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The in-dash display of Charley Randall’s burgundy roadster read eleven fifty. She needed every minute until midnight to reach her destination. Pedal to floor, the car hugged the curves with nothing more than a slight adjustment left or right. Headlights burned through the dark, illuminating the double, center lines.
Charley blew past warning signs for fallen rock, deer and the oncoming dead end at double the posted speed. She relied on her knowledge of her mountain’s terrain to get her home in one piece.
Another check of time revealed only eight minutes remained.
Her teeth ground together, knuckles paled. “You’ll make it, Char.” She blew out the breath she held and pounded the leather wheel with her palm. If she hadn’t stayed late for a celebratory drink, she’d have been on time.
The clock blinked eleven fifty-five.
She pressed the accelerator, as if to will the car faster, but slowed as the most dangerous of turns approached.
Eleven fifty-six.
The rapid blink of a vehicle’s emergency lights jumped into view as she rounded the curve. A single gasp accompanied the swerve. The steering wheel shook under her palms as the tires objected to the force of her turn and squealed into the dark of night. A cloud of dust rose around her as the car slid to the edge of the road and came to rest in a shallow ditch.
Eleven fifty-eight.
The engine stalled; the blink of the other car’s lights continued as voices called out in cries of worry.
Charley pounded the wheel with her fist. She grabbed a tendril of hair. The ends reflected her natural onyx while the rest shimmered with the gold she’d chosen for her last assignment. “I have ’til twelve!”
A double beep signaled the hour.
She stole a glance in the review mirror. Her eyes, once a bright green, swirled with a mix of hues. She cringed as pain radiated from the tip of her nose, shooting through to her toes.
“Hello?” a young male voice broke through. “You okay in there?”
The ultra-dark windows kept her hidden as hands cupped against the glass and a face peered between them. A flashlight beam attempted to penetrate the tinting.
Call James.
Charley struggled against her own body’s need to shift from blonde to black hair, five-four to five-seven, size two to size eight, and thirty-five to eighteen years old again for the two hundred and fourth time. She grasped for her phone but caught only air until her fingers met a solid form. She yanked it from the passenger seat and speed-dialed.
He answered on the first ring. “Where are you?” His tone reflected concern as well as urgency.
Lips pursed, Charley pressed her feet against the floorboard, gripping the steering wheel tight. Her head snapped back and forth. Curls stuck where heat dampened her skin. “Up-almost-” Her lungs fought her as she spoke. “Car accident-”
“On our mountain?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll find you; just don’t let anyone see you.” He clicked off.
With a groan, she laid her head back and let her nature take over. Power rose upward from her toes, burning within her arms and legs. It radiated through her core seconds later.
The door handle jiggled. “I can’t open the door.” The boy’s voice returned. “Think it’s stuck. We’re calling for help.”
No!
Charley shivered at his voice, pushed herself to complete her transformation. She resisted the urge to scream; to do so would waste precious energy and alert the good Samaritans to her plight. A ventured glance in the rearview mirror gave her a visual on her status. In mid-phase, every part of her body mixed with the one she would become.
Her legs stretched, her fingernails shortened and her torso tightened. Ragged breath slowed as she resumed her body’s mandatory, once-a-year shape: her natural, human, female form. Curls fell back to her shoulders in soft ringlets to match the midnight sky; her skin toasted a light rouge. The telltale sign of her kind firmed her pupil into a hard, vertical line around which irises of lavender glistened.
Raps on the window abated.
Eyes closed, Charley’s agony retreated. She fumbled for the door handle but stopped herself. If she left the confines of the car, she’d stagger like a drunken teenager and risk exposure.
She took a few steadying breaths. Eyes not yet focused, she could make out only the shadow at the trunk of one car while a second remained at the side of hers. Their voices pitched back and forth to each other, called out ‘Stuart’ as the other said, ‘Wyatt.’
Charley reached for the handle and pushed at the door as lights from another car burned their way down the mountain.

***

She struggled to a stand and leaned against the side of her car as James’s truck skidded to a stop at her back bumper. Pebbles dinged into her car as exhaust, mixed with the cool temperatures of the night, enveloped her.
Her legs wobbled, vision wavered. The heavy beams of the lights lit the area as well as a dozen flood lamps. The boys, the cars and James came into focus. He rushed to her side, Wyatt and his friend in his wake.
“Get back in the car, Charley.” James’s tone mixed anger with worry as she clung to his arms and dropped her head to his shoulder.
The look in his eyes suggested he understood what Charley already recognized.
One of the boys spoke before she could respond. “I’m sorry. I thought… well, the door was stuck.” His voice, so clear and deep, graced her ears like an old lover whispering his thoughts.
Charley let the sounds fill her. James turned; she leaned into his back.
“Thanks for the help, boys.” He’d changed his tone to one of kindness.
Charley caught movement around his broad shoulders; she could see just over him if she reached up on tiptoe. Dark hair hung in a mess, accenting the boy’s strong jaw line.
He shifted to the side, disappearing from Charley’s view. “Is she hurt? I mean, we didn’t see the car hit us or anything.”
Charley smiled behind James, gripped his shirt, and breathed in the headiness of male that did not belong to James. She let it linger, encompassing her senses.
“No-” James’s tone turned serious.
“James.” Charley whispered against his back.
He cocked an ear in her direction, though only she’d see he’d done it.
“It’s alright,” she said in hushed tones.
The boy moved to the side. “Are you okay? We didn’t think we were in the road-” He reached for her but pulled back.
Charley kept one hand on James’s arm, the other on the car. Her gaze pointed to the ground. “I’m fine. What’s your name?” She adjusted her tone to match her visible age, letting the lie flow from her lips.
“Uh… Wyatt.” He stepped back, out of their private space. “That’s Stuart.”
James whirled, a movement anyone but Charley would think no more than a simple turn. He kept his voice indiscernible to anyone but her. “You need to be careful.” The muscle in his jaw clenched and released as his dark brown eyes drove his message into her.
Wyatt. She smiled, ran a palm from James’s shoulder to his crossed arms and imagined the same movement against Wyatt. She leaned into James’s back and squeezed his bicep. “I know. I already feel it. Proceed with caution.”
“You can’t let him see your eyes.” He said it with intensity but softness and at a volume only Charley would hear.
She smiled. “I know, James. I’ve been at this fifty years longer than you, remember?”
“Hey… uh… are you sure you’re okay?” Wyatt’s tone brimmed with concern.
Did he think James anything more than her bodyguard? Charley shoved at James as a teenage girl might a sibling. “Don’t mind my brother.”
“Keep them-”
“James.” She glanced up at him. “I got it. Seriously.”
He dropped his arms.
She drew in a deep breath, wrapping herself in Wyatt’s scent.
James dropped the set of his shoulders and stepped to Charley’s side but kept one hand around her upper arm. She stepped forward, stumbling at the curb, only to have James pull her tight against him.
He guided her to the hood of the car where she dropped like an anvil on the edge. Charley ventured a half-glance up and found Wyatt clad in jeans and tennis shoes. By the time she reached the hem of a blue T-shirt, James’s growl stopped her.
“Hey, thanks for trying to help.” Charley massaged her forehead to prevent eye contact.
“Your car didn’t hit anything did it? I mean, we didn’t realize we were in the lane so much.” Concern laced Wyatt’s tone.
Charley shook her head, curls dancing around her. “You need help with your car?”
The rumble in James’s chest grew as Charley skimmed farther upward. Wyatt’s biceps strained his shirt sleeves. His chest did the same to the front label for some rock band she didn’t recognize.
“Uh… no, I think he’s got it.” Wyatt thumbed over his shoulder.
The car shook as James kicked the wheel. “We should be going, Charley.”
Her body vibrated with a need only one of her kind could experience. She banked a shiver that ran from top to toe, reaching into her fingertips and leaving a tingle as if they’d fallen asleep.
She leaned back against the trunk, straightened her shoulders and met Wyatt’s gaze with a smile.
“I’m Charley.” She extended a hand despite the dramatic exhale from James.
Wyatt slid his against it. “You have really pretty green eyes.”
As do you. Charley’s body spasmed.
James broke their contact, pushed himself between them. Her head shook as he grabbed her cheeks with his hands.
“Not today, Charley.” He seethed through the near-silent command.
She tried to answer, but her nature betrayed her. Wyatt moved back, his hands in the air as if in surrender. She let the shimmer engulf her as it had in the car; her head lolled even with the hands which held her in place.
One final change. For Wyatt.

***

“Whoa, man, is she having a seizure?” Wyatt’s voice penetrated her fog.
“Yeah-a seizure. Open that door, please.” James gruff command would not be ignored.
She hung from his arms like a rag doll as he lifted her into them. The screech of a car door followed, but Charley kept her eyes shut, letting Wyatt’s voice and his image pass through her mind as she returned her focus inward. She envisioned faces, youth, features, likes and dislikes, to create in herself the perfect teenage girl-the ideal solution for Wyatt.
“Dammit, Charley! Stop. Now.” James’s whispered command broke through her veil of consciousness as his grip on her shoulder took her attention.
Soft leather slid under her hands and vibrated with the engine’s roar. The truck bucked and spun. Her head, at rest in James’s lap, lolled with the tight turn. Charley refocused on Wyatt’s form and face.
Her body shifted against James as the car sped through the curves she herself would have taken had Wyatt not interrupted her drive.
Preparation kept Charley’s smile hidden. James already saw through too much of her plan. Her desire to become the girl of Wyatt’s dreams won against her need to remain herself. She no longer wanted separation by age or kind. The change would be easy-and her last.
“Charley!” James’s gruff call of her name jarred her body, breaking her focus again.
The car jerked as he tugged at her instead of navigating the vehicle.
She shook her head, remaining silent. Each jiggle interrupted her process, preventing her from completing her body’s adjustments.
The screech of tires accompanied a sharp turn and a steep climb. The flip of his cell phone followed until the wheels ground to a halt, and she bounced against him.
“Get out here, now,” James said.
The night air rushed in with the storm of feet. The truck’s seat bounced as James exited and Charley fell flat to its surface. Hot air rushed over her face a moment later.
“What happened?” Cael’s voice cut through her mind.
James brought reinforcements. Charley pushed her body to move faster.
“She made eye contact with him.”
“Dammit, Charley. He’s not ready for you.”
Yes, he is! She turned her head back and forth as she struggled with her own decision. The burn in her toes reached upward to her shins, and the tingle in her fingers made it to her forearms.
Cael’s fingers pressed into her collarbones. “You know the rules.”
She grit her teeth, pulling permanence into her thighs and up farther into her chest. Rules be damned! The pressure at her neck bore down. We’re meant to be together!
His fingers moved out to her shoulders, pressed her into the truck’s seat. “I’m not going to let you pull it through, Charley. You’ll suffer for the next twenty-four hours if you have to. And you know I can hold you here the whole time.”
She wanted to scream and fight, but her body betrayed her as she impressed upon herself the final details that would entice Wyatt for the rest of his life. Her years of practice in silent shape-shifting backfired; she remained mute through her efforts.
“He’s too young.” Cael interrupted her again.
Her mind moved in and out between his words and her desire.
“He has to make the choice himself.”
But, I want him.
“You won’t get what you need out of this, Charley. It won’t happen.”
I still want him.
“He’s human, Charley.”
Undone, she let the shimmer fade. The force above her remained, but like an artist with a broken muse, she stopped the change. Her muscles burned with heat confined to her extremities. She blinked, opened to Cael’s upside down face, and closed her eyes once again.
“Is she back?” James’s voice carried to her.
“Yes. Lavender irises and vertical pupils. I’m going to let go, Charley.”
Released from the hold, she curled into herself. One day a year she had to deal with life as her natural self. She almost lost everything thanks to teenage desire which overruled over two hundred years of experience.
A hand massaged her shoulders, kneading muscles worn both from her original transformation and the second attempt.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
James’s breath caught the back of her ear, warm against the cool night. As her body’s temperature lowered, shivers ran through her. He fit himself snugly behind her.
“You can’t be sorry for wanting something so much you’d give up your life for it, but you promised, remember?”
She slid into his lap. Charley wrapped her arms around his broad shoulders as she laid her head down upon one.
“I’m so tired.” She whispered the words.
“Sleep.” James said.
Within seconds, she complied.

***

Exhaustion had overcome Charley. She’d teetered in consciousness, remembering only the sway as James lifted her into his arms before she’d woken, nude and tucked tight in bed. Given her ability to morph her entire body into another’s, she’d long since gotten over the need for modesty.
With the stars above and the trees everywhere around her mountaintop home, Charley’s balcony offered a place of refuge. Bundled in several blankets she’d hand-knit over the years, she curled into a wrought-iron chaise and let the wintery air take hold of her senses. Wyatt’s scent lingered, if only in the recesses of her mind.
James’s unmistakable footfall identified him as he joined her. A quick scrape of metal against wood suggested he’d moved one of her chairs. “Pass over some blanket.” He swiped the top one from her. “I know you hear me.”
Her lips curled, though her eyes remained closed. She shivered under the lost weight of one layer; her grip on the opposite end of her cover thwarted his attempt to steal a second.
“Ha! Knew it.”
“I don’t bother you when you’re recovering.” She made no attempt to turn toward him.
“You’re worrying.” After so many years together, he’d guess right.
Her hair caught between the slats as she turned. She cringed as she fluttered sleepy lids, letting in a sliver of light. She found James’s nose an inch from her own.
“I’m sorry.” Charley whispered the words.
James closed his eyes. “I shouldn’t have let you get close to him.”
“You couldn’t have stopped me.” Her grin grew. “You know that as well as I do.”
“I could’ve tried harder-”
She shook her head. “No. I should have known better.”
James huffed a laugh. “Well, as your big brother-”
Charley snorted a laugh. “Big brother my ass. I’m fifty years older than you and related in absolutely no way, shape or form, and thank god I can’t be male because then I’d have to become you just for spite.” She tweaked his nose. “But you are bigger.” Charley let her head loll away. “That was a first for me.”
“I’m surprised. We’ve all faltered at some point.”
She drew her gaze back to his. How he could relax, proportioned in a chaise half his size, she didn’t know. The single afghan barely reached his knees as he burrowed his body beneath it.
“Why don’t you wear a jacket?” She held the blanket above her lips to keep her smile hidden.
“You act old when you do that.” James spread out the cover more, pulling the edges to their limit.
Charley patted the knee resting against her armrest.
“And yet you look like you could be-”
“Don’t say it. It’s really gotten old, and I am so over it.”
James’s boom of laughter shook the trees. “Fine, fine. You don’t want me to tell you that you’re the most beautiful two-hundred-something eighteen year old around? No problem.”
She mock-punched his shoulder.
“Ahem.” Cael stood in the frame of the sliding glass door, so very different from James in every way except height and form, shape and strength.
Lily snuck in under his arm-an easy feat given her tiny stature. “You’re awake.” She slid her butt onto the edge of the chair at Charley’s toes. “Feelin’ better?”
“I screwed up, Lil.”
“No, no. Giving up who we are? That’s how we move on in this world. You know that better than any of us.” Lily’s head bobbled. “How’d you know he was the right one, though?”
Charley caught James’s gaze before Cael’s. “It’s a long story. I just can’t believe we met up tonight, of all nights.”
“Any other day of the year you’d have been safe to show off your wild and youthful age.” Lily giggled.
“Ooh… and about that. Happy Birthday, Charley.” James leaned in, added a kiss to her forehead.
“To eighteen again!” Cael smirked and held out his fist.
She bumped it.
Lily eyed her with a hint of mischief. “Maybe he was your birthday gift. Maybe that means another chance is around the corner.”
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One year later
The blare of the bell vibrated through speakers as the masses began their hourly class change. Feet shuffled and screeched, shoulders bumped backpacks, and laughter rang out within the halls of West High.
“Whoops. Sorry, man,” Wyatt called over his shoulder. A hand-as sincere an apology as he’d get-waved back at him. Like the others, he jostled for space and position amidst the sea of sweaty, over-cologned jocks and pretentious girls. Five minutes between classes didn’t offer much time for socialization, though as senior class president, Wyatt found himself the forced exception.
“Yo! Wyatt!”
One quick move, and he met his childhood friend between a set of well-graffitied lockers-Jill and Jordan 4-ever and Cate loves Sam the most prominent of the numerous tokens of love scribed in magic marker of various colors.
“Man!” Out of breath, Stuart leaned over, placed his hands on his knees. His hair shook as his chest heaved. He twisted backward to lean against the wall and held one finger out, sliding it down to Wyatt’s face. “Dude! Did you see her?”
Head cocked, Wyatt squinted. In the course of his ten-yard walk, he’d bumped into, waved at or said ‘hello’ to a dozen or more students-a number of them of the female variety. Some he’d recognized; others he figured were underclassmen not worthy of his acknowledgement.
“Oh, c’mon, man! That girl! The hot one.”
Wyatt shook his head.
“Oh my god, man! You so totally missed it. Her. She. Oh man, she is smokin’!” Stuart slapped his palm against his thigh. Head against the metal, he turned to Wyatt. “You really didn’t see her?”
“I have no idea who you’re talking about.” To have missed new-hot-girl broke their sworn code-always share when the worthy appear.
“Kevin said, that Cam said, that Jen said she’s from Sweden or something,” Stuart said.
At once, Wyatt remembered. His high school had accepted a one-month exchange student from New Zealand.
“She’s here? Already?” He hadn’t expected her until after lunch-his fourth-period study hall-which turned into a daily bitch-and-moan session with his fellow seniors. The plan had been to greet their visitor and give her an honorable, if vivacious, West High welcome.
At Stuart’s nod, Wyatt threw his backpack over his shoulder, slammed his palm into Jill’s scrawled name, and with a quick yell of ‘Gotta go!’, took off. One ‘Where’s the fire?’ and a number of apologies later, he reached the main office.
West High’s secretary greeted him with a giant smile on her pudgy face. “Wyatt!”
“Hi, Miss Stillman.” He returned her sentiment with his own grin. Wyatt let his backpack fall to the floor and leaned over the chest-high counter. The glass from one office reflected through all the others-a direct shot inside the privacy of closed doors.
Hot-girl sat with Principal Stone.
Fiery-gold ringlets draped from a single pony tail; it swished and swayed as she spoke. Her hands flew in the air. Her head tilted back with laughter. Whatever they chatted about must have been hilarious as Principal Stone mirrored her every action.
“Wyatt.”
Lips painted soft pink, skin a luscious milky white, neither marred by the strength of the sun.
“Wyatt.”
Her legs bumped the edge of Principal Stone’s desk as she crossed one knee over the other and left her calf exposed.
“Wyatt!”
He blinked. “Sorry. What?” His eyes stayed focused on her.
“Mr. Stone is ready for you.”
Wyatt continued to stare through the glass walls.
“Wyatt!” Miss Stillman rapped her hand on the desk. “Stop ogling and get in there! Principal Stone is ready to introduce you.”
Sweat broke out on his palms as he stuttered, “Yes, ma’am,” and began the too-short walk. Stuart hadn’t lied. In his dreams, Wyatt had imagined some overweight mousey girl with braces, glasses and out-of-date shoes. She’d have been short, her hair knotted and her voice gruff. Not that it mattered, of course.
Her voice will be gruff, Wyatt thought to himself. No way she’s that perfect.
With concentrated effort, Wyatt steered himself toward Principal Stone’s office and knocked on the outer edge.
“Ah, Wyatt. Join us.”
Principal Stone motioned Wyatt to the second seat, a mere inch from where she sat. In all his life, he’d never seen anyone like her. Even Julie, West’s head cheerleader and the football team’s fantasy, couldn’t touch her.
“Wyatt? This is Amiria.” Principal Stone held out his hand as Wyatt maneuvered around and lowered himself onto the molded plastic. “Amiria, this is Wyatt Moreland, our senior class president.”
She turned toward him with eyes of blazing blue. Wyatt would have sworn they held speckles like a robin’s egg. He longed for one of the ten-year-old mints in the bowl on Stone’s desk as his mouth dried out and his throat closed up on itself.
“Hello, Wyatt.” Her voice infused with the lilt of her native accent. “You can call me Mira.”
No, not gruff at all. His head lolled forward and backward once. Idiot! I should say something!
She turned back to Principal Stone when he failed to speak. This sucks. Gotta open my mouth!
“Wyatt’ll give you a tour and get you settled into your classes this afternoon, Mira.” Principal Stone folded his arms across his desk in that I’m-done-now-you-go gesture he’d perfected over Wyatt’s four years at West.
“He will-” Wyatt fumbled his words, mixing up his hand gestures until he didn’t know what he’d actually signaled. “I mean, I will. I. I will. Absolutely. Sure. Uh huh.” He nodded in her direction again. Hands tight against his thighs, he squeezed until his nonsensical ways were behind him. “Ah, so. A tour?”
She turned toward him again. Her smile grew and the corners of her eyes creased. Wyatt’s heart did one big flip flop.
I am so in love.

***

Charley pushed at the deep walnut door, silent on its hinges. Her heels clicked against ceramic tile as she stepped inside.
“Wet floor!” Lily’s voice struck Charley from around a corner.
She slid to a halt. Her bag slammed into her shoulder as momentum forced her forward. Hands raised for balance, she braced and took a step back onto the threshold.
She leaned in to peek around a corner she couldn’t reach. “No, it’s not!”
Her balance wavered when she stretched too far. No reason to piss off Lily. Charley snuck her way across, one toe at the corner of each square, as close to the grout as would fit her sole. Satchel dropped to the sideboard, she continued with measured precision.
Charley relaxed her gait when she stepped from tile to the soft, ivory carpet. Artwork adorned the walls, some created by her family, others purchased. She passed the maple banister, brick fireplace, Cael’s wide screen television and the man himself in full repose along the length of the sable, leather couch.
“Hey, Cael.” She received a grunt in response.
Her smile grew. He’d had a long night-an even longer week. She opted to let him recover rather than rouse him for kicks.
Three more steps and she found Lily at work, dropping orange and yellow sticks into a pot as droplets of water bounced out. Lily continued to sweep various shapes from the maple cutting board. Color by color, the rainbow of food plopped in to boil.
“What’cha makin’, Lil?”
Lily tilted her gaze up from her pot. She froze, hands midair, eyes wide, as if she’d been doused with ice water.
Charley mirrored Lily’s head tilt.
“You went gold.”
Charley shifted her head the other way, confused at Lily’s answer.
“Your hair… it’s a cross between Nicole Kidman and-” Lily scrunched her eyes. “-that actress from Titanic.” She left her pot, walked around the island and ran her hands through Charley’s curls.
“You like?” Charley kept Nicole’s pale skin but added a rose blush to her entire body. She’d added inventive ringlets with a soft bounce, too.
Lily mm’d and huh’d for a moment. “You look…” Her eyes scanned the length of Charley’s body from her mocha knee-boots to her eighties leggings and up to her paisley skirt and raspberry sweater. “You look, young. And hip. And quite hot, actually.” She added the last with wiggled eyebrows.
“That was the idea.” Charley raised and dropped her arms against her sides. “I’m supposed to be eighteen, remember?”
“But, you’re always eighteen.” Lily swung back around the island and resumed her activities.
“Yeah, but two-hundred eighteens doesn’t make me eighteen in today’s terms. It’s like inflation-you gotta upgrade and pay for it each time.” Charley chuckled.
“You know-” Lily waved the Food Network chopping knife. “I actually understood that.”
With the weapon in its rightful place, Charley considered re-asking her question, though she maneuvered herself atop a bar stool and stole a carrot beforehand.
The kitchen, while Lily’s domain, remained one of Charley’s favorite places. The bright, red, black and white design had been Lily’s doing. The youngest of the four, her wild spirit infused their home.
“So, uh, Lil?” Charley pitched her voice over Lily’s repetitive chop.
“Yeah?”
“What are you making?” Moving from the colander to the pot in a matter of seconds, Charley couldn’t tell a red pepper from a tomato as they slid in and around.
“Just a stew.” Lily continued to chop and slide.
Much like Charley, Lily had taken on a young persona. She, James and Cael all found themselves in the realm of the teenage years again-each for different reasons.
Unlike Charley, who preferred locks and softness, Lily chose a wispy, iron-flat, mid-back blonde and dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt to suit her age. No one would have believed someone so young could be a master chef-completely at home in her state-of-the-art, stainless steel, double-oven, multi-sink paradise.
Charley propped her elbows on the speckled-black granite, tilted her head to peel off one contact lens; she repeated with the other. Gone were the blue and in their place, the color of her kind. She let her chin rest against clasped fingers.
She caught Lily’s quick lash raise-would have missed it if she’d blinked. The window behind Lily mirrored the ghost of movement, a shift from dark to light and light to dark again.
“Hey, James,” Charley said.
His fingers dug into her shoulders, stretched and pulled muscles she’d worked to relax. She sighed in complete and utter pleasure.
“How was the first day, Charley? Or should I say Mira?”
“Fantastic.” She closed her eyes as he continued to knead.
A little more weight into her shoulder, a whiff of his cologne, and she found James’s head just above the same spot he worked.
“And did you see him?”
“I most certainly did.”
“And?” His fingers continued their discovery into muscles across her arms and pulled her spine tight. She’d made her change earlier that morning, so he knew where she’d still be sore.
“Handsome. Strong. Kind. Conscientious. Nervous.” With each descriptor, Charley let her head shift from one side to the other. The stretch gave her a moment to consider.
“Still can’t believe you’re taking your vacation for this.” Cael’s groggy voice added to his slouched form as he shuffled into the kitchen.
“Mornin’, Cael.” James’s hands left her shoulders and sent a light punch which almost toppled the six-foot-seven Cael.
“Unh.” One hand shot out for balance. “Not mornin’.”
Charley couldn’t help the smile. “You guys truly are brothers.” The quick squeeze from above told her James heard her soft comment.
Cael stumbled his way to the fridge.
A knife-wielding Lily reappeared. “Get outta there! I’ve got dinner coming!”
Cael ignored her in favor of grapes and cheese. Mouth full and tray in hand, he turned to Charley. “You look the part, by the way.” He popped another of the green fruits.
“Thank you.” Charley planted her forearms flat on the counter.
He tilted his head over each shoulder as if to shrug. “So, I gotta ask-” He threw a grape above his head and caught it between his teeth. “Given what happened a year ago with this same boy, what’re you going to do when he falls for you? What happens when… this time… you can’t give him up.”
Charley pulled one hand out from under the other, noting James stopped his massage, and Lily stared at her.
Cael nodded once. “And this time… you don’t have to?”
At the end of the four weeks, could she disappear-return to her made-up homeland of New Zealand-and leave Wyatt none the wiser?

***

Wyatt found her in the cafeteria, surrounded by students. Light danced off her hair, which she had pulled up into a tail. Laughter rang from her entourage. He wanted to run up, scatter the crowd and keep her for himself.
Idiot!You’re hung up on a girl who’s gonna leave.
Instead, he sauntered-not too slow, not too fast-toward the group. A lowly freshman caught his gaze and whispered to another. As soon as Wyatt reached them, the entire group dispersed to other tables. In what used to be the center of the flock, Mira sat, books and bag under her folded arms, relaxed and comfortable.
“Uh, hi!” Wyatt stood, hands in his pockets, longing for a less awkward reunion.
“Hi!” As she tilted her head in his direction, her curls escaped from her band and dropped onto her shoulder.
Wyatt fought the desire to reach out and twirl them, to pull her face right up to his and be the man his friends all thought him. He shook off the fantasy and let himself fall onto the seat next to her.
“So. Um…”
The corners of her mouth turned upward. “Um?”
Idiot! He screamed in his head again. After a number of ‘ahems’ and a few fantastical delusions, he tried a second time. “Sorry, allergies.” The lie worked as well as it could, which he assumed meant not at all. “Uh… so, how’s day number two?”
“It’s okay, I guess.” She shifted in her seat. Her curls fell further as she did.
Stop! Wyatt chastised himself with an internal groan at his stupidity. “Anything I can help with?” Kidney? Liver? My car?
“Well…”
Wyatt left her to her thoughts, though he’d have preferred to take them over. Hands on the table, he entwined and unlinked his fingers. Sure she could see the heat rise in his cheeks, he crossed his arms, propped one foot under the table and pushed to lean back.
“Let me know anything you need. I am the class president and all. I have some pull around here.” He gestured with a thumb toward the doors and levered himself back with his foot.
“Well… the girls? Here earlier?” Her head tilted so her hair trailed to her shoulder.
He itched to tug at it.
“They said there’s a dance coming up, and I should go.” She moved her hands to her lap.
Metal clambered against ceramic as he dropped the feet of his chair to the ground. “You could go with me. I could take you. We could go together.” He pointed back and forth between them. “I mean, I have to go ’cause I’m the-well, being neutral, I wasn’t going to pick a date or anything. But, it’d be great if you went with me. Right? I’d be happy to take you.” He smiled too big, spoke too fast. Heat rushed to his cheeks again, but he forced himself to maintain eye contact.
She looked back at him, her eyes wide. “That sounds like a lovely idea.”
“Cool!” Wyatt slapped his thigh, realizing he’d become a complete dork. One foot back under the table, he lifted the chair’s front legs off the floor again. “So, um, who’re you staying with?” He hadn’t nosed into personal details during their tour the previous day, instead kept it simple and straightforward.
“With a family on Turner Point.”
“No kidding. Wow. That’s a scary hill.” Wyatt scrunched his nose. “At the base?”
She shook her head, bouncing her curls. “The top. Not so bad in the daytime.” Her fingers moved back to the table top, drumming polished nails against it.
“What’re they like?” He knew most foreign exchange students, at best, disliked their host families. For whatever reason, the accommodation process stunk, and every year, one or another of the students left early on account of the families.
“They’re wonderful. There are three my age-Jack, Carter and Leena. Very sweet.” She smiled as she mentioned their names.
He didn’t recognize them, though he knew a couple Turner Point families-the few who risked the hill were districted to go to West. More comfortable with the path of their conversation, he kicked his chair back a notch. His hands fell to the seat where he could drum underneath.
“So what made you pick the U.S.?” His fingers tapped out a beat from the school’s fight song.
She bit the corner of her lip. “A boy.”
Wyatt opened his eyes wide. He’d never considered she might have had a boyfriend already. Here for a boy? Here? Who? Where? Rambled thoughts kept his attention elsewhere and caused his foot to slip.
He missed the support bar.
In his correction, he overcompensated, and before he could catch the table, he caught air. With a crack, gravity won and the tile exacted payment on its behalf.
“Wyatt!” The voice echoed through his head, pounding in his ears. Be quiet, he wanted to say. He reached over his head, rubbed at the spot that throbbed, ached and burned all at the same time.
“Wyatt?” The same voice reached into his mind.
The repetition added to the heartbeat which jolted and bumped within his head. Please make me the invisible man!
Warm palms pressed against his cheeks. Despite his utter embarrassment, his hands met hers at his temple. The bump of jewelry told him they came attached to Mira.
“Owww.” Eyes closed, his cheeks burned under her touch.
He peeked at her from half-closed lids, her face no more than an inch from his. The speckles of lavender in the crystal blue of her eyes sent warmth away from his cheeks and straight to his center. For a moment, he’d have sworn her pupils constricted into vertical slits.
“Oh my god, I’ve got a concussion.” Elbows against the cold floor, Wyatt struggled to right himself.
One hand left hers to hover over the point of impact, where a bump made its home against his skull.
“No, strike that. I’m okay.” Not in a million years would he get away without the memory of the story.
“You’re not okay. Let’s get you to the nurse. Have her take a look.”
Her concern melted his resolve and his distress over the ‘boy’. She did care about him-at least a little. He smiled, though he had no idea what the effect would look like on his face as the back of his head continued its battle with knives and swords.
“God, that hurt.” He rubbed as her hand met the same spot.
Their glances cemented themselves to one another.
Maybe she can like me as much as whoever it is.
Her gaze broke. She stepped around him, wedged her arms under his and pulled until he stood, with a strength he didn’t expect from a girl her size. Cheers erupted around him. His squint, an attempt to reduce the volume, didn’t work.
She must have understood his expressions as her hands covered his ears for him. The touch, and the tingle that went with it, tugged at his heart.
Despite the cheers and cat-calls, to leave would mean her hands would drop, and when they did, their connection would be broken.
“Thanks,” he said.
“No problem.” She mouthed the words.
Despite the throb and the beat that matched his heart, she continued to hold tight. Wyatt shifted his legs to prevent any accidental, visible growth.
“Let’s get you to the nurse.”
“I’m okay, really.” Just keep your hands right there.
“I don’t care.” She spoke through gritted teeth. “If I have to drag you myself, I will.” She added a foot stomp, and her hands left his ears to the mercy of the room.
He grinned. “Hold my hand?”
She grabbed both of them, worry etched into her forehead.
He’d fall off a chair every day if he needed to.
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If the walls could talk, Wyatt would have let them sing. He stood, books in hand, hip leaned into the locker below his and watched as his girl glided her way to fourth-period art. They’d spent every moment of three weeks together with no mention of any other boy. Wyatt couldn’t help the smile that grew.
A slap on the back brought him out of his reverie. He cringed and pulled his shoulders inward as the sting shot to his toes. He braced, prepared to return fire only to find his best friend.
“What gives, man? That hurt!” Wyatt reached through the top of his T-shirt and rubbed the spot between his shoulders.
“She’s lookin’ good there,” Stuart said. “Mmm, Mmm.”
“Get your eyes off her ass, idiot.” Wyatt rubbed at his back as his eyes moved to the same place as Stuart’s. “And next time, don’t hit so hard.”
With his girl secured in class, Wyatt turned back to find Stuart dumping the contents of his backpack into Wyatt’s locker. “Why?” He pointed into its ten-inch depth.
Stuart continued unloading. He whistled a breathy, out-of-tune melody only he could have found beautiful.
“So, how’s the head?” A grin accentuated his straight teeth, compliments of two full years of braces with Wyatt as the go-to for all whines and complaints.
Head comment aside, Wyatt loved Stuart like a brother. “Been ten days, man. Head’s fine.” Wyatt dug through Stuart’s pile of junk to reach the papers he needed and stuffed them into his own bag.
“Could’a had a recurrence.” Stuart added a lighter punch to Wyatt’s arm and a casual slap to the back of his head.
“What’s goin’ on, man? Why all the physical?”
“Heard you’re goin’ to her house for dinner.” Stuart flung his empty pack over his shoulder, pocketed his hands and walked away.
“Yeah. I told you. So?” Wyatt threw the locker door against its frame, so it snapped in place. Since he and Stuart were headed to the same class, it took only a few strides to catch up to him.
“You been spending every day with that girl.” Stuart’s head hung. “We gotta hang, man. We got senior stuff to do.”
“Oh. My. God.” Wyatt imitated Stuart’s younger sister. He stopped mid-stride, turning toward his friend. Wyatt moved his head back and forth. “You… are… jealous!”
Stuart waved a fist, returned it to his pocket, but not before Wyatt caught the faint smile he’d tried to hide. A girl had never come between them before. Neither dated a lot, and if they did, they doubled.
“Come with. It’s just dinner with her host family. You know, the more the merrier?”
“Nah, man. I’d be third wheel.” Stuart toed a divot in the floor as he slowed to a stop.
“You wouldn’t. She told me there were others our age there. The other girl is really hot too. And dude, it’s at the top-” The flat of Wyatt’s hand measured air above his head. “-of Turner Point.” He took a deliberate step toward Stuart, and with his own fist, punched him in the chest.
The blow knocked him back a foot. A bigger smile emerged. “’K.” Stuart bobbed his head in what Wyatt took as reluctant agreement. “I’ll go. It’s not a dress-up deal, is it?”
At peace with each other, Wyatt shook his head. They bumped shoulders as their tensions dissolved, and in a vie for entry into their class, pressed through the door like a bullet.
“Nice of you to join your fellow seniors,” Mr. Miter said.
Study hall or not, an adult presided over what would become a mêlée. In Wyatt’s case, the coolest, most hip teacher had taken on the responsibility for his senior class.
Wyatt meandered to his desk at the front of the room while Stuart bumped and boogied to his. Behind Wyatt, thirty of his fellow classmates sat, stood, leaned or otherwise engaged with each other. The colors of varsity baseball suited three. Shorts and T-shirts had become more prevalent as the days grew warmer with spring engaged in an early heat wave. Pops from forbidden gum rang out; pencils tapped steadily to unknown beats. Wyatt steeled himself for the onslaught.
He turned to the class. “Ok, guys, let me have it.” Wyatt held his hands outstretched as if to catch a basketball.
The entire class began a monotonous drone at various decibels about homework, the dance, curfews, sports and other topics thrown out all at once.
“Whoa! Who said, and I quote, ‘new girl is an alien’, end quote.” He prided himself in his ability to parse overlapping conversations and reach the real meat, but missed that one.
“Uh-uh. I heard it.” He raised his voice and silenced the entire room. “Whoever said it, fess up.” Wyatt mirrored the position of authority he’d seen his teachers take when they sought vital information.
“Julie did,” two seniors said in tandem.
“Julz?” Wyatt cocked his head in her direction.
In a posture that belied her position as head cheerleader, Julie stood. “I heard from my Dad, who heard from some guy in town.” Her gum popped between her teeth. “The family she’s living with is made up of these sort of amorphous creatures from Mars or somethin’.”
The entire class burst into loud guffaws but not Wyatt. He glared at Stuart, who coughed under his breath while the rest of the class continued their outburst.
The rap of a hand against the desk behind him signaled that they’d gotten too loud.
Wyatt pulled his arms across his chest. “Are you shitting me, Julz?”
“Watch the language, Wyatt,” Mr. Miter said.
“My Dad said it, so it has to be true.” Julie popped her knuckles along with her gum, fluttered her lashes and mirrored Wyatt’s stance.
Where her Dad had gotten that idea and why he’d passed it on to his most blonde daughter made no sense.
“Julz. Seriously. Think about it.” Wyatt gave her a second.
She slid back into her seat, laid her head on her hands.
“No further comments about our school’s guest. Wyatt spread his arms wide with a firm and complete stop at shoulder width. “What else you got?”
The din started anew.

***

“Lily!” Charley screeched.
Breathless, Lily appeared in the doorway to the bathroom. Charley sat on the raspberry mat, back against the ceramic claw-foot tub. She wrapped her arms around knees pulled tight to her chest as Lily scanned the room.
“What?”
“I have a zit.” Charley’s groan accompanied a drop of her forehead to her knees.
“Oh. My. God. You screamed bloody murder because you have a zit? You’re a teenager!” She motioned throughout the air with her hands, held them palm up, chest high.
Charley popped her head up. “I know… but I’m not really a teenager.”
“You are when you take the body of one.” Lily moved her hands to her hips. “Earth to Charley; come in Charley.” She pointed an accusatory finger in Charley’s direction. “You know that better than any of us.”
Charley puffed out her lip like a small child prepared to compound her unhappiness with tears if she had to. She blew out a deep breath and let her chin fall to her knees again, catching her reflection in the silver knob of the cabinet door.
Lily tapped her foot against the rosewood floor. “He’s gonna be here in ten minutes.”
Charley raised an eyebrow as she turned. “Don’t think I don’t know that already.”
Lily didn’t respond. Instead, she disappeared, leaving Charley to deal with her teenage self on her own.
“Meanie.” She rose to her feet to face the wrath of the mirror. Would it tell her anything new? Face set, she leaned over the counter, prepared to do battle.
“Ahem.” James coughed as he took Lily’s spot at the door minutes later.
Charley shifted toward him, raising an eyebrow before she turned back to her activities.
“Ah, Lily told me to tell you to… to ah… get it in gear and move it.” He cringed as Charley shot him one of her well tested don’t-try-me looks.
Cael appeared from behind James’s shoulder. “Aw, Charley. C’mon. Don’t be like that.” He’d hidden himself well despite his height.
Unlike many of their previous nights, Cael seemed refreshed and relaxed, but he still hadn’t learned the one primary rule in life: don’t mess with Mother Nature or Charley with a pimple.
She skewered him with a stare. “We can all be many things, but girls, you cannot. Well… one of you anyway.” With one finger, she pointed to the door. Both slunk away in silence.
She’d said casual to Wyatt, but she herself dressed in a honey-colored silk infused with translucent raw threads. She’d been careful to select her attire for both her age and color. Over the weeks, she’d grown fond of the golden hair and milky skin and considered it a permanent addition to her virtual collection.
Nerves danced along her skin, causing the hairs to stand on end. Unable to keep her eye color solid, she pressed both hands against the cool granite countertop and breathed in the sweet, still humid air. She held it a few beats, let it seep between nearly closed lips. A second time. A third. She repeated until a firmer calm took hold. A check of her eye color revealed the blue she’d chosen, proving she had control again.
She froze when the bells chimed.
“Here goes nothin’.” Charley sauntered to the stair landing. With one hand on the banister and a foot in midair, she waited. Voices wafted up the stairs as the faces-to-names game played through-first with those he’d know from Mira’s stories as Jack and Carter and then Leena.
Wyatt smiled as Charley began her descent. When Stuart appeared, she stopped. Surprise warred with her role as hostess.
From behind them, Lily mouthed, “What do I do?” with a few frantic hand gestures. Charley opened her eyes wide but left Lily to find the answer-which she would, Charley had no doubt.
“This house rocks!” Wyatt said as she leveled with him.
Behind him, Stuart murmured his usual “Mmm, Mmm.”
Such the wordsmith. “Hi, Stuart!” She smiled, waving around Wyatt who stood between them.
“Hey.” Stuart’s tone came through as one of worry rather than interest.
James and Cael towered over Wyatt but met Stuart nearly eye to eye. Despite their relative ages, their transformations into teenagers had not been as well executed as they thought. Side by side with Wyatt and Stuart, she’d put James and Cael in their mid-twenties, not the eighteen and nineteen-year-old boys they sought to imitate.
Wyatt leaned to her ear. “Stu was kinda bummed ’bout us spending all our time together, so I invited him. I hope that’s okay.”
Stuart and Wyatt couldn’t have been more different. Shaggy hair hung below Stuart’s ears. His jeans hung low on skinny hips, though he took care not to let the hems drag. Wyatt must have insisted on the button-down shirt as Charley’d only seen Stuart in a T.
She offered a quick nod, taking Wyatt by the hand. “Stuart? Would you like a tour?” She’d include them both if it meant she’d have more time with ‘the boy’, as she’d referred to him at school.
She understood the value of friendship, of family, and knew enough about their history to recognize the need to be included.
Charley tugged Wyatt’s hand. He and Stuart followed her from room to room. They pointed to art, furniture, the floor and to Cael’s most fond possession-his flat screen. Charley knew Cael would be flattered when she revealed the outcome of their adventure.
They found James, Cael and Lily around the kitchen island, where a sixth stool waited for their unexpected guest.
“So, you guys are seniors at West?” James crunched on a carrot stick from a tray Lily laid before them.
“Yeah. Six weeks left,” Wyatt told him. “And I can’t wait.”
“It’s Stuart, right?” Lily drew herself into the conversation as she, too, munched upon the veggies. “There’s a stool over here if you want to sit.” She patted the seat.
Stuart nodded and slid a leg over the wrought iron while Charley and Wyatt took their places.
“So, Mira,” Stuart said. “Did Wyatt tell ya what Julie said fourth period?” Stuart bit into a carrot stick.
Waves of nerves ebbed through the group, some more evident than others.
Charley caught Wyatt’s disapproval as soon as Stuart began; his eyes reflected a pain he tried to conceal. She squeezed his hand under the cover of the countertop. “No, he didn’t say.” She stole a glance at Cael and James. Given what she’d learned about Julie, it couldn’t be a happy story.
Stuart pointed into the air. “Well, you know she’s about the ditziest blonde in school.” He scrunched up his nose as if in thought. “Through all the years, even, not just our class.”
Wyatt waved him forward.
“So, anyway.” Stuart twirled the slim orange stick between his fingers like a baton. “We’re in class bitchin’ like normal, and she announces to the entire class-” He spread his arms wide as if they could hold the thirty students from the room. “-that you’re livin’ with aliens. Talk about bubble-headed. We laughed it off.” Stuart inclined his head toward Wyatt. “Well, Wyatt didn’t.”
Charley kept Wyatt in her peripheral vision, prepared to turn Stuart’s conversations elsewhere if Wyatt continued to grimace and sigh or Cael and James’s temperatures ratcheted up any higher.
Stuart himself broke the undercurrent of anxiety. “How do you guys like living way up here?”
“It’s very peaceful,” Lily said.
“No neighbors?” Stuart picked up a Brie-encrusted apple slice, studied it a moment and popped it into his mouth.
“Nope. Not this high.” James grabbed a handful for himself. “About a mile down, though.”
The temperature in the room decreased a degree.
“You guys know Wyatt’s been here before? In this house?” Stuart started in again, oblivious to the change in James and Cael’s posture, the way their muscles tensed and the subtle shifts of their faces from interested to concerned.
Charley smiled, amused by Stuart’s verbal garbage dump. “Do tell.”
She leaned into the table, preparing to hear what she already knew. One hand in Wyatt’s, her head rested in the palm of the other, but the sizzle didn’t come from unaddressed sexual desire.
James and Cael shifted in their seats, subtle movements no one but she or Lily would register.
“Apparently, way, way before you guys moved in-” He pointed with the carrot again to Lily, James and Cael. “-his Mom stayed in this house for somethin’ like three or four weeks. She says it was like her most favorite vacation. The people here were uber-rich and gave her everything she needed. Doesn’t she still keep in touch or somethin’, Wyatt?”
Wyatt nodded, but the cringe and slight shift of his head tore at Charley’s heart. Wyatt slumped lower in his chair, but tension emanated in invisible waves from James and Cael.
She let the smile grow inside as memories of that month surfaced. She’d have to keep them tucked away or risk their cover.
“Shall we move to the dining room?” Lily’s chair squealed against the floor as she slid off.
Charley recognized the diversion. While Lily showed Stuart the way, James and Cael followed.
With a quick sideways look from James, Charley leaned into Wyatt’s shoulder and bumped him with her hip. “You okay?”
“I shouldn’t have brought him. He’s on a roll, and there’s no telling what’ll come out next.” He ran a hand through his hair and shook it so it settled back down into place. A few cowlick spikes remained.
“It’s okay, you know.” Charley patted his bicep, firm under her palm, and leaned her body into his. “He’s nervous, is all. We all find ways to deal.” She kept her lips close to Wyatt’s ear. “Seems his power of speech improves.” She giggled.
Wyatt turned toward her so their lips came within a breath. “My Mom really did live here for a bit before she met my Dad-well, the guy I call my Dad.”
Lily poked her head back in the kitchen. “C’mon guys. Dinner’s on.”
The clink from glasses, plates, tableware and chairs as they slid on the hardwoods, along with mixed conversation, reached them. Together they pushed back from the island, shifting off their stools. Before they crossed into the dining room, Wyatt turned Charley to face him.
“Ah, I have a question.” He ran his hands up and back down her arms, sending a tingle of interest elsewhere.
Charley shivered under the touch-more than she’d experienced with him, other than a simple link of fingers. “Go ahead. Ask. Anything.”
He rubbed at the side of his nose. “Uh… well… is Leena hooked up?”
Charley grinned. “You mean in a relationship? I don’t think so.” She knew very well.
“Um…” Wyatt’s gaze redirected to the doorway. “Do you think she’d be willing or interested in going to the dance with Stuart?” Wyatt twisted his mouth in that I-can’t-believe-I-just-asked way and pinched the bridge of his nose.
Charley started to speak but stopped as his gaze returned to hers.
“He doesn’t have a date, and we kinda planned to crash it together, ’til… well… you agreed to go with me.”
“Ah, gotcha.” Hands on his hips, she turned him around to push him forward. Before she could let go, she laid her head against his back, firm and smooth under her cheek. “Let me see what I can do.”
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The dining room table could hold fifteen with all its leaves. Lily set it for six. A buffet, hutch, sideboard, mirror and wood-back chairs-custom designed and carved by James-lined the outer edges of Venetian plaster walls. Lily called it a room fit for a king. Both Cael’s and Charley’s artwork adorned the space, but Lily’s design, the reds mixed with golds and browns, created the space.
Wyatt stopped a foot from the entry. “Whoa,” he said.
“You like it?” Lily’s grin beamed through the room like sunlight through a window.
Wyatt stood in front of a canvas and traced his finger in the air along the single-line silhouette of a woman’s form. “He’s a good artist.” His hand rested midair at the signature.
Charley stole a glance at James, who smirked back at her.
“She. Charley is a she,” James said.
“That’s cool,” Wyatt said.
James scratched the side of his nose, hiding the smile aimed Charley’s way behid his hand.
Lily stood at the head of the table, drumming fingers along the inlay of her chair. “Shall we eat, then?”
They all nodded.
“Good. I have to explain some things.” She moved to the side, pulling Stuart along with her.
Charley stood with Wyatt to one side, James and Cael at the ends.
Only Lily would create a meal that required direction. She pointed, gestured and maneuvered until even Charley’s head spun with the instruction on sauces, the difference in the reds and greens, and which vegetables worked best with the different flavors. Why Lily opted to make four different pastas in various hues or marry them with separate sides, Charley would never know or question.
Once everyone settled with their unique plates of food, Charley prepped for the question. “So, Leena.” Charley bit into a morsel of decadent chicken.
Lily popped a cherry tomato into her mouth. “Hmmm?”
“There’s a dance coming up at the end of the week.” Charley picked from between grapes and blueberries, her fingers at play over the bumps and colors.
“Mmm, hmm.” Lily’s murmur came from a full mouth.
Charley swirled pasta onto her silver fork, dipped it into both of her green and red sauces which she guessed to be avocado and roasted red pepper. “Since Wyatt, Stuart and I are going, we thought you might want to join us.”
Lily’s eyes alighted with excitement-a sucker for a party. “Cool!”
Cael shifted in his chair. Stuart’s jaw dropped open, his own utensil of pasta held ready at his lips.
Lily hesitated before she bobbed her head forward and chewed longer than necessary. “We’ll have to go dress shopping.” She pointed at Charley with another red tomato between her fingertips. “You know that gown shop on first, downtown? I soooooo want to go there.”
Code for you’re going to pay.
Charley shifted her gaze toward James and Cael. Their worried expressions mirrored each other-one a frown, one a grimace.
Lily hadn’t been home the day she’d told them about the dance. They’d both stormed through the house; anger bellowing through the halls. Their response had been worse than when she’d registered at West as Mira, a foreign exchange student from New Zealand. Lily had gotten a kick out of the planned ruse.
‘He still wouldn’t be eighteen,’ James had said once and again. ‘He can’t make that kind of decision until he’s an adult,’ Cael repeated. Charley countered that she would walk away if and when she agreed with them.
It had taken her three months to convince James and another two to get Cael’s buy-in, not that she needed either. She wanted them to support her need to know if she and Wyatt could have a future together.
“You don’t have to go with me, Leena,” Stuart said between bites.
Charley glared at Lily.
She giggled. “Oh no, Stuart. It’s totally, cool. I’d love to go.”
“Sweet! So, do you guys, like, have parents? Cause like mine would never let me have guests-’cept for Wyatt-when they aren’t around. S’cool an all. I was just wondering.” Stuart took another forkful of dinner.
“We do.” Cael spun the pasta sauces tray on the table until the red ended up closest to him.
“They’re in Africa right now.” James spun it back around and smiled, pouring the remainder of the cream sauce on his second helping.
Stuart dug further into his own goodies. “They let you guys have an exchange student?”
“Timing issue.” Lily sipped her tea. “Couldn’t not give her a place to stay.”
“So… think they’ll let you stay out all night, Leena?” Stuart asked.
She shrugged, but Charley caught the humor in her eyes. “Yeah, I think so.”
Stuart directed his noodles at Wyatt. “Eighteen, out all night. It’s gonna kick.”
“When’s the dance, exactly?” Lily asked.
“Friday night,” Charley said.
“That’s the night before your birth-” Lily stuttered to a halt. “Uh… the night before you leave, Mira.”
Charley caught Cael and James’s intake of breath. She hadn’t told Wyatt of her departure plans or that they shared a birthday. His smile fell. She hoped the expression came because she’d leave soon, not that he’d picked up on Lily’s slip.
“Dessert!” Lily’s announcement pulling them all up from the black-hole funk they’d fallen toward.
Cael relocated a silver tray loaded with a variety of pastries, chocolate and cream-filled sweets from the buffet to the table. Lily pushed it to Stuart, then Wyatt, before she moved it to the center and left it open to the entire group. Unlike dinner, no directions preceded its delivery.
Lily’s bright eyes filled with sweet deviance. “You guys want to watch a movie?”
Charley smiled into the cup she held between her palms.
Stuart’s eyes lit like Lily’s. “You got action for that sixty-inch out there?”
“Oh, yeah.” Cael laid one hand on the back of Lily’s chair. “And the subwoofer’s bass shakes the entire house.”
“Sweet!”
All four boys loaded their palms with sugary goodies.

***

Charley moved with Lily to clean up. Wyatt and Stuart followed Cael, James close behind. Charley caught James’s gaze before he turned the corner.
“Be careful.” His whispered words reached her with ease.
The warning came not from over protectiveness.
“It’s not my birthday today… Jack. I can do whatever I want.” She smirked as he disappeared.
In a teen’s body, Charley would have to deal with all its hormonal nuances. When she’d been in the same position before, at midnight on her birthday, her lack of control around Wyatt left her vulnerable.
The boys flipped through movie channels and their own collection while Charley and Lily cleaned up. The repetitive wash, dry and organize process gave Charley a moment to breath and to think.
“I’m so sorry, Char-Mira. Do you think he noticed?”
“No. He’s hung up on me leaving. The fact you almost blurted out my birthday is inconsequential.” Charley rolled her eyes, bumping her hip with Lily’s. “Don’t worry about it.”
“’K. Going to take him up to the balcony?” Rag in hand, Lily circled the last of the plates and stacked them in the cabinet.
“Yeah.” Charley’s mind wandered to all manner of possible scenarios, though she’d vowed to let Wyatt lead her. For once in her life, she liked being at someone else’s mercy.
Lily turned with bowl in hand. “I don’t know how they eat it all, but I’ll keep ’em full. You have fun. Popcorn!” She disappeared into the living room.

***

Charley circled back through the dining room, into the foyer and back to the living room’s other door. Wyatt sat, relaxed but apart from the group as if in wait for her. James and Cael sprawled, their legs stretched and crossed with Lily between Cael and Stuart.
“Psssst!” Charley cupped her hands over her mouth. Stuart might not hear her, but the rest would.
Wyatt turned, grinned.
Charley flicked her head back as if to say ‘come on!’
He twisted to Stuart, whose gaze stayed fixed on the screen. Without a word, he rose from his chair, moved in Charley’s direction, and the rest of the group gave no sign they’d heard.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey.” Her smile grew wide.
Charley grabbed his hand, tugged him up with her. They scurried up the stairs two steps at a time.
“Where are we going?”
“You’ll see.”
Wyatt slowed on the second floor, where art adorned cloud-grey walls. “These are amazing.” He shifted from one side to the other, tracing air again in line with the many silhouettes framed in solid black.
Each of her family members had a gift-Lily in the kitchen, Charley in oils, Cael in watercolors and James with wood.
“They have so many… it’s like an art gallery in here.”
“Yeah, it’s kinda cool.” Charley pulled him forward.
Ten pieces of art and nearly twenty feet later, they reached her door. Hand on the knob, she hesitated, blew out a breath and pushed it open.
Wyatt followed.
Across the room, glass doors stood open to her balcony. Long sheaths of translucent white fabric draped across a wrought-iron rod and blew in the breeze. A duvet of sky blue covered the bed, bunched at the edges where the four-poster, walnut frame reached to the ceiling. Art adorned ivory walls, the design broken only by companion dressers and an antique desk Charley had owned since childhood.
They walked past it all and stepped into the night. Stars twinkled above the tree branch buds; night birds sang their evening lullabies.
Charley’s arms snaked around the back of Wyatt’s neck. His wrapped around her waist as they pulled themselves toward each other.
She hesitated with the realization she’d started their activity. Wyatt held her tight when she tried to pull away.
“It’s beautiful out here. Peaceful,” he said.
Charley smiled. “It is.”
The sounds of the night engulfed them: bullfrogs croaked, crickets buzzed, and the breeze shivered through brush.
He slid his cheek against hers. “Are you sure you have to go back?”
“No. I can stay up here.” She misinterpreted on purpose.
Wyatt laid his forehead against hers. “I mean back to New Zealand.”
“Let’s not talk about that.” Charley pressed against him, swayed to one side and back.
In time with her, his body shifted side to side.
“Practicing?”
“Sure.” She touched her cheek to his shoulder. They moved in silence, lost in an unheard love-song.
“Can you stay?” His voice infused sweetness, but Charley heard desperation.
Yes. “No.”
Wyatt pulled back, holding her at arm’s length. She wanted back in, having lost the warmth from his body. More than that, he’d torn her from the only memories she wanted to keep.
“Why not? Can’t you get a visa or something? A green card?”
“I have a visa. But I have family to return to.” She tried to keep her answer simple and truthful, but she shook with a chill as she anticipated his response.
“What about me?”
What about me? What Wyatt didn’t know, the promise she’d made, it all fell to the moment before her-a time and choice she’d hoped she’d never face.
Charley stared back at him, though her resolve wavered. “We’re friends, Wyatt. We can always stay friends, but my time here was never meant to be permanent.”
“Friends?” He spat the words. “Just friends?” He dropped his arms, and Charley shivered.
She knew he’d see, wondered what he’d do. “More, I think, but you’re young. I’m-young.” She laid her hand over her heart. “Can’t we just enjoy our time together?”
Wyatt pulled her back to him, crushing her against his chest.
Oh thank god! She wanted to cry out but bit her tongue.
“I don’t want to just enjoy it.” Into her hair, his fingers reached through curls she’d left down. His hands moved forward so he held her face in them. She reached back around his neck.
Wyatt drew closer. His sigh blended with hers. “I don’t want to.” His palms held firm against her cheeks, but the softness returned.
She agreed with him, didn’t want their time together to end, either, but her promise would not be broken.
Charley closed her eyes, committing the moment to her mind-his touch, his cologne, the blue of his shirt, how she fit in his arms. Their closeness would be only a memory in a matter of days.
She met his gaze with absolute clarity. She would not make her choice permanent until Wyatt could accept the truth about her.
He drew a quick breath before he tugged and drew her face up to his, tilted his head in the opposite and pressed his lips to hers.
Charley pushed the kiss forward, separated and let her tongue slide against his.
Wyatt reached through curls as Charley fumbled, grasping at his back. Their tongues continued to tease each other. He shifted. She reached-their movements choreographed-as natural as if they’d been together forever.
Breathless, they slowed, connected, enraptured by emotion, their expressions the same.
“I love you,” Wyatt said.
Lips crushed against each other as Charley let herself go.
Goodbye will be impossible.
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The weekend beckoned, but Friday had come too soon. Only one day remained before the dance and before his favorite girl would leave. The silver and black of their most fashionable tuxes would be donned, flowers pinned, dates on their arms-a night of bliss lay ahead. Wyatt smiled to himself as he thought through his plans.
“Yo, Wyatt, man! See you tomorrow.” A fellow senior sent Wyatt a wave. “Safe trip, Mira,” he said before he disappeared.
“Later, Wyatt.” A Junior walked past. “Bye Mira. Be safe.” She saluted before she skipped into the sunshine.
Wyatt held Mira pressed against his body while he leaned against a bank of lockers, otherwise known as ‘dance committee headquarters’. Her finger ran up and down his neck; a light scrape of her nail followed. Wyatt moved toward her lips, stole a public kiss-a rule he’d never have broken if they’d had more time together.
“Get a room.” Stuart flipped his fist out for a bump.
Those three words had become his signature since their dinner. When they’d left, Wyatt had bled details while they careened down the curvy roads, and Stuart admitted obsessive admiration for Carter’s entertainment center.
“See you tomorrow, man. Five sharp.” Wyatt yelled to Stuart’s back as he, too, retreated into the sunshine.
“Bye, Mira!” A student he didn’t recognize waved, and right behind her, another did the same. Both ignored Wyatt, not that he minded.
He hadn’t realized how many people had come to know and admire the girl he’d fallen in love with. The pep rally had been both a precursor to the weekend’s festivities as well as her unofficial goodbye party.
“Hey, Wyatt,” Julie said. She stood close, holding her backpack with both hands.
“Julie.” Since his ridicule of her gossip-mongering weeks before, she’d avoided him-as well as most of the senior class. She’d skipped study hall and committees, and she left whenever he arrived. “What’s up?” Wyatt played it smooth, pretended not to notice how her hands shook.
“See you at the dance tomorrow?”
In the four years he’d known her, he’d learned to ignore half of what she said and to give the other portion a wide berth.
“You will, yes.” Mira’s voice infused with sweetness. “Will you be attending, Julie?”
Julie nodded.
“Wyatt and I would be delighted to have you join us if you’d like.” Mira said it as if Julie were more than a mere acquaintance.
Wyatt forced himself not to jerk at the offer; he’d never have made the same.
Julie made ridiculous accusations about her, yet Mira let it slide as if she didn’t care. She treated Julie with the respect and kindness most would only offer a good friend. He squeezed tighter, wishing she could stay.
Julie smiled. “It’s okay. Brady’s taking me.” She shifted her weight, twisting her bag’s handle.
“Is there something you want to say?” Wyatt asked.
“Well… um… I just wanted to apologize.”
“There’s no need. It’s easy to get caught up in gossip.” Mira smiled.
Wyatt remained mute. Mira deserved a better apology. The way she forgave, so easily and without condition, warmed his heart and doubled the love he’d already professed.
“Thanks, Julie,” Wyatt said as she slipped away. He kissed the top of Mira’s forehead. “That was sweet of you.”
“You know? You should consider going out with her when I leave.”
Wyatt’s jaw dropped. Rather than risk an emotional outburst, he opted for his best weapon and laid his lips against hers.
“To quote Stuart: Get a room.” Mr. Miter stepped toward them.
“Oops.” Wyatt pulled himself to just within the school rule’s minimal required separation distance.
Mira leaned back in and giggled into his chest, covering her face with her hands. She hid what he expected would be the blush of the century.
“The school will be locked in fifteen minutes. Have you more to do before tomorrow’s festivities?” Mr. Miter asked.
“No, sir.”
“Great. Then I suggest you take Mira and head out.” Mr. Miter circled his hands forward as if to push them.
“Yes, sir.” As Wyatt turned to walk away, he leaned back toward Mira, stole another kiss for spite and whispered, “Let’s get outta here.”

***

Tucked in his metallic blue Celica, one hand on the wheel, he entwined his fingers with those he never wanted to let go.
His plan to tag along-to live in her life in New Zealand-would require he convince his Mom he’d come back. Otherwise, she’d tie him to a chair.
Wyatt shrugged. He’d be eighteen in two days. She wouldn’t have any say.

***

Blanketed in color, Charley’s room resembled the backstage of a fashion show. She and Lily had shopped at a dozen stores and bought an equal number of dresses-for each of them. Their purchases lay draped across every surface in multiple layers.
“Which one?” Charley let her hands fall into her lap as she and Lily sat among the many folds, rainbows and fluff.
“I still like the blue one.” Lily sighed, letting her head drop. “I don’t know, Charley.”
Purples and blues flew into the air and dropped like petals off a flower.
“Which one did you pick?” Charley hoped if Lily made a choice, she could do the same.
Lily rose, pivoted on her heel and pointed. “I’m going with the red one. There! I’ve chosen! I’m going red.” She marched to the dress. Two hands gripped the seams. She ran her fingers down the sides before she reached for the hanger, draped it over her head and turned to the full-length mirror. “This is it. I am so done.”
Uncertainty continued to reign for Charley. When it came to Wyatt, she seemed unable to think through the simplest of questions or make the easiest decisions. He knotted her, figuratively, from head to toe. At one point, she thought her stomach housed literal butterflies, and she still shivered every time he touched her-from a feather-light brush to the firmness of his hand on her arm.
She loved it, and yet she’d vowed to give it all up within twelve hours.
“Charley?” Lily’s fingers snapped.
Charley returned to the moment. “Sorry. Off in la-la land. Wha’dya say?”
“Which one?” Hands on hips, her most favorite mom-stance, Lily waited.
“Blue. I’ll go with blue.”
“Which blue?” Lily’s hair flew into the air with an overdramatic sigh and fell back against her face.
Charley blew out a breath. Why had they bought so many blue dresses? Why couldn’t she have chosen one and been done with it? “That one.” She pointed in the direction of a halter-top silk wrap which would take some work to get into.
“You would pick that one.” Lily waved her hands. “That’s the first one you tried on!”
“Sorry.” Charley hid the smile that snuck its way into her cheeks.
The dress had been the first, and while she’d thought it perfect, she’d wanted more of the treasure-hunt experience-like the search for a good book at a store. The effort played a part in the enjoyment.
“Okay. Hair, makeup!” Lily’s bark bit the air.
Charley jumped to her feet. “Yes, ma’am.” Her salute sent Lily into a fit of giggles.
They whirled into the bathroom together and stared into the expanse of mirror that showed off every detail of their faces.
Charley opted for natural curls, hair down. She let the tendrils hang as they’d cover her exposed back-open to her hips. Beauty radiated from eyes accentuated by the blues in her dress.
“Here are your contacts.” Lily passed them to her.
“Not tonight,” Charley said to her mirrored reflection.
Lily sucked in air in a gasp. “Charley, you can’t!” She bit her bottom lip. “What if you don’t get out in time? What if he sees? What if-”
“I don’t care.”
Lily turned on her. “But you said it wasn’t the right time!” Her voice ratcheted up a notch.
“I’m not going to change my mind, Lil. I’m not going to-I want my eyes to be free, to reflect me, who I am, what I feel, not who I pretend to be.” She tapped her chest. “He’s too young to commit to a relationship like I’ll need. I’m not going to put that on him. You guys were right from the get-go. It’s not the right time for us. Doesn’t mean I don’t want to enjoy it as me.”
“But-”
“No buts, Lil. I wore the contacts on the first day, hoping I wouldn’t need them afterward, and I haven’t. I can handle my emotions. I had a year to think about it, and I’ve been practicing for four weeks. I know what I’m doing.”
“But you’re in love with him! You don’t know what you’re saying. Love messes you up. You’ll cave and-and-” Lily ran from the bathroom.
Charley blew out a breath at her reflection. “You’re stupider than you look, Charley.”
“What’s going on?” Cael’s body blocked her exit. “I just saw Lily run off. Looks like she’s crying again.” He pointed down the hallway.
“Just a bit of girl worry.” Charley pushed past him, heading down the hall.
She found Lily right where she expected-in her own room, with walls painted a dusky lavender, accented with zebra stripes. Charley offered a quick rap of her knuckles on the wood. “Lil? Can I come in?”
“Why?” Lily swiped at her nose without benefit of a tissue.
Charley tiptoed to her bed. The mattress sank under their combined weight. Two hands on the duvet, legs crossed, she turned to Lily. “I know I messed up before Lil, but that was a year ago.” Charley shook her head. “The truth is, I’m not ready to be exclusively human, yet, and Wyatt isn’t ready for me. He’s got college to think about and a life to live and experience.”
Lily turned back toward her. “That’s just the practical side of you talking, Charley.”
“I know, but I’m sure, and I’ve put plans into place to make sure I can do it. You, James and Cael. You’ll help me, right?” Charley stared at the floor.
Lily snuck up on her, laid her cheek against Charley’s shoulder. “I’m sorry you can’t have him yet. Again.” The soft sigh registered within her breath.
“I’ve never loved a man like I do Wyatt, Lil. He’s young, though, and needs to grow.” She moved one hand over her heart. “This is the third time, so that’s it for me. Ties will be severed. My cover will hold. You know that as well as I do.” She paused a moment. “But, I’ll always love him.”
Lily took her hand, held it between her own. Her eyes, a magnificent, metallic purple-the effect of her emotional outburst-stared straight into Charley’s. “I’m sorry I got all girly on you. I just wasn’t prepared to lose you if you did decide he was ready.”
Charley patted her hand. “I know, Lil. You, James and Cael? You all need me, and Wyatt needs someone of his own. I still got time to find a match.” She rubbed again. “Enough of this moaning, let’s get on with it.”
Lily squeezed Charley’s shoulders. “Let’s do this thing!”

***

To give Wyatt and Stuart the full effect and ensure Charley and Lily had practice time with their four-inch heels, Charley sent James and Cael downstairs to await a grand entrance. The walk down, around and through the hall alone put a cramp in her calf.
“Wow.” Cael stood from his at-rest slouch on the couch.
“Holy sh-” James started before Charley waved him silent as he stood and ogled.
She’d been right to pick the silk wrap. Around her shoulders, the lightest of threads danced as layers crisscrossed her body, thick in key areas, lighter in others. With her unique ability, she increased her shape in a few places to fill out the dress and give the front V-cut its full due. A quick spin under James’s hand, and multiple layers rose, falling as she came to a stop.
“Can I just add that every other girl in the room is going to be envious?” James’s compliments would always be welcome.
Charley laughed. “Lily! Your turn!” she called over her shoulder.
Heels clicked on hardwoods, turning to a clear tap on the ceramic and ceasing all sound when Lily hit the carpet. Charley dropped James’s hand, clasped her own together at her mouth. She and Lily had agreed to surprise each other with the final package.
James’s whistle bounced off the walls, and Cael huffed, crossing his arms.
“Mmmm. Mmmm.” James offered Lily the same twirl.
Her dress hugged her hips, trailed the floor with sequins and beads that sparkled in all directions as light hit. Spaghetti straps adorned with clear rhinestone graced her pale shoulders. Her V-cut extended lower than Charley’s in front-nearly to her navel-and did the same in the back. Silk gloves of the same color ran the length of her arm to her elbow.
“Lil,” Charley started to tear. “You are gorgeous.”
Hands together, they added air kisses to each others’ cheeks and laughed at their royal gesture.
“You like it?” Lily’s hands extended as she made a full circle again on her own.
“Stunning.”
“Yeah, what she said.” Cael thumped James and stalked off up the stairs.
“What did I say?” Confusion ran through Lily’s blue eyes.
Charley smiled to the ceiling. “I think someone’s jealous.”
“Jealous of what?” Lily’s question came with clear innocence in her eyes.
James let out a snort before he grabbed Lily’s hand and pointed at her reflection in Cael’s sixty-inch baby. Even distorted, Lily glowed.
“Me?”
Both Charley and James nodded.
The chime and knock that followed took their attention. Lily spun around as fast as the tightness of her dress allowed. Charley turned to smile at a sober-faced James. She stepped toward him, snaked her arms around his waist as far as she could and hovered her head against his chest. His arms wrapped around her as he sighed.
“We’ll be okay if you change your mind.” His whisper hit her hair, but she understood with complete clarity.
Her eyes pricked with tears. She pulled back, waved a hand at her eyes-all of Lily’s work would be ruined if she let the tears fall. The kiss James added to the top of her head constricted her breath in her chest.
She sucked in deep, hitched air as she let it out. “I won’t.”
“Mira!” Lily giggled. “There are some guys in suits here! Oh my goodness, Stuart!”
“Better go see,” Charley said as James released her.
“Yup.”
She found Lily as she bounced, nervous and excited.
A traditional corsage in hand, Stuart brought it to Lily. She lifted her hand, and he slipped it onto her wrist. Charley couldn’t help the smile that escaped as Lily’s simple bend at the waist met resistance.
Wyatt crossed the threshold a moment later. Charley’s breath quickened. Like Stuart, he’d opted for less traditional formal wear. His tux, a black that shimmered, opened at his waist to reveal a simple vest in a color Charley could only call Swiss chocolate. He’d left the top button undone and added no tie. More casual than she’d have thought, his suit held an elegant simplicity.
His eyes remained fixed on hers, his lips twitched as he made his approach. A simple red rose and a solid black box rested in one hand.
“You… are amazing,” he said.
She spun to give him the full effect. “You like?”
He closed the distance like a lion to its prey and crushed his lips against hers. The rose and box slipped behind her as he pulled her in, bending her backward into his body. Their lips merged, as they had countless times, like magnets drawn together by sheer force of attraction.
“I guess you do,” she said when he released her lips but not his hold.
“I do.”
Charley would have sworn he meant more than he should have.
Wyatt pulled her upright again and brought the rose to her nose. Charley breathed in the delicate scent-one she’d forever associate with the start of their night.
“Thank you.” She twirled it between her fingers as Wyatt opened the box he’d held.
He lifted the lid, eased back on a hidden hinge.
That’s not from Sears.
An aquamarine stone sat in between two smaller amethysts. The trio hung from a silver chain that sparkled like the moon on a cloudless night.
She took a deep breath, hands over her lips. In more than two hundred years, Charley had never been given a gift like it.
“Wow.” James whistled over her shoulder. His “oof” reached her hair as she elbowed him in one quick move.
“You like?” Wyatt mimicked her.
“I do.” She reached for the necklace.
Wyatt held the box wide as she lifted it and let it fall into the palm of her opposite hand.
“May I?”
Charley nodded as he took it from her. She turned her back to him as his hands came down like a curtain-the necklace glittered with the room’s light. Her hair tickled as Wyatt moved it to one side, clasped the necklace and let her hair fall back into place.
James whistled again-from farther away.
“Shall we?” Wyatt extended one arm toward Charley.
She draped hers over his. “Absolutely.”
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Charley’s fingers found her pendant whenever her hand fell free from Wyatt’s. She’d see the sparkle as it reflected in a window, on her plate or in her glass. The need to reach out and touch it prevailed over every other desire. Cool against her naked skin, it lay as if glued. Only when she leaned too far forward would it dangle free before it returned to its exact spot when she straightened. Each glance from Wyatt chipped away at her resolve, her strength to let him go.
She could love him, provide for him, and still push him through the experiences of life. James had all but given his blessing. Cael would be pissed, but she always came back to the promise she made to Lily.
“Penny for your thoughts?” Wyatt’s hand caressed hers.
“That’s an old saying,” she said through her smile, tilting and righted her head. “Just remembering.”
“Night’s young. We got loads of time to make stuff to remember.” Wyatt stroked her back.
Charley leaned into him, laid her lips upon his, moved her hand behind his head and pulled him closer.
“Dude. You got company here.” Stuart’s voice carried through the wide expanse of the leather and lights in the limo.
Charley ignored him.
“Ahem!” Lily coughed into her hand.
Charley drifted from Wyatt, turned toward Lily and Stuart and graced them with an extended tongue. “Spoil sports.”
As their limo slowed, her heart raced. So little time.
Due to kick off the event, they arrived before the other students, and their entry rivaled the Oscars’ red carpet. Flashes of light popped as Wyatt exited the limo, and they continued as she stepped from within. Students who weren’t invited had lined the make-shift runway-cameras in hand.
“Oh my, there are a lot of kids here.” Lily leaned toward Charley’s ear after Stuart helped her to her feet. The dress pulled tight as she maneuvered out the door.
Wyatt held himself and Charley still for a moment and let the underclassmen get their assignments completed before he nodded and motioned the group forward. Cat-calls, whistles and screams of ‘Go Wyatt!’ followed.
“Where did they come from, man?” Stuart asked.
“Just a little something the Events Committee cooked up.” Wyatt walked Charley onto the dance floor. “We got the underclassmen to show up as paparazzi along with some of the parents.”
The first to arrive, on purpose and alone in the space, she and Wyatt waltzed to a pure symphonic classic. The croon of a male’s voice pushed them forward. Left foot, left. Right foot, right. He led. She followed both Wyatt and the music. Barry Manilow? Charley grimaced to herself. Where did they find this DJ?
She gave up trying to figure it out and put her focus on Wyatt as the piano keys tinkled along with the regular low swish of cymbals. “I didn’t know you knew how to dance,” she said.
Their bodies moved to a slow cadence as words of love poured through the speakers and warmed her heart. No matter the singer, the lyrics were enough.
Wyatt pushed them through the steps as the voice and keyboard came to a close. “I learned. For tonight.”
Together, they made the rounds as the school’s silver and gold glittered above them, reflecting across a dozen disco balls and bouncing against the stage. Their eyes stayed riveted to each other as they came to a halt. Wyatt pressed forward as he dipped Charley into a low bow. He traced her contour with his eyes until they reached her lips where he placed the softest of kisses before he moved to her neck.
Charley let go, her balance resting in his hands. She ran her fingers through his hair, buried her face in his neck and shifted to offer him a kiss better left for darkened spaces.
Students who’d arrived while they danced broke into a rumble. Feet pounded and cell phones raised as shouts rang through. They gathered on the dance floor with and around them.
Wyatt laid his lips against hers again before they rose together and moved to the DJ’s table. Cheers grew until Wyatt smiled and raised both arms. He flipped his watch toward himself, grabbed the mic and signaled with a wave of his hand that everyone should ‘get their groove on’ as the DJ said it.
As laughter rang out, Charley smiled. She couldn’t remember a time she’d been happier.

***

Music blared, lights flashed, bodies bumped, and spiked punch crept its way into cups. Charley’s curls lost their strength as a light sheen of sweat coated them. Lily’s dress paid the price of her wild antics on the dance floor. With every song, the decibel level grew as did the speed at which dancers moved-Charley and Wyatt no different than the rest.
“I’m gonna get a drink!” Charley cupped her hands, shouting over the beat of the music.
Wyatt nodded and led her out of the foray toward an open table.
They fell into chairs as Stuart and Lily did the same-new drinks in hand. Mr. Miter found the punch, the culprit and a replacement. The whispered groans from many disappointed students passed in near-silence from one to the other.
Lily pulled her dress back down for the hundredth time after it inched its way up yet again. “This is fun!”
“You guys act like you’ve never done this before.” Stuart’s voice, while clear to Charley, barely broke over the decibel in the room.
Lily shook her head. “Haven’t!” As the music shifted, a new beat pumped out. Lily’s eyes grew large. “I love this song!” She pulled Stuart back out onto the dance floor.
“He’s going to crash when he gets home.” Wyatt’s lips brushed Charley’s ear. “Want to get some air?”
She nodded.
They rose from the table, passed couples in various states of physical engagement and broke through the line of those who waited for the photographer. The cool night air rushed through the double doors as they pushed through.
“Oh! It feels good out here.” Charley strolled to a low ledge and leaned her back against it.
Wyatt shifted his body in front of hers; his hands found their place at her hips. Hers snuck their way up his chest. Eyes on one another, their lips met with no hesitation.
“It does feel good.” Wyatt grinned.
Charley moaned. “It’s quiet out here, too.”
She could see at least two other couples who’d taken refuge in the night’s calm. Music from inside added to the ambiance of Christmas-light twinkles under a clear sky. The moon lit the space enough to see but not be seen.
“I could stay out here all night.” She murmured words against his lips and started the kiss again.
He teased her lips open, pressed with his tongue and built a fire within Charley. She grew as hot inside as she’d been indoors.
His hands crawled up her uncovered back, caused a shiver to run her length. Their lips remained fixed as Wyatt tangled his fingers in her hair and curled a lock taut. His gentle tug brought forth a sigh of pure pleasure.
Charley dug her nails into his back, raking a path through his vest. She wanted more. She wanted his skin against her own. She pulled her hands back around and glided up the front of his vest, undid each of the three buttons. Wyatt continued the kiss, shifting to give her better access.
In one swift move, Charley pulled his shirt out from the waistband and ran her hands from his abs to his chest, leaving the buttons in place. Wyatt’s finger pushed at the fabric against her neck, let it fall to her elbow. He did the same to the other side. Their hands, given mutual access and unsaid permission, roamed super-heated surfaces.
Their breaths came fast as they explored. Wyatt dropped one hand to Charley’s back and pressed her against the short wall-her only other support. His hand traveled down her leg until he found her knee and pulled it up to wrap around him. It would take no more than a flip of a zipper to drive their experience further.
Charley realized the position they’d put themselves in well after the line had been crossed. She bit at his lip. “Wait.”
Neither withdrew. Wyatt set off a lick of heat wherever his fingers grazed her skin.
“Wait.” Charley stopped.
He pulled his lips away, but kept her body melded to his. “Why?”
She let herself fall against him. “One reason.” Or two. She glanced left and right. “Public.”
Wyatt followed the path of her gaze each way, rubbed against her as he did. “Oh.”
The exit doors burst open, letting the sounds of the party escape.
“Yo, lovebirds.” Stuart stuck his head through. “Come dance.” He disappeared back inside and the doors slammed.
Charley let a bubble of laughter escape. “You realize we’re half undressed, right?” She buried her face in his chest as her cheeks flamed. The heat would not cease. Behind them, the doors opened and closed twice. “Guess we oughta go.”
“I don’t want to.” Wyatt kissed her again. “We could ditch.” He pressed his hips against hers.
Charley groaned as she pushed him away. “You’ve got a reputation to uphold, Wyatt.” She held him back when he tried to touch her.
Like a three-year-old in mid-pout, Wyatt relented and buttoned his vest while Charley straightened her gown. She rechecked his lines, and he spun her in a complete circle-all layers fell, no accidental tucks. Both had seen enough movies to know the redress told all.

***

As Charley re-entered the hall, thumps and vibrations assaulted her ears. Scores of dancers jostled her and Wyatt as they passed, and the DJ continued to roll one song into the next. Lily and Stuart danced, surrounded by a circle of enthusiastic admirers. Lily threw her hair back and spun as Stuart held her waist and jigged to her lower half.
“She’s having fun.” One hand in Wyatt’s, Charley stood with him on the outside.
Within, the crowd chanted “Stuart! Stuart!” and egged him on with calls, claps and cheers. The faster the two danced, the more pumped the crowd grew. They only slowed when the song reached its finale, and the entire group applauded. At Stuart’s nudge, he and Lily graced everyone with a bow.
“Oh my!” Lily stumbled into Charley. “I’ve never had so much fun!”
“You had some of the original punch, I think.” Charley laughed.
“No! I didn’t. Am just havin’ fun!” She drained a bottle of water in one shot. “I’m lettin’ go.”
Stuart walked up, his own water in hand. He flopped onto a chair.
“Havin’ fun, man?” Wyatt mock-punched his shoulder.
Stuart pointed with his water to Lily. “She’s a maniac.” He added a wink that Lily returned with a giggle.
“Wyatt?”
He spun. “Julie! Hey!”
Charley bristled-the hairs on her arms standing on end.
Julie bit her lip as Charley saw her do so often when she tested the waters of a conversation.
“Um…” Julie stood as though someone else might speak first.
Wyatt’s eyes locked on Julie’s cleavage-everyone’s did. As much as it pleased Charley to see an interest outside of herself, Julie’s bold move on an otherwise engaged boy ripped Charley’s heart.
“What’cha need Julz?” Wyatt asked when his gaze returned to Charley’s.
Julie smiled. “I was wondering if… you wanted to dance?”
Coy. Why else would you infringe on a girl, knowing she’s going to leave. Charley offered Julie one of her infamous smiles.
“Oh. Oh!” Wyatt’s head whipped from Julie to Charley and back. “Where’s Brady?”
“With his buds.” She thumbed across the room where a dozen guys stood, their faces the perfect picture of boredom. “He doesn’t dance.”
“Oh.” Wyatt hung his head, switched to Charley again.
Julie giggled.
Rather than let it upset her, Charley decided to take the less jealous route. “Go.” She flicked her wrist toward the dance floor. Before it returned to her lap, Julie took Wyatt’s hand, pulling him from his chair.
At that moment-or perhaps because Julie had made it the right time-the music turned soft and dreamy.
“Go figure.” Charley’s gaze remained on Wyatt, his neck circled by Julie’s arms.
“You okay?” Lily patted Charley’s leg with one hand. Blue eyes reflected a hurt Charley thought only she could feel.
She nodded. “No.”
“I’d be pissed as hell if Julie did that to me.” Stuart chugged from his water bottle.
“S’okay, Stuart. I’m leaving anyway. It’s… good for him.” Charley shrugged, forced it to sound believable, though even Stuart would see right through her.
Alone, her thoughts strayed to Wyatt and Julie. They swayed back and forth, hips connected, arms around each other-as intimate as he’d been with Charley. The way he held his body-stiff and controlled-suggested he’d not fallen under Julie’s spell.
Why did I suggest he date her? Charley shook her head at herself.
“Um, Charley?” Lily whispered inches from Charley’s ear.
“Yeah?” She refused to take her eyes off the couple on the dance floor.
“Did you know it’s ten ’til?”
Charley widened her eyes, whirling toward Lily. “What? Midnight? It can’t be.” Charley searched for a clock-any of them-with a preference for one that ticked too slow.
Lily pulled her cell phone from her clutch, turned it to Charley. The numbers blinked a bright green. Charley’s mouth fell open as the digits shifted to eleven fifty-one.
Less than nine minutes. “No!” Charley’s voice turned to a whispered cry. She kept her voice low to prevent Stuart from overhearing. “It has to be wrong! Lil, it has to be!”
Lily shook her head. “It’s not, honey.” She took Charley’s hands in hers, squeezed. “Go break in, dance with him until the last tick-tock. I’ll be outside with James.”
“How will I know the time?” She hadn’t thought that far ahead.
“You’ll know.” Lily rose. One tear slid down her cheek. She wiped it away with a finger.
“Stuart?” Lily tapped him on the shoulder. “Gotta pee.”
He saluted.
Lily disappeared into the corridor. Charley knew it would be the last time he and the girl he knew as Leena would see each other.

***

Charley’s hands shook. Her body radiated a pain she considered worse than any shift she’d gone through before, and still she sat and watched Wyatt dance with Julie.
“Get out there!” Stuart’s yell barely reached above the music. “Don’t let Julie spoil it!”
She’d done so for far too long. Charley rose, wobbled on heels she’d grown fond of, kept her chin up, eyes on her prize, and mind tuned to the countdown, which would last for an additional eight minutes.
Julie turned Wyatt to face away and offered Charley one long glare as she approached.
Doesn’t she know she can have him?In less than eight minutes, no less? With greater determination, Charley marched toward them.
She’d play it Julie’s way.
Rather than a simple, polite tap on the shoulder, Charley ran her fingers up the back of Wyatt’s neck.
His arms dropped from Julie with a thud against his pants, and he spun to Charley, grabbed her and crushed his lips to hers.
With a huff of breath, Julie slunk away, a proverbial tail between her legs.
“I thought you’d never break in.” Wyatt nipped at her lips. “That dance was awful.”
“Here now.” They fit their bodies together once again, the music lulling them into an easy sway.
Charley’s arms found his shoulders. Wyatt’s found her lower back. Yet, they moved only their lips, shifting and adjusting to take each other farther into passion.
“I’ll never forget this,” she said.
“What?”
She hadn’t meant to speak out loud. She crushed her lips against his again. She’d wanted to curtail her thoughts, to secret them away.
“Okay, folks! We have five minutes! Five minutes left. Let’s wind this party down with two favorites. First, a classic.” Barry White’s wholesome and deep voice took over.
“So.” Wyatt pulled her tight. “Stuart and I have a little extra planned for tonight.”
“You-you do?” Charley faked a cough to cover the hitch in her breath.
“Oh, yeah.” He smiled against her lips.
As Barry spun a tale of love that resonated as deep as his voice, Wyatt’s fingers roamed Charley’s sides, teased small strokes that tickled and aroused. As his hands moved up, he extended hers above her head and into the air-a position she’d only ever seen prone. He walked the length of her arm with his fingers as lips and tongue slid from side to side, sending shivers to her toes.
Their hip’s sway matched the melody. She let her arms float down until her fingers tangled in the silk of his hair again. More sensual than sex itself, they moved together.
“Wyatt?” She mouthed against him.
“Hmm?” His lips found new spots to lay their mark. He kissed her cheek and the length of her neck which stretched and arched in instinctive desire.
I can’t do this!I can’t let him go again!
“Last dance! This is the last dance!” the DJ announced. “Good night, Barry; hello, Ricky!” “Private Emotion” hit the queue.
Ricky Martin’s voice rang through the room as dancers swayed in time with its rhythm.
Charley pulled Wyatt’s face to hers. Tears burned in her eyes, but she held them in check.
As the words to the song echoed, she considered the impossible. Can I just tell him? What if he understands? She shook her head at herself, forced herself to stop before he registered the motion.
Their lips ranged across each other’s as they moved to the music.
No, I can’t. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. The image of James, Lily and Cael all passed through her mind-the promises she’d made to each of them a distant memory.
The lyrics stole her thoughts. Nearly overcome, she let a tear fall.
“Mira?” He pulled her face away. His hands cupped her cheeks. His thumb traced the path made by the tear.
Charley’s knees wobbled, hands shook. Her vision blurred but not before she caught a glimpse of the black that invaded the ends of her curls. Oh, god no!
“Wyatt.” Charley whimpered as the shimmer and pain radiated up from her toes. No! No! No! Not yet! More time! “Wyatt!” She clung to him, heard him respond with deep concern, though she no longer registered the words. Her own emotions and pain grew too great. Charley kept her eyes low.
In one swift move, she pulled his face down to hers, kissed him with a ferocity she hoped he would understand. With her hands on his cheeks, his wrapped around her wrists, she flashed her eyes up at him.
He gasped and let go.
Charley grabbed his hands, drew them together, laid a kiss on his knuckles and whispered, “I love you, Wyatt!” before she took off. Running to the exit, she pushed past dancers and ignored Stuart as he called her name.
The shimmer built to a burn. Her motion pressed it further, faster. Tears mixed with sweat and the heat of the change. Still, she ran. Her shoes clicked against tile once she pushed through the doors. The outside air cooled the surface of her skin. Underneath, she raged with anger at herself, and with fear and worry for Wyatt.
Her broken heart bore the worst of the pain.
She’d shocked him then disappeared, left him with no explanations and no warning.
Charley made it to the parking circle, her eyes glazed from the shift and tears.
James met her, guiding the way to the car where Lily sat.
“Oh, god! James! What have I done?”
“Nothing. You’ve done nothing but fall in love.” His hand stroked the back of hers.
As he tucked her into the front seat, Wyatt yelled into the night the name Charley would never hear again.
“Mira!”
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“What the hell?” Wyatt said as Stuart slid to a stop next to him.
The sedan Mira hopped into zoomed out of range, its red lights fading in the distance. Wyatt punched his palm with his fist.
“She in that car?” Stuart dropped his hands to his knees.
“Everything okay out here?” Mr. Miter said from a crack in the door.
Had no one but him and Stuart noticed his girlfriend run like a banshee through a crowded room? What they said about witnesses must be true: they miss the obvious. “Yeah.”
The doors closed again.
Wyatt turned to Stuart. “She was. In that car, I mean.”
“How’d she get out here so fast?”
Wyatt had chased Mira as she flew through the dance hall, hadn’t known she would be so quick. He’d caught a speck of color as she pushed out into the patio where they’d almost fulfilled his ultimate fantasy.
“What happened, man?” Stuart asked.
Wyatt ran a hand through his hair. “I have no idea.”
He’d been happily entwined in her arms, fingers, lips, cheeks-touching and arousing. He’d found a tear on his thumb and worried he’d hurt her in some way-the dance with Julie burning in his gut.
One day. He only had one day left with her, and he’d spent more than a second with someone else.
Stuart slunk to the side. “What do we do?”
Wyatt paced back and forth along the patio, yanking at his hair. The glint of light off the slate brought to mind her eyes. The light had played a trick on them right before she’d called out a quick ‘I love you’ and bolted.
Stuart leaned against the building’s brick. “Wyatt, man. What’cha gonna do?”
He slapped his hands against his thighs. “I’m going to find her.”
“I’ll go with ya.”
“You don’t have to.” Wyatt grabbed his keys from his pants pocket. They jiggled in his hand as he searched for the right one.
“You’re my ride, dude.” Stuart huffed a laughed. “I gotta. Uh… what about Leena?”
“She’s with them.” As Wyatt’s car came into view, Stuart took a right. With two beeps, they opened the doors and slid into their seats. Before he could close his door, the call of his name took his attention.
Julie stood on the red carpet.
“Not now, Julz.” Wyatt gripped the wheel, turned to Stuart. “Ready?”
“I’m with you, man.”
Julie stood at the end of the path, turning her head as Wyatt backed out of the spot.
Where did she go?
“Home?” Stuart said out loud.
“Can you read minds, man?” Wyatt turned a one-eighty to put wheels on the road.
“Nah, just figured, if something were wrong with me, that’s where I’d go.”
“Why’d she call them?” Wyatt pushed the car to sixty-five on roads meant for half.
“Dunno, man.”
What have I done? Tires squealed as Wyatt sped up Turner Point. The headlights did little to light his way beyond the curve. Stuart’s knuckles turned white as he held on to the door. Wyatt’s breath grew ragged.
Left then right, right then left-no care for the possibility of a car in the other direction-he sped.
The house loomed with a few lights.
Wyatt jumped from the car, which shook as Stuart yanked the parking brake in place. Smooth-soled shoes slipped against the concrete before Wyatt ran to the front door.
He rang the bell, pounded his fist. “Mira! Mira, it’s Wyatt!”
Stuart caught up to him as the door opened.
“What happened? Why did she leave? Where is she?” Wyatt tried to walk around Jack, who held his position in the frame, arms folded across his chest.
“She can’t see you right now.”
“Why?” Wyatt’s words burst forth. “Why not?” Fury coated his words.
“She just can’t.” Jack’s voice held an unemotional calm. “And she’ll be gone tomorrow. I’m sorry, man.”
“That’s shit!” Wyatt stormed away and back. “I want to see her now!” Fists at his sides, Wyatt raised himself to his full height and still didn’t reach Jack’s nose.
He didn’t budge, but behind him, Leena peeked out.
“Leena… where is she?” His resolve lost in the face of a friend, he softened and moved toward her.
She snuck out from underneath Jack’s arms-still in her dress, feet bare. A walk to Wyatt, a hug and squeeze undid him. “I’m going with her tomorrow.” Leena pulled back, addressing both of them. “Like me, she just didn’t know how to say goodbye.” She dropped her eyes. “Sometimes…” She nodded and leaned in. “Sometimes things are just best left unsaid.” A red-painted toe dug at the tile.
“But she told me she loved me.” Wyatt’s arms fell as desperation took hold.
“And that makes it all the harder.” Leena drew one hand to his cheek. “She always will, too.” She placed a soft kiss where her hand had lain.
“But I love her!” Wyatt’s anger fired rocket-like as he punched the air. “And I have this.” He pulled a small box from within his coat, held it out to Leena. “Will you-”
“Keep it, Wyatt.” Leena pulled herself up to his shoulders. “And listen to me very carefully, okay?”
He nodded, shocked at her abrupt change in temperament, her eyes seething hurt and fury.
“Now is not the time.” She poked him in the chest with her index finger. “You will never see Mira again. But do not-and I repeat this-do not give this to anyone else. Ever.” She dropped her head. “Unless you are more than a hundred percent sure she is the right one. Got that?” her glare added to the pain her finger offered while she dug into his chest.
He nodded. How would I know? It didn’t matter. He’d toss the box in a drawer and forget about it. Wyatt nodded at her with more conviction than ran through him.
Leena pursed her lips. “Good then. Take care, Wyatt.” She squeezed his shoulders and walked to Stuart, offering him a simple hug before she slipped in behind Jack and left them in silence.
Wyatt considered a gang attack, but he didn’t think he and Stuart would fare well against the monster at the door. He dropped his head, turned on his heel and started his walk back to the car.
He kicked small pebbles that ground into his shoes. They rattled against his car when they hit. He didn’t care. The dents would help ease the pain in his chest.
“Fuck.” Wyatt slammed his fists into the hood.

***

Vest undone, jacket over his arm, Wyatt trudged into his house. One o’clock in the morning would roll through in seconds. He entered to silence and the smell of bread baked not long before.
“Wyatt?” His mom asked from the top of the stairs. “That you?”
“Yeah, Mom.”
“No Stuart?”
“Nah.”
“Someone dropped something off for you, honey. It’s in the kitchen.”
“Thanks, Mom. I’ll get it tomorrow.”
“They asked me to tell you to open it tonight. That’s why I stayed up. I’m going on to bed now, okay?”
“Yeah, Mom.”
In the dark, he followed the well-worn path from foyer to kitchen. The walk took far less time than in Mira’s house. On the island where he’d had pancakes and waffles, lunch and dinner, and had completed and forgotten his homework, lay a package wrapped in brown paper. Light from the moon-the same one he’d wanted to stand under as he gave her his second gift-streamed through the bay window, bouncing shadow and light against reflective surfaces.
That’s what the light had done to her eyes, he thought. Those damn balls! I shouldn’t have let go! With his Mom upstairs, Wyatt couldn’t let loose. The scream he held in burned the back of his throat.
He crossed to the countertop, eased the package to its side.
To: Wyatt, written in her script.
So it was dropped off and not shipped. Consolation prize? He’d dump it in the trash. But I’ll look first.
Wyatt pulled pieces of tape off one at a time and stuck them back onto the paper. As the back revealed itself, he found a card attached.
Happy Birthday, without signature. The handwriting he recognized well.
He ripped the rest of the paper in one violent strip and turned what he knew would be art in his direction. Silhouettes of two bodies twisted around each other like a strand of DNA. Obscure, no distinct features were visible, just the idea of form.
He knew.
One body laid back, the other pressed forward, arms of whispery white connected the two.
He and Mira had been in that position hours before.
Wyatt’s heart pounded; his chest constricted. His eye caught a spot of white, lighter than the rest against the black of the canvas.
Tucked into the lower corner, it read: For Wyatt. Love, Charley.
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Sixteen years later
The communicator crackled in Charley’s ear as she walked through the hallway she’d avoided with each previous invitation. Cement blocks painted a simple off-white, spotted tiled floors, metal doors and fluorescent lights adorned the school. They no longer held the romance she’d experienced so long ago.
Charley sped up at the footsteps behind her but froze-her hand at her ear. She closed her eyes, concentrating on a voice only she could hear, and balanced a brown cardboard box in one hand. “You want me to do what, James? Are you fucking crazy?”
Four pairs of innocent eyes stared up at her.
Dammit! Yet another reason Lily should have done this. Charley mouthed ‘I’m sorry’ to the group of kids who loitered in the hall and quick-stepped away.
Why did I not see them? She shook her head. It’s an elementary school, for god’s sake.
Too preoccupied with James’s request, she’d walked without thought, and he’d caught her off guard. If it hadn’t been for Chase, dropped at their doorstep eight years before, she’d never have agreed to play delivery girl.
An alarm blasted as she reached for the door. Those bells are louder than I remember.
Her earpiece rattled as hundreds of children streamed through doors, scrambling one over the other with laughter and cheer. The echoes brought intense memories and sliced through her heart.
The moment passed when she spotted her target no more than ten feet from where she stood. “Chase.”
One well-spoken word, called over the rush of feet, stopped him.
His tomato red shirt and curly, strawberry hair stood out among the rest. His shoulders drooped as he ambled his way over.
Charley held the container out to him. “Take it.”
He reached with two skinny arms for a box no bigger than his hands. His baby blues looked up at her as one last, ‘I’m sorry,’ passed through his lips. His head tilted from side to side as he kicked specks of dirt on the tile.
Charley rolled her eyes as her earpiece vibrated with suggestions and alternatives she wouldn’t consider-again. “Will you please shut up for a minute?”
“Is that James?” Chase rose on his toes. “Hey, James!” Chase would know his only hope lay with his big brother.
“He’s not going to help you, Chasey. Your chances are up. Pass that mouse to the next in line.” She pointed to the box as she spoke, ignoring her earpiece.
Chase’s head dipped down. “But-”
“And Chase?” She waited for him to return the glance.
His gaze met hers through long lashes, anticipation and possibility alighting his eyes. “Yeah?”
So beautiful. Still so young and innocent. If she didn’t press, she’d give in-like the rest of them did, every time. Like she did, too, except for once, and not for Chase, but Wyatt. Her heart ached even after so long.
This is why I don’t go into schools. She took a deep breath. Steadied herself. “No sneaking him back home. I’ll know.” She tapped her temple. “Hey…” Her voice softened at his frown. “You’ll be hanging with Sophie for a little while. The crew will be gone for a couple days.”
Sophie-an addition Charley welcomed not long after Chase’s arrival. She’d become his nanny, or super-nanny in Charley’s mind, and keeper of all Charley’s secrets.
“Cool! Where ya goin’?” Chase’s infectious smile and his fascination with her job made it that much harder to walk away each time-and for James, Lily and Cael to go with her.
She ruffled his hair. “Can’t tell ya this time.” Perhaps one day, he’ll be a part of it.
His lips squished into a clear ewww as he backed away in one swift move.
“But we’ll come back with stories… and presents.” She added a noncommittal shrug.
His face lit up. None of the four of them would come home empty handed.
“Oh!” She checked her watch. “You’ll be late in exactly… fifteen seconds.”
He raced down the hall and slipped through the door as the bell vibrated again. One quick wave back at her forced another memory to take shape: of a boy who raced to class with Charley’s hand in his. Pain erupted in her heart as if it had happened minutes before.
She blew a kiss Chase would not see, returned to James’s voice with an even more firm resolve. “I’m on my way.” She stomped back to the exit, paying little attention to the curious hallway stragglers watching her converse with herself. “No, we won’t talk about this when I arrive because there is nothing to discuss. I just won’t do it.”

***

Charley blew through the metal doors, her only barrier to the outside, and launched herself into the afternoon sunshine.
James knew better than to send her off to a school, alone, in the middle of the day with a mouse and to throw a crazy-ass assignment her way. She’d already labeled it a trifecta of terrible. Adding the need to rid herself of memories, yet again, burned more and hadn’t helped improve her mood.
Why did he ask me to do this?
Out in the open, away from the sounds and stimulation of her past, she let her thoughts wander. Clean-shaven, nearly-black hair, crisp green eyes, and soft lips floated through her mind.
Wyatt.
Behind the cover of dark shades, tears pricked the back of her eyes as pictures flooded her mind. There’d never, ever, been a possibility they’d be erased.
He probably still hated her. It’s been sixteen years, Charley. Get a grip! She tucked her thoughts back into their recesses, instead, turned her attention back to James’s most recent assignment request.
“I’m not going to do it,” she said into the mouthpiece.
He chuckled.
She held in the scream, figuring to let it out in the middle of a school parking lot might give her more attention than she deserved.
“You’re needed, Charley.” Notwithstanding his confidence in her, she would refuse on principle.
She’d trained to be, acted as, or worked as a physician, electrical engineer, molecular biologist, neuroscientist, and attorney, among countless others. She held advanced graduate degrees from Harvard, Duke, Texas A &M, Berkeley and one or two more. The new assignment made no sense.
“Dammit, James! The President himself couldn’t convince me to take this one.” Charley hissed into the sky, relieving a moment of tension. “I choose the assignments. Me. Remember?”
James laughed in her ear, further ruining her attempts at relaxation. The oversized black sedan sent fury through Charley.
Her body shivered despite the warmth under the sun. “You didn’t tell me I’d have company.”
Wheels rolled, gravel crunched. It stopped behind her vehicle, blocking her in.
“Sorry. That’s why you were sent with Pops,” James said.
Such an affectionate name for a completely icky creature.
Two black suits in dark sunglasses emerged, positioned at each side of the car, their hands clasped at their crotches.
“Seriously? Why do they wear shades when the windows are completely tinted? And, hands at their boy parts?”
“It looks really cool. Great way to meet the ladies.” James’s come-on voice, infused with sultry indifference, incited a small laugh from Charley.
She imagined he wiggled his eyebrows, too. “That’s totally lame, you know?” Meandering, she slowed her pace until she stopped.
“Keep moving, Charley.”
How does he know I stopped? “James! C’mon!” She stomped a foot on the ground. “This one is not for me. You don’t need a brain!”
“Yes, we do. It’s a short project. Get in, get done. Your body will work very nicely.”
Her thick hair warmed under the sun’s rays. She kept it long out of habit, had left it black since the day she’d given Wyatt up. A redhead when she met James, blonde with Lily, wild when she connected with Cael, and gold in the period she considered her previous life-with Wyatt.
Her breath hitched. Ten feet away, she planted her feet. “I’m not going with you.”
They stayed fixed at the car, waiting in a stance she knew they’d learned early in the academy.
“Sorry, Charley.” Cael cleared his throat with an audible cough. “Your presence has been, well, requested.” His lips, the only part of his body which registered movement, raised in a slight smirk. She didn’t even see the motion of his chest with his intake of breath.
Charley grimaced at Cael in work mode. Of course they’d send him to get her. That doesn’t mean I have to accept it.
“Go with ’em Charley,” James said. “We’ll meet you there.”
When she’d been sent to Russia, the project had been marked urgent. Her trip to Brazil: life or death. Texas, Africa and China came to her with the same deep need.
One hand on her hip, she tilted her sunglasses down her nose. “By whose definition are we calling this one a necessity?” The government didn’t know when to quit.
“Can’t say,” Cael said.
Charley shook her head, let her hair fall across her face. “Of course you can’t. James couldn’t. No one can tell me who’s calling the shots, yet they want me.” She waved her hands in the air. “Never mind.” She cut herself short and finished the distance to the car.

***

Cael held the door wide. As she slipped into the back seat, she clung to the frame. “This doesn’t mean I agree, just that I’ll let you drive me. Then we can waste time fighting about it.”
“Of course.” Cael nodded.
Two door slams later, the engine purred, and the car exited the school’s lot. On the highway, tires rolled to a smooth cadence. Lulled, Charley let herself fall into a memory from so long ago, she with her three friends in the back of a limo-fun the only rule.
Rarely did they have a driver. Cael as a passenger meant whoever called for her held power and authority.
A change of lanes jostled her. “Why does everyone except me know who’s called this meeting?” She peeked with one eye.
Neither man turned around.
“Some things are best left unsaid,” Cael said. “For now, the team is needed. And that means you.”
The team. She, Lily, James and Cael. An unstoppable team. The guys-the brawn, as she referred to them-balanced her mind. She often admitted James’s logic matched hers, and Cael’s capability for manipulation reached well beyond her own.
“I thought I was the one who knew everything, though?” Charley spoke without punch. Under normal circumstances, she would have been the one in the know-called for missions, adventures, projects, whatever, thanks in most part to her shape-shifting ability but also for her mind.
Cael remained mute.
She gave up. Deep breath in-out-in-out, and one muscle at a time, she unfurled the tension she’d built up in herself. She folded her arms across her chest, let her hands rest against her body and relaxed.
Alone in her thoughts, she considered the possibilities: someone famous, political, a foreign dignitary, or a family member to any of the same. Her mental list blanked on her, with no particular person standing out. That she did not know did not bode well and ratcheted up her nerves again.
Tree-lined roads flew past as they moved from highway to countryside. If they’d turned left, they’d head downtown. The opposite direction and they’d end up near Turner Point where the girl Wyatt knew as Mira disappeared but never left. A surge of memory-fueled adrenaline rushed through her.
Think happy thoughts, Charley.
She smiled as the images of her town passed through her mind. Suburban to the point of excessive. A railroad stop with a rich history. The trains had run since the nineteenth century and continued, blowing their horns as they passed, adding noise and disrupting traffic. She loved the contrast it held to her work-stressful and fast mixed with heritage and timeliness. Some days Charley hated the departure from small town to large. On others, her excitement got the better of her.
Trees grew more sparse, the buildings more dense as they drove on. She ignored the car as it slowed, but the sharp squeal of metal against metal took her attention. The gate before them began to move. At only a foot every couple seconds, she had time to process her location and gawk at the house to which they’d driven. Charley leaned forward-elbows on the seat in front.
Home. House. Whatever they called it, Charley termed it ‘huge’. The house on Turner Point had been hers for at least half her life. Although small in comparison to the one before her, many thought it grandiose.
The statuesque Queen Anne Victorian held its position with regal elegance. Three stories towered in the center, encircled by a wrought-iron fence. Traditional gables and ornate flourishes accented the exterior-adding to the feel royalty once lived within its walls. Charley could stand outside and marvel for hours if left on her own.
The circular drive brought them to the home’s base in short measure. Behind them, James’s car followed.
“Who’s here?” It had unnerved her for far too long to be deliberately kept out.
What they’d asked her to do-to be-would not be difficult. If it required education, skill or stamina, she’d educate herself or acquire the ability. With Lily’s help, she’d look the part.
The question of why bothered her most.
James and Lily flanked her within seconds.
“You guys made good time.” Charley crossed her arms, stood with her feet shoulder width apart. “But I’m still royally pissed you won’t tell me who’s called us.”
A creak preceded a lazy, enchanted swing of a white-washed panel door.
As its angle widened, the group waited.
From within, a man stepped. Under his weight, the porch groaned.
Charley gasped. Her body swayed.
James caught her before she hit the concrete but not before she understood.
There could be no mistake.
Wyatt.

***

“Just give her a second,” Lily said.
“I told you she’d probably pass out.” James’s voice carried to Charley.
“I’m glad you were there,” Cael said.
The ruffling of paper suggested the exchange of dollar bills, but she kept her thoughts to herself.
“Can I help?” Wyatt’s voice, deeper yet the same, licked at her ears.
“She’ll be okay in a sec… the heat and all.” Lily’s lie flowed like a lazy river. The wave of her hand added a small breeze across Charley’s face.
Wyatt.
Charley hadn’t imagined she’d ever get to see him again, let alone work with him. Her team seemed to think she’d be the perfect candidate for a simple project.
I’ll do it. Just tell me what and where. Anything. I’m your puppet. Don’t say any of that out loud. Argh!
“Oh Chaaaaarley!” Lily sang her name, adding a slight beat to the made up tune.
The sounds of life cleared, but Charley’s mental tsunami would burn into her psyche. With flush cheeks, she’d be the butt of jokes for the rest of the day.
She wished Wyatt would leave so she could get herself on her feet with some semblance of dignity. Yet, at the same time, she wanted him to hold her, touch her and kiss her like he had so long ago.
Lily’s hand ran over Charley’s face again, and the chill interrupted her thoughts. “Wake up, Charley.” Lily’s tone held a little more force.
Charley cracked one eye-enough to see Lily’s nose inches from hers, James at her shoulders, Cael at his and Wyatt above them all.
Heat raced back into her cheeks.
A squeeze of Lily’s hand, and Charley pulled herself out of James’s arms to sit on her own. She swayed an inch before she caught her balance again.
“Ma’am,” Wyatt said. “Should I get you a chair?”
Ma’am? Her heart ached. “I’m okay.” One hand in James’s, another in Lily’s, Charley brought herself up to her full height.
Gone were the wisps of curls that infused his dark hair-he’d opted for a long military cut. His green eyes tugged and pulled at hers-same as before. Her fingers itched to find their way to muscles hidden under his dark suit. Soft warred with hard as small creases added to the corners of his eyes, reflecting age and wisdom.
They stood, the four of them focused on Wyatt. Charley took a deep breath, blew it out and counted.
She caught each of her companions’ gazes. “Shall we try this again?”
At their nod, she gave herself another single count.
“Let me apologize-”
“None needed. I’m told your group is very unique and moments of unusual activity should be expected.” Wyatt held his hands tight in front, his body still but not at rest.
“True. But it’s odd that I have the problems.” She held a hand to her heart.
Wyatt nodded. From behind her, Lily pressed a hand into Charley’s back.
“Let me introduce us,” Charley said. “My name is Charley Randall,” and I want to marry you… Her hands moved to her companions. “… and this is Lily Crane.” She moved on. “Cael Aldrige and James Henry.”
“Wyatt Moreland.” His hand reached and Charley snatched the opportunity to shake it, sliding her palm against his. “I’m a Senior Field Agent for the Counterintelligence and Foreign Law Enforcement Division of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”
“Whoa! That’s a mouthful,” James said as Cael snickered and broke from his uber-professional mold.
Charley’s heart thudded against her chest as Wyatt smiled. It pounded harder when the grin reached the corners of his eyes. She wanted to jump up and down like a giddy school girl who’d found out the popular boy might, maybe, like her.
She kept the motion hidden. “And it’s you who’s asked us here?”
“Yes.” Wyatt’s ringless hand motioned toward the house. “Shall we? I think this conversation is better suited for a more private place.”
Cael nodded, his head inclined toward the house. “I agree.”
Wyatt took the lead, his long legs stepping wider than hers, gait controlled and firm. Charley itched to grab and hold on forever.
“You’ll get your chance,” Lily whispered into Charley’s ear before she moved in front. Lily’s two crossed fingers behind her back brought a curve to Charley’s lips.
The four of them followed, up six granite steps to the front entrance.
“Sheila McGowan. Please come in.” The woman offered each of them a handshake as they entered. Once through, she led the way through a short foyer. Her skirt zip-zipped as she scooted to the front while her heels clacked against the hardwoods.
Efficiency in motion.
“She’s a bit severe, don’t you think?” James snickered to Charley.
She stifled a laugh.
High ceilings overdramatized the foyer’s size. Antiques graced miniature shelves at random intervals. They followed Wyatt into a room dominated by floor-to-ceiling windows. The sun, through the two layers of glass, warmed, and the jewel tones in the paint and accessories accentuated it.
Sheila motioned them to sit. Charley found a spot on a Victorian chaise with Lily next to her. James slouched into a padded recliner, and Cael, in his standard-issue FBI uniform, positioned himself in a side armchair.
Wyatt sat opposite them, and like Cael’s, his posture remained stiff and controlled.
Sheila pulled folders from a briefcase she’d picked up from an antique buffet they’d passed.
“Ms. McGowan-” Charley began.
“Please, call me Sheila.”
Charley cocked her head.
Sheila laid her hands on the items in her lap, crossed and uncrossed her ankles.
Nerves? “Sheila, then. You’ve gotten our attentions, mine in particular. However, I would very much like an explanation for why I’ve been asked to take on this project.”
Sheila broke her stare, turning to each of them and pointing toward folders within their reach. “Please, take a moment to look at the information I’ve provided. Ms. Randall? I think that which you are looking for is in there.”
Charley drew the government-issued, navy-blue folder from the table. As she opened her copy, Cael let out a low whistle. Mr. I’m-at-work had broken his facade again. Charley stifled her laugh but smiled; she’d rib him about it later.
She pointed to a photo. “Who’s this?”
“The page to its left will explain everything,” Sheila said.
“Okay, but I’d like to hear your perspective while I read it.” Charley’s tone bordered on exasperation, though it came from long suppressed emotional frustration.
“Sheila, if you’d please give Charley the rundown on the situation, that would help… considerably,” James said.
Charley knew he did it to soften Sheila as her own gruff response couldn’t.
Sheila stiffened. “Absolutely. I’m sorry. I was told Ms. Randall preferred to read and then ask her own questions.” Sheila proceeded with details in a clipped recitation.
Charley stood before she finished and ran her hands through her hair. She needed the movement to prevent another mental meltdown. Her group would ignore her as she paced the room, but she assumed Sheila and Wyatt would watch her every move.
Can he tell it’s me?
She’d kept the height but changed the hair. Gone were the enhancements she’d added before. Her eyes took on a golden brown.
“Ms. Randall…” Sheila began, but James signaled silence with a finger to his lips.
Charley’s need to move diminished. As she passed Wyatt on her first round, she noted the strength of his shoulders-how their width made her want to touch them, to run her hands along their plane. She drew her hands into fists at her sides and released. Repeated.
I’ll do itfor you. I won’t even ask questions.
She hustled away from Wyatt before she came to rest in her original spot.
“Okay. Now.” Charley’s hair fell from her clip.
Wyatt’s head shifted as his gaze stayed on her.
Recognition?
She shook the thought away. “What you’re asking isn’t a mind-boggling activity. It’s a search for information. Go in and get the details, get out. End of story. What isn’t written in your FAQs?” Charley pointed back toward the folders they held. “Please tell me why you need me for this.”
“Because we were told you can look and act the part.” Sheila’s eyes exclaimed their disbelief.
“Riiiiiight.” Charley leaned against the back of a chair. “Because I’m the only woman in the FBI who can pole dance?”
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How she’d look the part, Wyatt didn’t know. He gauged her height at no more than five foot eight at best. As she’d walked, he’d watched. Long legs took strides twice the length he’d expected, and stirred memories he couldn’t find. Puzzles like her had pushed him to the FBI.
“Go on.” Charley jerked him from his thoughts.
The cadence of her voice drew him in. He couldn’t place her origin-a skill for which he’d become known in his eleven years; hers had a unique pace.
Sheila cleared her throat, but Wyatt retook control. “I’ll take it from here, Sheila.” He nodded.
She returned the same.
“We’ve managed to gather some intelligence already, through Candie.”
James smirked. “The skivvy-dressed blonde in the photo?”
“Yes.” Wyatt’s own grin snuck through, though he’d tried to refrain. Candie, as he knew, had a reputation as a busy-body. Luckily for him, he’d been in her circle when she blabbed. “She’s a dancer… in a club.”
“Where?” James asked.
“Montreal.”
“Out of your jurisdiction,” Charley said.
“Yes.” Wyatt stared into her eyes before shifting his own away.
Years of ingrained training had taught him not to stare, but he’d found it hard not to get caught in the gaze of a beautiful woman. He didn’t think he’d ever seen a shade of black like that of her curls; they fell from a band holding them away from her face. When lights shined and reflected against them, a silvery blue shimmered in the highlights.
Wyatt returned his thoughts to the project. “We need a private organization to go into the country and acquire a piece of information.”
“What she didn’t hear before or what she didn’t tell you, you mean?” Charley asked.
“Yes.” His boss had assured him about the team, but Wyatt’s doubts grew.
He knew the beauty of being privatized gave them flexibility. Overseas, across borders, and into places the government wasn’t allowed to step, they could go with immunity.
“Is she an operative?” Cael asked.
“No. Innocent bystander. About a month ago, she overheard a conversation. After a few too many drinks, she started sharing.”
“With whom?” Charley cocked her head.
“Me.” Wyatt mirrored her tilt. As he did, he remembered the same move-a habit of a girl’s in a relationship long since over.
“I think I got this now. You need us because this scenario plays out very close to, but across the border from, the great U S of A. You need me because of the way my mind works and my ability to… ah… dress appropriately.”
“Yes.” Wyatt shook his head. “I have to ask, Ms. Randall. I’m sure you’ve noted our subject’s height?”
“I have.”
“How do you propose we account for a four-inch difference?”
“We’ll handle that,” Lily said-quiet until that point.
Wyatt noted she’d jumped in before Charley, but Cael’s lips twitched. Does he understand how they would?
“Why is this information critical?” Charley brought Wyatt’s gaze back to her.
“Our reasons for this mission are classified.”
“Then how am I supposed to know what else to learn?”
Wyatt coughed into his fist. “You have a photographic memory for both sight and sound, correct?” Charley nodded at him. “We’d like to keep you wired for both and have you tell us everything you see-what we won’t be able to.”
“A play by play?” Cael asked.
“Yes, in debrief, also.”
“And to be successful in this, I have to become a six-foot, blonde pole dancer at an American club in Montreal. There’s no other way?” Charley held her hands out, palms up. She’d shifted toward him, her elbows on her knees, the folder beneath them wrinkled.
“No. We’ve explored every avenue, including the engagement of Miss Candie by the United States, as she’s a U.S. citizen.”
“But, that would be downright stupid.” James’s comment came by way of a throat clearing, to which Wyatt nodded.
“While we’ve found her information credible and sound, to keep the element of surprise, we must exclude her from project participation.”
“You mean, she’ll spill the beans to the bad guys if she knows what she knows is worth knowing,” Lily said.
Wyatt nodded, but the smile that escaped came in response to Charley.
She’d bumped her shoulder into Lily’s and let out the smallest of laughs. Her smile brought up those old memories again-ones he couldn’t place. It would eat at him if he didn’t ask, but to do so would be just plain rude, as his mother always advised.
“Can we go in as customers? Investors? Hire her for a private dance inside the club?” Cael asked.
Wyatt smirked. Cael knew the answers to all his questions as he’d been briefed before their meeting, but Wyatt would humor him for the rest of the group’s sake. “We’ve thought of that. The problem lies in Candie’s status at the club. She is one of their more… ah… popular dancers. We actually need to get her out of the club first.”
“You’ve tracked her movements?” James asked.
“Yes, for about a month. We have her habits expertly noted. The issue we’ve run into is that the men Candie heard the information from will be back at the club tonight.”
“And you call us now?” James straightened like a whip-switch, fury emanating from him. The knuckles of his hand grew white with his hold on the chair.
“I apologize for the late notice, but we only learned their plans to return again this morning. This could be our best, and potentially only, opportunity to gather this intelligence.”
“It sounds simple enough, James.” Charley said.
The way she held herself, how her eyes met Wyatt’s, and the way she softened when they did rang those bells again. Is she about to agree to this?
“While I’m not keen on learning to pole dance, I’m sure it can be accomplished. You’re aware of our fees?”
He’d been told to call, hire without question, pay whatever they asked, and get the job done. “I have been advised.”
“And that my team will accompany me?”
“Yes, with the exception of Mr. Aldrige.”
“What?” Charley stood. “This is my team! We do not separate for any project-including but not limited to government work-”
Nope, not going to agree. “Ms. Randall, may I explain?”
She waited with a tap of her toe, her teeth ground together.
No documentation, organizational charts, contractor clearance or other material indicated she governed their team, but her tone conveyed the message well enough.
“Mr. Aldrige is a member of a government that has no authority or rule in the nation to our north. In order to remain under the radar, our group must remain small and tight knit. Therefore, they’ve asked that I be sent in his place.”
Charley’s shoulders relaxed, her hands unclenched. He’d have sworn she softened. Why and how, he didn’t know, but a sense of déjà vu pervaded his memories.
Why isn’t she pissed anymore? “Ms. Randall?”
“Please… call me Charley.” She sat.
Surprised at the less formal request, Wyatt blinked. “Charley.” He shifted. “May I ask you a personal question?”
“Sure.” She kicked back against the couch.
“Have we met before?”

***

He did notice. Charley suppressed her smile and wondered how long it would take to figure her out. The mere thought of a revelation both intrigued and unnerved her.
She slumped into the couch. “We’ve done a lot of work for the government.”
Wyatt waved a dismissive hand. “That’s probably it. I’m sorry to pry.”
“It’s okay. You know…” She leaned forward again. “They say everyone has a twin… somewhere.” She kept her gaze locked on his, her purpose deliberately unclear.
How much did she want to reveal? How much could she?
While she’d acknowledged her photographic memory, knowledge of her other, more unique abilities remained in the hands of a select few.
“So.” Charley slapped her palms on her knees, prepared to stand. “Shall we get started?” She caught James’s, Lily’s and Cael’s eye, passed over Sheila and stopped on Wyatt. At his nod, she stood. Is he surprised I’ve agreed?
“What do you need from us?” Sheila rose, clipboard in hand.
“At this point, just a space to learn.” With less than thirteen hours, Charley had a lot to accomplish. “Wyatt? Do you have a more private room for Lily and me?”
He nodded. “Sheila? Will you escort them to the study? We’ve got it all set up for you.”
Confidence. Love it. “Wait. You have it ready-ready?”
Wyatt hesitated. “Ah…” He turned to Cael.
“I told him to go ahead.” Cael crossed his arms over his chest.
Bastard. Charley smiled-that polite, you-are-so-in-the-dog-house grin. “Thank you. And will you please provide James with a rundown of the plan, the layout of the club, you know-the miscellaneous details?”
“Don’t you need that information?” Confusion reigned with the incline of Wyatt’s head and how he slid his hands into his pockets.
“I’ll get it on the plane. If I’m going to dance as Candie, I need to get ready.” Charley pointed to James and Cael and followed after Sheila with Lily in tow.
Charley caught the slight turn of Wyatt’s head as Sheila’s heels clipped through the bright room. Three doors and two hallways later, they entered the study. Books lined the walls at least ten feet high. Charley counted eight shelves from floor to ceiling and at least ten sets of them. Walnut or cherry, she couldn’t tell, but their beauty befit the home. Within the room, couches and comfortable seating held court. In the center, the pole.
“Can we move furniture?” Charley asked.
Sheila pushed at the back of a chair. “Absolutely. Whatever you want or need.”
“Thank you, Sheila.” Wyatt stood at the door, holding Charley’s bags in both hands. “I thought you’d need these.”
“Thanks, Wyatt.” Lily walked over, hefted the bags in one move and placed them in the opposite corner.
“Wow,” Wyatt said. “Those were heavy.”
“We girls aren’t as wimpy as we appear.” Charley added a wink in his direction.
Wyatt blinked, held his palms up and backed out the door.
“You told him.” Lily giggled. “He knows something.”
“I didn’t say a word.” Handsome, rugged, muscular and observant. What else could a girl want?
Charley strolled around the room. Bronte, Roberts and Dickens-an eclectic mix of authors and writers graced the shelves. Whoever the owner, they had great taste. With one finger, she snuck one off the shelf, let it rest in her palm, the cover soft against her skin. She stroked the bound leather like one would a lover-of books.
“Charley?” Lily asked.
Charley slipped the book back in its place. “Yeah? Are we ready?”
“Yup.”
She noted the items Lily laid out along tables, over the backs of chairs and hooked carefully onto shelves.
“Props, girl. Props.” Lily smirked.
Charley rolled her eyes. “All of it?”
She hadn’t expected ten potential outfits, let alone the lack of material that went with them. She’d imagined skimpy, but not invisible.
“Oh my god, Lily!” Charley hissed. “What is that?”
“A costume.” Lily held it up, though she needed no more than a finger to show off the entire ensemble.
“That is not an outfit.” Charley shook her head. “No. No. No. No. No.”
“You’re a dancer, Charley, not an opera singer.” Lily went back to her pile of nothingness attire.
“How in the hell do I get myself in these situations?” Oh yeah. Wyatt. Charley paced and roamed. The room no longer held the same appeal-the books no longer invited.
“Because you are the best.” Lily stopped Charley with two hands on her upper arms. “The best. No one tops anything you’ve ever done.”
“You think I can pull this off?” You think I can keep Wyatt this time?
“Seriously?” Lily ran a hand through her hair. “What can’t you do, Charley? Answer me that. What can’t you do?”
Charley shrugged. Cael couldn’t imprint upon his memory and neither could James-they had to experience the action or reaction first hand. Lily’s talent lay in the details, and though she could change form to suit, she couldn’t hold it as long as the rest of them.
“I can’t be a man?” Charley flicked her wrist.
“Neither can I. That doesn’t count.”
“But Cael can be a woman.” Charley stopped at Lily’s glare.
Charley had drawn the long straw so long ago, with both the physical as well as mental talent. James came closest to her in a male’s form.
“You going to teach me, Lil?”
Lily laughed. “Ha! These three DVDs-one of which is Candie-and that pole.” Lily pointed. “You only have to practice enough to know the moves. Once you see her-” She added a hip thrust and a hand flick, her pinky held up. “-the rest will fall into place.”
“Please tell me it’s not porn.” Charley eyed Lily.
Efficient, effective and fun, Lily had been known to throw in a practical joke or two when she could.
“Not this time.” Lily waved it away. “Technique. I have four memoirs by former dancers, former prostitutes, or current ones-”
Charley interrupted before Lily could continue. “What exactly do you think I’ll be doing?”
Lily laughed. “One never knows. One must be prepared. Be the one, Charley. Be her.”
“Let’s get this party started.”
“First things first.” Lily held up two outfits with less material than a string bikini. “Red or blue?”

***

Wyatt shuffled as he walked toward the study. He thought back to how quickly the team took in the information he’d given them. A few questions, a few statements, complete acknowledgement. It troubled him that they didn’t seem worried.
He shook off his unease, reminded himself that professionals became professional for a reason.
He slowed at the volume of the rock music pumping from within the room. The ping of cymbals and bass grew louder as he approached. Wyatt stopped, took a step backward, gave up and leaned a shoulder into the frame of the door. He shifted his back against the wall, drew up the papers in his hand and pretended to read on the off chance anyone caught him loitering outside the door.
“Turn! Quickly!” Lily directed.
“This is hell, Lily, shut up!” Charley said.
Wyatt let out a small chuckle. He couldn’t imagine how the dark-haired beauty who sat across from him an hour before could both transform and learn the moves of a seasoned professional. He’d watched Candie, had an eye for all the details. Intelligence his forte, he’d positioned himself in such a way that she’d seen him, too. Her babble and his earful had been mere coincidence but one that would promote his career if he succeeded.
A few grunts, curses and screeches later, the music disappeared. He shivered at the tap on his shoulder.
“Hear anything interesting in there?” Cael leaned against the wall in much the same way Wyatt had.
“Ah… just waiting for the appropriate time to knock.” He shrugged. “You’re going to join us in Montreal, aren’t you?”
“Not that you know,” Cael said.
“You really think she can pull this off?” Wyatt met Cael’s gaze head on.
“I know she can,” Cael said as James walked up.
“Can what?”
“Become the stripper.”
“Exotic dancer.” Wyatt waved the papers as if the corrected title remained concealed within them.
“Ah, gotcha. Hot girl dancing with a pole, half naked. Doesn’t matter to me what’cha call her.” James grinned. He moved to the door, one hand on the handle. “Shall we?”
James nodded at Cael, who nodded at Wyatt, and each in turn sauntered in.
Charley slid down the shaft of silver until she met the solid surface of the floor beneath her. Fitted with a red, sequined skivvy, Wyatt noted she’d kept her body in alignment on the way down-a move much like he’d seen Candie complete.
Lily loaded a classic rock song, and Charley stood, one hand draped against the pole like one would hold a long-time lover.
A surge of desire coursed through his body. A punch to his shoulder pulled his attention away.
“Let’s watch the show.” James moved to one of the couches, pushed to the side before their arrival.
Charley gave them each a one-fingered come-hither, complete with lips and tongue, her body bent halfway, breasts hung in the skimpiest of straps.
Like James, Wyatt sat, but unlike him, he kept the whistles and catcalls to himself. He shifted with less comfort than the two at his sides.
Charley slid down the pole. She climbed again, creating patterns of movement that flowed with the deep base that rocked the house. At the top, she slid one leg up, hung perpendicular to the floor. Her toes rose higher to the point the caress they would have provided, if Wyatt took its place, sent tingles along his body.
As the music grew to a crescendo, Charley spun, a lock of her hair whipped around; she caught it between her teeth. Cael jumped up, pulled out his wallet and tucked a five under her strap. She blew an upside down kiss with her free hand that went straight to Wyatt’s lips. As Cael sat again, James pounded on the table.
Charley, with a grace Wyatt would swear he’d seen before, returned to the top, twisted her ankles around the pole and draped herself upside down, held by what looked like six inch heels.
Wyatt forced himself still.
James and Cael had earned the right to laugh and make jokes if they chose.
As the music stopped, Charley lay prone against the floor, her back arched and her legs up against the pole.
She turned to Wyatt. “You didn’t like it?”
Wyatt stared, lost in her eyes. Another punch to the shoulder proved his inability to get her out of his head would cost him. “What? No.” He shook his head in quick measure. “I mean yes. Yes, I liked it.”
“Then why didn’t you clap? Whistle or holler?” Still on the ground, her chest heaved. With each intake of breath, her breasts pressed further into the material.
Wyatt could barely control his facade. He tugged at his slacks to loosen them from his crotch. “I’m sorry, I was just trying to be professional.”
Charley shrugged. “Okay. You know? I have a new respect for women who do this for a living.” She sat up and rubbed her calf. “This is more of a workout than I would have expected.” She leaned her head back and chugged the cool water Lily passed her. Cael’s tip waved from the string at her hips.
She kneaded muscles Wyatt assumed had grown sore from the movement before she wound herself around the pole again. With one long, slender leg, her painted toes reached for the ceiling. Her body fell back so it lay as if suspended by air. Her movements reminded him of a trapeze artist: lithe, rhythmic, sensual and completely erotic, even as she stood.
“Damn, Charley,” James said.
Wyatt shifted himself again with a quick leg cross, noting James’s eyes tracking up and down as he walked to her.
She slithered closer.
“You are seriously hot.” James danced hip to hip with her.
“You like?” She ran her hands up and down her long body, enticed, aroused and invited the wrong person.
Wyatt wondered if she could feel the heat radiating from his own body. His temperature had to have skyrocketed.
James reached his hands out to capture hers and follow along as she lowered them.
“Crap!”
Charley’s abrupt pause brought Wyatt’s visual feast to a halt.
“What language does Candie speak at the club, Wyatt?”
Wyatt coughed, covered his mouth which he found hung open. He closed his eyes in thought, two fingers to the bridge of his nose. “Ah-” He’d already forgotten the question.
Charley’s body filled the black space that pervaded his mind. Another punch in the arm brought him from his lost thoughts.
“French and English. They try to hire bilinguals. Wait staff speak both, fluently. The dancers are mixed.” Wyatt focused on a book on the far side of the room, but his gaze returned to Charley’s each time he tore it away. “Is that a problem?”
The five fell like a feather to the floor from Charley’s attire. “No.” She bent over and caught it right before it landed-though Wyatt’s eyes found themselves riveted not to the money.
His failure to control his body’s reactions shamed him more than the heat that raced to his cheeks.
“I’ll be okay.” The softness in her eyes surprised him.
“You speak French, right?” He hadn’t thought to ask.
“I do. A little rusty, but I’ll get by.” Charley added a wink to which Cael and James both chuckled.
“You’re a moron, Charley. You speak them both fluently,” Lily said. “Time’s a wastin’. Do it again.”
“She’s right. We can chat about details and logistics on the plane.” James turned his watch toward him. “We’re wheels up in sixty or the jet takes off without us.”
“Slave drivers.” With a swish of her hands, Charley motioned them all toward the door.
Wyatt stood to follow her instructions like a good boy scout.
“Wyatt?”
He turned. “Yeah?” Cael and James stopped, too.
“Cars are waiting, guys-shoo!” Charley waved them out.
Wyatt’s heart began a dangerous thump in his chest.
Charley sidled up to him. “Do I make you nervous?”
I would be better against a sniper I can’t see. “No.” He held his voice as flat and even as he could, his eyes direct on hers.
“Losin’ time, Charley!” James’s voice bellowed from the hallway.
She rolled her eyes, but her smile lit her face. Their bodies separated by only the fabric of his suit and the tiny triangles of her costume, Wyatt’s instincts insisted he reach, touch and taste.
“Get over here, Charley.” Lily pressed the button on the stereo and Queen blared through the room.
Wyatt pointed toward the door. “I’ll just-uh-I’ll just catch up to James.”
A small giggle escaped from Lily as she stuffed supplies into a bag, and he whisked himself away.
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The Cessna Citation swept through the clouds and cruised somewhere around thirty-thousand feet. The sun sparkled off its wings, adding warmth to Charley’s spot by the window. After the hour of practice with the silver beast, her mind buzzed, pushing toward overload from the gross amount of information she’d digested. She relaxed into her seat, her body disengaging, and hoped her mind would follow.
Next to her, Lily read, and across from them both, James and Wyatt sat. Heads together, they scoured a mound of paper-based intelligence. The six-seater could have held Cael too, but thanks to the government’s stupid rule, he’d get his own transportation. Charley refused to be without a vital member of her team.
“Charley?” Wyatt said.
Eyes closed, head against the soft leather, she didn’t move. “Yeah?”
“I have Candie booked for seven tonight-a private arrangement. Is that enough time?”
“Yes.” She breathed in and out, the movement of her chest as smooth as the tilt of the plane’s wings.
“Is there anything you’d like to know?”
He worries like he used to. Charley opted not to let him know she understood. A bump of turbulence shook the plane before it leveled off again. “You can tell me about the club if you want.” She didn’t need more detail to be believed as Candie, but if it assuaged his own apprehension, he could run through it all again.
“Jefferson Champs is the owner,” Wyatt said in clipped recitation. “Soleil Champs is his wife and a partner. They’ve owned the club for three years, although the last year has been their most successful-at least as far as public record indicates.”
“What’s its name?” Lily asked.
“Ah…” Papers shuffled from Wyatt’s seat.
Charley couldn’t imagine that he didn’t know. A ruse? Distraction?
“Mind Benders.”
“Unique,” Lily said.
“The club opens at five, closes at two. Four poles are strategically placed throughout the room. One report indicates sixteen women dance there daily. Dances range from five to ten minutes each with a fifteen minute break for the dancer while another takes over.”
“Holy shit!” Charley sat upright, her eyes open wide. “Ten? As in minutes?” She turned to glare at Lily. “Ten?” The longest routine she’d practiced lasted three minutes and thirty-two seconds.
Lily leaned away. “Yeah, well, I read that in one of the books I told you I brought.”
“You’re not making this easy for me.” Charley crossed her arms.
“And who, in her right mind, thought being a super secret, sexy agent with U.S. government ties would be easy?” Lily’s retort came with fire and a smile.
Charley threw herself against the back of the seat.
Wyatt motioned to his papers. “So, ah, back to the club?”
Charley flicked her hand at him, cocked her head in his direction. “Floor’s all yours.”
“Um… dancers. So, sixteen dancers, about ten wait staff-mostly women. Four bouncers, two remain at the entrance throughout the night. The club has never been cited for any violence, no drug busts, no fires or anything. By all accounts it’s a clean operation.”
“The club is just the venue, right? It’s not of significance itself,” James said.
“Uh… well, right, but, there is something else.” Wyatt tapped the edge of the papers and folders as if to align them.
“What do you mean, ‘something else’?” The muscle in James’s jaw worked as if he chewed an overcooked steak.
Wyatt shifted, crossed and uncrossed his legs.
Charley’s entire body tensed. “Ditto that.”
Lily nudged her, sniffed the air.
“I smell a rat, too. Speak. Now, Wyatt.”
“Everything I’ve told you is true,” Wyatt said.
“Wyatt?” Charley tapped her foot against the floor as her grip on the armrest grew tighter. “What else is there to tell?”
“Watch the seat there, Charley.” Lily’s hand laid on top of Charley’s for a brief second.
“Candie is our in, but her information is not our only objective.” Wyatt took a deep breath.
Before Charley could comment again, her stomach flip-flopped with the plane’s descent. She turned back to Wyatt where he sat, stiff within his seat. “What is our ultimate goal then?”

***

In the bright sunlight, Montreal’s dense forest of glass reflected in the water at its edge. Traffic ran through streets at a busy pace, though on the outskirts, trees grew for miles. The plane banked, turning a circle toward the airport.
Wyatt realized he’d have one last chance to convince his key player. “Char-”
“Secondary missions are a breach of contract, Wyatt.” She didn’t even glance in his direction.
She baffled and tantalized him-a chameleon of emotions he didn’t know how to read. Less than eight hours remained to complete the project. Wyatt had been promoted up the ranks because he followed the rules. His commander told him not to divulge all details unless desperate.
Dammit. I need her.
Rubber met pavement before the plane taxied to the private FBO. It rolled to a stop with an abrupt push forward.
Wyatt had yet to come up with a proper argument. As Charley put it, he had failed to inform her of a part of the program.
They all straightened at the knock on the door.
“Did someone know we were coming?” Charley asked.
Taxiway crew responded only to the captain-another government agent assigned to Charley’s plane. Once an aircraft found its position, ground crew either waited for the passengers to deplane or moved back to their work.
“Only those required by FAA rules would know, “ Wyatt said.
He and James both laid hands on weapons hidden at their waists. Wyatt knew James had no direct affiliation with the FBI, but he’d secured equal clearance through Cael and Charley. Wyatt moved forward to unlatch the door and released the steps.
A Canadian official stepped up to them. His dark blue uniform identified him as Law Enforcement. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to return to your point of origin,” he said, his voice authoritative.
“I’ll handle this,” Wyatt mouthed to James, with an accompanying look to Charley. “I’m sorry, officer, but we’ve been authorized to land.”
“There are no authorized planes at this FBO today.”
Wyatt withdrew papers from his suit jacket. “Will this do?” He passed them to the officer, but turned away.
Charley tapped her toes against the floor of the cabin and her fingers along her thigh.
Wyatt turned back as the man spoke.
“We’ll have to confirm these. Please remain within the plane with the door closed. Do not re-engage your engines.”
Wyatt returned to his seat, two hands against the sides of his head.
“Why are we being held?” Charley asked. “I thought the U.S. and Canada had a customs and immigration agreement?”
Wyatt blew out a breath of frustration. “They do. This guy is D.E.S.-drug enforcement. My only thought is that private planes are piping in or carrying out drugs.”
He and James exchanged glances.
“Why do you guys keep looking at each other like that? And what were the papers you gave him?”
“Standard U.S. customs documentation,” Wyatt said. “They should identify us as well as the plane. They may ask to do a search, though.”
“So? Why is that a problem?” Charley asked.
Wyatt turned to James.
Charley threw her hands up into the air. “All day it’s been one thing after another! Either tell me what’s going on, or I’m going to have our captain turn us around just like those guys ordered.” Her finger angled its way to Wyatt.
He stretched his legs, swatted and pulled at his trousers. “There are a few items they might question. My gun is restricted, but I do have paperwork as well as the Authorization to Transport. My bigger concern is the supplies we have and the hardware for our… observation.”
“Supplies?”
“We have drugs, truth serums, among other items, in case we need them. We-” The maternal disapproval she aimed his way sent shivers along his spine.
Charley shrugged. “So, we’re visitors, and I have medical issues. Easily explained. For the hardware, well, that’s business.”
Yet another flip of her on-off switch. Wyatt shook his head, waved her off in agreement, but huffed out a breath before he continued. “We’re on a tight schedule.” A quick glance at his watch caused the other three to do the same.
The knock on the outer shell of the plane brought them all back to attention. The same officer greeted them as the door opened.
“You all are free to disembark,” the officer said. “We apologize for any inconvenience the additional time has caused you.” The officer handed Wyatt the paperwork with a nod, turned and walked away.
“Easy as that?” Lily asked.
“Well then. See?” Charley walked through the door. “If you want to talk to me Wyatt, come and get me. Otherwise, I’m getting a drink and going home.”
“She’s not going to make this easy, is she?” Wyatt asked.
James shook his head. “We’ll hang back until you’ve convinced her, or she gets back on and we fly away.”
Wyatt rushed after Charley. He caught her before she passed the cars he’d rented. “Charley!”
She stopped, bag in hand and turned toward him.
He held his spot on the tarmac. “Wait, please.”
“What? More excuses? More stories? Lies? Do you guys do anything on the up and up?” Anger burned through her questions.
“I’m not allowed to share everything.”
“Do you think I care?” Charley walked up to Wyatt and poked him in the chest. “My team is my responsibility. We don’t make compromises for that, Wyatt. For many, many and very good reasons.”
He sighed, resigned to the potential that the entire activity would blow up in his face. “I’m sure you care-”
“Took you long enough. I do care. I care about my country, the people in my country, and I believe in my government. So far you’ve asked me to gather intelligence in a titty-bar and are still withholding what else you want me to do.”
“I know.”
“You have to tell me before you hire me, Wyatt. I’m a free agent. The government doesn’t own me like it does you.”
She hit him where it hurt with the last, as he too believed in his country and government. He’d just chosen to work for them and follow their orders, whereas she had flexibility.
Wyatt reached his hand, palms up, toward her. “Can I tell you what else we need then?”
“Please do.” She put her hands on her hips-the same stance he’d seen her hold when flanked by her team.
“The two guys that Candie met trade information. We believe what they told her is a small piece of an international operation beyond the U.S. and Canadian borders. We need the information, but secondary to that, we need to interrogate one of them without their knowledge.”
“Why is this such a big deal? This is nothing new. Drugs. Money. Whatever. I get details for people all the time by playing their role. What is so different about this that you couldn’t tell me?”
“Their group targets and sells children,” he said. “It’s-”
“Why didn’t you just tell me?” The horror in her eyes turned to pain and moved to anger before he could expand.
As she stared back at him, he’d have sworn her eyes changed color, but she moved out of his shadow and dropped her gaze before he could confirm.
“I’ll do whatever you need.” She walked away.

***

Charley walked straight to the red car, whipped open the passenger door and slid into the seat. Why hadn’t he just told her? Do James and Lily know? James would. Cael too. It would break Lily’s heart.
She watched as Wyatt walked back to the plane and James stepped out. Lily followed, Wyatt right behind her again.
“Who thought to rent a Porsche?” Charley asked when Wyatt fit himself into the driver’s seat.
“Ah, that was my idea, actually.” He adjusted dials, mirrors and the seat itself.
“Why? Or is that top secret, too?”
He shrunk back in his seat. “No, not a secret. I have a fondness for fast cars and take every opportunity I can to drive them.” He remained silent for a moment. “Sorry, Charley.”
Charley’s laughter broke the tension-filled day. “Not you, too? Isn’t that expression old and outdated?” She held her smile in place as confusion spread through his. “Oh! You didn’t say it as a joke.” She waved the thought away.
Wyatt’s expression turned lighthearted with a baby of a smile. “No, I didn’t, but I get it now. I’m apologizing for not telling you sooner. And-” He kept going before she could interrupt him. “-I also want to thank you for agreeing to the assignment.” He moved to the ignition; the car roared to life. “Ready?”
She nodded.
“Ears on?” he said into the air.
Charley scanned for a mic or speaker but found none. Wyatt pulled out a miniature walkie-talkie radio and shook it at her before he tucked it into his pocket again.
“Ears on.” James’s voice came through from the sedan behind them. “Let’s get moving.”
“Why do you get the Porsche?” Lily’s pout came through as clear as James’s voice.
“’Cause I’m the one getting naked,” Charley told her before Wyatt could address her with any formality.
“I’ll give you a ride if you want, Lily.” Wyatt drove through the gates of the airport and headed toward the city.
Charley turned to him. Strength combined with kindness. He’d grown so much-not that she wouldn’t have expected that. The little changes made the difference. His face held a day’s stubble-more than she’d remembered he could produce before. More assured of himself, too. She valued loyalty over most other characteristics, and in that, he had not changed.
“Southwest on Boulevard Roméo-Vachon to Chemin de la Côte-de-Liesse.”
Like James, Lily, Cael and Sophie, Charley would put her trust and faith in Wyatt.
The Mercedes followed the Porsche through the streets-a caravan no one would recognize given their spread. As Wyatt drove, Charley played tourist. Given the four-o’clock hour, cars, taxis and buses inched through and trudged their way up and down each city block, keeping traffic at a near stand-still.
Wyatt slammed the breaks in response to those ahead of them.
“This is why I like life in our rural town.” Charley noted the majority of the clubs had French names-at least they kept to their locale.
Twenty-five minutes after they began, Wyatt signaled the final turn onto Boulevard Saint-Laurent. He parked in a garage marked with the sign for their hotel.
“Wyatt?” Charley asked as she unclipped. “I have a confession.”
He’d already opened his door, but he stopped, turned and leaned toward her.
“Cael will already be here.” She waited for his response, but instead, he proceeded to exit the car. She scrambled to follow and stood at the side. “Are you mad?”
“Nope.” His gaze switched to James and Lily as they pulled in next to them. He hadn’t smiled or winked, just stood stoic.
“Okay.” Charley didn’t believe him.
“Are you?” He asked her.
She considered a moment. “No.”
Her decision kept her team together. His came from an order. Both had responsibility to their people. How could I stay mad at him?
“Are we even then?” He reached across the top.
She took his hand. “I think we are.”
His touch sent vibrations through her arm that encompassed her entire body. Charley leaned into the car for support and let the sensations take over. Soft took on hard as their palms fit together-no different than before.
“Ahem.” Cael walked up to the cars and broke their connection.
“Cael!” Lily screeched and ran up to him, wrapped her arms around him. His folded her further in before she released him and stepped away.
Will they finally acknowledge what they have?
Cael walked to Wyatt. “I apologize for the crash, but this team…” Cael waved to the rest of them. “They’re more important to me than my job.”
Wyatt nodded at him and smirked. “You didn’t quit, did you?”
“Took some time off.”
“I’ll have that taken care of.” Wyatt turned back to Charley. “You are one demanding resource.” He winked at her-the expression for which she’d waited.
“Did you guys have this planned?” Charley asked.
“Not that I know about,” Wyatt said.
She’d let that secret stick. “Gonna get stuff then, Cael?”
His smile mirrored hers. He turned to James who handed him bags, and as a group, they began the short walk to the hotel.
“Cael?” Charley asked as they walked shoulder to shoulder. “Do you know all the details about this project?”
“Yes.”
“Will you please take care to discuss it with Lily?”
“Yes,” he said.
“Does James know?”
“Yes.”
Charley noted a sadness in his eyes that mirrored her own internal thoughts on the subject.
Detached from the garage, the four-star hotel stood at three stories-an older structure nestled in the heart of downtown. ‘Posh’, Charley would say, despite the aged exterior.
As planned, the group staggered their check-ins, though their rooms had been pre-booked side by side. Wyatt and Charley took the lead, Cael and Lily two minutes behind and James alone.
“Wyatt and Charley Moreland.” Wyatt leaned to Charley’s ear. “Sorry, I took liberties for cover.”
She didn’t know what to say. She certainly couldn’t tell him how delightful it sounded and that her insides went all soft at the suggestion. Instead, she batted her lashes at the clerk while she snaked one arm through Wyatt’s.
Could it ever be just the two of us?
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Wyatt leaned against the hotel room window. The club, across the street below, with its black doors, stood out among the rest of the buildings. A long waiting area, separated into two aisles, provided direction to its entrance. Wyatt imagined many an impatient visitor waited between the two lines for the club’s opening.
A small child swung hand in hand with his mother and father-Wyatt presumed.
He tore himself away from the happy family as work invaded his thoughts. He could only hope the kids they’d found and returned-left on doorsteps, under bridges or worse-had a better future. He needed ‘Candie’ to break the ring and Charley to go up a level in the bureau.
Charley moved to his side. “It’s gaudy.”
He turned to her, eyes as bright and clear as his purpose. “Why do you say that?”
She explained how the black with teal accents didn’t match the buildings to the right or left-an odd combination she considered very female. She’d expected mahogany or deep walnut. Why Wyatt considered that funny, he didn’t know, but it also didn’t surprise him-the woman had her own set of logic.
Charley interrupted his thoughts. “We don’t have long before Candie arrives.” She motioned to the small table in the center of the room, tucked between the two beds they couldn’t move any farther apart. James’s laptop boasted blueprints of the club.
“Whoa. How many small rooms are in the back?” Lily said before Charley could ask the same.
“There are more than I imagined.” The team stared at Charley. “What? I haven’t been in those kinds of clubs.”
“We’ve heard that one before.” Cael got a punch in the arm for his comment.
Wyatt chuckled before he pointed out the obvious, followed by the questionable. “I’ve only been in the main dance arena.” He circled his finger around a large open area near the front. “It looks like there are two to three dressing rooms, and they all feed to the main area. Another five, smaller rooms are likely private for the more intimate work.” He looked up at Charley, insinuating what might go on within their confines.
“It’s all on one floor at least.” Cael tapped the screen. “That’s going to make it easier for us to keep track of Charley.”
“Is there a back entrance?” Charley pointed to what looked like a door on the plans.
“Yes, two of them. One from a hallway that seems to originate with the smaller rooms and one from the dressing rooms.”
“A private entrance for the most private of gentlemen and one for the staff to keep the front clear for customers.” Lily’s bright voice carried through the room.
Charley closed her eyes.
Committing the image to memory?
“I’m going in the ‘normal’ customer route.” Cael quoted with his index fingers.
Wyatt returned his attention to the monitor. “You’ll head in through the staff entrance, Charley. And I’m taking the gentleman’s route.” He shifted his shoulders in a shrug.
Charley’s slight tilt of her head exposed her neck as her hair fell and her eyes opened again.
If she didn’t already have two guys in her life, Wyatt might have considered his own pursuit-after the project’s completion.
He coughed into his fist, moved his gaze to the floor. “Are you nervous?”
“No. I just don’t like problems that involve kids.”
“What did you just say, Charley?” Lily asked.
Charley cringed.
Cael pushed Lily toward the second bedroom. Her eyes remained fixed on Charley. “What’s going on?” Lily tugged her arm away, but Cael dragged her the rest of the distance.
“Why doesn’t she know yet?” Wyatt kept his voice to a whisper.
Charley moved to the window. “It’s a very personal topic for her.”
“Does it help if I say I’m sorry?”
She leaned her back against the sill, smiled up at him. “Oddly, it does.”
Their eyes fixed on each other but broke apart when Cael returned through the door. He nodded in Charley’s direction.
Behind him, Lily wiped at one eye. Charley moved from the window, put her arms around Lily. Wyatt tried not to stare, though the shudder that passed through Lily hurt him. He couldn’t imagine what had happened but took comfort that she had people who loved her.
“Lil,” James said. “You okay?”
She nodded to him before she looked up to Wyatt. He broke her gaze, tried to blend into the background. He knew a private moment when he saw it. Instead, she took the distance between them in a few quick strides and stood inches from him.
She took hold of his jacket, smoothed out the edges and patted his chest before her hands wormed their way to his cheeks.
He stood still.
With her hands still in place, she leaned in and added a soft kiss against his lips. Wyatt caught the shift in Cael’s stance and the grin on Charley’s face.
“Thank you.” Lily released him.
“You’re welcome?” When no one offered an explanation, he let it go.
Lily walked back into Cael’s arms.
Charley moved to Wyatt. “She trusts you.”
“For what?”
“Let’s just say Lily doesn’t trust easily. She’s as kind and sweet as can be, but she’s wary. She’s ready to make this all happen-even if our role in the larger mission ultimately proves miniscule.”
“We want to talk to the guys, too. That’s the real second part. I need them here. I have to interrogate them in whatever ways possible.” He didn’t want to admit his own doubts, but they flowed unchecked.
“I’ll deliver.”
The triple knock commanded all their attentions.
“Showtime.”

***

Charley moved to the adjoining room, took a seat at a round table on which cigarettes had burned a number of holes in the protective surface. She considered the four-star rating may have been long outdated. No prettier than the other room, drapes concealed what little light came from outside, and the two beds suggested many a single-time use.
Candie strode in behind Wyatt, three-inch neon pink platforms adding to her already impressive height. The photos had done her no justice. Her skirt barely reached below underwearless hips which sashayed their way in, and her breasts spilled out of a shirt three sizes too small. Bright blue eye shadow and the box-blonde curls added to the stereotype.
A piece of work. Who doesn’t at least wear a thong? Charley withheld the groan.
“It’s a threesome then?” Candie popped gum between candy-apple red lips-her signature color according to the files.
As cliché as they get.
“Just to watch,” Wyatt said.
She pointed a nail the same shade as her mouth in his direction. “That’s extra, you know.”
“I’ll take care of it.” He pulled a hundred-dollar bill from his inside pocket, waved it in front of her.
She snatched it, wiggling her hips at herself when she passed the mirror. With a plop, she landed on the bed; it bounced under her weight-what little she held for her height.
“’K, then.” She turned to Wyatt who stood in front of her. “You wanna dance, big boy?”
Charley nearly broke cover and laughed. She stifled it behind the back of her hand in a quick nose-wipe move.
Wyatt raised an eyebrow. “Ready?”
Charley waved him forward while Candie continued to bounce.
She’s got too much energy. She’s going to need help winding down.
“Shall we have a drink first?” Wyatt moved to the makeshift bar.
“Not on the job.” Candie patted the bed with both hands while she kicked her legs back and forth.
“But it’s my time,” Wyatt said. “I have you until…” He adjusted his Rolex. “… ten.”
Candie bounced until she faced Charley, bumped her way back at Wyatt. She missed his groin by an inch as she swung her foot.
Wyatt didn’t even flinch.
“’K.” She pulled her gum from her teeth with her nails.
Wyatt poured a finger for each of them from Lily’s special mixture. The first he offered to Candie.
“Bottoms up!” Candie brought the glass to her lips, downing the drink in one gulp. “So, what’cha want?” She held out the cup.
“Dance.” He took the second seat at the table with Charley.
Candie dumped her bag onto the floor, knelt both knees on the well worn comforter, her hands between her legs. She leaned forward, propelled her immense cleavage in their direction and let her curls fall forward.
“Got music?”
Wyatt pointed a remote at his iPod which blasted Lily’s pre-programmed selection. Candie’s hands moved to her hair as she swayed back and forth. Her heels extended outward, as lethal a weapon as Charley had ever seen. As she leaned forward, her rear rose into the air, her elbows supporting her torso on the bed.
Candie moved with the song-back and forth, up and down. She flipped her hair back, smiled with intensity and played the strap of her bra with one extended finger.
Charley and Wyatt continued to sit, mute and expressionless, though Charley assumed Candie had to have sparked some elemental desire within him.
Let’s see if I can get her going. A twitch of a smile broke on Charley’s face, and Candie responded with her hips.
“Like it?” She pointed to Charley.
Hell, no. Charley played along, nodded and forced a blush into her cheeks. From the corner of her eye, Wyatt made a slight adjustment toward her, but she opted not to look at him, sure she’d break under the pressure of the sexual rhythm playing out before her.
Her mind wandered to other points-how to match Candie’s energy and bounce, her voice and intonation, her piercings, of which Charley noted four. Piercing her own flesh to match her would not be an enjoyable part of her evening.
Candie slid to her stomach, unlatched the strap of her top in one quick move and leaned back up to reveal breasts with nipples barely covered by glitter-heart-shaped fabric.
Of course she’d go right to the end. Charley held her eye roll in check.
Wyatt recrossed his legs.
So she affects him.
As the song wound down, Candie’s motion slowed, and with the last beats, she lay, breasts to the ceiling, hair falling off the edge. The leg she’d extended into the air crashed against the bed as her hands hung limp at her sides. Her breathing slowed. Her muscles relaxed.
“Is she out?” Wyatt asked.
“I think so.” Charley committed Candie’s genuine talent to memory.
“That was exact.”
“Lily is just that good.” The door between them opened.
Lily peeked in. “Uh… you guys need a minute?” She winked.
Charley shook her legs and arms as if to warm up before a race. “Nope. I’m ready.”
“’K.” She disappeared again.
“I should probably go next door.” Wyatt thumbed over his shoulder.
“Unless you think you’re entitled to a peep show of the understudy’s warm-up, I’d agree.” Charley smiled.
He cocked his head and furrowed his brow.
“Scram. It’s all girl stuff from here.” She hadn’t planned to shift in front of him and figured the out would save him.
“See ya, Wyatt.” Lily returned, bag in hand. “Ready?”
“As I’ll ever be,” Charley said.

***

The door between the rooms had been locked. Wyatt knew because he’d tried to open it. James and Cael continued to work, focused on the laptop as if it held the answers to all questions. They’d laid out the hardware they’d use to wire Charley-as invisible as any Wyatt had ever seen.
“What’s taking them so long?” Wyatt paced to the window for the hundredth time. “How long does it take to put on a wig and clothes that cover nothing?”
James and Cael looked up.
“What? I’m just asking.”
Cael holstered his weapon and turned to Wyatt. “There are things you don’t know about Charley, man. She’s nothing if not thorough.”
“Of course there are.” Arms crossed, Wyatt stood feet from the door which separated him from Lily and Charley.
“What Cael means is…” James shot Cael a glare. “She needs time to do it right, and if you interrupt her, not only will she be thoroughly pissed, she’ll lose focus.”
“She changes her appearance a lot, doesn’t she? This dramatically?” Wyatt leaned a hip against the long dresser.
“Yup.” James’s mumble barely registered.
“More than you know.” Cael and James’s fist made contact with each other.
Wyatt rolled his eyes. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear the two were brothers-as close as he and Stuart had been until those last weeks of high school. Eighteen years of friendship gone in an instant.
He shook off the memories as a creak of the door came on the heels of female voices. Wyatt noted James and Cael stopped, too.
James’s whistle bounced off the walls. Cael let out a low ‘wow’. Wyatt withheld his urge to do the same.
“Candie?” He walked around the six-foot blonde to verify the real Candie still lay on the bed in the other room.
Lily had tucked her in.
“Or Charley.” The Charley-Candie said.
“But you sound like her, too.” Wyatt cocked his head at her.
“Of course I do, Wyatt.” The same tipped nail urged his chin up until he met her eyes-his had headed south. “I’m very good at what I do.”
“I guess. You’ve got me completely fooled.”
“Do you need assurance?”
Would that be an insult? Do you ask a highly secret, well regarded agent to prove herself?
Wyatt hesitated.
Before he could answer, Charley turned around to Lily, her hands raised to eye level, and when she turned back around, her eye color-that melted chocolate he’d seen before-looked back at him. He assumed the contacts were in Lily’s hand as she held her fists closed.
“I didn’t mean to-”
“You didn’t insult her, Wyatt,” Lily said. “We-I mean she-doesn’t mind.”
Wyatt nodded, unsure what else he could say that wouldn’t put him in the proverbial doghouse. He’d learned long ago as he’d watched his Dad take the couch a few nights: Women had control.
“I believe we have some additional accoutrements to add to me?”
“Uh… yeah…” Wyatt reverted to his younger years and his inability to think or speak straight when in the presence of a hot girl-especially one with brains to go along with a kick-ass body radiating intensity just inches from him.
“How many different outfits do I need?” Charley’s eyes grew wide as Lily threw one after another onto the bed. “Did Candie have all these?” Charley spread her hands out over the array of costumes. “Are they all going to fit in the bag she brought?”
“They were in her bag,” Lily said.
“Damn, Charley.” James whistled a southern hog call. “A clothes horse like you doesn’t want them?”
She huffed out a breath, put her hands on her hips and offered him a glare. “Not these, idiot. Most of these aren’t even clothes. They’re-” She swung her arms wide. “-tramp material.”
“I agree.” Wyatt lifted a blue nylon ribbon-like outfit from the bag. There couldn’t have been more than two inches of materials in any given spot.
“How do I even put that on?” Charley’s voice pitched high.
“You just slide into it. Watch the others when you’re inside.” Lily shrugged.
Wyatt chuckled, though worry crept in. Man, I hope she figures this out.
“Okay.” Cael broke up the lingerie and attire discussion.
Wyatt turned to him, happy to get away from the clothes and the unhappy female. He scanned the various pieces of equipment still to be concealed on Charley’s body, wondering how they could be hidden and remain discreet for three to four hours.
“We need to get you suited up, sir.” Lily handed Wyatt an Armani suit she’d pulled from the closet.
“And I need to get these attached to you, Charley.” James held up two micro-wireless trackers. In one swift move, he drew Charley’s arms up so she stood like a cross, though she wore fewer clothes than most beach goers.
“It’s kinda nice you being almost my height.” He moved his hands across her arms, slid up, down and around, from her fingertips to her shoulders, following the curve of her neck, to ear.
Wyatt shifted against the dresser, suit in hand, as James slid his hands down Charley’s sides, low to her hips, around and through the strap at her waist and back up across her breasts to her parted lips.
A frustration built within Wyatt as he watched them. Their movements imparted a sensuality, a sexuality, that unnerved him, yet related only to the addition of equipment.
Where did that desire come from?
“Just go ahead and make out already.” Cael chuckled but continued to type on his laptop.
Charley’s laugh broke the moment but not the fire that built within Wyatt. “That was seriously hot,” she said to James but continued to chuckle.
Are these two together?
Charley turned her gaze to Wyatt’s and lowered her lashes so they touched the tops of her cheeks. As she opened again, she added a slow, sultry wink in his direction along with a caress of her lips with her tongue.
Wyatt turned to Cael. He had to break away from her trance; otherwise, he’d do none of them any good during their op. Think procedure. Think about the end result. “I’m gonna change.” Wyatt shook his head as he moved to the bathroom, traded slacks, added the jacket and half tied the silk tie he’d been handed.
He studied himself in the mirror, braced against the counter. Confidence, he reminded himself. As much as his body suggested he’d prepared for every possibility, doubts lingered by the name of Charley.
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“Anyone got a cell I can borrow?” Charley patted her hips, waist and chest as if a spot to store the device would appear by magic. “Something small and inconspicuous?” She added a small chuckle.
As much as she disliked the role she’d play, she’d do it with every bit of her ability. Dressed in black slacks, a black silk shirt unbuttoned halfway but tucked in, and his tie hanging loose, Wyatt looked his part as much as she did.
“Lookin’ good there, man.” Charley loosened his tie an inch more and patted his chest. The muscles under her hand contracted.
She didn’t want to break free but pulled away, her eyes fixed on Wyatt’s.
“Bundle up, Charley!” Lily sang from the other room. “No one needs to see Candie’s ass ’til they get in the club!”
“What’s she doing in there?” Charley asked.
“Babysitting, Bambi. I mean, Candie.” James smirked. “And fixing Cael.”
“Cael, hurry it up!” Charley said.
“I’ll find you.” Cael’s voice carried through the open door.
“You got me covered, James?”
James turned the monitor to her. “Yup.”
Voice recording and visual from a pin half the size of her fingernail, tucked within her hair like a jewel, would show him everything that she would see.
“Then I’m outta here.” Charley blew James a kiss which he threw back at her.
“I’ll walk with you,” Wyatt said.
“Won’t that be obvious?”
“Yes, but remember, I’ve had you privately for the last few hours.”
“Ah, true.” She tapped her temple. “So true, so true.” She could only wish it had actually been.
Wyatt sauntered his way to the club. Charley matched Candie’s come-hither gait with Wyatt’s hand on her back. Together they turned down the alley between the two buildings. He gave her a nod before he left her to enter alone.
Charley moved toward the sounds of mass hysteria behind a doorway.
“Where’s my eyeliner?” A voice pitched across the din and clatter.
A screech followed. “My costume is ripped!”
“Dammit! Where are my shoes?” The third voice, deeper but still feminine, proceeded with a curse.
Charley swayed at the onslaught of information that hit her.
“Candie! Oh my god! Your first off-site private! How was it?” A girl walked up to Charley, squeezed her arms together in a girlish hug Charley’d only ever seen on television.
Holy shit! That was her first? “Reeeal good.” Charley winked.
“Kate. Leave ’er alone.” A woman sat at a lit booth, applied a thick coat of the same bright red lipstick Candie wore.
“It was good, Kate, reeeeeal good.” Charley mimicked Candie’s giggle to impress upon her the obvious.
At quick glance, she counted four women to her left and four to the right in a room the size of her kitchen. The walls held tables and lights set to best apply garish makeup appropriate only to the skimpy attire.
Apparel flew in every direction as a gentle, calm voice interrupted Charley’s moment of observation. The smile didn’t fit the blue hair, extra-long lashes, or neon-painted blue lips-nor the blue getup she wore.
“You didn’t forget any of your gear, did ya?” Lady-in-Blue shifted her wardrobe, revealing one very taught nipple in the process. Charley looked over at Kate, who continued to hover, preventing her from moving.
“Dance order sign-ups with Boris tonight.” Lady-in-Blue pointed to a desk where a rather large man-Boris by his hand-drawn name tag-sat. She looked Charley up and down before she popped her one in the shoulder. “No need to kiss and tell unless you wanna,” she said as Kate bounced with giddy excitement. “You actually got back on time. Hope you pleased him.” She flung her hair around and walked back to her table.
“Lola’s in a tizzy ’cause she didn’t think you’d get back,” Kate said. “C’mon, tell me all about it!”
Charley let Kate lead her to her table, where she found photos of Candie with various people, taped to the mirror. She dumped her bag underneath and sorted through items Lily suggested she pull out.
“Boris has lines up, and I gotta get ready!” Kate held her hands between her knees. “My set is first-and last-tonight. I am going to rake it in.” She winked at Charley.
“That’s great!” Charley lied with a smile plastered to her face. “Let me go get my times.”
“Oh, yeah, ’k.” Kate turned back to her own mirror.
“The energy, perfume and hairspray alone in this place are going to give me a headache.” She knew James and Cael would both hear her. “Hey, did you guys set up Wyatt, too?” She received an affirmative from the man himself.
So they can all hear me. She pushed her way through to Boris, who had already taken notice of her arrival. His eyebrows wiggled as she approached.
“How’d it go, sweet thang?” Boris’ croon continued on well past the end of his sentence. One plump finger tilted her chin up. “You don’ look no worse for wear.”
“Nope. Good as gold.”
“You want in early, ’case them guys want you back?”
“Yeah. Totally.” She winked at him, added a smile.
While Boris jotted her name down, Charley listened to the women screech, gripe, and complain. As they called each other by name, Charley committed them to memory. Once she had names to faces, the evening would flow much smoother.
Boris gave her a nod and a fist to her jaw with no more a threat than the bat of a kitten’s paw, his toothless smile as wide as a river. He turned his watch toward himself, adding “You done good, chick,” and waved her off.
A bleached-blonde giant of a woman sidled up to Charley with a smile across her face. “Hey there! I’m Cyndyee!” She extended her hand. Her southern drawl added to the unforgettable effect. “I just started.”
Oh, thank god I don’t have to be her.
Cyndyee adjusted the strap that ran from her shoulder to her crotch. Comfort must not have entered the designer’s mind.
“Hey, Cyndyee!” Kate’s voice wafted over. She motioned for them to join her. Charley followed as well to touch up her already perfect makeup.
She dropped her jacket, revealed the red ensemble Lily had selected, and added a pair of silver heels that gave her another six inches as the conversations started.
“Gina’s a no show,” Kate said to Charley.
“Damn! ’Cause she was good. Got her cell?” Lola said from across the room.
“Yeah. No answer. Anyone check her flat?” Kate asked. “I’m goin’ over after shift. Check on ’er.”
“You’re so sweet, Kate,” Cyndyee joined in.
“You hear those two rich guys are back?” Kate asked Charley as if the conversation hadn’t just transitioned from Gina.
“No, seriously?” Charley turned her attention to the conversation while she faked her makeup application. Finally, something relevant. With two taps on her ears, she signaled James.
“Oh yeah. Rhonda said that Joe saw them take a seat at the center of stage one.” Lola sneered. “You gonna hook up with them again, sugar plum? Don’ wanna share with anyone else?” Lola shifted her breasts under the straps that semi-covered them.
“If they ask for me.” Charley batted her lashes. “Can’t help it if they go for sweet.”

***

“Sweet?” Wyatt withheld the chuckle. “You play the part well, Charley.”
One of the servers leaned over his shoulder. “What can I getcha?”
For the third time since Wyatt found the table at the edge of the main circle, he raised his full glass up and scanned the room. The club hadn’t changed since his visit a month before. Hips gyrated and skin grew more obvious with each woman who made her way to center stage. In front of him, one dancer spun while three more did the same at the edges of his vision.
“Charley’s coming out next,” James’s voice cleared the airwaves.
Wyatt relaxed further into his seat. Another pass through the room revealed Cael with one elbow on the bar, his hip leaned into it. Lily had dressed him well. He wore more casual attire than Wyatt-a suit, minus the jacket, his tie left askew. The elegance would appeal to women across the floor.
Wyatt counted at least four who made their way toward Cael from opposite corners. “Cael’s got visitors.”
James’s laugh and Lily’s sigh echoed back at him.
“Cael is not the focus,” Charley said. “I’m at the entrance. Main stage.”
Wyatt turned but directed his gaze beyond the nude dancer to the curtains at the back. As the music came to a stop, she disappeared.
Speakers rumbled with a pending announcement until “Candie!” screeched from the emcee. Loud applause, catcalls and whistles followed. Bass vibrated the floorboards as men surged to open edges, sat upright in their seats and other dancers slid to the floor.
One silver stiletto peeked through the curtain to a wild swell of cheers. Those with table views lost sight of the stage’s edge as it filled with bodies and the color of the local currency.
Wyatt couldn’t stifle the laugh that built within him. “Candie has apparently gotten popular since last I was here.”
“I’ll say,” Cael said.
With the music’s crescendo, Charley extended her leg through the curtain, followed by one arm. She grabbed the edges and pulled open the curtain, showing off her height.
“Lots o’ guys.” She pointed her toe in the direction of the crowd.
Cael snickered. “Lookin’ good, Charley.”
She moved to the center of the stage, leapt to her toes, grabbed the silver shaft and spun. If the crowd could have gotten closer, they would have. She pulled one leg around and slid up again before she fell with grace back to the floor.
“She’s got the crowd pretty wired,” Wyatt said.
“She’s really good.” Cael tilted back his beer and nodded at Wyatt. “Two o’clock, stage left.”
In their Italian suits, they pushed away drink offers from two servers and sauntered to an empty table, their backs to Wyatt.
“Ten o’clock, Charley.”
She turned her body toward the table. “Got it.”
With half-closed eyes and hair falling around her shoulders, Charley slid back and forth from the edge to the pole. She hit every beat of the music. Excited patrons slipped ones and fives into her G-string.
Chants of “Lose it! Lose it!” ran through the crowd like a wave at a football game.
“You’re not really going to do it?” Cael asked.
“Why not?” Charley spun again. “Three of the waitresses are topless.”
“It’s not her body.” James began to chant as well. A slap and a quick ‘ow!’ resonated through the earpiece.
Not her body?
Charley leaned into the pole, legs spread, heels dug into the floor, and slid down while she played with the straps of her top. She unhooked the two strings from around her neck, swung them whip-like while keeping her nipples hidden.
Wyatt stole a glance at the two men again. A third stood at the table. One pulled cash from a wallet, slipped it in the direction of the third, pointed at Charley, and got a nod in return.
“They just booked Charley privately,” Wyatt said. “Cael, you see?”
“Yes.”
The ripple and uproar brought Wyatt back to Charley. “You did it?” He stared up at her and held her eyes with his. I will not look down.
“Just do it already,” Charley said.
Cael’s laugh broke through.
Wyatt held her gaze a second more and dropped it.
“There ya go.” Another five slipped against her hip. She shook her breasts between her hands and tempted everyone around her, though touch they could not.
Wyatt couldn’t help the smile he let free.
“Get your fill?” Cael asked.
“Like you’re not lookin’.” Charley spun around the pole again.
“The guys are leaving,” Cael said.
“Keep us posted,” Wyatt said.
Charley rocked cowboy style, her breasts bouncing to the beat in time with hair that flew in a circle. As the song came to a close, the crowd’s groan of disappointment rumbled. She dawdled as she stepped back toward the curtain.
“See you soon, boys.” A wink back at the crowd elicited another round of groans before she disappeared.
“Follow her?” Cael asked.
“Not yet, let’s just listen.” Wyatt sipped from his glass of water again.

***

“Candie!” Boris’s bellow, when she stepped from the stage, came with his guffaw.
Charley handed him the bills she’d pulled, hoped they’d make it to the actual Candie. She deserved it if for no other reason than Charley didn’t need it.
“You got company in bay three,” he said.
“Thanks, B.” Charley used the name she’d heard repeated by the girls. “Hey!” She turned back to him before she started. “What’d I clear?”
“Eighty-five! You showed it all, didn’t ya?”
Charley winked and moved to her dressing table to change into more suitable attire for a private engagement.
“You get invited back?” Kate asked. “That was quick.”
“Yup.” Charley stripped, no concern for privacy as none of the rest had. She switched her costume from the red to a silver-blue-Lily’s second-favorite selection.
Boris yelled to Candie to get a move on.
Charley headed straight through double doors she’d only seen on a screen, hopping on one foot to finish the tie behind her ankle. Once through the first set, she turned to details. “Hallways are colorfully decorated. There’s some beautiful artwork here.”
“I can see it,” James said. “Second door should be the entrance to the stage and the third bar.”
Charley began her trek down the private hall. “Going through door number two.” She took a quick peek into one of the open doors. “Office.” She waved at a man behind a desk and continued on. Muffled moans and groans penetrated the walls. “I believe they are gettin’ it on in that one.” She pointed to a door marked ‘One’ from which the sounds emanated. That can only be Lola.
A door swung open behind her. “Door three, then.” She’d have to skip any additional eavesdropping as the hallway became less private.
“I’m going to order up my dance now,” Cael said.
“Ask for Kate. She’s sweet.”
Lily’s groan came through with perfect clarity. Charley smiled at her exasperation. One of these days.
The flat paneled door, labeled with gold vinyl, didn’t fit the rest of the club’s interior of color and bright art. “Here we go.” She pushed the unlatched door open. Anticipation warred with duty. She knew she had to play the part, so as the door creaked, she slithered up the frame, one hand extended beyond the top.
“Hello.” Her moan escaped as the guy stared back at her from the corner of the room.
“That isn’t one of the guys Candie described,” James said.
The room, decorated from top to bottom in red, reminded Charley of the inside of a mouth. A wide bed draped in satin of the same red took center stage, flanked by two couches on either side, with little to no leg room. Someone has bad design skills.
“Am I in the right room?” She added a deliberate purr to her voice.
The man before her nodded; his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down once, hard. He waved her toward the bed. “They… uh… they’ll be here in a moment.” He clenched his hands together and licked his lips.
Charley ambled to the bed, sat in its center. She crossed one leg over the other, leaned back on her hands and turned to give James and Lily a complete picture.
“The red might have been a better choice,” Lily said.
Voices grew louder outside the room.
“That them?” She leaned forward to adjust what little she could and raised her hands to fluff her curls.
He shrugged.
“Remember the goal, Charley,” James said.
“I’m in the back, bay four,” Cael said. His voice came through her earpiece and the wall.
“The walls are thin in here, aren’t they?” Charley said for Cael’s benefit.
Two beads of sweat adorned the silent man’s forehead.
“Nervous?” she asked. “Here to watch or participate?”
He shook his head.
The clip of heels, her trill ‘hello’ and a giggle told Charley that Kate joined Cael.
“What is taking so long?” Wyatt asked.
“No idea,” James said.
“What’s your name, big boy?” Charley asked through puckered lips. She crossed and uncrossed her legs a la Sharon Stone.
He shook his head again.
“I don’t like the feel of this,” James said.
Through the walls, Kate and Cael laughed. What had he said to her?
The man checked his watch, pulled on his tie, and crossed his ankles as he leaned against the wall, hands in his pockets.
“Married?” Charley caught sight of his wedding band. “That’s okay by me. Should we start without them?”
He ignored her.
“Wyatt, you need to-” James began.
Charley tuned him out as the quiet steps of rubber against tile made their way in quick succession and stopped at her door.
She adjusted to a more casual position, recrossed her legs and dangled her foot.
“What took you so lon-” She stopped, tensed.
“Hello, Candie.” One walked through the door, followed by a second.
They stood, shoulder to shoulder. Unmistakable. Their suits shone with the silk that infused the weave, shirts half buttoned, ties askew and smiles derisive.
“Oh my god.” Lily’s words echoed Charley’s thoughts.
“What?” Wyatt’s whisper hissed.
“Get them to the hotel, Charley,” James said. “Wyatt, get over here.”
“Not until I know she’s safe!”
“Do it now, Wyatt. She won’t have any problem convincing them,” James said. “Cael, wrap it up with that girl.”
“Hi again.” Charley plastered a shy smile on her face.
With one finger, she motioned them forward. The one on the right did as she expected. His cologne permeated the room, the very same fragrance he’d worn so long ago.
He approached unabated. She stood and met him halfway.
“Don’t do it, Charley,” James said.
With one hand, she grabbed his lapel and pulled him forward, let him put his hands behind her back and lean over her. His mouth crushed hers before she could speak.
“Damn. She did it,” James said.
“Did what?” Wyatt asked. “What the fuck did she do?”
“Get over here, Wyatt!” James said.
Charley let their contact savor, let him feel, let him touch, so he’d know. When he broke their lip-lock, she pointed to the silent man still in the corner.
“An associate,” he said. “Scram.”
The man scurried like a rat from a cage.
“I have a better place if you buy me for the night.” She kept her eyes fixed on his.
His eyebrow raised. “Oh yeah?”
She nodded.
“Buy her for the night, Kevin.” The second man disappeared through the door.
“Small world.” Charley straightened.
“What are you doing, Charley?” Wyatt hissed through the earpiece.
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“What the fuck is going on!” Wyatt checked for cars as he ran across the street to the hotel.
“You’ll see,” James said.
“I want to know now.” He slowed his pace as he entered the lobby, not bothering to rein in his outward signs of fury.
“Uh, no,” James said.
“Tell me, or you’re fired.”
James laughed.
The elevators wouldn’t come fast enough. He continued to listen for more from Charley and the two men she’d so easily convinced to buy her.
“Go to the left room,” James said. “Lily and I have moved everything over with the real Candie.”
When the doors opened, he rushed inside, pressed his floor button half a dozen times as if that would help.
James snickered. “Coulda taken the stairs.”
“Fuck off,” Wyatt said.
Charley held a one-way conversation which told Wyatt nothing about who she’d met-only that she’d meet them at the gentleman’s entrance in five minutes. Wyatt could only assume they had separated.
“What’s going on, Charley?”
He got no response.
When the doors opened again, he stepped onto the floor. Cael stopped him with one hand outstretched.
“How’d you get over here so fast?”
“Took the stairs,” Cael said.
James chuckled. “Told ya.”
“What’s going on?”
“I don’t know, but you gotta calm down. Charley knows what she’s doing, and if she went in for the kill that early, she knows a lot more than we do.”
“Weren’t you there? Right there? Couldn’t you hear anything?” Wyatt’s voice turned into a plea. He poked Cael in the chest.
“Not with that girl giggling in my ear and the music pumping like it was.” Cael removed Wyatt’s finger. “Trust her, man.”
Trust a woman he barely knew on an op that could mean his career? He knew his Director had lost his mind the moment he’d told him to hire Charley and her team, but he didn’t realize the extent of the senility until that moment.
Cael turned and led the way to their room.
While Wyatt paced, Cael, Lily and James busied themselves with prep work. The plan had moved far faster than expected.
Wyatt stood at the window and waited-lost in thought. How had she convinced him so quickly? Did she know him? Did he know her? Who did he know, Candie or Charley-and how could that be? The questions raced through his head, one after the other.
The girls said their goodbyes as Candie announced she had yet another private off-site. She called out her thanks and ‘see yas’ to them. A door opened and closed before her, ‘Hey boys’ registered. She must have met them outside the club. The click of her heels came before the three forms began their walk across the street.
She moves like a graceful tank. Two men flanked her, their long jackets floating behind them, eyes covered by shades despite the darkness of the hour. Charley’s face tilted up at the second floor. Does she see me?
Wyatt leaned back on the ledge, crossed his arms and tapped his toes with a nervous energy that flowed through his body.
“Relax, Wyatt,” Lily said. “Keep your eye on the monitors.”
Though the men remained silent, Charley kept them apprised. Lobby. Elevator. Hallway.
“Ready boys?” she asked with suggestive undertones as the key engaged the lock and the door swung open in front of her.
Wyatt trained his gaze on the monitor.
James moved outside to reprogram the lock so there’d be no unexpected entry or exit.
Wyatt continued to watch via video monitor as Charley brought them farther inside, offered them a drink, and let her jacket drop to the floor. The silver and blue outline of her attire covered very little.
Both men accepted a Scotch from the minibar, their faces in shadow.
Charley’s hip swayed right, her hands in her hair. She slipped to the left, reaching for the ties to her ensemble. One of the two excused himself to the bathroom.
“Show time, take two,” James said.
“Let me help you with your tie.” Charley crooned to the man seated on the bed. She moved close enough for his face to fill the screen.
“Holy shit.” Cael came up behind Wyatt.
Wyatt’s lips firmed into a tight grimace as he looked upon a face he knew all too well, yet not at all. How do they know him?

***

A crash, an ‘oomph’, and silence emanated from the bathroom.
Lily’s concoction works with magical timing.
The man on the bed looked up at Charley and mouthed all-too-familiar words. “Keep-my-cover.”
“I will,” she mouthed and closed her eyes. She added, “Keep mine,” but he’d already fallen backward to the bed.
When Wyatt stormed the room, Charley turned toward him from where she’d knelt. Her body shook as if she’d been chilled by the wind, yet the room hovered at a warm seventy-two degrees.
“How does he know you?” Wyatt asked. “How does my best friend from high school know it’s you?”
“I can explain.” Charley held out her hands as she stood. “I’d like to change out of these clothes first.”
James and Cael entered and split up-one to the bathroom, one to Stuart. They pulled each man from his stupor.
“What is there to explain? How does he know?”
Charley tried to move past Wyatt, but he blocked her way. “Let me by, Wyatt.”
“Let her by, man.” James’s warning came as he sat Kevin in a chair.
Wyatt moved enough to let her by but so that she’d have to rub her entire body against his to do so. Once past, she strode into the room where Lily waited.
“How much do I tell him?”
Lily pointed to her ear.
Damn!
Wyatt walked in, fury burned his eyes. “Tell me how much of what?”
“Everything,” Lily mouthed and moved to the opposite room.
Charley knew they’d listen to every word. She paced as she thought. The size of the room prevented the extension of her full stride as Candie. What does he really want to know? She bristled at the lack of space.
“Sit down, Wyatt.” Charley motioned to the bed where Candie slept.
He stood, arms crossed, and didn’t budge.
“Okay.” He’s not going to make this easy.
She ran her hands through her hair. When she touched the lens of the hidden camera, she followed its path down the back of her head and detached it.
“Now only I can see you.” She laid it on the table.
“How do you know Stuart?”
“We worked together.” Not a lie.
“When?”
Too soon after I left you. “A number of years ago.”
“Why?”
“Same as you. Help. Information.” She shrugged. To save his life.
“How did he know you aren’t Candie?”
The question lay in front of her like a red-hot branding iron. How much did she risk? How far did she have to go? “I let him kiss me.” She looked down at the floor.
“So a kiss tells someone who you are?” His voice rose. “Is that all it takes? A simple kiss on the lips?” Wyatt stepped toward her.
Charley took a step back, bumped into the table. “Wyatt-”
“Don’t ‘Wyatt’ me.” He threw his arms out like an umpire calling a runner safe. “How does he know, dammit? You said you showed him.” Wyatt’s tone turned venomous as he batted the sides of his head with his palms. “It’s nearly midnight, Charley; I’m tired and frustrated, and this new information isn’t going to help.”
“I told you.” Charley dropped her voice to a whisper.
“Like this?” Wyatt’s lips met hers with a fiery passion.
Her arms hung limp at her sides, like drapes above a window. As Wyatt pressed his lips to hers, memory took hold. She wanted to tear into him; she wanted to cry.
Control your emotions Charley, or he’s going to discover the truth.
Wyatt pushed the kiss farther.
Charley’s hands regained their function, and she dove into him, dug through his suit, and moved her fingers up to his hair, where she pressed as he shifted and adjusted. Their lips sizzled with an intensity she’d known only with one other man-rather, the man he used to be.
She pulled her lips from his but kept a secure hold on him. “I was in South America.” Though it wasn’t the first time we met or the last. “We were on an assignment for the Army. Stuart was a private in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
“Go on.” He pushed but laid his head against her forehead.
“Like this operation, he walked into the middle of it. To save his life I had to reveal a bit of my cover, so to speak.” She took a deep breath. “In the process, we ended up entangled within each others’ arms and walked out unharmed. But-” She moved her hands up to hold on to Wyatt’s lapels. “-I still had work to do, and he might see me again. We needed a signal to ensure if we found ourselves in the same situation, we’d both know.”
“That doesn’t sound so farfetched. Why didn’t you just say something?”
“He’s undercover, Wyatt. He’s not a part of this group you’re searching for. If he’s here, in that role, he’s fighting the same battle. He signaled me, I signaled him. We both knew.” More than you.
“Who does he work for?”
“That I can’t say.” Or not exactly-same group as you.
Relief flooded into her as Charley realized Wyatt’s concern lent itself more to their cover than her revelations. He tried to turn, but Charley held him close.
“As far as I know, he’s not on our side. I haven’t seen him since high school, so I really don’t know anything about him.”
“I thought you were best friends?”
When he met her eyes again, she worried she’d said more than she should know. He’d said that earlier, hadn’t he? Dammit!
Sadness clouded the green of his iris. “We were. We had a falling out a long time ago.”
“Good friends are hard to come by.” She ran her hands up his chest. Almost eye to eye without the stilettos, she could see deep into his.
He dropped his head and shook it, tried to turn from her but she held tight again.
“Why won’t you let me go?” His expression teased.
She sensed diffused rage. “Why should I?”
Wyatt moved his arms to her waist and pulled her into him again. Their eyes locked, emotion passing from one to the other. Charley withheld her moan as pleasure filled her. Wyatt tilted his head, and with a deliberate and gentle touch, eased his lips to hers again. The kiss burned into her psyche and ignited fires long since dampened.
Wyatt shifted as Charley did. They moved together as if they’d known each other forever. Their tongues teased, breath escaped and bodies pulsed-heartbeats in sync.
Charley closed her eyes as Wyatt relaxed in her arms. Her fingers tickled the back of his neck-a place she’d found he loved before.
He’s the same.
He shivered under her touch.
Recognition?
Charley pulled her lips from his. “There’s more, though.” She kept her gaze on his. Oh, so much more.
“Yeah, I guess since he knows about us, none of our interrogation can be in Kevin’s presence.”
Fear kept truth hidden. “I’m not sure what he knows, but I promised we would keep his cover.” Charley didn’t move away.
“We will, but will he keep ours?”
He always has.
“It’ll help if I’m not Candie when we talk.” Her body trembled. “Wait.” She stopped, confused. “I thought none of them would remember.”
“They won’t if we inject them, but I’m not sure I can do that to a fellow American, or agent, if that’s what he is.”
“Then I will,” Charley said. And everyone can forget it all.
Wyatt pushed her hair behind her shoulder. His finger caressed the side of her neck. Charley let the sensation run through her-as memorable as if she’d been the eighteen-year-old he’d once known.
“Thank you,” Wyatt said.
“For what?”
“For opening up. For being honest. For telling me stuff you were probably sworn to keep confidential and for trusting me.”
Ouch. Charley held her smile in place.
Wyatt dropped her hand as she pulled away from him.
“Shall we get your information, then?” She turned to the door as Lily entered. Her sniff and tears sent panic through her. “Lily?” She pushed past Wyatt. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s… Chase…” She sputtered as James and Cael came in behind her. “He’s missing!”

***

“Who’s Chase?” Wyatt asked.
Charley didn’t respond. She moved to stand directly in front of James. “What do you mean?” Her entire body shook, hands clenched at her sides as if about to boil.
James leaned down to her as Lily wailed into Cael’s arms.
Who is Chase?
Cael firmed his lips while James’s quivered, but he drew his gaze to Wyatt’s. “Chase is our son.”
A child? Wyatt’s expressions must have been clear as shock ran through him. Whose? Charley’s? With James? His mind ran through the gamut of questions.
“Where is he?” As Candie, she stood toe to toe with him. Her fingers gripped his forearms. “Where is he?” Her voice broke.
“They don’t know.”
Unsure of his role but still aware of her impact on him moments before, Wyatt opted to leave logic behind. He put his hands on Charley’s shoulders.
She sucked in a breath. “What about Sophie?”
“Sophie is missing, too,” James said.
Charley shook her head, turned to Wyatt, grabbed his jacket and leaned her forehead against him. She breathed in deep again and released air. Lily’s sniffles continued.
“Tell me he ran away. This is a joke. Some stupid ploy.” Charley whispered with a pain so clear the hair on Wyatt’s arms stood on end.
Memories of long ago-the one time in his life he’d had the same emotion-a time he’d buried and ensured he’d never go through again.
James shook his head.
“This cannot be happening.” Her voice hitched, and she pulled at her hair. “Sophie was there to take care of him.” She whipped a hand out.
“They don’t know anything, Charley.” Even James struggled with the words, his voice cracking with each answer.
“I can make some calls,” Wyatt said
Charley’s voice broke. “Don’t leave me.” She clung to him-a lifeline that would break if he let go.
“I won’t leave.” He held her with one hand while he fished in his pocket for his cell. Her pain disconcerted him. Wyatt wanted to comfort but didn’t know how much he could, or should, offer. She’d become a part of his life through an investigation that she’d completed. If he could offer her some consolation, he would, but they’d part ways. She’d agreed and done more than he should have asked. He’d do the same.
“They could be wrong,” he said, though the scowl James made told him otherwise.
“They believe it’s a kidnapping, Charley, but with Sophie missing-” James ran a hand over his head. “Nothing is amiss at the house that anyone-only we’ll be able to tell.” He relayed the information as if he’d read it on the front page of a newspaper.
Charley’s lips trembled as she turned and poked her finger into James’s chest. Wyatt let go when James pulled her into himself.
“Wyatt?” James called over her head. “Please leave. Cael? Take Lily. Call the Sheriff. Find out everything you can while we pack. Wyatt, if you care at all about Charley, go. Now.”
“No,” Wyatt said.
James closed his eyes, tilted his head, and opened them again. “There are things you don’t understand. Charley is going to need some time… to herself.”
“She asked me to stay.”
“Wyatt?” James’s stare penetrated deep in Wyatt’s mind.
What does he see?
“Everything you’ve ever understood could be altered in one single moment, do you understand? For our sakes, you’ll need to keep it completely under wraps. Is that clear?”
Wyatt wanted to grab Charley and pull her back into his embrace. When she’d kissed him, he’d desired her with intensity. When she clung to him, he’d been empowered.
“No, but yes.”
James nodded once at him, leaning into Charley’s hair-the same way Wyatt had moments before. The sweetness in her had reached deep within him to memories that had evaporated. He’d always known smells had power. Could they last sixteen years?
“Let it go, Charley.” James whispered the words. “Let it go.”
“But-” She whispered back.
James returned his gaze to Wyatt’s. “It’s okay.”
Her entire form trembled again-the smallest of movements but a shimmer nonetheless.
“Wha-” Wyatt began but James stopped him with a shake of his head.
James held her tight in his arms with an intimacy Wyatt expected of lovers. As he watched, the blonde hair he’d let fall through his fingers like rain disappeared. An ink-black hue took over.
This cannot be happening.
Wyatt took a step backward but stopped at James’s defiant glare.
Charley’s breath calmed but broke in fits and spurts. With each intake, more change took shape. The side of her face stretched; her fingers shrunk, as did her legs. She no longer fit in the silver-blue outfit she’d walked in with; it hung from her frame like cooked spaghetti.
He watched the woman he’d met hours before-who’d become someone else for him-return.
“Get over here.” James’s clipped command hit him.
Wyatt hesitated.
“Now!” The man had a boom of a voice.
Wyatt scrambled close.
He shifted Charley toward Wyatt. “Just hold her. Up, down, whatever, just keep her in your arms.”
Wyatt hesitated again, and James shook his head as he moved Charley’s limp body into Wyatt’s arms. Her long dark hair draped across his forearm.
“What do I do?”
“Just hold her. She needs calm and rest after something that drastic.” James began to walk to the other room.
“How long?” Wyatt looked up at him.
“Does it matter?”
He shook his head as James left, dragged himself to the edge of the bed, and sat with her in his lap. One finger stroked Charley’s forehead, twisted in a length of one of her curls. Asleep? Unconscious? He didn’t know, but in his arms, she reminded him of a girl he’d known and lost. Her laugh, her touch, and the feel of her skin under his fingertips-all reminded him of her.
“Wyatt?” She whispered through parted lips with her eyes closed. “I’m sorry.”
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Bags in hands, four of them boarded the jet. Cael took what would have been Wyatt’s seat with Lily leaning into his shoulder, her hand cupped in his.
Two hours and they’d land on their home turf, where Detectives would meet them.
Charley leaned back in her seat. James’s palm landed on knees she’d pulled up to her chest, her arms wrapped around them.
“It’s going to be okay,” he murmured.
“If anything has-”
“Don’t think like that.”
“I can’t not.”
“I know,” he said as Lily sniffed again.

***

Wyatt had watched her leave. James had told him to keep in touch and offered a simple handshake. Yet, a fifteen-hour adventure, a kiss to end the world and out of his life forever? No way. If nothing else, Wyatt vowed to appease his curiosity. With Stuart, he had more at stake. He’d toed the company line-or government one-with each of his questions. Sure enough, Stuart did work for the FBI-two departments and a few levels down from Wyatt.
The red LCD blinked three thirty as Stuart’s head lolled again. “I told you…” His words garbled with sleep and a drug-induced stupor.
Wyatt sat across from Stuart on the edge of the bed so they could converse. “Why are you here?” He had grilled him with the question already four times.
Stuart’s head lolled again. “Fol-follow up.” He sat bound to the chair.
After a thorough interrogation, Kevin had provided all the information Wyatt needed for his trip, so he’d sedated him and moved him to the bed with Candie. Come morning, he’d find himself in an interesting situation and could conjure his own excuses from there.
“Who’s Charley?” Wyatt asked Stuart.
“Charley?” Stuart mumbled back.
With Stuart half conscious, Wyatt wondered if he’d get the answers he sought.
“You met her at Mind Benders.”
“No idea.”
“Who am I?” Wyatt asked.
“Dunno.” Stuart gibbered as his head drooped.
With a sigh, Wyatt stood and walked to the dresser. From a black case, he pulled a syringe and a vial of clear liquid.
I’ve always hated this part.
With only a side lamp for illumination, he flipped the container upside down and inserted the syringe, pulled the transparent fluid until it reached the first line, popped it off, and set it back in its storage case. Needle to the sky, Wyatt pressed with his thumb and thumped it twice.
Here we go-for real this time.
He returned to Stuart’s side, grabbed one arm, and jabbed the needle through Italian silk into his shoulder. With one quick press, he released the drug to do its work.
Stuart jerked upright in the chair and would have fallen had James not bound him so well. He shook his head and squinted as Wyatt turned on the overhead light.
The two stared at each other-Stuart’s eyes, wide with shock and disbelief, Wyatt with controlled indignation, his arms crossed, legs at shoulder width.
“Wyatt?” Stuart’s head jerked.
Wyatt stepped closer. “Stuart.”
“Wha-what’s going on?” He shook his head.
“That’s what I get to ask.”
Stuart’s head shifted to the right, left, around the room, at the ties that bound him and back to Wyatt.
“Untie me?”
“No.”
“What’d I do?”
What didn’t you do? Wyatt let Stuart’s question hang. “Who do you work for?” He figured he’d recap to see if any of the answers changed.
“The United States Gov-”
“Which branch?” He jumped to the next question to cut off any opportunity for well-constructed fabrications.
“FBI-”
“Which department?”
“I’m not at liberty to say.”
Wyatt grabbed Stuart’s collar and leaned down to his face.
Stuart turned his head away. “I can’t say.”
“I have authorization.” Wyatt rattled off a code that Stuart would recognize if he were legitimate.
“It’s a sealed group out of DC.”
Wyatt let go and turned away from him.
“How long have you been with the bureau?” Wyatt stuffed his hands in his pockets but didn’t turn around.
“Since after I finished my second tour.”
So she’d told me the truth-or a part of it.
Wyatt turned back to Stuart, sat on the edge of the bed so they could look each other in the eye again. He leaned forward, put his elbows on his knees. “Who is Charley Randall?”
Stuart cocked his head but held Wyatt’s gaze. “Who?”
“The woman you met at Mind Benders tonight.”
Stuart shook his head. “Candie?”
“No. Charley.”
“I don’t know who you’re talking about. I only met Candie.” Stuart shook his head again as if to regain his thoughts.
“I know she’s a shape shifter, and I know you know.” Wyatt said it through clenched teeth as his frustration grew.
Stuart’s eyes widened but adjusted within a split second. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You never were a very good liar.” Wyatt smirked as memories from their childhood surfaced.
Stuart mirrored his expression.
Wyatt softened. “Who is she?”
“Why don’t you tell me?”
Wyatt chuckled. “Learn that in the Army?”
“College. Got a degree in Psychology.” Stuart shifted in his chair. “Butt’s going numb, man. Can you untie me?”
“I could, but I won’t. Whose secret are you hiding?”
“All sorts of secrets.”
“I get that, but tell me about Charley.” Wyatt really only cared about her.
“Look, man,” Stuart shook his head. “You don’t want to know.”
“Yes, I do!” Wyatt stood and punched the air. “She told me she met you in South America when you were in the Army. She told me she would keep your secret. She told me you’d keep ours. She showed you who she was with a kiss.”
Stuart’s face remained blank, but Wyatt read abdication in his eyes.
“Tell me!” He let his hands fall to his side.
Stuart shook his head.
Wyatt flung his arms out in frustration.
“You know her better than I, how can you not know?” Stuart raised an eyebrow.
“Not know what?”
Stuart dropped his head, kicked the bed and tilted back up to Wyatt.
“What?” Wyatt moved his hands to his hips.
Stuart breathed in deep, let it out slow. “The woman who was Candie?” He shook his head as if he had to consider his words.
“Tell me.” Wyatt tried to keep the plea from his voice.
“That’s Mira.”

***

After two days, Wyatt still couldn’t get inside Charley’s files, and with each try, he encountered yet another set of blocks. Ever since Stuart had revealed her name, Wyatt had been mired in anger and confusion. He’d done what any self-respecting male would do-he’d flown home and pulled every string he could find.
The broad mahogany desk before him suited the style of his home office but not his mood, which lent itself to sharp and pissed. His fingers flew across the keyboard as page after page of information scrolled before him.
He punched the intercom of his phone. “Sheila!”
“Yes, sir?” She answered with as much politeness as usual, despite Wyatt’s repeated outbursts.
“Will you please do some translation for me? I’m sending the files now.”
“Yes, sir.”
Wyatt leaned back in his chair, thought of Charley or Candie or Mira-whatever her name. Stuart had relayed the same exact story Charley had about how they met, so at least that part had been true or as truthful as either wanted to be.
He leaned on his desk and put his head in his hands. He understood why her body had fit to his so well, why she’d been so familiar yet distant. He knew her yet didn’t. The woman he knew as Mira had become the biggest enigma in his entire career.
The knock on the door drew him away from his thoughts.
“Sir?” Sheila stood at the door. She waited until he nodded before she proceeded. “You have a visitor.”
He’d left his calendar clear but not for a guest.
“Who is it?” Wyatt scrubbed his head with his palm, regretting his gruffness. “I’m sorry, Sheila. I’m just not in the mood for company.”
“I understand, sir. But it’s your mother.”
Wyatt looked up. “My mother?”
“Yes.”
He shook his head. Why’s my mother here? There’d be no way to avoid her. “Bring her back.”
As Sheila left, Wyatt rose and walked around his office-a quick dust check had to be in order. He knew his Mom wouldn’t mention it, but he really didn’t want to take the chance.
“Oh, well.” He sat behind his desk again.
The fact that little to none of his paperwork ever got printed kept his desk debris-free and at least clean-looking to the less observant.
“Wyatt!” His Mom held out her hands as she entered in front of Sheila.
He walked around his desk again. “Hey, Mom.” A nod to Sheila over his Mom’s shoulder as she embraced him, and Sheila disappeared.
“How are you, honey?”
“Fine, Mom. You?”
She patted his cheeks and smiled, her expression arranged into one he recognized well and filled him with happiness.
“You want to sit?” He held out one of the two leather-backed chairs that had come with the desk ensemble.
Katherine Jennings sat, her hands in her lap, one leg crossed over the other-as sweet and kind as ever she’d been. Her hair had yet to gray. Her eyes sparkled. Trim and fit, at a foot less than him, he still looked up to her. She shifted in her chair while Wyatt made his way back around his desk for the third time.
He sat with a thump and leaned back. “What brings you to the other side of town, Mom?”
She tilted her head, worried her hands, looked down at her feet and back up a number of times before she blew out a breath. “Well.”
Wyatt couldn’t help the smile. “Something going on with Dad?”
“No, no, honey. It’s not that.”
Her tone turned wary and sent Wyatt’s nerves fluttering. “Are you sick?”
“Oh no! No, honey, I’m fine.”
“Okay, Mom. Spit it out.” The shift from happy to worried only added to the strain that already weighed on his shoulders.
“Okay, well…” She sighed. “You remember that story I told you a long time ago?”
All the stories came from long ago. Wyatt blinked, unsure which one she’d bring up.
“Well… that family that lived in that house, they still live there. Though I’m sure she’s a grandmother by now. I heard on the news that their son-or grandson-I don’t know. Anyway, he’s missing, and I hoped maybe you could help.”
She’d come to ask for his help on behalf of Charley? “Are you talking about the Turner Point family?”
She nodded.
“There are detectives working that case, Mom. It has nothing to do with the FBI.”
She waved a hand through the air. “Oh, I know, honey. I just thought maybe you could be helpful-seeing as you live right here and all. You’re so good at what you do. You have all those commendations and awards.” She pointed to the framed plaques that adorned his office.
“Do you really even know them, Mom?”
She sat up tall in the seat. “Does it matter?”
Wyatt decided a few prying questions wouldn’t hurt. “How? You met them once, thirty-four-odd years ago, right?”
She softened again. “You never take for granted those who have helped you along the way. Plus, they were so kind-the four of them. They took care of me at one of my darkest hours. I’m not sure I would have survived without Charley, let alone been able to cope. She, Lily, James-and there was one more. I can’t remember his name.”
“Cael?”
“Yes!” She wagged a finger in Wyatt’s direction. “But, Charley… she’s the one who helped me. I think she must be in her fifties or sixties by now. I’ll never forget her.”
Charley had helped his Mom? Wyatt wracked his brain for the right story. He shook his head-a futile attempt to clear his confusion. “How old were the rest of them then?”
She closed one eye, the other and popped them open. “In their twenties. I haven’t seen them since then, but I wrote a few times, and they responded.”
“What do you mean?” He folded his arms on his desk, his head nearly at rest on them. His mother had both irked and intrigued him.
“Oh, I sent letters to them about you and as you got bigger, about your life. Since they were there… when you were born, I thought they might like to keep up with you.” She closed her eyes as if in mid-memory. “I told them about high school and going off to college and you settling right here back in town.”
She opened her eyes and looked at him. “Charley always wrote me back and thanked me for the letters. They sent you Christmas and birthday presents, too. Bet ya didn’t know that.” She pointed a quick finger at him.
Wyatt shook his head and let out a small laugh. “Uh, no.”
She’d never told him, and he’d always assumed the gifts came from his parents-even when both of them lost their jobs during the recessions, he’d been oblivious.
“Anyway, I thought maybe you could help. I don’t know who lives there now-probably a daughter or other children-but my letters always get there and are always answered, so I keep sending them. I was just hoping maybe you could help me pay them back a little.”
What can I do? “I’ll see what I can do.”
“Thank you, honey.” She turned her watch toward her face. “I gotta run.”
“Where ya off to?”
“Lunch with your dad.”
Wyatt walked around his desk, lowered to the side of his Mom’s chair and hugged her right there in her spot. He breathed in her familiar scent-some perfume she’d always worn.
“One more thing. I brought something for you.”
“What is it?”
She dug through her bag, eyes and hands intent. “This.” Out of it, she pulled a box. “We cleaned out some drawers.”
Wyatt took it from her, rubbing the soft velvet. Together, they stood and walked to the door.
“I thought you might want that.” She reached up with one hand and pulled him forward for a kiss on the cheek. With a pat and a ‘you take care’, she headed down the hallway.
Wyatt opened the box to find the ring and stone as it had been tucked within almost two decades before. The one he’d intended to give his first love-the one Lily-or Leena, as she’d been called then-had forced him to promise to hold.

***

Charley carried a cup of hot tea in each hand as she bumped Lily’s door open with her butt. “Hey, Lil.”
Lily, covered to her neck in blankets, tracked Charley’s movements with red-rimmed eyes.
“Having the dreams again?”
Lily nodded.
Charley eased a hip onto the side of the bed as Lily sat up and took the tea.
“Thank you.” Her breath hitched.
Charley patted Lily’s legs under the blankets. “Detective Bland stopped by this morning.” Lily’s eyes lit up. “He said they’re looking at every lead that comes to them.” The pile of photos on Lily’s nightstand caught Charley’s eye.
She pulled them into her hands. On top, a picture of her and Chase on her bed, reading Goodnight Moon.
Tears welled in her eyes.
A flip to the second revealed Chase’s first Halloween as Batman, with Lily as Robin, James as the Joker and Charley as Batgirl.
Her breath hitched.
“Why do you have these in here, Lil?”
Lily set her tea on the table beside the bed and knocked tissues from the same. “In case-” The tears began again.
Charley let her own fall but not on the photos. Another of her and Chase at his first baseball game, where he’d hit the winning run.
A smile escaped, along with the bubble of a laugh. He’d run the entire bases without stopping, as if his pants had been on fire, though the ball never left the infield.
She turned the next photo to Lily. “We’re going to find him, Lil. We are.”
Lily smiled as the image of Chase in her kitchen, covered in flour from the biscuits they’d made together, faced her. Cael had helped, managing to cover himself just as much as Chase.
“Did the detectives say anything?”
Charley shook her head as she flipped to another image of Chase with the mouse-the third time he’d snatched it from school. His mischievous grin gave his plans away. “We’ve followed up on every lead. I promise.” Charley’d researched every one as it came through.
She, James and Cael had hounded the station countless times in the previous two days. She’d learned to cope after getting her good cry out of the way.
Lily pulled out another snapshot from Chase’s first day at school with his Superman lunch box.
“I know it doesn’t help that we have no leads, yet, but everyone is still working to find him… and Sophie. James and Cael are out looking now, even.”
Charley flipped over a picture of Chase at his favorite restaurant: McDonald’s. “We have to go into town for groceries, Lily.”
Lily leaned back into her pillow, closing her eyes. “Can you go without me?”
“I could…” Charley shrugged. “… but I’m not going to.” She sipped the tea she’d held between her knees and waited for Lily’s reaction.
Her head lolled forward as she opened her eyes. “But-”
“Lily?” Charley squeezed Lily’s calf through the blankets until she had her attention. “You see this face?” Charley turned a picture of Chase’s first missing tooth toward Lily. “We will not stop. We’re going to find him-them. I believe that. In the meantime, we have to trust everyone who’s working on the case, and we have to take care of each other. We need you.”
“But-”
“I need you, too. I’m hurting just like you, but we can’t stop living, eating and breathing. Chase and Sophie would want us to keep hunting, not sit idle.”
“You don’t know how I’m hurting.” Lily’s tone bled with pain and suffering.
“I’ve tried to tell you you’re wrong, but I know that’s subjective.” Charley hugged the photos to her chest and took a deep breath. “So far, though, you’ve harbored the belief that Chase must be in the same position as you once were. We didn’t abandon him, Lil. This is totally different.”
“It hurts too much.” Lily turned back into her blankets, snuggled low and pulled them up to her face.
“I know, sweetie, but today is not an option. Be ready in an hour.”
Charley left Lily to her thoughts and returned to her own room, one last photo of Chase in her hand. She moved to her balcony, mug in hand, and leaned over the rail. She’d taken the photo from the spot where she stood at that moment. Chase and James had waved to her from the ground two stories below as they worked to build a fire, and they’d eaten s’mores until they’d all thought they’d hurl.
She chuckled at the memory as tears formed again.
Instead of Chase and James in her line of vision, squirrels ran up and down trees, jumping from one branch to another in play. Birds landed on leaf-tipped extensions and sang their springtime tunes. Lily’s door to the outside world had been closed; she would blame herself whether she had anything to do with Chase’s kidnapping or not.
Charley needed hers open to keep herself sane. She stared at Chase’s smiling face. “I will find you if it’s the last thing I do, baby.”
She fisted her hand around her mug, bumped the edge of the rail. If any of them had been home, it wouldn’t have happened. If they’d added double security or locks or had a dog. If other countries didn’t vie for her as an operative for them.
Her tears dried up as anger burned within.
If they hadn’t gone to Montreal to break up a child laundering ring. She shivered at the thought of Chase as a target.
“‘If onlys’ don’t get you anywhere,” Charley said into the breeze tickling the hair against her neck.
A bird sang in harmony with a second and a third. The sounds grew until she almost missed the doorbell.
It chimed three more times before she made it to the landing of the stairs. Charley sucked in air as if she’d held her breath throughout the entire walk, and she thought through who of the press might want another question answered, which group of gawkers would wait for her flustered response to questions, or her ‘no comment’. ‘The Kidnapping of Turner Point’ headlines gave her family far too much time in the spotlight over the last forty-eight hours.
Charley steeled herself as she gripped the doorknob. “Smile and say thank you,” she said to herself. She pulled open the front door.
Sophie’s body laying across the stoop.
Charley rushed to her. “Sophie!”
Sophie’s head lolled from one side to the other as Charley checked her pulse and tried to wake her. Sophie stirred, mumbled something incoherent in a drug-induced slur.
A call to James followed the call to 9-1-1. “Come home, quick! Someone left Sophie on the front porch!”
He relayed the information to Cael at nearly the same pace. “We’ll be home in fifteen. Go with her. I’ll call Detective Bland.”
“Okay.”
Charley checked over Sophie’s torn clothes, through her pockets and over her body for obvious problems but found none. As Charley’s hands ran over Sophie’s shoulders again, it slid across paper peeking out from within her shirt pocket. Charley tucked it in her own, let herself fall to the porch floor, and placed Sophie’s head in her lap as the sounds of sirens burst through the crisp clean air and thoughts of her missing boy haunted her.

***

Two more days and countless tests later, with assurance by everyone in her family, Sophie’s doctor’s released her into Charley’s care. Sophie admitted to nothing, remembered little, and had no recollection of Chase being with her.
After repeated questions, she continued to insist the kidnappers had taken only her, but with the concussion, and Chase still unaccounted for, Charley discounted every one of Sophie’s statements. Detective Bland had questioned her until she’d fallen asleep in the middle of the activity and her doctors kicked him out.
Charley sighed as she waited in the early evening sun for Sophie and her wheelchair. The weight of the entire situation-all their anxiety, hopes and worries-rested on Charley’s shoulders again. She paced the length of the car, back and forth, and dug her hands in her pockets.
The note Sophie’d had in her shirt crumpled under Charley’s hand. She slid the pink paper from the depths of her pocket, flipped it over and back.
What if it’s about Chase?
Charley’s curiosity overrode the value she placed on privacy. She unfolded the paper in a rush, held it up so the writing came through clear. Sophie’s own handwriting scrawled across the page as if she’d tried to write while drunk.
Through a series of up-and-down letters placed at jagged intervals on the paper, Charley made out the words: ‘Charley Randall’ followed by a phone number.
They want me.
She stuffed the note back in her pocket as James wheeled Sophie out to the car. She gave him one furtive glance which he acknowledged with a nod. As she regained her composure, she pulled her phone out and left James to help Sophie into the car. The line rang three times before it reached its destination.
“Hello?” A happy voice answered.
“This is Charley.”
“Oh no. No, no, no, no. I am not getting in the middle.”
“Please. I need your help.” She tried to keep her voice light.
“You need to make a different call.”
“It’s not about him. Someone took Chase. Sophie’s back, but they want me. I need your help. I need you.”
He sighed. “Dammit. Where are you?”
“I’ll be home in about twenty minutes. Thank you. Thank you so much.”
“I got a stop to make first,” he said. “No phone calls, activities or-whatever-without me.”
“See you soon, Stuart.”
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Eight hours after he’d begun the day, Wyatt found himself face to face with his computer screen in yet another search for information on Charley. Despite his intentions otherwise, he’d made a few calls and run through a number of red-taped requests that yielded no new information on the missing kid, though he learned the nanny, one Sophie Condes, had been found.
Two hours and what seemed like a hundred phone calls later, Sheila interrupted him. “Wyatt?”
“Yes?” He seethed through clenched teeth, lost in ten levels of security-clearance requests that got him nowhere.
Why do I care about this one case? Ah, yes. Mom. He ran a hand through his hair.
“You have a visit-”
“Oh for the love of god!” Wyatt’s bellow accompanied a pound on his desk. Why do people keep interrupting me this week?
“Ah, sir? He’s already heading your way. I wasn’t able to stop him.”
Wyatt whirled out of his chair, around his desk and pulled his weapon from its holster. Barrelling past Sheila didn’t bode well. Footsteps echoed down the hall as his visitor approached. Wyatt peeked around the corner.
Stuart, dressed in solid black, his hair mussed, walked toward him.
Wyatt re-holstered his gun.
Stuart’s smile grew as he approached.
Wyatt moved into the hallway to provide a proper welcome. “Stu-”
Stuart’s fist collided with his nose.
Wyatt’s head met the door frame. His vision wavered. He inched back toward the opening and reached for his gun.
“Leave it,” Stuart said. “I’m not going to hit you again.” He took a step toward Wyatt before he added, “I don’t think.”
Nose in hand, drops of red seeped onto his palm and down the arm of his jacket. “Dammit!” Wyatt tilted his head backward in the hopes of stopping the flow.
Stuart gave a light chuckle. “You know you’re supposed to go the other way, right?”
“Fuck off.” As much as he’d wanted to hit back, he simply couldn’t. He still held too much of their forgotten friendship within him.
Wyatt walked backward into his office, back around his desk and dropped in his chair. Stuart followed, taking the seat opposite. All lankiness gone, Stuart stretched his too-long legs out and relaxed his elbows on the arms.
“What do you want?” Wyatt pinched the bridge of his nose.
“I’m tellin’ ya, man, lean forward.” Stuart stood and pushed Wyatt’s head to the desk with one hand.
The heartbeat in Wyatt’s nostrils began to wane. He stuffed his nose with tissues. Head against the surface of his desk, he let it rest. “Whan are you doon ’ere?’”
“You screwed up my op.”
“Tanks to myn bonss.”
Stuart laughed. “Thanks?”
Wyatt sat back up and pulled out the tissues. “Talk to my boss.”
“I did. He blames your team.”
“He told me to hire them.”
“I know.” Stuart laughed again. “I’d have done the same.”
“Then why?” Wyatt asked. “Why are you here?”
“Because it’s been a long time.”
“Nearly sixteen years.”
“What happened, man? Why have we spent half our lives doing the same thing yet with no sense of partnership?”
“You know the answer to that,” Wyatt said.
Stuart leaned forward in his chair. “Julie and I divorced four years ago.”
Didn’t know you were married to her. “I’m sorry to hear that.”
Stuart leaned back again. “No big deal. It was three years. We’d met up at a bar one night, kinda hooked up, moved forward fast and married. I was ready to ditch her ’bout a month in. She actually put in for the divorce.” He waved a hand as if he didn’t really care. “She’s an idiot, just like you always said-well not said, but we all knew in high school. Think I might have been reliving my youth. Stupid overall decision on my part.” Stuart’s ramblings continued without pause. “Thank god we didn’t have kids. Can you imagine? I mean, me and Julie? With this job?”
Wyatt shook his head. “You come for small talk, Stuart?”
“No.” He stood, stuffed his hands in his pockets and paced in Wyatt’s office. “I need your help.”
Lovely.
“I messed up the op in Montreal. We lost the connection when Kevin woke up in bed with both Candie and me.”
Wyatt smiled at the memory of how he’d set them up. “So the punch was for that?”
Stuart laughed. “Yeah. I owed you that one. Now we’re even.”
“What do you need help with?”
He stood behind the chair, hands on its back. “I want to work wi-I mean, for you. They want to can me over the screw-up. I’ve not been happy for a few years in my department, and our brief reunion brought back a lot of memories.”
“Not all the memories are good.”
“What do you want from me? An apology? Which I already provided, I should add.” He pointed an accusatory finger in Wyatt’s direction. “You want money? I got plenty of that, with the exception of Julie’s alimony. The woman is a real bitch.”
Wyatt shook his head.
“What then? What can I do to make up for sixteen years of lost friendship?”
“Tell me about Charley.”
“Are you fucking kidding?” Stuart threw his hands up in the air. “I already told you what you wanted to know.”
“You told me she was Mira. How did you learn that?”
“I tailed her. That was all. I followed Leena-Lily-to the airport that next day.”
“Not in South America?” Wyatt noted the shock in Stuart’s eyes. He’d slipped.
“No, before. But, I did catch up with her in South America, and that was accidental.”
“Then where did they go?”
Stuart hesitated. “In South America?”
“No. That next day. You didn’t tell me then, did you? For six weeks, I tried to find her-for six weeks! You joined the Army, up and left me to look on my own. My best friend-the guy who I’d been there for. Nothing. Zilch. Nada. You gave up on me, Stuart. You gave up.”
“I’m sorry, man. Everyone told me it was in your best inter-”
“Oh cut the crap, Stuart. You were my friend. My friend. Not everyone else’s. Who were you to decide what I should or shouldn’t know?”
Stuart hung his head-the same familiar, despondent way he used to.
“So tell me now. Tell me everything you know about Charley.”

***

Wyatt drove the familiar roads with Stuart in the lead. Why he’d agreed to go, he didn’t know. Between Stuart and his Mom, he’d been suckered into it. Wyatt opted to take his own car for an easier getaway, should he need it-which he expected he would.
At first, he’d been downright pissed. He’d thrown his favorite mug into the wall where it shattered and gouged a hole he’d have to patch later. Sheila had run from her desk but left in a huff when she’d seen the mess. He’d be damned if he’d admit any curiosity.
The ride up Turner Point hadn’t changed. Only a few houses clung to the harsh grade of curved asphalt. He knew the one at the top to be the most prominent and beautiful-it always had been.
Torn with memories, Wyatt punched the gas pedal, braking hard when he got too close to Stuart’s SUV. He groused how his friend’s vehicle should have been able to handle the mountainous landscape better than his Mustang, though if he’d been in front, he’d have taken the curves far too fast to burn off some of his anger.
Stuart had told him what happened years before but not how he’d gotten involved again. What Wyatt hadn’t understood, he’d ask, and he’d damn-well get answers. He didn’t care if they accomplished the purpose of their visit or not; he had his own mission. If Stuart really wanted a job, Charley’d best be completely and absolutely honest. He’d leave Stuart to set the guilt trip if he had to.
The crawled pace around the curves stoked Wyatt’s pent-up frustration. He knew his friend did it on purpose, but to pass would be a death sentence.
Wyatt honked and pulled out his cell.
Stuart picked up in one ring.
“There’s a mile left. Winter will be here before we get up there.”
“You done ranting and raving back there? ’Cause I told you where we’re going, and I will not be the reason you pick a fight with big and bigger.”
The nicknames fit James and Cael, though he and Stuart had gotten closer, if not quite as tall. “No, and I won’t until I get some real answers, so move it!” He pressed the ‘off’ button. “Damn phone! I can’t slam it, or it’ll break!” He yelled through the window as his fingers gripped the wheel tighter.
As they wound their way to the house, good memories lay in rest as if buried under the rubble of an earthquake. The house glistened under the sunlight and reflected blue sky. He knew why they’d chosen the spot at the top-they could see everywhere-as free and open as a bird in flight and yet contained, with no neighbors in sight.
He and Mira, or rather Charley, shared so much in one night’s kiss and yet so little.
The wheels crunched gravel as they made their way from road to driveway. Wyatt’s heartbeat sped up in anticipation. What would she say to him? How would she react? She’d be pissed. She’d be shocked. Big and Bigger would probably come to her rescue as they always seemed to do, or at least James would.
Wyatt took a deep breath and steeled himself as he stepped from within his car onto the driveway. Stuart walked back to him.
“Can you handle this, man?” Stuart asked.
“You’re asking your future potential boss if he can handle a situation?”
Stuart shook his head. “If that’s how you’re gonna play it, I can get hired on elsewhere.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets.
Maybe that would be a better idea. “I already put in the departmental paperwork. It’s me or some assignment in Alaska.” Wyatt slammed his car door, and together they finished the forty-foot walk to the porch.
Stuart hesitated, one finger above the bell. “Ready? ’Cause they are only expecting me.”
“I’m ready.”
The quiet ding-dong hadn’t changed in sixteen years.
James appeared within the frame, stiffened.
“I know what you’re thinking, James,” Stuart said. “But all this mystery crap has got to stop.”
“It’s your funeral,” James said. He turned to Wyatt. “And yours, too, if you mess with her.”
Stuart stepped through as if he’d been a part of their lives for years-right over the threshold and into the same entry in which Wyatt had found himself before.
James shifted, letting Wyatt by, but turned to him before he could pass, extending a hand outward. “Thank you for coming.”
Wyatt didn’t have time to think of a witty response. “You’re welcome.” He shook James’s hand. That was odd.
James led the way through the entrance where new artwork plastered the walls. Wyatt recognized the signature in the corner of each one. Charley. It dawned on him he had a piece of her work. With one hand, he slapped his forehead.
Stuart stopped and turned. “What?”
Wyatt pointed to the name. “Charley.”
“Yeah. So?”
“She gave me one of her pieces the night she left-on my birthday. I have it at my house.”
Stuart shrugged. “Probably worth something if you want to sell it.”
No way. It’s the only thing that’s real these days. Wyatt shook his head.
Warm and inviting, the open loft with beams crisscrossed the ceiling and gave it a contemporary look but still a very homey feel-the same as it had been.
Lily and Cael sat together on the couch. A pixie-like woman lay with her head in Lily’s lap, bundled in a blanket, her eyes closed, breathing at a calm pace.
Charley had her back to them as Stuart sauntered into the kitchen.
From the back, if he let his mind clear, he could see his Mira in her: the shape of her hips, the length of her legs and the curls-though the color in no way matched. He tried to remember as Charley turned and caught him in mid-stare.
“Hello, Mira.” He held his expression as flat and unemotional as he could.
She gasped but recovered, shot a glance toward Stuart, James, Cael, and Lily before she turned back to him. “I didn’t expect you, Wyatt.”
“I brought him.” Stuart returned from the kitchen, an apple in hand. “Gonna be my boss,” he said between bites.
Charley drew in a deep breath and let it go, but the hint of a smile threw Wyatt.
What exactly is Stuart’s relationship with them?

***

Charley wanted to run up to Wyatt, grab him by the edges of his jacket and hold him so tight he’d never leave. Instead, she banked a laugh at Stuart, who clearly didn’t understand the nature of a secret-a time limit did not apply.
She knew Wyatt would notice the nonchalance of Stuart’s entry. It didn’t matter, though-their meeting didn’t revolve around either of them. They’d come together to find Chase.
Five days had passed since he’d disappeared. Sophie’s return confused the situation, leaving Charley and the detectives with no new information and even more questions.
“Would you like a chair?” She motioned to the spots around the room.
Wyatt shook his head as Stuart plopped onto the loveseat.
Sophie took up most of the couch, so Charley moved to the end and sat on the arm.
“Thank you for coming, Stuart, and you, too, Wyatt.” Charley nodded at each in turn. “Would you like a debrief?” she asked.
“Yes, please,” Wyatt said as Stuart’s focus returned to his apple.
Charley went through the details as she knew them.
“Have the police tapped your phone?” Wyatt asked.
She tilted her head toward him. “Yes, but it hasn’t been useful. They didn’t call, and with Sophie back, I can’t imagine they will. There was no ransom request. Nothing.”
“But we do have Sophie’s note.” James handed the paper Charley found to Wyatt.
He studied it a moment. “Has she given you any context for it?”
“No.” Charley shook her head. “None. She doesn’t remember it. What do we do?” Charley said with a hitch in her voice.
Wyatt’s small head shake did not encourage her. She didn’t know what she’d expected, but with three guys in the FBI, she’d hoped they’d unlock a door behind which she’d find Chase. Fantastical, sure, but what mother wouldn’t think through all possibilities, ethereal or otherwise?
“I talked with Detective Bland before we started over. Apparently you guys-” Wyatt pointed to Charley and her group. “You have a lot of people on your side. My mother even.”
Over the years, they’d led Katherine, Wyatt’s Mom, to believe Charley left the house to her granddaughter, named after her. They’d all been too taken in by her to sever their ties.
“Anyway,” Wyatt continued. “They’ve got it all laid out, multiple officers tracking leads and sources-”
“We could assist more.” Cael sat upright. “We have our own resources. We’ve scoured every connection we could come up with on our own already. We need to be prepared for every possibility.”
“Yes, but since you’ve got a vested interest in this, they want you to remain outside the bounds of the investigation.” Wyatt’s gaze tracked to Stuart.
“We need to do something.” Lily spoke through a small hitch in her own breath.
Cael pulled her in tighter to him.
“As the victim’s family, the best thing you can do is let the professionals do their job,” Wyatt said.
Stuart jumped up. “That’s bullshit and you know it.”
Charley and Lily both jerked back. Cael and James leaned forward, their elbows on their knees.
“Give ’em access, Wyatt. You know you can trust Cael, at least,” Stuart said.
Surprise warred with excitement over the possibility they’d have more to do. Wyatt turned to Stuart, a serious glare in his eye. Charley’s heart skipped a beat; he’d dashed her hopes as fast as Stuart raised them.
“Cael?” Wyatt said. “Can I speak with you privately, please?”
Cael nodded and released Lily, rose from the couch and stood. He lead Wyatt out of the room.
“What does he need to really let us in on this, Stuart?” Charley asked.
She’d give him anything if they could be more active participants. They’d been designed for investigative missions, and Charley knew they would find success if someone gave them entry to the FBI’s greater resources, not just their own.
“I don’t know.” Stuart flopped onto the couch. “He’s Director level, so I’m not privileged to most of his information. But… he is going to transfer me to his department.” Stuart added a sweet smile-one Charley knew meant he’d found his place again with Wyatt.
Her own frustration clouded her happiness for him.
Wyatt came back in, followed on his heels by Cael.
“Wyatt’s going to transfer me to his department, and I’ll get the information we need. Whatever I relay to you must be held in the strictest of confidences-which, of course, most of us know how to do.” He shot a glance at Stuart. “I don’t know if this will help or not, but it’s worth a shot.”
Charley stood and walked to Wyatt. He tilted down to her, his gaze meeting hers-the same but different, mature but young, tough but soft. So many memories, so many times she’d lain in bed and wished him there beside her. The man before her, despite everything she’d done to him, had once again put her first-whether he did it for her or his duty.
“Wyatt-”
“Don’t.” He brought one hand up and wiped away a tear that made its way down her cheek. He closed his eyes as his thumb caressed her skin.
Charley took a tentative inch of a step forward. The connection remained, no matter the number of lies that formed the wall between them.
She laid her hand on his, left his against her face and looked up into his green eyes. “Thank you.” She poured sincerity into those two little words in the hope it could begin to mend what she’d ripped into so many pieces.
His lips firmed into a tight line as he dropped his hand. “Just doing my job.”

***

Charley moved away as Cael touched Wyatt’s arm, taking his attention. Her departure burned right through his core. He’d wanted to crush her against him. He’d wanted to feel her move under him like he’d always imagined. Yet, he couldn’t put the face with the memories.
Instead, he reverted to his work. With the boy as priority, a relationship would lose precedence.
“We can set up here if you have an office, or back at mine if you’d like,” Wyatt said.
“We have an office this way.” Cael walked toward the home’s entrance again.
Wyatt turned to follow with Stuart and James in tow. They traipsed down the hall by the stairs. Art covered the walls, signed by Charley and Cael-who Wyatt remembered he’d known before as Carter.
Cael led him to an office decked out in state-of-the-art equipment-pieces Wyatt had attempted to requisition for years with no luck. Some of it, he knew, cost as much as his car. Thousands of dollars of computer hardware lay in front of him.
“What do you guys do, exactly?” Wyatt asked as he took in the room, three times the size of his own office.
“Exactly what you hired us for. Intelligence,” Charley said from behind him.
Intelligence my ass.
Cael took the controls at the computer, motioning for Charley to sit at the phone. “We just need to dial in Detective Bland before we make this call.”
Wyatt nodded him forward.
Charley’s hands shook as she took the phone. For a seasoned agent who worked with the FBI, her nerves surprised Wyatt.
Cael pressed a few buttons, which meant the call would be recorded.
“We’re good to go here, folks,” Bland said.
Wyatt and the rest placed headsets over their ears.
“You ready, Charley?” Cael asked.
She nodded, bringing the phone to her ear.
“Hello?” A robotic female voice answered.
“This is Charley Randall. Who is this?” Her voice lent itself to a plea.
“That doesn’t matter.” The voice held a harsh undertone. “Took you long enough.”
Wyatt bristled at the tone and the implication they’d waited to call.
“Are you alone?”
She glanced up to Cael, Wyatt, James and Stuart. “Yes.”
“Good.” The voice turned deep and menacing. “You found the girl, then?”
Charley froze, her eyes growing wide. “Of course. But what about-”
The voice chuckled. “The boy? What about the boy?”
The room, while silent, remained as still as if frozen in time.
Charley opened her mouth as if to speak, but the voice interrupted. “He was a nice prize once we figured out she wasn’t you, Charley.”
“But-”
“No interruptions. You get this one call to us. That’s it. From now on, we’ll call you.”
Charley shivered in her seat, the phone rattling against her earring. Wyatt’s need to comfort warred with his role as investigator.
“Is he safe?” Her voice carried in a whisper.
“Yes.” The line died with one second to spare on their trace.
Charley dropped the phone and ran from the room with her hands over her face.
Wyatt laid the headphones on the desk. Three faces stared back at him.
“She’ll be on her balcony. I’m sure you can find the way,” James said.

***

Charley pushed through her door and marched onto her balcony. She grabbed one of her afghans and walked to the rail where she flipped the blanket around her shoulders and let it fall across her back.
The cool air calmed the fury which burned within her as the captors confirmed Chase’s containment but gave nothing more away. A fresh batch of tears spilled over her cheeks. She wiped them away with the back of her hand as footsteps signaled behind her.
Charley didn’t turn around but breathed deep. Wyatt. She hadn’t led him, but he’d found her.
“James told me where you’d be.”
“I figured one of them had.” She let a small laugh free.
“Can I sit?”
Charley motioned with a wave but didn’t turn around. Her desire for closeness warred with her need to focus on Chase.
“If you’re going to try and convince me Chase will be fine, don’t. You don’t know. We don’t know. No one knows, no matter what they said on the phone, which was nothing. It could all be a ploy, a ruse to build up my hopes.” She continued to stare into the vastness of the fast-approaching night.
Chase’s absence put her emotions on a roller coaster with no end.
“Ah… okay. So what I was actually going to say… you did a really great job on the phone. I know it might not sound like it, but… well… you did.” His shuffling feet reminded her of years passed.
She closed her eyes, dropped her head forward. “Thanks.”
“Okay then, I’ve… uh… I’m going back.”
“Yeah. Okay.”
She’d not only lost Chase, she had a long way to win Wyatt again.
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Wyatt returned to the office where Cael, James and Stuart sat in front of the monitor.
“Everything okay?” James shifted to the end of the desk.
Wyatt shrugged, leaned into the doorframe. “I guess. She says she’s okay.”
The raised eyebrow on James’s face suggested Wyatt should have stayed longer.
“Let’s go ahead, put the paperwork through for your transfers, and pull the little data I’ve found,” Wyatt said.
Cael slid from the computer. Wyatt took his spot, typed his codes into the FBI’s remote system, and followed the menus to the appropriate section for a transfer.
“I’d like to go through the information with you,” Wyatt said.
“I’m in,” James and Cael said.
“Me, too,” Stuart said.
Wyatt turned to find Cael and James on the other side of his desk with their gazes fixed on him.
His confidence in himself waned. “I’m in for the long haul, too.”
“There’s a chance this could hurt worse than any other assignment you’ve had.” Cael nodded toward the open door as the printer began to buzz.
Did he mean Charley?
Wyatt cocked his head as he realized the implications of what he’d offered. The assignment would be a no-brainer-if they found the child. Charley, on the other hand, could, in fact, be the metaphorical death of him. He could give them the data and go, walk out, and leave as she’d done to him, or stay and potentially go through it all over again.
Wyatt turned back to the screen to finish the transfer. “I’ll take my chances.”
Stuart, Cael, and James each found chairs and pulled them up the desk where they waited with an impatience Wyatt knew came from personal ties to a problem. They drummed fingers, tapped toes, and cracked bones in their fingers and necks.
Wyatt shivered each time they did it. He typed to the speed of the system. When he reached the last page, he turned to Cael. “You’re sure you want this transfer?”
Cael nodded.
“Because if I put in for it, you’re going to have to work for me for two years before you can change again.”
Cael acknowledge his ‘yes’ with another head nod.
Wyatt hit the return key. “Done. Now, gentlemen, we have a little boy to track, and I need to know what you’ve found out about that phone call.”
For the next two hours, James and Cael brought Wyatt up to speed on the work they’d done outside the perimeter of law enforcement. Wyatt knew they had to wonder if their trip to Montreal had any connection to Chase’s disappearance. It had happened while they’d been gone, there’d been no leads-typical of cases Wyatt had handled-and Chase’s family had a lot of money-also normal. The fact a note had been left on Sophie, with a number, suggested Charley had been the real target.
The kidnappers made an error, and Chase became their fallback plan.
According to all records, detectives notified the Center for Missing and Exploited Children on the day of the event. The local authorities had issued Amber alerts that stayed active for three days while they gathered leads, none of which panned out. The cops continued to cull through them.
“It’s like sifting for gold,” Cael said. “You think you find a piece and damn if it isn’t pyrite.”
Wyatt looked up from his own stack of information. “I was thinking nearly the same thing.”
The phone log provided nothing new. After another two hours without success, Wyatt’s stomach grumbled. In the quiet of the room, all three faces turned to him.
“Sorry,” he said.
“No, we’re sorry.” James turned from his seat to the clock on the side wall. “We need to eat. It’s way past dinner, and we’ve offered you nothing. Charley will have my hide for that.”
Wyatt smiled at the thought of Charley and James head to head. Big tough man, tiny woman. He could see it. “Let’s take a break. Stuart and I can go get something and come back.”
“Oh, no. No, you don’t. We have food here, and unless you want to deal with the wrath that is Charley, then me, because I’ll have to deal with her, you’ll stay,” James said.
Wyatt noted Cael remained quiet, but his smirk did enough to convey the same message.
Stuart rose. “I’ll ah, just go check in with them,” he said. “See if Lily did any cooking.” He disappeared and left Wyatt with James and Cael.
“We have a confession,” Cael said.
Uh oh. Wyatt braced himself with elbows on the mound of papers before him. He clasped his hands together. “Okay.”
“Now, don’t get mad, but we thought you should know this before much more happens.” James turned to Cael for confirmation.
“Stuart has known about us for a little while,” Cael said.
Stuart had said he’d learned about them in the beginning, right? This I can deal with. “A little while? How long is ‘a little while’?” Wyatt’s question surfaced rife with sarcasm. He sucked in a breath.
They looked at each other before James murmured, “All sixteen years. He’s… ah… been a part of our family the whole time-or, rather, most of the time.”
Stuart hadn’t gotten further with details before he’d dragged Wyatt into his own past. He’d assumed, by way of Stuart’s tag on Lily all those years ago and being yanked into the Army, that he’d left it at that, or maybe seen them once or twice since they both worked for the government. The way James said it made Wyatt think Stuart not only knew but kept up.
But what do I know? I’m the odd man out, good for nothing more than my job.
Wyatt made sure his eyes showed none of the emotion that turned him to stone. Sixteen years and Charley really had come between him and Stuart. Wyatt had found her again only to be stabbed in the heart by her choice.
She’d kept the wrong man close.

***

As they reached into the dinner hour and beyond, Charley’d left the safety of her balcony, pulled Lily into the kitchen, and forced her into some semblance of normalcy. Charley took a spot on a barstool while Lily stirred a pot of who-knew-what or even if it would be edible. On the couch, Sophie wavered between quiet and asleep, and awake and tearful. She stayed hidden under her covers most of the time, thanks to a dose of pain killers administered on a regular basis.
Stuart had taken on Sophie’s latest crying jag when he’d appeared from within what Charley called the man-cave.
“Smells good in here,” Charley said.
“Mmm-hmm,” Lily murmured.
Charley smiled as she saw, for the first time in almost a week, an inkling of the normal Lily. The tiny bit of happiness she’d allowed herself crashed with the footfalls that stormed behind her. Charley turned as Wyatt barreled into the living room. He pointed at Stuart, a firm line to his lips, turned, and pointed outside without a word. Behind him, James and Cael hurried into the living room. Stuart’s wide eyes told her Wyatt needed some explanations.
“Uh-oh.” Charley rose as Stuart did. “Wait, Stuart.” She walked back into the living room.
Wyatt turned to her. “No, Charley, or whoever you are. I’ll help you find your boy. I’ll do my job. But that bastard there owes me some explanations.”
“No, Wyatt, he doesn’t,” Charley said.
Wyatt cocked his head.
“But I do,” she said.
“I’ll talk to him, Charley.” Stuart started to stand again.
“Outside.” Wyatt pivoted toward the front door and with one foot, stepped forward.
“No.” Charley’s answer hit her mark. “Stuart, sit. Wyatt? You talk to me.” She stalked through the living room as Stuart sat back down.
Lily stopped stirring, and James and Cael let her pass.
“Follow me.”
Without a word, he did.
She stepped outside, onto the front porch. Once Wyatt joined her, she closed the door with a slow and meausred control to her movements. The evening’s sun had long since set, bringing along a significant drop in temperature. She shivered, wishing for her blankets, a jacket, or something to cover her arms, though the chill came from yet another bout of nerves rather than from the cold.
Wyatt’s silence added to her anxiety, but Charley turned to face him as he stood just outside the door’s edge, his arms crossed over his chest.
“Why did you leave me?” Wyatt started the moment their eyes caught.
Straight to the heart. Charley dropped her gaze.
“Oh, now you don’t want to talk?” Wyatt threw his hands up into the air. They fell against his slacks with a thud.
Charley raised an index finger, hoping he’d give her the minute she needed. Two deep breaths later, ready to explain, she prepared to launch into the story. “You remember what happened in Montreal?”
“Yes.” He nearly spit the answer.
“The fact that I changed physical shape right in your arms?”
Wyatt nodded at her, but she caught the hesitation.
“I’m a mimic.” She waved her hand in front of her face. “It doesn’t matter. You saw. You know. I can take others’ shape.” Charley took a deep breath before she continued. “Seventeen years ago, you nearly caught me when you and Stuart were changing a flat. Sixteen years ago, I wanted to get to know you but realized you had your whole life ahead-”
“Don’t give me the ‘whole life ahead of you’ shit. I don’t give a fuck.” His eyes reflected the pain his voice projected.
“Well, since I’m a lot older than you, and have a lot more experience with life, that’s how I looked at it.” Charley turned her gaze to the tiled porch.
“How old are you?”
“Don’t you know you’re never supposed to ask a woman her age?” She drew a small smile from him as she looked back up. “Two hundred and thirty-four-almost.”
Wyatt’s eyebrows rose but he quashed further expression. “And you don’t look a day over sixty.” A small chuckled emanated from him.
Am I getting through to him? Or is it angry sarcasm?
“I opted for an exchange student so you’d know she had to leave. I agonized over doing it, though. James even gave me his blessing to go.”
“Go where?” Wyatt asked.
“With you.”
“You could have told me. You could have been honest.” His shoulders relaxed, though he stiffened again.
Charley’s frustration level ratcheted up a notch. “Are you kidding?” A small laugh flew from her. “Eighteen and in love-what did you know? You about freaked when I showed you my eyes on the dance floor. How would you have reacted if I told you I could change shape and was a couple centuries old?” She laughed again. “You’d have had me committed. Most of us don’t last this long. Gotta throw that in there.” She angled her head to him.
“What do you mean?” Wyatt frowned and shook his head. “I get that you can change shape, though I don’t understand it. Were you about to die or something?”
Charley restrained her smile. He’s interested. “When we find a match, it… changes our lives forever-literally.” Charley paused. So much to tell. How do I say this so he’ll believe me? “Anyway,” she began again. “After you and Stuart came here that night, Lily and I decided we’d make it look like we’d actually returned to New Zealand. We planned the whole airport thing, just never got on the plane. Unfortunately for me, Stuart had been pissed enough to come after Lily who’d turned into Mira to make our farce more realistic.”
“Why did Lily have to be you?”
“I can’t mimic anyone on my birthday. If I try, that is the form I’ll hold for the remainder of my life. It’s one day a year that I must be me and only me. It’s a permanent eighteen-year-old day.”
At Wyatt’s blank stare, Charley figured she should explain further. “I’m eighteen on my birthday. Every time.” She waved a hand in the air. “Anyway, mimics usually find the right mate somewhere before their hundredth year and make their final change-to live a normal life-like yours. We want to grow old, live, love, laugh, and eventually pass away. But we can only do that if our match shares a birthday with us.”
“Oh,” he said.
“I’d promised a number of people I’d walk away from you, and I knew it was the right thing. You were too young to take on what I’d need… long term. And, I do keep my promises.”
“So, you had to leave.” His tone remained dark but softened.
“Yes. Lily pretended to be me, but Stuart followed her.”
“Good ol’ Stuart.” Wyatt chuckled. “Always the man in the wrong place.”
Charley agreed, though she owed a lot of her sanity to Stuart. “Apparently, Lily didn’t do a great job in her transformation-she’s younger and not as experienced, but she was willing. So Stuart saw through it, and she had to bring him back here to explain. Since that point, he’s been a part of our secret, but he didn’t know all of it.”
“Who else knows your not-so-secret secret?”
“A number of people in the government but not just in the U.S. Most simply don’t believe it. You remember our dinner when Stuart told us all what Julie’s father said?” Charley smirked at the memory.
Wyatt nodded.
“That’s what most people who can’t believe think. For me, it’s more about being able to be anything I want. Because I’ve also been blessed with a photographic memory, I am considered one of the world’s greatest weapons, so our illustrious government keeps me on their payroll and helps keep us… under cover.”
Wyatt cocked his head.
“Stuart had no plans to join the Army.” Charley mirrored the tilt of his head. “The government takes care of us. It takes care of those who learn the truth, too.”
“Oh.” Wyatt moved to the seat next to Charley.
“When Stuart found out, he was forced into service without much explanation… only that it was for the security of the nation.”
Wyatt tilted in the other direction.
“Then, this one time, we were on separate missions. I got caught away from Cael and James. American military came in as insurgents opened fire. We fired back. I recognized Stuart, told him who I was, why I was there, and what I needed. He blinked once, since we hadn’t seen each other for a few months, and grabbed my arm. He believed me at that.”
She closed her eyes at the memory.
“A bomb or something hit the restaurant we were in shortly after. I’d never expected to be in the middle of fighting, Wyatt. I was never supposed to be-am not supposed to be. Stuart managed to get me out of there, back to the Embassy where Cael and James met me.
“I promised to explain everything to him-in detail. It took another eight weeks before we could get him out of South America. When we did, we brought him here.” Charley’s voice cracked. “After we explained everything, he begged me to tell you, but we made him promise… again.” She waved a hand as if to change her answer. “No, I did. His eyes welled, Wyatt… when I made him promise. He had to give you up because of me.
“He’s been a part of my family since then, in a variety of ways, but it’s always… always… always been my fault that he couldn’t tell you.”
Wyatt gave her no response, his face reflected no emotion.
And I have screwed up again. She turned to the door, opened it and stepped inside.

***

Wyatt followed Charley back through the house to the shared office. Her revelation gave him answers and loads of questions. They also suggested a few of her kind might have been part of some of his weirder assignments. As he thought about it, a few of those made even more sense. Hindsight really is twenty-twenty.
Cael, James and Stuart formed a wall in front of a monitor, their heads rising as Charley and Wyatt walked in.
James smiled, his grin directed to Charley. “Forensics came back with some interesting information, and we just picked it up in the files.”
Wyatt bristled as if he’d touched on James’s territory when it came to Charley. He banked the emotions and the war that started within him.
“What did you find?” Charley asked.
“Sit down, and I’ll explain.” Cael turned from the monitor. “I’d like Lily here if possible, though. I think the more she hears, the more she’s aware of what’s going on, the stronger she’ll be for it.”
“I can hang with Sophie if you want,” Stuart said. When all the faces in the room turned to him, he shrugged. “What? She’s asleep. I can handle that.”
“Go, Stuart. Send Lily. And thank you.” Charley patted his shoulder as he walked by. “But nothing to lead us to our boy or understand who took him, right?” Her hand gripped the desk as if she needed its support before the answer fell into her lap.
Wyatt wanted to put his arm around her but hesitated and tucked his hand in his pocket.
“No, not yet.” James passed her a look that broadcast his disappointment in silence.
Lily walked in a few moments later, and Charley patted the seat next to hers. Pinpoints of glitter dotted her cheeks where tears had fallen again. Hands between her knees, she shivered as Cael began.
Wyatt leaned to Charley’s ear. “Can I sit between you two?”
She looked at him like he’d gone looney, but when he pointed to a shivering Lily, Charley gave him her seat. He put one arm around Lily’s shoulders and pulled her tight as Cael’s gaze grew dark and dangerous.
“Keep going,” Wyatt said. “She’s cold.”
Lily nodded her agreement, and Cael turned back to his screen of graphs, numbers and lines.
Thank the Lord.
Wyatt wanted to offer the same to Charley but didn’t know how she would react. At least with Lily, Cael’s responses consistently suggested they were a pair and anything he did would remain in the realm of friendship.
“So, this…” Cael pointed to a red line. “… indicates force. And this…” He pointed to a green one. “… direction. According to forensics, and based on Sophie’s little bit of information, it suggests the assailant was female, and the little dissection of the voice on the phone does, too.”
“How can they tell that?” Lily asked.
“By her injuries, for one. It’s a lot of stuff I don’t understand but have come to rely on these guys to help in this way,” Cael told her. “From x-rays and her semi-conscious account, plus pictures, they measure the force it took to create the breaks in our furniture, the damage in the house. In Sophie’s case, her injuries were light-but Sophie’s small, so she succumbed quickly.”
“So a woman?” Lily whispered.
“Or women,” James said. “If someone attacked Sophie thinking she was Charley, she might have known of Charley’s strength. Why they opted to keep Chase is beyond what we can find here, though, and I can’t see him going down without try-”
“He’s just a baby,” Charley’s voice took an edge toward anger but mixed with desperation. “He can’t defend himself.”
James shook his head and smirked. “He’s eight, Charley. He’s not a baby anymore.”
Charley trembled like Lily, but the chill hit Wyatt, too, despite their lack of connection. Who is Chase, really?
“He doesn’t know what to do. He hasn’t been taught. He’s barely been away from us outside of Sophie.” Charley’s breath hitched.
Cael coughed under his breath.
“What?” Charley’s tone turned suspicious. She moved her hands to her lap as she stood.
“I-” Cael stopped and looked to James who nodded but rolled his eyes.
“Tell me what’s going on, right now!” She tapped a finger on the desk.
“Go ahead, Cael, tell her,” James said.
Cael heaved a sigh. “We showed him a few things.”
“You what? What did you expose him to? He’s too young, dammit, and we all agreed! Eleven at the earliest, thirteen to know, for sure.” She pounded one fist into the palm of her other hand as she berated them.
So Chase is one of them. In Montreal she’d called him her son. Her and James’s then?
“We just thought-” Cael started.
“You thought wrong.” Charley furrowed her brow, her lips pursed, nostrils flared.
Wyatt let a small laugh loose, and she turned on him.
“Have something to say to defend them? You don’t know anything about this. You get no opinion, nor options, nor ability to vocalize any thoughts.”
Wyatt raised his hands in surrender. “Okay.” He jumped in further than he should have. “But what if what they showed him… helps? Or saves him?”
The words must have hit the mark as her eyes glazed with tears. Wyatt readied himself for the onslaught of emotion.
Charley heaved a sob. “What if it doesn’t? They were after me.” She pointed to herself. “Me, Wyatt. If they know what I am, they can guess what he might be, and that alone could get him killed!” She ran from the room for the second time in the same night.
So he is Charley and James’s. Dammit.
Wyatt stood with the intent to follow but James stopped him.
“Hang on,” he said. “Give her a sec.”
Wyatt started to go again when Cael held up a hand. “Wyatt,” he said.
“What is with you guys? Don’t you know the rule? Guy runs after girl when she leaves in tears.”
“Guy in love with girl runs after girl in tears,” James said.
Either way. Do I love Charley or still love Mira or whatever? Wyatt kept his comments to himself.
“Can I just say one thing?” Cael asked.
Wyatt nodded.
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For standing up for us, for helping, for being a part of this and not freaking out about what you’ve learned.”
“What do you mean?”
James and Cael turned to each other.
“We have really good hearing, comes with the ability to shift our eardrums. Anyway, we know about your conversation outside and what you’ve learned.”
“I don’t think I’ve learned
much,” Wyatt said. “Most of it has come with loads of blanks. I know Charley was Mira and Stuart’s been in on it for years. You guys are very good at keeping secrets.”
“We want to have a life, too,” Lily whispered from below where Wyatt stood.
“By having a child? Does that make your life real? No one’s even acknowledged whose he is!” Wyatt’s frustration poured out before he realized the tact he’d lacked in doing so. “I’m sorry.” He waved a hand behind him. “That was poorly timed and not at all appropriate.” He ran a hand over his head, drawing in and letting out a deep breath.
“It’s okay,” Cael said.
“No, it’s not.” Wyatt sliced the air as if to cut off all disagreements. “It doesn’t matter so long as he’s safe and unharmed. I’m…” He stopped, put one hand in his pocket. “I’m going home. I’ll come back… tomorrow.”
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As the sun rose, Wyatt hedged. The brighter the day became, the more time passed, the more anxiety built within him about a return to Charley’s home. A trained field agent shouldn’t have nerves, he told himself over and over, but he continued to hesitate.
He dropped into his office where Sheila briefed him on various case updates-one of which came in the form of Charley’s. Wyatt rifled through the information, but the only new piece included a photo of a smiling red-headed boy named Chase.
To Wyatt’s mind, the boy looked nothing like Charley but had a hint of James in him. Then again, as shape-shifters went, Wyatt didn’t know squat about their early years.
In an attempt to linger further, he had a very late lunch with his Mom and dawdled until he realized they’d probably be moving along on the case without him if he didn’t return soon.
On his trek back to Charley’s, his thoughts moved from their first go-round to Montreal. She’d changed since her time as Mira-but her body’s shape conformed to his hands as it had before. He’d realized that in Montreal. His mind whirled with memories during his drive up the mountain. They both stabbed him in the heart and brought joy at the same time.
How do I let her go, though? Wait. Did she say James told her to stay with me? Wyatt ran a hand over his head. Maybe they aren’t a couple? He shook his head at himself. Why am I asking myself these questions and not Charley?
Branches extended far into the road, their leaf-tipped extensions offering a fairy-tale path. He imagined a horse-drawn carriage could follow it up and around toward a manor house. The trees added a romance he’d not seen before, especially not when he drove behind Stuart along the same curves a day before.
The vibration of his cell at his hip stopped his random thoughts.
He didn’t glance at the screen. “Moreland.” His car continued to move along the two-lane road at a regular pace.
“Stay away,” a voice said.
“Who is this?” Wyatt quick-turned his cell. The readout said ‘unknown’.
“It-it doesn’t matter. This is a warning to stay away from her. For your own safety.”
Wyatt snorted. “And I’m supposed to listen to someone who doesn’t identify themselves or the person I should stay away from.”
“I-”
Whispered voices provided either encouragement or guidance, Wyatt didn’t know which. Sounds like these folks are breaking rank or very unorganized.
“Send her to us, and you’ll be kept out of it.”
“Doesn’t matter if you include me.” Wyatt adjusted the car to the road’s curve before he turned onto Turner Point’s upward spiral.
“Uh-” the voice said.
Wyatt grinned. These guys are amateurs.
The caller disconnected without another word. Wyatt pressed ‘1’ to speed dial his office.
“Sheila McGowan.”
“It’s Wyatt. Please run my cell tap and send the details to Cael Aldridge.”
“Right now?”
When had she ever asked before? “Yes, please.” Wyatt shook his head and hung up. A bright-red gleam caught the corner of his eye as he rounded another corner.
“What the-” He craned his neck, slamming the brakes.
The red spot bobbed to a stop.
Wyatt pulled to the side. “That was not an animal.” He put the car in reverse. It whined as he sped backward and returned to the spot where he’d first seen it. “Oh my god.”
Wyatt jumped from the car and ran around it to the edge of the forest. “Chase?”
Chase jumped from a hole and ran with nothing but socks and underwear that hung, three sizes too big, from his body. Wyatt took four leaps in his direction and caught him in one arm.
Chase fought, kicked and screamed. “Let me go!”
Wyatt kept him tight against his body but didn’t move toward his car. “Hey, buddy. I know you were taken. You’ve got to be scared. I’m not one of those guys, and I’m not here to take you back to them. I’ve been helping your-” Wyatt didn’t remember if Charley called herself mom or not. “I’ve been helping Charley, Lily, Cael, James and Sophie find you. And Stuart, too. You know Stuart?”
Chase stopped kicking but didn’t turn. Wyatt almost wished he’d continue to fight to show he hadn’t given up. Unless someone dropped him off, which Wyatt didn’t think possible, Chase had made his way from wherever he’d been. Dirty, scratched and bruised, his body smaller than Wyatt had pictured, Chase shivered in Wyatt’s arms.
“You don’t know me, and I don’t expect you to believe me. If you come back to my car, I’ll let you call Charley. Is that okay?”
Chase nodded.
Wyatt pulled him against his body to warm his chilled form-one that couldn’t weigh more than seventy pounds. The boy’s refusal to turn toward him set Wyatt’s pace at a limp.
He stepped out from the trees. “That’s my car.” He pointed with one hand but didn’t remove his arm from the boy, who hung like laundry. “I’m going to set you on the hood, since it’s warm, and I’ll get my phone from inside.”
He put Chase on the car just as he’d explained, and the boy turned away from him. Wyatt hoped he wouldn’t jump and run off. He grabbed his cell and held it out to Chase. “You can call them. I won’t even dial for you-unless you need me to.”
Chase snatched the phone and flipped it open but hid the numbers from Wyatt. “Charley?” he whispered, covering his hand over the phone’s microphone and tucking his body into himself.
Wyatt wanted to put his arms around him and hold him tight. Boney, like so many little kids who hadn’t yet filled out, had he been wet, too, Wyatt would have thought him a drenched rat.
“I’m okay. Hungry. Yes. He said his name was Wyatt.” Chase turned to Wyatt for the first time. “He’s kinda tall, sorta dark hair. Jeans. A T-shirt.” Chase cocked his head, opened his eyes wide. “I dunno. Green.”
Wyatt smiled as he moved to dig through his car for a candy bar. He often had one or two stashed inside.
“Okay,” Chase said. “Wyatt?”
“Yeah, buddy?”
“Charley wants to talk to you.”
Wyatt walked back to him and traded him a Snickers for the phone. Chase tore into the sugar-laden treat as soon as he let go.
“Um… hi,” Wyatt said. “Doesn’t seem worse for wear. I’m a mile away or less. Can be there in two minutes.” Wyatt closed his phone and turned to Chase, who’d added a chocolate mustache to the dirt and grime.
“You ready, buddy?”
Chase nodded at him, but his eyes twitched from the car back to Wyatt.
“You can sit up front if you promise not to tell, but first-” Wyatt grabbed the bottom of his T-shirt and pulled it over his head. He balled it up and tossed it to Chase, whose eyes grew wide.
Chase scrambled off the hood, shirt in hand, and threw it over himself; it hung to his knees. He climbed into the front seat and pulled the seat belt across his scrawny frame as Wyatt did the same.
“Ready to go home, buddy?”

***

Charley stood on the porch in an anxiety-ridden fervor-the minutes stretching too long. She’d answered her cell with the thought that Wyatt would make his apologies for a late arrival. Instead, Chase’s voice nearly shut her mind down like when she’d seen Wyatt for the first time, again.
Was he okay? Had they taken his captors into custody? Why was he with Wyatt?
James and Cael came with her, but Lily stayed inside; she worried she’d make such a scene that it might scare Chase.
Charley spotted the car as it made the turn into their drive. She darted toward it, reached the passenger door, and flung it open as soon as Wyatt pulled to a stop. Chase scrambled out and into her arms, wrapping his scrawniness around her neck and squeezing. Charley returned the embrace with the same ferocity. Her tears mixed with his red hair, which reeked of animal.
Bastards! They will pay for leaving him like this!
She pulled his face away from her shoulder, and while he hung on like a little monkey, she rained kisses over his filthy cheeks, nose and forehead.
“Yuck!” Chase induced a laugh in all of them.
Charley pulled him back in for another hug as Wyatt came around the car. She mouthed ‘thank you’ to him as he smiled at her.
“Hey, Chase.” At James’s call, Chase scrambled into his arms for another round of hugs.
Cael’s arms reached for him, and Chase jumped from James. Still at, but behind her shoulder, Charley heard them snuggle in. She reached a hand out to Wyatt, who stepped forward, but rather than shake, Charley buried her cheek against his bare chest. She wanted to cry, scream, or have her own temper tantrum, though ‘happily ever after’ sounded far better in more than one case.
“We’ll catch them, Charley,” Wyatt whispered into her ear.
She nodded into his shoulder.
“Cael?” Chase whispered. “I did it.”
“Did what, little guy?”
“I got away.”
Chase’s quiet murmur into Cael’s ear brought a swell of pride to Charley. She pushed away from Wyatt, careful not to overextend their connection. She realized, too, that he’d given Chase his shirt. She wanted to run her hands along the planes of his chest, through the hair, down and around anywhere she’d let him. With Chase safe, her hormones kicked in tenfold.
“I am so proud of you. I think we need to call you ‘little man’ now,” Cael said with a hitch in his voice.
Tears pricked the back of Charley’s lids.
“Or little mouse,” Chase said. “I really did it. Will Charley and James be mad at me?”
Charley cocked her ear in their direction; Chase and ‘whisper’ didn’t actually work as a team.
“No way little… ah… mouse?” Cael said as a question, adding, “Let’s go inside, get some lunch-and you can tell us all about it.”
“Okay,” Chase said.
They walked back into the house. Charley, James and Wyatt remained outside.
“Did he say what I thought he said?” James asked.
“You heard it, too?” Charley turned to Wyatt. “Where did you find him?”
“Making his way up the mountain. Saw a little bright red bob in the forest as I came around a curve. Backed up out of pure curiosity and voilà. I was as surprised as you guys seem to be.”
“Do you think the kidnappers know?” Charley asked.
“No idea,” Wyatt said. “I would imagine so, but…” He shrugged. “I got an interesting phone call on my way up-had just hung up when I saw the boy there.” Wyatt pointed toward the house. “So what exactly did he mean by ‘will you guys be mad at him?’”
Charley looked to James, who shrugged and nodded at Wyatt. “I think he transformed. But into a mouse? Really?” She shook her head at the thought. “Maybe he just thinks he did. Do we know anyone who can be an animal?” She turned to look at James.
He looked back at her. “Yes,” he said. “Just one.”
Charley drew in a quick breath and pulled her hands up to her mouth. “Oh my god!”
“Dammit.” James beat a hand against Wyatt’s car before he leaned with both hands onto the hood.
“What?” Wyatt asked, with his handsome and confused expression Charley wanted to kiss and snuggle herself into.
“Maggie can be an animal, and she left us eight and a half years ago.” James firmed his lips and turned his head skyward with his eyes closed.
Charley went to him and wrapped her arms around him. “This is good news, James.” She patted his chest, eying Wyatt from the end of the car’s hood. “I owe you for this.”
“For what? Picking him up off the side of the road? I really didn’t do anything. He’d have made it here by this afternoon at the pace he had going.” His furrowed brow and tight grimace confused Charley.
“Yes, for that. And for helping. And for not being freaked by all the weirdness.” She waved back toward the house but took a step toward him.
He backed up. “So, who’s Maggie?”
Charley shrugged. “Just a woman from long ago.” She wanted to run into his arms and thank him with her heart as well as her mind and body, but his hesitation threw her. “Um, would you like to come in? Maybe we can get more details from Chase? I’ll get you a shirt, too.”
As Wyatt stepped around her, Charley followed.

***

From the limited conversation, Wyatt gathered Chase’s gift had a more extraordinary level to it than anyone thought. He’d like to have asked Charley more about it, but the smiles she held and the excitement that abounded through the room at Chase’s arrival left Wyatt as an outsider looking in.
Charley’d found a T-shirt for him, which he slid over his form as a dusty, but happy, child began his tale, surrounded by family and friends.
“Um…” Chase looked around the room.
“It’s okay, Chasey.” Sophie, who’d been roused with the announcement, snuggled in to him, and Stuart wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I’m okay and you’re okay, so we can tell everyone what happened.” She turned first to James, then Cael.
Wyatt caught the small shrug. Her memory had not returned-that he knew.
“Well, the doorbell rang, and Sophie answered it. I thought it might be you guys, but instead it was these three big people dressed in black,” Chase said, his voice one of worry but interest as any seven or eight year old boy might have.
“How tall were they?” Wyatt asked. “Did they reach up to the art on the walls in the foyer or low by the doorknob?”
“Ummm.” Chase tapped his finger against his chin-a move Wyatt had seen Charley do on a number of occasions. “Almost to the top of the door.”
Between five and six feet, given Chase’s height and perspective as he looked up at them.
“And then they yelled for Charley, but Sophie told them you weren’t here, so they grabbed her. I tried to help.” He turned in Sophie’s arms. “I tried to help you.” His little voice cracked.
Sophie snuggled him even tighter. “You did a good job.” She winced over his shoulder as she hugged him.
“Are you sure? They didn’t break you?” he asked.
“Nope, nothing that can’t be fixed, and Mister Stuart and Lily are helping me feel better.”
Chase turned back to Charley.
“They only took Sophie with them in their big black car, but I followed them all the way down the road.” Chase dropped his head. “I’m sorry I went in the road.”
Sophie rubbed his shoulders. “That’s okay, big boy. You were just trying to help, like you said.”
“That’s when they came back and told me to get in the car so I could take care of Charley.” His eyebrows squished to the center. “But I kept telling them she wasn’t Charley, and they kept saying ‘yeah, right’, but I said they weren’t right.” Chase ran a finger under his nose. “Why did they think I wasn’t right?”
Cael chuckled. “Because they were bad guys. What happened next?”
Chase tilted his head back up but turned to James. “They didn’t make me buckle up.”
James chuckled. “Another okay, buddy-boy. You were there for Sophie, and that’s what counts the most.”
Wyatt couldn’t help the smile. The boy had clearly learned, but like a typical eight year old, he hadn’t grasped the point of the rules.
“Um… so, since Sophie was sleeping, they drove and drove and kept on going all the way over the river. I remembered the bridge-that’s why I knew where to go. You remember the bridge, Cael? When we went fishin’?”
“I do,” Cael said, his own grin mirroring Chase’s.
Wyatt mouthed to Cael, “The bridge?” Cael nodded. The kid had provided a fantastic geographic marker.
“They carried Sophie away and took me to a room with two beds and one Mickey Mouse light. There weren’t any toys, but they did bring me a samwich. Ooh! So, then there was this cute little mouse in my room, like Pops. He ran across the room a couple times, and one time the people came back to check on me, and the mouse ran in front of them. I was hiding under the bed, and they didn’t see me. They screeched like you do, Charley, when you see a mouse.” Chase’s giggle infected them all.
“The people just kept bringing me food and a couple toys, but they didn’t let me out. I was gettin’ bored, so I decided… um… to try what Cael showed me.” He tweaked his gaze to Cael again.
“Keep going. It’s okay. Charley knows I showed you.”
Chase bit his bottom lip. “So, I focused really hard on the mouse. Thought all about him and how he might walk and ’bout his whiksers-his whik-his whiskers… I tried to keep real still and think about it.” He turned to Cael. “Like you showed me how to get out of ropes and things.”
Cael nodded him forward.
“So when I was thinkin’, I did it! I got really hot, but I just kept thinking about being the mouse ’cause there was nothin’ else to do. I walked all around the room but got real tired. I think I fell asleep.”
“When did you change back to you?” Charley’s voice held a calm softness, but Wyatt could see the burn in her eyes.
“In the dark. I was kinda cold, so I thought about bein’ me again. It kinda hurt, but not as bad.” He cocked his head at them as if to say ‘it was no big deal.’
Wyatt tilted his head. The boy didn’t experience pain while transforming?
“Transformation is a very tough process,” Charley said. Her voice sounded supportive, not angry or judgmental. “Especially when you change into an animal. People are easier because you’re already one of them, but animals-very little is the same. You’re very special to be able to do that, Chase. Very, very special.” Her gaze tracked to James.
“It makes you extra sleepy, and you have to rest for a while,” James added.
“I know!” His exclamation came with excitement. Chase slid off Sophie’s lap and stood, nearly bumped her in the chin as he did. “So I did it again the next night when they told me to go to sleep, and then I stayed under the bed like the mouse-alllllll night!” He all but jumped with giddy elation.
“Didn’t they see you the next morning?” Cael asked.
“Nope!” He stood with his little arms crossed against his chest. “They looked everywhere. While they were finding me, I went out the front door!” His smile would have warmed polar bears in a pond of freezing water.

***

The sound of the phone cut their conversation short. Charley whipped around to Wyatt. He flipped his cell open to speed-dial Detective Bland, who they’d not yet told about Chase’s reappearance.
“Go ahead,” Wyatt said.
She grabbed the handset from the base on the side table. Answered on the third ring. “Hello?”
“Is this Charley?” A flat voice, masked by the robotics of a computer, asked.
Charley’s entire body shook. “This is.”
“We will offer you a trade.” The caller took in a deep breath.
A trade? She opened her eyes wide at Wyatt, who remained in the room. Cael and James had disappeared to the office, or so Charley figured with their absence.
“Play along,” Wyatt mouthed.
Charley pressed a hitch in her voice. “Anything. You can have anything you want if you give me back my son.”
“Ah yes, the boy. We’ll return him-”
“Unharmed,” Charley interrupted.
“We’ll return him if, and only if, you meet uh-me, alone, at the arboretum as the night turns to morning of the last week day.”
Charley flipped her phone over so she could see the time. “Why not now? Why not right this fucking instant?” She pitched her voice up as if in hysterics.
The voice laughed. “You always get what you want, don’t you?” The sound turned to a sneer. “Well not this time. Friday. Midnight and no sooner. Nor later.”
“Where exactly?”
“By the gazebo, under the stars. Rain or shine, Charley. There will be no further instruction. Come alone.”
“You don’t know anything about him. He’s just a baby. Send him home, and I’ll meet you, now.” So I can kick your ass. “Do you want money? I have plenty. You can have it all. Tell me what I can do to get my son back!”
“Friday!” the voice blasted in monotone and hung up.
Despite the fact the entire conversation had been faked, Charley’s body vibrated with tension, rage and worry. “What do they want from me?”
She balled her hands into fists, pounded them against her thighs.
Wyatt stepped toward her but hesitated. “I don’t know, but I think we need to backtrack a bit.”
“What do you mean?” Charley took deep breaths in the hope of calming her need to throw something.
“I need to know everything there is about you.”
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Wyatt wanted to yell at her, to tell her that the secrets she kept put her in her predicament. He realized, before he said anything, that he meant those words for whatever sizzled but fizzled between the two of them. Secrets kept her family safe but put him on the outside fringe.
“I can’t help you if I don’t have more detail,” he said.
Her head popped up, her eyes glossy with emotion he couldn’t read. “Where do you want to start?”
“Who are you? Where do you come from? Why are you here? What did Cael show Chase? Why wouldn’t he already know? What does he know about you guys? Is he like you guys, for example?” Wyatt asked. I could go on and on and on.
James’s silent entry surprised Wyatt. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
Behind him, Cael rushed in. “Charley!”
They all turned to him as Wyatt banked the need to pull at his hair. At every turn, he found interruption.
Cael moved to Charley’s side. “Something’s going on.”
“Of course it is. I have to meet the-” She stopped, Chase’s wide eyes, trained on her. “Little ears don’t need to be a party to this conversation, let’s go down to the office.”
“Can I have some lunch?” Chase blinked a few times as the dust and dirt from his hair settled into his eyes.
Lily rushed over to him, picked him up and spun him in a circle. “You can have all the lunch you want after you have a bath.” She carted him up the stairs to fits of giggles.
“I’m really sorry, Charley,” Sophie’s tired voice came from the couch.
Charley knelt at her head. “It’s not your fault, and I will make these people pay for what they did.”
Sophie closed her eyes, snuggling further into Stuart’s lap.
“Now then, let’s go to the office, and we’ll figure out what to do next.” Charley pushed them all down the hall.
The moment they entered the room, she moved to the center, her hands on her hips. She emanated pure determination if ever Wyatt saw it on display.
“Before we begin, let me just say that I will do whatever it takes to get back at them. I also think they are total idiots because they don’t seem to know he’s missing.” Her hands shook in the air.
Cael walked to her, stopped her hands, his back to Wyatt. “We all will.”
“I don’t know about that,” Wyatt said.
“What?” She spun out of Cael’s hold.
“What if they know and are just playing along?” Wyatt shrugged as if the question were obvious and she should have already figured it out.
Cael moved to the desk, tapped a few keys, and glared at Wyatt over the edge of the monitor. “Can we get back to the call?”
Wyatt nodded him forward.
“By the way, the Detectives have it. Anyway, the caller’s voice… it changed. Still masked by a computer-”
“I figured that,” Charley said in a huff.
Cael’s smile reflected Chase’s youth, an excitement borne of news. “I know, but the best part of it was the tone. The lack of confidence.”
“I didn’t hear anything like that.” Charley’s statement came out flat as if she chastised herself for not picking up on it.
“You wouldn’t because you weren’t listening for nuance. Your focus was on playing the part-which you did like an Oscar winner, let me tell you.” Cael stopped. “It’s these little problems, these little clues that are going to help us kick their ass. I’m jacked Chase is back and ready as hell to see them fry for it.”
“Keep going,” Wyatt waved him forward. “And careful what you say.”
“You’re going to toe the line on this, Wyatt?” Charley’s accusatory tone threw him.
He jerked back, crossed his arms over his chest.
“Listen to this again.” Cael pressed play on the mini-recorder. “We’ll return him if, and only if, you meet uh-me…”
Wyatt stepped closer to the group. “Hesitation. There’s more than one. The voice started to say ‘us’.”
“Yes.” Cael slapped the desk with his hand. “Now listen to this.” He played another piece of the conversation back. “You always get what you want, don’t you?”
“This is personal. Completely, absolutely and without a doubt,” Wyatt said, but didn’t alter his stance.
“Exactly,” Cael agreed. He tilted his head up to Wyatt and twisted back to Charley. “They want you, Charley, like we already surmised, and whoever is behind it has a history with you, or us. That’s the frustrating part.” Cael knocked his fist against his forehead.
“We need to prep for Friday’s little mystery visit.” James shifted in his chair.
Wyatt held out his hands. “Whoa there, guys.”
Each of the three faces mirrored different expressions. Charley’s filled with anger, James’s with humor and Cael’s with curiosity.
Charley moved first. “What do you mean, ‘whoa’?” She took another step toward Wyatt.
James shifted back.
“I mean, you asked me to get involved, and I have, so we’re going to do this right, which means you three will not play a part in this.”
“Like hell we won’t.” Charley stood at his toes.
Wyatt wanted to wrap her in his arms. Instead, he maintained his stance. “We’ll find an agent to be you and send them to the park. That’s the safest thing once-”
“No,” Cael said. “One of us is going to have to do it. If these people know about us, they’ll know what we’re capable of.”
Wyatt glared at Cael, willing him to disagree again so he could bring his confidence down a notch or two. “It’s not safe for any of you to get involved at this stage.”
Cael stood, bringing himself to his full height. James moved to flank Charley.
“We’re trained for this, Wyatt. This is the kind of job we do each and every day,” Cael said.
“And I am now your boss. So what I say, goes.” He met Charley’s gaze as he spoke.
What had been simmering in her eyes boiled over. She poked Wyatt in the chest. “Cael’s right. This is what we do. I have to be the one to go, but I think we can probably go as a team-”
Wyatt shook his head.
“Get out, Wyatt.” Charley pointed to the door.
“Excuse me?”
James and Cael shifted behind Charley.
She closed her eyes as if she had to think to make the motion. “I said leave.”
“No.”
She glared at him-as if her look could have been any more of a death-warning. “If you would afford me this professional courtesy, I would appreciate it, Mr. Moreland,” she said in a crisp, polite tone Wyatt had only ever heard when a superior dismissed him.
He spun on his heel and walked out.

***

Charley staggered back as Wyatt stormed his way out. The front door slammed a moment later. It rang through the entire house, right down to their office.
“Ouch,” James said.
Charley spun, offered James the same look she’d provided to Wyatt. “What?”
James leaned into her face. “I said… ouch.”
The tension in her shoulders radiated down her arms, adding a pain and vibration worse than some of her body changes. Charley stared at her best of all friends. “Why?”
James snapped his fingers at her eye level. “You screwed up.”
“What?” Charley shook her head as if to jostle her thoughts into proper order. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“You know he still loves you, right?”
She said nothing.
Cael leaned over James’s shoulder. “I’m going to leave you two in private. This conversation is going to go somewhere I am not prepared to hear.” He bumped Charley in his hasty exit, but other than a slight shift, she didn’t move.
“He doesn’t want you on the job because he doesn’t want you hurt.”
“That’s a load of-”
James tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. His touch, while soft, came nowhere near the intensity of heat that Wyatt’s brought to her skin. “You didn’t see it in his eyes in Montreal once he found out about you because right afterward, we learned about Chase. You’ve missed all the signals since we got back because Chase was gone. And now that he’s back, you’re hell bent on revenge, but Wyatt’s still thinking clearly.”
“And how can you think ‘clearly’ through this now, James?” She folded her arms over her chest. “Why are you all the sudden the voice of reason?”
“Aren’t I always?”
Charley dropped her gaze. Dammit. He is. Always.
“The boy was in love with you. The man is in love with you, but neither of you have had time to talk through the past. You still haven’t told him what’s happening in less than a week, have you?”
“No.” Charley studied the random pattern of the Berber carpet in the office. “It doesn’t matter, anyway.”
“Like hell it doesn’t, Charley. You need him. When we got the call for his case, we jumped at it, knowing you’d stay away. You’re six days from your last change. You need to go to him, tell him, and see what he’s willing to give you.”
He stood before her, so strong and kind, his hands on her shoulders. “You’re waiting for him to find something he can’t deal with and leave, Charley, even though it doesn’t matter at this point. You’ve given him very little about you.”
She sat down on the edge of the desk. “I know. I can’t help it.”
“You need to tell him everything. Start to finish. From scratch. A to Z. Whatever you want to call it.”
“I was planning to, but like you said, everything keeps getting in the way.” She balled her fists.
“You need Wyatt now, and even more for the future, but you have to let him into your life and stop looking at him as someone outside our circle. He already knows what we are, and I haven’t seen that fly across the six o’clock news, so I’m pretty sure he’s keeping the secret. Chase’s disappearance has been a huge hurdle, but we’re over that. We could use Wyatt’s help, his guidance, and his rules with this unknown group.”
James took her hands in his and rubbed. “Remember the night of the dance? I told you it was okay then, and you opted to keep your promise to Lily and not derail his life. I’m telling you… again. Tell him. Make mad, passionate, earth shattering love to him, and next Sunday, on your birthday, shift to his age and make it stick. We’ll all still be here. I know you want that.”
“But what if he won’t have me? What if-”
James stared back up at her, a smile lighting his eyes. “I have a feeling none of that will happen, and if it does, we’ll be here for you.”
“But I won’t be able to help you guys anymore, and you could get stuck with me, not just have to help. My work will be done. I’ll just be like any normal person-”
“It was always going to be over, and you know that. We knew that. We had to bring you two back together. This is it. The last time. Two hundred and thirty-four years is all we get. Isn’t that what you’ve wanted for sixteen of them? You won’t forget us, Charley. He’s not going to let that happen if you take the time to tell him.”
She let out a small laugh. “I kicked him out, James. I told him to leave and have given him no reason, none whatsoever, to stay around me.”
“And that’s going to stop you? You can suck up with the best of them.” He chucked her chin with his fist. “If only we’d shared a birthday, I might have gotten you for myself. But no matter what, I’ll always love you, Charley.”
“Thank you.” Charley put both her palms on his cheeks and leaned in to add a soft kiss to his lips.

***

Wyatt strode back into the room to tell Charley what he really thought about being bullied out of the way when he saw her lay a kiss on James’s lips. The fire within erupted. His fist itched to punch a surface, but he couldn’t bring himself to ruin any of their artwork, the walls or doors. He opted instead to let fury and anger burn as he stormed his way back through the hallway.
If he hadn’t returned, he wouldn’t have known for sure. She should have told him and put him out of his misery since their reintroduction and the kiss that brought forth floods of memory.
He could fight him for her. She might like that, given she was born in what?… Eighteen something or other? No wait, before that. Or, he could give her up. That would be noble.
No matter what, he vowed to finish the job, to help her family get the justice they deserved. Then he’d get out of her life. It’s going to hurt like hell. Wyatt paused at the front door as Stuart caught up with him.
“Lily’s got cheesecake and sandwiches made.”
“No, thanks.” Wyatt leaned his head against the door and banged it once.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
“Yeah, okay. Liar.”
Wyatt thought, briefly, that he should rip the door off its hinges, but his mother’s warnings about anger and cause and effect came back to haunt him. “Charley kissed James.”
“So?”
Wyatt spun back around. “Don’t tell me ‘So’. They were kissing!” He pinched his fingers together and mock kissed Stuart with them. “I knew it before, saw it in Montreal and ignored it. I’m so stupid to even think there might be something between us again.” He punched a fist into his own palm. It didn’t help.
“Again. So?” Stuart munched on a chip from the pile in his hand.
Wyatt raised his arm as if to hit Stuart but let it fall when Stuart stood still as if he’d take a punch for him-just to help him get it out of his system.
Hushed voices echoed from behind the stairs.
Stuart stepped closer. “They aren’t a couple. I can assure you. It’s not possible.” He disappeared through the dining room.
Charley and James emerged from the hallway. “Wyatt!” Her eyes widened as if surprised by his presence.
“Sorry, just leaving.”
Charley cocked her head at him. “Actually, I-”
Wyatt turned the knob and opened the door without a backward glance. He stepped outside and pulled the knob until the door clicked into place and the wall he’d created wedged between them.
“Fuck,” he said for the second time upon leaving the house at the top of Turner Point.
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Dazed, Charley walked through the foyer and into the living room, where most of her family sat. The sight of them together warmed her as her heart plummeted from Wyatt’s abrupt departure.
She turned in a slow circle. “I’m… ah…” She waved a hand up the stairs.
“Wait,” Cael called. “What’s wrong? Where’s Wyatt?”
“Um… he left.” She stepped toward her destination.
James caught her arm and spun her around. “What do you mean, ‘he left’?”
“He left, okay? He walked out the door, it closed behind him, and the car pulled out of the driveway? Bye-bye Wyatt?” She tried to break free but a tremble took hold.
“Did he say why?” Cael asked.
Charley shook her head and closed her eyes. She pulled away from James’s grip.
He held tight.
“It’s not my place to make him stay, James. He’s got his own life.”
“That’s bullshit, Charley, and you know it. We just had this conversation.”
She yanked her arm out of his grip. “We can do this with or without Wyatt.” Before she could get two feet away, she stopped at Stuart’s garbled words. “What did you say?”
“I said, Wyatt saw you kiss James.” He bit into an apple.
Charley stood at his toes, her face inches from his, she poked one finger into his chest. “When?”
“When you were talking by yourselves.”
“And what did you say when he told you what he saw?” Charley asked in a tone Stuart would know meant his life could be in jeopardy if not answered to her satisfaction.
“I said ‘So?’”
“So?”
“Yeah. So.” He shrugged and took another bite of his apple.
The spray from the break hit her cheek, carrying with it a fresh scent that might have relaxed her if not for the circumstances in which it happened. Charley closed her eyes for a second. When she opened them again, she let the real her show through.
The apple crunched as it broke apart. “You know that doesn’t spook me.”
“And you should know that I have far greater strength when I’m seriously pissed.”
“Ooh. Now I’m scared.” Stuart waved the half-eaten fruit. “So go after him.”
“No.”
“Why not? You can even take my car.” He inclined his head toward the door.
“No.”
“Scared he’ll run from you? Won’t understand? You haven’t told him much yet, have ya?”
She let her eyes turn back to a less ethereal color. “No.”
“Then you’re scared. That’s a new one for you, Charley.”
She turned to walk away.
“Go to him, Charley,” Lily said from the doorway between the rooms.
“Go, Charley,” James said.
She looked to Cael, who nodded at her and then to Sophie, who did the same despite having missed some of the day’s events under a pain-killer-induced fog.
Stuart yanked his car keys from his pocket.
Charley waved him away. “I can get there myself, I just need-”
Lily walked and stood in front of her. “Don’t think it through. Go to him. Let him know that you love him, that you’ve never loved anyone else in all your years. Show him, don’t tell him.”
With her resolve firm, she started for the garage. “Uh… wait. Where does he live?”
“In the Victorian where we met him the first time,” James said.
Charley’s brows lifted. “Are you kidding?”
“It’s his. He earned it,” Stuart said.
With keys in hand, Charley grabbed her purse and coat and jumped in her car. The engine revved and purred as she backed out. Her GPS estimated a twenty-minute drive.
Should I call first? No. Lily said to just go. Maybe I should text him. No, that would be obvious.
Day had changed to dusk with the twinkle of stars overhead beginning their celestial display.
What am I going to say? What if he rejects me? Too many stop signs, blinking lights and ten roads later, she found herself at his gate. “How do I get in?”
Her cell beeped. She flipped it over and read the text: six-five-four-three-two-two.
Charley typed in the code, and the gates ground open. She inched toward them as they separated, impaired by a lack of patience.
Lily said to just go.
She whipped around the circular drive toward the expanse of the house, dark beneath the cover of ancient trees. Outdoor lights popped on as she strode to the door and rapped the lion’s-head knocker once. She hit it three more times with no result.
She rapped again and heard, “Coming!” from a female voice.
He hooked up with someone in the hour since he left?
As the door creaked open, Sheila peered out. “Can I help you?”
“I need to see Wyatt.” Charley’s tone took on a dangerous edge.
Sheila cinched her robe tighter. “I’m sorry, but he’s not here.”
“Bullshit.” Charley pushed the door and knocked Sheila to the side. “Where is he?”
“Where is who?” Wyatt asked.

***

Wyatt had heard the gates as they opened, Sheila’s rush to the door, and the metal clang that resonated each time the hammer hit the lion’s head. He’d only had time to change into his draw-string pants and a T-shirt before Charley’d waited at his door. Why she sought him out, he didn’t know. She stood, framed by the doorway, her fists at her sides.
He offered Sheila his hand as she staggered back up from Charley’s forceful entry. “Are you okay?” He directed his question to Sheila.
When she aimed a warning glare in Charley’s direction, Wyatt smirked. A little taste of your own medicine, perhaps?
“I’m going… away.” Sheila waved a hand in Charley’s direction and marched away from the foyer.
“I didn’t make a very good first or second impression, did I?” Charley asked.
“I think… no. Why are you here, Charley?”
She took a step, hesitated, and stood again in the middle of the door.
“You can come in if you’d like.” Wyatt motioned her forward.
She did but by no more than a foot. “I came to tell you that you’re a moron.”
He laughed. He’d planned to remain civil and impassive when he returned the next day. “That I know. I’ve known for sixteen years, in fact-through all the time I searched for you but couldn’t find you. In all the places I went hoping-maybe. The assignments I took that proved dangerous and difficult, just to see if you might be there. I had high hopes, loads of dreams-and then you showed up on my doorstep one day, all but gift wrapped, and I nearly missed you.”
He stood, waited. When she said nothing, he continued. “And then I see you with James. You love him. I get that. He’s right there. He’s of your kind. Did you want to rip out my heart and feed it back to me?”
Her eyes grew wide.
“So you know I saw. Stuart told you, I presume.” Wyatt moved to the edge of a chair and rested one hip on its arm.
Charley remained in the doorway.
“Do you want to stay and chat or are you going to leave me again for… what would that be? A third time? No, maybe a fourth.” He tapped his cheek with his finger. “Fifth, now? I lose count.”
Charley closed her eyes before she turned back to Wyatt. “James is my lifelong friend. He’s been with me and will remain so until either of us passes from this world.”
“I don’t think he thinks that,” Wyatt said.
Charley raised an eyebrow. “Oh… I can promise you he does.”
“You’re wrong.” He’d hit the mark.
Her lips firmed, struggling with what he assumed to be outrage or denial? When she turned around, his own heart skipped a beat.
She placed one hand on the door, shifted to the side and slammed it. As soon as the latch clicked into place, she spun back to him. “You know nothing. We haven’t had but a moment to ourselves to chat, so everything you think you know has been an assumption, and you know what that makes you.”
“Touché. So why don’t you make up some pretty little story, and then go back to James, have a few kids, and live happily ever after?”
“James and I aren’t a match,” Charley said through clenched teeth.
Wyatt realized he’d driven the arrow deep. The phone in his pocket vibrated. He opted to check the message to calm himself down. ‘She’s stronger when her true self-Stuart.’ Wyatt turned back to Charley, dismissed the message.
“Why… are… you… doing… this?”
He shrugged. “Doing what?”
Charley took a step toward him. “I came here to talk.”
“You have an entire family who you can keep with you forever.” Wyatt moved a little closer. “Why add some stupid human who will die in another forty or so years?”
Her eyes blazed, the color of a sunrise, nothing like he’d ever seen before. Within arm’s reach, he wanted to touch and take back half-or most-of what he said.
“Chase was dropped on our doorstep eight years ago. He was abandoned, like Lily. My entire family took him in and called him our own without going to the authorities or adoption centers. That makes us the very core of the human population you seek to rid yourself of-child launderers, I believe. You were working to eliminate them in Montreal, right?”
“Whatever. It’s all a load of bullshi-”
Her left hook came at him without warning. It smashed across the bridge of his nose and added a wallop the likes of which Wyatt had been privileged to avoid during his career. Stuart’s punch didn’t come close to Charley’s. His entire body swayed as he landed with a thud on the hardwoods.
“Holy shit!” Wyatt yelped as blood spurted.
He covered his nose with his hands only to see the red liquid drip from them. It hadn’t been more than two days since his altercation with Stuart; the combined one-two hurt like bloody hell.
“Oh my god! Wyatt!” Charley leaned over him. “I am so sorry!” Her breath hitched. “We need to get you to a hospital. I am… oh… I’m so sorry.”
She started to open a cell phone, but he grabbed her wrist with one hand and tugged her down to him; the other kept pressure on his nose. “You have one hell of a hook. How did I not know you’re left handed?”
She leaned her head onto his chest. “I don’t know. I might have been right-handed before… as-”
“Ambidextrous?” His head spun in a dizzy array of colors as he moved to sit up. “That is so hot.”
“Let me help you.” From behind him, she pushed him to a seated position. She whipped back around and straddled his lap. “Lean toward me.” In one swift move, she pulled off her shirt, pressed it to his nose.
“Ow…”
“Oh! I am so sorry, Wyatt. I never should have done that. I don’t know what I was thinking. It’s so unlike me. I-”
“It’s okay.”
“No! It’s not. I lost control over my emotions. I’ve worked very hard to keep them in check even when not necessary. You don’t know everything, and I’ve had one chance to tell you and we didn’t get far. God, this is all my fault, as always.” With her free hand she palmed her forehead.
“Any more coming out?” he asked.
“I don’t think so.” She pulled the bloodied shirt away and waited a beat.
“Anything?”
“No, but we should get you some ice. I think that’ll help.”
“Can I have a kiss first?”
“You… what?” Charley’s rapid eye-blink suggested she didn’t understand.
Wyatt chuckled, though pain radiated through his cheekbones. “On my boo-boo. You put it there… you ought to make it feel better, right?”
Her eyes grew wider than they had in the doorway. “Have you lost your mind?
He had, sixteen years before when she’d left him the first time. Their entire conversation had been a stupid, pride-induced tirade. “Yes.”
“You want me to kiss your nose?” She cocked her head at him.
“Yes, please.” Wyatt grimaced as searing pain shot through his sinuses.
She dropped a feathery kiss on his bridge, sending fireworks straight to his groin. Whoever would have thought a kiss to a broken nose would be erotic?
“I want another, but before you give it to me, will you answer one question?”
She nodded.
“Do you wear matching panties?”
“Huh?” she said.
He pointed to her bra, which, without the cover of her shirt, left little to the imagination.
“Oh. Oops.” Her head turned left and right, but other than the bloody shirt, she had nothing for more cover. She criss-crossed her arms over her chest.
“One more question?” he asked.
“Okay.”
“Do you love James?”
“Yes.”

***

“But not the way you think,” Charley said when Wyatt’s eyes grew wide. “He’s like a brother to me.”
“But I saw you.”
“You saw what you wanted to see. Did you hear us?”
Wyatt cringed when he shook his head.
Charley touched the side of his cheek. How much do I admit? “The first thing he said is that you were right, and I was wrong about Chase’s kidnappers and-”
Wyatt winged up an eyebrow.
Charley giggled. “Don’t get too many ideas, ’cause I’m still right no matter what the two of you say, and that’s totally not where I wanted to go with this.” She leaned toward him, laid a soft kiss to the side of his nose. “But I am sorry for telling you to leave. It was uncalled for. I’m just-” She hung her head. “I kissed him in thanks, Wyatt, not because I wanted to make mad, passionate love with him.”
“Who do you want to… make love… to?” He smirked at her before he flinched.
“I’d say you, but you’re not lookin’ so good right now.” She pointed to his nose. Wyatt’s laugh warmed her. “Can we please put some ice on it?”
With his hand free, he pulled his shirt over his head and handed it to her. “You might be more comfortable in this.” The muscles she’d wanted to touch at the car didn’t disappoint at the second glance. The man stayed in shape, rippled from his pecs to his abs.
Charley grimaced at the state of the fabric. “Gross.” She pulled the cleanest spot across her chest.
“A little blood is gross to a woman whose bones can shrink? Do you ever watch what happens?” Wyatt rose from the floor.
“Yes, I’ve watched. Many times. It’s not pretty.” Charley followed Wyatt into a part of the house she hadn’t seen when she’d first visited. “This place is lovely, Wyatt.”
“Thanks.” He smiled behind her soiled shirt.
She cringed until they walked into the completely modern kitchen with stainless-steel appliances, cherry cabinetry, and a table made for six but set for four, adorned with flowers and a bottle of wine.
“Expecting company?”
“What? No.” Wyatt dug through the freezer for ice. He wrapped a few cubes in her shirt, laid it against the side of his nose. “It’s decor.”
Charley replaced his hand with hers against his nose.
His hands found their way to her waist.
“I could wash this stuff for you.”
He waved the thought away. “Sheila will do it.”
Charley bristled, the hairs on her arm standing on end.
“Don’t like her much, do you?”
“I think I’ve made a bad impression, that’s all. Does she live here?”
“She does. Does that bother you?”
“I don’t know.”
Wyatt hesitated. “I could toy with you on this, but if you promise to give me the truth straight-up, I’ll do the same.”
She grinned. “Deal.”
“Prove it.” The gleam in Wyatt’s eye added to his challenge.
Charley ran her hands up his chest, banked the inward sigh she wanted to let slip from her lips. “I-” His muscles contracted under her palms. “I can’t be anything but a fully grown human female. Cael’s the only male I know who can be female.”
His grin sent internal fireworks off in her body.
“We’re all marked with a particular trait. Would you like to see?” Her fingers roamed up to his shoulders.
“Like a tattoo?”
She shook her head, closed her eyes and opened them again. “This is it.”
His eyes ranged across her body. “Did you change something?”
“Look closer.”
“Whoa.”
“Yeah, that’s what wigs most people out.”
“They’re a weird purpley and… holy shit!”
“Freak you out yet?”
“No more than watching that silver-blue lingerie thing fall off your body when you changed from Candie.”
“Ah, yeah. That.” She patted his chest, but wanted to grab hold and smother herself in him.
“Candie’s breasts or yours?”
Charley giggled. “Hers.”
“And after you did your shift-change-thingy?” One eyebrow raised.
Heat rose from the depths. Mixed with desire, Charley prepared to self-implode. “Mine.”

***

“So you, Lily, Cael and James? All shape-shifters? Do you all have a photographic memory, too?”
“Lily, Cael and James are mimics, too, yes, but we each have different strengths and abilities.” Charley nodded at him.
“You looked really different before. Normal but not the same as today. Except,” Wyatt paused. “I think Cael and James were bigger.”
Charley’s chuckle warmed him. “They were.”
“I’d like to get a new shirt. Care to join me?”
She nodded him forward and followed him up the stairs and through a short hall to a set of double doors. The room held a bed the size of the ocean and a dome-shaped ceiling painted like the night sky.
“Like it?” Wyatt dropped the blood-soaked, ice-filled shirt to the floor. He pulled Charley against his bare chest, and swung his hips in a slow, seductive dance. “I fell in love with you on the night of our first kiss. Do you remember? Out on your balcony?”
“I remember,” Charley’s voice barely reached a whisper. “I don’t forget anything. Ever.”
“I don’t forget much either.” He caught Charley’s hesitation. “So, who else have you been?”
Her smile reached into her eyes. “Are you really interested? I thought you’d hate me by now.”
Wyatt sighed. “I could never hate you, Charley.”
“Even though everything you know about me is a lie?”
“Is it, though?” Wyatt kept them moving, relishing her touch on his skin. “You had to protect yourself. You thought what you did was the right thing. You know? I get that. I do. And, well… you don’t look all that different than you did before, now that I think about it.”
Her head continued to rest against him. “Probably because I didn’t change my shape much from my time as Mira.”
“Candie was six feet and you’re what, five eight? What’s your norm?”
She pulled back, her eyes penetrating his. “I am, in fact, five-eight. This supremely black hair, the legs and the breasts… they’re all my birthday suit, to put it in the most natural of terms. I got really tired of the forced transformation on my birthday, so since Mira, I’ve kept to the real me as much as possible, or at least when I’m not working.”
He ran his fingers up and down her arm, like the wave he’d made of the silhouettes that graced many of the walls of her home.
“So, to get back to your question, I’ve been a number of famous people. Since I can literally be the person and understand what they do, I get called up a lot.”
“You know, that’s impressive. People always say they want to be the President or Marilyn Monroe, or Elvis.”
“And that’s exactly what I do, though I can’t be Elvis. I know someone that plays him in Vegas, though. His act is superb.” Charley winked.
Wyatt stepped closer, brushed a hair away from her shoulder, leaned to her ear, and nibbled. “I like the black. Liked that gold color, too.”
“I could change into Mira if you wanted.” Her voice held a faint hint of guilt mixed with anxiety, topped off with a dollop of lust.
“No. I like this you the most.”
She arched her neck as he traced a line down it. A shiver raised the line of soft hair.
“And I want all of you.”
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In one quick move, he unhooked her bra. Charley gasped as he spun her around, and wound his arms around her front until they fit against her hips. She pressed back against him but let the lace fall to the floor. His hands traced their way up her sides. His palms cupped her as his thumbs flicked across pink tips. Tingles of need shot straight to her core.
His tongue flicked against her lobe. “I wondered what it would be like to make love to you in your bed that night. I’ve always had this dream that I’d find out one day.”
Charley raised her arms, wrapping them around Wyatt’s neck, her breasts exposed except for the tease he added between his fingertips. His moan matched hers as his tongue caressed the edge of her ear. He nibbled his way around as they continued their dance.
Charley turned to face him, replaced her hands around his neck, and pressed against his solid form. Her fingers walked up his skin, sliding toward his shoulders. His biceps contracted as her hands brushed them. Wyatt’s hands found her butt and gripped, pulled her against him as she looked into his eyes.
Dammit! The rust of blood below his nose zapped the arousal he’d created. “I think we should clean you up.” She wiped away a spot with her thumb, wanted to wipe away the blue and purple that painted his nose, too.
“Will you help?” The seductive undertones left ‘help’ to be redefined.
“Yes.”
Wyatt disappeared into what Charley assumed to be the master bath. As she passed the armoire to the side of the entrance, she stopped and drew in a breath.
“Wyatt?”
“Yeah?”
“Uh… will you come here for a sec?”
“Hang on.”
The splash of a shower’s spray began before he popped his head back out of the door.
She pointed to the painting. “You kept it?”
He emerged, hands on the frame of the door. “Yes. No matter where I’ve lived, I’ve brought it with me.”
“Why?” she asked in a whoosh of breath she hadn’t realized she’d held.
“Because you created it.”
“But you didn’t know that… yet.”
“It didn’t matter. It was the only thing I had from you.” Wyatt took one of her hands.
Charley shifted to re-cover her breasts.
“You know I’ve already seen them, right?” He winked at her. “Come in here.”
She walked into the Taj Mahal of bathrooms. A massive whirlpool tub on a raised platform took center stage, and the spray she’d heard before pointed into it, not in a shower. A wall of windows would welcome the sun if it weren’t dark, and three sinks, with vanity chairs between them, added to the regal effect.
“This is the ultimate female bathroom, Wyatt,” she said. “Are you really a girl?”
He smiled as he sat on the edge of the tub, his hand in the midst of the running water. “Hot or warm?”
“Whatever you want.”
“Bubbles or no?”
“Oh yeah, bubbles,” Charley said.
Soft towels lay folded on a shelf. Wyatt’s razors and shaving cream hid behind the mirrored medicine cabinet she opened out of pure curiosity. Fresh flowers, presumably placed there by Sheila, sat arranged in a beautiful golden, inlaid vase on the counter.
“This room is as gorgeous as the rest of the house.”
“Thank you. I had a designer redo most of it. Are you ready to get in… uh… to fix my face?” He pointed to his nose where the color bloomed into and around his right eye.

***

The jets roared to life. Water gurgled in bursts of air and spray. A stream of gel frothed into miniature white clouds, spilling rainbows of color and adding a sweetness to the air.
Wyatt stood, hooked his fingers into the waist of his pants, and began to push them down. “I’ve already seen you naked, so I figure I owe you the same.”
Charley stifled the moan as she stepped to him, stopped his efforts. “Payback… is not necessary.” The muscles under her palms flexed. She ran them up his chest and across his shoulders, taking in the ripples, softness and hardness that encompassed him.
Her eyes stayed fixed on his.
She let her hands follow the line of his arms to his fingertips and back up, covering the length of his torso until she slipped a finger between the warmth of his skin and the waistband. Her hand slid around to the side, drawing his covering down toward the floor.
Wyatt caught her hair in his fingers as she moved lower until he could no longer hang on.
She sank to her knees in front of him. He stepped out as she touched each ankle. Fingertips slid up the inside of his leg, around, and over every facet of his body, every inch of which she had wanted to savor for so long-the texture, warmth and tenderness.
Wyatt’s groan made her smile.
His hands found her hair again as she rose. He tugged her upward as her tongue followed from his middle to his lips. She pulled back, let her lips dance across his to his cheeks and ears until she lowered again. He guided her mouth down until she released and slid back up, pressing herself against him.
His hands found the buttons of her jeans, undoing them one by one. As he reached the last, he moved one hand behind her head, pulled her lips to his, and slid his other between skin and cloth.
Charley moaned in pleasure as his fingers enticed, aroused and offered satisfaction in a manner she’d only ever dreamed.
Their lips met again with a ferocity Charley had experienced once before-with the same man.
He pulled back, pushed her jeans toward the floor. She slipped from the folds of cotton as their mouths continued to tease and torment.
He lifted her to his waist. Drunk with anticipation, she wrapped her legs around him and grinned between the embraces.
More.
The water beside them sputtered as bubbles threatened to overflow.
“Skip the tub?” Wyatt asked in a breathless catch as he nipped along the edge of her lip.
Charley shook her head, kept her eyes locked on his.
Wyatt shifted to the lip of the tub, spun so they stepped in, over and within the bubbles, together. Charley rested her knees on either side of his hips, moved lower until, within the water, she and the bubbles encompassed the whole of them.
Her pleasure built to a scream, but she withheld as Wyatt tormented her with hands, lips and teeth. The passion she always dreamed of rose to the surface.
Water and bubbles dripped from a hand that found its way to her face again. Wyatt pulled her toward him, their lips touched and retreated, converging as their tongues slid against the other.
“I’ve always wanted you, Charley.” He mumbled against her.
“I’m yours, forever.”
Her hands gripped his shoulders, nails digging into tense muscles as she levered and took all of him inside her body. Under the warmth of their liquid cover, they fit together-two pieces cut from the same picture, rejoined by a puzzle master.
Charley moved against him.
His body went rigid as he groaned. “What about-”
“It’s okay.” She whispered into his ear while she let her body fall against his and away. The water of the tub sloshed against its rim. “I’m not… ah… fertile until I… ah… blend.”
“I have no idea what that means, but it works for me.” Wyatt’s hands found their home again at Charley’s breasts, which he caressed with soft lips.
She continued the pace at their hips and elicited moans-sounds she’d wanted to pull from him. She tingled with each new touch, bracing her hands against the tub to give him better access. Vibrations of love and lust mixed within her body as they continued.
Charley sped up as Wyatt’s breathing accelerated. His eyes met hers as she drew her body up and back down. The power of her movement sent waves of water over the edges of the tub.
He bit into her flesh as she timed her movements to counter his thrusts from below. With her hands in his hair, she drew in his scent-a combination of bubbles and male-erotic, sensual and sweet all at once.
Her head fell backward, the tips of her curls reaching into the water. Small echoes of times past ran through her mind as she writhed in pleasure against the strength of their movement. The power grew until it exceeded that of even a transformation-full of love and carnal need.
Surrounded by bubbles that crept their way up and across his broad shoulders, he wrapped his arms around her. She rocked and ground her hips, straining for a release. With a last thrust, he followed her lead, and together they slid down the rainbow and reached the pot of gold.

***

They stayed connected until the last of the translucent soap merged with the water and the temperature cooled. Despite the heat they produced, the wet liquid turned tepid far too soon. Charley’s wet hair reached her butt and tickled as it flitted against Wyatt’s skin. He curled a lock around his finger, twisted it into the water as she snuggled against the crook of his arm.
Wyatt chuckled as he pulled his hand out of the water. “We’re getting pruney.”
Charley didn’t budge. “I’m not.”
“Seriously?” He shifted her away from him, got a pout with a full bottom lip in return. “You don’t get all wrinkly?”
“Nope.”
“Well, damn. That’s probably the freakiest-”
Charley threw her head back and laughed. The water jostled around them, sprayed him with errant splashes.
“You don’t wig at the purple eyes, but you think the fact I don’t get all ‘pruney’, as you call it, isn’t right.” She nearly tweaked his nose, stopped at the sight of the colors, and laid a soft kiss upon the side instead. “Now that, Mr. Moreland, is a classic.” A huge yawn followed.
“You gotta have something wrong with you, right?”
She added a frown to her otherwise perfect face. “Do you need me to not be perfect?”
“Are you being sarcastic?”
The slight grin that peeked out and disappeared suggested the latter. “Think we should exit our quickly cooling pond here?”
“I’m so sorry.” She slipped off him and all but jumped from the tub.
Wyatt shook his head like a wet dog as he dripped his way out. “What? You didn’t have to rush.”
She nodded, shook and nodded her head again.
“Perhaps an explanation would be better than all the head movements?” He circled a finger in her direction.
“I’m sorry, I just. Oh. Wyatt, see?” She stood without a towel.
“You’re not temperature sensitive?” He grabbed one of the Egyptian cotton wraps and tossed it to her.
“I’m not.” She rubbed at her eyes with the butt of her hand.
He moved to her. “Are you… um… cold blooded?”
She whipped her head in his direction. “No. I’m not a serpent if that’s where you’re going, but my body temperature changes sometimes or in the heat of the moment I can’t feel… whatever. Heat, though, is just the opposite. Heat wears me out because it’s what allows us to change.”
“What’s your ‘species’ again?” He rubbed at his legs, finishing out his toweling, and caught Charley’s gaze.
She smiled as he did.
“Mimic.” She staggered as she brought her head straight up. “Whoa. Head rush.”
Wyatt winged her into his arms. He laid his lips against her, and naked, walked them into his room. With Charley still in his grasp, he yanked the comforter away, laid her on the bed, and snuck in behind her where his muscles relaxed against hers. Warm or cool, he didn’t care.
“I’m fine with mammal or reptile, by the way.” He spoke into her hair. “I’m just glad I have you in my arms again-where I’ve wanted you for sixteen years.”
Her body tensed before it calmed.
“Nothing you could ever say or do will change the way I feel.”

***

Light streamed through stained-glass windows, teasing Charley’s senses awake. She stretched under the warmth of the covers, tucked against Wyatt’s body, and pushed her arms high over her head. The reds and blues, oranges and greens blended with the sunshine to wake her with a beauty that reflected her mood.
He groaned at her nudged.
“Wyatt.”
“Huh?”
“We should get up. Gotta go back home. Need to think about Friday.” Charley rolled over to face him, nuzzled his nose. The colors, a sickly green and blue, reminded her of the pretty light that shone upon them.
Ouch.
He opened his eyes one by one. “Time is it?”
Charley rose up on her elbow, peered over his shoulder. “Seven ten.”
“’K.”
“Um, Wyatt?” she asked while she yanked sheets and blankets to fit the mattress.
He stood in front of a chest in mid-clothes-selection. “Yeah?” he said without turning.
“I’m going to need a shirt that doesn’t contain… blood, please.” Charley moved around to the other side, tugged the spread to align it to the bed’s frame.
Wyatt opened a drawer, pulled out a red shirt and threw it to her. “Red… In case you opt to slug me again, it won’t show as much.” He chuckled and went back to his search.
Charley grimaced. He’d taken her complete overreaction in stride, but she’d broken one of her cardinal rules: no force when not in a life or death situation. He’d shrugged it off as if it happened every day.
She pulled the edge of the blanket and smoothed it out but stretched it again.
“Shower?” He strolled back to the bathroom as well dressed as a new born baby.
Charley patted the edge once more, looked over the space where she’d lain curled into him and listened to his heartbeat. His breath against her neck had warmed and soothed, his arms had protected and his presence had filled her with a light the stained glass window didn’t come close to in comparison.
This is what I want. All of it. Charley sighed.
He started the shower but leaned over the counter when she caught up to him. Charley noted the two heads at opposite sides went along well with the dual sinks.
Handy.
“Penny for your thoughts?” Wyatt said.
Charley turned to him and smiled. “You know you said that to me way back when?”
“Probably. It’s a favorite cliché of mine. Do I need to offer you a quarter?”
She walked to him where he’d stood, razor in hand, and wrapped her arms around his waist. Her cheek against his back, she listened to the thump-thump within. He moved his arm around her after he set the razor down, turned and kissed the top of her head.
“Your eyes are that funky purple again.” He trailed the kisses down to her lips.
I’ve missed out on years of this. Her heart throbbed. “Matches your nose. I figure we can stay even for a while.”
Wyatt’s thumb trailed along her jaw. “You have a question but don’t want to ask it. Why?”
She laid her forehead against his chest. “I just-”
“I’m not mad at you, Charley. Quite the opposite, in fact. I feel like we’ve known each other forever, that it’s like time never separated us.” He pushed her hair behind her shoulder. “Do you want more than that?”
She moved her head against him, unsure if he’d pick up that the movement meant to relay a solid ‘yes’.
He tilted her head up with one finger under her chin. “Do you love me, Charley?”
She tensed, her gaze on his. “I never stopped loving you, Wyatt.”
He hiked his butt up onto the counter and pulled her up to him so her knees rested on top of it. Their bodies fit together again with a simplicity and ease.
Wyatt cupped her cheeks with both hands. “I have loved you since the day I met you. And not some stupid high-school love everyone knows is fleeting. A love so deep-down painful, I never thought I’d find a way to make it go away. Everything I have done for nearly sixteen years has been because of that.”
Tears threatened to spill as his words hit her in the most tender of spots and filled the void she’d forced upon them both.
“No, no. Don’t do that. I’m not unhappy, and I can see your perspective… now. I have you, here in my house, in my life, and if I’m lucky enough to keep you for another forty or maybe even fifty years, that’s enough for me.”
She tried to move from his grasp, to lean against him and soak up his warmth, but he forced her to remain at eye level.
“I love you, Charley Randall. I love your uniqueness, your quirks, those wicked eyes, that temper and what you do. I don’t want any of that to change. You are who you are, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
She dove into the kiss, putting passion and force behind it-a move to tell him she understood, agreed and believed it, too. “I love you, too, Wyatt, with every cell in my body.”
I just hope you think the same when you learn you’re the key to keeping me the same.
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Wyatt adjusted his tie by his bedroom mirror, cursing at the over-under-too-tight state he managed to get it in, and yanked it off. “Charley?”
She walked out of the bathroom, rubbing her hair with the towel as tiny drops of water glistened on her body. The towel moved lower until she rubbed at her calves, moving back up to her thighs and higher, repeating on the other side.
Wyatt swallowed hard, forgetting the tie.
As she stood again, her smile followed with the maneuvering of the towel behind her, rubbing it against her back with an air to drama and sexual fantasy. He moved to her, grabbed her by the waist and pulled her in for a kiss. Her hair fell around him and left watermarks on his crisp button-down, the tie still hanging at his neck.
“You’re dressing up?” She released their lips.
“Standard-issue FBI.” He stuck a finger through the loop, prepared to start again.
Charley bit her lip.
“What?”
“How about you go a bit more… casual?”
He let go, the tie hanging loose around his neck again. “Why?”
She dropped her head against his chest. “You’re going to think this is stupid.”
He chuckled. “After everything else you’ve told me? Try me.”
She tilted back up to him as he scanned the length of her body, and his own responded with heat and desire.
“So this little plan I’ve come up with-”
Wyatt resisted the urge to tuck her in a closet for safe keeping. Instead, he withheld the sigh. “I haven’t agreed to it.” He didn’t even know what she’d come up with.
She ran her hands up his chest, leaving trails of intentional heat along the way. “You will.”
He hid the smile. “You can give me your idea, and I’ll… consider it.”
She did not hide the smile. “I want as many ‘me’s’ as possible. If you recall, you mentioned, and I blew it off, that they might know Chase is safe. That could mean they also know Chase’s gift if he left behind his clothes.”
Wyatt pinched the bridge of his nose out of habit, cringing at the pressure it added behind his eyes. “Okay, I think I’m following.”
Charley giggled. “If they know what Chase can do, we need someone with his skills but with experience.”
“And who would that be?”
“Her name is Maggie. She’s a bit… overwhelming… more so when she’s attracted to someone… and she has a thing for guys in suits.”
Wyatt let his head fall back as he laughed. “Charley Randall… are you jealous? Are you worried I’ll give you up and turn to her when she plies me with her feminine wiles?”
“Oh, she will. Trust me,” Charley said. “You’re used to Lily-”
Wyatt pulled Charley to the edge of the bed. “What’s up with Lily? I mean, are she and Cael a something-or-other?”
Charley giggled. “So, you’ve seen it, then?”
“I saw it when they were Carter and Leena and again in Montreal. Why aren’t they together already?”
“There are reasons. Until they work through them, they’ll continue to fight the urge to… do anything about it.”
“You said ‘blend’ before.”
She bobbed her head up and down. “I did.”
Wyatt pulled to the bed’s surface, rolled to his side, and placed a kiss on her forehead. “What does that mean?”
“So… we can only… ah… find a match with someone who shares our birthday.”
He raised an eyebrow.
“It’s like a dog and cat mating. Gross, I know, but they couldn’t… you and I can’t until I-” She looked up, stopped.
“What?”
Charley dropped her forehead against his and drew in a deep breath.
Wyatt tugged at a lock of hair. “Tell me.”
She looked back up at him. “I have to give up who I am to be with you. To have children with a full-blooded human, I have to give up my life as you know it today. No more morphing. No more hero work-unless our clients still want us-which by the way, they usually don’t. I choose a body and make that change on our birthday, and from that point on, age as would any normal human-because I will be.”
“Wow,” Wyatt said. “So, really, no other option?” He ran a thumb across her cheek.
“Not if I want the true human experience. Kids, real family, et cetera.”
“But you have an amazing family already. What if you found someone else-of your kind? So you could just keep going?” Wyatt asked.
Charley’s eyes grew wide. “I’m almost two hundred and thirty-four years old, Wyatt. Don’t you think by now I’d have found someone of my own kind if I was meant to? Whose birthday do I share?”
“Apparently, mine.”
“And how many times have we been together?”
“This would be our… second?”
“Fourth, actually.”
Four?
“Do you really think there is anyone else for me?” Charley stared straight at him.
“But do you want to give up everything that you are?” Wyatt asked. For me?
“I have to one way or the other, Wyatt. This is my last shot at this.”
“What do you mean?” He sat up, confused by the assertion. One last chance? One last birthday? One last year?
Charley sat up with him, leaned her head on his shoulder.
He let her touch, her softness, her presence invade his mind. “Tell me.”
She ran her hands along the side of his face. “Remember the night of the dance? I ran out at midnight because-”
“The next day was our birthday. You could have told me.” His hand stroked the dampness of her hair, curled a tenril around his finger.
“We’ve already been over that. But I did it the year before then, too.”
His body stiffened a moment before he forced himself to relax. “Huh?”
“Do you remember getting a flat on Turner Point the night of a meteor shower? With Stuart?”
He stood and pushed away from the bed. “Oh my god.”
“Yeah. Exactly.”
He ran a hand over his head. “So once a year, I have to see the real you, and the rest of the time, you can be whoever I want. Can you be Britney Spears in her hot days?”
Charley laughed. “No way, no how, not even in your wildest fantasies.” She shot him a grin. “There are trade-offs, Wyatt. The world we live in works off a balance.” Her tone turned somber.

***

Charley inhaled, held her breath and prepared to dive into the larger issue. “When I say this is my last chance, I mean… I’ve reached my maximum capacity of changes.”
He pulled her upright at the edge of the bed.
She threaded her fingers through his. “I only get one more birthday, and then I’ll be forced to live my life human, with a normal, human life expectancy, whether I want to or not.” Back to eighteen one last time.
“Wow.”
“So you see why it’s so important to me to make sure these people can’t hurt my family and why I need to be the one to do it.”
He slow-nodded a number of times.
“Now getting back to Maggie… if you don’t make it easy for her, it’ll ease my mind. She’s been around. She actually knows about you… uh… from our previous encounters, but not having met you… that’ll be the ultimate temptation.”
Wyatt grabbed the knot of his tie, pulled it free and threw it on the bed. “That better?”
Charley snuggled into his arms. “Yes. Trust me when I say Maggie is intense. That’s why James doesn’t want her around.”
“James?” He palmed his forehead. “James and Maggie and… Chase?”
Charley leaned into him. “I think so, yes.”
“And you need her to mimic Chase… if that’s how it all plays out.”
“I want to be prepared for any challenge we might encounter. If we have her, too, we’ve got power. It all fits into some possibilities I’ve been working out in my head.”
Wyatt kissed her forehead. “We’ll do whatever we need.” He stared deep into her eyes. “Since this is personal, I’m going to need a list of your enemies, projects, activities, people-”
“You don’t already have that?” Charley figured Wyatt pulled all their files the moment he’d hired them.
“I tried, but you guys are well blocked.”
“Cael shields us from those who don’t need to know. I just figured you’d be able to override him.” She smiled up at him. “So you really don’t know all our secrets, then?”
Wyatt grinned back at her. “Just a few.” He laid his lips against hers. “I gotta ask, so don’t get mad.”
Charley tilted her head, scrunching her forehead. “What?”
“How did Sophie come to you?”
“She answered an ad.”
“And you’ve never had problems with her?” Wyatt asked.
“No.” Charley stepped away, crossing her arms over her chest. “I know what you’re asking, Wyatt, and I don’t like it. At all.”
Wyatt broke the building tension with his hands at the back of her neck.
Charley melted into them.
“I have to think through all the possibilities.” He tugged her closer.
“Then why don’t you ask about Lily?”
“Because I’ve seen how devoted she is to you and how devastated she was by his absence. Sophie was missing for part of that time and comes back with a concussion, some bruises and-”
“What about me, then? Why couldn’t I have done it? Don’t they say abductions by family members are the most common?”
Wyatt’s head tilted down to her, but he raised one eyebrow. “Really? Have you noticed the emotional roller coaster you’ve been on? I may not have been around every day, but I gotta tell you, no one breaks down then builds back up the way you do unless there is a fight brewing. Sophie, on the other hand, has been out of reach-metaphorically speaking-for much of the time.”
“She was attacked, drugged and got hit on the head.” Charley pursed her lips as she seethed, her cheeks cradled by Wyatt’s hands again.
“I know. But, I have to look at all avenues, Charley. You have your job, I have mine. Let me do my job.”
“The detectives didn’t ask those questions.”
“No? That’s odd.”
Charley caught sight of the clock as Wyatt held her still.
“Shoot, Wyatt. It’s nearly eleven, and I need to convince James we need Maggie. Then I gotta convince her we need her.”
“Let’s go, then.” Wyatt took her hand as he and Charley made their way back down the stairs. “Morning,” he said to Sheila.
She nodded at him but bristled as Charley passed. “I didn’t know you still had company.” She sipped from a mug, the scent of roasted coffee beans hanging in the air.
“Good morning, Sheila. I want to apologize for my interruption and attitude last night. I was… not myself.” Charley started to reach, to offer a handshake, but Sheila shifted to the side.
“It’s okay. I’ll see you later.” She took her cup and walked out.
“She’s not a morning person.” Wyatt drew Charley to him for another kiss. “Sometimes, work and friendship just don’t mix.”
Charley cringed. She’d been in between him and Stuart, too. “Wyatt?”
“Yeah?” He turned, mug in hand.
“I’m sorry that my secret spoiled your friendship. Stuart asked over and over if he could tell, but we simply couldn’t allow it. It was completely selfish of me.” She hung her head.
He lifted it with one finger but didn’t say anything.
“We also believed, as you worked your way through the ranks, that it was still in your best interest to think Mira left,” she added.
“How would you have known my rank?”
“The first way is through your mom. She’s one of the proudest mothers I’ve ever met. Then, of course, Stuart couldn’t keep it a secret-not that he had to-and Cael works for the bureau… officially… as you know.”
“How exactly do you know my Mom?”
Charley squished her eyes together. “Um… it’s kinda a weird story, but… remember I said birthday, blending, et cetera?”
He nodded.
“Well, remember that. So the other thing about my kind is that we don’t just morph our bodies. We fit the mood, no, how best to say this. We take on more than just physical form. We take emotions, too. That’s why when I take a teen’s body, I have to deal with acne and crap again. It’s also why most of us can’t shift from one gender to the other-because we have a hard time with the transition of hormones.”
“Okay.”
“Well… so the very first time I met you was my two-hundredth birthday. I kinda helped give birth to you.”
Wyatt didn’t even flinch. “That’s kinda gross.”
She gave him credit for not jumping away. “Yeah. But back then, because I knew you were a match-what with the birthdays and all-I wanted to be your Mom, which I know sounds even grosser, but like I said, our emotions alter, too. If I had taken your Mom’s form that day, I’d have become her forever. Though, since she still existed, I would have lost out big time and broken our cardinal rule.”
“What’s that?” He tilted his head.
“We cannot choose for another. I can’t take my human form without your consent-assuming you’re my pair, which you are… if you want to be.”
“Wow. So you’re kinda at my mercy, and if I wanted to make you live life from eighteen on again, I could have a really young-”
Charley slapped his chest and laughed. “James and Cael won’t let you get away with that. Plus, isn’t the rule half plus seven?”
He scrunched his nose.
“So I’d have to be twenty-four at least.”
“I can live with that.”
Charley laid her head against him and let happiness engulf her. This is exactly what I’ve always wanted.

***

Charley led Wyatt back into her house to the sounds of laughter, conversation and general carrying on. Her family, safe again, brought forth a smile. She kept her hand in his as she made her way, with him in tow, to the living room.
Chase stood in the middle of the room, his arms stretched wide, in mid-storytelling, or so she gathered from his animated gestures and tempered pitch of his voice.
“Mornin’,” she said.
Chase whirled. He jumped over the coffee table in his bid for a morning hug.
Cael jumped from his spot at the end of the couch. “Wow, Wyatt. What happened to your nose?”
Laughter and chuckles passed through, some hidden behind hands, others left to spray sound through the air.
“Uh, would you believe me if I said I ran into a door?”
“Not in a million years.” A smile infused Cael’s voice.
James tilted his head left and right. “Charley got you, huh?”
“Yes, yes. Yes, she did.” Wyatt gave up. “The woman has a serious left hook, and since I thought she was a righty, I didn’t see it coming.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets.
Cael smirked. James hid a chuckle within a cough. “And you lived to tell us about it. That’s solid.” Cael fist-bumped Wyatt.
“Okay, children,” Charley said. “Enough about my indiscretions. How was the night?”
Noise bounded through the room. Lily suggested they dine on leftover breakfast as Chase continued his story.
She looked to Wyatt, drew in a long breath at his nod. “James?”
He turned his attention to her.
Charley signaled with her head to go back to the office.
He rose, and the trio moved out of sight of the dynamic super-boy’s storytelling.
Charley’s nerves danced more than when she’d been confronted with Wyatt on her own birthday. James could agree or deny her, and as much as she could and would pull rank, she didn’t want to hurt him. If they’d shared a birthday, she and James would have been more than friends, but his friendship mattered more to her than any other.
She took his hands in hers as Wyatt stepped back into the hallway and closed the door. “Okay, don’t get mad, but I have a plan for Friday.”
“Uh-oh.” James didn’t pull away. “I’m not liking closed doors and a sentence that starts with ‘don’t get mad’.”
“Actually, it started with ‘okay’.” Charley tried for a light chuckle and explained her idea about creating more than one Charley.
“Why am I going to get mad? The multiple-Charley idea is a good one, though I think Cael may just cringe with a practice session. Boy, that’ll be fun to see.” His hands squeezed hers with a gentleness he possessed-far beyond most she knew.
“Well, the plan kinda includes another person.”
“Okay, who? We’ll fly them in tonight, get ready for tomorrow and roll with it, though I think three of you is enough.”
She could see his wheels of thought turning-or a version at least. “We need Maggie.”
James let go of her hands. He backed up to the wall, crossed his arms. “No.”
“Hear me out-”
“No.”
“James, we need her to make this work. If they know what we can do, we have to be prepared for all possibilities. I can’t be the only me. Lily isn’t strong enough to hold it long, and Cael, sure, but Maggie will make us safer, and she can mimic animals if we need them. She’s the only one who can do what Chase apparently can.”
“No.”
Charley moved to him, her head barely reaching his shoulder. She laid one hand across his, but he pulled away.
“Don’t touch me.” He seethed through gritted teeth.
“James-”
“Don’t ‘James’ me, either. Don’t try it. I will not work with her.”
Charley willed a tear to form in the corner of her eye and looked back up at him. She saw when he took notice and blinked to push it over the rim to slide down her cheek. “It’s for Chase.” A low blow, but she’d use whatever she had in her arsenal.
“You can’t ask me to work with her.”
“I can James, and I will. She’s the only one we can trust with this, and you know that.”
He shook his head with force and turned around, then turned back. “What about Tiffany?”
“Too young.”
“Richie?”
“Are you kidding?” Charley asked.
James stalked to the door and halfway back. “Kelsey. She could do it.” He pointed at Charley.
“Kelsey blended last year with an NFL Football player.”
“Dammit!” James slammed his palms against his head. “Fine!” He grabbed Charley in a deep bear hug. “But you owe me… huge.”
“It’s for Chase. Just remember that, and since I’m like ninety-nine percent sure you’re both his parents, it’s about damn time she came back.” She brought her arms around him and snuggled in.
He’d have to come to terms with the revelation at some point. They’d all suspected, but confirmation through DNA test didn’t work quite the same way for mimcs.
“For Chase. Yeah. But only for him.”
“And we can find out for sure if he’s yours.”
“He’s all of ours.” James stalked to the door, yanked it open and swung his way out.
Wyatt slid inside after him. “I take it that didn’t go well?”
Charley sighed. “As well as I should have expected. I need to make a few phone calls, then I’d like some lunch. I’m starved, having stayed up much of the night.” She winked as she took the office chair and pulled her cell from her pocket. “Feel free to go hang out. I’ll be out in a few minutes.” She motioned to the door, not wanting to have the conversation with James’s ex in front of anyone.

***

Two double-decker turkey and bacon sandwiches topped with a dollop of some concoction of Lily’s and a tall, icy Coca-Cola later, Wyatt sat in the crook of the couch with Charley in his arms. Chase sat in front of a massive television, playing the latest in shoot-’em-up video games, while James and Cael studied blue prints of the arboretum.
With the exception of the environment, the scene reminded him of Montreal.
At the sound of the doorbell, Stuart came in, his arms loaded with bags from the grocery store. Sophie’d long since moved to her bedroom, but at Stuart’s arrival, she, too, peeked out from her hidden location.
“Wyatt?” Cael interrupted but took only Wyatt’s direct attention. “Did you get that trace or log on your call?”
He palmed his forehead. “Forgot, given the… ah…”
“I gotcha. Can we get it?”
Wyatt nodded.
“Let’s go in the back and leave these guys to their fun.” Charley squeezed Wyatt’s hand. They moved through to the office.
“May I?” Wyatt shifted to the computer.
Cael waved him forward.
“Huh.”
“Huh what?” Charley sidled closer to him.
“I asked Sheila to get the recording from my tap, but she didn’t send it. Let me call her.” He pulled out his cell. “That’s weird.”
“What is?” Charley’s massage of his shoulders leeched tension from him.
“She didn’t answer. Probably busy. I’ll pull it myself.”
Screen after screen of remote login access to the FBI passed before them. The keys clicked faster, slowing for a moment as a new screen loaded before his fingers sped up again.
James walked into the room and around, crowding in with Charley and Cael. “You’ve got a bug on all our phones?”
“I figured that was safer than only picking Charley’s.” Wyatt didn’t turn to look at him. “There’s one on mine, now, too.”
Charley cocked her head at James. “How did you know?”
He tapped his temple.
She rolled her eyes back at him.
“And I was right to do it, wasn’t I?” Wyatt continued his search and scan.
James snorted.
Cael slid closer as if to scan the list of calls, too. “That’s weird.”
“It is.” Wyatt shook his head. “It’s like it doesn’t exist. Probably just a recording error. I’ll have Sheila check in with the phone company.”
James laid an arm on the top of the flat-screen monitor’s case. “So, combined with Charley’s two calls, what do we have?”
Cael stood as if he’d been selected by the teacher in class. “Multiple women assailants, some sort of dissension in their group, they’re moving ahead with their plans despite not having any leverage. Someone knows you’re involved, Wyatt, but how or why, we don’t know. This whole thing is really all about Charley-some old grudge, perhaps?”
“Can you take the blocks off your files, Cael, so I can look through them?”
Cael shook his head. “I’ll get you the files, though. The blocks are there to protect us from the idiots of the world.”
Wyatt saluted with one finger. “Gotcha.”
James coughed into his hand. “Given what we know so far, don’t you think this is someone we know versus a foreign entity or government agency?”
“I agree. Charley, whose bad side did you get on recently? Anyone’s?”
She moved her hands to her hips. “I solve white-collar crimes all over the world, guys. It could be anyone that wants me for my abilities, but I really have no idea. I’m as much a target as you two are.”
“Uh, no. I’d say you’re more,” James said.
Wyatt turned to him. “Why?”
He looked to Charley, she back to him.
“Did Charley tell you what happens in a couple days?”
Wyatt held his eyes wide. “Yeah. She has to choose a form or becomes eighteen, right?”
James kicked at invisible dust on the floor. “You didn’t tell him everything, did you, Charley?”
She shrugged.
“Tell him.” James pointed at her. He did the same to Wyatt. “Now.”
“Is this part of the whole ‘can’t have kids’ thing, too?” He entwined his fingers against his stomach.
She nodded. “Yeah, sort of. Remember this morning, I was saying that I have to make this final choice on my birthday, our birthday, which just so happens to be this coming weekend?”
“Yeah.” Wyatt tilted his head away from her, stole a glance at James and returned to Charley. “So?”
“And remember I said we can’t make that choice for someone else?”
Wyatt’s frustration level grew tenfold. “Yes. What’s the big hidden secret?-not that this is the only one, I’m sure.” His voice pitched with a low and deep rumble.
She closed her eyes.
Trying to decide what to say or how to say it?
“I’ve waited until the very end, Wyatt. Once I blend, my ability to remember what has come before hinges on my association with my match-with you. Basically, it’s like a marriage but a bit stronger for me.”
“Stronger as in you forget everything if he’s not a part of your life,” James said.
Wyatt sat up straight, his hands on the desk. “You forget everything?” He couldn’t believe what he heard, though why it should surprise him, he didn’t know.
Charley nodded. “Yes. I’ll be eighteen with no choice for what age to pick, and my mind will… sort of erase itself. It’ll be as if I’d never met you… ever.”
“Is that what you want?” Wyatt moved to her, his throat closing on the idea she’d forget him.
Her eyes grew wide. “Of course not! god, Wyatt. Four times now. I thought that’s where I’d be going, but hell no, that’s not what I want, but I promised-”
“Promised what?”
“I made sure I’d never, ever, ever…” Her emphasis grew as she repeated the words. “I promised I’d never push you to make this decision.”
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Two days and sleepless, but satisfying, nights later, the birds sang their morning tunes through Charley’s open balcony door. She rolled over, draped an arm and leg over Wyatt. He’d yet to open his eyes. His lashes hit the top of his cheeks while his head rested on the pillow.
Charley ran the back of her hand across his face and breathed in the combination of morning, sleep and Wyatt.
He stirred under her touch, and his eyes fluttered open-the green of them penetrating her entire body. He closed them again as she followed a lazy path along his jaw line. The hint of a smile peeked out.
“Good morning,” he said with a sleep-infused warble.
She laid a kiss against his lips. “Mmm. Yes it is.”
“I don’t think you mean that just about me.” He remained still as she flitted her fingers over his ear and down the yellowing of his nose.
“Does it matter?” She inched her body closer to him.
“No.” He opened his eyes again. “Seems you get your way no matter what you do, huh?” One hand snaked under the blanket, pulling her hips closer to his.
Charley grinned against his lips. “You reap the benefits of some of my bossiness.”
The door to her room flew open. “Charley! Charley! Charley!” Chase ran in.
She pulled the covers over her breasts, tucked her back against Wyatt and flipped over so Chase would focus on her and not the naked man in her bed.
At the same time, Chase bounced at the end, up and down, with an excitement she didn’t understand but wanted to bottle.
Charley ruffled his hair. “Have you forgotten your manners?”
“I’m sorry. But I can do it.” His eyes lit with a fire she’d once seen in James’s face.
“Do what, buddy?”
Behind Charley, Wyatt leaned up and draped himself over her side. A heat rose to her cheeks, though why she’d be embarrassed, she didn’t know-she hadn’t been a teenager in hundreds of years, and everyone already knew Wyatt slept over, since they’d been prepping for the Friday night assignment.
“I can-” He blinked a few times, swallowed. “I-”
The doorbell’s chime rang through the house, a soft lilt of sound.
“I’ll get it!” Chase dashed away as fast as he’d come in.
Wyatt laid a line of kisses down Charley’s neck. “What was that all about?”
“I have an idea, but-” She turned to the clock. “Given it’s already ten, I’m guessing that doorbell means Maggie is here, and I think we’ll probably find out sooner than later.”
“Can she be ignored?” Wyatt’s hand inched its way down her thigh.
“No. Not if I want to spare James heartache.”
Wyatt stopped. “Fine.” His tone reflected hurt as he moved from her to the edge of the bed and sat up.
Charley followed him, still draped in the sheet. “Why are you getting upset that I care for my friend? I’ve already explained this to you.”
“Because I’m stupid and a guy.”
She chuckled and wrapped her arms around his neck. “You know I love you, right?”
He stiffened if not for just a moment. “Are you sure?”
“I’ve loved you for your entire life, Wyatt. If anyone should worry about being taken, it’s you.”
He turned so she fell across his lap. “What?”
“Maggie, remember? I warned you about her.” She ran a hand around the back of his neck, tugged. “It’s why I’ve spent two days hiding all your suits and ties and keeping you sequestered here so you’ll be in nothing but T-shirts and jeans-” She pounded her forehead against his chest. “Dammit. She’s going to like that even more. Do not… ever… take your shirt off around Maggie.” Charley’s chuckled bounced back at her off of Wyatt’s naked chest.
“I promise.” He leaned down as he lifted her up so she faced him, a grin across his face. His lips touched and melded into hers as if they should be one. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She closed her eyes with a sigh.
“I was thinking about something… uh… maybe weird,” Wyatt said.
The blank expression and timid eyes didn’t fit the Wyatt she knew. “What is it?”
“If you do that blendy thing with someone like James, can you stay you or is this it completely no matter what?”
“This is it no matter what… for me… because of how long I’ve been… me.”
“So it wouldn’t matter if I asked you to make me one of you instead?”
Charley giggled. “We’re not vampires.” She snaked a hand up his neck. “While we play good ones on TV-no need for makeup and all-we can’t make an existing being into one of us.” She winked at him. “We’re a genetic anomaly.” She laid her lips against him. “But I gotta say that offer was about the sweetest one ever given to me.”
He met her kiss with possessiveness. “Okay, so that stupid human curiosity out of the way, next question. Could you pass this gene down to one of our kids?”
Kids? So he’s in for real? She contained her excitement at the future by digging her nails into her palms. He hasn’t agreed to anything, Charley. Keep it under wraps. “I could, yes. But only after-”
“Right. Sunday. With me. I gotcha, and I’m totally good with that.” His grin reached clear to his eyes.
She leaned up to lay a kiss on his lips. “We’d better get out there.”
“Yeah. Though I’d prefer a replay of this morning.” Wyatt cocked his head at her before angling it toward the pillows.
Charley laughed and scooted away but tugged him by one hand to follow.

***

Charley, in her pajamas, walked down her steps, into her kitchen. Lily manned the stove, and Maggie sat on one of the bar stools.
“Maggie!” Charley called out, a smile in her voice despite the worry.
“Charley!” Maggie hopped off, kissed both cheeks and added a simple hug.
Charley held on, placed her lips at Maggie’s ear. She whispered while her smile remained plastered to her face. “You touch my man, I’ll rip your head off. You take Chase away, I’ll kill you.” Maggie’s twitch told Charley what she’d long suspected. “You hurt James again and you’re as good as dead, too. Got it?”
Maggie wouldn’t worry about Charley or James or any threat, only exposure. She nodded against Charley and drew back. Emerald eyes shone back at her, lit with excitement and not an ounce of fear.
As tall as Charley, as thin as Lily, and as sprightly as Chase, Maggie encompassed all their good parts and added sultry sexuality with one bad-ass attitude. Her hair matched Chase’s blue soccer ball-a bright extravagance that only she could pull off. The hint of electricity made her one of the most powerful shifters Charley knew.
Charley turned to Wyatt as he walked in behind her. “Wyatt, this is Maggie Reynolds. Maggie, Wyatt Moreland.”
“Wow,” Maggie said. “Dude, did she find a hot one.” Maggie sidled up to Wyatt and draped her arms around his neck. “Wanna take me for a ride, big boy?”
“Maggie!” Charley hissed.
She’d only ever listened to one person, and he despised her every breath.
Maggie let go, laughed and flipped back to Charley. “C’mon,” Maggie offered a light punch to Charley’s shoulder. “You said I couldn’t, so I had to.” Her arms raised and dropped like a bird’s wings.
Charley gave big mental kudos to Wyatt, who neither answered nor reciprocated her touch.
James slunk into the room without a hello, pain reflecting in the set of his eyes and hunch of his shoulders.
“Not going to say ‘hi’, James?” Maggie asked to his retreating back.
“No.” He disappeared around the corner through the dining room door, one of Lily’s breakfast sandwiches in hand.
Maggie turned back to Charley. “He can’t still be mad at me? Right?”
Charley rolled her eyes with a deep sigh. “Yes, Maggie. He can.”
Wyatt’s hands slid against Charley’s waist. “Time does not heal all wounds.”
Charley forced herself not to tense, to let the comment say only what it meant, and not to infer he harbored any ill will toward her. “So, Maggie. Let’s, ah, go find Chase.” She stiffened when Charley mentioned his name. “He’s yours, isn’t he?” She took a step toward Maggie and out of Wyatt’s embrace.
Maggie didn’t budge.
Eye to eye, they stood with Charley searching Maggie’s face for acknowledgement. She found none. “I don’t care why you did it, but that little boy has a family, and if you plan to take him away-”
“I don’t intend to.” Maggie didn’t back away. “I’m not Mom material.”
Undone by Maggie’s first-ever admission of personal fault, Charley softened. “I recommend you get to know him and become a part of his life. James’s too for that matter.” She walked into the living room, Wyatt right behind her.
Chase stood, surrounded by the guys-James and Stuart on one side, Cael on the other-playing one of many video games.
“Lookin’ good, there, champ,” Charley said.
The squeaky-clean cheeks and clean clothes reflected none of the ragged boy he’d been a few days before.
Chase turned the controller in her direction, his smile broad and filled with happiness. “Charley! Check it out!”
She gave him a thumbs up with a wink as he off-roaded a motorcycle built for speed and crashed through a brick wall only to rematerialize and start again.
Charley drew her gaze back to Wyatt. He fit with her crazy family-a natural extension. She wanted him to be a part of it with an intensity that could engulf her in an instant if she didn’t watch the spark that shot through her each time their eyes met.
She snuggled into Wyatt’s lap on one end of the couch, Maggie at the floor to her left.
As Chase crashed again, he bounded back to the group. “So, Charley, wanna see?” He grabbed a handful of fruit from the plate on the table.
“What do I want to see?” She crossed one knee over the other, leaning her elbows against the same. Wyatt’s hand trailed soft lines up her back.
Chase looked to Cael, who nodded at him. “I promise, little dude, she’s not going to be mad at you.”
Charley shook her head. “What’s there to be mad about?” She circled her lips with her fingers and made sure she plastered a smile to it despite the story she expected to hear.
“Wanna see me turn into a mouse?” Chase whispered directly at her, his grin as wide as possible on his tiny face.
Maggie gasped as James’s jaw clenched and relaxed in quick repetition. She switched her gaze from Charley to Chase. “Who taught you that neat trick?”
“Nobody. I did it all by myself.” He pointed to himself as he stood as tall as his eight-year-old legs could make him. Still, between the guys, he barely reached a quarter of their size.
“He’s not thirteen, Charley.” Maggie’s tone came through the faked smile.
“Don’t remind me. You tell me why he can already shift and has managed an animal’s form.”
Maggie’s eyes shone with interest, worry. “It’s not possib-”
“It’s very possible. That’s how we know he got away.”

***

The mood in the room mixed between Chase’s giddy excitement, Charley’s interest and reservation, Maggie’s concern, and James’s scowl. Lily continued her slice and dice in the kitchen and Cael sat back, his arm across the couch as if none of the events mattered. Stuart, who’d joined them, sat much like Cael as if he lived in Charley’s home. Wyatt wanted to be a permanent part of it.
With Maggie and Charley’s whispered conversation, which Wyatt heard and expected everyone around him did too, Chase dove into the mountain of snacks Lily had set on the table.
Charley’s body temperature rose beneath Wyatt’s palm. At a guess, he took it to mean irritation with Maggie. He pulled her back into his arms and added a quick kiss to the side of her neck.
“Ewwwwwww… get a room,” Chase said, mouth full.
Wyatt turned to Stuart as Charley did the same. The entire room erupted into laughter-Lily in the kitchen, included-though Maggie remained silent.
“I told you he’s been around a while.” Charley leaned back against his shoulder.
“Gimme five, Chase.” Stuart held his palm out.
Chase drew back just like Wyatt had seen kids do-an over-extension of force they’d exert just to see how hard they could hit. Since Stuart started the activity, everyone offered their hands for the same. He added his sting to everyone’s palm, but when he got to Wyatt, Chase stopped.
His hand remained in the air, the five on hold. “Do you like Charley?”
Charley giggled as Chase stared him down over her.
“I do, yes.”
Chase squished his mouth, tilted his face up toward the ceiling as if considering for a minute. “You told me to call her first when you found me, so you must like her a lot.” He tapped with his free hand against his chin, the other still raised in the air in preparation.
“I would agree with that.” Wyatt looked into the depths of the boy’s eyes. Despite his youth, a glimmer of understanding reflected within.
“You know this is her last year, right?”
Wyatt cocked his head at Charley’s gasp but kept his gaze on Chase. “I do.”
Chase bobbed his head. “She has to marry someone.”
Wyatt’s lips creased as Charley’s sigh blew through the room. He ventured a glance, noting she’d covered her face with her hands and shook her head. Kids just can’t keep secrets and love to share private business.
“Chase-” Charley started, but Wyatt shushed her with a finger.
“What’s she gonna do?” His little boy face sparkled with wonder.
“Let’s finish this five and see where it goes.” Wyatt bounced his hand in the air.
“Okay.” Chase slapped Wyatt’s palm with a sting that would last as it tingled from his palm out to his fingertips.
Wyatt turned to Charley, who peeked between her fingers. “Apparently, you need a husband?”
Instead of leaving the questions in the air like Chase’s hand, Wyatt shifted out from under her, stood, turned around, and knelt in front of her.
Charley’s eyes filled and shifted to a light purple.
Wyatt tucked a hand into his pocket, pulled out the box his mom had returned.
Metal clattered in the kitchen as Lily gasped.
Wyatt opened the box toward Charley. The stone matched that of the necklace he’d given her on the night of their dance sixteen years before, the one she still wore around her neck.
“Better late than never, right? Life’s too short to hold grudges, don’t you think?” She’d thrown tons of secrets on him and still he loved her, perhaps even more because of them. “I’m not letting you get away again.”
Charley squeezed her lips tight.
“Charley Randall, will you marry me?”
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Charley looked down at Wyatt. So many years had passed-the secrets he still didn’t fully understand yet accepted.
How could she say ‘no’?
She locked her gaze on his, took his free hand in hers, and squeezed as the smile escaped.
“Yes, I will marry you and give you my heart and soul, and everything I can offer you.”
Wyatt slipped the ring from the box as his smile sent a rush of love and power through Charley. She held her hand out to him-the ring fit-if it hadn’t, Charley would have corrected the problem on the fly. “It’s beautiful, Wyatt.” She watched as it sparkled in the sunlight.
Stuart started a chant of “Kiss her! Kiss her!”
Wyatt’s hands cupped her neck. He continued to stare at her as if consumed. “I love you.”
“I love you, too,” Charley said.
He seized her lips with his. She slid her hands around him as they stood, and the group engulfed them, pressing and pulling the two of them into their fold.
“We’re going to have a wedding!” Lily added her arms to their circle.
In the middle, under all the legs and assorted feet, Chase reappeared and tucked himself between Charley and Wyatt. Excitement flowed, but Chase stopped them all. An eight-year-old only had so much of an attention span.
“Wanna see a trick?”
Charley wiped a tear from her eye as she sniffed. “Absolutely.”
Chase closed his eyes and scrunched up his nose. In one swift move, his body dropped to the floor and folded upon itself like an accordion. His clothes landed in a heap.
Charley assumed Wyatt watched in horror, but noted a look of intense curiosity as Chase turned into his mouse form in front of them. That is Chase, not a mouse. That is Chase, not a mouse. She shivered but held her ground.
Lily squealed for good measure, as did Sophie, who’d walked in during Wyatt’s proposal, but her screech actually held merit.
Maggie, who fell into her chair again, bore the expression that Charley would etch into her mind. Someone else had impressed Maggie Reynolds more than she could herself.
One for the record books.
“Okay, Chase, go ahead and come back,” Cael said.
The little mouse turned his nose up to Charley, pointed it to Cael, and returned to Charley.
“He wants his clothes.” Maggie chuckled.
“Oh!” Charley leaned down to the little mouse. “Forgot that part twice now, didn’t ya?” She tapped him on his head with her fingertip.
“C’mon, mouse-boy.” James picked up the Chase-mouse and his clothes. “We’ll be right back.”
They disappeared around the corner, and two minutes later, Chase returned in Chase form, held in James’s arms, one eye half open, the other closed.
“He’s already out, isn’t he?” Charley asked from within the circle of Wyatt’s arms.
A double transformation, by an untrained little boy, in the space of less than ten minutes had to mean complete exhaustion.
James nodded and laid Chase in Sophie’s lap on the couch.
Chase’s eyes fluttered as he leaned against Sophie. “That… was… so… cool.” He dropped into deep sleep.
“Yes, it was,” Charley whispered.
“Celebratory lunch!” Lily called and moved into the kitchen. “Twenty minutes!”
“After Chase wakes up, we need to finish our preparations,” Charley said.
“I agree. But a quick break would be nice, too.” Wyatt leaned down and nuzzled her ear. “Let’s take it together.”
Charley glanced around the room. “We’re going up to the balcony for a minute.”
No one looked at her. Sophie rested with Chase, Stuart at her side. Maggie must have lost herself in thought, with her head in her hands. James and Cael averted their eyes at Charley’s glance.
She smiled at their wordless offer. “You get nineteen minutes,” Charley whispered to Wyatt. “Because Lily is not very nice to people who come late to a party.”

***

They walked until they reached the living room door and Charley sprinted up the stairs, two at a time, Wyatt in her wake. The whoosh of a shirt as Wyatt pulled his off along with a snap from his belt came two steps later. She passed through her door and kicked it shut behind them.
From behind her, Wyatt pulled her into his arms and tossed her on her ivory, down-covered bed. She landed in mid-undress, her shirt halfway over her head, laughter bouncing through the room.
Topless, Wyatt pounced on her. He stripped the rest of her T-shirt off her and threw it to the floor exposing her breasts. He ravaged the pale skin with his hands, and coaxed Charley into a frenzy that made her nerves sizzle.
“You taste like strawberry.” Wyatt’s groan matched that of Charley’s need.
Her hands sought the softness of his hair and the strength of muscles in his shoulders. She reached for his jeans-an inch too far away. Her nails raked up his sides and elicited both a moan and a chuckle. He slid up her body until his face loomed over hers, raised up on his elbows, and tangled his lips with hers.
Charley slid her hands between them. She traced a lazy finger around his belly button until she slipped a hand between skin and jeans.
His groan preceded her tug.
Trapped beneath the heat of Wyatt’s body, Charley left him to bite and pull at her as she maneuvered him out of his clothes.
“I want you.” Wyatt said it against her lips. “I’ve always wanted you.”
“You can have me. All of me.”
Charley drew her hands back to Wyatt’s face. His rough stubble had yet to be shaved. He slipped inside her depths with an ease that could only come from two who were meant to be together.
Wyatt circled with his hips, pushed faster as Charley’s body trembled. She matched his groan with a sigh as he drove himself in and out. He filled her in so many ways, touched her deep within. She inhaled his scent-male mixed with a spice she’d call his own.
Their lips remained riveted to each other as they stared into each other’s eyes. Charley arched to take him deeper. He speared her with desire and love. She matched his cadence faster than their hearts beat as they drove each toward the peak of pleasure.
“Wyatt-” Charley gripped his shoulders.
Their lips caressed, pressed and released.
“Tell me.” His breath caught on a gasp, and he repeated his demand with each thrust until she gave him what she knew he craved.
“I love you.”
He pushed her to the edge. Her body tensed with the onslaught, hips pressed against each other as her nails dug into his shoulders.
She stretched out the sensations, let them build and torment her until she wanted to scream.
“Tell me again.” He breathed in once-his eyes fixed on hers. “Tell me again.” The muscles in his arms bunched.
“I-”
“Tell me!” In that command, they both exploded in a fit of passion.
“-love you.” Charley’s slow smile grew with her reach above her head.
Wyatt laid his cheek against her breasts. He continued a slow slide despite the shiver that wracked her body. He’d brought her a level of happiness she’d never experienced before.
He shifted to Charley’s side, pulling her against his body, and wrapped his arms around her.
She reached with her left hand into the air where the aquamarine stone glistened on her third finger.
Wyatt touched the stone. “It’s unique.”
“It’s beautiful.” Charley angled it to hit the lights. It sparkled as she turned it right and left.
“I bought it for you to go with the necklace.” Wyatt fingered the chain she wore around her neck, exposed without clothes to hide it.
“I had to take it off when I found out it was you who’d called us… in case… well… you know.” She pulled the ring closer as he nodded against her. “But otherwise, I’ve worn it forever.”
“I had it that night.” Wyatt’s tone took on a more serious note.
“That night, that night?” Charley turned into him. “Oh, god, Wyatt. I didn’t know. If only-”
“No ‘if onlys’, Charley. Nothing more than todays and tomorrows. My Mom brought that to me. I hadn’t forgotten about it, but Lily made me promise never to give it to anyone else.” His hand caressed her side as he spoke.
“There are still things, though-”
“Yeah, I figured as much. Can we delay them until after we get the bastards who kidnapped my new favorite-uh, what do I call him?”
“Nephew is what Cael and James use, though I think James will use ‘son’ now.” Charley laid her lips against Wyatt’s again.
“I do have a question.” His lips traced a path from her shoulder back to her lips. “Chase reminded me that Sunday is… well… your last day.”
“Yeah, and?” Charley asked as if it were an everyday question.
“So that gives me what? Only two days to live through every possible fantasy with you?”
Charley laughed, smiling against his lips. “Seriously?” She giggled as he dawdled fingertips against her skin, sending a rush of goose bumps along her arm.
“Oh yeah. I have a few ideas, and since you owe me a few years, I’m going to make use of them.” He smiled back at her.
“Okay, I’m game-”
Wyatt’s lips prevented any further words.

***

One minute later than they’d been given, Charley headed back to the kitchen as her stomach grumbled its reminder that they hadn’t eaten. Wyatt strolled a few steps behind, a look of pure satisfaction in his silly grin and twinkling eyes.
Lily’s head popped up from her spot at the counter. “You look like a woman glowing with the passion of really good-”
“Bananas.” Charley tilted her head-a reminder to Lily that Chase had ears like an elephant, even when asleep.
Lily mouthed ‘Oh, yeah’ and slid a sandwich in Charley’s direction. “Looks like you could use some energy, too. Expend a bit of it today, have you?”
“A few times.” Charley grinned and pulled herself up on the barstool.
“I’ll take half of that, seeing as how half yours and half of mine is in the near future.” Wyatt slid behind her, rested his head on her shoulder.
Lily smacked his hand with her spatula. “I have yours here.” She pulled another from the cabinet chiller and pushed the plate toward the lip of the counter.
Wyatt pulled himself up onto his own seat.
“He talked in his sleep,” Lily said.
Charley craned her neck to find Chase-she’d given him only a cursory glance as she walked by. He continued to lie in Sophie’s arms. “What did he say?”
James and Cael strolled in. “You guys are really bad, you know,” James said.
“Where’s Maggie?” Charley bit into the ham, tomato, cilantro and mayo creation Lily concocted; it never ceased to amaze her what Lily could do with food.
“Showering,” Cael said. “Said she needed a few and took off after you guys did. She’s using my room.”
Charley noted Lily’s pause, for the briefest of seconds, before she continued her kitchen cleanup. “What did Chase say?”
“He’s a good sneaker-outer,” Lily said. “We’re going to have to keep any eye on him in the future.”
Cael and James intermingled their stories from Chase’s sleep-induced recollection with what other facts and details he’d told them over the course of a couple days. A bramble bush, under which he transformed from mouse to human the second time, gave him the scratches. He’d had plenty of time to regret his clothes hadn’t changed with him. The socks and underwear had been castaways he’d found on the side of the road. Yet, his biggest fear had been getting in trouble for leaving without an adult.
“You guys must be slave drivers.” Wyatt winked at Charley.
“I think we’ve just had to instill so many levels of secrecy in him that, at his age, he hasn’t yet found the line of what to keep secret without guilt,” James said.
Charley nodded as she finished her bite. “I’d agree with that.”
Cael rubbed the space between his eyes. “He said I taught him stuff, Charley, but I didn’t show him how to freely transform and definitely not how to move to an animal. I showed him Boy Scout stuff-getting out of ropes and ties and some survival techniques we learned together from TLC, combined with… well… a little of what I can do.”
“It’s in his DNA.” Maggie came in, walked around the counter, and took her own stool at Lily’s right. “May I?” She pointed to a sandwich.
Lily pushed the tray to her. “All yours.”
“Can you elaborate, Maggie?” Charley took another bite.
“You guys were all taught to wait. I wasn’t. You guys were all taught to keep secrets. I wasn’t.” Maggie dug into her sandwich. “But I do, of course.”
Charley leaned into Wyatt’s shoulder. “Maggie’s a big-time Hollywood body double.”
“Along with a few others,” Maggie said through a mouthful of food.
“Wait.” Wyatt rattled his head. “There are more of you?”
“Somewhere around a hundred, maybe a few more. We don’t know the exact count because most of us live everyday normal lives and pretend we don’t have supernatural abilities,” Maggie said. “Some of us are talented enough to hide it unless our eye color changes, and some can even manage to swing that.”
“She’s right.” Cael dropped his forearms to the counter. “Some of us are on the good side of the law, others not so much. Some smarter than others. Some more talented. Have you ever known someone to up and change jobs, and they were just as good at the second as they were at the first but didn’t have any training that you knew of?”
Wyatt nodded.
“Probably one of us,” James said. “Some of us prefer to stay under the radar because when we give up our secret, the bad guys like to look for us to… keep us for themselves. Foreign governments… our own… the mob. We can take our skill and use it for good or evil. Those of us here use it for good.”
“I do, too.” Maggie’s statement came out a whine. “Britney and Halle both needed doubles.”
“And Benji, too?” James smirked.
“I did not double as the dog.” Maggie clenched her teeth. “Just because I can doesn’t mean I do.” She emphasized her point with a finger to the granite.
“No, of course not.” James’s voice grew deep and sad. “And just because you do… oh, yeah, that’s right… you don’t.” He pushed away from the bar and stalked out of the room.
“You’re going to need to play nice, Maggie.” Lily waved one of her more shiny blades in Maggie’s direction.
“What’d I do?” She shook her head. “Look, you guys asked me here. I’m here. Now tell me what I need to do so I can get back to my crazy life and leave James to his.” She shook her head and mimed wild hands in the air.
“I think it’s time to strategize,” Charley said. “Shall we move to the dining room? The table will give us a wide expanse on which to draw, color and finish our plans for tonight.”
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Wyatt snuggled into Charley as the rest of the group left the island. His arms wrapped around hers from behind, and she clung to them at her chest.
He rested his head on her shoulder. “Why doesn’t the government have you guys locked up in some lab, running tests?”
“Who says they haven’t already done that?” Charley craned to the side and added a not-so-subtle kiss to his cheek. “There’s a lot of stuff you don’t know that doesn’t matter anymore. Some of us managed to make peace with and capitalize on our abilities. Others are still flitting about trying to find the right home for theirs.”
“Like Maggie?”
Charley shrugged. “When I hung out with you in high school, I listened to so many of the kids’ woes and whines about what they were going to be when they grew up. Girls wanted to be doctors, writers, or just stay home and produce loads of babies. Guys wanted to be police, football pros, or rock stars-their bands worse than anything I’d ever heard. Everyone wants to be someone else or a grown-up with a purpose and an exciting or glamorous way to fulfill it. It’s a fantasy that gets us through the tough years.”
“And some of you actually get to do that, which I think totally rocks, and I am so jealous.” Wyatt mimicked the voice of his younger generation.
“But sometimes it gets old. I have been under the government’s control-well, I have my fair share in making decisions after so many years-but I’ve been there long enough to know we have to find happiness in our lives and go for it.”
“Then why didn’t-” He stopped when she tensed.
Charley turned, laid a hand against his cheek. “The grass will not be greener no matter how much we try. Learn to live with what you have, love what you choose, and it’ll stay green on your side of the street.”
“Very philosophical.” Wyatt added a kiss to the side of her neck.
“You guys coming or not?” Stuart asked from the doorway before he disappeared.
“We have some ass kicking to do,” Charley said. “No one messes with my boy and gets away with it without some payback. I’m still wondering why they decided to move forward without him as bait.”
“That means we take extra precaution.” Wyatt stood first and led Charley into the foray of conversation and plan review.
James walked back in, his shoulders slumped more than Wyatt had seen before. Wyatt stole a glance at Charley who nodded her head in James’s direction.
“Be right back.” Wyatt had plenty of his own experiences with one woman. Some advice might be worthwhile. He beckoned with a nod of his head, and James followed outside.
Wyatt took one side of the porch, James the other. They mirrored each other’s casual slouch. Birds sang, wind whistled and the blue sky warmed. Hands in pockets, each with one shoulder against the house’s frame, both of their gazes ran across the yard.
“Want some advice?” Wyatt asked.
“Nope.” James stuffed his hands further into the pockets of his jeans.
“Excellent. So somewhere around sixteen years ago, you guys stood in my way and kept Charley out of my life.” From the corner of Wyatt’s eye, James tensed. “Now, you did it for very good reasons, and I can see that… so many years later.” He motioned with his hand while he talked.
“But?”
“But you can’t let time issues stand in the way. Do you hate Maggie or love her?”
When James chuckled, Wyatt had his answer.
“And given the boy looks an awful lot like you, the exception being that superbly red hair, I’m guessing he’s yours and Maggie’s?”
“I don’t know for sure, but I think so,” James said. “She just never told me.” He kicked a rock onto the sidewalk with the toe of his shoe. It banged against the rail of the porch and left a ding in the wood.
“Full of secrets around here.” Wyatt shook his head and kicked his own rock. “Seems to me you all are old enough not to have to play these games. What are you? Two hundred plus, like Charley?”
“A little younger,” James said. “Charley’s got a hundred on me and a hundred twenty on Cael. Lily’s the baby at only sixty.”
“How did you meet by the way?”
“Me and Maggie?”
“Yeah, sure, but you and Charley?”
“One of her assignments. I’d been hired by the Chilean government. She was there on ‘business’.” James kicked another rock, but a half-smile emerged. “We ended up in the same place at the same time, quite literally. She’ll have to tell you the story sometime. She has that way with people. She and Cael?” James looked up at Wyatt who nodded. “Same exact thing.”
“What about Lily?”
“Hers is another story altogether.”
“Maggie?”
James turned away again.
“I believe you gave Charley some advice before. I’d highly recommend you consider following it. The age of letting time heal all wounds is gone.”
With that, he moved to the door and let himself back in. Everyone except for Sophie, Chase and James stood together. Loud mutters and curses bounced around as they dissected the park’s blueprint one last time.
Whoever chose the spot had no idea of the opportunities it gave Wyatt’s group. Trees and brush surrounded the gazebo and would allow them all to remain hidden. His department had wired a few trees for sight and sound that morning. The park’s staff, as well as Detective Bland and his group, had jumped on the chance to help.
A ‘Charley-like-person’ need only show up, and they’d snag their man or woman on the spot. He just had to convince Charley to stay away.

***

“They want me, and they want me alone,” Charley said to Wyatt for the fourth time.
She thought their plan rather creative-he’d disagreed, agreed, and changed his mind a dozen times. They’d argued over who should do what, when and how. Even Maggie had come to Charley’s defense and cited the plan as foolproof.
She laid her hands on the table and dropped her head between them. After two hours of discussion, James and Cael had relaxed, Maggie began to file her nails, and Lily whipped up and served a tray of sweets.
At least someone believes this will work.
“With four of me, we’re safer,” Charley said again. “Lily has to go last because she can’t hold form as long as the rest of us. So she’s our backup to the backup. Maggie gets us started because she can get out of nearly any situation in a pinch. Then me. Then Cael if we need him, but you’ll all be within range for sight and sound.”
Wyatt shook his head… again. “There’s just something off.”
“The fact that four of us will look alike right down to our attire? Are you afraid you’ll end up kissing Cael?” Charley asked.
“As long as he doesn’t use his tongue.” Cael dissolved into laughter that affected everyone but Wyatt.
Charley forced the sigh back at Wyatt’s continued press that she remain with James in the van. “Do you want to go over what we know again?”
He nodded.
“There are at least two women. Not so bright by the sounds of it. Dissension and confusion in the ranks. We have their leverage, Wyatt. They really want me, probably to settle some sort of old score I don’t know about. We want to kick their asses. Simple as that.”
Wyatt leaned backward, stared at the ceiling and rubbed the back of his head. “I guess.”
“According to Detective Bland, there’s been no movement in the garden today,” Cael said.
“Stuart? You’re still okay with holding down the fort?” Wyatt continued to stare skyward.
“I got her covered-I mean, us, covered… here,” he tapped his side piece.
Charley couldn’t help but grin.
“So that puts James and me in the van, you four on the field, and Stuart, Sophie and Chase locked down here,” Wyatt said.
“I think the problem I have lays with the unknowns. What and who are they, what will they have at their disposal, and what are their intentions?”
“We’ve got the police behind us and can call in others for help,” James said.
“I know, I know.” Wyatt’s cell whistled.
The entire room turned to him as he walked out to answer the call.
“You have your ringtone as a whistle?” Charley asked to his back.
He pointed one finger in the air.
“Look at the picture he has on it of you,” Stuart said.
“From when?” Charley asked.
“From sixteen years ago. I saw it when I met him at his office.”
“The photographer’s prom picture?” Charley shook her head. “A sixteen-year-old picture. Wow.”
“Boy, Julz was pissed when she saw it delivered at school,” Stuart said. “Wyatt must have taken a picture of it and saved it on his phone.”
“I suggested he should consider her.” Charley flinched with the thought.
“Yeah, but he didn’t.” Stuart grabbed one of Lily’s petits fours. “Heard she married some guy in Florida last year.” He popped a chocolate pretzel into his mouth.
“You still eat a ton, don’t you?” Maggie sneered as she motioned with her nail file in the air. “And you still talk nonstop.”
“And you’re still as bitchy as ever. Lucky for me, I only got thirty-four years in that, and you get what? A few hundred?”
Cael and James snickered as she did the same.
“Ninety-five so far.” Maggie leaned toward Stuart who sat just a foot or so away from him.
“Be careful what you do, I got a gun-”
“Uh, no. You don’t.” She twirled his semi-automatic around her finger.
Stuart slid his chair back with a force that bumped it against the wall. His hands moved about, and he patted himself down. “How-”
“I told you Stuart, she’s very talented,” James said from his perch against the wall.
Wyatt walked back into the room as Maggie handed Stuart his weapon. He turned to Stuart, switched to Charley with one eyebrow cocked, and with his cell in hand, he pointed between the two of them before he faced the floor.
“What’s up?” Cael stood at rest against the wall, arms across his chest. His low-hung jeans gave him a casual air, but Charley knew his mind worked overtime.
Wyatt popped back up. “Ah, that was Sheila. She apologized for being unavailable earlier. Apparently, my department head has called a six o’clock meeting, and Sheila’s been trying to get me out of it with no luck. She sent the tap record, too. There was a log-jam on our end, and she had to get it from the phone company.”
“You have to leave?” Charley asked.
“Yeah, but I’ll be back in plenty of time.” Wyatt checked his watch. “I’ve got an hour to get downtown. The meeting can’t last more than an hour or two, three tops… so I’ll be back by nine, ten at the latest.”
“I don’t like the feel of this. It’s too convenient,” Cael said. “Your assistant calls you out of nowhere with this?”
“I don’t, either.” Charley clung to the back of the chair, her nails biting into the wood.
“Sheila doesn’t have anything to do with this.” Wyatt waved away the undercurrent of worry. “She’s been my assistant for four and a half years. She’s loyal and dependable and-”
“Doesn’t like Charley,” Lily said.
Wyatt twisted toward Lily. “Why would you say that?”
Lily shrugged. “Girls know these things.”
“And I kinda knocked her over with Wyatt’s door.” Charley turned her head away from the group.
“You what?” A mischievous smile lit Maggie’s face.
Charley knew the opportunity to prove she’d messed up would be far too great for Maggie to let go. “She was in the way, and I was mad.” Charley waved it away as Wyatt had. “I apologized. End of story.”
“She’s involved.” Maggie leaned back in her chair. “I’ll lay money on it. Who else knew the two of you were together? Who else would warn you, Wyatt?”
James fished in his wallet. “I got twenty.” He laid it down in the middle of the table.
“I got ten.” Cael laid it on top of James’s.
“I’m in.” Stuart dropped his own ten as Maggie added a twenty.
Lily shook her head, opened her eyes wide. “Too rich for my purse.” She laughed.
“I got fifty says she had nothing to do with it.” Wyatt dropped his bills.

***

“Be careful.” Charley stood on the threshold, Wyatt’s back to the outside. She held his hands at her sides, her fingers entwined with his.
“I’ll be back in time, I promise.” He laid a kiss at the edge of her lips.
“Never promise what you can’t guarantee, Wyatt.” She closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against his. “Just be careful.”
The intensity of the kiss reached south. They’d be apart for a few hours, he’d return, they’d get to the park, and the bad guys would go to jail. The manpower had been allocated; Detective Bland had assured them of it.
Afterward, they’d start their life together.
“You better go. Don’t want you to be late.” She patted his chest.
“Nine o’clock.” He ran a finger down her nose and tipped up her chin for a more subtle and sweet kiss. “See you then.”
He knew she watched him walk away. Her gaze burned into his back. He returned the wave she offered as he drove out of their drive.
All we gotta do is get to midnight, and all this will be over.
Wyatt followed the curve of the road. The narrow lanes and tree-lined paths took him through their small town and out onto the freeway to the inner sanctum of the big city. He maneuvered around a school bus, sped up-reaching seventy according to his dash-and changed lanes so he could keep up with the faster traffic. He slowed as the cars around him did the same. The freeway at rush hour did not bode well for a timely arrival.
At least I’m going against the flow.
He checked his rearview mirror and the sides before he changed lanes again. Cars filled the road and moved left and right like mice in a maze. Which goes faster? Get in it and get the cheese.
As he neared his exit, he shifted to the right and, with a hundred other cars, slowed to a stop. The light before him blinked yellow, police directing traffic right and left. Wyatt inched forward with the rest of traffic. Once through, he punched the accelerator. The cause of the odd delay remained a mystery. He’d still have to find a spot to park and walk to his Director’s office.
“Six o’clock meeting, my ass,” he said out loud as he changed lanes again. Behind him, blue lights spun, adjusting from light to dark as the bulb inside rotated.
“What the hell?” Wyatt watched through his rearview mirror.
He pulled out of the way of cars that streamed by in an attempt to either get in or out of the city’s limits.
The cruiser pulled in behind him with two people in the front seats. The passenger door opened. One occupant exited. The uniformed officer stopped at the back of the trunk and wrote something in a notepad before he walked around to Wyatt’s window, which had already been rolled down.
“Was I going too fast?” Wyatt didn’t turn but continued to watch in the side-view mirror.
“Wyatt?” Detective Bland asked as he reached the window.
Wyatt smiled. This will be easy to get out of. “What are you doing on patrol, Bland?”
“Rookie training.” Bland shook his head.
“For the city police? I thought you hung with the town folks.” Wyatt chuckled.
“I trained for a number of years, so when the city has new recruits and not enough trainers, they ask me to pinch-hit. They asked me to run Trent through a day’s worth of work before I pack it in for tonight. We’re all set, still?”
Wyatt tapped his fingers on the wheel. “S’far as I know, yup.”
“Great. Well, shoot, Wyatt. I’m supposed to be showing our driver the ropes. I thought I recognized your car, so I offered to get out first and see. I can’t really give you a ticket.”
Awesome.
“That’s good because I don’t know what it would have been for,” Wyatt said.
Bland laughed. “Speeding. This is a new trap. But don’t tell anyone. Limit dropped to twenty-five two weeks ago. Damn government needs their money.”
Wyatt shook his head. He hadn’t seen a sign anywhere. “Gonna let me go?”
“Yeah, sure. But can I impinge upon you? Let us follow you to your destination then allow Officer Trent to go through the motions of a stop.”
“Yeah, sure. I’m just heading up to the Hail Street parking garage. Late meeting with the bosses,” Wyatt said.
“We’ll follow ya.” Bland saluted and walked back to his car.
Wyatt pulled his Mustang out into traffic. The two followed, lights off. He maneuvered into the garage and circled around until he reached the third floor. With his car parked next to the elevator, he could make quick work of the jog to the office after he let Bland use him as a guinea pig.
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Lily, Cael, James and Maggie planted themselves in Charley’s bedroom, prepared to practice what Maggie called ‘their magic acts’. They’d all agreed to the dry run. Luckily for Charley, she would remain as is and with James, double-check everyone’s copy.
“You’re not going to whine about it, are you?” Lily tapped her toe and gave Cael her best spoil-sport look.
“No.”
Charley stifled her laugh. “Let’s get started.”
Maggie got first dibs.
Arms outstretched, Charley turned in a circle. Since Maggie had been around the least amount of time, she’d get the most chance to touch and feel for realism.
They didn’t always have direct access. Charley once had to play the first lady to a former President and came up with her form based on photos and descriptions alone. She’d succeeded… at least with what people could see. Underneath, she’d fudged every curve and line.
Maggie hemmed and hawed, oohed and ahhed as she ran her gaze up and down Charley’s form. She ran her hands along the length of Charley’s outstretched arms, down her sides, and all the way to her feet, which Charley’d left bare. They didn’t know how much the folks they’d meet knew about her and didn’t want to take any chances with a replica who didn’t match down to the last freckle.
Maggie’s fingers threaded themselves through Charley’s-her palms against them.
Charley tried not to move. She held her breath as long as she could, let Maggie touch without a second thought.
When Maggie placed her palms on either side of Charley’s head, she still held firm but suspected Maggie’s ploy to tease the guys. She inched closer to her as their clothes ruffled against each other. Charley stared into her eyes, which Maggie let turn their natural state, and waited. Her lips parted as she drew closer, and her smile grew as she leaned in.
Charley didn’t move.
Maggie tilted her head right, shifted to the left, and kept her bright red lips no more than a few millimeters from Charley’s.
A chill ran up Charley’s spine.
“Oh, come on!” Cael broke the sexual tension that filled the room.
Maggie puckered her lips, eased forward and added a quick peck at the side of Charley’s lips.
Cael groaned from his spot on the side stool. He’d straightened from his leaned-over, elbows-on-knee, half crouch when Maggie started her little dance.
“That would have been too easy, Cael,” Maggie said. “Okay, give me a sec.” Maggie closed her eyes and let her hands lay at her sides, palms out. She tilted her head back and shook her hair before she stood straight again.
Charley didn’t like to see any of them change. Facial features contorted, limbs trembled, and in many cases, the change looked more like a convulsion than the sweet, spring-like renewal that Maggie displayed. Legs one inch longer, cheek bones less prominent, hair turned black, eyes turned to chocolate brown.
Charley stared at herself, though no mirror stood before her.
“How’d I do?” Maggie asked when she finished and turned her head to each of them.
“You look like me,” Charley said.
“I concur.” James had Maggie twirl under his extended hand. “You forgot a freckle, though. Right cheek, center.”
Maggie added it, and James pronounced her complete.
“Cael’s turn.” Maggie smirked as she shook the new curls that hung from her head.
“Lily first,” Cael said. “I’m the true last resort.”
“Chicken,” Maggie said.
“Fine,” Cael said, but Lily stopped him with a wave.
“Me first. I already know what you look like, so I’m going to do this and come back. Wait here.” Lily escaped into Charley’s bathroom.
“You can shift somewhere else, too, if you want, Cael,” Charley said.
He shook his head. “Not yet.”
Lily came back out with a slight misstep as her body wavered from fatigue. She, too, looked like Charley. The only discrepancy lay in the tips of her hair which had begun to change back to her own natural shade of blonde. “Dammit! I am so not good at this.”
“You convinced me.” Cael stood from his stool. As James had done for Maggie, he walked to Lily and raised her hand for a twirl. “You look great.”
The Lily-Charley smiled at Cael-a smile only Lily could make.
“Okay, Master Cael, s’your turn to pony up.” Maggie turned back to her previous form. Unlike Lily, a relative youngster, Maggie could transform within a short span of time without visible burnout.
“Told you she was talented,” Charley said to James, thumbing a hand at Maggie.
Cael opted for the more private method, too. He’d have to lose quite a number of inches and would lose his drawers in the process.
When he walked back in, he, too, looked just like Charley, and the towel he’d wrapped around his body made Charley wonder.
“Did you do all of the change?” She grinned at him.
He hung his head. “Yes.”
“Can we see?” Maggie clapped her hands and stalked toward him.
“No!” He barked in Charley’s voice, wrapped his arms around the towel.
Maggie as herself, Lily with half blonde, half black hair, and Charley laughed until her sides hurt. When Cael started to walk back to the bathroom, Charley stopped him.
“Wait.” One hand at her mouth, the other pressed into her side while she continued to giggle. “James needs to twirl and inspect you.”
“I think not.” James raised his hands as if Cael were a hot coal. “I’m not touching him.”
The women laughed even harder.
“What’s so funny?” Stuart asked as he walked in. “Whoa! Three Charleys.”
“Who’s who?” James asked.
Stuart stood near the door, his eyes tracked to each of the three of them, still in proper form. “Hair girl is Lily. Umm… I’m going with towel as Cael, and since Maggie looks like Maggie, the one standing in the clothes Charley had on earlier today is Charley.”
Charley smiled. “Right you are.”
“Puzzles are my specialty.” Stuart tapped his forehead. “Except that was too easy. You guys ready to get wired?”
“I am,” Charley said. “Don’t know about the rest of them.”
“I’m going to change,” Cael said.
“You can wire me anytime.” Maggie’s sensuality came through her tone.
“Ah, no, I don’t think so. Monster Man over there would eat me alive. She’s all yours, man,” Stuart said to James.

***

When nine o’clock rolled around and no one heard from Wyatt, Charley began to worry. She sat with Lily at the kitchen bar, swung her legs, tapped her fingers, and checked and rechecked her watch.
Cael and James had already headed out with Maggie. Lily hung back to wait with Charley for Wyatt. They’d agreed to rendezvous with the detectives at an old lumber yard across from the park. In dark, unmarked vehicles, they could pass through undetected and lay in wait. The van James kept stored for undercover purposes had been prepped and stocked with the necessary equipment.
Sophie tucked Chase in for the night. He’d curled up under the warm blankets like a little mouse. Within seconds, his snores could have drowned out a buzz saw.
“He said nine or ten, Charley.” Lily offered a milkshake, pie, and other goodies in a clear attempt to draw Charley’s attention away from the time.
Since Chase’s return, Lily had been bitten by the sweets bug; pastries, pies, cakes, muffins and who knew what lined shelves and countertops in the kitchen.
“You should start selling these, Lil.” Charley munched on a chocolate covered strawberry.
Thank goodness her kind didn’t have to watch their weight. She’d miss that particular piece of her skill. Cellulite? Gone. An inch to pinch? Sucked in. Hopefully Wyatt wouldn’t mind if she went gray and wrinkly. At least they’d do it together.
Charley moved to the dining table, where the plans still lay. She tried to distract herself with them-a double-, triple- and even quadruple-check on the gardens. Stuart snuck in behind her as she looked them over… again.
“You have a photographic memory. Why are you staring like you’ve never seen these before?”
Charley shook her head but otherwise ignored him until he disappeared.
At ten, her hands began to shake. She moved from the window to the door. With each sound, she’d rush and pull back the curtains to reveal the dark of the night. She paced in front of Cael’s big screen, dark with his absence. She tried Wyatt’s cell for the hundredth time and got voicemail.
Where is he? Why hasn’t he called?
“He can’t answer if he’s in a meeting, Charley.” Stuart sat with Sophie’s head in his lap. He popped a chip in his mouth and slid a hair back from Sophie’s face.
“He should.” Charley mumbled expletives under her breath.
She heard the crunch of tires and flew to the door, yanked the knob, and missed that the lock had been set. Her hand slipped off to pop her in the face. “Dammit!” She grabbed it again and twisted to unlock it.
The car rolled to a stop at the edge of the drive.
She stood in the doorway in an attempt to look nonchalant about his late arrival.
“Hi.” He approached, his cell in hand.
Charley smiled at him, watched him flick it to life. “Hey, back.” She moved to him, ran her hands up his chest. “I got worried.”
He tilted down to her. “The meeting lasted longer than I expected.”
“Why didn’t you call?”
“I couldn’t. They had us in a secured room. No phones, no cell, no texts. It was dreadful.”
Charley leaned into him as his arms wound around her. “You smell like perfume.” She scrunched her nose. The scent, while not unpleasant, held a chemical tinge to it.
“Air freshener. The cleaning crew got there before we did. You ready to go? Might as well be early.”
“Yeah, sure. Let me get Lily.”
“I don’t need anything else, so I’ll wait for ya,” he said.
Wyatt stood behind her as Charley walked back in. Her nerves at his late arrival hadn’t stopped their incessant buzz. She shook her hands in an attempt to startle herself out of her tizzy.
Stuart and Sophie hadn’t moved. He’d popped the television on, and she’d begun to doze. “We got it covered here, Chief,” Stuart said.
Charley noted the channel guide scrolled down. “Good to know your role in this is a big one.” She smirked, though at the same time knew it could be a far greater one if anyone tried to take Chase again.
“Hey, Wyatt!” Lily said as she passed the open door and entered the living room. “Didn’t I tell you he’d be here?” She gave Charley’s shoulder a quick squeeze.
“Yeah, you did. Why am I so nervous, then?”
“That’s obvious,” Lily said. “This is serious stuff. It’s not life or death, but it hits close to home.”
“Yeah, that’s probably it.” Charley turned around, saluted Stuart with Lily in tow, and left to join Wyatt at the car.
“Ready?” He looked up from his phone. “Texted to tell James we’re on our way. Oh, and I got an FBI issue for stealth.”
“Right, excellent. Let’s go,” she said.

***

Wyatt steered the dark sedan down Turner Point’s hill as Charley watched her forest pass. They’d meet their group at the park, be reinforced by the police, and at midnight it would all be over. The ride home would be fraught with much less anxiety.
“Do you want to go over the plan again?” Wyatt asked, one hand on the wheel, one in Charley’s.
“I think I’m good,” she said.
“Do you know for sure everyone is in place?” He adjusted the wheel, following the subtle curve of the road.
“No, haven’t heard from James or Cael. We’re not late yet, so I expect they won’t start worrying for a bit.” She turned her attention back to the passing scenery.
“But you were nervous about my tardiness?” He smiled at her.
“How did you know?”
He chuckled. “Your hand is still shaking.”
“Ah, gotcha. I’m not usually this nervous about projects,” Charley said. “For all my time, I’ve been known for my steel spine.”
“This one’s personal,” Wyatt said.
“See?” Lily piped up. “I told you that earlier. Everyone’s in agreement that this is different because we’re all so close to it.”
“What she said.” Wyatt snickered. He offered Charley his classic smile.
“I think we’re ready, even though there are loads of unknowns.” She relaxed into the seat.
His hand caressed hers. “I think so, too.”
“You ready, Lil?” Charley asked.
“As much as I think I can be,” she said.
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“Hey, Sophie?” Stuart asked, his hand in control of the remote. He hadn’t found anything of interest on the television.
“Hmmm…” She mumbled against him.
“You wanna watch anything?”
“No. Whatever you want.” She snuggled in deeper on his lap.
“Okay. I’m gonna leave it here for a minute or two and go double-check locks.”
“Mmm ’K,” she said.
Stuart rose, pulled the blanket up to Sophie’s shoulders, and walked the length of the living room to the foyer. They’d been gone for five minutes, and the house, without the television, let little sound through.
“Front door is locked,” he said.
He moved to the door that led to the deck. Locked. He took the stairs to the second level and double-checked Chase, who slept with his butt in the air and covers askew. Stuart smiled at the strange way kids could get comfortable-his sister had been the exact same way.
He walked back down the stairs as his cell began to vibrate with a number he didn’t recognize.
“Stuart,” he said in a sing-song voice as he walked down the stairs.
“Stuart Vance?” a voice asked.
“Yes,” he sang. “Who is speak-”
“This is Shelia McGowan, Wyatt Moreland’s Assistant. Do you know where he is?” She clipped her question in a fashion he recognized, but the worried undertone caught his attention.
Stuart continued down the stairs. “On assignment.”
He held the phone at arm’s length as she continued to speak, the volume of her voice rising to a near shriek and cutting off his words.
“I said… he’s… on… assignment.” Can the woman not hear how loud she is? If she stopped talking a mile a minute in that anal-retentive way, she might have heard me.
“Stuart.” Sheila took a few breaths. “That meeting tonight was part of the assignment. He was meant to brief the Director, but he never showed.” Her voice hitched. “I tried to get it moved to after, but our Director worried it had gotten too personal. He wanted to make sure Wyatt could handle it.”
“What do you mean he didn’t show? He showed up here at quarter after ten,” Stuart said.
“The meeting was set for six. His car registered in the garage at five thirty, but he never entered the building. At seven, we got a hold of all the security tape and registered visitors. We’ve spent the last two hours checking all the logs-wait… he showed up there?”
“Yeah. If you’re so worried, have you called his cell?”
“Repeatedly. He’s not answering. We had to get Superior-level clearance to break in his files, which took another hour. I found your name there and a Cael Aldridge.”
Damn FBI clearances. “Give me the code.”
Sheila rattled off a set of numbers which told Stuart she spoke nothing but the truth.
“Then we’re fine, right? He’s been here and gone.”
“Well, whose car did he take, then?” Her tone turned relaxed. “We just need to note it in the files.”
“His car. No… wait… he mumbled something about an FBI issue.”
“No!” Sheila cried in a panicked again. “No, that’s not possible.”
“Why not?”
“No cars have been loaned today, and his is still in the garage!”

***

In the confines of the van, within the shadows of the buildings across from the park, James adjusted microphones, and Cael worked to secure wireless transmitters; the preparation routine came with ease. Maggie leaned into the seat back, eyes closed.
When James’s cell vibrated a few times, he answered with simple grace. “James Henry.”
“This is Stuart.”
“Hey, have you-” they started at the same time.
“Go ahead.” James continued to make his changes.
“Have you heard from Wyatt or Charley? Or Lily?”
“No, we expect them any minute.” He cocked the phone against his shoulder so he could continue to work.
“I don’t think they’re going to show,” Stuart said.
“What d’you mean? Wait, let me put you on speaker.” James pressed a button and motioned to Cael who patted Maggie’s legs. “Okay, go ahead.”
Cael turned his attention to the call, and Maggie dropped her feet from the workbench along the side of the van, her nap over.
“Wyatt’s assistant just called me in a panic. He didn’t make his six o’clock meeting. Pulled into the garage on time but never entered the building. He showed up here at ten fifteen and left with Charley and Lily, but that was nearly an hour ago. I’ve called his cell several times, and he hasn’t answered. I tried Charley’s and Lily’s, too. Nothing.”
“They could have hit traffic or something,” Cael said.
“Sheila said his car is still in the garage. Something is wrong.”
“Which one did Charley and Lily get into, then?” James asked.
“I have no idea,” Stuart said. “I didn’t see it, or him, for that matter. He said he texted you, James… right before they left.”
James flipped to the phone’s display. “Nope, no texts.” He laid it back down on the workbench.
“Where are they?” Cael said.
“Would Charley or Lily have gotten into a different car?” Stuart asked.
“If they’d been convinced Wyatt borrowed it. Wait,” Cael said. “What color is Wyatt’s car?”
“Blue,” Maggie said. “It was parked by mine all day.”
“And he’d want a darker car to blend in with the surroundings, right?” James said.
“Yeah,” Stuart said, “but that doesn’t feel right. He wouldn’t have left his car at the office. He also didn’t say he was going to switch. The man is nothing if not meticulous. You saw him fret over every last detail. He would have had that in his plans.”
“He could have changed his mind.” Maggie shrugged.
“He could have, but then he’d have had to go clear to the other side of town to get it. So, I don’t think so,” Stuart said.
“I don’t either,” Cael said.
“Have any of the officers caught up with you guys?” Stuart asked.
“No,” James said. “And that worries me.”
“Me, too,” Cael said. “I thought they were supposed to check in at eleven, but we’ve had no movement whatsoever since we took our spot.”
“It’s eleven fifteen now,” Maggie said. “What if all this was a setup to get us, at least some of us, out of the house? Or to get Wyatt or Charley away from us?” She sat up straighter in her chair.
“Cael? Call Detective Bland. Get his whereabouts,” James said.
Cael turned, phone in hand.
“I think she might be right. If that’s the case, where are they?” Stuart said still on the phone.
“No clue, but we’ve probably just lost an hour and played right into their hands. If they’ve been gone that long, that is,” James said.
Cael closed the lid on his phone, laid it on the table. “Detective Bland isn’t on duty tonight.” Cael’s hands ball into fists. “And there is no known arrangement for officers to be at this location either.”
“Oh, boy,” James said. “None of this makes sense.”
“Yeah, it does,” Maggie said. “Wyatt’s been planning this with him since the beginning, right? Actually, you’ve all done everything with Detective Bland. Haven’t you?” She cocked her head to the side, leaned forward. On one hand, she ticked off her fingers as she elaborated. “Bland was the one on site when you got back from Montreal, right? He was tagged with each phone call, each new piece of information you guys got. He was notified when Chase was found. Like good little chickies, you kept him completely in the loop.”
“She’s right about Bland,” Stuart said. “Could he have been a part of this somehow?”
“I have a theory.” Maggie twirled a lock of her hair around her finger.
“Go ahead.” James waited for her to elaborate.
“I’m all ears,” Stuart said from the phone’s speaker.
Maggie leaned forward and clasped her hands. “What if Wyatt has changed sides? Maybe he needs to get back at Charley?”
The phone jumped with the intensity of Stuart’s response. “Get back at Charley? Are you mad? Wyatt would never do something like that. You don’t know anything about him. He’s honest and dependable-more than any guy I know.”
“But you don’t really, do you? You’ve been out of his life for a number of years? He could have set this whole thing up. Win her over, push her to the edge, then yank it out from under her. She all but did that to him. A little payback, perhaps?”
James sliced the air with his hand, shutting Maggie down. She knew the back story but didn’t have the current issue of Charley and Wyatt magazine like James, Cael and even Stuart did. “It’s that love-does-crazy-stuff thing, but I don’t think Wyatt had anything to do with this. No matter what, I think we need to turn tail and head home. In the meantime, we need to try to reach Charley and Lily-”
“They aren’t answering.” Cael jumped in. “Tried ’em both.”
“And we need to find the house Chase was in,” James said. “It’s across the river-”
“I know the river and the bridge,” Cael said.
“But who knows how many houses it could be?” James said.
“Chase knows,” Maggie said. “And I have another theory.”
“I don’t want to hear it.” Stuart hung up.
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When Wyatt said his cell phone wouldn’t power on, Charley offered him hers, their fingers tickling as she passed it to him. When her phone’s signal died in mid-conversation with Detective Bland, Lily passed hers over.
He slipped them both into his pocket.
When they veered off the main road, Charley turned to him, her brows pulling together. The path to the park took an altogether different route.
“Detour,” he said.
When the car reached and crossed the bridge, Charley’s inner warning bells began to toll, and she pulled her hand from underneath Wyatt’s.
“Cold?”
Charley shivered. “No.” She forced herself not to rub her arms.
As Wyatt turned into the drive of a single-story bungalow on the opposite side of the bridge, she knew she’d been had. Behind her, Lily pressed into the seat back but remained mute.
Two figures stood on the porch as the car slowed to a stop twenty feet from the house.
“Now, ladies.” Wyatt put the car into park. “Don’t run when you get out. Casually step out, walk around the car, and I’ll lead you inside.”
His blue eyes sparkled with life and excitement. She sensed no fear, no worry, not even a hint of concern over the distinct change.
“What’s going on, Wyatt?” Charley asked.
“Change of plans.”
“We don’t-”
“No, you don’t change your plans. Get out.” He pointed to her door. “If you don’t, I’ll signal the two on the stairs to shoot.”
She turned to Lily whose wide eyes held unspoken worries. At the same time, they opened their doors and stepped out. The house really did sit on the water’s edge, with a slight embankment that might offer cover if they could reach it.
“Ah ah ahhhhh.” Wyatt waved a finger at them. “Don’t even think about it.”
“Think about what exactly, Wyatt? We’re supposed to be at a park. We’re supposed to be with James and Cael, Maggie, and Detective Bland. We’ve got fifteen minutes, but now we’ll never make it.” She tried to sound angry, but fear overwhelmed her senses and left her with a tinny, less-than-confident warble.
“Oh, it’ll all be over soon.” He gestured to her to move in front of him.
“What if I just want to go back?” Charley asked as Lily walked up to her side.
“Well, see… we won’t be having that now. Move.”
Charley held her ground at the edge of the car. Lily could run if she held them off. Maybe.
“Guess you’re not going to make this easy.” Wyatt pulled his weapon from his harness and fired a shot into the air.
Charley’s ears rang with the sounds of the bullet as it blew through the chamber before Wyatt pointed the gun at Lily.
“Move now, or I shoot your companion.”
My companion? Why not me?
Charley grabbed Lily’s hand and walked in front of Wyatt. She looked back over her shoulder with every couple of steps until she reached the house. The two on the porch grabbed her arms as she made her way up the short flight and yanked her forward, pulling her off balance and into their control.
“Hey!” Lily grasped for Charley.
Wyatt raised his arm into the sky and crashed with the full force of the butt of his weapon against Lily’s head.
She fell, face first, down the stairs until she slid to a stop.
Charley’s ear-splitting cry pierced the sky before her own vision went dark.

***

“Chase.” James whispered over the boy’s sleeping body.
Chase lay across his bed, one hand and a foot draped over the edge, his Superman blanket tucked under his other side. James shook him with a palm on the small of his back.
“Chase, wake up, buddy.” James pulled the covers back from his face. “Chasey. I know it’s late, but we need your help.”
“He’s out for the duration, I’m afraid,” Maggie said from behind James. “Does he always sleep like that?”
“Yes.” James tried again, his gaze on Stuart, who eyed Maggie from the doorway.
“Let’s just pack him in the car, drive to the bridge, and wake him on the way,” Stuart said.
“Still don’t want to hear that other theory?” Maggie smirked at Stuart.
“Cut it out, Maggie. If it were that good, you’d not have been able to keep it to yourself,” James said. “I don’t think we should take him, just find out more about the house.” James rubbed Chase’s back.
“We don’t have a choice but to take him,” Cael said from the end of Chase’s bed. “He’s going to have to direct us, maybe even by way of retracing his escape route through the forest, if he can remember it.”
“We can take two cars, and once we find the house, I can whisk him out,” Stuart said.
“It’s well after midnight, and he’s only a little boy,” Maggie said. “How can he possibly remember and lead us there?”
“He’s a very talented little boy.” James called Chase’s name again.
“You need to wake up mouse-boy?” Sophie said from the door where she’d appeared, unnoticed. She leaned into Stuart.
“Yeah, but I don’t want to-” James started.
She flipped the light on. “Chase!” Sophie called between her hands. “Pancakes!”
Chase’s head popped up. He turned toward James before he hit Cael, moved to Maggie, tilted at Stuart and landed on Sophie. “D’you say pancakes?”

***

Charley’s head lolled forward as pain radiated from the back. She pulled herself up as straight as she could, though she had no sense of balance. Her eyelids fluttered as her head fell forward again.
Am I sitting?
“She waking up?” a voice asked.
“No,” a second voice said.
“Why won’t he let us wake her up?” the first asked.
“I don’t know. And we’re not supposed to ask,” the second said. “What about the other one?”
“No idea. Don’t remember her.”
Charley pulled her biceps against her chest wall. Her arms had been tied straight against her body.
Ropes.
She flexed her ankles but couldn’t move them further.
Tied.
She tried to raise her heels, but her thighs wouldn’t budge.
Bound.
The voices came from her left. With a slow, precise, and controlled sway, she let her head fall to the right, peeked under half-closed lids. She moved it back to the center again. A sliver of light streamed from under a door, behind which voices reached her.
She swayed to the left again. The light outlined a body, stretched on a flat surface. Lily? Tears formed in her eyes. If he killed her, I’ll kill him. “Lily!” Charley whispered through a raw throat.
When Lily didn’t budge, Charley slid her feet back and forth.
Smooth floor.
Her hand touched the chair.
Metal.
She knew the sound of the chair against the floor would alert her captors to her conscious state.
How long have I been here? “Lily,” Charley whispered again. She bit back the cough before it broke free.
Her room’s companion hadn’t moved.
She swallowed a few more times, relaxed her extremities, toes first, until she’d shrunk enough to slip her feet out of the ties. Charley placed her feet on top of the rope and returned them to their normal state. She repeated the same effort with her chest, and the ropes fell free of her body. Those across her thighs, she untied.
Charley opened her eyes wide and caught the faint rise and fall of Lily’s chest.
She tiptoed to the bed, knelt before it. The light from the door didn’t offer much illumination, but enough to know Lily lay at rest.
As long as she’s breathing, she’ll heal.
The room held no window, but a light she couldn’t turn on or they’d return-she assumed. She sat back in the chair and dropped her head into her hands. She wanted to cry, to wail, to scream, but she knew none of it would do any good. She couldn’t shift to an animal, and she wouldn’t leave Lily to fend for herself or become their sole hostage.
What do I do?
Why did Wyatt do this?
Charley went through the ride to the house.
He took our phones. When he showed up, what was different about him? She racked her brain for the answer. Nothing. The car. It wasn’t his, but surely he’s authorized to drive FBI vehicles? I’ve seen one. Where? Charley pulled at her hair. He didn’t kiss me. Why? Did he have all this planned? Was it all a ruse from the start? Big house. Big job. He’s got it all. Why? What could he possibly want from me that I haven’t already offered willingly?
Footsteps stopped when they reached her door.
“Is she awake?” Wyatt asked in a voice she knew so well.
“I dunno,” a new voice said.
“Haven’t heard anything in there,” a third voice said.
The same two who asked that very question moments ago.
“Well, let’s see,” Wyatt said.
Charley scrambled her thoughts. What do I do?
The knob turned, a rusty metal clanged as it disconnected from the door’s frame. Light poured into the room and blinded Charley for a moment. She blinked her eyes as they adjusted.
“So… you are awake,” Wyatt said. “You two are morons.” He pointed to the two outside the room.
“What do you want?” She croaked through a dry and parched throat.
“Just you,” Wyatt said with a grin Charley would classify as Jack Nicholson’s Joker-a mix of evil and shrewd combined with a gloss of happy.
She’d never seen him look so duplicitous. “Let Lily go, and you can do with me whatever you want.” She wished for some saliva so she could spit at him. He’d played her. Plain and simple.
“Now, we can’t have that,” Wyatt said. “We’ve so much to discuss. I have to give you my real thoughts about the last sixteen years.”
“Go to hell,” Charley said.
Wyatt laughed, but the sound didn’t match her memory.
Has he simply gone mad?
“C’mon, Charley. Only non-humans go to hell. The rest of us are forgiven of our sins and walk away unscathed.”
Not in my world, they don’t, and you won’t.
“Cat got your tongue?” Wyatt asked. “Nothing witty to say or apologize for?”
Apologize for? Haven’t I already done that a thousand times over? Is this payback?
“Nothing worth saying to someone who hits women,” she said.
“Get up.” His tone changed-cruel, with a dark resonance and no hint of kindness.
Charley obeyed, stretching her legs. She flexed her fingers, rolled her shoulders and shifted her hips-needed to gauge her own strength. She’d clocked him once. He’d likely be prepared for it a second time, but if she had nothing more, she’d use it.
Wyatt motioned her out the door.
Charley looked back at Lily.
“She’s not going anywhere,” Wyatt said.
The two women who’d chatted outside her door were dressed in nothing more than T-shirts and casual jeans. Their faces, though, told her exactly who they were.
Did they even have guns?
The bloom of recognition never enlightened their expressions. Wyatt’s minions only knew her as Mira.

***

James worked in the back to prepare additional wiring in case they did find the house. Maggie drove the van with Stuart in the front. Their vehicle followed Cael and Chase in the car ahead of them.
“Wyatt’s Director has three guys on their way. They’ll meet us at the bridge,” Stuart said from the passenger seat.
“The police have a team of three they’ll send,” James said. And it’s all based on a little boy’s recollection, in reverse.
With the van’s slow forward movement and incline, they’d reached the bridge and crossed it.
“There.” Stuart pointed through the front windshield at a bank of cars parked on the side of the road. Cael and Chase continued to drive on. Behind the van, the FBI’s cars pulled out one by one, a dark caravan of silence.
James’s cell buzzed with a call from Cael. “Chase says it’s right on the water, down a road. I’m going to turn down here and see what I can find. You guys hang back, and I’ll come get you.”
“Okay.” James relayed the information to Maggie, who pulled off to the side, and to Agent Timms with the FBI.
The cars behind them pulled to a stop. At nearly two in the morning, no one would notice the line of a dozen cars that sat idle.
“Chase has a great memory.” Stuart interrupted the silence.
“He does,” James said. “Here, you guys slip these on.” James handed them each a miniature microphone they would use for communication.
“What other talents might he have?” Stuart broke the new silence that enveloped them.
“Don’t know,” Maggie said. “Do you want to hear my other theory yet?” She pounded her fist against the steering wheel.
“No.” Stuart turned to look out the window.
“It’s a good one,” Maggie chided.
“I don’t care,” Stuart said. “Your other one sucked. I don’t need to hear more idiotic suggestions about-”
James cell vibrated again. He put Cael on speaker.
“We found it,” Cael said. “Take that right. First house on the left, on the third road. We passed it and had to double back to it. Chase is a hundred percent sure. Says he even remembers the frilly butterfly thing on the mailbox.”
“Our boy is a dream come true,” James said.
“He’s just like his dad.” Maggie mumbled into the side window.
“Lights off on the way down,” Cael reminded them. “Can’t spook them.”
James clicked off as Maggie began to inch forward. He speed-dialed agent Timms. “We’re going to need cover, but we’ve got to get in or around the house for reconnaissance first,” James said. “I’m going to pull up the layout once I see the address.”
“Wyatt is one of our best and most trustworthy field agents. There is no way he’d do this,” Timms said.
“I agree.” James clicked off that call only to have Cael’s number show up again on the display.
“Fifty-three forty-one Windmill Lane,” Cael said.
James smiled.
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Charley followed Wyatt through a hall of green carpet. The pale-cream walls reflected either a new build, a lack of design skills or both. The wood-chip and paint scent that emanated from the space gave Charley the impression they’d remodeled. Without pictures on the walls or any personal effects, she figured it had been recent.
He turned right into a room in which a brown desk stood in the middle like a centerpiece. A couple of flat-screen monitors and a keyboard made their home on either side of Julie. She stood, arms and ankles crossed, her head tilted toward the door. A ghost of a smile flitted across her lips.
Wyatt walked straight to her, reached for her neck, and seduced with his fingers until her smile grew bold. Julie tilted to her right, and Wyatt crushed his lips against hers.
Charley’s heart constricted. She willed herself to keep breathing and not to give up despite the sting within her chest.
Wyatt released Julie and together they turned. Her smile radiated pleasure in an almost obscene way. While Charley stood in the door, they leaned their hips against the desk.
“You said you had secrets,” Wyatt said, “and now you know mine.”
Shock and dismay filled her face, and tears leapt to the surface, but she held them in check. Her lips trembled while, within, her heart continued to thump in random bursts. Why?
“Have a seat, and my darling Julie will explain it all.” Wyatt motioned to two folding chairs that sat in a typical visitor’s spot. In a home, they seemed out of place as if they’d set it up for a particular purpose.
“I’ll stand.” Charley crossed her arms, remaining within the frame of the door.
If she sat, she wouldn’t be able to contain the emotions that struggled to burst free. From her spot, she could regard them with contempt while she considered how she and Lily could escape.
“Fine, but don’t think you can run.” Julie wagged a finger but kept her devious smile in place.
She sounded as she had in high school, though she held a touch of age that Charley could see in the wrinkles around her eyes. “My sisters are ready to bring you back if you try to bolt, Charley.” Julie traced a finger along Wyatt’s jaw. “Honey? Can you get me some coffee?”
She fluttered her lashes at him, and he smiled back, laid his lips against hers once more. With his eyes on Charley, he walked out. Julie turned, one eyebrow cocked, the other pressed down.
“Cat got your tongue? Or maybe it’s that Wyatt had mine?” She leaned against the desk with her arms outstretched at her sides and let her hair fall backward with a laugh. “How do you like seeing him in the arms of another woman?”
Charley remained mute, her feet sticking to the ground as she ran through every logical explanation. Keep your head in the game. Get Lily. Get out. Wyatt and Julie can go to hell.
“Nothing to say at all?” Julie grinned, tilting her head toward Charley. “You know, you did a lot of damage way back when. Took me a long time to find you. Wyatt was a big help.” Julie pointed toward the open door and recrossed her arms.
Charley took a quick breath but kept her gaze fixed on the psychotic woman before her.
“Well, actually Stuart was first. He talks in his sleep.” She waved with a hand. “He got the ball rolling, and man was it a good one! Just kept going down that hill until it couldn’t go anymore. ’Course I had to leave him then. Didn’t want him to know my plans.” Julie tweaked her gaze toward the door. “You guys are real freaks, you know? My Dad always thought it was true, but I got proof.” She put a hand on her chest in that southern belle ‘well, I declare!’ way. “And I know this is your last shot with him, too.”
Charley drew her lips into a thin line and bit her tongue to prevent the hitch in her breath. “What do you know, Julie? Last chance for what?” She grimaced as she said it.
“Your life. Wyatt’s your last chance for happiness. He told me all about it.” Julie picked at a nail as if to correct polish that had flaked. “The timing was too perfect!”
“If you wanted to keep me from Wyatt, why’d you take Chase?” She bit harder against her lip-the pain kept her eyes from tearing.
“Who?” Julie tilted her head like a cocker spaniel who’d just been offered a treat he didn’t understand.
You’ve got to be kidding. “My son. The boy you were supposed to release to me tonight.” Charley spit the words through clenched teeth.
“Oh. Him. Well… that stupid girl wasn’t you, and he followed us. Had to do something so our plans wouldn’t be all messed up.” She snapped her fingers as if disappointed.
Charley kept her fury in check as she thought through her next questions. Julie’s ‘ball’ wouldn’t get any moss on it at the rate she kept up the chatter. How long does it take to get coffee? Charley had a few words prepared for Wyatt.
“We, I mean, I just couldn’t help myself with the timing of all this. You’ll get nothing in life in what? Another twenty-four hours? Sucks, doesn’t it?” Her grin all but split her face. “All we gotta do is sit here for a few hours and you… will… lose.”
“So this entire thing was your idea?” Not a chance.
“Of course!” Julie’s hands reached out, palms up. “Had to convince Wyatt of the plan first, though. That was a toughie ’cause he’s such a softie. He’s really good in bed and very, let’s say, encouraging, so I scored-ha ha-and got the job done. It’s too bad he had to play you. Invite you to his house and all that.” She waved at Charley again.
You’ve already lost him. Go for the kill. Be done with her and get Lily. “Why would Wyatt want you now and not sixteen years ago? Why risk putting us together again only to pull us apart? You’re not smart enough to put all this into one cohesive plan, Julie.” And where in the hell is he? He doesn’t dawdle.
Julie took a step toward her. “I am so!” She yelled with one finger pointed in Charley’s direction. “And I know all about you and your… kind. Weirdos and freaks in that big house on the hill.” Julie stepped back and waved her finger. “You might have your uses every once in a while, but with few exceptions, you all need to be erased. You, for example. You ruined my life!” Her tone pitched up an octave as she continued her rant.
“How did I do that?” Charley gritted her teeth. Don’t let her get to you any more than she has.
“You took Wyatt away. Then you took Stuart. I got him back, too, but he wouldn’t let you guys go. ‘Family’ he’d say, and off he’d go to support one of your stupid
‘missions’.” Julie’s voice took on a distinct whine. “But, over time, I figured it out-at least enough to know what I needed to get all the real details. Better yet, he spilled about your birthday.”
Her voice got louder and her expression more manic as Charley pushed. Julie crossed and recrossed her feet, her arms flew in the air, and she shook her hair back and forth.
“I was nice to you your Senior year, if you recall,” Charley said.
“Oh, that’s what you said out loud, but I knew.” Julie pointed to herself. “You were just there to get Wyatt in your clutches, to steal him away from me.”
“It was my impression that he was nobody’s to steal.” Charley shifted weight from one foot to the other. If she could get past Wyatt, Julie’s sisters would be easy to contain. As she thought it, he returned with Julie’s coffee.
Charley turned to him, prepared to throw some obscenities his way but noticed a slight hitch in his step. He hadn’t had that on the walk in the hall.
“Did you add sugar?” Julie blinked her eyes at him in double time.
He groaned and turned back out of the door. She returned to Charley.
Why does he keep leaving? He’s used to butting in and being in charge.
“Wyatt was mine until you came along… and I had to settle for Stuart. Then you went and got that kid, and Stuart went on and on and on about him. I knew it was time to give you a taste of your own medicine.”
“I give you props for taking my boy.”
“Yeah, but he got back to you,” Julie pouted in clear disappointed. “My stupid sisters let him out.”
Sure they did.
“Now that you know I have Wyatt, and your time is on its last tick-tock…” Julie all but stuck her tongue out as she said it. “You’ll see how it really feels to lose. You won’t get to do that shape-shifty thing anymore, and you’ll be all alone.”
The woman had become as crazed as Stuart claimed. Charley switched tactics, held her voice light and airy. “I think you’re right, Julie.”
Julie stopped, blinked and stared. “Of-of course I’m right.”
Charley caught screams from the other side of the house. Julie started for the door, shook her head, and took her spot back. They stared at each other as Charley listened.
“You need an exterminator,” one voice yelled.
“Get over here and get this mouse! It got bigger since last time. Ugh!” the other yelled.
Mouse? Chase? Bigger? No. They wouldn’t send in a boy!
Heavy footsteps raced through the hallway with emphasis on one foot as if he had a limp. Wyatt passed the office where Charley and Julie talked. “Give it a rest, you idiots!” He yelled as the two female voices continued to screech ‘eww!’ and ‘yuck!’
“It ran to the garage! Get it!” Their shouts grew in tandem.
Charley let her grin grow wide. “Your sisters are afraid of a little mouse?” She motioned with her head toward their screeches.
“Yes. They always thought I was the ditzy one.” Julie flipped her hair off her shoulder.
“Oh no, I think you’ve shown them otherwise. Stealing someone’s fiancé, kidnapping a little boy, beating two women unconscious, and all of it two days before my birthday.” Charley pointed to the deluded bitch. “You’ve really outdone yourself, Julie.”
“Scott! Heads up!” one of the voices yelled, “That mouse is-” Her screech went silent.
Scott Bland? Charley slow clapped. Gotcha. “I gotta hand it to you.”
“Of course you do, because this time, I get the guy.” Julie glowed with a winner’s exuberance.
“No, Julie, I don’t think you do.”

***

“God! Do I have to do everything?” Julie threw her arms into the air. She took a step toward Charley but stopped again and shivered, her gaze directed to the hall floor.
Charley followed the line, turning to see a little gray mouse-larger than the one Chase had become-in the center of the doorway. “Afraid, Julie?”
“No.” She grumbled and took a step toward it.
The mouse didn’t move. Its whiskers twitched, once toward Charley and once to Julie. As it turned its tiny head in Charley’s direction, she noted the lavender eyes.
Hello, Maggie.
Charley smirked. “I think I’d be very afraid of that one.” She pointed to the animal.
Julie took another step. “I’ll just shoo it away, like you did me the night of the dance.”
Charley’s resolve grew. The will to fight rebuilt to a fire, and her heart beat with unmatched fury.
“Oh, I didn’t shoo you, Julie. I kicked your ass right out of his arms. Though I did try to be nice about it. I even suggested Wyatt date you.”
Julie and the mouse stared each other down.
Come a little closer, Julie.
Her eyes burned with rage. “And now he is! You don’t get him anymore. Ever. I got you on your last try.”
“Yeah, you have him all right. You can have Detective Bland today, tomorrow and every day afterward.” The flicker in Julie’s eye told Charley she’d scored a direct hit.
“I don’t think so.” Julie’s gaze moved from Charley to the mouse again. “Why isn’t that thing running?”
“What thing?” Charley asked with a raised eyebrow.
“That mouse.” Julie pointed.
“I’m sorry, Julie, but I don’t know what you mean. That’s my friend Maggie right there.”
Maggie began her shimmer upward. Julie’s eyes bugged as she scrambled backward to her desk. As soon as she bumped into it, she turned and climbed on top of it. The taller Maggie got, and the more her form took shape, the more Julie shook with what Charley assumed to be abject terror.
“How-” She slipped on the desk as her heels slid against the slick surface. “He said-”
“How what, Julie? He said what? Didn’t know we could be animals, too, did ya? How did this beautiful woman show up in your house?”
“Aww, beautiful?” Maggie shook off the rest of her change.
She stood barefoot, stark naked, and as lethal as if she had an arsenal of guns strapped to her hips. Her eyes burned with rage, as deep a violet as Charley had ever seen. Maggie mock-punched Charley.
Charley took a step closer to Julie. “Tell me where Wyatt is.” Her tone turned deadly as she let her own eyes shift to a purple as well. She bared her teeth as might a rabid animal and slammed one fist into the chair, knocking it over in one move.
“You already know. He’s helping with th-the mouse,” Julie stammered but looked again to Maggie.
“He’s in the garage.” James walked to the door and handed Maggie her clothes.
Charley turned and pushed past Maggie to James. “Where?”
“They’re getting ready to load him into an ambul-”
“Why-”
“Just go.” James moved out of her way but pointed down the short hallway.
“I’ll just keep Brick for Brains company, then-” Maggie said over her shoulder.
Charley ran down the empty hallway and followed it to the front where officers had secured Julie’s sisters and Bland, who’d retaken the shape she recognized. Red and blue lights dotted the windows from outside. Cael lifted Lily into his arms and walked out through the open front door.
“Where is he?”
The officers pointed to the end of the hall.
She made the ten feet in three steps and yanked open the door to the garage.
Wyatt lay on a bright orange stretcher on the cold cement floor. Two EMTs and three guys Charley guessed to be FBI colleagues surrounded him, along with the ropes from which they must have released him. His head lolled as they pulled wires free from his chest.
Bland tazed him. “Wyatt!” She screamed and ran to him, falling to her knees at his side. “Wyatt! It’s me, Charley.”
“Ma’am,” one EMT said, “I need you to step aside.”
Charley didn’t move. Fresh bruises appeared across his temples, along his naked shoulders and down his chest. Bland left him with only his boxers. She wanted to rub the black and blue away, but her hands shook with terror of the unknown.
She leaned her face to Wyatt’s and rubbed his hair and his cheeks. “Oh god, Wyatt! I’m so sorry.” Charley kissed his forehead.
“Ma’am? We’ve got to get him to the hospital.” The EMT signaled to lift, and the two of them did, flanked by two of the three agents.
Charley stood, stunned, fixed to her spot as they exited through the open door.
A third agent turned to her. “Charley Randall?” He tucked a pad of paper into his pocket.
She nodded, though tears fell with free abandon.
“I’m Agent Timms.” He held out a hand, but Charley couldn’t pull hers up to shake it. “Your team did a fantastic job tonight. They’ve secured your abductors and-”
He rambled on while Wyatt disappeared, head first inside the ambulance. The EMTs moved in slow motion. The lights swirled around, hypnotizing Charley.
“We’ll take the four into custody, and they’ll be charged-”
Charley did not register his recitation of their intentions.
“He’ll be fine, ma’am,” Agent Timms finished, and Charley turned toward him.
“You don’t know that.” Her tears burned as they ran down her cheeks. “And someone is going to have to answer to me.”
She stalked back into the house. Two officers held both of Julie’s sisters in handcuffs as they pushed them forward and out the door. Detective Bland stood in the hallway, one officer and James on either side of him, his hands cuffed behind his back.
Bland grinned.
“Keep those cuffs extremely tight. It won’t hurt,” she said to one officer. James may have already told him, but Charley wanted to be sure. “It’s the only way to prevent him from getting out of them. Apply pressure here.” She pointed to her own wrists. The officer’s eyes grew wide, but he moved to tighten the cuffs further.
Charley stepped right into Bland’s face. “Got anything to say for yourself, given you are a law enforcement professional?”
His cocky stance added to her fury. “Nope. I know my Miranda rights.”
“Good answer.” Charley swung with all her energy from the right.
Her fist connected with his nose just as she’d intended. Blood spurted as he fell to his knees, and the officer behind him let go. Bland’s face smacked into the floor with a thud.
“Whoops,” James said with a grin. “Guess he slipped.”
As they picked him up, Charley let a devil of a smile loose. “You’re a sorry excuse for a police officer and one of our kind.”
He spit blood at the floor. “Me?” Blood oozed from his nose as he shook his head and stood again. “It’s you guys that are the freaks, living together up there on that hill.”
Charley turned away from him. Next up… Julie.
She marched back through the house, made as much noise as she could as her feet pounded on the floor. At the door, she met another officer, but he stepped aside as Charley arrived.
Maggie nodded her head, dressed again in her jeans and T-shirt. “Princess there doesn’t want to get down. She’s afraid of wee little mice.” Maggie snickered as she stood inside the office, thumbs tucked in her pockets. “Someone’s got to get her. Shall I turn into a bird?” Maggie laughed.
“Not necessary.” Charley stepped into one of the unused guest chairs. That gave her a foot to Julie’s three on the desk. “You can either come down, or I will bring you down myself. And I’ll be just as nice to you as Bland was to Lily and me.”
“I had Barney Fife out there wait for you.” Maggie nodded toward Charley.
Julie turned her chin over her shoulder. “I’ll go with an officer of my choice.”
“Okay,” Charley said. “Officer? Would you please come and arrest this woman?”
He stepped into the room. “C’mon down ma’am, I’ll see to it that you’re taken care of.” He waved her down.
Julie stepped across the desk, to its edge, and hopped down.
Charley did the same off the chair. When Julie moved, Charley moved. As Julie got closer to the officer, Charley blocked her path.
“Did you really think it would be that easy?” Charley asked.
“Yes, because my husband is a Detective, and he’ll have it all taken care of.”
“Not this time.” Charley shook her head. “I hope you like orange because that’s about all you’ll be wearing. You know? It won’t be pretty enough attire for my and Wyatt’s wedding. Shame, but I’ll be sure to send you an announcement. Might even send a piece of cake, though the guards will probably eat it themselves to make sure I didn’t slip a shiv in it. You know what the best part of this is? In a few hours, I’ll have Wyatt and I’ll remember everything you’ve done.”
“What?” Julie’s bug-eyed response meant Bland hadn’t quite explained the entire process-the ‘what if Julie failed’ part.
“Yup, and I’ll be sure to attend every one of your parole hearings.” Charley turned away from Julie. “Let’s go, Maggie. I need to be with Wyatt.”

***

On the ride in, Charley barraged Maggie with questions on how they’d found them and filled Maggie in on what she’d learned. Everyone owed Wyatt more than the money they’d bet against him.
It’d taken four years, but Julie snagged Detective Bland in Florida. She’d planned to kidnap Charley, but her sisters botched the job and took Sophie instead. It had taken them the entire week to come up with an answer on using Chase. When he got away, they had to come up with yet another. Charley and Wyatt’s reunion had turned into the perfect solution.
Julie’s sisters had copped to the entire plan, right down to the small details, errors, even Julie and Bland. Maggie had guessed right with her second theory that no one wanted to listen to: Bland had mimicked Wyatt.
It had been Detective Bland’s decision to drug and beat Wyatt senseless-Julie’s ultimate plan had been to force Charley to shift on her birthday and thus forget Wyatt before they had a chance to reconnect.
After more than thirty minutes, Maggie pulled up to the Emergency Room entrance. The doors slid open as Charley ran into their line of sight. She slammed her arm into one as she rushed through faster than it responded. The sting didn’t come close to the pain in her heart.
She slid on the slick surface of the ER floor as she ran from the doors to the reception desk. “I’m looking for Wyatt Moreland and Lily Crane.” Charley’s chest heaved as she breathed too fast, her mind whirling with everything that had happened.
A mature receptionist, ‘Terri’ by her name tag, had probably gotten used to the crazy family members who rushed to the side of their loved ones. “Take a breather there, honey.” She peered at the computer over her reading glasses. “Now, have they been admitted?”
“I don’t know.” With a little more force than necessary, Charley’s hands clenched the edge of the counter.
“Moreland,” Terri said. “Moreland.”
Before Terri could locate Wyatt’s status, James peeked through doors marked ‘Authorized Personnel Only’. Charley whipped out a quick “thank you” to Terri and jogged to him.
“Where is he? Where is Wyatt?” She hung on James’s shirt.
James took her wrist. “He’s back here with Lily.” He pulled Charley through the double-door entrance.
Curtains and closed doors lined the hallway as doctors in white coats and nurses in colorful uniforms walked in and out, between and around the rooms. Lab technicians pushed carts and walked with brisk purpose. James pulled her to the fourth room. As he reached it, he turned to look at her but didn’t say anything and opened the door to let her pass before him.
The occupants lay concealed behind curtains. “We got them in the same room.” James smiled at Charley as she turned toward his voice.
Charley pulled back the first curtain by a few inches. Lily lay in the bed, curled up under starched white sheets and cotton blankets. A monitor followed her vital signs as Cael sat in the chair next to her.
He twisted toward the interruption when Charley peeked in. “She’s fine,” he whispered, “just sleeping.”
Charley nodded to him in acknowledgement and stepped forward to the second curtain. With one finger, she pushed it apart just enough to peer in. Wyatt sat on the edge of the bed, pulling wires off his chest. Monitors began to bleep and blare, echo and bounce off the walls of the tiny space.
“I don’t think you’re supposed to be doing that,” Charley said over the noise.
She snuck through the rest of the way.
He stopped, his expressions so full of love it rained on Charley like spring droplets in the sunshine. A new beginning lay before them, its path free of obstructions. Before she could move, the door to the room banged open, and a nurse and a technician rushed in. They yanked the curtain around the bed and stopped.
The nurse shook her head as she rushed to the spot where Charley had stood. “Sir, we need to keep the monitors on you for a little while.” She pushed him back to the bed as the technician pressed the alarm buttons and quieted the blare.
“Told ya.” Charley’s voice hitched.
Wyatt held out his arms, and she rushed forward, ignoring the tech and the nurse, and wound her arms around his neck, leaning her body against his. Tears of pain mixed with joy fell like a deluge from her eyes; she cried a year’s worth in a minute. When her hitches faded, she pulled herself from Wyatt, but only by an inch.
“Ma’am?” the nurse said.
Charley turned to her.
“We really need to get these back on him,” she said.
“Oh, yeah, okay.” Charley stood to Wyatt’s side, his hand in hers. The nurse reapplied the pads to his battered chest and reconnected the wires to the monitor.
“I was coming to find you.” He let his head rest against the pillow again.
“I could see that.” She wiped a hand under her nose with a laugh.
“Ma’am?” the nurse asked.
Charley looked to her again.
“Are you his wife?” she asked.
Charley looked to Wyatt.
“As good as,” he said.
The nurse hesitated a moment as if in consideration. “He’s been a downright disaster since he regained consciousness. I know it’s late, or early, depending on your perspective, but can you make sure he remains on this bed until all our testing is done and his doctor clears him to move about?”
Charley hiked one leg and slid it onto Wyatt’s bed. He shifted to the side as she brought the other one up and snuggled into his side, reclined her head on his shoulder.
“You can count on me.” She closed her eyes.



Epilogue


As day turned to night and black replaced blue, the ocean turned a satiny azure. The sun sank behind them as the ocean surf beat against the sand. Charley stood at the rail of the beach house, the wind whipping through her curls and the silk robe she wore but hadn’t tied. Behind her, Wyatt rained kisses along her neck.
“The sunset’s effect on the ocean is beautiful. Why don’t you watch it?” Charley giggled as Wyatt continued to lay his lips along her skin, following a path from her ear, down her shoulder.
With his hand, he stretched out her arm and continued to the tip of her finger.
“Naked with an ocean view. Can’t get more beautiful.” Wyatt returned to her neck.
She lifted a hand behind her and rested it against Wyatt’s head. His lips remained in place, but his hands ran the length of her body. She smiled at his moan and the pressure he added from behind.
“Are you sure you can handle me?” she asked.
His hands caressed her like one would a cat-fingers tickled and massaged, rubbed and pulled. “I can if you can handle me.”
“There’s one last thing,” she said.
Wyatt groaned but continued his sensual exploration of her skin.
“I told you before that this is it for me-the last time. My body will hold this shape after midnight, and that’ll be it. But-”
“There’s a but? I kinda liked the eighteen thing you had going on this morning. It suited you.”
Charley nudged him. “I’m going to be thirty-three, Wyatt. Remember? We agreed. One year younger. It’s pretty much permanent now. Will be in another few hours.”
“And you’ll remember everything, right?”
“Yes, but only if you stay with me. You’re the key to that. You know how a smell can bring about a memory from years ago? One you’d even forgotten? You’ll be like that for me.”
Charley turned in his arms and leaned against the rail. She ran her hands down his face, across his battered chest, and trailed her fingertips down his abs until she brought them back up and wound them around his neck again. She cocked her head to one side as Wyatt mirrored her in the opposite.
He leaned toward her and kissed her with the undying passion of three lifetimes about to merge into one.
“So we stay together and you remember everything. We don’t and you’re a flower in a vase with no water?”
“Yup.” Charley giggled at his metaphor. “I’m well prepared for it if you think I’m too much for you.”
“Ah. James and Cael. I get it now. That’s why you guys live together.”
Charley nodded. They worked and lived as a team so they could take care of each other. Charley found herself at a final point in a journey that most never reached. The choice she desired most looked into her eyes as if he were as much in love with her as she him.
“So what do you want?” He nibbled at her throat.
“I never want a single wrinkle or gray hair, though those will come.” She laughed at herself. “As for the final look, I don’t know. I liked Mira.”
“I like you,” he said, “just the way you are. I think I said that before. But I’m okay with thirty-three. Don’t want people thinking I’m cheating on my wife.”
Charley laughed and pulled away from him. “Are you sure? Because this is your last chance, too. Once midnight passes, there’s no turning back. Not just on my looks. You try and jilt me, James and Cael will hunt you down, dispose of your body and call it an accident.”
Wyatt didn’t even flinch. “I love you, Charley Randall. I have since the first day I met you.”
Charley smiled against his lips. “I love you, Wyatt Moreland. And I’ve loved you longer.” She tapped him on the nose.
Wyatt kissed her again. “And if you decide I’m not worth keeping around?” He smiled against her.
“You’ve always been worth that. I tried to push you away three times before, but I never forgot you or stopped loving you. The type of love changed each time as you grew and matured, but it never died. I wanted you to have everything in life and didn’t think I could be a part of it. I fought it every step of the way. Of course, you wouldn’t remember all that, just my time as Mira.”
“No?” Wyatt cocked one eyebrow. “What about the lullaby?”
Charley’s surprise came in the form of a smile and a quick shake of her head. “How-”
“I hear it in my dreams. Took me a while to figure out what it was, but you hummed it at the hospital.”
Charley laid her head on his chest and sighed. “So, sometime, early summer, we make it official and formal? Lily thinks she can plan the whole thing right down to the last detail and bake the cake, dress the tables, design the flowers-all of it.” Charley rolled her eyes at the thought, but tornado Lily would do it justice.
“I think I can handle that.” Wyatt rubbed his nose against hers.
Charley laughed, a deep, happy, love-infused sound that reflected her true desires. “It’s a deal, then. Happy Birthday, Wyatt.”
“Happy Birthday, Charley.”
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