean not everything, but a whole hell of a lot for a guy who didn’t know anyone I knew.” She raised her eyebrows and chomped on a breadstick.

“And so you decided he seemed like a great guy to marry?” Charlotte let out a weak smile, hoping there was way more to this story.

“Pretty much,” she shrugged and laughed. “No just kidding. It totally creeped me out and I told him to stay the fuck away from me.”

“Ha, well that makes a little more sense... except for the whole now you’re marrying him part.”

“Yeah. So, he didn’t listen. He came back every night until I agreed to go on a date with him. It was kind of sweet. On our first date we went to dinner at this really fancy restaurant and he confessed everything.”

“And everything was...”

“He’d gone to the same college as me—just totally different majors and friends which is why no one knew him, but he knew me. I guess he was like, infatuated with me, and followed my cheerleading career. He even came to competitions!” She was beaming now.

So, my sister is a bit of an attention whore. I can deal with that.

“Wow, that’s.... pretty cool.”

“I mean, it was still a little creepy and all, but so sweet at the same time. So we went on a few more dates and before I knew it, I was calling him my boyfriend. Then a few months ago he popped the question.... so here we are!” Jen said with a smile and shrugged.

“That’s crazy. I mean, for someone who doesn’t actually know you to be that obsessed with you. You’re hot and all sis... but really....” Charlotte winked, trying to hide the fact she was seriously doubting the entire story, even if Jen was convinced it was the truth.

“I know. The whole thing... I don’t tell a lot of people the whole story. Because it is, it’s just insane. So, the story usually goes, we met at the bar.”

“Which isn’t a lie,” Charlotte offered. They piled their plates on a tray and walked it to the garbage, making their way out of the mall.

“Exactly! No one needs all the gory details,” Jen smiled as they hopped into her car.

“Well, you guys seem happy.” Except that you don’t.

“We are. I mean, it’s hard, especially with his work schedule, but he’s good to me, protects me. We have fun. Can’t ask for much more, right?”

“Right.” Protects me? She wondered what Jen needed protection from. I might regret this but... “So what were you guys fighting about last night?” Charlotte watched Jen’s face for a reaction. She didn’t want to overstep, but she was curious, especially given her new understanding of him as a stalker.

“Oh. That stop last night, he doesn’t like that guy. Never has,” she said and didn’t appear to be angry about the question.

“He seemed pretty worked up. Does he talk to you like that a lot?” Charlotte asked.

“He gets really jealous. I used to kind of... date the guy whose house we stopped at last night. So, he was upset about it. He’s all talk though. We’re fine now. I made it up to him... if you know what I mean...” Jen nudged her with her elbow.

“Gotcha.”

“It’s nice to have a guy who cares, I think. Someone who wants to protect you,” Jen said, rationalizing the situation.

“Yeah. It is. But he sounded more possessive than protective, that’s all,” Charlotte looked out the window; there was that protection thing again. She didn’t recognize anything from the drive that morning.

“Same thing, right?” she looked back hearing Jen’s voice.

“No, not really,” she watched Jen’s face tighten. Ok, too far. “So where are we going?”

“Thought we could catch a movie,” Jen said.

Charlotte thanked her silently. She had enough talking for the time being.

* * * *

“Oh man, that was ridiculous,” Jen wiped tears from her eyes, and they both continued laughing to the car.

“That one part...” They both stopped and clutched their stomachs as uncontrollable laughs overtook them.

“What’s so funny, ladies?” Charlotte looked up to see Ron towering over them. As she made eye contact, he placed a hand on Jen’s shoulder. Protective or possessive?

“Hey, baby!” Jen stood on her tippy toes to give him a kiss. “The movie was hilarious. What are you doing here?”

“Was just driving by and saw your car. Noticed you two walking out, so I thought I’d say hi,” he turned his attention to Charlotte.

Great.

“How are you liking the great state of Minnesota so far?”

“It’s good. Jen and I are having a great time. I think, right?” she glanced at Jen and saw her smile.

“Yes! A total blast. The girls at the pedicure place could even tell we were sisters!”

Ron clearly didn’t understand the significance of this, but Charlotte smiled at her. I thought it was pretty cool, too, Jen.

“Well glad to hear you’re enjoying yourselves. I should get back to work. Someone has to keep this place safe.”

Charlotte made true eye contact with him for the first time and held the glance a touch too long. God he gives me the heebie-jeebies.

They hit the road again and headed back to the apartment. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky and the warm wind whipped around the car with the windows down. She felt cleaner after, like it pulled the creepiness of Ron away.

Back at the apartment, they grabbed some iced tea and sat out on the small deck off the back of the kitchen. There was a great view of the parking lot, a couple of trees, and the grocery store beyond that. Charlotte’s mind drifted to her mom’s cabin and the view there—right on the lake with the mountains as a backdrop. A far cry from the rusted out Toyota and dumpster she was looking at now, but she was enjoying the company.

“Do you ever wonder how different life would be if Dad was alive?” Charlotte asked, staring at a bird pecking at the trash.

“All the freaking time. Sometimes I wonder if he’s really dead. Like, what if he’s in witness protection, or had to disappear because he was CIA or something crazy?” Jen said, her eyes sparkling.

Charlotte shook her head. “He’s dead. I’ve seen his grave. It took me a long time to accept it. I tried to go find him when I was thirteen.” She pulled an ice cube from the iced tea and plopped it into her mouth.

“Really?” Jen looked at her sideways.

“Yup. I got pissed at my mom about something, probably telling me I couldn’t stay at a friend’s house or something. Stole her credit cards, hopped a bus, and was set on getting to California. I was convinced he moved out there, I couldn’t even tell you why I thought that now.”

“Whoa. How far did you get?”

“Pennsylvania somewhere. My mom had called the police and they tracked her credit card. The bus stopped at a rest area and I got taken into protective custody by a State Trooper and had to wait at the police station until my mom got there like eight hours later.”

“Oh man, she must have been pissed.”

“Uh yeah, just a little. It was a long drive home and she took me to his grave after we got back. She told me she wished I was right, but his body was buried there and even though he’s gone, he’s still with me everywhere I go.”

“I like to think that, too.” Jen took a sip of her iced tea. They sat in silence for a while, both reflecting on the implications of the thought. “So, you said you go to a state college, right?”

“Yup. It’s very... boring. I live at home, saves money and it’s just easier. I’m not into the whole college party scene anyway.”

“What are you majoring in again?” Jen asked.

“Uh, criminal justice. I’d like to be a cop or something. Really, my dream is the FBI, but that’s a long shot.” Charlotte shrugged.

“Oh, right, you said that. Why is it a long shot?”

“Just tough to get in. A lot of competition,” she said swallowing the last bit of ice as it melted. “I’ll probably just end up a cop like Ron,” she said smiling over at Jen, who quickly shook her head.

“You don’t want to be a cop like Ron,” Jen said with wide eyes.

“What do you mean?”

Jen looked up quickly like she was concerned Charlotte could read her mind.

“You can be a cop. Just don’t be one like Ron. He’s kind of... not the best. Not the most honest, I guess?”

Well, this is getting interesting...

“Um... how so?” Charlotte asked and Jen sat up on the edge of her chair and turned to her.

“Listen, don’t say anything, but he does stuff he’s not supposed to. I didn’t know it when we started dating. It’s nothing crazy—he’ll just pocket some cash from crime scenes and stuff,” Jen said quietly.

Charlotte couldn’t tell if Jen was trying to make it sound like a big deal or not.

“And then sometimes, if they have a big drug bust...”

“He steals drugs?” Something about the way it came out felt way too casual, but the whole thing made a lot of sense. She knew she didn’t like him.

“Well, I mean, they’re usually already stolen anyway. It’s not like the police department needs them. They’ll just go to waste.”

Is this really happening?

“So does he... or you guys.... use them?” Charlotte asked.

“Oh, god no!” Jen looked shocked she’d even ask. “I’ve never done anything like that. Alcohol is enough for me. No, he uh, he sells them,” she said looking nervous. “Well, actually he doesn’t sell them, since he’s a cop and all, someone could recognize him.”

“Makes sense in some way I guess...”

“Yeah...”

She noticed Jen’s hands shaking slightly as she rung them.

“So, who sells them?” she asked and Jen refused to hold eye contact any longer. “Oh.”

They sat in silence for a long time. Charlotte’s mind reeled with questions. Why was she doing this? What did he have over her? Why on earth was Jen telling her? They hadn’t even known each other twenty-four hours. And how could she stay here knowing all this? She’s my sister. My only sister. The sister I’ve wanted my whole life.

“Listen... I don’t really know why I told you all that. If you want to go, I’ll understand,” Jen said and still wouldn’t look at her.

“I don’t really know what to say,” she said and turned to Jen. She saw a few tears leaking out and streaking down her face.

“I know. I just...I’ve been lying to everyone for so long. I didn’t want to start our relationship out like that.”

“I’m sitting here telling you I want to be an FBI agent and you tell me you’re a drug dealer. And you’re going to marry a dirty cop.”

“Yeah...”

“Growing up was pretty tame for me. Just my mom and I. I’ve always heard families can be really fucked up. I guess, now I get it,” Charlotte sighed. What the hell am I doing? “Am I in danger? Are you in danger?”

“No! No, not at all. We’ve been doing this a while and have never had any issues,” Jen said.

“Why are you doing this?” Charlotte asked. Jen was a smart, pretty, fun girl. There was no reason for her to be involved in all this.

“I love him.” It didn’t reach her eyes.

“I don’t believe you. But it doesn’t matter.” Charlotte felt her brain and heart tearing each other apart. She knew she should run. Get the hell out as soon as she could and block everything from her memory. Pretend none of it ever happened and forget she existed. Or call the cops. The real cops.

Her body was cemented to the chair. The illegal activities made her blood boil, but Jen was her kin. She heard Jen swallow hard and looked up at her. Her own blue eyes stared back at her.

“Are you leaving?” Jen asked.

Charlotte closed her eyes and chewed on the side of her tongue.

“I should.” She laughed a little. “Actually, I should call the police. The real ones. Not the jackass ones like Ron.” The smile dropped from her face and she caught tiny wells of tears refilling in Jen’s eyes. There was something more. Something else entirely going on. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not going to. At least not yet.” She took a long swing of iced tea. “I don’t know what to do. So, I’m not going to do anything.”

“What do you mean?” Jen asked.

“I’m not calling anyone. I’m not leaving. I’m going to pretend this didn’t happen for a little while,” she said.

“Really?” Jen’s voice was hopeful.

“Really. But don’t get all excited on me. This is fucked up. I don’t know how to deal with it at the moment, so I’m not going to. That doesn’t mean I can un-know what you just told me.”

“Right.” Jen sat back a little and Charlotte allowed herself to lie back on the lounge chair. “Do you want a drink?”

“Fuck yes.”


Chapter 3

Sunlight burned through her eyelids. Rolling over she pulled a pillow over her head. Her pounding head. She tried to remember how she got to bed, what had happened the day before. Peeking her eyes open, it suddenly came flooding back to her. Maybe it was just a dream. Your sister can’t really be a drug dealer. And she would never marry a dirty cop. No way.

She played the afternoon over and over again in her head. Still no recollection of how she made it into bed. She glanced at the clock: 10:17. Jesus. She could hear someone in the kitchen and said a quick prayer it was her sister. Charlotte switched t-shirts and pulled on some sweatpants over the gym shorts she apparently slept in. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and headed out into the kitchen.

“Good morning,” she mumbled at Jen who was putting away dishes.

“I wasn’t sure you were ever going to wake up.”

“Yeah, me neither. What did you do last night, drug me?” Both their eyes widened for a moment. “I... uh... I didn’t mean....” They suddenly burst into laughter. Between laughs, she was able to get out “I totally didn’t mean that.”

“That was awesome.”“ Jen took a few deep breaths and calmed herself down. “No, I didn’t drug you. That would be a total waste of good product.” She winked and sat down across from Charlotte. “You’re just a total light weight. You had three drinks and passed out by nine.”

“Oh.” Charlotte’s cheeks heated. “Well, it’s not my fault. I told you. My life is boring and tame at home.”

“Don’t feel bad. You were pretty funny and I think you needed the sleep, anyway.” Jen poured her some coffee. “So we are uh...”

“Still pretending we’re a normal family. Let me wake up here before anything too deep.” Charlotte held the coffee mug in front of her with both hands, her elbows on the table. “I think I’m going to go for a run, if that’s okay? You can come if you want.”

“That actually sounds like a great idea.”

They finished their coffees and a light breakfast before they headed out.

It was another picture perfect day, with the sun shining and clouds nowhere to be seen. A stark contrast to the turmoil going on in Charlotte’s head. Running had always relaxed her, given her undisturbed time to think, and she wasn’t sure if she’d regret inviting Jen or not, but it was too late to change her mind.

They ran in silence for the first two miles.

She’s your sister. But you don’t even know her. She’s only your sister because you both came from the same DEAD guy. You don’t have any allegiance to her. No reason to stay loyal. You need to protect yourself.

They crossed a road and headed onto a trail along a river.

You’ve waited your whole life to have a sister. Someone to confide in, be girly with, fight with. You wanted this. You can’t just walk away now. Every family has issues.

She realized she had sped up and although Jen was keeping up, Charlotte’s long legs were covering ground much more easily than Jen’s short ones.

You need to help her. Isn’t that what you would want? She’s in a bad situation and just needs help getting out. She isn’t a bad person.

But how do you know that? You don’t. She could be a murderer for all you know. You only just met her. Maybe she should have stayed your long lost sibling. You have no need to be loyal.

“Can we... take... a break?” Jen interrupted her thoughts, her voice penetrating through the soft music filtering into Charlotte’s headphones.

“Oh shit, sorry. Yeah, let’s walk.” She put on the brakes and allowed herself a few deep breaths. She could hear Jen breathing heavy next to her. “Sorry, I got distracted and didn’t realize how fast I was going,” she said and Jen waved her off with her hand.

“It’s fine. I really should be able to handle it.” Both hands were on her hips as she sucked in big breaths.

“So, uh, what else is on the schedule for my visit?”

“Well, I was thinking maybe we could go up to the Wisconsin Dells this afternoon. Spend the night?”

“Um, sure. What are the Dells?” Charlotte asked and Jen laughed.

“Oh sorry, forgot you’ve probably never heard of them. It’s a destination town with a bunch of attractions like water parks, boat tours, and entertainment stuff. I figured we could go to the spa and just hang out?”

“Just you and me?” She hoped Jen couldn’t hear the disdain for any other option in her voice.

“Yup. Girls night,” Jen said, smiling.

“Sounds perfect. Won’t Ron get all... weird about it though?”

“Probably, but I kind of don’t care. He can be an ass sometimes, but he’ll get over it.” She kicked at a rock as they continued to walk down the trail near the river.

“So, what’s... good about him?” Charlotte glanced over at Jen and caught her smirk.

“He’s not awful, I swear. I know it seems that way, but he’s not. He’s so sweet to me most of the time and really takes care of me,” Jen said.

“He makes you sell drugs.”

“He doesn’t make me...”

“So what would happen if you said you weren’t doing it anymore?” Charlotte asked and Jen stopped walking, grabbing her arm. Not hard, but there was enough force to know if she didn’t stop it was going to get ugly.

“Listen, I know you’re just trying to watch out for me. There’s no way you can understand our relationship and why it works. I do what I do because I love him and he asked me to. It’s not my first brush with illegal activity and it’s okay. I’m not in danger and won’t put myself in that position. I’m okay and I need you to be okay with it, too.” The sincerity in Jen’s voice made her sick to her stomach. Jen truly believed every word she said.

“Okay.” Charlotte shrugged.

“Okay?”

“Yeah, okay. You’re right. I can’t understand it. I barely know you, anyway. Who am I to think I have a right to try to change you? I get it. I’ll leave it alone,” she said, throwing her free hand up. Jen released her arm and Charlotte continued walking. She didn’t look back but she could hear Jen shuffling behind her. After a few minutes, she couldn’t handle the stress building up inside anymore and she began running.

She started slow, but realizing Jen was still behind her, she took off. She needed space and knew Jen wouldn’t be able to catch her after a while.

After a few minutes, she could feel her phone buzzing in her running belt but she knew it was Jen, so she ignored it and continued on.

You can’t fix someone who won’t admit they’re broken and what was that crap about this not being the first illegal activity she’s been involved in. I told you, she’s bad news. I know she’s blood and you want to believe that means something, but it doesn’t have to. You don’t need this.

She glanced back and knew Jen wasn’t there anymore. Taking out her phone, she saw two missed calls from her and a text.

Jen: Let me know when and where to pick you up. I’m sorry.

Sighing, she found a rock and sat down, dialing the only stable person she could find.

“Hi Mom. Sorry I haven’t called since after I landed.”

“It’s okay, sweetie. Are you having a good time?”

“Uh, yeah, it’s good. I mean, we’re different, it’s different out here. But, it’s cool getting to know her,” she said, picking at moss on the rock.

“I’m sure you two have plenty in common, you just have to find it.”

A tear streaked down her cheek. For once in her life, she wasn’t so sure mom was right.

“Yeah, I’m sure we’ll figure some things out. I miss you.”

“I miss you too honey. I was about to head to the gym...”

“Okay, well, I’ll talk to you later. I love you.”

“I love you, too, sweetheart.”

She stared at her phone for a moment after the line went dead. She’d felt alone a lot lately. Especially since Liam had broken up with her. But now she felt more alone than ever. She’d spent years building up what her sister might be like in her head. Daydreaming about what it would be like to have a second half who would always be by her side and here she was. Alone in the woods, sitting on a rock, wondering if she should bail, fight for her, turn her in, or ignore the whole damn thing and try to salvage the dream.

Sighing, she stood, trying to determine which the best way back was. Or not. She hadn’t decided yet. She set off at a slow jog in the direction she had come from. When she emerged at the street, a cop car was parked in one of the spaces of the small parking lot. Something in her lurched and she headed for the open window.

“Officer I need to report...” When he looked up, her heart hit her throat. “That I’m not lost?”

Ron stared back at her with a smile, but not the ‘good to see you’ smile that might be expected.

Glad you didn’t finish that sentence with ‘a drug dealer and dirty cop’.

“Well thank god for that. Hop in; I’ll get you back to the apartment.”

“Oh, no, that’s okay, I’ll just run,” she said, and turned to the road.

“Nonsense. There’s a tornado warning. Get in.”

“The... back?” she asked nervously. That really didn’t sit right with her.

“Hell, no, it’s nasty back there. You can ride shotgun.”

Great.

She hadn’t been in a cop car since she ran away, and would have been excited for the experience to ride up front if anyone else in the world had been driving. Regardless of the company, she started taking in all the gadgets and Ron noticed her looking everything over.

“Jen mentioned you want to be a cop. If you’ve got questions, ask away,” he said, waving his hand.

Swallowing she looked up at him. He seemed different. Softer, somehow. Which was weird considering he had a stun gun, nightstick, and gun on his hip.

“Cop. FBI. Some sort of law enforcement,” she said, looking out the window. “I want to catch the bad guys.” She didn’t see his reaction, but she hoped he flinched.

“FBI is kind of a big deal,” he said, glancing at her.

“Yeah, well, so am I.” She turned and smiled at him. She wasn’t sure what had changed in the last three minutes, but she was having a real conversation with him.

“Touché. Not easy to get into the Bureau. Trust me on that.”

“So I’ve heard. I figure it’s worth a shot, nothing to lose,” she said with a shrug, and didn’t miss the concerned look on his face.

“Guess so.”

“Do we... uh... need to go back right away? Or do you think I could hang out for a traffic stop or two?” she asked.

“Like a ride-along?” He raised his eyebrows.

She figured he was as shocked as she was that she asked the question.

“Yeah, like that. Just for a little while.”

“Abso-fucking-lutely.” He flicked on the lights and hit the gas.

For a moment, she regretted her decision but then the cars in front of them pulled out of the way to let them through. She’d never felt power like that before.

They settled into a pull off area and he got out his radar gun. There was quite a bit of traffic so everyone seemed to be on their best behavior.

“So... how long have you been a cop?” She couldn’t stand sitting in silence anymore.

“Uh, about three years,” he said.

“What made you want to do this?” Your desire to feel above the law?

“My dad was FBI. So I grew up with law enforcement in my blood, it was kind of a given.” He kept his eyes on the road and didn’t turn when he spoke.

“You ever apply for the FBI?” She could see the corner of his mouth curl up a little before he spoke.

“Um, thought about it. Maybe I’ll apply with you and we can go to the academy together.” He finally turned to look at her. There was a mischievous sparkle in his eye that made her uneasy.

“Ha, yeah that would be interesting...” she looked away, watching the traffic. Why does he seem so different... and tolerable without Jen around?

“Got one!” He flicked on the lights again and they took off after a silver sedan. The driver pulled over quickly and haphazardly. “Okay, I’ll be right back.”

“Good luck.” Good one, Charlie. She watched him walk up to the car, hand protectively placed on his gun. He leaned in just enough to ask for the driver’s license and registration. He came back to the car to run her information and print the ticket. Nothing stood out to Charlotte, not that she had ever participated in a traffic stop before. He was quick, thorough, and back at the car before she even had a chance to ask any questions.

“Well that was an easy one.” He settled back into the driver’s seat and they pulled out into traffic. “You want to head back?”

Charlotte looked down at her phone and had several more missed calls along with a couple text messages asking if she was okay.

“Yeah, if you don’t mind. I think Jen is getting worried.”

“Why would she be worried?” he said, concerned.

“Well, I’ve just been gone a while...” She saw him glancing at her out of the corner of his eye and cursed herself for always saying just a little too much.

“And?”

“And what?” she asked.

“And what else? She knows you’re a runner and could be gone a while, what’s the big deal?”

Fine.

“She had come with me. But we had a.... weird moment and I kind of took off. Just needed some time to myself,” she said, shrugging.

“Ah. I knew there was something bothering you. What was your ‘weird moment’ about?”

Crap.

“Just sister stuff I guess. Still figuring out this whole thing and how to understand our differences. Or something.” She waved her hand, looking out the passenger window.

“Gotcha. Well, don’t let her get you too upset about anything. She’s got a bit of an imagination about things. Blows them out of proportion, you know what I mean?”

She turned and narrowed her eyes as she watched him drive.

“No, I don’t,” she said.

He let out a heavy sigh and she could tell he was regretting going down this road, but she wanted to understand what he meant.

“She just... I think she’s just, a little more... simple than you or I. I mean, come on, she’s a typical blonde cheerleader. She doesn’t always understand the full picture.”

“You realize she is, in fact, my sister and you’re insulting her.” She didn’t want to push it, didn’t want to get him angry because she had heard what that sounded like and she certainly didn’t want to see it.

“I’m not. I love that girl. It’s just a fact. Besides, I don’t want you getting the wrong idea about anything, about me, based on her perspective. That’s all,” he said with a shake of his head.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I’ll keep an open mind I suppose.” She shrugged and looked out the window, wondering exactly who she should be trusting.

“Good.” He looked over and smiled at her.

Well, he’s not lying. She is ‘simple’, I guess, and he doesn’t really seem like a dirty cop. He actually doesn’t even seem like the same guy you met the other night.

They pulled up to the apartment and Jen was sitting on the front step. Her eyes were red and Charlotte could tell she had been crying. She let out a sigh before she exited the car. Jen ran over and hugged her before she could even shut the door.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I swear,” Charlotte assured her. Jen looked her over, as if she expected to see scrapes and bruises.

“Why on earth did Ron bring you home? And why were you gone so long?” she asked, looking back and forth between them.

“He happened to be at the trailhead when I got there. Then I, uh, asked to ride along in the cruiser for a bit,” Charlotte answered.

“You what?” Jen’s face showed betrayal and Charlotte’s chest tightened.

“I wasn’t letting her run back alone with a tornado warning going on and since she wants to be a cop, she wanted to see how the pros do it.” He winked at her and kissed the top of her head. “I’ve gotta get back on the road. Behave you two.”

He hopped back in the cruiser and was gone before Jen and Charlotte spoke to each other. She watched the car until it was out of sight, only to avoid making eye contact with Jen.

“Charlie.... what the fuck?”

“What?” she asked caught off guard by Jen’s anger.

“I don’t understand. You grill me on why I’m with the guy, and then you decide to go gallivanting around town with him for the afternoon?”

“We weren’t gallivanting. I was... intrigued. He did make me go with him, but I decided to try and make the best of it, get to know him a little better.” Charlotte shrugged.

“Oh. Well, all right, I guess. So?”

“So, he doesn’t seem all bad, I suppose.”

A small smile crossed Jen’s lips and Charlotte smiled back.

“So, are we still going to the Dells?”

“Yes! Let’s get packed and hit the road,” Jen said, turning back to the apartment.

* * * *

“You didn’t tell me she was cute,” Ron picked at his teeth as he drove.

“Watch it, Ward.”

“What? I’m just making an observation.” He smiled as he pulled into the drive-thru to grab lunch. “She’s smart, too.”

“No shit.”

“I feel like she knows something is up but there’s no way. Jen doesn’t even know,” he said, as he paid for his lunch and popped a fry in his mouth.

“Just keep on Philips. This is dragging on way too long. Can we get it done tonight?” Ron shook his head before he remembered to speak.

“No, they’re going to the fucking Dells for the night.”

“Fine. Tomorrow night.”

“It’s on.”


Chapter 4

“Wow,” she said, walking into the lobby of the hotel Jen booked. “I don’t think I’ve ever stayed anywhere this nice.”

“Awesome right?” Jen was beaming, in her element of overindulgence.

Charlotte started to think about where the money for this must have come from but pushed the thought away. You’re here, just have a good time.

“I’ll get us checked in and we can drop off our stuff and then I booked us massages!” She practically squealed the last word.

“Yay!” Charlotte replied with a fake smile and zero enthusiasm. Can’t wait for a stranger to rub my body.

The hotel room was huge, with a sitting area and a bathroom bigger than her bedroom at home, and a shower bigger than her bathroom. She dropped her bag in the corner and let herself fall onto the bed. She closed her eyes for a moment but knew she had to open them or she would have just stayed like that all night. She sat up and watched Jen do her makeup.

“I’ve never had a massage,” she said and Jen whipped her head around to stare at her. Charlotte felt like a wild animal as Jen looked at her in disbelief.

“No! Why are you so sheltered? No pedicures, no massages? You’re going to love this!” She turned back to the mirror and penciled on eyeliner.

“Maybe. I’m not into strangers touching me, though,” she said and Jen smiled at her in the mirror.

“Stop being such a prude. You’ll be fine.” She winked and spun around. “Ready?”

“I guess so.”

Once at the spa, she changed into the white towel dress provided and sat uneasy on the edge of the table, her back to Jen. There were two tables in the room and Jen had already made herself comfortable on the other.

“This is weird. I don’t know if I can do this.” You sound like an abuse victim. Chill out, this is not a big deal.

“Oh, calm down. Just trust me. You loved the pedicure, didn’t you?” 

She pulled her legs up and spun on the table to face Jen. “Yes.”

“So, trust me.”

“Fine.” She leaned over to grab a sip of water and two women walked in. Guess it’s time...

* * * *

After the massage, she felt like she was living in a cloud. Her whole body was relaxed for the first time ever. They were back in the hotel room getting ready to go out and Jen had packed her a little black dress to wear to the bar. It was simple and strapless and hugged her curves, and was way too short.

“Did you forget I’ve got like five inches on you?” Charlotte stood in front of the mirror trying to tug it down.

“Nope. You’ve also got legs for days that need to be shown off.” Jen smiled at her through the mirror as she applied her mascara. She was wearing what would have been a simple navy blue sundress if it wasn’t for the rhinestones scattered all over it. Spinning around Jen grabbed her and brought her to the mirror. “Let’s get some makeup on this face,” she said and Charlotte sighed.

“Do we have to? I really hate it.”

“Don’t be silly. It’ll be fun. Just trust me. We’re going to go out and you’re going to find a hot guy to flirt with. I’ll be your wingman and it’ll be awesome,” Jen was brushing powders on different areas of her face. “There, take a look.”

“Not bad. Not me, but not bad.” She smiled at Jen. Her normal makeup consisted of neutral eye shadow and lip-gloss that smelled like fruit.

“Oh, come on.” Jen snapped a towel against her and laughed.

“So, how exactly am I going to get into a bar anyway?” Charlotte looked at her, wondering if Jen remembered she wasn’t twenty-one yet.

“This.” She whipped out a license from her purse. “Maggie Smith, from Benson, Minnesota,” she said smiling. Charlotte raised her eyebrows at her and she looked at the picture. “She totally looks like you. You’re fine. Let’s go.”

She followed behind and they made their way to the elevators. Outside, Jen flagged a cab and they were pulling up in front of the club within minutes.

“Club Hotz?” Charlotte asked. What the hell have you gotten yourself into now?

“Guaranteed.” Jen winked and dragged her to the bouncer. He leaned down and she whispered something to him and they were instantly let in, even though the line was wrapped around the street.

“What did you say to him?” she yelled at Jen over the blasting music.

“Secret code word. Don’t worry about,” Jen grabbed her hand and pulled her to the bar. Before she knew it, she had a fruity drink in her hand and was mesmerized by the lights flashing, deafening music, and endless sea of gyrating people. “You’ve gotta relax a little. No one is going to come talk to the brooding girl with her arms crossed and a scowl on her face. Finish that drink, I’ll grab you another one.”

She looked down and realized she did in fact have her arms crossed. Sighing, she threw back the drink and waited for Jen to bring another. She tried to lean against a high top table casually, and found herself involuntarily starting to bounce along to the beat.

“Feeling better?” Jen dropped another drink in front of her.

“Getting there.” In her wildest dreams, she never saw herself drinking at a nightclub with her sister, scouting guys. For a girl who grew up an only child in a small quiet town, it felt like a movie scene. She smiled at a couple of guys who walked by, and each smiled back, looking her up and down. Really? This is what we’re into now? Getting checked out by some meatheads? She couldn’t get over the number of attractive people all in one place.

“Hey, ladies.” Two men sauntered over to the table. They were both wearing silk button up shirts they hadn’t bothered to button all the way. The girls exchanged glances before cracking up and Jen waved them away. One hung his head, staring at the floor and the other flicked them off.

“You’re right, this is fun,” Charlotte said, taking another sip of her drink. She looked out on the dance floor with everyone grinding on each other and had to smile. They all looked ridiculous, but none of them cared. Maybe it’s time you let loose a little. She threw back the rest of her drink. “I’ll be right back,” she mouthed to Jen and headed back to the bar.

After yelling her order to the bartender, she turned around, leaning back on the bar. She could feel someone looking at her and turned left and was met with a pair of dazzling green eyes and bleach white smile.

“Wow.” Oh dear lord, you are not allowed to speak anymore.

“Wow?” His smile got wider, like he was on the edge of laughter.

“Wow, it’s fucking loud in here.” She winked and turned back to the bar. Now you’re winking? Jesus.

“Sure is. Trevor.” He stuck out his hand and she stared at it for a moment before realizing what he was doing.

“Maggie.” She shook his hand gently, surprised she remembered to go by her alias, and not sure she really needed to. It’s more fun this way, though.

“Maggie, you look a little out of place.”

“Excuse me?” And now he’s insulting you. Figures.

He took a quick swig of his beer. “I didn’t mean that as a bad thing.” He shook his head, placing his beer down. “You just seem uncomfortable. Like you’re not totally sure you want to be here.”

“You a psychic or something?” She laughed. He was cute. Really cute.

“Nah, just a good people reader. So I take it you don’t frequent Club Hotz?”

“I don’t frequent Club anything,” she said with a slight eye roll. He smiled, nodding.

“So what brings you here tonight then?” he asked and she pointed at Jen who had several men surrounding the table, all smiling at her and vying for her attention. “Ah.”

“Sister. She’s a little... social?” Charlotte said shrugging.

“Did you just call your sister a slut?” he asked with wide eyes and she coughed on her drink.

“Oh my god, no, did I? That’s not what I meant, at all. She’s engaged, actually. She literally just enjoys attention and talking to people,” she said.

“I was kidding. Kind of,” he said and she gave him a gentle jab in the arm.

“Be nice to my sister. She’s the only one I’ve got.”

“Fair enough,” he said finishing his beer and setting the empty glass on the bar. “Dance with me?”

She thought for a moment and then shook her head. “Not much of a dancer. But thanks,” she started to walk away, figuring he wouldn’t be interested any longer, but he grabbed her arm.

“Then, we can talk?”

“Oh. Okay. Sure. If you’re up for that I guess,” she said, unsure.

“Of course. If you change your mind and want to dance, I get first dibs. Deal?”

“Deal.” She smiled, and started to regret saying no to dance the first time.

“So, and don’t take offense to this either, but you don’t sound like a Wisconsin native,” he said when she was perched on the edge of the barstool again. 

“And that is because I’m not. I’m actually from New Hampshire,” she said and he looked taken aback for a moment.

“You took a vacation from your middle of nowhere life to come to... another middle of nowhere?”

“Pretty much.” She sipped her drink. “So, let me guess, you’re from Chicago or some other big city?” His smile was intoxicating. Maybe that’s actually your drink.

“Detroit. Born and raised. Couldn’t wait to get the hell out. Went to college in Madison and then never left the cheese state.” He shrugged, glancing out at the dance floor.

“Are you still in Madison or do you live up here?”

“I’ve got a place just outside town, on the lake,” he said, glancing around the room.

“Oh, fancy. You must have some big important job than huh?” It started to feel like her words were coming out a little twisted, and she struggled to get them out of her mouth. Slow down on those drinks girl. He looked at her, a slightly serious look on his face.

“Let’s go somewhere quieter and I’ll show you.”

“Um... so that’s creepy,” she said, leaning back away from him. He shook his head and laughed.

“I didn’t mean it like that. I own this place and I need to check on a few things upstairs. Then we can hit the VIP lounge?”

“Oh.” Let loose. “Why not?”

“Cool. Tell your sister you’ll meet her in VIP in a little bit.”

She ran over to her table to let Jen know, pointing back at Trevor. Jen smiled, gave her a thumbs up and a wink. Trevor held out his arm and she hooked her elbow in his.

She’d never dated, or even kissed anyone besides Liam. She’d never been one to flirt, but it was kind of fun. You nabbed the club owner... I guess the dress was a good idea. They strolled to the side of the dance floor and made their way up a narrow staircase. He took out a card, swiped it in front of a small transmitter and opened the door. His office was large, with a window overlooking the dance floor. Everything was clean, shiny, and white, except for the jet-black leather couch. When the door shut she could only faintly hear the bass from the speakers, but it reverberated through the floors.

“Wow... this is...”

“Pretty fucking awesome, huh?” he said, smiling. She was standing in front of a railing that lined the window and could feel him directly behind her as he brushed against her.

“Absolutely,” she said. He placed a hand on her hip, trailing it along her back as he turned to lean against the railing, his back to the dance floor.

“I can see everything up here, but no one can see in.”

“Well that’s good to know.” She let a small smile play on her lips. His hand moved up her back, pressing her closer to him.

“Sure is.” His eyes moved from hers to her lips, and back. “I’d really like to kiss you right now,” he whispered it so quietly she questioned if he said it or she just wished he did. “Want a drink?” His hand slipped down her back and he pushed off the railing, heading over to the mini fridge. “I’ve only got beer up here...”

“That’s fine.” She grabbed one from him after he popped the caps off.

“You can sit if you want. I just have to run a couple reports and call the guys outside. It’ll only take a minute.”

She made her way over to the couch and got comfortable, kicking up her feet on the table. There were a couple of magazines on the table: muscle cars, Sports Illustrated, and...

“Good Housekeeping?” she asked with raised eyebrows. He looked up from the computer and smiled.

“My mom likes it,” he said and picked up the phone, exchanging a few words before hanging up and taking a seat on the couch next to her. “We can head over to meet your sister now. If you want.”

“Yeah. We should do that,” she said. His arm was outstretched across the back of the couch behind her, his fingertips dangling over the edge, brushing against her neck. She turned to look at him, the alcohol speaking for her. “But maybe ... you might like to kiss me first...”

He ran his fingers through her hair and smiled.

“Yes. I might,” he said and she closed her eyes as she felt his lips on hers. Warm and soft. His hand moved from her hair and he cupped her chin as his other arm slid down around her waist. His tongue brushed against hers and her body leaned into his. He slid his hand to her back and lowered her onto the couch.

His lips broke contact and he moved to her neck, moving down her collarbone. She arched her back, trying to maintain contact with his body. When her hands found the hem of his shirt, she slipped them under, trailing her fingers up his back. His skin was warm and his muscles tensed as her hands ran over them.

He landed back on her lips and their tongues intertwined, while his strong grip squeezed her thigh. He slowly moved his hand between her legs and she sucked in a deep breath, hoping he couldn’t feel her heart racing out of control. He inched his fingers up the inside her thigh. She kissed him hard, pushing his head up a little so she could look him in the eye.

This would be a mistake. A really good mistake. But still, a mistake, you don’t even know this guy. And he definitely does this all the time.

He smiled down at her, leaning in to kiss her again.

“We... should go see my sister,” she whispered. He kissed her gently on the lips before pulling back. “I’m sure she’s going to be worried.”

“Okay.” He slipped his hand back down her leg and sat up. He offered her a hand to pull herself up with. “Let’s go mingle, lady,” he said and gave her a moment to adjust her dress and run her fingers through her hair before offering her his arm again.

“What a gentleman.”

* * * *

Charlotte lost track of what drink she was on when he handed her another but she had stopped caring a few before that. She and Jen were seated in the VIP section of the club, guests of honor, sitting with the owner and few of his extremely attractive friends. Jen had been throwing back shots, dancing up a storm, and innocently flirting with the few guys Trevor had allowed up.

He was seated next to her on the couch, arm around her shoulder. They'd talked for what seemed like ages. He had given her the full history of the club, how he took it from a warehouse to the top nightspot in the county. The way he told stories was addictive and the more she drank the more interesting it all was to her. She finished her drink and put her hand on his knee.

“I think... it’s time to dance,” she said and he smiled at her, offering his hand and they joined Jen on the private dance floor. All the songs sounded the same and the flashing lights were overwhelming, but she let Trevor take the lead, just focusing on moving her body with his. He kissed her periodically—on her lips, her neck, her forehead—and his hands roamed her body. She wasn’t one for excessive touching, but her head was fuzzy and it felt good to have his warm, strong hands against her.

Jen was singing along to every song and smiling at her when they made eye contact. All of her concerns had drifted away. She hadn’t thought of Ron, the fact her sister was a drug dealer marrying a dirty cop, or her still broken heart. The bass from the music was filling in all the empty space inside her.

Trevor’s lips were on hers, coaxing them apart as his tongue slipped in her mouth. She ran her fingers through his hair and let one hand slide under his shirt. He was holding her body tight against his, his hips still moving with the beat. She let herself go, the moment washing over her, no matter who might be looking on.

When they broke apart, Jen was only a few feet away looking thrilled.

“I knew you had a little wild child in you, Charlie!”

Charlotte looked over and smiled, before turning back to Trevor.

“Charlie?” His eyes had narrowed and hardened a bit. Shit.

“It’s a nickname?” She tried to look as innocent as possible.

“Short for Charlotte.”

“Yeah, exactly!” she said excitedly, trying to pull his hips back to her. Her body felt cold without him against her.

“So who is Maggie?” He stepped back and his brow furrowed. He crossed his arms, the corners of his mouth twitching upward.

“I... am?” she answered weakly, the alcohol making it impossible to talk herself out of it. “I don’t know. Some girl from Minnesota. On my fake ID,” she said, releasing him. She resigned herself to the fact she was probably going to be arrested. While intoxicated. And underage. Ruining virtually any chance of a career in law enforcement. She felt the wetness pooling in her eyes and had it together just enough to remind herself she was being dramatic. Do not cry.

“Come here.”

Shit. This is it. He must have a cop on staff and he’s just going to take me right to him.

He led her to a quiet, dimly lit hallway. “How old are you?”

“Twenty”.” She looked at her feet.

“Oh.”

When she looked up, he was smiling at her and gently backed her against the wall. His hands were on her hips and he had a sparkle back in his eyes.

“Well then no more drinks for you.”

His lips were on hers again, hungrily this time. She clutched the back of his shirt, holding him hard against her. He kissed her neck, pulling her skin between his teeth, causing her to throw her head back.

Everything felt hazy and jumbled. Her thoughts were coming in spurts and solely focused on how to keep him doing what he was doing. His hands slid down her back and over her butt. He grabbed her legs hard and pressed her into the wall, lifting her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist and cupped his face with her hands, not wanting to let their lips part. She could feel the beat through the wall, which muddled her thoughts further, pushing her hips rhythmically into his.

“CHARLIE!”

She was jolted away from Trevor and looked to see Jen with her hands on her hips, a small smile on her face but an overwhelming amount of concern. “I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself, but the cops just showed up for a drug bust. We’ve gotta get the fuck out of here.”

Charlotte looked back and forth between her and Trevor, and he nodded. She let her legs fall slowly to the ground, adjusting her dress. Trevor ran his thumb over his bottom lip, attempting to remove some lipstick.

“Follow me,” he grabbed her hand and motioned for Jen to follow them, leading the girls through a few hallways and out a back door to the alley. “If you go right until you hit the street you’ll be next to an all-night coffee shop. Go in there and sober up a little, they’ll never even look twice at you.” They both nodded.

“Thank you,” Charlotte said softly, while the reality that she could have been in a shit load of trouble, twice, in the last ten minutes hit. She started to turn away but he still had her hand and pulled her back to him. He kissed her slowly, letting his tongue linger and their lips slide slowly over each other.

“Too bad we didn’t have more time. I would have liked to see where that was going to go,” he whispered as he kissed her neck before giving her one last peck on the lips. He released her hand and she started walking backwards, slowly, towards Jen.

“Me too.” She winked and turned on her heel to catch up with her sister.

* * * *

Trevor watched her walk away, shaking his head and pulling out his phone.

“All set.”

“Thanks Trev, shoot me an email with a couple details so we’ve got those if we need them.”

“Okay. What are you going to do to her anyway, Ron?” he asked, unsure he wanted the answer.

“Only as much as we have to.” The line went dead and Trevor sighed.


Chapter 5

“Ughhhhhh,” Jen muttered.

Charlotte rolled away from the sun shining brightly through the window in their hotel room. “Yup.” She pulled the covers over her pounding head. The bed creaked next to her and the whoosh of blankets being thrown back on the bed caused her to squeeze her eyes shut tighter. A quick bounce on the bed reverberated in her head several times over as she reached her arm out to pull the water bottle to her.

“Drink it. And take these,” Jen yanked the covers down and handed her two Advil. “We’ve still got some fun planned before we go home.” She grabbed clothes for the day and started towards the shower. “Although not the same kind of fun you were having last night!” 

“Shut up.” Charlotte threw her pillow at Jen and ducked back under the covers. Once she heard the water running in the shower, she forced herself to sit up, down the Advil and some water, and took a peek at her phone. A picture of the dog from her mom, a few emails, and a text. From Liam.

Liam: What are you doing?

She sighed. That was always his code for, ‘I want to talk. I miss you.  Pay attention to me.’

Charlotte: Sitting in a hotel room with a hangover. You?

Liam: Sounds like your sister is a great influence. Just left the gym.

Charlotte: I’m having a good time. Something I haven’t done in a while.

Liam: Right. Whatever. Just don’t be stupid.

You always have so much faith in me. After she typed it out, she hit delete without sending it. She knew where everything would go from there and it wasn’t worth it. They weren’t together anymore, and she didn’t need to succumb to his unfounded distrust of her. Lord knows you have enough self-doubt on your own.

“You okay?” Jen peeked her way into Charlotte’s vision, dressed in shorts and a tank top, towel drying her long blonde hair. She put her phone down shaking her head.

“Yeah, I’m fine. The ex is just being.... dumb,” she said and Jen rolled her eyes as she continued to use the towel to soak up the water from her hair.

“Don’t let him bother you. All they ever want is attention.”

“Yes! That’s exactly it. He has always done it, trying to provoke me when he doesn’t think I’m focused enough on him. Which evidently, is pretty much ninety-five percent of the time, even though we’re not even together anymore,” she said, sitting up. Jen laughed, hanging the towel over the back of a chair.

“They’re all the same. I swear. Screw him. You don’t need him anyway, which you proved last night.” Jen raised her eyebrows at her while making a kissy face. Charlotte laughed, hitting her with a pillow again on the way by. “He was super hot, sis.”

“Uh, yeah he was.” Charlotte nodded, turning at the bathroom door to face her.

“Was he a good kisser?” They were adults, Jen more than Charlotte, but adults nonetheless. Yet Jen sat perched on the edge of the bed, anxiously awaiting all the details like they were teenage sisters recounting their first dates.

I’ve always wanted this.

“Oh, yes.” She took a second and reflected on the moments that weren’t erased by alcohol. “If I was a few freaking months older, I would have known if he was good at everything else.” She ducked and closed the door just as the pillow hit.

* * * *

Charlotte tore around the track, the wind whipping through her brown hair as the sun beamed down. She cut Jen off and laughed as she saw her mouth form a swear. She skidded around a corner and slammed into the guardrail.

“Damn it.” The go-cart stalled and she slammed her hands on the wheel dramatically, waiting for the attendant to restart it.

“Take it easy, there, Earnhardt,” the older gentleman said as he yanked the cord, starting the motor back up. Jen pointed and laughed as she lapped her. Charlotte sped off, shaking her head at herself.

“I feel like I’m twelve-years-old.” She smiled at Jen. “Except for the massive hangover.” They both laughed, sitting at a picnic table eating hot dogs and drinking sodas.

“Seriously, that was fun.” Her sunglass-covered eyes scanned the area. “Mini-golf next?”

“Absolutely.” Charlotte held up her soda, clinking it with Jen’s.

* * * *

“Fuck,” she muttered forty-five minutes later, irate at the little red ball that wouldn’t go in the hole. “Stupid thing.”

Jen giggled behind her.

“Nice to see you two recovered okay,” a voice called from behind them and she spun around, looking over the tops of her sunglasses. She looked over at Jen.

“Why does everyone out here seem like a stalker?” Charlotte asked.

“I don’t know... even I’m starting to get weirded out.” Jen shrugged and Charlotte shook her head as Trevor jumped the fence, walking towards them with his hands up.

“I’m no stalker. Was out for a stroll and spotted two lovely ladies, that’s all.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, looking back and forth between them. She shook her head, taking a final shot, sinking the ball in the hole.

“Yes!” she exclaimed pumping her fist in the air before remembering it was just mini-golf. Jen and Trevor laughed.

“Nice shot. Finally,” Jen teased. They dropped their clubs off and walked with Trevor back towards the hotel, commenting on the crowds and the weather.

“So, I just wanted to say thank you for last night.” Her cheeks heated the moment she said it and a sly smile spread across his face. “I meant for not letting me get busted.”

“Sure you did.” He smiled. His teeth were damn near perfect.

“I did. I mean, that’s not to say I’m not grateful for... everything else.” She shook her head, her cheeks on fire. “God, I’m so awkward,” she mumbled.

“You are. And it’s cute,” he said, putting an arm around her and squeezing. They approached the front of the hotel and Jen smiled.

“I’ll meet you upstairs?” Jen was in the elevator before Charlotte even answered her.

“So should I expect you at the club tonight?” he asked, removing his sunglasses. She pushed hers on top of her head.

“No, we’re headed back tonight. Just a quick trip,” she said.

He nodded, and looked down.

“That’s too bad.”

“Yeah, it really is,” she said and couldn’t take her eyes off his lips.

“Maybe another time.”

“Maybe,” she said, smiling.

“If you’re ever back in town, here’s my card.” He slipped a business card out of his pocket, jotting down a number on the back. “That’s my personal cell.”

“Thanks,” she said and felt foolish for the thoughts running through her mind about him. She could tell he’d done this a million times before, but it still made her feel good. “And thank you again, really, for not getting me arrested.”

“I’m just glad you weren’t seventeen. Then it’d be my ass on the line,” he said and laughed.

“Been burned before on that?” she asked, eyebrows arched.

“A time or two.” He smiled, and leaned in, his lips brushing against hers. She pressed back against him, letting their tongues find each other for a moment.

“Bye, Trevor.”

“Bye, Charlie. Or Maggie. Or whoever the hell you are.”

* * * *

“This is the place I told you about. Isn’t it great?” Jen yelled over the music from the live band blaring in the corner. She had a generic beer in her hand and sipped it between singing along. There were two pool tables in another corner, the bar in a third, and finally a few couches in the last. High top tables were scattered throughout the room. The wooden walls were plastered with band posters and several dartboards.

They’d packed up at the hotel after the good-bye with Trevor and headed straight from there to Jen’s favorite Thursday night bar. The last twenty-four hours had been pretty incredible, even with the hangover. She didn’t know how it was supposed to feel to have a sister, how that relationship was supposed to work, but hanging out with Jen seemed to fit the bill. She’d even been able to push Jen’s secrets out of her head far enough, for the time being.

“It’s pretty neat, yeah.” She took a swig of the beer Jen had ordered for her. She knew she had to take it easy after the last few nights; the constant drinking was wearing on her. Jen waved Ron over to the pool tables and Charlotte’s phone buzzed on the table. She rolled her eyes before picking it up. She knew exactly who it was; she’d been fighting with him most of the day.

Liam: So, now you’re just ignoring me?

She hadn’t responded to his texts over the last few hours. He’d been quizzing her on what she’d been doing with her sister and she didn’t want to deal with it anymore.

Charlotte: I don’t really have anything else to say to you.

She turned her phone to silent and flipped it over.

She was perched on the edge of one of the high top chairs watching Jen and Ron playing pool against each other. They both had smiles plastered on their faces, were playfully grabbing each other between turns and having an honest good time. She couldn’t help but smile.

“Well, there’s just no way you’re here by yourself.”

She couldn’t decide if she even wanted to turn to look. What a line.

“And why is that?” she sighed, turning to that smooth and irritating voice. He was hot. Piercing blue eyes, tousled light brown hair and a smile with something to hide. She felt the heat on her cheeks and tried to wish it away.

“A pretty girl like you should never be by herself.” He flicked his front teeth with his tongue.

Well that’s awkward.

“Good one.” She gave him a small smile and looked away. He was attractive, but there was something that crawled under her skin and made her uncomfortable. She turned back to see if he was still standing there and that’s when she noticed the tattoo creeping out from under his shirt, wrapping around his hand that was adorned with a ridiculous gold ring. “Nice bling,” she said and rolled her eyes before she looked away.

“Aw, yeah, you like that?”

Apparently, he took that as an invitation to keep talking and hopped up in front of her blocking her view of Jen and Ron.

“Look at this, snaps right open, huh? Got a little something right here for you if you want.” He crinkled his nose like he was sniffing and she could see white powder in the small container within the ring.

“I am all set, thank you.” She tried to stand but he was too close for her to move.

“Nah, I think you need a little pick me up. This’ll do the trick, honey,” he said.

She avoided eye contact and chewed on the inside of her lip. She turned trying to grab her phone.

“We could get out of here if you want.” He winked and ran his hand down her arm.

She pulled away and wished like hell Jen would turn around. She and Ron were just across the room but completely engulfed in each other.

“Thanks for the offer, but like I said, I’m all set.” She gently touched his shoulder to try to get him to back up so she could stand but he forcefully pulled her back down with his arm.

“And I said, you ain’t,” he hissed.

She closed her eyes and swallowed hard. She could hear Ron yell “Hey!” but he sounded miles away. She dropped her shoulder and pulled back. Her knuckles connected with his cheekbone and he backed up as she shook the sting out of her hand.

“What the fuck, bitch!”

Jen and Ron were at her side instantly. Her breathing came a little faster than normal and her hand was a little red, but otherwise she felt perfectly fine.

“I told you no,” she said.

He looked up and his eyes cut through her.

“Ron what the fuck are you doing bringing a little prude like this around?”

She clenched her fist.

Hit him again.

“I don’t know, Hank. What the fuck are you doing trying to get her high in front of me?” Ron growled at him and Hank laughed manically.

“Oh yeah, act all high and mighty.” He dropped his voice to just above a whisper. “Your little old lady sold me that shit anyway. So really, we all know it’s yours, COP.”

Ron grabbed his arm practically lifting him off the floor.

“Time for you to go, Hank” He yanked him towards the door and eventually Hank stopped fighting it.

“Okay, okay, I'll leave. I get it, you don't want your big secret out—you’re the one who told me to show up tonight, anyway. Don't think I won't be back for that one though. She needs taming,” he said, licking his lips.

She thought her heart would race when he pointed at her but she barely reacted, waving her middle finger at him as he walked backwards out the door. Ron walked back to the table, running his hand over his face and thru his hair. 

“Jen, why don't you grab us some more drinks,” he asked, but it wasn’t a question. Jen looked back and forth between him and her.

“You okay Charlie?”

The look in Jen’s eyes showed concern, but she wasn’t sure if it was due to Hank or Ron.

“Yeah I'm okay. It's fine.” Charlotte nodded.

“Okay..."” Jen walked away slowly looking back a few times.

“You're really okay?” Ron asked.

“Yes I am really okay,” she assured him as best she could. Truth was her hand was burning a little and she wanted a shower pretty badly after he had touched her. He looked around the room.

“Listen... Hank is an asshole and a kind of a dangerous one at that. About what he said...” he said and paused, studying his hands. She knew he was deciding if he should tell the truth or try to lie his way out of it.

“About your old lady?” She nodded towards Jen who was chatting with the bartender.

“Yeah that part...” He seemed relieved with her question but his eyes were darting around.

“I know...”

“What do you mean you know?” he asked, leaning towards her with wide eyes.

“I know about the drugs and Jen selling them for you,” she said, shrugging.

“She told you?” Ron’s eyes narrowed.

“I pushed her. Don't get mad at her about it. It's fine.”

“You’re fine with it?” he asked and she stifled a laugh.

“No. I’m not fine with it. I’m not okay with it at all but, she is. I'm not going to be able to change it, so, for now, it is what it is.” She sighed, tipping back the bottle to get the last bit of beer out.

“Right. Okay, well keep your mouth shut about it, all right?” he said and she raised her eyebrows as she swallowed the beer.

“Keep her out of danger and I’ll keep my mouth shut. Deal?” She held out her hand and waited for him to shake. He stared at it for a moment before breaking out in a slight smile.

“Deal.” He grabbed her hand and shook it hard, as if he wanted her to know he was still in control of the situation.

“What are you two talking about?” Jen asked as she approached the table, three beers in hand.

“Just, getting on the same page with things,” Ron said and put his arm around Jen’s shoulder.

“Cool.” There were a few moments of silence and Charlotte let the ramifications of Ron’s statement sink in before Jen spoke again. “So you’ve got a pretty nice right hook, sis.”

“Yeah, I guess it’s not too bad,” Charlotte agreed with a laugh.

“Where’d you learn to hit like that anyway?” Ron asked, though she could tell he was starting to wonder what her deal was.

“Ah, well, my ex is a boxer and he used to train me sometimes. It helped him fine tune his own skills or something,” she said and Jen looked at her wide-eyed.

“You guys had a boxing team in high school? That’s so weird.” Jen shook her head a little.

“Uh, no, we didn’t. He’s a professional.”

“Like, gets paid and travels all over the place?” Jen asked and her eyes widened.

“Yup,” Charlotte said, pulling at the end of the cocktail napkin on the table.

“Was he any good?” Ron asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Light heavyweight champion of the WBC,” she said, rolling her eyes. She hated talking about it. Once people knew, they put him on a pedestal. He was just a regular guy who happened to spend his free time beating the crap out of people.

“Wow. That’s awesome. Why’d you break up?” Ron asked and Jen kicked him under the table. She chewed on her lip for a moment.

“He decided to study overseas for a semester and apparently wanted to do so commitment free.” She looked down at her hands wrapped around the beer bottle.

“Asshole.” Ron shook his head.

“Yeah. Apparently,” she said and sighed.

“Want me to kill him?” he asked. He was kidding, but she was pretty confident there was some sincerity in the question.

“Ha, no.” She leaned back in chair, racking her brain for a subject change. “So, um, when is the wedding?”

“July, but not for two more years. We just got engaged a couple months ago, and there’s so much to do! Plus everything is so expensive so we need to save up.” Jen perked up with the question and seemed ready to start launching into a full-blown run down of what had and hadn’t been planned yet. Charlotte welcomed the discussion. The evening had been too heavy and she was ready to zone out. Ron’s phone vibrated on the table and he looked up after reading the message.

“Hey, baby, I gotta run for a little while. One of the guys needs a ride home from the strip joint down the street. You two okay?” he asked kissing Jen’s head.

“Yeah, we’re good!” she said. He walked out while she continued dishing about the wedding details. “We’re still deciding between two venues. Maybe I can take you to see them tomorrow and you can help us decide!”

“That would be fun.” She was listening but her mind was wandering. Talking about Liam earlier had really thrown her off. When Jen took a break from all the details to head to the bathroom she scrolled through her phone. His last message was about her ignoring him. Sighing, she typed out a response.

Charlotte: You broke up with me Liam. I don’t think you get to play that card anymore.

* * * *

“We have a problem,” Ron ran his hand over his face as he jumped in his car.

“And what’s that?”

“She’s like a fucking boxer. No way she’s going to just take it. This whole plan is fucked up.” He slammed his hand into the steering wheel.

“We knew that already, it’s called research. And she’s not a boxer, her ex is. Besides, I never expected her to go down without a fight. That’s kind of how we assured she’d piss him off in the first place.”

“Can’t we just grab everything when they’re not there?”

“No, Ward, we can’t. You know he has that place wired to blow. The only time that detonator isn’t on him is when he’s–”

“Fuck, I know, but don’t you have a fucking agent that can do this? She’s just a kid.” He pulled into a parking lot down the road, where he’d wait for confirmation to head to the warehouse. The voice on the other end sighed.

“We tried that, remember? She ended up dead when he made her. Charlotte will be fine. We’ll swarm the warehouse as soon as we have what we need. The more pissed off she is the better chance she’s got, and the quicker you are, the sooner she’s out of there. She might be a kid, but she’s a tough fucking kid.”

“It just doesn’t feel right.” He rested his head against the steering wheel.

* * * *

Charlotte jumped when the door to the bar slammed open and she looked up, expecting to see someone looking apologetic that they let the wind get hold of the door that way. Instead, Hank stood there with two larger, darker, unattractive men flanking him. He looked pissed and there was a now a gun in his hand.

“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” she muttered under her breath.

“Nobody kicks Hank out of the bar,” he yelled, waving the gun around.

She thought about sliding out of her seat and diving for cover. Or knocking down the table and huddling behind it, but his wild eyes were trained on her. He was twitchy, probably crazy high, and she was afraid any movement would set him off.

“You.” He pointed at her with the gun. She swore her shirt jumped as her heart raced. “You don’t belong here. I don’t know where you came from skank, but you sure as hell don’t belong here. Where the fuck did Jen go?”

“Hank, stop,” Jen’s voice carried across the room as the bathroom door shut.

“There you are bitch.” Hank turned to the bartender. “Don’t even try calling the cops. If I catch any of you in here calling with your stupid phones, I’ll blow your fucking heads off.”

“Seriously, Hank, stop messing around, this is ridiculous.” Jen inched towards him slowly.

“Who said I was messing around? That little shit over there embarrassed me in front of everyone because she’s such a prude, and your stupid ass prince charming kicked me out of here. ME. Out of here. MY bar.”

“Actually it’s my...” the bartender ducked for cover as Hank fired a quick shot in his direction, shattering a bottle on the wall. The dynamic of the room changed. Everyone started taking Hank seriously and several people were now cowering under tables. Charlotte still hadn’t moved.

“What do you want?” Jen asked evenly and sternly. She had made her way closer to him, but Charlotte wasn’t sure why.

“What do I want? Good question. I want you to shut the fuck up for starters.” He was still waving the gun around and his eyes looked even crazier than when he walked in. He pointed the gun back and forth between the two of them. “I want you, and you, to come with me.”

“No fucking way!” It came out before Charlotte could stop herself. He immediately shot out the light that was hanging over the table and Charlotte dropped to the floor. Before she could react further, his two lackeys had her arms and were dragging her across the bar. She caught a glimpse of Jen, Hank’s arm wrapped around her neck, the gun periodically being pointed at her.

She was strong and knew how to defend herself, but with two men who had at least a hundred pounds each on her, it was a fruitless battle. She let herself go limp and tried to take in as much of her surroundings as possible. They were thrown into the back of a van that quickly sped away and were tossed back and forth at each turn.

“You okay?” she whispered to Jen, catching the tears running down her face.

“I’m sorry,” Jen mumbled and Charlotte grabbed her hand and squeezed for a moment. Looking around it was clear Hank was driving, one lackey was in the passenger seat and the other was supervising them. She tried to take stock of herself. She started to reach around to see if her phone was in her pocket.

“Don’t even think about.”

“Think about what?” she asked the man whose eyes were trained on them. He nodded his head and packed his lip with chew. “What’s your name?”

“Why?” he mumbled through the chew.

“Just curious,” she said and shrugged.

“Frank,” he spat back.

“Frank. Hank and Frank. Let me guess, Tank?” she asked nodding to the other guy in the passenger seat.

“Theodore,” he yelled back. She unsuccessfully stifled a laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

She shook her head.

“Your parents really didn’t count on you being a criminal.” She sat back, trying to formulate a plan of some sort and kept an eye on Frank.

Hank muttered something and when he turned his head to answer, she reached for her phone.

Which wasn't there.

“Fuck,” she muttered. Jen looked at her and realized the problem. She shook her head and nodded towards the front to indicate Hank had her phone. The van began to slow down and eventually came to a stop. Their captors all got out and they had about thirty seconds to talk.

“Ron said he was coming right back, he’ll hear about everything and come find us. He has tracking on my phone so it shouldn’t be long; I think we were driving a while.”

“Damn good thing he’s a stalker. Do you know where they’re taking us?” Charlotte asked. Jen looked away. “Jen, where the fuck are we?”

“You don’t want to know. Just be brave and know that help is coming...” She trailed off as the van doors ripped open and the three men standing there had the most evil smiles she’d ever seen.

“Well whores, we’re here,” Hank laughed to himself as the other two dragged them both out. She tried to see where Hank’s gun was, determining if she could escape the grasp of Frank and get away but she wouldn’t be able to get Jen out. She couldn’t leave her.

They were dragged into a warehouse that was covered in graffiti, outside and in. It was dark, only a few dim lights were on and everything felt wet. They shoved the girls down a set of stairs to the basement.

We’re going to die. This is where I’m going to die.

Even if Ron was right on their tails, they were trapped down there and it would be like shooting fish in a barrel for Hank and his men. As they rounded a corner, she could hear music, the bass shaking her from the inside. There were screams echoing off the walls from behind closed doors.

They had stopped at the beginning of the hall and Hank had gone into one of the rooms that appeared to be an office at first glance. It wasn’t clear if either of his two henchmen had firearms on them. Charlotte tried to kick Jen’s foot to get her attention but her shoe scuffed the floor loudly. They both whipped their heads around, one pushing his jacket away and placing his hand on a revolver.

“Sorry... nervous twitch.” She racked her brain through every movie and TV show she’d ever seen, trying to come up with some other twist that could get them out in one piece. One of the two men stepped up to her, so close she could smell the dried sweat on his neck. His hot breath was in her ear.

“Oh you’ll be twitching plenty soon, sweetie,” he said and then she threw up.

“What the fuck!” he screeched as it trickled down his back.

Jen stifled a small smile and although it was completely involuntary, Charlotte thought it might have been genius, too. The two men were completely distracted by the vomit and she grabbed Jen’s arm. They took off up the stairs and slammed into the metal door that stood between them and freedom.

It didn’t budge. She pushed and pulled on the handle as hard as she could. Backing up, she tried to kick it down. She made a good dent in it and possibly sprained her ankle. Guess that's not as easy as on TV. She and Jen looked around frantically trying to find another way out but there was nothing. A shot rang out over their heads.

“That was cute and all, but get the fuck back down here.” Hank stomped up the last few steps and grabbed each of them. “You're a feisty one huh? That won't last long.” He sneered at her.

She caught a glimpse of Jen and she looked resigned to the situation. She had a feeling this maybe wasn't Jen’s first time in the warehouse from hell. Back in the hallway, he pushed Jen at Theodore. “Get her ready.” He winked and ran his tongue across the front of his teeth.

“Won't take long, she was born ready.” Jen was yanked by her hair down the hall and Charlotte’s stomach dropped. Hank and Frank dragged her past the room Jen had gone into and before the door shut, she caught a quick glimpse in and had the urge to vomit again.

They tossed her into a similar room. She hit the floor hard and the dampness seeped into her jeans immediately. She stood and spun around as quickly as she could. The first thing Liam had taught her was never have your back to your opponent.

“Look at her. It's kind of sad, she thinks she can get out of this,” Hank said and was so pleased with himself. She was some sort of challenge to him. A trophy to be won.

“I'm sorry. Do most of these girls just lie down and let you have at it?” she asked and knew she shouldn't have tried to engage him; it would just piss him off more. But Jen said Ron would track them. Stalling was the best strategy she could come up with.

“Yeah. They do,” he said, nodding.

She remembered that first moment she saw him and how attractive he seemed.

“However, they usually get the full treatment. Dinner, drinks, a couple hits of blow. Come on, admit it, you wanted a piece of this back in bar.” He slinked closer to her and the bile rose in her throat.

“So you drug these girls and they become your sex slaves? What a guy you are.”

He was standing directly in front of her, looking her up and down like he was deciding what bite to take off his steak first.

“Nah. I just break 'em in. Tame the mustangs. Then the paying slime takes over.”

“Swell,” she said, looking away.

“But you. You might take a little longer to tame.” He pulled out the gaudy coke ring again and put it under her nose. “Last offer. It'll make this all much more enjoyable for you. A little less fun for me, but consider it a gesture of good faith.” His free hand tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear before his hand slipped behind her head, tightening on the back of her neck. She glanced down at the drugs. All it would take was a quick inhale and she could remove her conscious self from the situation.

There was an agonizing scream from the room next door. Jen.

“What are you doing to my sister?”

Hank leaned back a little, looking pleasantly surprised.

“She's your fucking sister? You’re a Hayes? Holy shit, that's amazing. I thought you were just some new mule or toy for Ron. Fuck. This is awesome.” He snorted some of the coke from his ring. “Did you hear that Frank? Sisters! Fuck.”

“You thinking what I'm thinking, boss?”

She didn't want to know what either of them were thinking. Hank had his back turned and in two steps, she was by Frank’s side. She grabbed his shoulder and pulled her knee into his kidney as hard as she could. He let out a groan and stumbled backwards, clutching his side. Frank tried to grab her but she brought the heel of her hand up hard on his nose, causing him to take a step back and grab his face. A hand on each shoulder, using her knee she did her best to crush his groin.

She dove for the door but slipped on the moist cement. Hank was on top of her before she could react. His knees were on her back, pushing her hips into the floor and the cold crept onto her stomach where her shirt had slipped up.

I just want to go home.

He licked her neck and she gagged. One cheek was flat against the floor and a tear escaped one eye. She prayed he didn't see it.

“God damn you are wild. I might keep you for myself, not sure any clients could even handle you,” he said and his hands crushed her shoulders into the concrete. “Frank get the fuck up and bring me some rope.”

Frank groaned across the room, stumbling to a chest. He threw chains, whips, and things she'd never seen before out before finding a coil of rope.

“You sure you don't want the chains?” Frank hobbled back over and knelt down next to them. Hank pressed hard on her shoulders, his knees still digging in her back, keeping her from moving.

“Yeah. She'll tear herself up with chains. Ropes will just burn...and I bet she gets off on that shit.”

He ripped at her arm, rolling her over as Frank uncoiled the ropes. Struggling against him, his hands clamped around her wrists and he let one knee dig into her stomach. Wincing, she breathed slowly in an attempt to focus her thoughts. When he pushed his knee in harder, she turned her head to look at him and immediately spit in his face.

“Fucking bitch. I love it.” He slapped her across the face and the moment his hand left her shoulder, she swung at him. Frank grabbed her free arm and slammed it into the ground, trying the rope around her wrist. Hank slapped her again and she kicked at him, connecting with his knee hard enough to make him wince. As he tried to tie the rope, she rolled her wrist and rotated it, her fingernails tearing at his skin for a moment before they started dragging her across the room by the ropes.

She thrashed against them, kicking her feet wildly as she tried to gain footing. Her cheap sandals had fallen off and she kept slipping. The floor was covered in a slick grime that made her cringe.

She expected them to throw her on the bed and tie her down but Hank slammed her against the concrete. He tied one rope to a ring on the wall and Frank did the other.

“You can go now,” he said to Frank, while he stared right at her.

“You sure boss? I could stay and help. You know, if she gets out of line.” Frank looked at his feet, scuffing them against the wet floor. “Maybe I could get a shot, too?”

Sick fuck.

“I said get out! You’ll get your turn later,” he yelled turning to Frank before moving just inches from her face. “I'm not sharing right now.”

She struggled against the ropes. There was no indication she was going to be able escape this.

Please, Ron, now would be good.

* * * *

“Yeah?”

“Get to the warehouse.”

Ron tore out of the parking lot and got the car up to ninety on the back roads. He knew it didn’t take Hank long to get going, and he needed to get in and get the files while he was distracted, before they could rescue the girls. He’d been working the case undercover for too long and needed this to be the end of it. The temptations were too much; he was in too deep and had to get out before it killed him.

* * * *

Hank took a knife out of a drawer on a small table next to the chest of goodies. He smiled, admiring it.

Is he going to rape me or kill me? Or both... In what order? At that moment, she realized she hoped he killed her first.

“I've got some big plans for you. Now that I know who you are.” He ran the flat side of the blade against her cheek. She closed her eyes and tried to wish it all away. “But first we need to get you prepped.”

She swallowed hard as he used to knife to pull her black t-shirt away from her body. Yanking the knife down, he cut it right in half.

Glad I wore matching bra and underwear... Seriously? That's what you're thinking right now?

Ron would be there soon and she needed to distract Hank. She tried to think of anything to say but her brain was shutting down, going into pure survival mode.

He ran the flat blade across her bare stomach and she wanted to crawl inside herself.

“Stop. Please.” She squeezed her eyes shut and a chill bit at every cell in her body producing a rash of goose bumps.

He laughed, loudly. Manically.

“Well that didn't take long to break you. I'm disappointed; I expected more out of you.” He grabbed her by her jeans, undoing the button and zipper with one hand while the other slid down her back. His face was inches from hers and his breath was wet on her face.

His hand was on her ass and she felt the bile rising in her throat again. She sucked in a breath before spitting the acid hard in his face.

“Now that’s more like it.” He wiped her spit from his face, yanked her jeans down the rest of the way, and threw them across the room.

She shivered involuntarily and stared straight ahead, looking past the fire in his eyes. Stall.

“What are you going to do to me?” Keep in mind I don’t actually want to know. At all.

“Oh I have a few ideas.” He paced slowly in front of her, narrowing his eyes. He popped open his ring again and took another hit. “You sure you don’t want any? Just a little?” He got up in her face and brought the knife behind her ear. “It’ll help take the...edge off.” As he spoke the last words, the knife broke through her skin and hot blood trickled down her neck.

She gritted her teeth, not making a sound as he slide it from her neck to her clavicle, leaving a red trail of dripping blood behind it. She concentrated on her breathing. In. Out. In. Out. It was the only thing she had control of.

“You think you're tough don't you? I will make you scream.” He stormed over to the chest and picked up a whip off the floor. Slapping it in his hand, he walked back to the corner where she was tied, and threw it on the bed. For later, apparently.

“You really shouldn't do this. I'm underage. You'll be fucked when they catch you.”

His laugh echoed off the walls. He called her bluff, and she didn’t think he cared either way.

“Bullshit. You’re the only one getting fucked in this room,” he said and sat down on the stained mattress, waving the knife around. “No way you’re underage. Even if you were, it doesn't matter. You’re never leaving anyway.”

He was leaning back, legs crossed with his foot resting on his knee, relaxed. It felt like a casual conversation with a friend. Except she was tied to the wall in her underwear with blood dripping down her neck being told she was going to be a sex slave for the rest of her life.

“I don’t believe you. Why would you want to do that?” You’re reaching. She was. She just wanted to keep him talking and keep his hands off her as long as possible. Jen said Ron would be there soon and she hung onto that thought with everything she had.

“Why the fuck not?”

Shit.

He stood up. “Wouldn’t be the first time.” He began pacing again. “Most of my girls, you see, are for my clients. They have lives outside of here, but they know, oh, they know, they always need to come back for work or old Hank will be after them. But you, I don’t trust you. You wouldn’t.”

“I would.” Her heart raced as she tried to remember tactics from her hostage negotiations class, but everything was blank. “I promise I would. If you let me go right now, I promise I’ll come back. You’ve very... attractive... and strong. Of course, I want to be a part of this. Let me go and I’ll get Ron off your tail and then... I’m yours.” She swallowed hard. There was no way he would believe it, but she had to try.

“Oh yeah?” His voice had softened and he suddenly seemed gentler.

Maybe he fell for it.

“That would be... wonderful.” He stepped in close and was breathing on her neck. She felt the cold blade of the knife along her back. “But I have something for you first.”

Maybe not.


Chapter 6

Ron tiptoed down the stairs and slipped into the office. A bank of security cameras was on the back wall monitoring the doors as well as several of the rooms. He looked over each one until he found the two he was looking for. Jen and Charlie. He plugged a transmitter in and tapped out a message on his phone to let his boss know he’d now be able to access the cameras.

He stood in front of the screens for a moment, his hands shaking while his fiancé lay there as another man had sex with her, and she just let it happen. His eyes switched to Charlotte and he winced at the image of her tied to the wall. Within a blink, he spotted a dark, dripping line on her neck. He closed his eyes and sighed, finding a box and started collecting as many discs as he could and emptying cabinets, his back to the screens.

* * * *

He held the knife close to her body as he untied one of the ropes. Her arm fell to her side, numb. She could barely wiggle her fingers, never mind defend herself. As he untied the other one, he ran the tip of the blade across her stomach, drawing a single, slim line that quickly turned red.

He dropped the knife to the floor and yanked the rope attached to her right arm, sliding it through the metal post of the low, rusted bed frame. His hands were on her shoulders pushing her down until she laid flat on the stained mattress. He was straddling her as he worked to tie both ropes to the bed frame securely. She kicked her legs, trying to pull her knees in so she could get a foot in front of him.

“Frank!” he yelled over his shoulder, the door opening immediately. “Tie her legs down will you? Bitch is going to crush my nuts like yours pretty soon. Spread ‘em good though, she’s got a long ride ahead of her.”

“What’s taking you so long to get her done boss? You’ve been in here forever.” Frank forced her knees to bend and tied her ankles to the bedrails.

“Just having a little chat. Getting to know each other. It’s so much better that way, don’t you think?” he hissed in her face. She heard the door shut and a muffled scream from the room next door. He caught her wincing at the sound. “That’s nothing. Weak. Wait until I make you scream.”

“I want the drugs.” She wasn’t going to survive it sober. She couldn’t. At least maybe she would black out this way. His teeth shone in the dim light.

“It’s too late, sweetheart. I want you to feel everything. Remember everything.” He bit her ear before standing up. “Keeping this close too. Never know when I might get the urge to use it.” He grabbed the knife and stuck it into the mattress next to her head.

He walked to the end of the bed and started crawling on top of her. Stopping at her waist, he took a moment fingering the lace on her underwear before violently ripping it off. She squeezed her eyes shut. She could hear his belt buckle hit the floor as he threw his pants across the room.

He pushed her knees apart hard, leaving her completely exposed. Moments later, his hand was between her legs. A mess of calloused fingers violating her, shoving their way inside.

“Bitch you are soaking wet. You want this so bad, don’t you?” He used his other hand to pull her bra down, exposing her breast. Bending over, he sucked her nipple into his mouth, gnawing on it for a moment.

“I fucking love this shit,” he said against her skin. She opened her eyes for just a moment and the image of him bearing down on her was burned in the back of her eyelids when she closed them again.

His wife-beater was wet with sweat and she put all her focus on it, distancing herself from the choppy rhythm of his hips grinding against hers. The tighter she squeezed her eyes shut the more vivid the image of him became. She weakly pulled at the restraints on both her wrists and ankles but apparently, someone was an Eagle Scout. They were set tight.

He moaned and swore on top of her, the sweat from his forehead dripping onto her face.

She concentrated on the drop that fell on her nose and she turned her head to the right, trying to keep his breath away from her mouth. She tilted her head slightly and could feel it start to slide left. She quickly laid it flat again and it settled into the crevice between her cheek and nose. Tilting it again, she let the bead of sweat travel over her cheek down her jaw line onto her neck.

It reminded her of Liam. After a workout, they would often be the last ones left in the gym. They’d lie in the middle of the ring and talk for hours. Long after her mom would have expected her home. Before the sweat would dry, she could feel it trickling down her neck, giving her goose bumps.

“FUCK,” Hank yelled with a hard thrust, bringing her crashing back to reality, and she felt herself go over the edge, waves of shame washing over her. He collapsed on top of her, breathing heavily, soaked with sweat. She could feel the springs in the mattress digging into her back and him, still inside her, his hips pressed into her. She lifted her head slightly and bit down on his shoulder as hard as she could.

That was stupid.

He jumped up, yanking the knife out of the mattress next to her.

I couldn’t let him be in me anymore.

“You like it a little rougher then huh? I can do that.”

Great.

He took the knife and traced the line across her stomach, digging deeper and she tried not to breath. After admiring his work, he balled her hair in his fist and yanked her head, the untouched side of her neck exposed.

“Do you believe in vampires?” he hissed at her before he bit her neck so hard she felt the blood vessels exploding and she choked back a scream, not wanting to give him the satisfaction.

She didn’t know how long it had been since they’d been snagged from the bar, but it felt like a lifetime ago. How was she the same girl who had been sipping a beer, watching her sister play pool? Jen.

“Where’s Jen?” she asked, her voice sounded hoarse, like she’d been screaming.

“That’s cute. You’re worried about her. I’ll go check on her for you.” He winked and pulled up his boxers. Blood, her blood, still dripped from his lips and he walked out of the room. She lay there bleeding and freezing. She didn’t dare close her eyes for fear of not being able to anticipate what was coming next. The screams from all over the basement played in her ears.

* * * *

Ron slammed himself against the wall as he heard a door open. Peaking around the corner he watched Hank, walking barefoot and in his boxers, wiping blood from his face. He opened a door and Ron recognized Jen’s voice yelling. With a deep breath, he slid into the office again, filling up a third box. One more and they would have everything.

* * * *

The scenarios of what could come next were horrifying, and she was able to make out a ball gag, chains, several more whips of varying size, and a rusted piece of metal that looked like a speculum. Her body convulsed as possible images played through her head.

Tears slipped out as she thought about her mom being notified of her death and she hoped they destroyed her body. She didn’t ever want her to know what her baby girl went through. It would kill her.

The door slammed open.

“I assure you she is having just as much fun as you are.” He grabbed the whip he had discarded earlier. “FRANK! Come help me flip this bitch over.”

Frank walked in and although her eyesight was blurry from squeezing her eyes shut, she could see him look her up and down.

“What, you can’t handle me on your own?” It popped out before she could stop it. She was attempting to stall the situation again, but wasn’t sure it was worth pissing him off more. Ron hadn’t shown up yet, and there was no evidence he even would, besides Jen’s word.

Hank and Frank laughed and exchange glances. She heard them whisper and then Frank grabbed the top of the bed frame, turning the whole thing so both ends were away from the wall.

“You’ve got some great ideas. Thank you.” They both began untying her and as soon as her first leg was free, she planted her foot in Hank’s chest as hard as she could. He grabbed her foot and the knife, putting a slice down the bottom of her foot. “You hit me. I cut you. That is how this works.”

They flipped her over hard and the springs of the mattress dug into her ribs. There was more slack in the ropes, but not enough for her to defend herself. The hot blood flowed steadily and tickled as it worked between her toes. Closing her eyes, she tried to determine the exact path of each trickle, distracting herself by creating a map of blood.

The whip hit hard against her back. She sucked in her breath, reminding herself not to scream. And then it hit again. And again.

* * * *

McKinney shifted in his seat in the van, uncomfortable and staring at the monitors but trying not to see what was happening. He disagreed with everything about the operation, but he had already screwed up enough lately that his badge was on the line.

“One more and we should be good,” Ron said and took a few deep breaths, exhausted from running back and forth from the office. Their boss turned to Ron.

“Good. Don’t worry about them, go.”

Ron pressed his lips together in derision and turned his blazing glare to McKinney. McKinney shrugged helplessly and Ron hung his head, jogging back to the warehouse. McKinney turned back to the monitors.

“I can’t believe we’re letting this happen,” McKinney mumbled.

“It’s almost over, kid.”

He couldn’t understand how his boss was so unaffected by what was going on in front of them. He watched as they whipped her and each strike ate away at his self-control a little more. Hank slammed her head into the bed frame with Frank standing behind her and he knew exactly what was about to happen.

“Fuck it. I can’t. I’m going in.” He threw open the door of the van and drew his gun, sprinting for the warehouse.

* * * *

“Dude, she’s just lying there. I thought you said this was going to be fun.”

She could hear Hank let out a sound that was almost like a growl. He stomped over to the front of the bed and yanked her head back by her hair.

“You’re making this harder on yourself than you have to.” She refused to look at him. He threw her head down and her forehead bounced off the bed frame. The springs creaked and then large cold hands gripped her hips, pulling her up onto her knees, her ankles burned against the rope. Hank stood in front of her, his crotch perfectly lined up with her mouth and a handful of her hair in his relentless grip. With the knife at her throat, he growled, “Open. Or I’ll do it for you.”

Tears streamed from her eyes, blurring her vision when she heard it. It seemed muffled but there was no mistake, it was a gunshot, followed by a scream and another gunshot.

“Fuck,” Hank said and threw her head down again, this time cracking her jaw on the frame. They yanked on their boxers and Frank injected her with a needle.

“This isn’t over. I’ll get my turn someday.”

Her heart slammed against her rib cage in an out of control beat and sweat poured out of her. She pulled at the restraints, her body convulsed from whatever mix of drugs they gave her. She gagged several times before her stomach emptied itself. There were more gunshots, screams, and yelling, but it all seemed far away. Blood dripped into her eye from smacking her head and her toes were sticky as she tried to wiggle them.

It took all her strength to turn her head away from the puddle of vomit. I’m going to die.

Her vision slowly transitioned to blackness and her eyelids lowered. Between the drugs and exhaustion, she stopped fighting and let the darkness pull her under.

* * * *

McKinney threw open the door, oblivious to the commotion behind him as agents swarmed into the building. The gunshots had stopped and arrests were being made. The ambulance was on its way and he ran to the side of the bed. He shook her shoulder gently and when he got no response, he grabbed the knife and cut the ropes, flipping her over. Tearing his dress shirt off, he covered her and scooped up her limp body.

He walked quickly through the hall, her blood seeping into his white undershirt, ignoring her sister’s screams when he walked by. The halls were frantic with people running and yelling. He took the stairs two at a time and stood outside as the ambulance approached.

The paramedics pulled out the gurney before the ambulance even came to a full stop and immediately went to work trying to stop the bleeding. He stood watching for a moment, running his hand over his face. They had her loaded into the ambulance and it screamed out of the parking lot within a minute. His knees gave and he sat back on his heels, with his face in his hands.


Chapter 7

“She’s in rough shape but she’ll pull through. It took a lot of stitches and she’ll be on crutches for a bit with that foot, but she’ll be okay.”

She could hear sniffling. Crying. Periodic beeps and a whooshing sound. She couldn’t feel anything. The lights were bright, shining through her eyelids, still stained with someone’s face.

“Turn down the lights.” It came out just above a whisper and she wasn’t sure her lips even moved. Someone leaned on the mattress.

“Charlie? Did you say something?”

She coughed, clearing her throat.

“Turn down the damn lights,” she practically yelled it and heard a stifled laugh. Once the lights dimmed, she slowly opened her eyes, blinking out the fog.

“Oh god, Charlie. I’m so sorry,” Jen said and grabbed her hand, immediately bursting into tears. Jen’s hand was warm on hers and she squeezed it, but Charlotte couldn’t squeeze back. A nurse was adjusting medication on her left and she was able to flop her head over to look at her.

“Am I paralyzed?”

“No sweetie. You’re just really freaking high,” the nurse said and smiled at her.

“Oh... but I don’t do drugs.” Her face felt heavy.

“You don’t. We know this was done to you. You’re going to be fine. You should be coming down pretty soon, which is going to hurt a bit, but we’ll get you some meds.” The nurse smiled and Charlotte nodded her head. At least she thought she nodded her head.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The nurse whispered to Jen and left the room. When the door clicked closed, it all rushed back. Her chest tightened as Hank’s voice replayed in her head and each wound on her body throbbed as the images rolled through on the back on her eyelids. A tear leaked out.

“Jesus Christ.” She opened her eyes and rolled her head to Jen. “What the fuck was that?”

Jen burst into tears again.

“Are you okay?” she asked Jen. She’s sitting there without a mark on her. She’s fine compared to you.

“Yeah,” Jen sniffled and wiped at her cheeks.

“Good.” She wasn’t sure what emotions were showing on her face. She couldn’t feel a thing. “How?” Jen looked at her, blank and confused. “How are you fine and I’m lying here unable to move and beat to hell?”

Jen lowered her head for a moment and when she looked up at Charlotte tears filled her bloodshot eyes.

“I don’t know. I don’t know why they were so rough on you. I just... I did what they wanted,” she shrugged.

“You just did what they wanted. You gave in.” She looked down at Jen’s hands. “You don’t even have restraint marks...”

Jen swallowed hard. “I didn’t fight back,” Jen said and looked away. “Because if you fight... this is what happens...”

She squeezed her mouth shut, blocking the string of obscenities she was screaming in her head. Every nerve twitched and she swore her arm was shaking, looking for the release of connection with anything in her path. Unable to move physically, her whole chest pounded and her brain struggled to form a full thought or determine who to direct the building rage.

“You knew all about them,” Charlotte said and tried to close her eyes, but every time she did his face was there. “You’ve been there before, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” Jen was looking at her now and from the deep breath Jen took, she knew she was about to give her a long, drawn out explanation. “A couple of years ago...”

“No. I don’t want to know. I’m glad you’re okay now. And I’m glad you were okay after whatever happened last time, but I can’t handle any more. Not right now,” Charlotte shook her head. A tingling sensation started to creep through her body and she wiggled her fingers.

“Okay. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry this happened, Charlie.” Tears still streamed down Jen’s face.

“Stop saying that. It implies there was something you could have done to stop it. No matter what the truth is, I can’t believe you could have done anything. Because if you could have, I can never talk to you again.”

“Knock, knock...”

She looked up and Ron hesitated in the doorway. He was in full uniform and had a bouquet of flowers and get well soon balloon. “Okay if I come in?”

Jen stood to hug him.

“Did you get him?” Charlotte asked. She realized she had no idea what happened after she was injected. Ron looked back and forth between them.

“You... haven’t told her yet?” Ron asked and Jen shook her head. “Uh, no. We didn’t get him. We got a few other guys who work for him and a few schmucks that happened to be there. We also got about a half dozen girls out of there.”

At least something good came of this...

“Were they hurt?” Charlotte asked and he cleared his throat.

“Uh, pretty shaken up. A few are going to need some serious psych help, but I think they’re all going to be okay.”

“So, I’m the idiot. The only one who got the shit beat out of her.”

“Uh...” Ron looked back and forth between them again.

“It was my own fault, I guess.” Her whole body tingled with pins and needles and her head was pounding. “Can you get a nurse? I think I need something.”

“Yeah, yeah. Let me go grab one.” Ron couldn’t get out of the room fast enough.

* * * *

He closed the door behind him and leaned against it, sighing. Pushing off he went to the nurses’ station and let them know she needed some painkillers. His phone buzzed in his pocket and he pulled it out.

“Ward.”

“How is she?”

“I don’t know, McKinney, fucked up. They said she’ll be fine, but something’s different.”

“Fucking stupid, that’s what all that was.”

“Yeah, well, all our asses are on the line now thanks to you trying to be a hero.”

“Fuck off, Ward. You think she’s messed up now, you didn’t see what they were about to do to her.”

“Yeah, and you didn’t hear O’Connell on the phone with Director Stewart after.” He sat down in the empty waiting room. “Tell me it’s over at least?”

“Uh... too early to tell. There’s a ton of shit to go through before we’ll know if we’ve got enough for everything we want.”

“Great. Keep me updated.”

* * * *

“I don’t even know what I do now, Jen,” Charlotte said.

Looking bewildered Jen tried to answer. “Well... you’ll get better quick. They said you might even be able to leave tonight. I guess you can still fly out on Sunday -”

“No, Jen. What do I do now? I can’t stop seeing him; I can still feel his hands on me.” She finally let the tears out. Jen squeezed her hand and she was able to squeeze back.

“I don’t know, sis. For me, I try not to think about it.”

“I think I’m going to have some reminders.” Charlotte motioned to her stomach, foot, and neck.

“They’ll fade. Just like the memories of what happened last night. I promise. You’re so strong, Charlie, you’ll be okay,” Jen assured her.

Finally able to move her arms, she wiped the tears from her cheeks.

“Do you know where my phone is?” she sniffled.

“Right here!” Ron walked back in; cheerful he could help with something. “It was on the table at the bar,” he said, handing it to her. “The nurse should be in with some painkillers in a few minutes.”

“Thanks,” she said and stared at her phone. A bunch of junk email, a missed call from her mom and a text message from Liam. 

Liam: I had a date last night. She was nice, but she wasn’t you...

She started laughing, uncontrollably, but the stitches on her stomach pulled and she forced herself to stop. Ron and Jen exchanged a glance before looking at Charlotte with furrowed brows. “Sorry. Just, a funny message...” She tapped out a message back.

Charlotte: Same here. Minus the nice part.

The nurse came in with an IV bag and started hooking it up.

“So you’re getting some feeling back I take it?”

“Yeah. Not sure if I want it though,” Charlotte said and the nurse smiled.

“It’s good; the drugs should be almost out of your system. This will help take the edge off.”

Her brain flashed back to the knife against her skin, cutting into her neck. She raised a hand to it, but all she could feel was bandages.

“That one isn’t too deep, should be healed up quick, you only needed a couple stitches there. You have eighteen across your abdomen and ten in your foot. It’s going to take a while for those to heal and you’ll need to stay off your foot completely until they do. You also have some bruised ribs.”

“How long do you think?” Not being able to walk would be an inconvenience for anyone. However, for her, not being able to run through the mental pain was going to be devastating.

“Six to eight weeks at least,” the nurse said.

Charlotte had been sitting up a little and let herself fall back into the pillow.

“You need anything else?”

“When can I shower?” She could still feel his sweat dried to her skin.

“Uh, I don’t know...”

“Please.”

The nurse nodded in understanding. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Before the painkillers kicked in, the welts on her back pulsated and the bump on her head burned.
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