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Out Loud


Part I


Chapter 1

He squinted in the dim, flashing lights. The bass rattled his bones. To his left was a stage with two women, nearly naked, grinding against the steel poles. Men cheered and stuffed money into the g-strings only there to hold the cash. Scanning the room, drink girls walked around in bras and short black skirts, their butt cheeks peeking out at the slightest bend.

His eyes moved right and landed on the bar, his breath catching immediately. Her transparent white tank top hugged her body, showing off the hot pink bra underneath. She leaned over to fill a glass with ice and the slit in her tight jeans right below her butt caught his attention. A tattoo crept up her back, but he couldn’t make it out. Her brown hair had streaks of purple and when he approached the bar and made eye contact, the black eyeliner made her violet eyes pop.

“Be right with you, sweetie,” she said with a smile. But it wasn’t her smile, not the one he knew. It was practiced. Men cheered and he leaned forward, looking down the bar. One of the waitresses was lying flat, and he watched her climb up on the bar, straddling the other woman. Lowering her head, she licked the girl’s chest, sucked a shot off her stomach, and then grabbed a lime with her teeth from the waitress’s mouth. Men shoved money into her jeans and when one went for her chest, she slapped his hand away. The waitress grabbed her head and pulled her face down, forcing her lips onto hers. The men cheered again, throwing more money at them. The waitress’s hands slipped under her shirt and the men got louder.

He looked away and adjusted himself in the seat. When the cheering finally died down, she was standing in front of him, tugging her shirt down, with the same practiced smile.

“Sorry about that, sweetie. What can I get for ya?”

“Jack on the rocks.”

“My kind of man,” she said with a smile he almost recognized before she turned to pour the drink.

“Clem, how much to get you to do that shit with Trixie?” a man yelled.

“Sorry honey, you know that’s a once a night show.”

“Then how much to get my own show?” He was twice her age, at least.

“You couldn’t afford me,” she winked and walked back to him with his drink.

“Thank you.”

“What brings you in? Haven’t seen you here before.” She leaned on the bar and he tried not to look down her shirt, but it was impossible.

“Ah, ya know, the normal reasons,” he shrugged, taking a sip of his drink.

“Normal reasons? Sweetie, that one is here because his wife left him for a woman, that one because he’s never been with a woman he hasn’t paid for, and the old guy down there, his wife died two months ago and he just doesn’t like being alone. Nobody here is normal.”

“Tits and ass?” he shrugged again and caught a peek of her real smile.

“I don’t believe you,” she said, propping herself up on the bar and leaning into him. “You never were a boob guy,” she whispered in his ear.

It had been months since he’d seen her and the last time he did, things didn’t go well. They’d dated for a few weeks and everything had been perfect, he’d never seen her so consistently happy. Nearly every night was spent together and she hadn’t had any nightmares for almost a month.

Until she did. A week into her undercover job, something must have happened. The nightmares were back, and worse. When he’d wake her from them she’d typically take a swing at him before realizing it was just a dream, shove him and then roll over, refusing to answer any questions. She never made a sound, but he could feel the bed shake with her sobs.

Then she stopped answering his calls and Amy would send him away when he’d try to go by her apartment. In an act of pure coincidence, they ran into each other one night after a few drinks.

“Hey, wait up a second,” he called after her. She’d spotted him and made a beeline for the door. He caught up to her on the sidewalk and grabbed her arm, spinning her around. “I just want to know you’re okay.”

“I’ll never be okay, Chase.” Her voice was raspy and she pulled her arm away.

“Charlotte, please. Whatever is going on, I want to help.”

“You can’t.” She laughed. “Just leave me alone, okay? We had a good run, but it’s time for you to move on with your life.”

“Come on, Charlotte. Stop acting like this,” he pleaded with her as she started to walk away.

“Move on, Chase,” she yelled without looking back at him.

But in that dimly lit, grimy bar, having her breath on his neck was enough to forget all that, and why he was there in the first place.

“All guys are boob guys, princess. We just have different preferences,” he smiled when she spun around with her lips pursed. She shook her head and started for the other end of the bar. “You got a back room here?”

“Of course,” she said and turned up her hands, grabbing a beer for one of the other men at the bar.

“How much to get you back there?”

“Sorry, sweetie, I just make the drinks.”

“Will this do it?” he asked, and tossed a bundle of hundred dollar bills on the counter. Her eyes widened and she grabbed it before anyone could see. She nodded towards the end of the bar and started walking. He took note of the shot of Jack she took on the way down.

“Trix, take care of the bar for a bit?”

“I thought you didn’t do that shit?”

“Everyone has a price,” she said with a smile, walking backwards and holding the bundle of cash in front of her. Once she was out from behind the bar, she grabbed his hand and pulled him through a swinging door into a dark hallway. She pushed open another door and flipped on the bright lights, quickly dimming them.

The walls were covered in leopard print cloth and a disco ball hung from the ceiling. There was an upholstered, armless chair in one corner, and a mattress with what appeared to be clean sheets in another, along with a dresser straight out of the seventies. At least it was a consistent theme. She slammed the door and turned around, leaning on it and running her tongue along her lips.

“Ballsy.”

“You seem like you’re worth it,” he said, taking a seat in the chair.

“Fed money?” she asked and his eyes widened.

“Can they hear us?” he whispered.

“Eyes, no ears,” she said, her eyes pointing to a camera in the corner.

“Creepy.”

“As fuck.” She walked to the dresser and opened the top drawer. “With the amount of cash you slapped down on the bar, I’m obligated to offer you an extra kick.”

“I’m all set, Charlotte,” he said holding up a hand. She took out a vial of white powder.

“It’s Clementine,” she said with an eye roll. “Up.” She motioned to the chair and he stood. She moved it to a different spot and nodded for him to sit back down. “I’m going to suggest you pretend to take this, for the camera.” She straddled him and pulled her shirt down, pouring the vial across her chest. “Just stick your face in there, don’t breathe in.”

He swallowed hard and took a deep breath, lowering his head to her chest. He moved his head across the tops of her breasts slowly, letting his nose drag and holding his breath. Lifting his head, he wiped the powder off that had stuck to his nose and she stood, brushing it from her chest with her back to the camera.

“Good job.”

“Thanks,” he said flatly. “You do this often?” He didn’t really want the answer.

“Actually never. You’re my first.” She tossed the vial in the trash, hit play on an iPod on the dresser and walked back to him and he tried not to laugh at her ankles wobbling in the heels. “They’re definitely watching. So don’t take any of this personally.”

“Of course,” he said, and cleared his throat. Her hands grabbed the bottom of her shirt and she lifted it over her head, tossing it at him.

“Heels?” she asked, and he knew she hoped he said no.

“You can take ‘em off,” he smiled at her.

“Fuck, thank you.” She kicked them off into the corner and walked up behind him, running her hands down his chest. “So why are you here?”

He tilted his head as her lips brushed his neck and he tried to remember what her question was.

“They’re raiding this place at midnight.”

“So I don’t have to do this shit anymore?”

“Nope.”

“I could kiss you,” she whispered, and pulled his earlobe between her teeth as her hands continued to explore his chest.

I would let you.

“I’ll take you out of here right now if you want,” he whispered and hoped she didn’t read between the lines.

“Can’t. I should stay for the bust or they’ll figure it out. I’m a model employee.” Her hand trailed around his chest as she walked around him. “But thanks for the warning.”

“Yeah.” He swallowed hard. “So, we can stop this if you want.”

“No we can’t.” She laughed. “Like I said, they’re watching, and you handed me ten grand in plain view. There are expectations.”

“Great.” He swallowed hard.

“So what do you want?”

“Huh?”

“What do you want me to do to you? Or you to do to me? Money like that gets you pretty much whatever you want around here.”

“Just, a lap dance... I guess,” he mumbled. He kept his eyes on hers as she lowered herself into his lap, her arms around his neck.

“Come on, Special Agent Chase McKinney, you can do better than that,” she said, her breath against his neck again before she trailed her lips down. Her hips were pressing into him and she pulled back with a grin. “This is turning you on?”

“No,” he said, too quickly.

“I’m sitting on your lap. You can’t lie to me about that,” she laughed.

“Whatever. I’m a man. And you might look like a whore right now, but you’re still a fucking hot whore.”

“Is this fulfilling some kind of fantasy for you?” she asked, her hands finding the hem of his shirt and sliding under, up his bare chest.

“Am I allowed to touch you?” he whispered.

“For that money? Yeah,” she shrugged. His hands flew to the side of her head and he pulled her to him, his lips devouring hers. His hips moved on their own against her and she pressed herself into him. Letting go of her face, his hands slid under her butt and lifted her as he stood, moving to the mattress.

He tossed her down onto the bed and ripped at her jeans, yanking them down and over her ankles before throwing her legs apart. He kneeled between her legs and stared down at her, their heavy breaths synced.

“You really want to do this with them watching?” she asked. He didn’t, but he wasn’t sure he was going to be able to stop himself. Leaning over her, he brought his lips to hers and balled her hair in his hand before pulling her head to the side. He nibbled down her neck and when she moaned he thought his clothes were going to burst into flames. She yanked at his t-shirt and pulled it over his head, running her fingernails down his back.

“Fuck,” he said, resting his forehead on the bed next to her.

“You paid enough for that.” Both their bodies shook as they laughed.

“We can’t do this. Not like this.”

“This is probably the only chance you’re going to get. Take it or leave it, sweetie.”

He bit her neck, gently, but out of pure sexual frustration. It caught him off guard when her legs wrapped around his waist and he bit a little harder until she moaned before trailing his lips back to her mouth. Her hands were unbuckling his belt.

“You don’t care if they watch?” he mumbled against her lips.

“Wouldn’t be the first time someone did.” Her voice had lost any humor and he sat up instantly. “What?”

“Yeah, I’m done.” He shook his head; the images of her being raped as he watched from a surveillance van assaulted him. Grabbing his shirt he pulled it back over his head.

“You’re going to get me in trouble.”

“Right back at you.”

“No, I mean with the boss,” she said and nodded to the camera.

“Oh. Right.” He swallowed hard. As badly as he wanted her thirty seconds ago, the reminder of what he’d let her go through was enough to turn a porn star soft. She chewed her cheek and pointed to the chair.

“Just sit. I’ll figure something out.”

* * * *

Grabbing his face, she kissed him one last time, letting her lips linger longer than her head told her to. His hands were still on the small of her back, gripping her bare skin. Straightening her body, she ran her hands through her hair and tied it up with an elastic from her wrist, and she let the smile spread across her face as his hands slid to her sides and up her ribcage. Lowering her hands, she placed them on his and removed them from her sides, sliding off his lap.

She pulled her jeans on and grabbed her shirt from the floor, running a hand down her face and laughing. Walking to the dresser, she took a swig from the bottle of whiskey, tilting it to him after.

“I’m good,” he said, holding a hand up. His face was red and he shifted in his seat. After another quick swig, she put the bottle down and grabbed her shoes, strapping them back on as she sat on the bed. “You sure you’ve never done that before?” he asked and she looked up with a smile.

“Not for money,” she winked. 

“You know you don’t get to keep it, Charlotte.”

“I’m well aware. But if I wasn’t convincing, they’d probably take me out back and shoot me and burn the place down before you guys raid it in an hour.” She’d spent the last ten minutes, after a few swigs of whiskey, teasing and taunting him with her body after they’d agreed sex was off the table. 

The truth was she probably didn’t have to take it as far as she did but she hadn’t seen him in months. Telling him to move on was one of the hardest things she’d ever done but she didn’t have a choice. He deserved better. The moment she spotted him walk in, that had all faded away though. His eyes still sucked her in and turned every horrible thing that had happened to her to dust. And when he had kissed her, with such force and desire, her body took over. 

“They wouldn’t have made me,” he said, shaking his head as he stood. She looked him up and down and smiled. 

“Chase, you scream Fed. Even in jeans. But that’s not the issue. We get a lot of Feds in here, actually,” she said and laughed at his raised eyebrows. “But they don’t normally throw ten g’s down for a private ‘dance’.” 

“I do not scream Fed.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night. Are you outta here?” She stood and grabbed his hand, placing it on her hip. “Just for a little extra convincing.”

“If you’re not leaving, I’m not leaving.” His eyes held onto hers and she couldn’t have looked away if her life depended on it.

“Suit yourself. You could have been the one to put me in cuffs,” she said and pulled his hand from her, leading him towards the door. Pushing him against it, she took a deep breath and brought her lips to his one last time. One last time. That’s it. Pulling away, she winked at him and opened the door, leading him back to the bar.

He took a seat and she kept his drink full, flirting with the customers as she would any other night, with one eye on the clock. At exactly twelve the doors flung open, the local cops and FBI agents swarming the building. Guns were sweeping across the room, girls were screaming and men were yelling, scrambling to escape. She backed herself against the bar and watched as he lifted his drink in a cheers to her and took the final swig. She shook her head and turned around as one of the cops approached her with handcuffs. Looking over her shoulder as he pulled her arms behind her a little too roughly, she smiled.

“Officer, that man paid me for sex tonight,” she said and caught his jaw drop. The officer yelled to another, who came over and slapped cuffs on him as well.


Chapter 2

She rolled her shoulders, looking down at the oversized Boston Police Department t-shirt they had given her while they confirmed her identity with the FBI. Pushing open the door, she smirked when he was leaning against the front desk.

“Can’t get enough, can you?”

“You already know the answer to that, Hayes. I’m taking you home.” He held out an arm for her to hook hers to and she shook her head.

“No thanks.” She walked past him and pushed open the doors, walking out to the street.

“At the very least, I’m walking you home.” He jogged a few steps to catch up with her.

“I’m fine, really.” She shivered and wished they had splurged and given her a sweatshirt.

“Is Amy home?” He slid his black leather jacket off and placed it around her shoulders. She looked at him out of the corner of her eye as she slid her arms into the sleeves. Her fingers just barely stuck out the cuffs.

“No, she’s away at a conference. But we have really good security, it’s fine.”

“You either come to my place, or I stay with you. Those are the options,” he said, shoving his hands in his pockets. She spun on her heel and stared at him. “We’ve got a flight out tomorrow morning, undercover operation in Vegas. And I’m lead, princess.”

She rolled her eyes and started walking in the opposite direction she was headed. 

“Your place,” she mumbled as she walked past him.

“Okay then. Want to grab something to eat on the way? I’m starving.”

“Uh, no. I don’t exactly have much of an appetite right now.” She didn’t turn to look at him. Her heart was still mending in a few places after she’d found out the truth–that he had watched her be raped, and helped set her up for a second abduction that almost ended in her death. But she’d buried it all, and focused on the overwhelming desire to be with him. And she succeeded. Until she was raped again.

No one knew, not even her therapist, Dr. Zane. She’d been sent undercover at the strip club and although it wasn’t glamorous, she was excited to be out in the field. They’d gotten her in as a bartender, but after her second night, the owner asked her to dance. She refused for a week but eventually he got tired of it.

She counted out the drawer and split the tips with Trixie when he appeared in front of her at the end of the night. Grabbing the collar of her shirt, he pulled it away from her and peered down at her chest.

“You know, for such tiny tits they’re not so bad.” He smirked and shoved her away. “I need to talk to you.” He pointed to the swinging door and with a heavy sigh, she followed him. Trixie handed her a shot that she threw back as she passed her, and Charlotte knew nothing good was about to happen.

He pulled her into his office and shut the door, locking it. Her gut told her it was time to go but she froze. She’d seen the look in his eyes before–from the other men who had raped her.

“You still won’t dance?”

She shook her head and wondered where the sharp tongue she could never hide had run off to.

“Then you need to fuck.”

“Then I quit.” She shrugged. His laughter bounced off the walls and she winced.

“You don’t get to quit. You are here as a favor. And you’ll do what I say.”

“Fuck you. I quit.” The words were barely out when he slammed her body against the wall. She’d spent so much energy burying the things that happened to her, his force drained anything she had left.

“I said, you don’t get to quit,” he hissed in her ear. She suddenly understood how her sister had gotten in the mess she had so many years ago.

“Just let me leave. My tits are tiny anyway.” She tried to pull every piece of her training, her experience, and the things Chase had taught her to the front of her mind.

“Yeah, but I said they’re not so bad,” he chuckled as he ripped her shirt to get a better look. “Looks like you like it rough too.” His finger traced the scar trailing across her ribcage and abdomen. Grabbing his wrist, she pulled his hand away and moved to twist his arm, but he brought a blade to her throat before she could execute. “Won’t dance. Won’t fuck. Just going to make drinks, huh? Then you need to pay the toll.”

He ripped his hand from her grasp and loosened his belt. Her eyes watered as the zipper dropped on his pants and his hand moved to the top of her head, balling her hair and still gripping the knife. Forcing her to her knees, he kept the knife at her neck to remind her that he had complete control.

She hadn’t gone to Chase’s that night; instead, she stumbled home on shaky knees, vomiting several times on the two-mile walk. For the next week she tried to pretend it didn’t happen, but the nightmares started, and her subconscious convinced her she was the dirty whore the strip club owner told her she was. She wasn’t good enough for Chase, and never would be. 

But when he showed up in the club with that knee-weakening smile, the sparkle in his eyes she couldn’t place, and the delicious scent of his freshly shaved face, she experienced amnesia.

“Well, you don’t have to get anything, then.” He kicked at a discarded cup. “You going to be able to stand being in the same room as me for a while?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“No.”

“Then I’ll be fine. I knew this was coming,” she said, shrugging.

“What do you mean?”

“When Wells put me undercover at the club he told me he’d have to pull me for a bigger case, and it would have to be with you. God only knows why, but I’ve had time to mentally prepare.” Except all of that went out the window when her eyes landed on him in the club.

“Great. Glad you had a head’s up.” He tugged her arm into a sub shop and ordered two Italian subs.

“Hungry?”

“I figure you’ll change your mind.” Ten minutes later, they climbed the steps to his apartment and he held the door for her as she walked through. She helped herself to a beer in the fridge, handing him one.

“Have any sweats? I’d really like to take these nasty jeans off.”

“Yeah,” he said, and placed the sandwiches on the table before heading into his bedroom. She took a seat and sighed as she pulled one of the subs out of the bag. Her eyes scanned the apartment, not missing the small scrap of map, New Hampshire and Vermont, tucked into the corner of a framed photograph of what she could only assume was his family’s farm. She also didn’t miss the wine glass on the end table with lipstick stains.

He tossed a pair of sweats and a clean t-shirt on the chair next to her and took a seat, pulling out the other sub.

“Thanks,” she said through a full mouth.

“So you were hungry.” He smiled as he took a bite of his own.

She shrugged, washing her sandwich down with the beer.

“So how are you?”

“Wonderful. Bartending at a strip club and letting strange men lick salt off my chest for twenty bucks, five nights a week is a fucking blast,” she said with a snort.

“I didn’t realize body shots were such a hot commodity.”

“Well when you don’t dance, and refuse to do the other stuff, it’s the only way to score decent tips.”

“So you really hadn’t done all that before?” he asked.

“Hell no. You think I’m going to rub my body all over some dirty, fifty-year-old, divorced banker? Sorry, I don’t need an old man boner between my legs to feel like I matter,” she said, shaking her head. Or in my mouth.

“You didn’t seem to have a problem... rubbing your body all over me.” He looked up at her from his sandwich and she rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, well, that’s different.”

“Why?” The corners of his mouth were twitching and she knew he was holding back a smile.

“Because I find you physically attractive and I trust you. And it was fun to tease you, get you all worked up and leave you hanging.” She tried to keep all emotion off her face.

His eyes widened and then he laughed. “You trust me?”

“Don’t get too excited. I trust you more than scum off the street that’s willing to pay to cop a feel. I don’t think that’s saying a whole lot,” she said and took the final bite of her sandwich, leaning back in the chair.

“Right.” He kept his eyes on her as he took a swig of his beer. “I’ve never taken a body shot.”

“Are you asking to?”

“Just stating a fact.”

“I’m still pretty buzzed. If it’ll put a check on your bucket list, you’re welcome to give it a go.” Like you can handle his tongue on your body.

“Is that the best idea?” His eyebrows rose.

“Like I said, I’m still buzzed,” she said, shrugging. “Got any tequila?” She stood and walked to the kitchen without waiting for a response. Opening cabinets she located a bottle, grabbed a saltshaker and was surprised to find a lime in a bowl on the counter. She sliced it up, throwing the extra pieces in a zip lock in the fridge and walked back to the table.

“You’re serious?” he asked, placing his beer on the table. She smirked, and pulled her shirt over her head. It was a stupid decision, encouraging him to touch her. She knew her self-control was non-existent with him and had a feeling his was about the same. But the wine glass on the end table was taunting her.

She hopped on the table in front of him and took a deep breath, calming the pounding in her chest. Shaking a little salt onto her hand, she licked it, threw back a swig of the bottle and bit into the extra lime slice she had brought from the kitchen. It was only a few hours ago their hands were all over each other, but now they were alone and no one had a camera on them. A little tequila was enough to loosen her up to make a few bad decisions for the night.

“Salt, shot, lime,” she said, pointing to her chest, stomach, and mouth.

“I get the concept.”

“Just checking,” she said and lay back on the table, pouring a line of salt along the tops of her breasts, and bending her knees so her feet were propped up on the table. Sucking in her stomach as he poured the cool liquid on her, she popped the lime between her teeth. He leaned over her, searching for any sign of protest in her eyes and finding none, smiled before his tongue was on her skin.

She fought the urge to arch her back as he traveled slowly across the tops of her breasts before quickly bringing his mouth to her stomach and sucking up the liquid. He tossed his head back to swallow and brought his mouth down, his lips grazing hers as his teeth gripped the lime.

“Everything you ever imagined it to be?” she asked, unexpectedly breathless. He sucked on the lime for a moment before spitting it out onto the floor and leaning over her.

“Actually not too bad,” he whispered, bringing his mouth down on hers, his tongue shoving its way in and finding hers. The mixture of tequila and lime in their mouths was intoxicating on its own, but when his hand balled in her hair, tugging her head gently, she moaned against his lips, sliding her hands under his shirt.

He propped himself up on an elbow and didn’t let his lips leave her mouth, his free hand popping the button on her jeans. When he freed it, his mouth moved down her body and pulled the pants down below her knees. Her hands curled in his hair and her body craved his. Letting his tongue drag on the inside of her thigh, he pulled a pant leg over her ankle before spreading her legs apart and crawling back up her body.

He wrapped his hands around her wrists and pinned them next to her head, looking down at her and breathing heavily.

“When did you get so rough?” she whispered.

“Apparently, Charlotte, deprivation does this to me,” he said and kissed her hard, pulling her lower lip between his teeth. Her back arched and the pressure of his body against hers made her gasp for air. “Do you want me to stop?”

“Don’t you dare.”

A smirk spread across his face and she swore her heart froze mid-beat. He slid off her and stood at the end of the table.

“Don’t move.” He pointed at her before pulling his shirt over his head and loosening the buckle on his pants, unzipping them and letting them drop to the ground. She sat up with a smile and slid herself to the end of the table. “I thought I told you not to move.”

“I don’t listen well.” She dragged a finger down his chest, her eyes following the path. He lifted a hand and ran his finger along her bare collarbone, sending tingling sensations through her. Her head rolled to the side and he brought his mouth down to her exposed neck, letting his teeth tug on the skin. She moaned and pushed her hips against him. Her hand found its way to the base of his neck and she let her fingernails drag across it. He titled his head back with his eyes closed before snapping it forward and snatching her hand.

He placed a hand on her back and slowly crawled on top of her, lowering her back to the table. Their skin sparked as their bodies pressed together and he squeezed her wrists, pinning her to the table again. Her eyes opened at a knock.

“Chase? Are you in there?”

He let go of her wrists and rested his forehead against hers.

“Fuck,” he whispered.

“Chase is everything okay? I thought you said you were going out of town but I saw the light on...” the female voice trailed off.

“Yeah, one second,” he yelled back, his eyes squeezed shut.

“Girlfriend?” she asked, afraid of the answer.

“No. Just, a neighbor, girl.” He crawled off and stood, pulling his pants back up and buckling his belt.

“Chase, honey?”

“A neighbor girl you sometimes fuck?” Why are you asking this? The tequila wasn’t helping her non-existent filter.

“I haven’t slept with her, Charlotte.” He locked eyes with her and she swallowed hard. “She’s a nice girl from down the hall. Sometimes we have wine and watch movies.”

“And what, dry hump?” She was sitting on the table in her bra and underwear, her jeans hanging from one ankle. She couldn’t explain the anger radiating off her.

“Why do you care?” he asked, pulling on his t-shirt. “Get dressed.”

“I’m going to go take a shower,” she slid off the table and grabbed the sweatpants and t-shirt, walking to the bathroom.

* * * *

“Hi, Pam.”

“Chase, honey, I was worried,” the petite blonde said with a hand on her chest. She stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek before walking into the apartment. “I thought you said you were going to be out of town.”

“Yeah, sorry. My flight got moved to tomorrow morning,” he lied. He didn’t think she’d be peeking under his door to see if the light was on.

“Is someone here?” she asked, looking at the two sub wrappers on the table.

“Uh, just a co-worker spending the night.”

“Oh, okay,” she said with a smile and took a seat on the couch. “It’s late, shouldn’t you get some sleep?”

“Yeah, just waiting for... my co-worker to finish up in the shower.”

“Did you want me to make you some snacks for the flight?” she asked and stood, walking to the kitchen.

“No, no you don’t have to do that, Pam, it’s fine.”

“Nonsense, I’m sure you guys will be hungry and that airport food is so expensive.” She opened the fridge and pulled out the bread and jelly. The water shut off and he cursed Charlotte for taking a short shower for once. The bathroom door creaked open and she entered the kitchen, his sweatpants cinched around her waist and billowing out in the legs. His t-shirt hung loosely on her and she was drying her long brown and purple hair with a towel.

“Oh, hi,” she said, with a smile when she spotted Pam.

“Um, hi,” Pam said, her eyes wide as she turned to Chase. “I thought you said it was a co-worker,” she unsuccessfully whispered.

“Special Agent Charlotte Hayes, Pam. Pam, Charlotte.” He waved his hand between them and Pam looked at her a moment before turning back to him.

“Are you sure? She looks more like a hooker. Her eyes are purple for goodness sake, Chase.” Pam’s whisper was far from quiet.

“Hi, not a hooker. Fake eye color,” Charlotte said, pulling the contacts out of her eyes and throwing them in the trash. “Been undercover a while. Nice to meet you. I think.”

He had forgotten how blue her eyes really were.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I’m sure you can imagine my surprise seeing you here, dressed like that, so late at night with my boyfriend, that’s all,” Pam said and took a step towards him, laying her hand on his chest. He pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Pam, just stop.” He could see the amused look in Charlotte’s eyes turning to anger.

“Boyfriend. So you guys are, together?” She had thrown the towel on his kitchen counter and was leaning against it with her arms crossed.

“Yes, we’ve been seeing each other, what? A few months now, honey?”

Pam looked up at him and her innocent green eyes gave him a headache. He pinched the bridge of his nose harder. “Something like that,” he mumbled. He caught the change in Charlotte’s expression as the smirk spread across her face and he swallowed hard, assuming she was about to light a fire.

“Good for you guys. I’m going to bed, you’re on the couch,” she winked at him and turned to leave the room. He let out the breath that he was holding and silently thanked her for keeping her thoughts to herself for once.

“She seems... um...” Pam looked at him, her eyes wide.

“She’s a fantastic agent.”

“I mean, I’m sure she is... but she makes me a little uneasy...”

“Pam, I should really get some sleep. It’s a big case we’ve got, and I’m going to be gone for a bit.” He gently placed his hand on her shoulder and moved her towards the door.

“I’ll miss you,” she sniffled.

He fought the urge to roll his eyes. “I’ll miss you too. But we can go to that Indian place you like when I get back, okay?” He smiled at her. She was a nice girl with a pretty face, who thought he was a superhero because he was an FBI agent. He didn’t tell her he’d been stuck at a desk running background checks for the last few months due to his involvement in Charlotte’s abductions.

“You’re so sweet,” she smiled up at him and kissed his cheek. Without thinking, he grabbed her face and planted his lips on hers, trying to deepen the kiss. Her resistance told him everything he needed to know. She pulled away with a giggle. “Don’t be so rough. And you taste terrible. Have a good trip, honey.”

He closed the door behind her and let his forehead bang against it a few times until Charlotte chuckled behind him.

“The truth is really fucking hard for you, isn’t it?”

“She’s not my girlfriend. I’ve told her I’m not in a place for a relationship a million times.”

“Right,” she said.

He turned and leaned against the door. Pam was sweet. She liked having the door held and for him to order for her at restaurants. Her idea of a swear was ‘sugar’ and she only drank red wine, and only for her heart. Sometimes when she splurged and had two glasses, she’d let him touch her boob. She worked in a boutique downtown and went to church on Sundays. They had pleasant conversations about topics most people would glance over in the newspaper and she always had his horoscope ready for him.

She was pretty much the farthest thing he could find from Charlotte.

“You jealous?” He bit his tongue as soon as he said it.

“Nope. But you were thirty seconds from taking me on your dining room table before your non-girlfriend showed up. So, I’m confused. But that’s nothing new with you.”

“What was I supposed to do, Charlotte? You told me to move on with my life. I tried to listen. Did you want me to just sit around for the rest of my life grieving over losing you?”

“You can’t lose something you never had, Chase,” she said and crossed her arms.

“You’re right; you’re really good at denial.” He pulled a beer out of the fridge and popped it open, taking a long chug.

“Screw you.”

“No Charlotte, screw you. Don’t act as if things weren’t fucking amazing until you suddenly couldn’t be in the same room as me. Which I never even got an explanation about.”

“Chase—”

“Just don’t, okay? I know the whole spiel at this point. I hurt you, there’s no way to fix it, how can I claim to care about you, blah blah blah. I get it. I’ve apologized more times than I can count and I don’t know what else to do, so, whatever. I give up. If it wasn’t for me, Hank would have shoved his dick down your throat, and Frank would have fucked you until you were damn near dead. Maybe someone else would have stepped up. Maybe not. Maybe you would have never been in Thead’s mansion. But if you had, and it wasn’t for me, you would have bled out on those thousand dollar sheets while he shoved his hand inside you.”

“Chase—”

“I’m not asking for forgiveness. I’m giving you the fucking facts. The ones you already know and choose to lay all the blame on me, anyway. I’m well aware I could have stopped things sooner and nothing would have happened to you. I beat myself up about it every fucking day, Charlotte.” He chugged the rest of his beer. “I’ve let you treat me like shit and ignore me because I feel like scum for what happened to you. But I’ve had enough. If we’ve got any shot at closing this case in Vegas, you need to toughen up and get the fuck over it.” He shook his head and sat down at the table. “And you know what else? Stop pretending that whatever was between us – whatever still is – isn’t the most real fucking thing in the world. I can live with you thinking I caused every ounce of pain in your life. But I can’t live with the thought that these absolutely fucking insane, dysfunctional feelings I have for you are one sided.”

“Chase!” she yelled and he looked up at her. “It was fucking amazing. And they aren’t one-sided.” She moved down the hall towards his room. “And it had nothing to do with you.”

“Charlotte...”

“I’m going to bed,” she said with a tight smile and turned down the hall.

The defeat and hurt in her eyes told him he’d gone too far. Cursing himself, he fell onto the couch and closed his eyes, hoping the morning took it’s time.


Chapter 3

Coffee brewing invaded his senses and he blinked his eyes open, rubbing his neck. There was a definite crick in it from sleeping on the couch. Sitting up, he spotted her seated at his dining room table, picking at a piece of toast and reading a magazine.

“There’s some toast for you in the kitchen.” She pointed without looking up. “What time is our flight?”

“Thanks. Uh, nine.” He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and grabbed the plate and a coffee before sitting down at the table with her.

“I need to go home and get some clothes.”

“We can stop on the way,” he mumbled as he shoved the toast in his mouth.

“Fine,” she said, flipping pages in the magazine.

“Charlotte, about last night...” He reached his hand out to grab hers and she stared at it a moment before looking up at him.

“Don’t worry about it. Everything you said was true, it’s fine. And Pam seems nice.” She pulled her hand back slowly. “I threw some of your stuff in a suitcase to get you started. We should probably get moving.”

“Okay...” Finishing the toast, he carried the coffee mug to his room to finish packing. His phone lit up and he grabbed it, sighing at the name. “Hi, Mel.”

“Her lawyer is fucking harassing me now.”

“Shit, I’m sorry.” He ran a hand through his hair and sat on the edge of the bed.

“Chase, what the hell are we going to do? We can’t let your bitchy ex-wife get so much as a hay bale from the farm. I’ve been able to keep it from Dad so far, but if he finds out it’ll put him over the edge...” His sister had a temper and a flare for the dramatics, but he had to admit she was right on this one.

“I’ll think of something.” He took a sip of his coffee and hoped he sounded more convincing than he felt.

“You better.”

“I will, I promise. I started the mess, I’ll clean it up.” He stood, placing the mug on his nightstand and adding more clothes to the suitcase Charlotte had started. After the divorce had been finalized, he assumed he’d never hear from Shelia again. But when word got back to his ex-wife that his dad was transferring part of the multi-million dollar family farm to him, her ears had apparently perked up. And no doubt her lawyer was patting himself on the back for the ridiculous stipulations of the divorce agreement. “I have to fly out for a case though, so don’t freak if you don’t hear from me for a few days.”

“No more desk duty huh? Congrats,” she laughed. “What’s the case?”

“You know I can’t tell you.” He rolled his eyes.

“It was worth a shot. Let me know if you figure out how to fix this disaster.” The engine of a tractor turned over in the background and he could practically smell the diesel. “Stay safe brother, love you.”

“Love you, too, Mel.” He tossed the phone on the bed and stared at it a moment. He wasn’t convinced he was going to be able to come up with something, but he wasn’t about to let his family down.

A half hour later, they exited the elevator at Charlotte’s apartment. She had barely turned the key when Amy threw herself at her.

“Bitch, why didn’t you answer your phone.”

“Sorry Am, it died,” she said with a shrug, hugging her best friend.

“What the fuck is he doing here?” Amy said when she spotted Chase.

“We’ve gotta head out for a case. He’s fine, leave him be.” Charlotte waved her hand.

“Nice to see you too, Amy,” he gave her a tight smile and she rolled her eyes.

“Can I borrow some of your clothes for... a while?” Charlotte asked.

“Of course! Going somewhere fancy?” Amy asked.

“Yeah,” Charlotte sighed. He didn’t miss her slumped shoulders as she went into Amy’s room.

“You hurt her again and I’ll kill you myself,” Amy whispered at him when Charlotte was gone.

“What is it you think I did Amy?” he asked with narrow eyes.

“You broke her heart and ruined her life, over and over again, asshole.”

“Well I don’t know if that’s entirely accurate...”

“Oh it’s accurate. I’ve woken up to that girl screaming your name – and not in a good way – far too many times.” Amy stood with her hands on her hips, her black hair stick straight, adding a hardness to her he hadn’t noticed before.

“Really? Recently?” he asked quietly. The thought of her having nightmares about him was devastating.

“If you count last Friday recent.”

“Fuck...” he whispered as Charlotte came back out of Amy’s room, heading into her own with an armful of clothes. “Did she tell you why we broke up?”

Amy laughed. “If you even want to call it that. Something about you being overprotective and stalkerish.”

“I see...”

“Are you two playing nice?” Charlotte asked, wheeling her luggage out of her room.

“Not really,” they replied in unison.

“Great. I’ll be back soon, I hope.” She gave Amy a quick hug before they headed out. He could still feel Amy’s eyes drilling through the back of his head as the door shut behind them.

The elevator ride was silent and he grabbed one of her bags as they reached the ground floor, carrying it to the car. She slipped into the seat next to him and her hand brushed his as he started the car and she moved to turn up the radio.

“We need to check in with Wells,” he said as they pulled out of the parking garage under the building and handed her his phone. She scrolled through it silently and the Bluetooth picked it up as it began to ring.

“Wells.” His voice boomed through the car.

“It’s McKinney. I’ve got Hayes and we’re on our way to the airport.” His eyes darted to her before the light turned green.

“Good. You’ve both been briefed, but I’d like to hear it back so we’re all on the same page.”

“Vernon Stafford is under investigation for links to terrorism in the Middle East. He’s a prominent casino owner with businesses in Vegas and Atlantic City, as well as overseas. Intelligence has been discovered that he’s been funneling money from his domestic casinos overseas, and eventually to terrorists to aid in training and planning an attack on U.S. soil.” Chase rattled off the facts as he weaved through traffic. A glance to the side confirmed she was staring at him, the straw from her ice coffee between her lips.

“Continue,” Wells urged.

“We need to determine when and how the strike is going to happen.”

“Yes. And Charlotte, how are you going to do that?” He cocked his head at the use of her first name, but she didn’t seem fazed by it.
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