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Author’s Note

 
When I started writing Char, she came to after watching Lucifer season 3. I won’t spoil that if none of you haven’t watched it yet. But that was when I got the idea. The original had her kidnapped by a madman and he turned her into a karaoke star. I didn’t like that. Cause in the end, she kills the madman. And I just didn’t want her to be a killer. 
After reading many books and now a new series found by a new favorite author, my writing has improved. My characters have improved greatly as well. And I love this new direction for Charlotte. I may be writing another story, that will become a novel prequel that will show how Steven and Charlotte met.
I went with this first story because it was the first one to come to me. This is how it works for me. I’m not sure about other authors, but you get an amazing story, then you want to add more lol. So, look out for the prequel coming soon.
I might go back and write the first mysterious six years of these guys together; we will see how that goes.
So, enjoy Charlotte, Steven, and the doggos on this wild and crazy ride!




 










Chapter 1

March 2018 Starling, Michigan
She stood in line at the sub shop. Checking the time on her digital watch that told the tides and the phases of the moon that was on her left wrist, Charlotte Rutkowski didn’t have much time left before her first shift at Abraham Security. She also checked her eight-millimeter sized Chakra bracelet that had all seven chakras wrapped around lava rocks to help calm her.
“Hurry it up people!” she muttered.
She checked the red watch that could be seen from Pluto, she laughed at her own joke. But it told her she had twenty minutes to get her lunch and get to work. She had her ear buds in while her phone played Bad City Woman from one of her top four favorite bands, Perfect Plan. The others were Bon Jovi, Def Leppard, and Whitesnake. Even though she was born in 1993, she loved eighties metal. Her older brother Matt got her hooked on it.
She was now next in line, she smiled. She checked the time again, eighteen minutes. She shook her head. And as she got to the counter, some other person stepped in front of her because she was checking her watch.
“Dude!” she yelled. “I was next!”
“Um, you were looking at your watch and not in line,” he said.
She pursed her lips, took out her ear buds and shook her head at the tall, lanky man. She walked further up to him. The man had the attention of the two people behind the counter and the three people paying near them and two men sitting at a square table to her right.
“Oh, Stan, watch this woman, she’s got some fire in her.” The young man behind the counter chuckled.
“Seriously, I was next, and I was standing right here!” she stated.
“Oh, look, look like she’s gonna cry. Go home princess,” Stan said.
Char blew out a breath and her hands became fists as she slightly turned to her right to get ready to fight and before she felt a hand on her shoulder. She took her right hand, grabbed the hand that touched her and tossed the person over her shoulder like he was a paperweight. When she turned around and saw it wasn’t Stan, but a different guy, her eyes widened.
“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry!” she stated.
When she saw the man dressed in firefighter gear, her face turned beat red. Stan stepped aside and watched the scene unfold in front of him. As did everyone else. They all stood stunned. Their eyes wide and the firefighter lay on his back wincing for a moment as his partner came over to help.
“Steven, are you okay? She just, wow, she just like pulled you over like you were a rag doll.” The middle-aged man laughed.
“Yeah, I’m just fantastic!”
“Dude, I’m so sorry!” Char cried.
“It’s okay, really.”
“You’re not going to press charges, are you?” she asked.
“Nah, I get it. It’s okay, I was just trying to help.”
“I’m so sorry again, please, I normally don’t do that, and I have no excuse for it. If you want to call the cops, call them.”
“It’s okay, Miss?”
“Charlotte.”
“Steven Rinning.”
“I feel like such an ass.”
“Hey, don’t do that to yourself.”
“Are you sure, you’re, okay?” she checked.
“I’ll be fine, yes. Thankfully, I work out and drink a lot of milk.” He laughed.
Stan came over to them. “I saw everything, and I’ll press charges. That’s uncalled for!”
“Hey, mind your manners, dude!” Steven said.
“She just clocked you, Bro, you gonna take that?”
“It’s okay. You should have never cut in front of her. Yes, I saw that whole scene also. If we call the cops, they will be asking everyone here what really went down, can you handle that?” Steven asked.
“Um, right, sorry ma’am. I’m truly sorry, sir,” Stan said.
The two behind the counter were chuckling at what was unfolding before them. The three people at the register were smiling. They were all women. Steven's partner helped him up. 
“About time someone shows him up. He’s always in here cutting in lines, acting like he owns the place. It’s annoying!” one woman said.
“He’s a paying customer!” the man behind the counter said.
“He’s annoying and he shouldn’t be allowed to take cuts!” the second woman said.
“He’s a friend of mine,” the man stated.
“Wow, he’s your friend? And you let him do that? I’m going to call your super!” the third women said with a raised voice so everyone could hear.
“Don’t do that. I promise, I promise, I’ll keep him under control,” the man said.
“You can’t control me!” Stan started. “Ah, who needs this place. Danny, I’ll see you later?”
“Yeah, Stan, take it easy.”
Stan glared back to Charlotte. “Watch your back, Little Princess!”
Stan left the restaurant and the door slammed behind him. Char shook her head as her hands slightly trembled. Steven held her close to him.
“Are you going to be, okay?” Steven checked.
“Yeah. Again, I’m so sorry.”
“That’s a great defense move there.”

She whispered into his ear. “I’m a cop.”
“No way? Really?”
“Yes way!” She giggled. “I’m a K9 officer.”
“So, frigging cool, you undercover right now?”
“Keep your voice down. No, I’m not undercover, I’m on way to my day job. I do cop stuff at night.” She laughed.
He chuckled too.

“Miss, are you going to order?” the man behind the counter asked.
“Yes, I want a turkey sub, six inch with lettuce, tomato, and cucumber, with Italian dressing on the side.”
“What kind of bread?”
“Wheat please.”
“Gotcha. Sorry about Stan, I’ll be talking to him later.”
“Thanks.”
Steven pulled out his wallet and went to the cashier. The younger woman’s hazel green eyes beamed at him. She fumbled over taking his twenty-dollar bill.
“Cherry, you act like I’m some sort of sex god every time I come in.” Steven chuckled.
“You are Steven. I mean, Mr. Rinning. You are. Isn’t he ladies? I mean that brown short hair, those gorgeous golden eyes. I mean, hubba, hubba.”
All the ladies nodded to her thoughts. He turned back to Charlotte, and she nodded too. After he paid for her sub, they left, and he walked her to her car.
“Um, thank you for that,” she said. Her smile to her ears.
“Can I see you again? I mean after you tossing me like a doll, I think I deserve a second date?”
She giggled. “You call this a date?”
“Um, well, I suppose.”

She laughed. “I have to go; I have like fifteen minutes… ten, maybe.” She checked her watch; it was quarter after 12 noon. She attempted to do a simple equation but couldn’t.
Steven saw her struggle. “What’s wrong?”
“Oh, I’m trying to figure out the time I have to get to work.”
“It’s quarter after, you have to be there at what time?” he asked.
“12:30.”
“Then, fifteen minutes. But first, can I have your number?”
“Got a pencil and a pen?” She blushed, he still wanted to see her, even after that little pathetic display. She questioned.

“You have a smart phone?” he countered.
“Oh, I see what you did there.”
He chuckled. She pulled her phone out and as he rattled off his number, she programmed it into her phone. She called it to save the contact info.
“Can I have your name now?” he asked.
“Char…” She cleared her throat. “Charlotte Rutkowski.”
“Polish and let me guess, part Cherokee?”
“How’d you know?”
“Well, your long blond hair, your light blue eyes and your high cheek bones. Your medium tanned skin that is unlike anything I ever saw. Those legs, those curves. Sorry.”
“It’s okay. Look at you, those golden eyes, that build that could make you a linebacker for the Lions.”
“Yeah, I get that a lot. Well, Charlotte Rutkowski, I’ll be calling you!”
“I hope so.”
She watched him walk across the parking lot to the other parking spaces. When she turned back to open her car door, she leaned back, startled at seeing a woman there, on the step right next to the front of Char’s car.
“That was some toss. Hi, I’m Chelsea, Chelsea Kenton from the Starling Post, can you give me some insight on what happened here?”
“Sorry, no, I have to get to work for my first shift of the day, if I’m late again, I’ll be fired.”
Chelsea nodded but then pursed her lips and shook her head. Char saw the woman turn more than frustrated. But she couldn’t worry about that. Not now.

 

After her job at Abraham Security, Char hurried home. She lived by herself and when she arrived at her apartment, she fumbled with the keys to get into the single story detached, one bedroom. Still thinking about Steven, made her a bit jittery. As she entered, Neo was right there waiting for her with his wagging tail, barking, and prancing around.
“Hi, buddy, I missed you! I met someone, oh my gosh, he’s a dream! I’m so excited. You hungry?”

He barked and they went to the kitchen. She went to the fridge and opened the fridge door. 

“I seriously need to go grocery shopping. All I have is shredded cheese in the bottom drawer, a 24 pack of water, a carton of eggs, a six pack of Dr. Pepper, a jug of orange juice, a couple of cans of Miller Lite, and moldy strawberries.” She laughed. She opened the freezer and laughed at only having a package of chicken breasts, chicken nuggets, chicken fingers, fries, and chicken patties. And one small tub of butter finger ice cream. She fed Neo after cleaning his bowl and gave him fresh water.

She decided to shower and get ready thinking she’d have a hot date with the sexiest firefighter she ever saw in her life. She even took a couple of hours off from her cop job for this. Her boss at the SPD let her do this as a special favor to her due to owing her a favor from a few weeks back. It was going on almost nine pm. And still no call from Steven. Her brain was moving at ninety-nine miles per hour as it always did. And the thoughts went baserkers in her head. 
‘He’s not going to call you.’
And she went back and forth on this for many moments. But she refused to give into those negative thoughts. Being twenty-five, she was on her own and she totally forgot to ask him for his age. Did age even matter? Not to her. So, she called her brother. Her older brother, Mathew, always helped calm those horrid thoughts.
“Hey, Bro!” she said excitingly.
“Hey, Sis. Something happen today?” Matt asked.
“Oh yes, something happened today.”
“Can you tell me?”
“I met someone.”
“Oh?”
“He’s a firefighter dude. The sexiest firefighter ever!” She squealed. 
“I had no idea you were looking.”
She laughed. She cracked open the bottle of water and took a hefty swig. And forgot her brother was on the phone.
“Dude, I don’t need to hear you drinking.” Matt laughed.
“Sorry. I’m just picturing him in my mind. It was the funniest thing.”
She told him the story. He all about busted a gut laughing. When he was finally catching his breath, she finished the bottle of water.
“So, he’s a firefighter and you tossed him like a rag doll?” Matt asked, laughing again.
“Yeah. I didn’t realize my own strength, Bro. It was amazing.”
“Cool, so, what, did you give him your number?”
“I did.”
“Well, don’t get your hopes up. I know how excited you get, and your choice of men lately has been, well…”
“Shut up! I know my past, dude.”
“Michael and Adam were, just wow.”
“Shut up, dude! I have a feeling about this guy.”
“Oh, a feeling? But you had a feeling about the others too.”
She heard him laughing.
“I’m gonna hang up.”
“Oh Char, I’m only playing. I’m your older brother and it’s my job to look out for my little sis.”
“I’m not little anymore!”
“Apparently.” He laughed. “I’m gonna come over for some dinner. What do you got over there?”
“I have chicken stuff.”
“Chicken stuff? What is that exactly?”
“Chicken fingers, fries, chicken nuggets, chicken patties. Chicken stuff.”
“You kill me, Sis.”
“I aim to serve.” She laughed.
“Serve? Nice motto.”
“Well, it’s what I do.”
“Right. I’ll be over in ten minutes.”
“Oki doki. Be careful, Bro.”
“Always!”
He was over in ten minutes. Matt checked her fridge and freezer and shook his head at her.
“Really, Char?”
“Hey, I’ve been super busy with working two jobs. I’m exhausted. I hate having this Dyscalculia. It really sucks and I have to do three times more work cause I can’t even do basic math in my head.”
“I know, Sis, I know. You know, there are apps they have for math.”
“Yeah. I don’t want my phone all bogged down by apps with all the crappy ads. Nothing but ads these days, everywhere. It’s horrible! I’m not complaining, I’m just saying how it’s been going,” she explained.
“I know, Sis, I know. Well, you have chicken breasts here, do you by chance have any pasta?”
She smiled wide. “Who you talking to?”
He went through the cupboards and found the pasta and chicken gravy. He smiled wide too. As Matt began to prepare for the dinner, Char’s phone rang. Her eyes widened.
“What?” Matt asked.

“It’s just only dad.” She answered. “Hey, Sailor, what’s up, how are you, you okay?”

He sighed. “You don’t have to ask me if I’m okay, every time I call. I’m not dying anytime soon, sweet cakes.”
“But I care about you, Dad. I love you. I just ask because of that and because how you taught me.”
“I know. Anyway, how was your day? Do you want some company?”
“Well, Matt is here cooking me dinner, you want to pop by?”
“I was thinking about it. Matt is there too? And you didn’t bother to invite your old man for dinner?”
“Sorry, I know how busy you are.”
He laughed hard. She laughed too.
“Come on over,” she said.
“I’ll see you soon. I’m bringing Dawn, my home health care nurse.”
“Oki doki. See you soon, be careful!”
“Always!”
She told Matt they were coming over too. After she left the kitchen, she went to the living room and sat down on the couch with her phone in her lap. And the thoughts came through once more.
‘He’s not going to call,’ the inner voice said.
‘Yeah, no way would a smoking, sexy dude like that will call someone like you. You can’t even do basic math.’
She shook her head blew out a few breaths. She turned on the TV to one of her favorite shows, Chips, of course. She had all the seasons on DVD. And another favorite show was of course, NCIS, cause her dad loved it and was in the Navy.



 

 

Chapter 2

As everyone was leaving her apartment, Char thanked them all for stopping by and having dinner with her. When she was alone, she checked her phone and there was nothing. Nada. No phone call from Steven. She sighed heavily. 
“Well, you were right. He never called. It’s almost two am, and gee, I was just, I know. Whatever.”
She went to bed. But going to bed wasn’t working. As she stared at the ceiling, counting the stucco, she chuckled. Sometimes it helped put her to sleep. And she checked the digital clock that sat on her nightstand to her left, it was now three am. She had to be up by zero six hundred to start her first day job as a receptionist at Abraham Security. 
“Come on, go to sleep!” she told herself.
She finally dozed off and before she knew it, the alarm was beeping loudly at her at zero-six hundred. When she rose from the restless slumber, she checked her phone. And nothing. She sighed again. She got ready to start the day. First thing she grabbed was her famous watch, and her chakra bracelet given to her by her best friend, Jackie. She also donned a black leather necklace that featured a sterling silver wolf she got from her friend new Samantha Peterson. Char never left the house without any of these.
She got Neo up and fed him. Told him to be a good boy and guard the house while she was gone. She’d be back later to collect him for the night job. He barked at her and went right to her. She wrapped her arms around the Golden retriever she’d been training for the past few years as a K9 dog. Sure, many of her fellow officers laughed at her. They all said he could never be a K9 dog cause Goldens were too friendly.
“We’re gonna prove them all wrong, aren’t we buddy?”
He barked. She let go and headed out. 
When she left her apartment, she checked the mailbox to her right. There was a note in there. And when she glanced down to the patio, she found a bouquet of carnations, her favorite flower. All done in her favorite colors of yellow, indigo, and white.
“Charlotte, please forgive me. I was called to a fire last night that took all night long to put out. I couldn’t call you. This is the life of a firefighter. I so still want to see you. This bouquet of carnations is for you. I took the liberty of checking your social media profile. I hope you don’t mind. But we have a mutual friend in Jamie Marshal. Hope to see you today!”
She smiled wide. She picked up the flowers, hurried back in her apartment and put them in water. Then ran out the door. Holding the note in her hands all the way to work, the smile never left her face. When she arrived at work, five minutes early, she read the note once more.
“Ha! Victory is mine!” She laughed.
Char stuffed the note in her back pocket, grabbed her purse and walked the sidewalk to the single-story building. She met Chloe the nighttime leader and Chloe smiled at her wide.
“Hey Char, oh my gosh dude. You’re viral!” Chloe said.
“Um what?”
“Come, look at this!”
Chloe waved her over to the desk and pulled up the video capture from the sub shop on YouTube. Char shook her head. There it was. Her tossing the firefighter over her shoulder. She put her trembling hands up to her mouth.
“Oh my gosh. I, oh my gosh!” Char squealed.
“Dude, it’s all on the internet. Check out the end.”
They had the end all right. Right up even when Char and Steven exchanged phone numbers. And the question of the year in closed captioning, “Will these two get together?”
“Look, there’s another report I just found,” Chloe said.
They both watched the video.
“This has become quite the story on everyone’s mind. Will these two get together? I tried to reach out to her and to the firefighter, but neither were available for comment. No one knows who they are,” the reporter said.
“Oh, my God! Steven is gonna kill me. He’ll want nothing to do with me now!” Char cried.
Her phone rang, it was Steven. She wasn’t sure what to do now. She showed Chloe her phone.
“Answer it,” Chloe said.
“I’ve already caused him enough trouble. This could cost him his job.”
“Answer it!”
Char nodded. She took the call before she clocked in. “Um, hello?”
“Hey, it’s me, Steven.”
“Um, hi. I’m so sorry dude. I didn’t mean to cause you any trouble. I swear. I’ll understand if you want nothing to do with me.”
“What, what brought this on?”
“The video of our um, meet. Did you see it? It’s all over the internet. Dude, I’m so sorry!”
There was silence for a long time on his end. She checked her digital watch. 
“Steven?” she checked.
“I’m here.”
“Are you pissed and never want to see me again?”
“I want to see you. I really do. I don’t care about the video. I want to see you Char. When can I see you?”
“Wow, really, you still want to see me. I mean no matter how much heat this will bring upon us?”
“I do. I don’t care. I’ll take you anyway I can get you!”
Her eyes widened. “Wow. I don’t know what to say.”
“Say yes!”
“Um, yes! I will.”
“I’m off today, when can I see you?”
Her stomach danced with fear, no, excitement maybe. She wasn’t sure but it was tense and now knotted. She couldn’t deal with fame like that. No way. But if it didn’t bother him, then perhaps it didn’t need to bother her.
“Charlotte?” he checked.
“I’m here. I’m trying to think. I work here ‘till two pm. Want to do lunch?”
“Yes! Where can we meet?”
“My apartment?”
“Sounds great. And I’ll see you then!”
Her face turned bright crimson. Chloe giggled as Char ended the call.
“What, what?” Chloe asked.
“I’m meeting him at two at my place. I can’t believe this is happening dude. I, I, don’t know what to do.”
She clocked into work and the boss came out of his office that was behind the receptionist desk.
“Charlotte, a word before you start?” he asked.
“Just one word, Mr. Crimson?” She giggled. “Sir?”
He shook his head. “Smart ass kids.”
She laughed as she went around the desk and then into his office. This was her first time ever being called into the office. She’d been here a year already and she never expected this. She saw his rectangular wood desk and there were two sofas on an angle facing the desk. She took a seat on the sofa to her right.
“Look, sir, if it’s about the video, I had no idea this would happen,” she spoke first.
“I saw that video this morning. My kids were watching and saying how much of a badass you were. My kids are twelve and thirteen. They’ve never swore.”
“Sir, if I may?”
“Listen to me for a moment. If you’re going to bring that kind of heat here, I cannot have that in my place of business. I’m sorry. But I’m going to have to let you go.”
“Sir, what, this is so unfair!”
“Life is unfair, Charlotte. I’m sorry. Please, get your things and leave the building. I’ll have your last check mailed to you.”
“Really, you’re firing me over this?”
“Yes. I’ve already had my phone blowing up with calls from reporters. Somehow, they found out you work here. There were like a hundred voice messages on my phone.”
“Sir, I’m so sorry.”
“I’ll need your badge.”
She took the badge off her skull lanyard and tossed it at him. She rose from the sofa and shook her head. When she walked out, she frowned to Chloe.
“What, what’s wrong?” Chloe asked.
“He fired me. It was nice knowing you. I’ll see you around.”
“Wait, what, he fired you, why?”
“The video.”
“Oh Char, I’m so sorry.”
Chloe wrote down her number and gave it to her. Char took the piece of paper and hugged her. They broke, and the boss came out.
“Do I need to call security to have you escorted from the building?” he asked.
“No! I’m going, Mark!”
She left the building, walked to her car, and got in. She slammed her hands on the steering wheel. And before she could pull out of the parking space, she was surrounded by reporters tapping on her windows and rocking the car to get her to come out.
Scared and alone, she called her brother. Even though Matt was a homicide detective, she knew he would send someone to help get these vultures off her. And a five harrowing minutes later, the SPD had arrived in the form of four police cruisers. The lead cruiser pulled up behind her and when Matt stepped out, she saw his angered face as she looked in her rearview mirror. 
The officers cleared the reporters, and he walked up to Char’s car. He knocked on the window and she jumped. She rolled down the window for him.
“Well, not so little anymore but now, famous.” He chuckled.
“Get me out of here!”
“I will.” He noticed her red eyes. “What’s wrong?”
“I got fired for this.” She pointed to the crowd of reporters.
“Oh Char, I’m so sorry.”
She climbed out of the car, and he shielded her from the reporters. He took her to his cruiser and took all back roads back to her home. She sat in the passenger’s seat and shook her head.
“Please, please don’t let them know where I live!” She prayed.
“I’ll have a couple guys stationed outside, if you want.”
“I got fired Matt! I got fired. I don’t even know if I can go to the SPD. I mean Chuck Henderson is gonna be pissed.”
“We’ll think of something.”
“How am I gonna live? How am I gonna keep my job at the SPD?”
“We’ll think of something. Don’t worry. I hope it was worth all this.”
“It was. He came over this morning!”
“You saw him?”
“No. But he left me a bouquet of carnations and this note! And we’re meeting at my place at two!”
“Ah, what was the excuse as to why he couldn’t come over last night?”
“He was called to a fire.”
“Nice excuse.”
“It was the truth!”
He smiled and chuckled. They finally arrived at her apartment and the place was crawling with reporters.
“Oh, my God! They found out where I live. I’m gonna be thrown out of here too!” She cried.
Matt called dispatch and asked for help. His commander obliged and would send four more cruisers out to help.
“Dude, I’m gonna get you in trouble for this. I’m so sorry,” she said.
“No, you’re not going to get me in trouble. It’s okay, Char. Protect and serve, you know the motto.”
“I know.”
They waited for the cruisers before he pulled into the complex. After about two hours, they had the place cleared and Char was finally able to go home. But before she did, she went to the office on site and explained to them everything that happened. Needless to say, they had a much different approach to her than her former boss.
“We have a celebrity on the property. I’m so excited for that! This will help our place get more tenants hopefully!”
“Thank you, Miss Paterson. You’re too kind,” Char said.
“Just as long as they don’t disturb the others too much.”
“Yeah. I’m sorry again.”
“Hey, at my age of sixty, a little action like this is nice. I’m the sole owner here and what I say goes. You’re welcomed to stay as long as you wish. I do hope though, I get to meet him.”
Char smiled. “We’re meeting at two. I’ll bring him by.”
“Thank you!”
Steven came through as planned. He met Char at two. She took him to meet Miss Paterson and a few of her neighbors. The neighbors were cool and didn’t take pictures. She thanked them all for that. They spent the entire day and night together getting to know one another. And for Char, this was just one unbelievable day and night. After getting fired, this was just so worth getting fired.





 










Chapter 3

The next day, Char got ready for work after having one, steamy, hot, passionate night with the sexiest firefighter she ever saw. She hardly ever slept with any man on the first night, but there was something about Steven that just turned all of her senses on by just looking at him. As she got ready, she checked out the front window of her apartment. Thankfully, no reporters were camped out yet. It was zero six hundred and she knew today, today she’d be facing a hearing with the boss at the SPD. The hearing was for an incident that occurred two months ago that left two people dead. And what led to her being off for two months on paid Administrative Leave. 

After she was ready, she grabbed Neo and they headed out to their SUV. She checked her phone and there was a smoking hot text from Steven, the new love of her life.
That was one smoking hot night! I want more. When can I see you again? I NEED to see you again!
She smiled wide. Was this really happening? Yes, it certainly was. No other relationship she ever had matched this. The passion was on fire, no pun intended, she laughed. 
She replied back. I’m on my way to work. Not sure when I’ll be done but I will text you when I can. I hope and pray I still have this job at least.
I’m so sorry about your day job. I tried talking to your boss at Abraham Security. He refused to bring you back. Steven texted.
Her heart melted even more. Aw, that’s so sweet of you! Is this real, dude? Is this really happening?
Yes! I know. I can’t believe it myself. This is real Charlotte. And it’s just totally amazing! I want to see you!
I will text you once I know how my hearing goes.
Good luck. I hope you let them have it!
Thanks!
She ended the texting and pulled out of the apartment complex and headed to work with no incident. However, when she arrived at work, there were many news vans surrounding the main entrance. She shook her head. She drove around to the back of the building from the second entrance off the main road.
When she arrived. She parked in the back row of spaces and walked to the door where officers were allowed to enter. She swiped her badge on the keypad attached to the door and there was her friend, Officer Tracy Brown on guard.
“Wow. Well, how did it go?” Tracy asked.
Char giggled. She showed her the text and told her about the amazing night.
“Wow. Awesome. Well, they are waiting for you.”
“Sorry about the media presence.”
“Eh, nothing we’re not used to.”
“Yeah, but since me meeting Steven, it seems to have doubled.”
“Right, well, just avoid them.”
“You, too!”
She entered and found her way to her boss’ office. She took a seat in the visitor chair of her boss’ office while she waited for them to collet her. Her palms sweat; her forehead sweat. She closed her eyes. Char was ringing her hands to help calm her nerves. Everything was on the line for her. Everything. Her career, her life, everything. 
Chuck Henderson was her boss. He was an older man whose face had that lived-in-look. Her older brother, Matt, who was Lead Detective of the Homicide Division, always told her horror stories about the boss of the K9 Unit. However, Char wanted this bad. More than anything in her entire life. And she would do anything it took to keep her job. She had goals. She wanted to be Sergeant, then Lieutenant, then Captain. Chuck came out of his office to get her. He stood a foot taller than her 5’ 9” frame.
“I’m ready for you, Officer Rutkowski.”
She smiled to him, rose from the chair, and followed him into the office. She took her usual seat on the sofa across from his crescent shaped desk. He sat at his desk.
“Charlotte, have you been, okay?” he asked.
Her eyes widened. She expected to be reamed about what happened two months ago. She scratched the top of her head with her thumb nail and shook her head. This was so not expected. 
“I’ve been bored as hell, sir.”
He chuckled. “I can imagine. I’m sorry I had to put you on a two-month suspension. It took that long to investigate your last shall we say, mishap.”
She sighed. She shook her head once more. Char believed that stupid mishap, was so not her fault. It was not her fault or her dog, Neo’s fault. She believed they were sabotaged. 
“So, what’s the word? Am I still a cop, am I fired or am I in jail?” she asked.
His eyes widened. “None of the above.”
“Um what?”
“Right, none of the above. You and Neo have been cleared of everything. It was deemed not your fault.”
She blew out a breath and shook her head. As she attempted to smile, her thoughts took her back to that day at the rail yard. But Chuck interrupted her.
“Did you hear what I said, Charlotte?” he asked.
“I did.”
“I have your badge, gun, and cuffs and your credentials.”
He rose from his chair and went around to his desk. Chuck pulled out the items for her from the right top drawer of his desk. He waved her over. She rose and stood in front of the desk. He handed the items to her.
“Aren’t you happy?” he asked.
“How can I be happy?”
“You and Neo can return to work.”
She sighed. No one understood what she went through since that day. She tried to tell her brothers and her dad, and her three friends, but no one understood.
“Thanks,” was all she could say.
“Wait, Charlotte, what’s wrong?”
“Permission to speak freely?” she asked.
He chuckled and shook his head. “Of course, you don’t have to ask. This isn’t the military.”
“Everyone says it wasn’t our fault. But two people died cause Neo and I couldn’t get to them in time. I trained Neo to be the best search and rescue dog, amongst other things. When everyone said it was impossible to train a golden retriever like that, they laughed at me. Neo and I failed those people, and I don’t know if we can return.”
He went to her and reached his arms around her. She shook her head and took the warm embrace from him. This was surprising to her. Especially after all the stories Matt had told her about this guy.
“Char, we need you and Neo. The people who died, died horribly and we did all what we could to get to them in time. The person who did this is now behind bars serving two consecutive life sentences thanks to you and Neo. I know it doesn’t bring the people back, but Char, your constant drive on this case says something about you and Neo.”
“What does it say?”
“It says you never gave up. Not even while on suspension. I mean, I could throw obstruction charges at you like Eva Frost wanted me to. But I refused. Because you did some great work there is why. You led us to the bad guy.”
She sighed once again. 
“What does Trish say?” she asked.
“Trish, this isn’t about her.”
“She’s my trainer, sir. It matters a lot.”
“She believes in you still. She fought tooth and nail alongside with me to get you both back here.”
“Really, she did?”
“Yes. Look, this is more about you and Neo. Can you both return?”
“I want to, I really do. And I know Neo does too.”
“Good, then I expect you back here tomorrow at zero seven hundred.”
She broke from the hug and nodded to him. She grabbed her badge, gun, and cuffs. Before she headed out, Chuck stopped her.
“No matter what anyone says, Char, just remember, you and Neo did everything possible to save them. It wasn’t your fault that the people died. During our investigation, Carl Hannigan held them for months. They were barely alive when you and Neo did find them.”
She nodded.
“You gave their families closure. It took us two months to get the case together against Carl.”
“Thanks, sir.”
“And Char, this will not be part of your personnel record.”
“Thanks again, sir.”
She left the office and there was her partner, her trainer, her mentor, Trish Sanders. Char smiled to her. Trish stood playing with her long black curly hair.
“Well?” Trish asked.
“Why do I still feel so guilty?”
“Because, Char, you have a very emotional spirit about you. It takes you more time to let things go than an average person. I hope that came out right,” Trish said.
“Yeah, I think you’re right.”
“So, you and Neo coming back?”
“I think so.”
“Think? I don’t need you to think, Char.”
“I still feel guilty. I don’t know why.”
“It will fade in time. I’ll see you tomorrow morning?” Trish asked.
“Yeah!”
They high fived each other. Trish hugged her good friend. Char finally smiled. After they broke from each other, Char saw her older brother walking by.
“Get a room,” Matt said.
They all laughed.
“You good kid?” he asked Char.
“Yeah, I’m good.”
“You and Neo coming back?”
“Yes!”
“Great, see you tomorrow then?”
“Yup, with bells on.” She laughed.
Matt and Trish laughed too.
She left them and went to the officer’s lounge to let settle in what just happened. She wasn’t ready to go home yet. As she sat at one of the rectangular tables, she closed her eyes and Neo placed his chin on her thigh. She felt that and opened her eyes.
“I don’t think we’re okay, buddy. Are you?”
He barked. She nodded.
“I know you see a lot of cruel stuff on this job, but am I ready for it to continue? Are you?”
She laughed. Knowing he could never answer her, she still talked to him anyway. It helped her cope with the daily grueling stuff she saw. Having been on the force now for almost four years, she truly wondered if she had it in her to continue.
“I thought you’d be going home,” Chuck said, starling her.
“Oh, I just wanted to take some time to clear my head before driving. You know how it is.”
“Yeah. Look, are you really, okay?”
“I’m trying to be.”
“Nothing prepares you for this job. You can be expecting it all day long, but then you see it and it’s like that. This job isn’t for just any old soul.”
“I know.”
“You’ve been here almost four years now. You’ve seen some stuff and let me tell you, it does not get easier.”
“I know. I don’t know how to forget.”
“You learn to channel it. You learn to put that grueling stuff into justice.”
“I’ve been trying that for over three years, boss. I don’t know how my brother does it. He’s homicide, that’s way worse than the K9 Unit.”
He nodded to her. She sighed. What was she doing? Char wanted this more than anything. She wanted to prove to her brother, to her father, to her other brother, she could do this. The only woman in the family to be in Law Enforcement. 
“I know you want this more than anything, and we have people that can help. Do you want me to schedule an appointment with our Doctor, Christina Martin?” Chuck asked.
“I already saw her.”
“You can see her more than once, you know, it’s free.” He chuckled.
She chuckled too. “I know. But no thanks.”
“Char, I need you one hundred percent. Are you one hundred percent?”
“I am. I will just push through like I always do. Thanks, boss.”
His phone beeped. He checked the screen.
“We got a new case!” he said.
“Seriously?” she checked.
“Yes, are you game?”
“Yes!”
“Conference room, now!”
She nodded. Her and Neo followed Chuck to the conference room a few hallways from the lounge. They met Trish and her dog Marco, along with Mitch and his dog, AJ. As they gathered around the oval table, in walked Chuck’s technical analyst, Vicky Durand. And in walked the head of the K9 unit and entire patrol division, Eva Frost, right behind Vicky.
“So, what’s the case?” Chuck asked.
Everyone acknowledged everyone. But Char could feel the potent stare from Eva. She shook her head as she petted Neo to help calm her knotting stomach.
“Officer Rutkowski, are you ready to return?” Eva checked.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“One hundred percent?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Good. Vicky, continue.”
Vicky grabbed her remote and pointed it to the big flat screen TV that hung on the wall behind her. Everyone had their file folders in front of them. Vicky turned on the monitor. Char watched her swallow hard. But nobody else noticed.
“We have a case in which is one that is totally…” She closed her eyes and shook her head. She opened her eyes, and everyone was watching her.
“Vicky, what is it?” Chuck asked.
“This one involves a ring of human trafficking unlike we’ve never saw before. The person behind this one, I have no words.”
As the monitor finally turned on, they all saw photos of four young men. The men looked to be in their twenties possibly, Char guessed.
“All the men pictured here are listed on the pages in your file folder. Okay, these men have gone missing in the last three days. One was lucky enough to escape. He called for help.”
“Escape from where? Where were they being held?” Char asked.
“They were being held in containers in the Starling Rail yard.”
Char cleared her throat too. Not again. Another rail yard incident. What was with this new obsession of holding people in containers? She asked herself. 
Eva cleared her throat. “I sent officers to the rail yard in question. But when we arrived, we could find no evidence. This is why I’ve called all you in on this.”
“No evidence of what?” Trish asked.
“No evidence that people were being held there. We need the dogs. Charlotte, are you and Neo ready for this?” Eva checked.
“We are ma’am.”
“Are you sure? After the last disaster, I need my K9 unit one hundred percent!” Eva stated.
“We are ma’am,” Char said.
“Okay, this is what I want you all to do. I want you to search that rail yard up and down. The man who escaped is here and is in interrogation room one.”
“Interrogation room one, why?” Chuck asked.
“He’s being interviewed by Officer William Baker of patrol. The man is shaken up as you can imagine. He says that the person behind this is still holding his other friends,” Eva replied.
“Who is the person?” Mitch asked.
“He’s scared to give a name.”
“So, we can’t get nothing else out of him?” Trish asked.
“That’s where I need you guys. Char, you’re questioning skills are the best I have witnessed in a while. Think you can befriend this guy and get the info we need?” Eva asked.
“Me, ma’am?”
“Yes, you.”
“Why me? I mean I’m the youngest and only been here three years of the group.”
“If you’re feeling uncertain, then you need to go home.”
“I’m not uncertain, ma’am. I just, I mean Mitch and Trish have more experience than I do, is what I’m just saying.”
“Charlotte, you need this. As do we as a department after the last disaster. He asked for a young woman,” Eva said.
“Wait, what?” Char asked. “So, that must mean the person behind this string of trafficking at the rail yard is a man!” Char guessed.
“That’s what we are assuming. Can you do this?” Eva asked.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Okay, let’s do this.”













Chapter 4

Char walked the hallways with everyone that was in the meeting room to the interview rooms. Chuck and the others stepped aside as Trish stood with Char and Neo. 
“You got this, Sis,” Trish assured her.
“Maybe you should do this!”
“No. He wants you.”
“Me? But he doesn’t even know me. Nobody knows me. I’m just a lowly K9 Officer.”
“He said a younger woman. That’s you.”
“I…”
“If you’re questioning this and yourself, Eva will send you home again. I don’t need another new partner, Char. I need my sis!”
Char blew out a few breaths and nodded. She had this. She had to have this. Her and Neo needed this more than ever. She already lost her day job thanks to the meeting of her and Steven. It was amazing she still had this job.
“What is it?” Trish asked.
“You can read me so well. I wonder if he requested a woman hoping he’d get me, because of, you know.”
“What?”
“The viral video with Steven.”
“Only you can ask him that. His name is, Trent Hathaway.”
Char nodded and entered the room. And there he was. He was sitting with his head down on his crossed arms. Once she made her way to the rectangular table, she sat across from him. He finally picked his head up.
“They sent you. Oh my gosh. I knew they’d send you!” he said.
She raised a brow.
“Where’s Neo, where’s your kick ass dog?”
Char’s brow stayed raised. Then her cop gut went off. Was this a set up? A set up to do what exactly though? She gasped. The damn video. 
“Um, excuse me?” she asked.
“Where’s Neo?”
“Busy.”
“We need him.”
“Trent, look, I was under the impression that you and your friends are in trouble?”
“Yes! They are being held.”
“Where?”
“The rail yard. Here in Starling.”
Char rubbed her nose and then her mouth. How the heck did these boys know about her if they’ve been in a container for who knows how long? That would be her next question.
“Um, if you’ve all been held for x amount of days, how would you know about the video?” she asked.
And there it was. Trent began to sob. He placed his dead on his crossed arms. She didn’t even get to get a good look at him at first. She checked the mirror across from her. And knowing Trish, Chuck, and Mitch were in the observation room, she looked to them for help.
“Be right back,” she said.
Trent continued to sob.
She went into the observation room. She closed the door and slumped against the wall. She shook her head. This was not happening.
“Did you all catch that?” she asked.
“We did,” Chuck said.
“And? What the hell am I supposed to do with that?” she asked.
“This is a first. This is a set up,” Chuck assumed.
“My thoughts exactly!” Char said.
“I’ve never dealt with this before. Never had a celebrity to worry about. I, there is nothing in the handbook about this,” Chuck said.
Char sighed. She was afraid of this. And now this. This, this reeked of a set up. But, if it led to the bust of her career so far, she’d do it. Regardless of what any of them said. She needed this. So did the department. She left the room.
“Char, wait!” Trish said.
She closed the door almost in her partner’s face. Trish stepped back, let the door close, then she followed Char. But Char was already back in the room as she heard Trish trying to open the door.
“Trent, Trent, look at me,” Char demanded.
He picked his head up and his eyes were puffy and red from sobbing the entire time. She shook her head. This was all she needed.
“This is a setup, am I right?” she asked.
She walked around to him and inspected his entire body. No cuts, no bruises. Nothing to indicate he’d been a prisoner of their bad guy.
“He said he’d kill my friends if I didn’t bring you there!” The young man cried.
Char shook her head. This was not happening! 
“Why me?” she asked.
“You’re everything to him. Now that the video is out there,” Trent said.
“Who is this man?”
“I’m going to reach in my back pocket. He gave me a phone.”
She nodded and he reached in his back pocket. He pulled out the smart phone just as it began to ring. The ring tone was Heaven in Your Eyes from her favorite band Perfect Plan. Her eyes widened.
He handed her the phone. She refused to take it.
“Take it. Or my friends are dead!” Trent cried.
Char’s entire body began to tremble. There was no one she thought of who could do such a thing like this. But then she gasped. She clutched between her breasts. And one thought entered her mind.
“Take it!” Trent screamed.
She finally took it and swiped the screen left to answer. Her hands continued to tremble. 
“Hello?” she asked.
“Well, there you are!”
And there was that rough voice that gave her chills. She stepped away from the table while holding the phone in her hand still. Almost tumbling to the floor while she walked away from the table, she managed to pull herself up right. No way! No way! Was all she kept saying in her mind. She continued walking backwards but her trembling body almost made her fall down once again. She found herself against the wall, and she slid all the way down it. Markus. What the hell was he doing? 
“M- M- M- Markus?”
“Ah, you remember me. Did you like the ring tone I picked?” he asked.
She sat on her butt against the corner of the wall and her body trembled even more now. Bile crept up in her throat burning it as if it were on fire.
“Charlotte?” Markus asked again.
She swallowed and closed her eyes. This was a nightmare. She escaped him many years ago. How the hell, why, why now?
“If you do not answer, a young, brilliant man will die!” he threatened. “State your name boy!” Markus said.
She heard the crack of a whip and the young man’s screams of terror. What was he thinking? What was his plan? He was doing this evil stuff to what, get her back? There would be no way she’d ever go back to that psycho! No way, ever!
“M- m- my name is Kent Crosby.”
“And what do you do?” Markus asked.
“I- I- I’m a contractor for the construction firm of BL Construction.”
“Charlotte, are you there?” Markus checked.
She heard the whip crack again. “I’m here! What is it you want Markus!?”
“You, of course. I’ve been searching for you since you left.”
“Um, what?”
“You heard me. Meet me at the Starling rail yard, come alone or Kent and his friends die!”
The call ended. She continued to sit on the floor. She shook her head. Markus O’Neil. How the hell did he find her? She shook her head again and smacked her forehead. The damn video. The video was going to destroy everything.
Trish, Mitch, and Chuck all entered the room. They found her on the floor in the corner curled up in a ball. Her knees to her chin. Markus O’ Neil. Holy shit! She screamed in her mind!
“Char, who is this clown?” Trish asked.
She kept her eyes closed and her chin to her knees. Markus O’Neil. Was all she thought of in her mind. And now she had to explain this to them. To everyone. Everyone would learn about the horrors of the time she spent with this psychopath.










Chapter 5

Everyone was waiting for her to spill the beans. It took her a few moments to overcome her trembles. But she called them all into the conference room that was across the hall.
“This does not leave this room!” she stated.
They all agreed.
“I met Markus O’Neil when I was seventeen. Just after graduating High-School. He was larger than life to me.”
Her brother entered the room. She shook her head. No way. Not now. Matt had no idea about Markus. No one in her family did, until she found her way home a year after being reported missing.
“What’s going on?” Matt asked.
She sighed. She pulled him out of the room and closed the door. He gave her the hard eyes, the narrowed head. And raised his brow.
“We have a situation,” she said.
“I see that.”
“This is sensitive, dude.”
“How sensitive?”
“It deals with me and when I went missing that one year, after High-School.”
“Oh, that. Right. Okay. Am I included?”
“You’re homicide.”
“I’m your brother first!”
“Fine!”
They went back into the conference room. Matt closed the door. He unplugged all the cameras. They didn’t need her past sprawled out all over the station. She thanked him for that.
“Okay, so, where was I?” she asked.
“You met this clown just after High-School,” Trish said.
Char laughed. She loved her mentor, partner, sister from another mother. She shook her head and took a few deep breaths.
“Right. So, Markus came to me literally after I gave my speech of being valedictorian. And he offered me a great job opportunity. He said this job would give me great experience. But it wasn’t a job. He took me to Ireland.”
She took a breath. They all sat stunned. Even her brother. He’d never heard this story. When she finally returned home, her and therapist decided they didn’t need to know the details. Some say that was selfish and wrong. But Char needed that story to be buried in her mind. And now that he’d resurfaced, it’d come back full force. But she kept thinking about what her therapist said.
‘If you ever have to tell your story, just remember, it’s the past. It’s not going to happen anymore.’
“Char, can you finish?” Chuck asked.
“I think so. Thanks boss.”
“Yeah, I never got to hear this whole story of how my little sis met this douchebag who took a year of her life. I’d like to know,” Matt said.
“Do you think you can handle it?” Chuck asked him.
“Yes! I deserve to know,” Matt said.
Char sighed. She closed her eyes and opened them after a few more quick breaths. Why now? Why did he have to resurface now? After all those years, now? She kept asking herself.
“This was in 2010,” she began again. “Anyway, we got to Ireland, and I realized, there was no job. He wanted me to join his militia that worked for the Ireland Mob.”
“Wait, Ireland has a mob?” Chuck asked.
“Yes! Not a good one,” she replied. And she continued. “When I found out there was no job and he was recruiting young men, I kept asking why he needed me. He wanted a woman to be his top commander of the men. I was like huh, me? He said yes. I tried like hell to get away from him. But every time I tried, he’d find out and…”
Her lips trembled and her chin quivered. Her entire body shook. She blew out a few more breaths. She thought she could tell this story again. But the things Markus did to her whenever he found out she tried to escape made her quiver even more.
Matt rose from the chair he sat in, which was next to Chuck at the rectangular table. He went to her and put his arms out to hug her, but she shook her head and backed off.
“Char, it’s me, your brother!”
“I know. I just. I can’t do this!”
She ran out of the conference room and hurried to the nearest bathroom. She entered, locked the door, and found a stall. As she sat down, the tears began to flow. How would she tell this story to Steven? Would this hinder their dream to be together? It had been eight years since she saw Markus. Eight years. Why did this story still make her act this way? She needed to contact her therapist, Dr. Linda Smith. And so, she did just that.
“Hello?” Linda answered on the second ring.
“Doc, it’s Charlotte. Charlotte Rutkowski.”
“Oh my gosh! Charlotte, how are you?”
“I um, I need you.”
“What’s wrong honey?”
Char swallowed hard and shook her head. The tears threatened again. No. She had to beat this! She hated this!
“Charlotte?” Linda checked.
“It’s Markus. He’s found me. He’s here!”
“Oh no. Are you okay? Do I need to call 9-1-1?”
“I’m at the Starling Police Department. I’m a K9 officer. But Markus is here. He wants me again or he’s gonna kill people. I was trying to tell my boss, my mentor, partner, and my brother the story of Markus, but I freaked. Everything came rushing back! What do I do?” Char asked.
“Oh, honey, I don’t know. Wait, you said you didn’t want your family to know about that story with Markus.”
“My brother wants to know. He’s pissed we kept it from him.”
“Oh, Char. Do you need me to come there?”
“Will you? I know you have no commitment to me. It’s been eight years.”
“Charlotte, as long as I live and breathe, I’m always here for you, even if on the downlow.”
“Thank you, yes. Can you come here?”
“I will be there in ten minutes.”
“Be careful!”
“I will.”
There was a knock on the main bathroom door that Char had locked. She shook her head.

“Char, it’s Trish, are you in here? Are you going to be, okay?” Trish checked.

Char flushed the toilet and walked to the sink to wash her hands. Then she let Trish in. Trish held out her arms and Char took the hug from her.
“I don’t know, Trish. I called my therapist who handled my case during that time with him. She’s on her way.”
“Whoa, really?”
“Yeah. Let’s go meet her. I need to tell them to let her in.”
“Okay.”
They left the bathroom and they finally met with Linda. As they all gathered back in the conference room, Char finished telling the story. Matt was the first to rise from his chair and stretch out his arms to her. She accepted. They held each other for many moments until the door to the conference room opened.
“Sir, Chuck, the boy is asking for you and Charlotte. It’s him again, it’s Markus,” the younger male officer alerted them.
“Thanks Officer Karlsson. This meeting is adjourned, Char, can you handle this?” Chuck asked.
“Looks like I have no choice.”
“Absolutely not!” Matt protested.
“He wants me. Please, whatever you do, do not tell dad about this. This will kill him!”
“He may just find out on his own, Char. The media are here. They want to see you in action.”
“And you’re just now telling me this?” she asked.
“Sorry. We were um busy.”
“Mother –”
“I know, Sis, I know.”
“There’s no time to call dad. Deal with the media, please?”
“Okay.”
Chuck turned to Officer Karlsson. “Get everyone in patrol ready. I want this bastard!”
“What are you doing boss?” Char began. “Um, why are you having them gather? If he finds out I didn’t come alone, those boys are dead!”
“You need backup. From what you said of this guy, you, you need backup!”
“Fine, but they need to stay out of my way and not be detected when I go in!”
“I can’t guarantee that,” Chuck said.
“You need to!”
“We’ll see.”
They left the conference room and went to interview room one where the young man was. He shook his head and handed her the phone once more.
“Took you long enough!” Markus snickered.
“You need to stop this. I will never be yours, ever again!”
“You owe me! I lost a lot of guys and took a lot of beatings and almost got killed after you left me! My boss has been hunting for you for eight years, Charlotte! He said if I come back empty handed, I’m dead.”
She laughed inside. Sure, that might have been wrong of her, but she had to laugh. He was a bad man. He deserved everything he was going to get from his boss.
“Charlotte?”
“I’m here.”
“So, are you coming or are the fine young men going to die?” Markus checked.
“I’m coming.”
“I knew it! You can never leave innocents left for dead. That’s just not who you are. I was counting on that. I can’t believe you became a cop.”
“I was always wanted to be a cop. You knew that. You almost messed it up for me, you bastard!”
“Ah, ah, ah, watch what you say to me!”
She pursed her lips and shook her head. They left the room and began making their plan of how they were going to take Markus down. She told them all, he was a very powerful man with a huge reach.











Chapter 6

Char told Chuck her idea about enlisting the FBI for help on this matter. He completely agreed with her. They called the Starling Field Office and FBI Special Agent in Charge; Aaron Gibson answered the call. He arrived to meet them at the Starling Police Station in about ten minutes. They waited and everyone involved that Chuck was able to gather, donned their bullet proof vests and gathered their weaponry, Chuck was even able to tag SWAT in this as well. They all walked out and met Aaron.

When Char saw him, her eyes widened. Holy crap was he good looking. She rubbed the side of her nose and did her best to hide her feelings for the agent. Aaron Gibson was hot. That short black Jai hair, those almond shaped, brown eyes. That athletic build. He reminded her so much of Steven. And if she wasn’t happily being in a new relationship with him, she could so see them two together. 

Okay Char, get those thoughts out of your head. You are happily seeing someone. If Steven ever found out. If anyone ever found out, dude, stop! She desperately tried to hide her newfound embarrassment at these thoughts. It’s okay to look, right?
Lieutenant Dawn Hudson of Patrol came over to her and they were all introduced. Dawn saw the wide-eyed look on Char’s face. She turned to her and nodded. And Char shook her head. Oh shit, Dawn knows, damn it!
“It’s okay,” Dawn started. “He is hot!”
“Yeah, but you’re single! You have a better chance.”
“Me, no way. I got Jacob.”
“Oh, right. But your long flowing red hair, those potent hazel green eyes. You are a knockout. Sorry. But you are.”
“I’ve never had a female tell me such things.”
They both laughed hard as Aaron walked up to them.
“Nice to meet you all. My team and I will help you anyway we can. We’ve also been looking for this guy. This comes from the D.C. Brass; we need him alive. He is the most wanted man on our most wanted list!” Aaron said. “Will you wear a wire?” he asked Char.
“Hell no! Markus is a killer. If I don’t comply, those boys are dead and so am I! He’s been hunting me for eight years, dude!”
“Oh wow.”
“I will not tell the story again.”
“Okay.”
They left the police station and parked a block away from the rail yard. Char climbed out of the lead SUV, but before she did, her brother and Trish stopped her.
“You be careful. Any sign of trouble, we’ll be there,” they both said.
“I know.”
Trish slipped in a tracker into her front pants pocket. The small pocket above the bigger one. She shook her head.
“Just in case,” Trish said.
“I can’t!”
“Yes, you can.”
“This will get me killed.”
“Trust me. It’s undetectable and clear. He won’t find it.”
“If he does.”
“He won’t, trust me,” Trish assured her.
She nodded.
Char walked the block alone. Neo stayed back at the station with Mitch and AJ to monitor the device. As she inched closer to the rail yard, she entered. It was desolate. Expect for one man at the guard shack. She walked up to him. He got on the radio with Markus.
“Boss, she’s here,” the older man said.
“She alone?”
“Yes boss.”
“You frisk her?”
“What?”
“Frisk her!”
“Okay.”
Char allowed him to frisk her. And she breathed a sigh of relief when he didn’t find the tracker Trish planted on her. 
“She’s clean, boss!”
“Great, send her down to the fourth container on her right.”
“Okay.”
As Char walked to the container, it opened and out came the other young men. And there he stood. Markus O’Neil. Her entire body quivered. She took in a few deep breaths. He watched and admired her courage to try to be strong. As he smiled, he stepped closer to her. Markus grabbed her quickly and cuffed her arms behind her back.
“You son of a bitch!” she yelled.
“Now, you are mine.”
The men stood and watched with wide eyes.
“You.” He pointed to both young men. “Go, before I kill you both!” Markus ordered.
They nodded. He watched them run like hell out of the yard. He turned to Char and smiled wide. Markus took her forcefully and put her in the container.
“Well, well, well, eight years. Eight long years!” he gloated. “You are mine now.”
She refused to speak to him. If she never spoke to him, perhaps she could get through this easier this time. She laughed. That would never happen. Not with him. He sat her down on the floor of the container.
“We’ll be shipping off in the morning. I suggest you get comfortable. I hope you ate something,” he said.
She didn’t even smile.
“Well, this is different. When we first met, you wouldn’t shut up. Now, now you’re quiet? If you’re gonna play that game, I’m just gonna kill you, right now!”
He pulled out a nine-millimeter pistol. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She felt the barrel of the gun on her forehead.
“Open those beautiful baby blues!” he ordered.
She refused. He took the gun off her forehead and her eyes opened after he smacked her cheek with the barrel of the gun. Char didn’t even scream. It hurt like a son of a bitch. She spit some blood. And Markus just smiled.
“When you escaped me, it almost got me killed,” he said.
“Wish it would have come true,” she muttered.
“What? What did you just say?”
“Wish it would have come true!” she said. She spit more blood at his feet.
He kicked her stomach as she lay on her side. After a few kicks, she coughed and curled into a ball on the floor.
“Now that you’re a cop, you’re worth way more to me than my original plan of having you lead my men all those years ago,” he said.
“Oh, how much am I worth now?”
“Enough to get me to retire. Now, shut the hell up and we’ll be leaving first thing in the morning,” he told her.
She shook her head. This was so not the plan. But with that guard at the guard shack, he could call an army if her brother and the others tried a breach. She decided to close her eyes as Markus sat on the floor across from her. He had the gun trained on her the entire time it seemed. She slept for a few hours, she thought when she woke up to a loud bang.
 
When her eyes opened fully, she had no idea if it was light or dark out. She heard more bangs. Like gun shots. She laid on the floor hoping those shots did not come through the container. After unknowing what was transpiring outside, the container door opened. And the first person she saw was Steven. He ran to her but in her weakened state, Char was barely able to sit up.
“I need a medic! Medic, STAT!” Steven yelled.
“W-w-what day is it?” she asked.
“You’ve been in here two days.”
“Two days?”
“Yes.”
“What took you so long?”
“Sorry babe, I had to get the Marines and that took a bit of time. Your team is here. We’re all here. We got him.”
“He’s in custody?”
“Yes!”
A young female medic entered the container and smiled at them both. Char shook her head. There was still a lot of heat on them from their viral video.
“This is, this is just, wow,” the female medic said. “I’m Tammy.”
Char and Steven nodded.
Tammy began the exam after Steven uncuffed Char. And she quickly came to a decision.
“You’re severely dehydrated and you need some nourishment,” Tammy said. “I need a gurney!”
“I will not get on a gurney!” Char said.
“Yes, you will!” Steven stated.
“No. I can walk!”
“Let me see you try,” Steven said.
He helped Char sit up. And she pressed her hands to the floor of the container. But her body trembled. 
“See, you need a gurney!” Steven smiled.
“Fine!”
The gurney arrived and they put Char on it after counting to three. They wheeled her out and there was a mass hysteria of media at the rail yard. Steven shook his head. He went right to the reporters but before he did, Chuck, Char’s boss stopped him.
“Steven, nice to meet you. You sure you want to handle the vultures?” Chuck asked.
“I can handle them.”
“I’ll help you.”
He nodded.









Chapter 7

They met with the reporters, and they all spouted questions about Charlotte. Steven shook his head. He raised his hands for them to stop. Once they quieted down, he took a question from the one woman he trusted. Alex Fielding.
“Is Charlotte going to be, okay? What can you tell us of what happened here today?” she asked.
“That is a police matter. I cannot discuss that. I have no word on her as she is being transported to the hospital. But when I found her, she wasn’t doing well.” He sniffed. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand, looked up to the sky and asked God to make her be okay.
“Officer Henderson, can you elaborate on what happened here today?” Alex asked.
“Officer Charlotte Rutkowski saved the lives of two young men today. And Captain Steven Rinning of Station House 3 also helped by bringing in the Marines to help us take down a ruthless killer. That is all I can say at this time. Please, everyone pray for Charlotte. That is all.”
“Officer Henderson, can I have just one more question?”
He turned around and saw a striking young woman. He realized she had been to everyone briefing, every time they spoke to the media. She was quite the regular. But never got her name.
“I’m Chelsea Kenton, what hospital is Charlotte being transported to?”
“I will not give that information out Chelsea. You should know better.”
“Okay, can you give me one more question?” she pressed.
“What is it?”
“This one is for Steven. Are you and Charlotte together? And… what are your future plans?”
Steven grinned and shook his head. He eyed Chuck and he did the same. Steven leaned over to Chuck and chuckled so only Chuck could hear.
“Persistent, isn’t she?” Steven asked.
“She is.”
“Mr. Rinning?” Chelsea checked.
“That is our own personal business. We do not appreciate being mobbed by reporters at every turn we take when we leave our houses. When we are at work. Our jobs do not allow for distractions such as these. You all need to back off.”
His eyes widened as those harsh words came out of his mouth. Chuck applauded him for being so brave.
“We have a right to follow the story!” Chelsea snapped back.
“There is no story! Please, let Charlotte and I have our own life. That is all and that will be all. If I find any of you floating around either of our homes or our places of work, or anything else, I will file stalking charges, is that clear?” Steven said.
“Wow. We have a right to…”
“It ends, here! Am I understood?” Steven stated.
They all nodded. But Chelsea pursed her lips and shook her head. He saw that and when the others left, they left her standing by herself. He turned to Chuck.
“Is she going to be a problem for us?” Steven asked.
“I don’t know. I don’t know anything about her. But she likes to push the envelopes with some evasive questioning,” Chuck said.
“How so?”
“I’d rather not discuss here.”
“Do Char and I need to be worried?”
“I don’t know. You want a ride to the hospital?”
“I do!”
“Come on, I’ll drive you.”
 
Twenty minutes later, they arrived at the hospital. And as they walked through the Emergency doors, Doctor Ellsworth was waiting for them.
“She’s been asking for you both,” the older doctor said.
He led them through the Emergency areas, passed two double doors, through the hallway, turning right, then a long while before a left and they entered a room on the first floor just after the ICU. Doctor Ellsworth knocked on the door, they all heard Char say enter. They entered.
“You’re both okay, thank the universe!” She smiled.
“You seem much better too!” Steven said.
“I feel much better. Any word on Markus?”
“He’s being processed.”
“Really, he didn’t escape?”
“Steven’s Marines didn’t let him.”
“Marines? I didn’t even see them there.”
“They were there.”
“So, you were a Marine?” Char asked Steven.
“Yup. Four years.”
“Wow. You are amazing.”
He smiled as he sat in the green leather chair next to her. Doctor Ellsworth brought a metal chair for Chuck into the room. He sat and Doctor Ellsworth left them for a few moments.
“Thanks. I also took care of the reporters,” he said.
“Um what?”
“Yeah. You should have seen him. He was like a rock star,” Chuck said.
“What do you mean, took care of?”
“I told them they are not to hound us anymore. To let us live. And if anyone dares come around for a photo or story, I will press charges for stalking.”
“Holy crap! You truly are amazing dude! Will you marry me?” she asked.
Her eyes widened. They just met. They barely knew anything about each other. But the magic was there. And she was asking him. What?
“Um what?” Steven asked.
“Sorry. I know it’s too early,” she replied.
“Um we hardly know each other.”
“But the chemistry of us is there. Isn’t it? Look at what you did for me today! You brought in the Marines to help. Steven, I feel it. I never used to believe in love at first sight, but it’s happening with us. Right now. You feel too, right?”
He rubbed his mouth and swallowed hard. But nodded to her. Chuck shook his head, and his eyes went wide. His officer was going to get married to a firefighter. Wow.
“Um, I’ll step out,” Chuck said.
“No, stay, boss. Please,” she begged.
“Um, okay then.”
“Steven, will you marry me?”
“Yes. I will marry you!”
Chuck smiled and clapped his hands for them both. He smiled wide at both of them and shook their hands. 
“Wow, I so didn’t see that coming,” Chuck said.
“Me neither. It just came out,” she told them. “But it feels right. Everything. It’s, I’ve never felt this way about any other man before.”
“And me the same. There have been others before you and none of them had this amazing spark. When I heard you were kidnapped, I lost it and I called my Marine buddies, and I knew I had to find you. I can’t live without you. I love you, Charlotte! Sorry, I’m a bit giddy.”
“M-m-m-me too!”
“Look at you two. Like two little kids.” Chuck laughed.
“It feels good!” she said. “Is this, too soon?” she asked.
“Hey, when it’s right, it’s right,” Chuck said.
“But is this too soon? Like we’ve only known each other a few days,” she said. “I’m sorry I jumped the gun. But this, I mean you called the Marines for me!”
“I did. If you’re second guessing yourself, then maybe this will not work,” Steven said.
“I’m just wondering if I’m pushing you. Is it too fast? It’s too fast?”
“Char, are you seriously, okay?” Chuck checked.
“I’m sorry to put you on the spot like that Steven. I’m sorry. It’s too fast, I know, I…”
She closed her eyes. Her head plopped back on the pillow.
“Doctor! Help!” Steven yelled.
Chuck ran out of the room to grab anyone he could find. He brought in her nurse, and she called for the doctor. The nurse pulled Steven and Chuck out of the room and closed the door.
Steven paced. Chuck stood at her door and watched him. In all the years he’d known her, Chuck had never saw her like this. He thought of Char as a daughter. His oldest daughter.
“She’ll be okay,” Chuck said.
After twenty minutes, the doctor and nurse came out of Char’s room. Steven went right up to them to find out the news.
“Is she, okay, doc?” Steven checked.
“Yes. She had a reaction to something else that was still in her system.”
“Huh?” Chuck and Steven said.
“We found a delayed drug in her system. It pushed her entire system to overload. I never saw this before. It must be new.”
“Is she really okay doc?” Chuck asked.
“Yes. We had to pump her stomach. I think she should stay overnight.”
Chuck shook his head. He grinned at the Doc and Steven saw. He needed to talk to Chuck about this woman. But would Chuck be so telling him this info? 
“What?” Steven asked Chuck.
“She won’t like staying in the hospital.”
“Well, regardless, I want to keep her overnight. This drug is on a time delay. We did pump it out, but I want to monitor if there might be more in her system,” Doctor Ellsworth said.
“The son of a bitch drugged her! Damn it. I want him, Chuck. I want him!” Steven yelled.
“Calm down captain. That’s not your place,” Chuck said.
“You can see her in five minutes,” Doctor Ellsworth said.
“Thanks doc,” Chuck said.
He held onto Steven’s arm to help calm him. Steven nodded to him that he was good. Chuck let go.
“I love Char like my own daughter. I love your enthusiasm about her. But you cannot go after Markus O’Neil.”
“That’s his name?”
“We have him in custody, Steven. Stand down.”
“Fine!”
Five minutes later they were allowed to see Char. She was sleeping soundly until they walked in. She heard them talking and she opened her eyes.
“Hey,” she said.
“Hi,” they both said.
“I want that son of a bitch!” she yelled.
“Char, look, I know you do. But that’s not happening. I just had to calm Steven down about that. Neither of you can’t go anywhere near him. Do I make myself clear?” Chuck stated.
“He drugged me. He was going to take me back to Ireland.”
“I know. Char, I’m warning you.”
She finally nodded to him in defeat. It happened rarely. But it did happen. She shook her head. She cursed Markus O’Neil in her head over and over.
“Doctor Ellsworth wants you to stay overnight,” Chuck informed her.
“For reals?”
“Yes. And you’ll need to see Doctor Christina Martin before you return, Char,” Chuck said.
She gave him her best; do I have to look with her sorrowed eyes and pursed lip with that pout. Steven laughed.
“That is the most adorable look I’ve ever seen!” he said.









Chapter 8

The next day, Steven stayed with Char at her home as she was released from the hospital. Everything in her system had cleared overnight thanks to Doctor Ellsworth. Her family arrived just as she woke that morning and Steven let them all in. She was in her room sitting on her bed in just her black tank top and black underwear. 
Her feet planted on the floor. Neo laid just to her right. She smiled over to him. And he finally woke. He went right to her and placed his chin on her thigh. She rubbed his head.
“Momma is okay buddy. Finally got all that junk out of my system. I feel great.”
He barked.
A knock on her door alerted her. “Just a minute.”
Char grabbed her blue-green pants with pockets on the sides of each pant leg, her army camouflage t-shirt and a fresh pair of white socks. She was now ready to face the day. She rose from the bed and opened the door to Steven smiling wide at her.
“Um, hi, morning,” she said.
“Hi.” He smiled. “Your family is here.”
“Oh, they are? I’m, um, sorry you had to deal with that.”
“Your dad and brothers are great. I had a ball. But your mother isn’t here.”
“Yeah, that’s a long story.”
“Okay. Are you ready? You good today?” he checked.
“I am. Thank you. Thank you for staying with me.”
“Of course!”
She walked out and met her family. They all hugged her as they sat at the round table in her living room across from a window. She smiled to them all.
“We’re so glad you are okay!” they all said.
“Thanks. Me too. You all met Steven.”
“We did.”
“And?”
“Anyone who calls the Marines to help out my sis, is good in my book!” Matt said.
Chris and her dad, Paul, who was a in an electric wheelchair nodded. And his home health care worker, Dawn Moon agreed.
“It was really nothing,” Steven said.
Char saw his cheeks turn crimson. She loved that about him. He was modest, humble. He let out his emotions and so far, didn’t hide a thing from her.
“Did he tell you everything?” she asked.
“Everything.”
“Even my um…” Her cheeks blushed now as she fluttered her words. “Even the, um, my proposal?”
Paul raised a brow. So did Matt and her middle brother, Chris.
“Um what?” they all said.
“It was weird. I was rambling on and not really making any sense, but yeah. I proposed to him, guys,” she said.
They all sat in their chairs with wide eyes.
“And?” Paul asked.
“I said yes, of course. But we are going to take this slow, right, Char?” Steven checked.

“If you want to, sure. I do. I’m sorry I was so out of it last night,” she said.

“You were drugged. It happens.” He smiled.
“Yeah, I guess. I want to go see that son of a bitch!” she said.
“Are you sure?” Matt asked.
“I’m sure!” She did her best Jackie Chan impression from the Rush hours 2 movie. He was one her favorite actors.
Steven laughed. “Jackie Chan! Rush Hour 2!”
“Damn I love you!” She smiled.
“Okay then, let’s go,” Matt said.
“I’m coming to,” Steven said.
“As are we!” Paul stated.
Char sighed but nodded her head to them. She grabbed Neo’s leash that was patterned with Skulls. She loved skulls. And Steven so loved that about her.
 
Twenty minutes later, they arrived at the police station. Char checked in and introduced her family to her mentor, partner, Trish Sanders. She also introduced them to Chuck and to Mitch who was with his dog AJ. They met in the conference room.
“I’m not sure about this, Char,” Chuck said.
“I deserve to see him! He held me captive, drugged me, I was out for two days. I lost two days. He owes me two days!” she yelled.
Trish placed her hand on Char’s hand as they sat next to each other at the table. Char took her hand away. Trish shook her head.
“You know, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but you’ll never get those two days back. And seeing him will only make it worse,” Trish said.
“I know.”
“So, why do you want to see him?” Trish asked.
“I just do! I deserve that much!”
Trish grabbed her hand-held radio and called down to the jail to bring Markus O’Neil to interview room one. They walked the halls and arrived at the interview corridor a few moments later. Trish turned to Char once again.
“Are you absolutely sure you want to do this? If I let you do this, we could get in serious trouble if anything happens,” Trish said.
“I’m sure!”
“I’ll be standing with you.”
“No, alone!”
“Char, not going to happen.”
“I promise, I promise I won’t do anything stupid.”
“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” Trish said.
“Ha. I say that too.”
“I stole it from you.” Trish laughed.
Char chuckled.
She finally entered the room and there he was all smug as his wrists were cuffed with a long chain to the metal bar that sat above the metal table. He picked his head up and smiled wide. Those dark, daunting brown eyes caught her blue eyes.
“There she is,” he said.
She sat across from him. For many moments, they just stared at each other. While Trish, Chuck, her family, and Steven watched from the observation room.
“What is it you want?” he asked.
“I want to know why me. Why me after all these years I escaped you?”
“Because you owe me!”
“I what?”
“When you escaped me, I almost lost everything. I did lose a lot of money though.”
“You lied to me! You promised me a job and you suckered me into trying to recruit young men for your damn militia!”
He sat back and continued that smug smile.
“Why, why did you do that? Why me?” she demanded.
“Because. You were everything. You were valedictorian! You were a leader. I needed a leader like you.”
“But you lied to me.”
“I had to. Would you have gone with me otherwise?”
“No.”
“Exactly.”
“So, how did you find out about me?” she asked.
He never said a word after that. She slammed her hand on the table. He didn’t even flinch. Char shook her head. She wanted answers and she wanted them now.
“How, how did you find about me?” she asked again.
“Look, if I tell you everything, I’m dead. I’m dead already being in here.”
“I deserve to know!”
“Your class graduation was on TV. I started watching. I saw you. My mouth opened. I was just so taken by you. Your poise. Everything. The way you handled everything. I said, that’s my leader.”
Char shook her head. “You played me! I don’t like to be played! There has to be a different reason. Why me? How did your boss know me?”
“How do you know I have a boss?”
“I saw you talking with him plenty of times when I was with you for that almost year. But I never let you know that. You never introduced me to him, why?”
“He let me do my own thing.”
“Who is your boss?”
“I can’t tell you.”
“Dude, give me something, then maybe we can make a deal.”
He raised a brow, “A deal? What kind of deal?”
“A deal that may just not give you life for your crimes.”
“I want to know, for a fact.”
“Ha. I want to know for a fact too, why me? You’re stalling. Come on Markus, I don’t have all day.”
“See, that’s what I loved about you. Your take no prisoners attitude. How you hate people who waste your time.”
“So, stop wasting my time! Tell me!” she screamed in his face.
He leaned back after she finally sat back down in the chair. Markus had never witnessed this side of her, and he was being drawn to her even more now. She sighed and shook her head.
“Tell me something!” she yelled.
She saw him tremble and what was that? A tear? Was he crying? No way. She made him cry. She laughed hard inside.
“Okay, okay. My boss is, Justin Timberlake.” He roared with laughter.
Char was not amused. But she let O’Neil have his laughter for about a minute. Then she slammed her hand on the table. That made him jump and clam up quick.
“If you give me one more smart-ass answer, this interview is over, no deal and you get solitary for the rest of your term!” she snarled.
He leaned back and his widened. “Why couldn’t you join me? We could have conquered the world. Instead, you’re wasting your life in this pitiful job.”
“Tell me!” She yelled as some spit flew from her mouth.
“Not very lady like.” He laughed.
She rose from the chair and began to walk toward the door. She didn’t even look at him as she was about to open the door.
“Okay, okay, wait, don’t go!” he begged.
She stopped just short of the door, turned on her heels, and faced him. The smug look on his face was gone. She narrowed her head and didn’t trust him one bit. But this, this seemed genuine.
“I’ll give you everything. Everything, give me a deal!” he said.
“Everything? Including your boss’ name, his operations, everything?”
“Yes!”
“Be right back.”

She left the room and went to observation. And there was Chuck, Eva, and the US District Attorney, Callie Smithers. Her eyes widened at seeing Eva and Callie.

“What kind of deal can I give him?” Char asked.
“This is a wild one, Charlotte,” Callie said. “I’m not sure I can offer him anything. He’s not of this country.”
“Um what?” Char asked.
“We need to turn this over to the feds. It shouldn’t have gotten this far! Char, I’m ordering you on Administrative Leave, for two weeks,” Eva said.
“Um what?” Char asked again.
“You two went behind my back on this. I got IAB breathing down my neck. And now, the feds. They will be here in about five minutes to take him,” Eva said.
“You cannot be serious!?” Char yelled.
“I am. If you say one more word, I’ll have your badge and your dog!” Eva stated.
Char pursed her lips and blew out a few breaths. She turned and eyed Chuck. All he could do was shake his head and agree with Eva.
FBI Special Agent in Charge, Aaron Gibson arrived at the room with two other agents. As he entered, Char huffed out a few angered breaths at him. And she saw two more agents go into the interview room.
“We’re here for Markus O’Neil,” Aaron said. He produced the papers needed for prisoner transfer.

Char stepped around him and walked out of the room. She didn’t say anything else to any of the others. As she walked toward the door of the room Markus was in, she checked the small glass panel that sat on the right of the door above the door handle. Markus was shoving the FBI Agents off him. One hit the floor hard on his back. The other agent had his head smack on the table. Markus turned around, he smiled at seeing Char looking on. She ran back to observation. She flew the door open.

“We got a problem!” she said. “Markus just took out two of your agents!” she told Aaron.
“I want Charlotte Rutkowski, now!”
They all heard Markus screaming her name over and over. She shook her head. Chuck put a hand on her shoulder. Eva fumed, while Callie nodded to them both to let Charlotte go.
“If he will only talk to her, then we have no choice but to let this happen,” Callie said.
“I will not allow this to continue!” Eva stated.
“Ms. Frost, I trump you. Let her talk to him,” Aaron said.
“But…”
Aaron glared to her. He turned to Callie. “We got this. We will keep you informed.”
He nodded to Char to go back in the room. But she hesitated. He smiled to her and placed a warm hand on her shoulder.

“I’ll go with you,” Aaron said.


 








Chapter 9

As Aaron opened the door to the room, Markus drew one of the agent’s weapons and grabbed Aaron by the throat. He had his cuffs off in a matter of moments when he took out the agents.
“She comes with me, or he dies!” Markus said. “I know there’s people in there!”
He spoke of the observation room.
“Markus, this will not get you that deal you want,” Char said.
“I don’t want a deal anymore. You can’t touch me. My boss, he has diplomatic immunity. And guess what, so do I!”
Char’s eyes widened. She never knew that about him. No way. No. Fucking. Way! She had to do something, fast. No way was this guy going to get away with this. As she glanced over to Aaron, his eyes told her something she never wanted to see become real.
“Shoot the hostage,” Aaron whispered.
Char blinked. She pulled her weapon from the right holster she had attached to a belt on her hip. After one more quick glance to Aaron, she nodded to him and smiled. That sly half smile that made criminals wet themselves. Char did one better than Aaron’s plan. She aimed her weapon. Before Markus could get a shot off, she fired and the bullet sailed to his forehead, narrowly missing Aaron.
Markus went down and so did Aaron. Char ran over to him. She helped him up from the floor and check on the two agents. Thankfully, they were both alive. Aaron and Char both took a seat in the chairs by the table.
Chuck and everyone from observation came into the room clapping and hooting for Char. Another fine, outstanding job. However, Eva was still not impressed. She walked over to Char and held out her hand for her firearm.
“What? You can’t be serious!” Char said.
“Don’t push it. Standard procedure. Hand over your gun and badge,” Eva said. “You are still being placed on Administrative Leave as of right now.”
“What? This is fucking bullshit! I just saved an FBI Agent’s life and you’re giving me two weeks off! What the fuck, Eva!?” Char yelled.
“If I, were you, I’d keep that mouth of yours closed before you incriminate yourself further,” Eva said. “Every time you discharge your weapon, you know the standard procedure of a routine inspection of the incident.”
“If I may,” Aaron began. “She saved my life. I have no doubt this scumbag would have ended mine.”
“It’s routine agent. I’m in charge here.”
“See to it that she gets those back!” Aaron stated.
Eva shrugged him off as she walked out of the room. Char and Aaron cleaned up the mess and he turned to her.
“That was totally amazing. You saved my life. I owe you, big time,” Aaron said.
“It was the first time I ever discharged my weapon.”
“How long you been a cop?”
“Since 2015.”
“Wow. We’re you always a K9 officer?”
“Nope. Started at the bottom, worked my way up.”
“In three years? That’s totally awesome.”
“Wow, I got two totally’s.” She giggled.
“Yeah. Just not used to, you know.”
She narrowed her head at him and raised a brow. Here it was. He was going to go there. And just when she thought he’d be different.
“A woman saving your ass?” she said.
“Well, yeah, you know.”
“You’re one of those types. That’s one of my major pet peeves.”
“One of what types?”
“Those who think women belong only in the kitchen. At home, cleaning. Or those women who only deserve to be seen and not heard! That irks me!”
“Whoa, easy tiger.”
She growled at him and laughed. Tiger, she liked that. But she loved Steven. Steven called the Marines for her. She couldn’t wait to get home to call him.
Aaron chuckled. “So, you up for drinks tonight?”
“Sorry, I’m seeing someone.”
“Oh right, the firefighter. That video was badass.”
“Um, thanks.”
“You guys still seeing each other?” he checked.
“Yup.”
“Wow. A man who lets a woman toss him like that, then still wants to see her, that’s brave,” he said.
She shook her head. Damn this guy just keeps digging a hole. She laughed at her thoughts. After she rubbed her mouth, she grinned at him.
“What?” he asked.
“Strike two.”
“Huh?”
“You’re turning out to be one of the men I can’t stand.”
“No. You’re just assuming. Look, I get it that women deserve equal rights and stuff. I get it. I was married. I have a son.”
“Oh, well, I’d love to stay and chat, but I’m on leave right now and need to finish up some paperwork.”
“I’ll take care of that for you. Go, get out of here. Tell Steven, I said hi.”
She smiled at him, and they shook hands. After she left the room, Chuck was waiting for her outside in the hall. She stopped short of running into him.
“I’m sorry Eva put you on leave. But it’s standard procedure.”
“I get taking my gun and badge, but two weeks leave. Markus was a bad, bad, bad man. I have no doubt that he was going to kill Aaron. And he was going to take me back to Ireland!”
“About that. By you killing him, we walked away with nothing. The Chief isn’t too happy and wants to see you before you leave.”
She sighed heavily. The Chief wanted to see her. Well damn it. This day just keeps better and better, she said to herself.
“Don’t worry,” Chuck began. “I know you’ll get your gun and badge back soon. Great work in there today.”
“What does Callie say?”
“She agreed with your move.”
“Even though we got nothing?”
“Look, there may just be more heat on this. If Markus did have a boss, do you think his boss will be gunning for revenge?” Chuck asked.
“Probably not.”
“Okay. Go see the Chief and have a great two weeks off.”
“What am I supposed to do with two weeks off?”
“Get to know that firefighter. Have fun. Go travel. You and Neo earned it.”
“Thanks boss.”
Char made her way toward the exit and stopped just short of the Chief’s office that was to her right near the main exit. As she peaked through the glass walls that made up the office, she saw Marie, the Chief, was looking over some documents. Char knocked on the main glass door. Marie glanced up and waved her in.
Marie stood up, walked around her desk, and greeted Charlotte. She held out her hand. Char was a bit confused. But she shook the hand of her boss.
“Great job today,” Marie said.
Char nodded. She stared at the red head with stunning hazel green eyes. Marie was a bit taller than her, and Char just eyed her for a few moments.
“Charlotte, are you, okay?” Marie checked.
“Um, yeah. Fine. What’s going on? Eva took my gun and badge. She put me on Administrative Leave,” Char explained.
“She did what?”
“Uh huh. I get it’s standard procedure, but Administrative Leave, for two weeks. That’s a bit of a stretch, no?”
“Well, you do know the procedure every time you fire your weapon on duty. They have to investigate.”
“But the Administrative Leave?” Char questioned.
“Char, may I call you Char?”
“Yeah, sure.”
“The leave is necessary. It part of our procedure. I put that in place to protect my officers while the investigation goes on.”
“I see.”
“Look, you can’t fight this. I know in my heart; you’ll be back to us very soon. In the meantime, just enjoy it while you can with that studly man of yours.” Marie giggled.
Char grinned. “Um, okay then. See you in two weeks. Question, can she really take my dog too?” 
“Your dog?”
“Neo, she threatened to take him too.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. She has it out for me. Look, Neo is my dog. I brought him in here. When everyone laughed at me for training a Golden Retriever and not the normal German Shepard to be a police dog. He’s my dog, not the department’s!”
“Right. I remember. I hired him and you. You’ve risen through the ranks quickly, Char. I’m damn proud of you. When you came to me with interest in the K9 Unit, I was reluctant at first. But you have proven to me you belong. You and Neo. I will talk to Eva.”
“I don’t want any more trouble with her.”
“Right. Don’t worry. Go, enjoy two weeks off.”
Char finally smiled and her shoulders sagged as the new tension was finally released from her body. She was taken aback by Marie extending herself to her by holding out her arms in a hugging matter. Char jerked a shoulder and figured why not. Marie had always been a hugger type person. She hugged her back.
“Chuck said you wanted to see me before I go?” Char asked.
“I did. Look, good job with Markus. I could never understand what you went through with him. If you ever need to talk, I’m here for all my officers.”
“Thanks, ma’am.”
“Ma’am, my Grandmother is ma’am. You can call me Marie, Chief, but never ma’am.” Marie chuckled.
“Sorry. I hate that term too. So, what did you want to see me about?”
“You’ve been here what, three years now?” 
“Yes.”
“I want to promote you to sergeant.”
“Um what?”
“I wanted to tell you first. You’ve done great work here. At first, I was skeptical about hiring you and the Golden Retriever, Neo, like I said. But you trained him well.”
“Why were you skeptical?”
“Hiring family within the department. You know that leads to favoritism and such ugly rumors.”
“I do.”
“But you’ve proven yourself. And I believe you deserve to be Sergeant of the K9 unit. You went above and beyond to help save those boys. I also have another pin to add to your collection. When you come back, if you don’t mind, we will have a formal celebration.”
Char blushed. She never was expecting this. In fact, she was expecting to get reemed and maybe lose her job.
“I, I don’t know what to say,” Char said.
“Say yes.”
“But what about Mitch and his dog AJ. He’s been here what, five years over me. I think he might –”
“The Mayor says it’s you.”
“Wow, this came from the Mayor herself?”
“Yes. Here.”
Marie handed Char a letter of recommendation and as she read it, slight tears threatened to show. But she blinked her eyes. When she finished, the door opened, and she saw Marie wave someone in. It was her older brother, Matt. Lieutenant of the Homicide Division.
Char turned around and smiled to him. “You knew about this?”
“I did.”
“And you kept it from me?”
“I was sworn to secrecy, Sis.” He chuckled.
“I, wow. I’m blown away,” Char said.
“So, what do you say, Sis?”
“Yes! I will… yes! Does Trish know about this?”
The door opened once more. “Sorry I’m late, traffic.” Trish giggled.
“Traffic?”
“Yeah, you know, this place is a zoo. So, are you the new sergeant?”
“I am!”
“Awesome! I put the word in for you, you know,” Trish said.
“No way!”
“Yes way! And so did your brother,” Trish told her.
“If this gets out, everyone will be screaming favoritism,” Char said.
“Doesn’t matter. You earned it. You took down Markus O’Neil and saved the life of an FBI Agent!” Trish said.
“Does Aaron know about this too?” Char asked.
“Yup. He helped push for it too,” Marie said.
“Wow. I thank you all.”
Marie put a new shiny pin on Char’s skull lanyard above the other two that say The Academy Honors. This one said Starling PD Honors.
“Your dad and other brother, Chris want to be here. They said to do this part, then when you come back, it will be official!” Marie smiled.
“I, wow, thank you all!”
Char hugged everyone. She held onto Trish a little bit longer this time. They were like sisters. Char didn’t have a sister, so she deemed Trish to be her big sister being Trish was a year older.
She left the building and walked out to about twenty reporters on the front steps of the station. She shook her head and knew what they wanted. But she wasn’t about to give them anything. Did they head Steven’s warning? Char pushed her way through them all.
They all shouted questions about her and Steven. And of course, Chelsea was there. She was in the middle of them all.
“Charlotte, Charlotte, what’s on tap for you and Steven tonight?” Chelsea yelled out.
As she found herself surrounded by the twenty reporters mixed of men and woman, she leaned into her right shoulder as if she were about to punch Chelsea’s lights out. But didn’t. They broke their circle they had around her and she walked right on through to her blue, Jeep Wrangler.
As she climbed in, she took a few moments to catch her breath. What a fucking day, she muttered to herself. 

 









Chapter 10

When Char arrived home, she saw that familiar red dodge ram chromed out in a visitor parking space next to her assigned space. She smiled wide. She pulled in her space and glanced over to the truck. And there he was. The sexiest firefighter ever.
He climbed out, ran over to her Jeep, and opened the door for her. She smiled wide once more. The smile never left her face as he hugged her. Neo barked as he was in the back seat. She laughed. So did Steven.
“He wants out,” Steven said.
He let her go and got the door for Neo. Neo hopped down and went right to Steven. He sniffed his legs and turned back to Char.
“He likes you,” she said.
“I hope so. So, whatcha want to do tonight?”
“Well, I wasn’t expecting this. I have to make a few calls.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah. I got promoted today!”
“No fucking way?”
“Yes, fucking way!”
“A girl after my own heart with a mouth just like mine! We need to get married!”
She giggled.
“You proposed to me, remember? Well, you were drugged up, but I still count that as a proposal, and I intend to collect!”
“Oh shit, really?” she said.
“You betcha!”
“I got a two-week Administrative Leave. What do you propose we do with it?”
“Get married!”
“I thought this was gonna be a slow and easy thing.”
“Oh, snap, I see what you did there. Whitesnake. Slow and easy. One of my favorite songs!”
He started singing the song and she about melted. This was truly love at first sight. She never had this with anyone. It was like she finally found her long lost best friend. But it was too fast. They only knew each other a month now, maybe. Hell, she knew nothing about him. Just that he was a firefighter. His mother died when he was young and his dad, well he didn’t know him.
“Char?” he questioned.
“It’s too fast.”
“What? But I thought…”
She placed a forefinger in his lips. “I need to go inside and make a couple calls. Neo needs to be walked.”
“I’ll walk him.”
“We’ll walk him together. Let me make my calls,” she said.
“Okay then. I follow you.”
They walked the short walkway up to her apartment that was single story and detached. But her neighbors were within a few feet of each other. And there she was, Miss Peggy Stanton. Coming out to water her flowers on her front porch.
“Hey Charlotte.”
“Hi Peg.”
“Oh my. He is more handsome than on the TV.”
She watched Peggy giggle. Peggy was sixty years old. But Char loved her like her own mother. Peggy was way nicer than her own mother. And Peggy was a good listener.
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to stare,” Peggy said.
“It’s okay,” Steven said. “I’m getting used to it.”
He walked over to her and reached out his hand. Peggy took it and shook it. He grabbed the water jug from her and finished watering her plants for her.
“And a gentleman. You two are the talk of the town,” Peggy said,
“Yeah. I tried to put a stop to that,” Steven said.
“Yes. I saw that. You were so firm.”
“I have to be. They are so ruthless.”
“Indeed. Thank you for your help. Be good you two.”
“Welcome!”
She went inside and Steven met Char on her porch. They all walked in her apartment. Later that night, she had her dad and her brothers over to share the good news. They all celebrated and got to know more about Steven.
Her brothers and dad’s verdict on Steven, they loved him. He fit right in with them and Paul, her father, gave them both his blessings to get married. Steven was in heaven. He did his best to respect his elders. Even though his father left like he did.
“A toast,” Paul said as he sat in his motorized wheelchair. 
His home healthcare worker Dawn Moon sat next to him. Matt sat on his other side. And Chris sat across from him. Char sat on the love seat across from the round table near the living room window. Steven sat next to her. They all had wine glasses filled with beer. Char couldn’t drink champagne as she was allergic to it.
“To my only wonderful badass daughter who single handedly took down one of the world’s deadliest men! And saved an FBI Agent! And to her new boyfriend, Captain Steven Rinning, of Station House 3! For saving my daughter’s life by bringing in the Marines! I give you both my blessings to get married!”
“Here, here!” Matt, Chris, and Dawn said.
They all toasted their glasses.
“Um, we only just met,” Char said after taking a few sips of the beer. 
“It was like that when I met Stacey, it was magic. You know how fast it was. Then bam came Elle and Matt Junior. It happens. When it happens like that, it’s magic!” Mathew said.
“I suppose,” Char said.
Steven turned to her. “Are you having second thoughts about us?”
“No! I just, I don’t know.”
“Steven, if I may,” Paul began. “That one is an overthinker.”
“Dad!”
“It’s true.”
“But Dad! Damn!”
She closed her eyes. What was truly going on with her. She thought and thought. They didn’t need anyone’s approval. It was them and only them that needed permission. 
“That’s okay. I think overthinkers are awesome. You can’t lie around them,” Steven said.
Char blushed again. Damn him! He knew all the right words to say. She smiled wide and her light blue eyes sparkled.
“There it is!” Paul said.
She blushed again. “Dad, you’re embarrassing me!”
“It’s my job!” Paul chuckled.
“You know, fuck it, let’s do it! We don’t need anybody else’s approval if it’s fast or slow! Yes, Steven Rinning, I will marry you!”
“Waahoooooo!”
They all raised their glasses again!
“July 27!” Char said.
“Um what?” Steven asked.
“July 27th! I always wanted a summertime wedding! With fireworks, the whole shebang.”
“Fireworks? Um, well…”
“Is there a problem with fireworks?” she asked.
“I just hate them.”
“Why?”
“I just do.”
“Okay, you can tell me later.”
They both hugged each other and kissed for the longest time until her dad reminded her, they were all still there. They finished the night playing her favorite board game Sorry. They had her favorite meal of Chicken from Kentucky fried Chicken, and they watched her favorite show, Chips.
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