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Almost Found



Part I


Chapter 1

Because you make me lose my fucking mind in the best and worst possible ways.

Charlotte Hayes ran both hands through her long brown hair; the steaming hot water pelted her back and turned her skin red. A little over twenty-four hours earlier, she had been punched in the gut when Special Agent Chase McKinney showed up at the airport bar to fess up to his true identity. Now, she was shutting off the water in the tiny shower of the bathroom at the FBI Academy in Quantico and getting ready to head to dinner with her roommate.

She hadn’t slept the night before, running through every moment she spent with Chase, and every conversation she had with McKinney. They were the same person, but until he flipped open his badge on the bar, in her head they’d been completely different men, in her life for completely different reasons. It didn’t matter that she’d been fighting against feelings for McKinney for months or that she was boarder-line crushed that she had to leave Chase behind.

McKinney was her rock and she was convinced he was the only person in the world that could have talked her through her second abduction. He saved her life, twice.

Chase had eyes she could live in and a smile that took her out at the knees. His hands felt like they were made for hers and she couldn’t get enough of him.

What am I complaining about?

She laughed at herself as she pulled on a t-shirt and smiled at her roommate, Stacy Curry, with a nod as they made their way to the cafeteria. It had all been deceit. She felt dirty and used and still didn’t understand why he had lied to her about who he was. The urge to lash out, to hit something, to hit him, boiled in her veins. But the one to wrap her arms around him and get lost in his mouth was pretty strong, too.

Pushing her thoughts to the side, they took a seat. Luca, a fellow recruit she’d grown fond of already, and his roommate Jerry, joined them and she let herself be caught up in idle conversation about the academy and what was to come.

“So, Charlotte, what’s your deal anyway? Where are you from, what’d you do, got someone waiting for you at home?” Stacy asked, glancing at her. They’d been rushed around for the last day and were finally getting a chance to really get to know each other.

“New Hampshire. Cop. And only if you count my Mom.” She sent a wink in Stacy’s direction and ignored the beat her heart skipped when Chase flashed through her head.

“You look so familiar,” Luca said, his eyes narrowing.

“You said that yesterday, too.” She smiled at him.

“I know but I can’t place it,” he said and shook his head, digging into the chocolate pudding. He had already mentioned he was from Syracuse. Charlotte kept her fingers crossed that he wouldn’t put it together. After all, it had been less than two weeks since she catapulted through Syracuse like a train wreck and killed a man impersonating a police officer.

Jerry took the opportunity to tell an off-color joke, and she laughed, thankful for the diversion. Although they hadn’t been there long, she was already starting to shake the feeling she didn’t belong. No one knew who she was, what had been done to her, and what she’d done.

It was a fresh start, something she’d been searching for over the last few years.

Something she thought she had with Chase, but that was ripped away from her with the flip of his badge.

Dinner was quick and they headed back to their rooms to get some reading done before lectures started the next day.

“Oh, god, I don’t know if I can live with someone who idolizes Manning,” she said, holding her hands up as they approached their room.

“Hey, at least it’s not Eli,” Stacy said and laughed.

“Good point.” She pushed open her door and Stacy followed her in.

She threw her keys and wallet on her desk and stopped dead when she saw what was sitting on her bed.

“What the hell?” She crossed to the fruit arrangement of melons, grapes, and strawberries and plucked the note pinned to the cellophane.

Princess,

There is endless coffee in the café. Here is your fresh fruit. Sorry the accommodations aren’t better.

- McKinney. Or Chase. You decide.

Her jaw dropped and then the laughter rolled out of her as she sat down. It had been about two weeks since the conversation when he had suggested she find somewhere else to stay for her sister Jen’s wedding. She had told him she required coffee and fresh fruit, if the FBI wanted to put her up somewhere. Still laughing, she popped a grape into her mouth.

“Boyfriend?” Stacy asked. She scrunched her face and the laughter stopped.

“No. Just... some guy,” she said, grabbing her phone.

“Just some guy. Jeez, he doesn’t even get the title of boyfriend and he’s making my husband look like an asshole,” Stacy said with a laugh.

“Sorry. I’ll tell him to tone it down.” She smiled and stared at her phone. She hadn’t talked to him at all since his confession at the airport except a quick text to both numbers telling him she arrived. She didn’t know what to say yet. She flipped back and forth between the entry for Chase and the one for McKinney. He’d used two different numbers and a voice augmentation app to keep her from catching on.

When he told her she could call, she’d asked whom she should call. Whoever you want me to be. She sighed as she continued to flip back and forth between his two identities. Finally, she went with her first instinct.

Charlotte: Thanks for the fruit. You’re ridiculous.

McKinney: I was trying to do better than the flowers.

Charlotte: You did.

McKinney: You texted McKinney-me.

Charlotte: I did.

McKinney: So...what does that mean?

Charlotte: I don’t know yet. But that’s who you have to be for the next few months anyway.

McKinney: Right.

* * * *

He looked up from his phone and nodded; walking towards an agent he recognized who was picking him up at the airport. Letting his head fall back once he was in the car, he tried to figure out what else he could even tell her, what questions she was inevitably going to have, and how he could dodge them for a while.

And the fact all he could think about was her deep blue eyes and her body against his, wasn’t helping anything.

He wrote and deleted several messages including, I miss you, I can’t wait to see you, and please don’t kick me in the nuts tomorrow. With a sigh he finally settled.

McKinney: Sweet dreams, princess.

* * * *

“Hayes, Assistant Director Sampson would like to talk to you for a minute.”

She looked up at the agent from her breakfast, with a spoonful of cereal halfway to her mouth, before looking around the table at her fellow trainees. Every single one had wide eyes.

“Okay,” she said, slowly rising from her seat. She threw out the rest of her breakfast and followed the agent to the Assistant Director’s office. He knocked on the door and opened it for her, waving her in, and shut it behind her.

“Charlotte Hayes, it is a pleasure to meet you.”

“Ah, you, too, Assistant Director Sampson,” she said, shaking his hand and attempting to steady her voice. He was middle-aged with a kind face that had no doubt seen horrible crimes, and salt and pepper hair he didn’t try to hide.

“I just wanted to thank you for helping us uncover the situation with Brett O’Connell.” He was seated at the desk again and she nodded, swallowing.

“You’re welcome, I guess. I didn’t do a whole a lot besides get kidnapped a couple times.”

“You helped more than you realize, and I’m grateful for that, we all are. I’m sorry for everything you’ve been put through. From everything I’ve been told, the way you have handled yourself has been incredibly impressive and we’re very glad to have you here, on our side,” he said with a smile.

On our side. She flashed back to when O’Connell had used those words and reminded herself the FBI was all the same side.

“I really appreciate that, sir. I’ve tried to do the best I can.”

“I heard you performed well yesterday during the initial physical tests. And we’ve made a few special arrangements for you due to some of your injuries, although they don’t seem to be slowing you down. I’d like you to see the doctor onsite every few days until you are completely cleared for all activity.”

“I will definitely do that, and thank you for working around my situation,” she said with a smile.

“Yes, well, it would serve you well not to forget that we have gone out on a limb for you. Special Agents McKinney and Dobson did the legwork on that, so you should really be thanking them.”

“I will be sure to do that. They’ve both been good to me,” she said, her heart beating its way up her throat at the mention of his name.

“Yes. They’re both... dedicated agents. I understand you and McKinney have been in contact for quite a while,” he said.

“Um, yes. He’s handled my case from the start, so we’ve spoken quite frequently over the past two years or so,” she said.

“Spoken? You’ve never met him?” he asked.

“No, sir, not while conscious at least,” she lied. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to have met him and wasn’t sure how to explain it if he asked further questions.

“Well, Hayes, I’ve got a treat for you. Come on.” He stood and she followed him out the door. They walked down the corridor towards an assembly area. A few of her classmates shot wide-eyed looks as she walked next to the Assistant Director. “I’m surprised he didn’t tell you. He is one of our field counselors for this session. I’ll be introducing him at the meeting shortly, but we have a few minutes...” He trailed off as they rounded a corner.

His back was to them as he spoke with two other agents. Her heart raced and when she heard his laugh, she wasn’t sure she was going to be able to pull it off. Sampson cleared his throat.

“McKinney,” Sampson barked.

She stopped breathing and all the blood in her body pooled in her feet when he turned around. When he made eye contact her knees buckled, and she forced herself to stay upright. The physical reaction to his presence was unexpected, and she froze in place.

His eyes went wide for a moment, but he recovered much quicker than she did and he stepped toward them.

“Hayes, Special Agent Chase McKinney,” the director said, his smile wide and proud. “I figured it was about time you two got to meet.”

He stuck his hand out and somehow hers landed in a handshake. His touch clouded her mind even more and her head started to spin when he leaned closer.

“So, this is how we’re playing it,” he whispered in her ear. His breath against her skin sent both hot and cold sensations all over her body and she couldn’t reconcile the feelings pulsing through her. “Nice to finally meet you, Miss Hayes.”

“It’s Officer Hayes,” she replied automatically, finding her voice and narrowing her eyes.

“Technically, it’s NAT Hayes now.” He winked at her and she fought the urge to punch him, as well as the equally overpowering urge to kiss him.

“Well, I have a few more things to finish up before the meeting, so I’ll let you two chat. Thank you for stopping by, Hayes, and we’re glad to have you,” the director said, smiling at them both.

“Thank you, sir,” she said, her eyes glazed over. He walked away, leaving them staring at each other. There were a few other agents milling around so she couldn’t react the way her insides wanted to, although, even they were torn.

“You told him we hadn’t met?” he asked quietly.

She stared at him and tried to figure out what to say but she couldn’t think over her heart pounding in her ears. It had been a jolting revelation at the airport but that had felt like a dream. This was as real as it gets. She blinked several times, trying to reset her brain and allow some other coherent thought to come through.

“I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to have met you,” she said and looked away.

“Fair enough,” he said and let his hand slide down her arm. “You didn’t call.”

“Yeah. I’m still pretty fucking confused, McKinney,” she said, locking eyes with him.

“Right. I’ll try not to push it,” he said and dropped his hand.

“What do you want from me?” she asked and cursed the wetness that had started to fill her eyes.

Someone letting him know all the new agent trainees had assembled and were ready for the Assistant Director’s speech and introductions cut off any answer he was going to give. He grabbed her hand and squeezed hard before he walked away and she stumbled back to the assembly room.

She was grateful that Luca was walking in at the same time and she followed his overbearing form to a seat. He looked at her and cocked his head but before he could ask anything, the room went quiet as Assistant Director Sampson stepped to the front.

“You should all be honored to be sitting here today. It is no small feat to be accepted to the FBI, and although you have a long road ahead of you, today you start your journey.”

He spoke about the commitment needed, the sacrifices that would be made, and how some of people in the room wouldn’t make it through training. She tried hard to focus on his words, but her brain and body couldn’t recover from the unexpected encounter.

Her life had felt out of control since she met her long-lost sister, Jen, two years ago. An abduction and rape kicked off a downward spiral of drug and sex addiction for Charlotte. Despite spending half a year in the fog of addiction, she got her life mostly back to normal, even with more attacks, injuries, and trauma piling up. Having an FBI agent attempt to murder her hadn’t even been that shocking after everything else. Finding out her Dad had something to do with everything that happened to her pushed her over the edge and the list of questions in her head was growing by the minute, but she wasn’t sure how to ask most of them.

“And as always, we will have two of our Special Agents from the field here to act as counselors. They have been through this, they know what it’s like on the other side, and they will be valuable resources to you throughout this process. Special Agent Nick Gomes will be arriving tomorrow from California. But I’d like to take this opportunity to introduce your other counselor, a previous recipient of the Director’s Leadership Award, Special Agent Chase McKinney.”

She took a deep breath and wondered why tears still burned at the back of her eyes as he walked in front of everyone. He had on a million-dollar smile and she could see the sparkle in his eyes from across the room. A few of the female recruits whispered and giggled and Charlotte sighed, refocusing on the stage. His brown eyes met hers and she swallowed hard.

“Thank you, Assistant Director Sampson. I’m thrilled to be part of this recruit class and look forward to getting to know everyone.” He continued his welcome speech, but Charlotte reached down, and gripped the edges of her chair to stop the shakes that had started.

“Hayes, you okay?” Luca whispered.

She didn’t answer. When everyone started clapping, it was like an air raid on her senses.

“You look like you saw a ghost,” he said a little louder as everyone began to file out.

“Something like that,” she mumbled, deciding if she should run as McKinney walked down the aisle towards her.

“NAT Hayes, a word?” McKinney pointed to the door and Luca’s eyes went so wide she thought they should be rolling on the floor.

She followed him down a short hallway into an office, and her heart bounced in her chest with each step.

As soon as she cleared the door, she turned and closed it behind her, leaning against it, afraid to go any further. He turned and leaned on the desk, smiling at her.

“I–”

He held up a hand and cut her off. Pushing off from the desk, he crossed until his lips were inches from hers.

“Don’t freak out, but I really need to do this first,” he said and then his mouth was on hers, hungry. The utter confusion she had felt slipped away when her tongue found his. Her arms snaked around his neck and the lock clicked behind her before he pushed her hard against the door.

His hands cupped her face, not allowing their lips to break contact. She squeezed her eyes shut, forgetting about the last few minutes, letting herself melt into him. A sudden knock at the door crashed her back down to reality and she pushed him off, the realization of where she was and who he was, hitting her again.

“Yeah?” he called through the closed door.

“Um, Special Agent McKinney? Uh, this is NAT Laura Tillman, can I come in?”

His eyes darted between her and the door and she shrugged and moved away, taking a seat. With a heavy sigh, he unlocked and opened the door.

“How can I help you, Tillman?” He plastered on a smile that wasn’t as impressive as the one during the presentation. And it had nothing on the way he smiled at her.

“I just wanted to introduce myself. I really connected with what you said today and I’m so glad we have such a great counselor,” she said, placing a hand on his arm as she walked into the room. She was about Charlotte’s height, bleach blonde, and looked more like a super model than an FBI agent. Laura stopped and her smile slowly dropped from her face when she saw Charlotte sitting there. “Oh, I see Hayes beat me here.”

“Actually, I asked her to come speak with me about something, privately. It’s nice to meet you, Tillman, I’m sure we’ll get a chance to talk some other time,” he said, opening the door wider.

“I hope so,” she said, winking and giving a small wave.

He rolled his eyes and sighed, shutting the door behind her. He stood there for a moment before walking towards her, his smile turning back to the one saved just for her. She held up a hand, stopping him from kissing her again.

“Seriously? Sit down,” she said, pointing to the other side of the desk. He pursed his lips and nodded. She watched as he sat and she crossed her arms, looking away for a moment before locking eyes with him again.

“Where do you want to pick up from?”

“Tell me again, why did you lie about who you were?” she asked. It wasn’t the most burning question, but seemed the easiest place to start.

“As I said the other day, I was instructed to protect you, and that would have been a lot harder if you knew who I was,” he stared at her and she could tell this was the agent version of him she was accustomed to talking about the case with on the phone.

“Really? Cause you did such a bang up job otherwise?” She couldn’t stop herself.

“Miss Hayes...”

“Stop it with that, seriously. And who were you instructed by? Your fucking lunatic boss who tried to kill me?”

“Uh, yes,” he said, letting his forehead rest on his hands, elbows on the desk.

“And tell me again where instructions left off.”

“I was told to get information from you about the wedding details and guests, and anything related to Hank or Jen. And to stay on top of you to protect you,” he mumbled into his hands.

“On top of me, huh? Well, you pulled off half of that. And you’re trying to convince me that you didn’t sleep with me for information,” she said, and wiped at her eyes angrily. His head shot up and she let her eyes bore into his.

“No. I had everything I needed before we stepped off the plane. And you know that’s not what I meant.”

“And just one more time, for kicks. Why did you sleep with me, Special Agent Chase McKinney?”

“Because the sound of your voice made me forget the rest of the world. So imagine what you being right there next to me did,” he said.

She stared at him a moment before she barked out a laugh and felt the tears on her cheeks replaced with anger.

“Are you trying to make this my fault? Cause that’s how this is sounding.”

“Stop twisting it, you know that’s not what I’m doing. And for the record you practically threw yourself at me...” he said, a hand balled in his hair and she chewed her cheek. “Not that I minded.”

“Pretty sure you’re the one who invited me to dinner, made me miss my bus, invited me back to your room, and, oh yeah, kissed me,” she said, her mouth tight. “You wanted to get laid and I was there. And then I made your job way easier by just inviting you to the fucking wedding. Jesus,” she said shaking her head and running a hand through her hair.

“It wasn’t some plan to seduce you. But yeah, you did help me out with the invite,” he said with a smile.

“Anything for the Bureau,” she spat back. “Well this has been really fucking enlightening, but I’m sure I have somewhere I should be,” she said, standing.

“Have dinner with me tonight? Please. I need to make this right.”

“You can’t just buy me off with a fancy dinner and a good fuck,” she crossed her arms.

“You can’t leave campus, so it wasn’t going to be fancy. And can’t you still not do that anyway?” he said, his smile dropping when she raised her eyebrows. “Just give me a chance, please?”

“Fine. But not tonight. Friday?” she asked and waited until he nodded before turning on her heel. Letting the door close behind her, she rounded a corner headed to get a coffee when she slammed into a body.

“Sorry,” she mumbled, trying to sidestep around the person.

“It’s okay. What did McKinney want to talk to you for?” Laura asked.

“Just some personal stuff. No big deal,” she said and shrugged, continuing her quest for coffee. She rolled her eyes when Laura fell in step with her.

“Personal stuff? Like what, you homesick already or something?”

“Ah, no,” she shook her head. “Like I said, personal stuff, from my previous job.”

“What did you do again?” Laura asked.

“I was a cop,” she said, pouring herself a cup of coffee and fitting a lid on the cup as she turned to face Laura.

“That makes sense,” Laura said, nodding.

“Why’s that?”

“Oh, I mean that makes sense as to why he would want to talk to you. I just couldn’t figure out any other reason why he’d want to meet with you.” Laura smiled sweetly and turned on her heel.

“Fucking bitch,” she whispered to herself. Sipping her coffee. She finally had a quiet moment to think, but the only things that would stick had to do with his mouth and his hands.

Real productive, Charlotte.


Chapter 2

Counting the dots on the textured ceiling, she tried to focus her mind as she lay on the bed in her room. It had been an overwhelming day, and not just from the bomb dropped on her. It had only been a year since she attended the police academy, but this was a whole other level. Day two of the training was already stretching her to her limits. Even though she was limited in the physical aspects, every moment was draining.

She’d stopped by the on-campus doctor’s office and they gave the okay to do some light running, but she still needed to hold off on much more physical activity for at least another week, if not longer. Letting her hand fall through her brown hair she finally sat up and changed into running shorts and a tank top. Pulling on her sneakers and tying up her hair, she grabbed her iPod and headed outside.

Most everyone had headed to dinner but she didn’t feel like eating. Slipping in her ear buds she took off at her normal pace but scolded herself immediately and slowed down, already feeling the extra pressure in her thigh where Peter Thead had attempted to sever her femoral artery during her last abduction. After a few miles of trudging along at a snail’s pace with the music blasting in her ears to make up for the lack of speed, the frustration took over at the lack of release.

She ripped the headphones from her ears and threw her iPod on the ground. Staring at the field in front of her, she took off, ignoring the pulsing pressure in her leg. When she reached the end of the field, she stopped for a moment before turning around and sprinting back across. With a groan, she let herself fall to the ground and lay staring at the darkening clear blue sky as tears streaked down her cheeks. She told herself she was crying in pain and reached down to make sure her leg wasn’t bleeding. It wasn’t, but it throbbed, as did the tops of her feet where the skin had been worn away and her shoulder was still sore from dislocation.

Closing her eyes, she fought back the thoughts of wanting to go home, of forgetting the last few weeks–or even years–had happened. She could have stayed on as an officer with the Millston PD, made a relationship with Liam work, and lived blissfully unaware that there was another life out there for her.

Always doing things the hard way, Charlotte.

The setting August sun had been burning through her eyelids but when a shadow blocked the light, she held her breath.

“I thought you had dinner plans?”

His voice cut through her and she squeezed her eyes shut tighter.

“These were my plans,” she said, willing the tears to dry up before he noticed.

“I doubt that,” he said, and the shadow moved, the sun burned into her again.

She rolled her head to the side as the dry grass crunched next to her and finally opened her eyes. He was seated in gym shorts and a t-shirt, and was staring across the field.

“I know you’re pissed. And you don’t owe me shit. But seriously, Charlotte, this is killing me.”

She sat up slowly, propping herself up with her hands behind her and turned to look at him. The last forty-eight hours had been an assault on her emotions and she still didn’t know where she was going to come out.

“You saved my life. More than once. I owe you a lot,” she said, biting her lip.

“No. You don’t. I was just doing my job.”

“What about that whole ‘this isn’t a typical agent/victim relationship’ spiel?” she asked, squinting at him.

“Yeah, fine. I wasn’t just doing my job. But let’s get one thing straight right now. You do not owe me crap. Nothing. No matter what happens or doesn’t happen from here, you are never to feel like you owe me a thing. Got it?” he said, locking his eyes on hers.

“Yeah. Got it. What the hell do you think is going to happen from here?” she asked, sitting up and pulling her knees to her.

“I have no fucking idea,” he said, shaking his head and looking away.

“Me, neither,” she said with a sigh. She wanted to be mad at him so badly, but she also just wanted to forgive him and get on with whatever had started between the two of them.

“Talk to me, princess. Ask me whatever you want,” he said, turning his body to face her. She swallowed hard and looked at him.

“I still don’t even know what to ask. I’m so angry.”

“I know.”

“And betrayed. And I feel like a fool–this is incredibly embarrassing. I’m like the worst FBI agent ever.”

“To be fair, you aren’t actually an agent yet, so you can’t hold that title,” he said, a smile playing on the corners of his mouth.

“Fuck you. Both of you. I still haven’t figured out how to make you one person,” she said, pulling at the grass.

“You know they’re both really me, right? I never lied to you or pretended to be someone I’m not.”

“Except for the whole lying to me and pretending to be someone you’re not thing,” she said, turning to him with her jaw set tight and eyes narrowed. He sighed.

“I lied about my occupation. And I withheld the truth about me... being me. Everything else was me, Charlotte.”

“How am I supposed to believe anything you say, Special Agent Chase McKinney? How am I ever supposed to trust you at all?” she asked, trying to push back the tears that were fighting to escape again.

“I can’t answer that for you,” he said, picking at the blades of grass. “What else do you want to know?”

“Everything. I want to know every fucking little thing you’ve promised to tell me,” she said. “Actually, no. I want my file,” She turned to him with her arms crossed. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“After the trial I will see what I can do,” he said. She scoffed and looked past him.

“Did you see the video O’Connell had of me?” she asked, trying to will the images of herself snorting lines and fucking a stranger out of her own mind.

“No. And it’s gone,” he said, grabbing her hand. She stared at it for a moment before ripping hers away.

“I know. Dobs told me.”

“Good,” he said, nodding.

“I’m still surprised he was able to pull that off at the bar. I mean, I was shitfaced, but you guys put on a pretty convincing show of not knowing each other.” She let half a smile cross her lips as she thought about Special Agent Dobson. He had worked her case with McKinney and helped her take down O’Connell.

“Yeah, well, it’s the least he could do for me after he apparently told you way more shit than he should have...”

“Like about you liking me?” she asked, loosening her jaw and chewing her lip as she turned to him.

“Yeah. Like that.”

“So do you?” She held her breath as she waited for his answer. He grinned to himself before he looked at her.

“What the fuck do you think?” He stared at her and she pushed the feelings he was bringing out in her down with everything she had.

“I need to go,” she said, standing.

“Are we okay?” he asked as he rose next to her.

“Not even remotely,” she shook her head before taking off at a slow jog.

* * * *

He slowly sat back down, his eyes tracking her until she was out of sight. It had been pure coincidence that he’d seen her out there but he couldn’t stop himself from trying to talk to her. She didn’t know what to ask, and he didn’t know what to tell her. He owed her the file, the full reports on both of her attacks, on the ridiculous surveillance they had done on her at O’Connell’s direction. But he didn’t want to taint her memories before the trials. And who knew when those would be, with the money the defendants had in their corner.

Standing slowly he waved to a recruit he recognized from introductions and when she looked like she was going to talk to him, he took off, finishing his run. He didn’t want to talk to anyone and he especially didn’t want to make small talk with some girl who looked at him like he was a piece of meat.

* * * *

She wrapped the towel tightly around her, and dried her hair with another as she walked back into her room. Smiling at Stacy, she pulled out shorts and a t-shirt to sleep in.

“How was dinner?” she asked, continuing to dry her hair.

“It was fun, you should have come,” Stacy said, looking up from the book she was reading.

“Next time,” Charlotte smiled and booted up her computer.

“Oh, this was on the door when I got back,” Stacy stood and handed her a card with her name on it.

“Thanks,” she furrowed her brow and chewed on her cheek. Tearing open the envelope she stared at the cursive Thank You embossed on the front. Flipping it open, the air stopped midstream into her lungs.

Charlotte–I had a great time in Boston, so sorry it didn’t end the way I planned. I’ll be sending someone to finish that up for me soon.–B

She almost threw up at the heart he drew after his initial. Her hands were shaking and she let the card slip and flutter to the floor.

“Some guy again?” Stacy asked with a smile.

“I wish.” She was barely able to mumble.

How can there possibly be anyone else? This family goes on forever.

Her eyes darted to her phone but she still wasn’t ready to trust him again. Grabbing it anyway, she picked up the card and snapped a picture of it. She tapped out a text and attached it.

Charlotte: Met McKinney. Nice of you to play along in his game. Not in the mood to talk to him, so now you have to deal with me, instead. What the fuck is this?

She fell back on her bed and pulled the sheet over her as Stacy turned out the light.

Dobson: Sorry, Hayes. Don’t be too hard on him... I’ll look into the note.

She contemplated replying with a smart-ass comment but she liked Dobson and didn’t feel like starting a fight. With a sigh, she messaged McKinney.

Charlotte: Leave me alone for the next few days. I can’t think when you’re around.

McKinney: Now you know how I’ve been feeling.

Charlotte: Goodnight, Special Agent Chase McKinney.

McKinney: Sweet dreams, princess.

* * * *

“It’s Wednesday, right? That means its chicken patty day,” she said with a smile as she and Luca made their way to lunch. McKinney had told her about chicken patty Wednesdays while she was locked in the trunk of a car. Most of the night was a blank, but nearly everything he had said to her stuck.

Go figure.

Luca piled three patties on his plate and they took a seat near the windows. Stacy and Jerry joined them.

Jerry did an uncanny impression of their instructor from that morning and she had to hold her stomach as she laughed so hard tears sprang to her eyes. The sprints yesterday had been a bad idea and her beaten body was paying the price. She wiped at her eyes but stopped dead when Laura Tillman appeared at the head of the table with her hands on her hips.

“What were you doing in the field with Special Agent McKinney yesterday?” The daggers shot out of her eyes so clearly that Charlotte almost ducked.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Laura,” she said shaking her head and popping a potato puff into her mouth.

“I saw you two. What were you doing?”

“I really don’t think that’s any of your business.” She smirked and turned her head back to Luca.

“Stay away from him, Hayes,” Laura said, her voice practically a growl. Charlotte started laughing uncontrollably and only laughed harder as Laura’s face turned red.

“I don’t think that’s your call.” Stacy spoke up.

“He’d never be interested in you, so just give up now,” Laura said ignoring Stacy. Her eyes narrowed in Charlotte’s direction.

Charlotte froze with another potato puff halfway to her mouth before dropping it back onto her plate and pushing her chair back. She stood, straightening her back as she squared off with Laura.

“You realize we are in Quantico, and this is FBI Special Agent training, right? This isn’t The Bachelor... maybe you got on the wrong bus at the airport,” she said, crossing her arms.

“I know where I am.”

“Hayes, just ignore her. She’s fucking crazy,” Luca said, trying to disengage the situation.

“I’m not crazy. She’s a fucking whore,” Laura said and Charlotte held her hands up.

“What the fuck is your problem with me?” Charlotte said, taking a step closer.

“Whore,” Laura spat at her before slapping Charlotte across the face.

Charlotte took a deep breath and tried to talk herself into walking away when Laura raised her hand to hit her again. Grabbing it, she twisted Laura’s arm behind her back and jacked it up.

“Don’t ever fucking touch me again,” she growled in her ear before shoving her forward. Laura stumbled into a table and shot a look back at Charlotte before walking out of the cafeteria. With a deep breath, Charlotte rolled her shoulder and popped it back into place. The multiple dislocations when Hank attacked her had really screwed with it and she was getting concerned she wouldn’t be able to protect herself or fight properly again.

She turned back to her table and friends and stopped when they all sat staring at her with dropped jaws.

“What?” she asked, her eyes moving between them. They all shook their heads and looked back down at their meals. Sighing, she sat in silence for a few moments and finished her lunch. Stacy stood at the same time as her and they walked out of the cafeteria together.

“What was all that about, anyway?” Stacy asked.

“I have no idea. That girl is unhinged,” Charlotte said shaking her head.

“Were you with McKinney last night?”

Charlotte chewed her lip and debated her answer. All she wanted was to be a boring, no-name face in the crowd, at least until she could prove herself otherwise. She didn’t want him or her past to have anything to do with why people knew her name.

“Yeah. Ran into each other when I was out for a run, that’s all,” she said, eyeing Stacy’s reaction.

“I think Tillman wants to sleep with him.” Stacy laughed. “Not that I blame the girl, look at the guy. But she is a tad unstable, I’d say.”

“Aren’t you married, Stace?” Charlotte asked with a smile, trying to figure out how she felt about all these women wanting the man she was simultaneously falling for and wanting to beat to a pulp.

Falling for? Don’t even go there Charlotte.

“I can still look,” Stacy said and her smile made Charlotte almost keel over laughing.

She swiftly changed the subject as they continued towards their room before the afternoon session.

“Hayes.” His voice sent a lightning bolt through her.

“Speak of the devil,” Stacy said with a smirk. With a sigh, she turned around.

“What?” she asked.

“I need you in my office,” he said and she could see a mixture of annoyance and anger in his eyes.

“Little busy right now, catch up with you later,” she said with a wave and continued walking. She still had no idea what to say to him at the moment.

“It wasn’t a question, Hayes.”

Her heart constricted in her chest at his tone of voice. Stacy looked at her with wide eyes and she sighed, turning around. She shoved past him into his office.

“Listen I told you I need–” Charlotte stopped and her jaw dropped at Laura sitting in the chair, crying.

“Sit,” he said pointing to the other chair. “Laura says you attacked her and embarrassed her in front of the entire cafeteria.” There was a tiny sparkle at the back of his eyes she knew no one else would have noticed. That sparkle told her he was on her side.

“There are two sides to every story,” Charlotte said.

“So let’s hear yours,” he leaned back, and crossed his arms, never glancing at Laura.

“Apparently, she saw you and me chatting last night and wanted to know what it was about. I told her it was none of her fucking business, and she told me to stay away from you. I probably should listen to her, huh?” she said and the edges of his lips twitched as he fought back a smile. “Oh, and she called me a whore. And slapped me. When she went to do it again, I defended myself.”

“That’s not true!” Laura sobbed.

Charlotte rolled her eyes and McKinney’s lips tightened in a smirk before he fell back into that full-on FBI agent persona that irritated the hell out of her.

“I have three witnesses that saw and heard everything if you’d like me to go get them,” Charlotte said, hooking her thumb towards the door.

“That’s not necessary; no one is on trial here. I understand this place can be stressful, but this is just the beginning. Once you’re out in the field, it’s going to be life or death and you have to trust the people you’re working with. This is no way to start out those relationships.”

“Trust, huh?” Charlotte said, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes, Hayes, trust. Now, stop acting like twelve-year-old girls. No more name calling or slapping or hair pulling or whatever else you have up your sleeves,” he said, leaning his elbows on his desk.

“I’m sorry, Special Agent McKinney,” Laura sniffled. “I didn’t mean to cause any problems.”

“Just, keep it together. This is inappropriate behavior and I don’t want to have to go to Sampson with it,” he said.

Both girls stood to leave and Charlotte held the door for Laura with a fake smile. “Hayes,” he called after her before she made it through the door herself.

“You really think I have to resort to hair pulling in a fight?” she said and turned in the doorway, crossing her arms.

“In a fight? No,” he said, and the smile that spread across his face lit something inside her. “In other... situations...”

“Whatever, you liked it,” she said rolling her eyes and burying her own smile.

“Never said I didn’t.”

“That bitch is insane. She’s probably going to decapitate you and carry your head around in her backpack.”

“Thanks for the warning,” he said with a creased brow.

“You know how to reach me if you need me to save your ass.”

“Can we talk for a few minutes?” he asked.

“Nope,” she said and walked out of the room. Her pocket vibrated and she pulled out her phone. “What’s up, Dobs?”

“So I talked to O’Connell,” he said.

“What? When you said you’d look into it I didn’t think you were going directly to the source.”

“Yeah well, I was over there. Anyway, he totally owned up to it and said he had someone on the inside plant it to scare you but he doesn’t actually have anyone coming for you.”

“And you believe that?” she asked in disbelief before he started laughing.

“No, not at all. And he also wouldn’t tell me who he has on the inside down there, obviously.”

“Great. So I get to walk around as a target and have no idea who I’m up against, as usual.”

“You need to tell McKinney.”

“Fuck, no, I don’t,” she winced as an agent walked by her when she swore.

“Yeah, you do. He’s there; he can help you figure it out, keep you out of the line of fire, so to speak.”

“I don’t need his help. And how do we know it’s not him, anyway?” she asked, the words coming out despite knowing she didn’t believe them.

“You’re being ridiculous. Tell him, or I will.”

“Don’t you dare. I’ll deal with it, okay?” she said.

“You’ve got through the weekend, and then I’m telling him,” he said with a sigh.

“Fine. No baby yet?” she asked.

“Not yet. But soon I hope, she’s getting cranky,” he whispered and she laughed.

“Fingers crossed for you.”

“Thanks, Hayes.”


Chapter 3

“Come in,” he called with a sigh at the knock on his door.

“I just wanted to come apologize for earlier.”

He looked up from the computer and fought the urge to roll his eyes when Laura walked in. “No need to apologize. Just act like adults. Both of you,” he said, covering his bases.

“I know, I’m sorry, really. Something came over me when I saw her with you. Frankly, sir, she scares me,” Laura whispered as she sat down.

“Is that so?” McKinney tried to act concerned and had to admit to himself that she scared him a little sometimes, too.

“I mean, I’m sure you guys know about her past and everything... right?” Laura looked up, batting her eyelashes.

There was no denying Laura was a beautiful woman, her long blonde hair, green eyes, and perfectly placed curves had no doubt gotten her exactly what she wanted for most of her life.

“Intimately,” he said, his word choice deliberate.

“Oh, okay, even the drugs and everything? I would have thought that would disqualify her...”

“How we make our hiring decisions is confidential. My question is, how do you know all this about Hayes?” he asked, narrowing his eyes. 

“Oh, I’d rather not say,” she said and looked around, avoiding eye contact.

“And I’d rather you did, Tillman,” he said and crossed his arms as he leaned back in his chair. He watched as she put on a fake show of indecision before blurting it out.

“She slept with my brother.”

“Of course she did,” he said with a sigh. “Aren’t you from out west?”

“Indiana. But my brother moved to her little hick town and met her playing pool one night. She did cocaine, Special Agent McKinney...” she said and looked like she was going to cry. “And then she–”

“Enough. I don’t need the details. Listen, this stays between us, okay?” he said. “Let’s keep Hayes’s past our secret.” He cringed when her eyes lit up at ‘our secret’.

“Okay. I won’t say a word to anyone. But she’s not going to hurt me again is she?”

“Uh, no. She won’t. Just don’t be a jerk and she’ll leave you alone.”

“Are you going to be okay? I just don’t want her to get her sights set on a nice guy like you,” she said, moving to the edge of her chair and leaning towards him.

“I’m not that nice of a guy. And I will be fine,” he said with a tight smirk. She smiled and giggled. “Have a good day, Tillman.”

She gave him a wave and continued to giggle on her way out the door.

He was grateful she shut it on her way out and he ran a hand down his face as he punched in Dobson’s number.

“Dobson.”

“Dobs, it’s me,” he said, typing Laura’s information into a search.

“McKinney, what’s up man? How’s Quantico? Charlotte rip your balls off yet?”

“I think she’s still plotting her strategy. Listen, are you busy?” he asked, staring at the photo of Laura’s brother, and his multi-page record.

“Nah, just finishing up all the paperwork you left behind. What do you need?”

“I’ve gotta go teach, or observe, or counsel or some bullshit for the next few hours. But I’m sending you a couple files. Let me know if there’s anything alarming. The chick slapped Charlotte today.”

“Brave girl,” Dobson said with a low whistle.

“Yeah. I have a real bad feeling about her, she’s always showing up and Charlotte thinks she’s going to decapitate me.”

“So things are good down there for you then, huh?”

“Forty-eight hours and I’ve got one psycho girl who wants to fuck my brains out and another who I wouldn’t exactly mind doing that, who is probably plotting my fucking death. Or at least some sort of public embarrassment.” He sighed. “Yeah, things are fucking peachy. Just check out the files. The guy is this chick’s brother, who apparently Charlotte fucked back when she was... ya know.”

“You’re starting to talk like her with all these f-bombs.”

“Just check the files, Dobs. Let me know if one of us is going to get stabbed or raped or something.”

“Will do.” He hung up the phone and stared at the image on the screen. He spun his cell phone on his desk for a minute, debating if he should tell her. Sighing, he picked it up.

McKinney: FYI, you slept with Tillman’s brother.

Charlotte: Says who?

McKinney: Her. Ring any bells?

He snapped a photo of his screen and sent it to her.

Charlotte: Fuck.

McKinney: Yeah. So she’s got shit on you. Stay away from her.

Charlotte: Great. You tell me to stay away from her, she tells me to stay away from you. Something going on there you need to share?

McKinney: Why, jealous?

Charlotte: Nope, she can have your lying ass.

McKinney: Glad to have your blessing. She is pretty hot.

Charlotte: You seem the blonde, big tit type anyway.

McKinney: I don’t discriminate.

Charlotte: Whatever.

McKinney: I actually prefer blue eyed, slightly disheveled, utterly adorable chicks who swear like sailors.

Charlotte: Flattery will get you nowhere. And none of that was even flattering.

McKinney: Was worth a shot.

Charlotte: I told you to leave me alone. I need to think.

McKinney: I’ll be here when you’re ready, princess.

* * * *

She sighed, shoving her phone back in her pocket as they stepped into the lecture hall. Sliding in a desk, Luca took the one next to her.
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