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Chapter One

Staff Sergeant Nathan
Andrews stared out the window of his rig into the baking heat of a
war zone. He didn’t consciously see the shimmering heat on the
tarmac, the Stryker troop transports and Humvees, or the squads
armed with M-16s and MP5s protecting the embattled airport.
Everything going on around him only registered at the back of his
mind. All he saw was his past, and the one woman he’d never been
able to forget. She’d been on his mind a lot lately, as the days
remaining in his enlistment dwindled to single numbers. He wondered
if the girl from his memory measured up, or if he’d been holding an
imaginary yardstick to other women for eight long years.

Six more days of convoy runs
and planes coming in hot, and he was done, free to find her. If she
was even still in Ludington, or even Michigan, for that
matter...

He loved the time he’d given to the
Air Force, to his country, but that phase of his life was
officially over in less than a week and damned if it didn’t feel
good.

When he’d come to the desert the first
time, many moons ago, he’d thought he’d spend most of his time on
his rig, but these days, anyone who could hold a weapon rode
convoy. He’d done his share of it and expected to do a helluva
sight more even if he was bailing in just a few days. He’d faced an
uncertain future way too many times to take anything for
granted.

He’d head back to the States
with a reasonably decent bankroll, thanks to a butt-load of hazard
pay. He had already lined up a job with a firehouse and bought a
house, sight unseen. The crowd he’d hung with had moved on, so
finding his old flame would be that much harder, but the Air Force
had taught him he was up to a challenge.

He didn’t regret many
things, but walking away from Charly Davis was one of them. They’d
had something special, and he’d pissed it away by acting like a
stupid twenty-year old. Now, with a lifetime of experience crammed
into eight years of service, he realized what they’d had together,
and dammit if he didn’t want it back. Provided he made it out
alive.

He’d had his share of women over the
years, but none had ever wormed into his heart the way Charly had.
No one had made him laugh so freely; no one had brought his cock to
full alert with only a whisper. He’d had something truly special
with her. Yeah, the first thing on his agenda when he returned to
Michigan was tracking down the girl he’d let get away; he just
hoped like hell she wasn’t already hitched.

The radio blared, alerting his crew of
an F-16 coming in hot, and he cleared his mind of everything but
the here-and-now--doing the job and doing it right--because if he
didn’t, someone would probably die. Maybe even him.

* * * *

Detective Charly Davis
popped the trunk of the department-issued sedan and shrugged into
her turnout gear. The smoldering hulk of the video store she was
investigating was highlighted by the red strobes of the rigs which
had extinguished the blaze and the dull glow of the breaking
day.

As much as the exhilaration
of beginning a new investigation pumped her up, she was damned
tired. This was the third connected arson fire in less than two
weeks, and the perp was getting more aggressive with each
successive blaze. It was only a matter of time before he killed
someone, and she’d be damned if she let that happen on her watch.
She’d catch this bastard first, before someone got
dead.

She’d performed the usual
investigative procedures with the first two fires, looking into the
possibility of insurance fraud or grudges against the business
owners, but she found no red flags in either area or, hell, in any
area. The owners of the buildings had nothing in common: no shared
mortgage holder, insurer or anything. The lack of clues was
frustrating as hell and pointed inexorably to one thing: serial
arson. Jesus, just what she didn’t need.

She scanned the area as she stowed her
sidearm in the lockbox, which was welded to the trunk floor, and
grabbed her evidence case. The usual neighborhood gawkers were
there, but no familiar faces were in the crowd; no one jumped out
at her as being present at the other two fires.

Profiling 101 said firestarters liked
to watch both the fire and the cleanup, and she hadn’t snoozed
through those classes. Her closure record proved that
point.

Around her, the cleanup effort was
already underway. The probies assigned to each truck were busy
walking the attack lines, the heavy rubberized hoses draped over
one shoulder as they let gravity pull the standing water back to
earth. She remembered those days, remembered being the FNG--fucking
new guy--all too well. Now, as an investigator, she was even more
of an outsider than before.

She’d crossed over to the unthinkable.
She’d become a cop. Granted, she was an arson investigator, but in
Ludington, when you went into arson, you went to the police
academy, learned how to fire a weapon, then strapped it on and
donned a badge of a different kind.

As she walked toward the scene, she
got a few nods of acknowledgement from the more senior members of
the crews, but stares from the rooks and younger smoke-eaters.
Female firefighters were enough of an anomaly in small cities like
this, but for a woman to pass the rigorous Firefighter II
certification, while earning a degree in Criminal Justice, was
unprecedented. Her dedication and vision toward the end goal had
earned her the totally trite nickname of “Ice Queen”. Since she’d
accomplished her dream, it didn’t bother her ... much. Now that
she’d reached her goal, she did so enjoy rubbing their noses in
it.

She whipped her long blonde
hair into a ponytail and then donned the red helmet which
designated her as Arson/Homicide, even though everyone at the scene
already knew she was a red-hat. Clicking on her Maglite, she
entered the potential crime scene, her mind settled totally on the
job in front of her.

*

Nate found himself frozen in place by
the woman tucking her hair up into a scarlet helmet. Her back was
turned, so he couldn’t see a damned thing but a waterfall of long,
blonde hair. Still, the sight brought to mind memories long past,
of Charly, a woman who had been his equal in every possible way.
He’d had no luck in tracking her down over the two weeks he’d been
in town, but he’d also been on duty almost continuously; it was one
of the trials of being a probie. To be honest, as much as he’d
vowed to find her, now that he was actually in Michigan, he’d
gotten a raving case of cold feet. What if she was married? Could
he stand knowing another man had what he wanted?

His cock did a sudden jump
to attention as he watched the lithe way the stranger moved beneath
her clunky, form-killing turnouts before disappearing into the
still-smoldering shell of the building. Who in the hell
was she?
Could it possibly be Charly?

He didn’t think he’d uttered the words
aloud, but by the snicker coming from fifteen-year veteran, CC
Jones, he must have. “Don’t even think about it, FNG. She’s the
original Ice Queen. Left us to become an arson investigator. A
freakin’ cop.” CC spat the phrase as if it were an
epithet.

Nate smiled in response. Unlike the
men he now called brothers, he’d worked with women in authority.
Hell, he’d worked with women in the thick of battle on convoy runs.
Some dudes might get their Jockeys in a twist about working with or
for a female, but he wasn’t one of them.

Aside from his instantaneous lust for
a woman of whom he’d seen nothing more than her hair, arson
investigation fascinated him. He knew the basics, but he’d ever had
a chance to explore the details and procedures. Arson fires on Air
Force bases were a specialty job farmed out when the rare human-set
fire occurred. Now that he was a civilian, maybe he would look into
arson investigation.

As the last of the water drained from
the attack hose, he glanced at his watch. At seven-thirty, his
shift had ended an hour ago. He was dying to see what the Ice Queen
looked like out of her turnouts ... and if fate had just given him
the boot to the ass he needed to reignite his old flame.

* * * *


Charly stepped into the morning sunlight and
lifted her face to the heat before taking a long, cleansing
breath.

This was a torch, no doubt
about it. The accelerant trail had been stupidly obvious, almost a
taunt, and hauntingly similar to the two other fires she’d
investigated. Dammit. With those factors, it fell into serial
territory. Even better? Her gut told her this guy was just
starting. She blew out a frustrated breath and headed for her car,
taking a moment to look over the pedestrian traffic patterns and
the scene surrounding the store in general. As before, no one
showed any particular interest, and cars pulled into the parking
slots of adjacent stores as if nothing had happened.

The city patrol unit on-site
would stay until either she dismissed him or the building’s owners
hired a private security guard. A young man with an exceedingly
nice ass propped a hip against the patrol car. His head angled to
the side as he engaged the street cop in desultory conversation.
While he was certainly hanging out, she saw, in a quick sweep, that
he wore a Ludington Fire Department tee. His clothing certainly
didn’t remove him from her subject list; firefighters had committed
arson--John Orr came immediately to mind--but the vast majority
were dedicated to putting out fires not starting them. However,
something was vaguely familiar about him. Her ambiguous recognition
made sense since she’d probably seen him around, but he was
certainly new to the department.

When the FNG saw her stepping from the
ruined building, he straightened, as did the officer, though they
were too far away for her to make out their features
clearly.

She nodded to them both and headed
toward her car, anxious to get the evidence she’d collected through
the chain of custody process and to log her initial report. Then
she’d jump into a hot, steamy shower to wash off the fire grime and
sweat. She’d find out who both the patrol cop and the firefighter
were at the precinct, and include them in her report.

“Well Charly Davis, as I
live and breathe.” A rich, whiskey-toned baritone hailed her
playfully from afar. The memory of sweat-slick sheets, tangled
bodies and leather cuffs assaulted her, instantly hardening her
nipples and sending a surge of lust through her blood. Seconds
later, pure heartbreak tinged by anger overrode the images and
sensations.

She turned slowly on her heel and
pasted a smile that felt more like a grimace on her face. She’d be
nice to the bastard; really, she would, but the fact he looked so
damned good as he strode her way only fueled her
resentment.

Dark hair was cut close, exposing a
face which would have been almost pretty if not for the lines
fanning hazel eyes and grooves around his mouth, suggesting he
laughed early and often. The lines were new. Eight years ago, he’d
worn youthful studliness like a badge of honor.

His body, if anything, was better. He
could be a poster-boy for the fire service. Long lean lines were
encased in jeans, a tee shirt displaying his upper body to
perfection. The man was positively mouthwatering, just as he’d been
all those years ago. It was too easy to remember the feel of his
hands, pushing her beyond the brink, past her comfort levels and
into areas she’d never imagined existed. Areas where pain became a
pleasure of its own.

It was too easy to imagine him
touching her all over again. Her body reacted to the imagery, her
nipples tightening as her core pulsed. She pushed away the memory
with real effort, but telling her body to stand down wasn’t so
easy. She took a deep breath and fought to control the impulse to
throw herself into his arms and welcome him home.

“Nathan Andrews. Color me
surprised.” She was proud her voice didn’t waver. She sounded as
strong and unaffected as she intended. She waved to his uniform
shirt. “Didn’t think I’d ever see you back in Ludington. And
certainly not in uniform.”

He shrugged, his gaze skimming her
body, almost as if he could see beneath the bulky turnouts. Hell,
he’d seen enough in the past, all he had to do was remember. And,
judging by the way his hazel eyes had gone a shade darker, that’s
just what he was doing. “My commitment was over. I wanted to come
back,” he said with a shrug.

Commitment? What in the hell was he
talking about? No, she wouldn’t ask. She didn’t care. Really, she
didn’t. “Well, nice to see you again, but I’ve gotta go log my
report.”

“Hey,” he said, surprise in
his voice. “Can’t we get some coffee or something, catch
up?”

She pushed down a lancing spear of
anguish at his words and laughed mirthlessly. “So, how did you
think this was gonna play out, champ? We’d have a quickie in the
car, and you’d be the newest stud in the ‘house? Be able to tell
everyone you banged the Ice Queen ... again?”

His eyes sparked with anger. “That’s
beneath both of us, and you know it. Why are you so
mad?”

Charly stepped away, fury almost
blinding her now. “You dare ask me that? After what you did? Stay
the hell away from me, Nathan. I don’t need this ... or
you.”

Whirling on her heel, she strode to
her car, perilously close to hyperventilating. She wouldn’t look
back. She. Would. Not. But she did anyway, and damned if Nathan
didn’t have the most dumbfounded look on his face she’d ever
seen.

Good, served the bastard
right.

Then he was coming after her with his
face set in tight lines and his strides long and fast. His hand
closed on her shoulder, and he spun her around to face
him.

“What the fuck,
Charly?”

She wasn’t going to cry, though she
felt the painful prick of tears behind her lids. Dammit, she was
stronger than this, stronger than him.

“Go away, Nate. There’s
nothing more to say. You said it all eight years ago.”

And, he had said it, albeit
without a sound. He’d reduced their time together to nothing more
than idle firehouse gossip and filleted her heart in the process.
Never mind the fact she’d had to be better, faster and harder than
any man she worked with. His loose lips had almost cost her the job
she loved.

The patrol officer made an opportune
appearance, no doubt spurred by the way Nate had manhandled
her.

“Is everything all right
here, Detective Davis?” The young cop was looking very pointedly at
Nate’s hand, which still held her shoulder possessively, as if he
had a right to touch her.

“Fine,” she said through her
teeth. “I’m just going to head into the precinct and start the
paperwork.” She shook loose of Nate’s grip and popped the trunk of
her car, shimmying out of her turnouts to the jeans beneath. After
stowing her gear and the evidence case, she liberated her sidearm
from the lockbox and slid the Beretta into the holster at the small
of her back before turning back to the men.

“Gentlemen,” she nodded
pleasantly, even though her heart was trying to thump right out of
her chest. Stepping into the car, she did the one thing she’d sworn
she’d never do. She fled.

She made it all of two blocks before
the shakes overtook her. Pulling over to the side of the busy
street, she rested her head on the steering wheel and let the tears
flow.

As she did, she and Nate’s last
encounter played through her mind. She couldn’t stop it.

Nathan’s hands bracketed
the leather cuffs enclosing her wrists; his body rested in a full,
deliciously sinful press against her back.

His breath whispered
against her ear. “You asked for this, you know. Every kiss of the
paddle, every stroke of the feather, every brush of my
lips.”

Charly shivered in
response; her body arched involuntarily into him to soak up his
heat, his scent.

He ground his cock into
the crease of her ass. “Didn’t you, Charly?”

“Yes,” she sighed in
helpless response, her body liquid with need. She’d wanted this for
so very long, but she couldn’t believe they’d waited for their last
night together to act upon their mutual fantasy.

Then he pushed her
forward, bending her over the upholstered hotel room
chair.

He untethered the cuffs
from behind her back and draped her hands over the seat of the
chair, then crouched in front of her and clipped each cuff to the
front leg. He reached up and pushed a stray strand of hair behind
her ear. “Are you sure, Charly? Really sure?”

She smiled in response and
ran her tongue over her lips, tasting the kiss he’d given her at
the door. “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my
life.”

He rose with an unholy
look in his eye and left her there for a long moment, before
returning and standing directly behind her. Their choppy breathing
was the only sound in the room.

Charly squirmed in
anticipation. She could probably turn her head, but that would
spoil the game. Then, he took the option away from her, leaning
over her back to fasten a silk blindfold over her eyes. The
sensation of the smooth, sensuous fabric was almost overwhelming in
the sudden darkness. Her other senses took over, teasing her into
an arousal so intense it was almost painful.

She could hear him moving
behind her, rummaging around in the bag of toys he’d brought. With
each sound her anticipation ratcheted higher, until her nipples
were hard pebbles against the chair and her pussy wept. Her thighs
grew wet with cream.

“I’d gag you, but I want to
hear every little whimper coming out of your luscious mouth.” His
breath was sinful against her ear; his heat, a brand against her
back.

Charly lifted her head. Her body cried
out for release in the here and now, but her mind was no longer
able to process the memories, the feelings, that Nate’s mere
presence had re-exposed in both her body and soul.

God, how was she ever going to deal
with him?

 



Chapter Two

Nate spun the beer bottle on the
hardwood bar, feeling like a bear with a bad tooth. What the fuck
was up with Charly? When he’d joined the Air Force all those years
ago, it’d been because he wanted to see the world. Charly’d said
she wanted the same; he’d been sure she understood.

They’d originally hooked up in a fire
sciences course, and the heat between them had been instantaneous,
combustible. That had seemed appropriate, considering the line of
work they were studying. At twenty, they both had been randy as
hell and more than ready to follow through on it.

The games they’d played had been
fabulous, the best sex, the best connection he’d ever experienced.
Experimenting with a bit of bondage and light restraints had seemed
daring and had been a complete turn-on for both of them. They both
had made it clear it was a game, but, what a game! It had been so
hot he’d never even been tempted to try it with another woman
because he felt as if he’d be sullying the memory. To be honest,
that memory had sustained him on more than one
deployment.

The feeling of completeness, of having
found the other half to his whole, especially after their last
night together, had scared the living crap out of him ... then. He
was too young for any kind of commitment to a woman, so he’d
followed through on his plans and left Ludington, and Charly,
behind.

Now, she looked at him as if he were
the biggest asshole to ever walk the earth. He knew he deserved
some of her condemnation but certainly not to this extent. He
didn’t regret leaving Michigan; he’d needed to see more, do more,
be more. But he regretted not keeping in touch with Charly. Scared
or not, he should have made the effort.

He thought of the women he’d been with
since, and damned if he could remember one of their faces. There
was only Charly and the memory of her ... beneath him, astride him,
writhing beneath his hands, coming apart as he thrust inside her.
Yeah, his mind only saw Charly. The fact he was totally comfortable
with the concept of grabbing onto her and never letting go told him
he’d grown up a damned sight over the last eight years. Now, he
just had to convince her of it.

“So you crashed and burned,
eh?” CC settled onto the barstool next to him; the other
firefighter smiled hugely with a bit of craftiness.

“Guess you could say that.
Never thought she’d give an old friend the cold shoulder, new
nickname or no.”

CC nodded at the bartender, who set a
mug of beer down and wandered away. “Old friend, you say? How
close,” he lifted a suggestive eyebrow, “were you?”

Nate took a swig of his beer. “We went
to school together, hung out a bit. Like I said, we were friends.”
No way in hell he was going to divulge the details of their
relationship, even to another firefighter. Hell, especially to
another firefighter. The ‘house was a gossip incubator, especially
on quiet days when there was nothing to do but wash the rigs and
work around the station.

“Yeah, well, she’s a
cast-iron bitch now, no doubt about it. Thinks she’s too good for
the likes of us. Even before she went over to the other side. Now
she’s got a shield and piece and thinks she’s fucking untouchable.”
More than bitterness tinged the firefighter’s words; Nate sensed
old, festering anger.

Nate stood and laid a fiver on the
bar, wondering over CC’s tone. “She’s certainly not the girl I
remember. But that was a long time ago.” He wasn’t going to give
the man what the man was obviously dying for ... fresh rumors. “See
you in two days. I’ve been off-shift since this
morning.”

CC clapped him on the shoulder a
little too heartily. “Don’t take it so hard, kid. People change,
and you were probably looking at her through tequila goggles back
then. She’s a tasty bit, just too uppity.”

“Maybe,” Nate shrugged away
CC’s meaty paw. “Catch you later.” He didn’t know what the hell had
happened to Charly, but he was going to find out.

* * * *

Charly poured a glass of wine and
looked mournfully at the Chardonnay. She’d like nothing better than
to tie one on tonight and wash the memories of Nate Andrews right
out of her head, but she couldn’t. With a serial arsonist on the
loose, she had to keep a sharp mind. Her precinct captain had made
it quite clear she was now officially on call twenty-four/seven.
Period. So, she savored a sip of the only glass of wine she’d allow
herself, because she was a professional, dammit, and stared out the
window of her bungalow’s little kitchen.

Disturbed’s Inside the
Fire pounded out of the speakers in
the living room. The anger and despair in the lead singer’s voice
fit her mood right now. She closed her eyes and soaked up the power
of the music and the taste of the wine.

She’d sworn, after her little crying
jag, that she wouldn’t go there again, but as soon as her eyes
closed, she was transported through time. She and Nate had bonded
over beers, laughing about the uncensored lingo they’d heard in
their ride-along earlier in the week. That night, they’d become
more than friends. Their lips had met for the first time. His hands
had sought her breasts; his mouth had ravaged her pussy before he
filled her in one long thrust that made her scream.

The mere memory made her clench in
response, and she lowered her head to the table, thumping it
slowly, almost in time to the bass beat of the song. She had to
stop this, and right now. She had a bad guy to nail down. Her
private life--or lack thereof--took second fiddle to the job, as
always.

“I don’t remember you liking
this kind of music.” Nate’s voice sent a rush of terror through her
for a scant second before she snapped open her eyes and whirled to
face the man who had once been her best friend.

He saw her fear and backed away with
his hands held high and wide. “I rang the bell; I knocked, the
whole nine yards. Your next-door neighbor said to just come on
in.”

Charly schooled her features into a
blank slate. Yeah, Mrs. Montgomery would have done that, especially
since Nate was still wearing the tee identifying him as a
firefighter.

She swallowed around the lump in her
throat, stood and walked to the stereo, turning down the thumping
bass. With her back still to him, she addressed the matter at
hand.

“A lot of things have
changed, Nate. My musical taste being one of them. What are you
doing here? I thought I’d made it quite clear I didn’t want to see
you again ... outside of work, of course.”

She knew how he’d found her. As a
member of the department, all he’d had to do was ask. She should
have thought about it earlier, but she’d been an emotional
mess.

He leaned against the doorjamb with
his fingers tucked into the pockets of his jeans; his earnest
expression held no hint of the anger she’d witnessed earlier in the
day. “That’s why I’m here. I don’t get it, Charly. When I left
Michigan, everything was copacetic between us. So what happened?
Why can you barely stand the sight of me now?”

She forced out a laugh. She
would unleash her rant now or never; after so long, wouldn’t the
release feel good, cathartic? “How can you even ask that? Bragging
to your buddies about what a freak I am in bed ran me out of one
‘house, and it’s a damned miracle the same thing hasn’t happened
with my precinct. That’s how I got my nickname, Nate. Because
I had to be an Ice Queen if I wanted to do what I loved. You
almost fucked my career up for me once. I won’t give up my life
because you can’t keep your mouth shut.”

Nate flinched as if struck. “What in
the holy hell are you talking about? I never said a word about us.”
He took a long step into the kitchen. “Not one damned
word.”

Charly held out a hand, halting him in
his tracks. “And yet it made the rounds anyway, conveniently right
after you left to go see the world. I’ve worked too freakin’ hard
to get where I am today to have you torpedo it again. While you
were out banging anything that moved, I was here, building a life.”
Never mind that she’d discovered, too late, how much she had
invested in their friends-turned-lovers relationship. Namely, her
heart.

Nate’s eyes glittered with anger, and
Charly knew she’d shown too much of her hand, how much his
desertion bothered her, even now. Her last comment was only
guessing on her part, but his sex drive had been phenomenal back in
the day. Enough to burn in her memory forever. But the need to lash
out at him, to hurt him as much as he’d hurt her, both by his words
and his departure, drove her actions now.

When he responded, his words were as
harsh as hers had been, just as driven by anger. “For your
information, I joined the Air Force and was too damned busy serving
my country to bang ‘anything that moved’. But, hey, I saw the
world, at least the sandy fucking parts. And what did you do? You
stayed here in boring old Ludington, even though you said you
wanted to get out more than anything. Look in the mirror before you
start casting stones, Sweetheart.”

Charly flinched at his words, because
they were true, and sat down with a thump; the hardwood dining
chair chilled her thighs. “The Air Force?” She’d never even
considered he’d done anything other than structural fires. She
hadn’t had time. No, she’d been too busy trying to forget him and
gain the respect of a bunch of smoke-eaters who didn’t want a woman
in their ‘house. Ever. She’d become the Ice Queen because she never
wanted to give up the one profession that had always called to
her.

Nate swiped a hand through
his hair. With one look at the expression on her face, the anger
seemed to run right out of him. “Jesus, Charly, would you look at
us? There’s more sniping going on here than in a battle zone, for
God’s sakes.” He gestured to one of the chairs. “You
mind?”

She shrugged, unable to form
words in response. His reference to combat could only mean one
thing. He’d been overseas, serving in the military or as a
contractor. His comment earlier suddenly clicked in her head. His
commitment had ended. He’d spent eight years doing things she
couldn’t even imagine. The concept was spectacularly hard to wrap
her mind around when she’d spent the last eight years cursing his
name and sticking pins in an imaginary voodoo doll.

He was looking at her in the old
familiar way, like he had back when they’d been friends. Like he
had whenever they were any place but in bed. Like he had in her
memory just a few moments ago. But now, everything had changed with
his words. She had to decide if those words made a difference in
the reality of today but knew, without even thinking about it, they
wouldn’t. They couldn’t, because she couldn’t afford to lose
herself to Nate again. She was an older, wiser woman than the girl
eight years ago, but damned if her body wasn’t reacting to his
presence as if anticipating a welcome-home fuck.

The chirp of her cell cut short any
response, or excuse, or even conversation that she might have made.
She rummaged in her purse and pulled the phone to her ear, praying
it wasn’t another torch. It was unlikely, so soon after this
morning’s blaze, but the very last thing she could concentrate on
right now was her job.

“Hey Sweetie, what are you
up to?” A sweet, somewhat batty voice tittered.

“Mom,” she breathed with a
sigh of relief. She looked up at Nate, who was watching her with an
inscrutable expression. “I’m visiting with an old friend of mine.
You remember Nate?” She watched him across the table; pleasure
spread across his face at her words. Even if she was still hurting
down deep from his words and actions, she also remembered that Nate
had always worn his heart on his sleeve. Could he possibly be
telling the truth? Even if he was, it didn’t matter in the long
run.

She briefly wondered who, if not Nate,
had flapped their gums, but then her mom’s voice pulled her back to
the present.

“Oh, he was such a sweet
boy. Where’s he been?”

“Around the world and back,
Ma. Can I call you back? We’re catching up.”

Florence Davis’ response was a dirty
little chuckle. “I’ll just bet you are. Call me later,
dear.”

Charly disconnected, shaking her head.
Her mom might be getting a bit senile, but in some ways, she was
sharp as a tack. She still caught anything that might even begin to
approach a sexual innuendo. She missed her mom, but Florence had
decided sunny Baja was more her speed these days.

Taking a deep breath, Charly raised
her gaze to Nate. Maybe, just maybe, she’d find a way past what had
happened eight years ago, to rediscover the friend she’d lost. Now,
she needed a new explanation of what in the hell had really
happened when he bailed. She deserved that much, at
least.

Placated, she asked, “Would you like a
glass of wine? We have a lot of catching up to do.”

*

Nate looked at Charly over the rim of
his wineglass. She was even more stunning now than she’d been eight
years ago. Her face was just as beautiful, with those begging-to-be
kissed lips and fathomless blue eyes. Life had given her a few
lines, but hard work had toned her body to perfection, something
he’d been too angry to appreciate earlier this morning.

He’d like nothing better than to
stretch her out across the dining room table and sample the changes
time had wrought, but he knew his desires were too much, too soon.
Given the fact he still couldn’t remember what one of his
ex-girlfriends had even looked like, he figured he had
time.

He would need time to reforge their
friendship, to regain her trust. He’d burned her, and badly, by
being a prick and not keeping in touch. Winning Charly back would
be a challenge he’d relish. She was his; she just didn’t realize it
yet.

“So after Texas, I was sent
to Germany then came back to the States, California. Deployed to a
few downrange locations for a couple of rotations, then decided I
was done.”

He’d seen Charly glance at his ring
finger, even though both knew the symbol meant little or nothing.
Many firefighters didn’t wear a wedding ring on the off chance it
might cost them a finger.

He answered her implied question. “No,
I didn’t get hitched. Came close once, but, when push came to
shove, it didn’t take. I guess from your earlier comments, you
escaped marriage’s wicked web as well.”

She laughed, without
sounding tired or bitter. “I spent the first few years dodging
roaming hands and flashers in the ‘house. That’s when I became the
Ice Queen. Someone definitely blabbed about my, um, preferences. If
it wasn’t you, I have no clue who it might have been. After that, I
funneled everything into the job, into making Detective.” She
stopped and looked down at the wine glass framed between her
fingers and then glanced up at him. Her expression was more than a
little pissed. “Who in the hell spied on us, Nate?”

Nate considered it, troubled. “I don’t
know, but I’m sure as hell gonna find out.” What they’d shared had
been so completely, soul-deep personal he couldn’t fathom someone
watching or listening to them. Yeah, he’d get to the bottom of
this, and damned soon. For right now, though, he focused solely on
gaining Charly’s trust back.

“Do you have to work
tomorrow?” Even though his question was innocent, he knew she’d
read more into it. He was interested in seeing her
reaction.

She gaped at his change in topic for a
split second, but her body responded to his query faster than her
mind. Her nipples pebbled beneath her LPD tee, giving her
away.

“Yeah, why?” her voice was
calm again, despite her body’s reaction. She’d gotten much better
at controlling herself. What he wouldn’t give to break through her
composure; her shell of ice was beginning to thaw, at least toward
him.

“Because I’m off-shift for
another day, and I don’t want to keep you up too late.” He pushed
away from the table and rose. “Thanks for the talk, and the
wine.”

There was a brief flash of confusion
in her eyes before she stood and followed him to the front
door.

He turned on the stoop. He’d told
himself he wasn’t going to do it, but he couldn’t resist one little
taste, for old time’s sake. He needed one kiss to tide him over
until she came to him willingly. He dipped his head, and she met
him halfway. Her lips were soft and hot against his; her mouth
sweet as a memory. Just the taste of her shocked his cock into a
hard spike, and he had to stifle not only a groan but also the
impulse to dive in and plunder. He’d do it right this time to show
Charly he deserved a second chance.

He pulled away, with her taste
lingering on his lips, and pushed a strand of hair behind her ear.
He hid a satisfied smile at the way her nipples pressed against her
shirt, even as she batted away his hand and took a long step
back.

That was his Charly, feisty until the
very end.

She looked at him hard; her expression
flinty. “Good night, Nathan.”

She could have slammed the door, but
she didn’t, which made the risk he’d taken all the more worthwhile.
He just needed to play his cards right and keep in mind his end
goal: Charly, in his bed, bound and begging for release.

He walked into the night and began to
whistle.

 



Chapter Three

Charly tossed restlessly; the sheets
tangled around her legs while thoughts spun endlessly in her head.
Why the hell couldn’t Nate have left well enough alone? Why
couldn’t she? Dammit, no matter how much she still found him
attractive as hell, she wasn’t going to put her heart on the line
again.

Before Nate left all those
years ago, she’d thought she had nothing vested in their
relationship. She’d been wrong. A few days of missing him made her
realize what she’d lost. Then, the rumors had started, and she’d
transferred the sadness in her heart to anger, pure and simple.
She’d been trying to forget him for the last eight years, and now
that huge elephant was back in the room--her bedroom--whether she
liked it or not.

Quite simply, he stole her rational
thought. She’d never even asked why he hadn’t kept in touch. The
question would have exposed her weakness more than she liked. A
simple call or e-mail would have completely negated the
misconception she’d been living with, but he hadn’t had the
courtesy to extend so small a gesture. If his inaction didn’t show
how he’d truly felt about her back then, then nothing did. She’d
been a roll in the hay to him, nothing else.

A tiny part of her wanted to exact a
bit of revenge ... to use him as a sex toy and then walk away once
she had his heart. Except that would be petty, and she was a bigger
person now, wasn’t she?

She’d responded to his kiss tonight
out of pure instinct, but she couldn’t, wouldn’t let her hormones
rule her life. Not anymore.

Rolling over, she gritted her teeth.
She’d better figure out how to deal with Nate, and soon.

* * * *

When she walked into the
precinct the next morning, she was tired and fuming-- not so much
at Nate, because he was what he was: a man. He’d been her friend,
once upon a time, and she’d love to get to that place again, if for
no other reason than she could use a friend. However, she doubted
he’d let them be friends.

No, she amended, she was mad
at herself because, somewhere deep in the night, she realized she
believed what he’d said. That belief had sent her into a night of
angst over Nate and the choices in men she’d made since he’d left.
She’d never explored her fantasies with anyone but Nate because no
one else had inspired the trust needed for such an encounter. Now,
she believed he’d never uttered a word. He’d never lied worth a
damn, and that wasn’t something that changed over the years. Now,
he was trying to build her trust again.

Regardless of who had
started the rumors, too many years had passed for her to get
wrapped around the axle over them again. She’d proven herself, both
at the firehouse and in the PD, and her solid reputation would
shield her somewhat. But, damned if she wouldn’t give her eyeteeth
to find out who had it in for her that much.

She needed to let the past go, which
included being pissed off at Nate. In fact, her little revelation
about extracting a bit of petty revenge seemed to be a capital
idea. She wouldn’t hold onto her anger, but she would give the
asshole some payback for walking out as if she were nobody special.
After all, they were both adults and had enjoyed themselves often
and well all those years ago. She could love ‘em and leave ‘em just
as well as he could.

She grinned as she walked across the
bullpen. They might never return to the intimacy they’d shared all
those years ago, but nothing said she couldn’t have a little fun
with him and enjoy herself in the process. With that thought in
mind, she turned her attention to the job that had sustained and
frustrated her in equal measure over the years.

This morning she would go
over the evidence from the three suspect fires and see if she could
find a lead. The linkage between the fires was already there; she
just needed to tie them to a perp. Her ability to connect the dots
had pleased her precinct captain to no end, since he’d originally
hired her under an archaic affirmative action requirement and
hadn’t really expected a hell of a lot. She’d shown him, and
everyone else, how wrong they were.

She settled down at her desk, her
stained coffee mug at her right elbow full of acidic, burned,
hours-old coffee. She’d found, over the years, that she couldn’t
drink anything caffeinated now unless it had the same acrid taste,
as if her taste buds had changed right along with the rest of
her.

“Davis, you’ve got a
visitor,” the desk sergeant barked over his shoulder. She glanced
up in response, not so surprised to find Nate on the other side of
the bulletproof glass.

“Buzz him in,” she replied
and leaned back in her chair. She crossed her arms as she
waited.

Nate strolled through the bullpen, and
for a moment, she was surprised by his comfort level. Then she
remembered what he’d been doing for the last eight years and wasn’t
so shocked after all. A metro police department was nothing
compared to what he’d seen and done.

“Hey, Charly,” he thumped
into the chair opposite her desk.

“Nate. What can I do for
you?”

“I’ve got a general idea of
what an arson investigator does,” he answered easily. “But, I’m
interested in the nitty-gritty details. I’d like to know more about
it.” He held up his hands. “If I’m going to be keeping you from
something, I can bail.”

She considered him for a moment. It
wasn’t against the rules to discuss an ongoing case with
colleagues, including firefighters. The question of the day: Did
she want to?

“Why are you so
interested?”

“It’s not like there are a
ton of arson fires on Air Force bases,” he said, his tone and
expression completely professional, completely sincere. “I’d like
to know a bit more about it. Maybe even more on the fire we worked
the other day.”

Charly tilted her head and just looked
at him. Could he really be serious?

“As a heart attack,” he
answered, as if reading her mind. Hell, maybe he had. They’d been
close enough back in the day. “Maybe arson investigation is what I
want to get into.”

“I’ll have to run it through
my captain and do a whereabouts check to rule you out as a
potential suspect. Standard procedure.”

“Works for me.” His reply
was as nonchalant as his attitude, but in his eyes, she could see a
gleam. He really wanted this.

So, she did exactly as she’d said.
Captain Reynolds was fine with it, as long as she performed a
whereabouts inquiry. Nate gave her the information without a pause,
as she’d expected, and left the precinct with the same swagger as
his entrance.

Charly sat back in her chair and
pursed her lips. Was Nate playing her or was he sincere? With a
shrug, she returned to the reports and photographs spread out on
her desk. In the long run, his sincerity didn’t matter; she’d stay
true to what she’d decided just a few hours ago. She’d have her fun
with Nate but she had to keep their relationship casual fun, with
no strings attached and no real feelings involved. Friends with
benefits sounded just about right to her.

Though, being smarter than your
average bear, she planned to get a second opinion. Her best friend
Emma never pulled punches and knew all the intimate details about
Charly’s sex life. Charly might be married to the job, but she’d
realized a long time ago that she needed a shoulder to cry on from
time to time and someone to hear her bitch on occasion. Basically,
Charly had needed a friend, and she’d found that friend in Emma,
who’d been a softball teammate in high school. They had reconnected
after a chance meeting at the supermarket before she and Nate had
even met. Hell, Emma had partied with them more than once over the
course of their relationship; Emma would give it to her
straight.

Charly should have called Emma when
Nate showed up yesterday but had been too damned chicken. After a
night of lamenting, Charly picked up the phone.

* * * *

The waitress served their martinis
with a flourish and left with a flounce. Emma grinned after her. “I
know this is a meat market, but damn, if she gets any more wiggle
in her walk, she’s gonna throw out a hip.”

Charly laughed in response and downed
half of her drink with one swig.

“Oh hell, girlfriend, you’d
better dish, ‘cause that’s one hell of a hangover you’re working on
straight out of the gate.”

“Nate’s back.” Charly said
without preamble.

“I hope the bastard gave a
good excuse for completely screwing you over,” Emma said, her eyes
narrowing ominously. “And then I hope you kneed him in the balls.”
A legendary temper and fierce loyalty were only two hallmarks of
her friend.

“He joined the Air Force.
Served in combat zones as a firefighter over the course of his
enlistment.” Charly wasn’t trying to make excuses, simply offering
up the facts. Emma would give her a semi-nonbiased
opinion.

Emma took a big swig of her own drink.
“No shit?”

“No shit. He showed up last
night, said he never even whispered a word about us.”

“And you believed him?”
Emma’s tone suggested Charly was a colossal dumbass.

“Actually, I did, after I
thought about it a whole helluva lot.” She raised a hand. “Before
you go on a crusade, he looked totally bewildered, and you know as
well as I do, he could never lie worth a damn.”

Emma looked pensive for a moment. “So
what was his excuse for never even contacting you? It’s not like
you guys necked a few times and called it good. For God’s sakes, he
tied you up.”

“Jesus, Emma. Wanna
broadcast it to a few hundred more people?” Charly hissed, glancing
around at the tables surrounding them. Luckily, the jukebox seemed
to have covered Emma’s comment. “He didn’t say. And I didn’t ask.
Think it would make me vulnerable, much? Let’s be honest. I was a
good fuck for him, and that’s probably the extent of
it.”

Emma considered her friend over the
rim of her glass before signaling the waitress for another round.
“And yet, that’s not what’s bugging you.”

Charly sighed. Sometimes Emma was just
too damned astute. “I’ve been entertaining ideas of fucking him for
the fun of it and then leaving him high and dry.”

“He was really that good?”
Emma’s elevated eyebrows begged to differ.

“Yeah, he was. I just made
the mistake of assuming our time together was more than it
was.”

“Huh,” Emma kept her silence
until their waitress returned with their second round and then
popped the vodka-marinated olive into her mouth. “Then I say go for
it. God knows, it’s not like you’ve been sampling the local
wildlife lately. You’re too young to die on the vine, and if Nate
lights your fires, then go for it.”

“I hear a ‘but’ in there
somewhere,” Charly said, knowing exactly what her friend would
say.

“Damned straight. Don’t let
him crap on you again, otherwise I’ll pound the hell out of him,
war hero or not.”

Charly smiled. As always, Emma was
right.

 



Chapter Four

Nate stood on Charly’s stoop two
nights later, wondering if he was pushing his luck. He sure as hell
hoped not, but his excursion to the PD gave him an ‘in’ beyond his
personal interests. Now, he was off for four more days. Ludington’s
firefighters worked one twenty-four-hour shift, followed by two
days off, and then a second twenty-four-hour rotation followed by
four days off. His schedule would give him plenty of time to woo
the woman he couldn’t get out of his mind.

In one hand, he held a bottle of
Chardonnay, the same brand they’d consumed a few nights ago. In his
pocket were sterling nipple and clit clamps and the silken ties
he’d found at a shop earlier this morning. Everything else he’d
purchased was back at home, and he prayed he’d use them ... soon.
He hadn’t gone looking for them, but as he passed the store, they’d
called to him.

Charly answered the door with a smile
pushing up the corner of her mouth. She didn’t look surprised to
see him at all. In the background, he could hear she was grooving
again to another alternative rock band.

He grinned in return and held up the
bottle of wine, taking a second just to appreciate the view. Long,
toned legs peeked out of the frayed hem of her shorts. It was too
easy to imagine them wrapped around his hips as she urged him on
with breathless little cries and moans.

He shifted his feet, his
quickly hardening cock pressing against the tab of his
jeans. Down boy, he chastised himself. Charly seemed to believe him about
the whole blabbing gig, but she sure as hell didn’t trust him any
further than she could throw him. He couldn’t really blame
her.

“So did I check out?” He
knew he had; he’d been overseas when the first fire had been
set.

“Yup,” she opened the door
and waved him inside. “Should I beware of Greeks bearing
gifts?”

“Always,” he replied easily.
This easy camaraderie was the bedrock of the relationship he wanted
with Charly. He had seen glimpses of the girl she’d been, here and
there, and selfishly, he wanted that girl back. “Especially when
they’re plying you with alcohol.”

She closed the door and hummed in
response before flicking off the stereo with the remote.

“So,” she turned to face him
fully. “You realize this won’t be like back in school.
Investigating an arson isn’t like the ride-alongs we did.” She
settled onto a low-slung couch and slowly crossed those long,
delectable legs. Nate swallowed hard before dragging his gaze up
her body. The same, inscrutable smile graced her face, and he knew
she was playing him. Then again, was it really such a bad thing? He
wanted to play with her, after all.

Returning her smile, he seated himself
and placed the wine on a side table. “Yeah, I know it’ll be
different. Looking forward to the ... challenge.” There, he
couldn’t drop a broader hint, and from the expression on her face,
she got it. What she did with it was the bigger
question.

“Hmmm. How about some wine
while we ... discuss ... it?”

Nate leaned back in his chair. Let the
games begin.

*

In the kitchen, Charly spread her
notes and the crime scene photos across the table. “See the
alligatoring here and here?” She traced her finger over the
distinctive patterns, which indicated an accelerant had been
used.

“That’s pretty damned
obvious, isn’t it?” Nate mused, his voice and expression intent. No
matter how much she suspected he was using the whole arson angle as
a way to get to her, his interest was piqued. “So what did he
use?”

“Early returns indicate it
was kerosene. Easily obtainable, impossible to trace. He never
leaves a container, so no prints. The points of entry were either
destroyed by the fire or wiped completely clean. This guy knows
what he’s doing.”

“Firefighter?” Nate asked
and raised his brows.

“Could be, but I doubt it.
After the Orr debacle back in California, we always look to our own
first. I don’t think this guy’s an actual firefighter, but an
aficionado. A firefighter wannabe, who gets off on the thrill of
watching you guys in action. And watching me flounder around
looking for clues.”

“So it’s all been retail
spaces, no residences?”

“Yup, and not one of them
had a camera installed. You’d think everyone would have one, given
how cheap they are these days, but no dice. Again, he knows exactly
what he’s doing, and who he’s targeting.”

Nate leaned back in his chair, brow
furrowed in thought, and Charly allowed herself an uninterrupted
moment to study him. This Nate was new, thoughtful and intense.
He’d retained the intensity of his youth, but now it had been
sharpened, honed by time and experience. A shiver ran through her
at the thought of that new concentration directed at her in a
purely sexual manner.

Then Nate lifted his gaze and caught
hers; his eyes went molten as he read her expression. He clenched
his jaw, as if reining back a comment, and schooled his expression
into one of pure patience. He wanted her, of that Charly had no
doubt, but something was holding him back.

“You know, there’s one thing
I haven’t said to you,” his tone was so serious, so solemn it sent
a chill of foreboding through Charly. “I never said I was sorry for
up and leaving you back then.”

Of all the things he might have
uttered, that was the very last thing she expected, and it was like
a punch straight to her heart. Granted, she’d thought it often
enough over the past few days, but she hadn’t expected to hear him
utter the words. “No worries,” she replied, keeping her voice
light, “we’re both adults, and we made our choices.”

He dipped his head in assent. “Maybe,
but that’s no way to treat a friend. To be honest, you scared the
hell out of me then.”

Charly was shocked
speechless. She’d scared him?

“All I can say in my defense
was I was young and dumb and wanted to see the world.” He paused,
as if weighing his words, then stood and pushed away from the
table, standing only inches from her, the heat of his body
blanketing her. “I want you back, Charly, and I’ll do whatever it
takes to make it happen.”

Charly sat in silence for a long
moment, then raised her eyes to his. “I won’t deny wanting you,
Nate, but that’s all it would be: sex, friends with benefits. I’m
not looking for anything long-term, and you deserve to know it up
front.”

He grunted in response, as if he
didn’t believe her.

“Dammit,
Nate, I mean it. I’ll enjoy the hell out of the sex, but
it will end there.”

*

Nate scooped a hand through his hair.
Had he really hurt her so badly when he’d left? Or, did he think
his role in her past had been greater than the reality? It didn’t
really matter in the long run. Charly would be his, heart and soul.
He relished the challenge.

“Just sex, huh? I guess
that’ll have to be good enough ... for now.” He turned her chair
around, dropped to his knees and planted his hands on the arms of
her chair, then leaned into her, his eyes locked on hers as he
inhaled deeply. “You’ve always smelled so damned good, woman. Like
you were made for me to savor one bite at a time.”

Her breath caught in response to his
words, her nipples hard little points against her
blouse.

He dropped his head and blew a breath
across them, still maintaining a cushion of space between his face
and her body. He wanted her just as entranced as she’d been back
then, begging for his touch even as she held all the power. He
wanted to incite her beyond reason and then deliver them both to
ecstasy.

“What the fuck do you think
you’re doing, Nate?” Her voice was a bit thready but laden with a
steel resolve he’d never heard before.

“Friends with benefits,
right?” He blew across her left breast again. When she
involuntarily surged toward him, he tightened his hands into a
death grip on the arms of the chair; otherwise, his arms would have
grabbed her of their own volition, with or without his
consent.

“Then get on with it,
dammit,” she ground out.

He smiled in response. “A little
testy, aren’t you? I’m just getting reacquainted.”

“I’ll show you
reacquainted.” She wound her hands into his hair and lifted his
face; her kiss scorched his lips.

Nate let her control the embrace,
although everything within him itched to lift her onto the kitchen
table and feast. His shorts felt two sizes too small, and his cock
was about to burst through the zipper, but he’d wait. This was
about regaining her trust. This was about winning
Charly.

*

As Nate’s taste swept over her,
Charly’s heart thundered over the alarms, which started clamoring
the second he caged her against the kitchen chair. No, she’d heard
the warning too late; now, all she wanted was him: his lips, his
tongue, his cock. She wanted it fast and hard. She wanted it
now.

Sucking his bottom lip between her
teeth, she nipped hard and slipped her hand between his legs. His
erection was iron in her fingers. She traced him through the fabric
of his shorts and reveled in the familiar sensation. Eight years
vanished as if, only yesterday, she’d last fondled him, tasted him,
anticipated his touch.

Her breath stuttered as his hips
jerked and he surged into her hand. Jesus, it was like coming home
again.

She swept her tongue into his mouth,
and, as if that were the invitation he’d been waiting for, he
pinned her against the chair. Taking command of the kiss, his lips
and tongue boldly plundered, as if he had every right. As she
melted against him, she realized he did.

“Jesus,
Charly,” he growled against her lips; his
hands finally left the arms of the
chair to tease her nipples. He tweaked each peak relentlessly as he
devoured her mouth; his cock pulsed against her hand as he ground
against her. Her pussy clenched in response, flooding with
cream.

His mouth moved south and teased her
breasts through the fabric of her blouse, their labored breathing
the only sound in the room. She arched into him, one hand gripping
his cock, the other tangled in his hair.

Then he lifted her, sweeping the crime
scene evidence from the table with one hand while he laid her out
with the other.

The hard, slick surface of the table
was strangely sensuous against her back, the fan-driven air
tickling her dangling legs.

“A feast...” he mumbled as
his fingers fumbled with the buttons of her blouse. With a curse,
he gave up, grasped both sides of the garment and pulled, sending
buttons flying. He latched onto one lace-covered nipple with
hunger, his teeth nipping and suckling, one hand on the other
breast, the other fumbling with the tab of her shorts.

Passion swept through her, the craving
so intense she shook in response to his caresses. An inferno of
desire fueled her response as she clutched him against her breasts
and wrapped her legs around his thighs.

“More...” she gasped, as he
lowered her zipper and dove beneath her panties, spearing her with
two fingers, making her bow against him in response. Her heart
stuttered in her chest as he delved deep, his thumb massaging her
clit, his teeth biting at her breast. His fingers found her G-spot
with unerring accuracy.

She undulated against him, desperate
for more of his hands, his mouth, his skin. As her heartbeat
ratcheted up, a thin sheen of perspiration covered her
body.

He stroked inside her forcefully as
his teeth closed on her nipple hard and she exploded, the walls of
her core clenching like a vise around his fingers. He gave her a
quick, reasonably satisfying peak, but she wanted it
all.

Even as she quaked in the aftermath of
her orgasm, her fingers tightened around his cock through the
barrier of his shorts. “Want ... you in me ... now,” she
moaned.

He grunted in response against her
breast. The vibrations rolled through her in a sensual wave that
lit her afire all over again, but then he pulled away, stripping
away her shorts and panties as he did.

She lurched against him, bereft at the
loss of his mouth, his heat.

He stood over her with a predatory
gaze, his body a taut wire of sexual need as he reached into his
back pocket and pulled out his wallet, extracting a condom, before
pushing his shorts to the floor. His eyes were locked on hers as he
cast his wallet aside and tore the cellophane open.

She lunged up and took the rubber from
him, leaning forward for a long, savoring taste of his cock. He
filled her mouth; his taste flooded her senses until he was her
reality ... the long, strong length of him, the salty tang of
precum. She drowned in him, bobbing her head until she’d almost
swallowed him whole. She fisted him in one hand, gliding down his
length as she ate him up.

She was vaguely aware of his hand
knotting in her hair, his guidance in her tempo almost a
non-entity. He pulled away from her, his face rigid with
need.

He pushed her back against the table,
grabbed the condom from her fingers and sheathed himself in one
swift move. Then his cock was gliding against her clit,
obliterating rational thought.

She ground against him, mindless in
her need, her back bowing against the hardwood of the table, her
pussy on fire.

He pushed into her, and her hands
scrabbled against the table as he thrust hard and deep. She surged
against him, her body and mind crying out for the completion only
he could provide.

The head of his cock dragged against
already sensitized tissues, and she moaned in response. Had
anything ever felt this good, this right?

As he thrust into her and she arched
helplessly in response, her rational mind screamed, “No,” and she
was drowning in the pleasure. Her world centered on Nate, on the
sensations thundering through her body.

He filled her slowly, as if they had
all the time in the world. From his standing position, he drove
deep within her. Clasping her hips in his big hands, he pulled
until she was flush against him, his pubic bone hitting her clit
with each thrust. Her muscles clenched in response to each of his
thrusts as her body strove to keep him within her, filling her to
overflowing.

She squirmed beneath him, desperate
for the contact of his hard chest against her breasts, but he
maintained his standing position, his cock pistoning in and out so
methodically she thought she’d scream.

Lunging up, she grasped his short hair
in her hands and pulled him in close. “Faster, dammit,” she ground
out.

He laughed against her lips but sped
up as she wrapped her legs around his hips. Her nipples brushed
against his chest with each thrust. His mouth, hot against hers,
took her fully with lips and teeth and tongue until she couldn’t
remember where she ended and Nate began.

Then his thrusts became harder,
faster, more punishing, his thumb pressing against her clit, and
she burst into rapture around him, her breath heaving in her lungs
as she arched into his chest. He followed her seconds later,
shouting her name as he came.

*

Charly slid off the kitchen table,
righted her clothing and surveyed the crime scene data scattered
across the floor. Anguish crowded her heart, pushing away the
double-time thump of satisfaction. She ached to snuggle back into
his arms, or better yet, lead him to her bedroom. That just
wouldn’t do. This was fucking, not making love and snuggling. To
maintain her composure, she had to fall back on her life, on the
case.

She’d let her personal feelings waylay
an investigation. It didn’t matter that she could put everything
together again in a matter of minutes. What mattered was that she’d
forgotten, for the briefest time, that someone’s life might very
well be at stake. And for what? A fuck with a lover from the
past.

The fact he’d completely rocked her
world, again, had to be irrelevant. It had to be to maintain her
sanity and self-worth.

She forced steel into her spine and
turned to face him. “You need to leave now.”

His expression was shocked ... and
hurt. “What?”

With all her resolve, she resisted
wiping the pained looked from his face. Right this second, she
needed to be the Ice Queen more than she needed her next breath,
otherwise, she’d come completely unraveled. “We had our fun, now
I’ve got to get back to work. The agreement was sex ... just sex.
Now that we’re both satisfied...”

“The hell we are,” he
stepped forward, bulling into her space, the very essence of an
alpha male in all his glory. “This was an appetizer,
Charly.”

In that moment she realized he’d been
handling her with kid gloves, hoping not to scare her away. But she
wasn’t scared in the least; she was turned on beyond
reason.

Regardless, she wouldn’t be deterred.
She couldn’t be if she wanted to keep her heart intact.

“For you, maybe, but it was
more than enough for me. You got sex, and the information you
wanted about arson investigation. We’re through here.”

He stood there for a long moment, his
muscles corded and his fists clenched in frustration. Finally, he
dignified her cold shoulder routine with an answer.

“Fine, you want it that way,
Charly, you can damned well find me.” Nate was furious; she could
see it in his eyes, hear it in his tone. “You remember the things
we did before I left, and you want them again as much as I do. This
was just a warm-up, Sweetheart.”

Charly’s heart thudded against her
ribs with his words; her nipples hardened all over again at the
mere suggestion. How could she make him understand she couldn’t
lose herself that way again, even if her body craved it? Why did
she even want to?

He scribbled his address on the back
of an envelope. “We’ve got something special, Charly. Something
more than the short term. Come see me when you figure that
out.”

Any response she might have made was
forestalled by the ringing of her cell phone. As she picked it up,
he slapped the envelope down on the counter and stormed out of the
kitchen.

“Davis,” she responded, but
her eyes tracked Nate’s back as he pushed open the front door hard,
making it thunk against the porch siding.

“Fourth and Washington,” the
precinct’s dispatcher announced, “early reports are this is
definitely a torch.”

“On my way,” she
disconnected the line. Even as she tried to shift her mind from
Nate to the case, it stubbornly refused. The orgasm he’d given her
was stupendous, fabulous, but just like he’d said, she knew there
could be so much more, if she’d let herself go.

Shaking her head, she bolted for the
bedroom and a new blouse before grabbing her keys and purse on the
way out the door. Her relationship with Nate--or lack
thereof--would have to wait.

 



Chapter Five

Nate leaned against his hood,
seething, even as he recognized he was being an ass. Yeah, she’d
said it was only sex, but dammit, as always, she’d turned him
inside out, and he wanted more. He wanted to use the nipple clamps
and restraints still sitting uselessly in his pocket; he needed to
hear her beg for his touch. Dammit, he wanted it all.

He’d actually sat in his truck for a
few minutes, keys in the ignition, before he realized that in order
to have it all, he needed to understand the “new” Charly. The girl
he’d known was still there, yes, but tempered by a woman he didn’t
really know. So he’d stepped out of the cab and into the cool
night, determined to wait out his anger and try again.

The new and improved Charly walked out
the door with her hair pulled back into a tame ponytail, purse
under her arm. She turned to lock the door, and he could see her
Beretta holstered at the small of her back.

The phone call, which he’d heard
coming in as he stormed out, had obviously mobilized her. And, just
as obviously, it was work.

After what they’d just
done, dare he involve himself? Hell
yes. He pushed away from the
truck.

“Another?”

She barely spared him a glance as she
opened the car door.

He wasn’t dissuaded. He couldn’t be.
Not if he wanted to win Charly. And, dammit, if this was another
arson fire, he wanted in. His years in the Air Force had taught him
how to analyze almost anything. The Department of Defense was
damned good at training their Airmen to think outside the box. If
that training got him closer to Charly, if it helped her, then so
much the better.

As she fired up the engine, he walked
to the passenger side, opened the door and slid into the
seat.

“What in the holy Hell do
you think you’re doing?” Charly ground out, tension clear on her
face.

“I still want in, regardless
of where you and I stand,” he replied as he buckled his
seatbelt.

“Get the fuck out of my
car.” She was furious, there was no doubt.

Nate turned to face her fury. “I will,
if you want me to. But I’d still like to see the scene, walk
through it with you.” He forced his voice to be calm, reasonable.
He may have been pissed a few minutes ago, but now he was thinking
clearly. “You’re undoubtedly the expert, but I may see something
you don’t, because I have a fresh, different
perspective.”

She considered him through narrowed
eyes. He actually saw the moment she chose the case over her
feelings, saw the shift from anger to speculation. He knew, in
order to fulfill his goal of claiming her, he’d have to respect the
importance she placed on her job. The thought was sobering, because
no matter how much he boasted of “different perspective”, she was
still the professional here; he was a clueless amateur.

In the end, their history won out. “If
I didn’t know there was a world-class mind behind your
testosterone-driven manness, I’d kick you to the curb.” She sighed.
“But regardless of our history, past and present, you’re right. I
won’t let our relationship muddy the waters when a fresh set of
eyes might solve this case.”

She started the car and backed out of
the parking slot before addressing him. “It’s a clothing store this
time. The dispatcher said it’s a total loss because of the
flammable product inside.”

“Makes sense,” he answered,
taking care to keep his voice neutral instead of jubilant. He’d
broached one of her shields. Sex wasn’t his problem. His
understanding of her psyche, her needs and goals, was.

She grunted in response, and he kept
his silence for the long, twenty-minute drive to the scene, even
though it killed him.

He wasn’t an “after action report”
kind of guy, but, dammit, their sex had always been the best he’d
ever had, and she was acting as if it hadn’t even happened. Damned
if he’d be the one to broach the subject, though, even if it was
eating him up inside.

Charly pulled into the parking lot of
the obvious crime scene. His engine company was on-scene, as he’d
expect since the locale was smack-dab in the middle of their
coverage area. That made his radar start to ping.

“How many of the other
torches have been in my company’s turf?”

Charly cocked her head and looked at
him. Her eyes were light-years away from half an hour ago. While
he’d love to see that look of complete abandon again, the deep
thought in her eyes fired him up even more. She took his comment
seriously, as something of merit.

“All of them. It’s a
higher-crime neighborhood, so the locations were a given.” She
considered him through the eyes of a professional now. “Good call,
Nate. While we plotted everything, I was looking at the crime-rate
correlation, rather than at the profiling possibility.” Her voice
now held a bit of chagrin.

“Hey, if I wasn’t a first
responder myself, it would never have occurred to me,” he replied,
warmed by her acknowledgement of his vision.

“Doesn’t matter in the long
run, with the exception of our performance reports. And personally,
I don’t give two shits about those.” She unbuckled and opened the
car door, which forced him to mirror her action. “I just want to
get this guy before he kills someone.”

Nate regarded her over the roof of the
car. “I played promotion games for eight years in the Air Force. I
agree, they’re bullshit. Let’s catch this fucker.”

Charly looked at him long and hard
before nodding.

* * * *

Charly completed her initial
interviews while the crews finished their clean-up and Nate
discreetly videotaped the crowd. Just like the other blazes over
the last month, she found a whole lot of nothing.

A concerned motorist, who’d seen the
flames as he drove by, had made the initial call. Her questioning
of him was comically short; he was an EMT on his way home from work
at the local ambulance service. His supervisors confirmed his
departure time, and it squared exactly with his drive-by of the
scene. He hadn’t had the time to set the fire. If her impressions
were anything to go by, and they usually were right, then he was
exactly what he purported, an innocent bystander who’d done the
right thing. He’d called 911 and then used the back stairway into
the overhead apartment to ensure no one was home; he earned a minor
case of smoke inhalation in the process.

The people in nearby
businesses hadn’t seen anything suspicious, and there were no
familiar faces in the crowd that had gathered. The investigation
was stalled where it had been with the last fire, exactly
nowhere.

Nate got his battalion chief’s
blessing to enter the building and slid into a set of borrowed
turnouts and gear, then followed Charly into the still-smoldering
building, toting the evidence case for her. The charred building
was a stand-alone structure, unlike the video store from a few days
ago, and the other retailers earlier in the month.

“Do you think he went
further with this one because it wasn’t attached to another
building?”

Charly swung around slowly to face
him. It was something she’d already considered. It shouldn’t
surprise her he’d come to the same conclusion, but it did. “I like
the way you think, Nate. This is the only solo structure so far,
and one with an apartment to boot. He’s escalating, rubbing our
noses in it.”

She pulled a digital camera from her
turnout coat and began to shoot, noting the winding damage trail
through the sodden heaps of still-smoldering clothing. An
accelerant had definitely been used. The smoke eaters had destroyed
some of her evidence out of necessity, but the damage trail was
still blatantly clear.

Fifteen minutes later, she’d finished
her first circuit of the scene with Nate following silently behind
her. She crouched, directing the beam from a mini-Kleig toward the
fire’s point of origin. Just like the other fires, the alligatoring
was blatant evidence of an accelerant.

Pulling a bottle from the evidence
case, she carefully deposited scrapings and chunks of charcoal into
the container, then screwed the top on. At floor level, the smell
of kerosene was overwhelming.

Putting the evidence carefully away,
she retrieved a camcorder and began her second sweep, complete with
dictated observations. “Initial search indicates the same
perpetrator. The method of ignition appears to be an exact match to
the previous three fires. No apparent container is visible.” She
paused near the back door. “There is no sign of forced entry, with
the exception of the Halligan tool marks made by initial
responders. I’ll leave fingerprint discovery to the crime scene
technicians. Building appears to be a total loss. A uniform will
stay on-scene until CSU completes their initial.”

She panned around the room one last
time. “No injuries, as with the earlier conflagrations.” Clicking
off the camera, she turned to Nate, who watched her silently in the
gloaming. “I don’t know how long we’re going to be this lucky,” she
said, shaking her head. “He’s gonna kill someone. I just feel it.
C’mon, let’s get out of here.”

They wound their way through the
bundles of clothing and splashed through the standing water. With
each step, she felt his warm, comforting presence at her back.
She’d been able to push away the earlier events of the night, their
lovemaking, his incendiary words, because the job took precedence.
Now, all of those thoughts bubbled to the forefront of her mind,
and each of them made her ache.

Outside, night had fully fallen; a
full moon rode high and bright in the inky sky. One ladder truck
sat idling, along with the battalion chief’s SUV. Chief Ryan strode
up to them.

“Same perp?” he asked
matter-of-factly.

“Looks like,” Charly
answered as she pulled off her helmet and ran her fingers through
her sweaty bangs. Nate--and their love life--would have to take a
backseat again. “Same MO, probably used kerosene as the
accelerant.” She stretched out her back and stared at the building.
“Why was the store closed? It’s Saturday night, prime shopping
hours before women hit the clubs.”

“Employees’ night out. The
owner does it once a quarter as a bennie. She’s standing over
there.” He pointed out a tiny woman dressed in casual clothes,
leaning against a patrol unit; her expression was shell-shocked.
“Her cell was turned off; she had no idea what happened until they
finished dinner.”

“Thanks, Chief. I’ll have
the prelim paperwork done in the next few hours. I just want to
talk to her real quick.”

Ryan tipped his white
helmet in acknowledgement and walked to his vehicle. Just before
getting in, he turned back. “I’ll expect to see you bright and
early at the ‘house, Andrews. You can return the gear
then.” And talk to me about sniffing
after our only female arson investigator. The chief might not have said the words, but Charly
could read them loud and clear.

Nate’s mouth quirked up in a smile.
“Wild horses couldn’t drag me away.”

Charly shook her head as she walked to
her car. The rumor mill would be in full swing by the time Nate
showed up for work. They’d appeared at the scene together. She
always played it solo, and the firefighters would notice. Oh well,
she couldn’t do anything about it now. She was definitely not going
into meltdown about it like the last time rumors flew. She was
bigger than that now, and dammit, her work record spoke for
her.

She popped the trunk to her car,
stowed her gear and the evidence kit, armed herself and grabbed a
notepad before heading back to the business owner. Nate, having
shed his turnouts and boots, was two steps behind her.

The woman still had a dazed expression
on her face. The patrol officer, Paul Williams, intercepted them a
few steps out. “Marie Wilkins is her name. She’s gonna stay with
her sister until we release the building to her.”

Charly nodded in thanks and approached
the victim. “Ms. Wilkins? I’m Detective Charly Davis, Ludington PD.
If you don’t mind, I’d like to ask you a few questions.”

“Please call me Marie,
Detective Davis.” She blew out a shuddering breath. “I saw you come
out. They say it’s a total loss. Are they right?”

Charly nodded in sympathy. “I’m afraid
so. I just have a few questions tonight, and then I’d like to get
together with you tomorrow for a more formal interview.”

The woman leaned against the squad car
more heavily. “Ask away. I just can’t believe this happened. Was it
faulty wiring?”

Charly stiffened. Ms. Wilkins had no
idea the fire was intentional. While Charly didn’t want to be the
one to break it to the lady, she’d be interested in seeing the
woman’s reaction. “Actually, ma’am, it appears to be
arson.”

Ms. Wilkins flinched as if struck.
“That bastard...” she breathed, her pale face coloring with sudden
rage. “I’ll kill him.”

“Who, ma’am?” Charly held
her pen poised over the notebook and kept her voice professional,
even as she felt Nate tense behind her.

“My ex. Damon Givens. Guess
the restraining order didn’t stop him ... again.” Bitterness and
outright fury tinged her words. “He just couldn’t accept it was
over, that I was moving on without him.” Then the full force of the
situation hit her. “Jesus, if I’d been home...”

“The man who called it in
would have found you,” Charly hastened to comfort her. “He’s an
EMT. You would have been okay.” She turned to Officer Williams.
“Can you call this in, start a whereabouts check on Damon Givens? I
don’t know if we’ve got enough for a warrant, but let’s find out
where this guy’s been.”

“Done,” the patrolman
answered as he slid into the front seat of his car.

“Marie, can you think of
anyone else who would want to hurt you, either physically or
through the loss of your store?”

She shook her head. “No, just Damon.
Last I heard, he was working for a car dealership down on the
riverfront. I just can’t believe it,” she muttered and returned her
gaze to the ruined shell of her business.

Charly touched the woman’s arm. “Can
Officer Williams take you to your sister’s? In the morning, I’d
like you to swing by the precinct to make a formal
statement.”

Ms. Wilkins took a fortifying breath
and turned her back to the smoldering shell. “Yes, please. I’ll be
there first thing. Thank you, Detective.”

Charly walked back to her car and
leaned against the trunk as she transposed the interview. When she
finished, Nate was patiently watching her.

“Is it always like that?” he
gestured toward where Marie Wilkins had stood.

“Actually, this was easier
than usual. She was much more contained than our victims usually
are.”

“So, do you think she’s
involved?”

“First impressions? No. She
was genuinely traumatized ... and then pissed when she found out it
was a torch. We’ll track down the ex and see what his story
is.”

“Do you question him as
well?” True interest infused his voice, his expression.

She shrugged in response, wondering
where he was going with this. “Depends. In this case, I’ll defer to
one of the male officers. It isn’t PC, but they’ll probably get
better results since Marie has a restraining order out against him.
He probably wouldn’t take too well to a female poking at
him.”

“Makes sense,” he replied
easily. “So, what’s next?”

“I drop you off at my place
to pick up your truck and you head home.” When he began to protest,
she raised a hand. “You go on-shift in what, eight hours? I’ve got
at least three hours of paperwork to roll through. So don’t argue,
just get in the damned car.”

Nate stared hard at her for a long
moment, but then nodded, walked around the car and got into the
passenger seat.

Charly blew out a breath she hadn’t
realized she was holding. She needed some downtime from Nate, some
time to think and decide if she really could handle the whole
friends-with-benefits gig.

 



Chapter Six

CC was on Nate’s ass like white on
rice the second he walked through the ‘house’s front
door.

“Reigniting an old flame,
Andrews?” The big man gave him a wink and nudged him none too
gently in the ribs.

“More like talking with an
old friend,” Nate replied as he walked away. “I asked if I could
walk the scene with her, and the boss agreed. And besides, I’m
off-shift.”

“Right,” CC chuckled, his
tone dirty. “Whatever you say, man.”

Nate didn’t dignify the man’s comment
with a response. What he’d shared with Charly last night, both
sexually and intellectually, had been awesome. At the scene, he’d
realized the depth of the new Charly. She’d been the consummate
professional in the building and with the owner, known exactly what
she was doing. Not that he expected any less, but it had still been
a revelation.

She obviously took great pride in what
she did, and she’d obviously worked hard to get where she was.
Whoever had gossiped about her sexual preferences had done it with
only one intent: to derail her career.

After observing her last night and
obsessing about her in the hours he was awake this morning, he
realized the woman she’d become was a hundred times more attractive
than the girl he remembered. As a girl, she’d been a stunner, with
a voracious hunger, both sexual and intellectual. Now, she’d taken
her intellectual voracity and applied it to a job she
loved.

He wasn’t going to fuck it up, in
their relationship or on the job.

He put CC out of his mind and
concentrated on the job, just like Charly. To that end, he beat
feet to Chief Ryan’s office, ready for an ass chewing. The Chief
didn’t disappoint, but kept his voice low after he’d closed the
door to the obvious disappointment of the firefighters gathered
around the kitchen table drinking coffee.

“Don’t fuck with her,” his
boss settled into his chair, not offering his subordinate a
seat.

Nate stifled a smile. Didn’t the man
realize he could stand at attention for hours? “I have no intention
of fucking with her.” He kept his tone and expression calm and
respectful.

Ryan leaned back in his chair, the
hinges squeaking in protest. “I mean it, Andrews. I know the rest
of the idiots around here are totally cock-blocked at the thought
of a woman being better at their jobs than they are. That’s why
they took her personal life and made it public. I expect better of
you.”

Interesting. He knew about the rumors.
Nate wondered if he knew who had started them. “And why is that,
sir?”

“Because you left, you
served, just like I did. In my day, women might not have held the
positions of power they do now, but they were invaluable to getting
the job done. They bring a rationale to the table we can’t even
comprehend. Detective Davis is good, damned good, and I don’t want
to see her reputation sullied even further because you want to fuck
her.”

Nate eased into parade rest and
regarded his chief. The man was deadly serious, and his speech was
probably the most words Nate had ever heard his boss string
together at once. Ryan was usually a man of few--very few--words.
And, he obviously had a paternal interest in Charly. He wondered if
Charly knew about Ryan’s protective streak. Because of the man’s
directness, Nate spoke the truth, rather than blowing the older man
off.

“We were a couple before I
joined the service,” he replied quietly. “I want her
back.”

Ryan leaned forward and thunked his
elbows on the ancient desk. “Then do it right, Andrews. Don’t give
these guys anything more to talk about.”

“Yes sir. Is that all, sir?”
He didn’t need or want advice from the man, but he’d be polite even
if it damn near killed him. Every moment spent here was a minute he
could be winning Charly.

From the expression on Ryan’s face, he
knew exactly what Nate was thinking. His voice took on a paternal
tone again. “Not by a damned sight, but it’ll do for now. See you
here in three days, Andrews.”

* * * *

Nate escaped the ‘house without
encountering CC again, but the other firefighters were throwing him
the same leering grins the veteran had. He didn’t say a word,
because he knew the louder he protested, the more they’d be sure he
was screwing Charly. So instead, he nodded at them and practically
ran for his truck.

He’d break through her wall of
silence, through her ridiculous “friends with benefits” idea, if it
was the last thing he did. What he’d told Chief Ryan had simply
cemented his resolve.

Nate was neither chronically stupid
nor a stalker. No, he’d seen the flash of heat in Charly’s eyes
when he’d mentioned their last night together, all those years ago.
He knew she wanted the same things he did. Okay, maybe not the
forever after part, but she definitely wanted to resume the games
they’d played. He’d work on convincing her of how much she really
meant to him through those games.

Instead of driving straight to the
precinct, though, he spent a few hours at the library downtown.
Something nagged at the back of his mind, and by the time he
finished researching the local paper and asking questions of the
oldsters gathered at the local-yokel service station, he thought he
knew what it was. The arsonist was targeting Charly.

He was positive she wouldn’t be
overjoyed to see him; last night she’d dumped him unceremoniously
at his SUV and then left to log her report and turn in the evidence
without a word. Still, he had to talk to her, to tell her his
theory.

The desk sergeant buzzed him into the
bullpen with a smile and a nod. Apparently, he had carte blanche
since he’d been cleared. Good, that would make things all the
easier, unless Charly decided she’d had enough and booted his ass
out the door, again, but this time professionally. Given how badly
she wanted to catch this torch, he doubted that would
happen.

She was sitting at her desk with her
hair pulled up a ponytail, which made his fingers itch to free it.
He longed to bend her over the industrial desk and tease her until
she begged ... after he’d bound her with her own
handcuffs.

Instead, he ordered his cock to stand
down and plopped into the chair opposite her.

She didn’t acknowledge him for a long
moment; instead she steadied a magnifying glass over the photos
she’d spread across her desk, the very same photos he’d swept away
with his hands just last night.

When she raised her head, her
expression was wary, her eyes tired. “Nate.”

He launched into his hypothesis. “Did
you ever think this might be personal, Charly? About you and not
the businesses?”

“Why in the world would you
think that?” she asked, obviously startled, both by his sudden
appearance and by the question.

“I don’t know; just a
feeling, I guess. I’ve been thinking this over all night. All of
these blazes have been set in your precinct, on my company’s turf.
It can’t be coincidence.”

She huffed out an irritated breath.
“Yeah, but it’s more likely the torch lives in the area. That’s the
way it usually works.”

“I don’t
think there’s anything ‘usual’ about this guy,” Nate said slowly,
not wanting to negate her greater experience and distance her even
more. But his gut told him he was right.
This was personal, and too damned coincidental. If this guy was
willing to destroy the livelihood of the buildings’ owners, would
he stop there? Even though she shunned publicity, as Ludington’s
only female arson investigator, Charly was a favorite for the press
whenever she closed a case. She’d quite possibly made herself a
target simply by being herself.

She sighed in response to his words.
“Maybe you’re right, but I have to run this by the book. There’s no
real motive. When we catch him, we’ll need concrete evidence to go
to court, and I can’t afford going off on a tangent based upon your
‘feeling.’” She paused and looked him in the eye. “I’m not
discounting what you said, though. It’s possible, but I can’t
imagine anyone I know being twisted enough to go to these
lengths.”

“Admirer, maybe? You are the
only female arson investigator on the force; you’re gorgeous, and
you’ve got a stellar closure record. Plus, the press loves
you.”

She smiled in response to his words
and took a sip of coffee from the cup stationed at her elbow, as if
she needed to do something with her hands. “Maybe, and I guess it’s
a possibility, but it’s something we need to look at separately, at
least until something more tangible shows up.”

Nate nodded. He was fine with what
she’d said, and understood her reasons, but it didn’t mean he
wouldn’t investigate a bit on his own. He was off for three more
days, and given the escalation of this guy’s behavior, the next
fire could be right around the corner. This whole scenario smacked
of someone who knew fires, both how they were set and how they were
extinguished, intimately. The blazes were too well set, too
“clean,” for anyone else.

“Did you alibi the vic’s ex
from last night?” he asked. Maybe last night’s fire was unrelated
to the others.

“Yeah, he’s clean, at least
when it comes to the torch. As for the restraining order, let’s
just say he got the shit scared out of him last night when two
uniforms showed up. He was at work, on camera the whole time.
Definitely not our perp.”

“Too bad. That would have
simplified our case. So what are you looking at?”

Her expression went sharp as she
focused on the pictures scattered across her desk. “Pics from the
video store. Looking for a pattern.”

He studied the pictures even though
they were upside down. “When you shoot the scene, do you go in a
particular order? It seems like it.”

“Oh yeah,” she replied. Her
face lit up in animation; she clearly loved the topic. “It’s like a
puzzle ... you work your way from the outer edges to the
interior.”

Nate smiled inwardly at her words. She
could be describing herself. He watched as she gestured to each
photo and explained what they were seeing, in her element. In that
moment, he vowed he would discover who had tried to intimidate her
into quitting, who had dared to try to put out her inner fire.
Chief Ryan just might hold the information, and Nate was going to
get it.

He waited until she was finished and
then settled against the back of the hard wooden chair. “So where
do you go from here?” He very carefully left himself out of the
picture. In this world, she was in charge. He might never cede
power in the bedroom, but out in the world, he was just fine with
her running the show.

“They’ve assigned me another
detective to work this; I need the additional body to do legwork.
If someone dies, then it’s a whole different ballgame. Homicide
will take over, with me assisting, but for now we’re on our
own.”

“Can I
help?” he asked, carefully keeping his voice and body positioning
neutral. “I’m off shift for the next three days and don’t have
anything planned.” Except
tying you down and teasing you until you scream.

“It’s mostly grunt work,”
she conceded. “Running down any tips we’ve received, which are
usually worthless. Following up on the accelerant is hopeless, so
we’re skipping that. Without a container that might link to where
it’d been bought, it’s a waste of manpower.” She sat for a long
moment, regarding him as she thrummed her fingertips against her
lips. “If you don’t mind, you could ride along with me. Having a
man along helps sometimes, especially when they look like you
do.”

His heart sang in victory.

*

Charly wished the words back the
moment she uttered them. They’d been offered in a moment of true
impulse. Hadn’t she reminded herself just last night that she
needed distance from him? That her resolve to keep it light and fun
was weakening every moment she spent with him?

He sat there so calmly,
even as sex practically oozed out of his pores. She was ready to
take him down to her car and show him how far the
seats really reclined.

Marie Wilkins, last night’s victim,
chose exactly the right moment to make an opportune appearance
outside the bullpen window. Breathing a sigh of relief she didn’t
really feel, Charly stood and nodded for the desk sergeant to buzz
the woman through.

“This is one thing you can’t
be in on, for legal reasons,” she said to Nate. “Meet me back here
in two hours if you really want to ride along on the leads.” Unlike
the “official” interview with Marie Wilkins, following up leads was
just what she’d called it, grunt work, and nothing precluded Nate
from helping out.

“I’ll be here,” he answered,
as he stood as well and flashed a commiserating smile at Marie. The
woman wanly returned the gesture and followed Charly down the hall
to Interrogation One.

The questions barely lasted twenty
minutes. Marie Wilkins had brought all of her insurance paperwork
along, and everything looked in order. The woman stood to cover her
losses, no more. The last code inspection had checked out as fine,
and Charly knew the inspector to be an upstanding guy; he wouldn’t
collude with an owner to cover a building that was old, decrepit or
ready to fall over. No, this was exactly what it had seemed, their
torch’s next target.

Charly dismissed Marie and sat in the
interview room, elbows the table, fingertips massaging her temples.
A monster of a headache lurked behind her eyes, and she had the
feeling this situation was going to get worse long before it got
better.

What was she missing? None of the
businesses had anything in common. Each had been up to code. None
had cameras installed, which meant the perp had scouted out the
location prior to setting the fire. Neither the storeowners nor
their employees remembered anyone remarkable, anyone who’d
expressed too much interest ... or too little.

Whoever this fucker was, she was going
to get him.

 



Chapter Seven

Nate stood at parade rest in his
chief’s office for the second time in one day, and wondered if the
boss would be as forthcoming now as he’d been earlier this
morning.

“Andrews, you’re quickly
becoming a pain in my ass,” Ryan complained. “Now what’s so
all-fired important you have to say it behind closed
doors?”

“Charly, sir.” Nate had
mulled over his words and opted for direct and brief. “You’d heard
the rumors about her personal life. I’d like to know who started
them.”

Ryan stared him down for a long moment
before letting out a gusty sigh. “Why, son? She’s doing just fine
where she’s at, at least when it comes to the job. She was a great
firefighter, and she’s an even better cop. You start poking around
where you don’t belong, and you’re gonna stir up a hornet’s nest.
She doesn’t need it, and neither do you.”

“I’m
worried this arsonist is making it personal,” Nate answered
candidly. “We both know Charly doesn’t have a personal life, at
least not that anyone in the company knows about. They’re all hens,
so if she was in a relationship, they’d be all over it like stink on
shit.”

“And this ties into the
arsonist, how?”

“Because of who she is. As
much as she might hate it, the press has latched onto her over the
years. I spent hours reading through past articles. The Ledger had
two full pages about her this month alone.” Nate rubbed at his
forehead. “It just feels right in my gut. Like someone’s
deliberately baiting her.”

Ryan scratched his chin. “And now
you’re what ... going to protect her from innuendo in the ‘house
and at her precinct to catch the arsonist, who’s somehow tied in? I
don’t think so. They’re two separate incidents. Charly’s got a
nutjob on her docket, one she’ll have to deal with whether you’re
riding shotgun or not. As for the rumors, if Charly wants to know,
I’ll tell her, and no one else. It’s none of your business.” He
paused, waiting for Nate to contradict him, and raised a brow when
there was no protest. “What?”

“Actually, it is my
business. Charly thought I was the one who started them,” Nate said
quietly, wondering if he’d gone too far by revealing his true
relationship with Charly all those years ago.

“That would mean...” Ryan
trailed off as his brain caught up with his mouth. His lips thinned
mutinously. “Did you start them?”

“Hell no. What we’ve got is
special.” Nate shifted uncomfortably. “I got scared and ran.
Apparently word got out about our ... preferences ... not too long
after.”

Ryan leaned back in his chair and
regarded Nate.

Nate could see his future in this
‘house being weighed with each ticking second. Finally, Ryan gave a
short, crisp nod.

“Have a seat, son. You
aren’t gonna like what you have to hear.”

* * * *

Nate was going to fucking kill him.
All the same, he’d promised Ryan he wouldn’t do it in the ‘house,
wouldn’t let the other firefighters become part of it. Instead, he
invited the dickhead in question out for a beer this evening,
mentally cracking his knuckles for the punch that would obliterate
the man’s face.

First, however, he needed to level
with Charly. If he kept this from her, she’d never forgive him, and
he wasn’t about to give up the ground he’d gained because a
squad-mate had a big fucking mouth. The bigger question now was how
the dickhead had known about their tryst in the first
place.

So, Nate waited another hour, which
effectively killed the two-hour timeframe Charly had given him, and
then met her at the precinct, as he’d promised. Charly ushered him
to her department-issued sedan, and they drove in silence for a few
moments. He could see her casting surreptitious glances at him
every few minutes, before she finally caved.

“What’s wrong?”

He’d vowed he wouldn’t tell her until
after they conducted their interviews. He didn’t want to throw her
off her game, cause her to miss something she’d have otherwise
caught. “I need to talk to you, but later, after we’re done.” He
thought she’d accept his explanation; she’d wonder about it, but
she’d accept it.

“I’d rather know now,” she
replied, her tone sharp. “Is this about the case?”

He shook his head and turned to face
her. “No, it’s purely personal, okay? We can discuss it
after.”

She frowned, and he wondered if it was
because he was stalling, or because he’d mentioned it was a
personal matter. “Am I going to need a lot of alcohol to take this?
Because I can’t drink much with this torch on the
loose.”

Nate barked out a helpless laugh in
response. “Dammit, Charly. You surprise me, each and every time.
No, I think you’ll want to be clearheaded for this little
nugget.”

Her hands clenched on the steering
wheel, and then a grin pushed up the corner of her mouth. “Fine. I
can’t wait to hear what it is.”

Oh yeah, you can, Nate thought,
grimacing as he did.

*

He was wearing her down, bit by tiny
bit, until she knew she’d beg for his touch, just as she had all
those years ago. Only now, just a few days into their renewed
relationship, it didn’t seem like such a horrible thing. The
bantering, which they’d enjoyed so much back in the day, had
returned, as had their easy friendship. Still, whatever bombshell
he was going to drop seemed to bother him mightily.

She knew he’d worked hard to gain her
trust again; he’d fought to hold back his baser instinct to control
every situation. He thought he hid it, but she’d seen his jaw tense
when they were discussing the case, when he thought she might be in
danger. He was a protector at heart, and because of that, she knew
she would be damned hard pressed to refuse him when he pushed past
‘normal’ sex. Just the thought of it sent a thrum of heat through
her, lit her core on fire, and made her nipples ache for the bite
of the clamps. She’d never done anything similar with any other
man, and she missed it badly.

She shuddered and pulled her attention
back to the road, realizing they’d reached their
destination.

Just as with her interview with Marie
Wilkins, this was a dead end. The caller was a kindly older lady
who absolutely doted on Nate, which he took with a smile and a
faint blush. In the end, the only thing they got out of the
interview was cookies and lemonade.

They walked to the car in silence, and
as Charly slid behind the wheel, she glanced at her watch. It was
already four, which shocked the hell out of her. Time had flown
today, and part of that was due to Nate’s presence.

She would admit it to herself, if
nothing else, that she enjoyed having someone to talk to, to bounce
ideas off. She’d resisted partnering up on the rare occasions a
partner had been offered because letting anyone from work get too
close seemed like a really stupid idea.

The men she’d dated after
Nate had all been business types, white-collar guys who had no
freakin’ grip on what she did for a living, or that firemen and
beat cops regularly risked their lives protecting people they’d
probably never meet under any other circumstance. Oh, sure, her
past men had said they understood, but until they’d stood in a pair
of turnouts or slid their sidearm into its holster, there was no
way they could know.

Nate did know, maybe more than anyone
she’d ever met. He’d not only been a firefighter, but he’d also
served in the military; he probably got shot at more in a six-month
rotation than street cops were in their entire careers. He
understood what it was like to watch helplessly as something ... or
someone ... slipped through his fingers.

She finally came to that realization
as she watched him interact with the elderly tipster. Because of
his new maturity, she decided she’d give him, them, more of a
chance than he had eight years ago.

“So where to?” she asked,
putting the car in gear.

“Mickey’s. We’re meeting
someone there, but only if you want to, after you hear what I have
to say.”

Charly’s stomach clenched. He said it
so ominously... Was there another woman? A child? He’d said no
earlier, but maybe it had just been a ruse to get in her
pants.

She clenched her hands around the
steering wheel, furious at herself, at the thoughts she’d just had
of giving their relationship a second chance. Jesus, she was
gullible. The biggest question was why he was still hanging around
when he’d accomplished his mission.

She briefly considered stopping the
car and booting him out, but in the end, she decided to see who
this mysterious “someone” was. If nothing else, it would teach her
a lesson for future reference, even if it broke her heart all over
again. She’d allowed Nate to get too close again.
Dammit.

They pulled into Mickey’s, a local law
enforcement and firefighter hangout. Inside, they found a secluded
circular booth in the back of the bar, after ordering two drafts on
their way.

Charly got settled and then swung to
face Nate. “All right, spill. Who’s meeting us?”

He reached into her lap and caged her
fisted hands. “He’ll be here in a few minutes. But, I need to tell
you something first.” His thumb rubbed her knuckles
comfortingly.

He? Charly’s brain screamed at her.
Then it wasn’t another woman, and Nate sure as shit wasn’t gay or
even bi.

“What the hell, Nate. Just
spit it out.”

“Jesus, I don’t want to tell
you this,” he said with strain bracketing his scrumptious mouth. “I
found out who spread the rumors.”

Charly sat up a bit
straighter. He was all worked up about the rumors? When she’d
thought it was Nate, she’d been pissed, even devastated. But, some
third party idiot spreading gossip? She
was so not worried about that. She’d made her peace over the
past few days, though now she was a little curious.

“That’s it? I haven’t lost a
wink of sleep over it since I figured out it wasn’t you.” Oh shit,
she’d given too much of herself away again; she just told him how
important he was to her, then and now. While she might have
reconciled their relationship in her mind, it wasn’t something
she’d planned to let slip so soon.

A slow smile curled his lips and
seemed to pull at something deep within her. Damn.

“So you don’t mind if I
pound his face into pulp, and then take you back to my place?” His
eyebrow raised in question.

She gulped. “I’ll watch for the
face-pounding part and get back to you on the second, all
right?”

His smile turned into a wicked grin.
“Sure, Charly. You can call the shots. You always have.” His tone
held no censure, only amusement and genuine affection.

“Damn straight,” she
replied, and realized he was right. He’d always let her lead until
she was comfortable, and then the control was all his. The thought
was heady.

“Speak of the devil,” Nate
said, waving to the man who’d entered the bar wearing running
shorts and a LFD tee.

“CC?” Charly asked, confused
as all get out. He wasn’t exactly high on her list of people to be
around, ever, but now his open antagonism over the last eight years
made sense, sort of. What baffled her was how the man could
possibly know about her and Nate. No way in hell would Nate have
confided in him; they were as opposite as two men could possibly
be.

The veteran settled into their booth,
after grabbing a beer of his own, so that Charly was sandwiched
between the two big men. “Looking for a little threesome action,
kiddies?” he said with a wink and leer.

“Hardly,” Charly replied;
sudden anger swept through her. No, she wasn’t pissed about what CC
had said about her over the course of the years--well, maybe a
little bit--but that he’d entered this discussion with such a
coarse suggestion. Oh, she’d touch him all right but not in the way
that he was thinking.

As Nate’s face turned raging purple in
response to CC’s innuendo, she slid her hand under the table.
Before Nate could say a word in reply, she grabbed CC by the balls
and began squeezing.

“What the fuck!” His voice
was strangled.

“Nate,
here, wanted to beat you senseless, but I think this is a much more
fitting punishment.” She twisted her hand and watched in interest
as beads of sweat began to pop out on his Cro-Magnon forehead. “I
never knew being a
ball-buster--that is what
you call me, right?--could be so much fun.”

She hazarded a glance at Nate, who was
holding his stomach to contain his laughter. His face had gone from
livid purple to over-the-top, cherry-faced amusement.

“A little birdie told Nate
that you were the ugly bastard who spread the word about my sexual
proclivities. I want to know how in the hell you came by your
so-called information.” She gripped harder, and CC groaned and
began to hunch over, as if it would take the pressure off his
balls. Why he hadn’t forcibly removed her hands was a mystery to
her, but she wasn’t going to argue her good fortune.

“Some chick,” he grunted. “I
fucked her right after you were assigned to our ‘house. Never saw
her again. Don’t even remember her name.”

Charly leaned against the back of the
booth and considered his words, even as she kept the pressure up.
She knew why CC had voiced the story: he’d hated seeing a woman in
the ‘house worse than any of the other men. But, how could this
woman have known?

Could it have been someone she’d
confided in? No, Emma was the only person she’d ever told about
Nate, and Charly trusted her implicitly. It had to be someone else,
but how? And, did it even matter?

She released her hold on CC’s balls
and picked up her beer. “Thank you, CC. You can go now.”

He lurched away from her as if she’d
taken a cattle prod to his ass and then stumbled out of the booth.
He hunched over with one hand protecting the family jewels. “I’ll
get you for this, you little cunt. You don’t fuck with me and get
away with it.”

“But she will, CC,” Nate
said, his voice sharp enough to cut steel. “Because if you breathe
one word of this encounter, your ass is grass.”

CC straightened marginally. “Fuck you,
Andrews. You don’t know your ass from a hole in the
ground.”

Nate nodded in agreement. “Maybe not,
but Chief Ryan sure does, and he was the one who clued me in. You
say one fucking word and you’re done. You’ll never get a
recommendation to another ‘house.”

“That’s blackmail,” CC
snarled.

“Yeah, how’s it feel,
asshole?” Charly snapped in response. “You’ve tried to run me out
for the last eight years. Now, we’re even. No one has to know this
ever happened but the three of us. I hear one word about it,
though, and I’m going to tell everyone how I had you by the
balls.”

“Bitch,” CC said, but
befuddlement had replaced the anger in his tone.

“Bastard,” she replied
companionably. “We’re done ... or not. Your call. I actually
believe you don’t remember her name. Hell, she probably never even
gave it to you.”

CC limped away without another
word.

Nate’s big hand covered her knee and
squeezed. She pulled her attention away from the wounded
firefighter.

Nate’s grin was so huge it almost
split his face. “Jesus, Charly, you’re amazing.” He leaned over and
gave her a big kiss.

Charly was too happy to even care who
saw.

 



Chapter Eight

No one at Mickey’s had seemed to have
any interest in their altercation with CC, so they finished their
beers quietly and left the bar. Twilight had begun to fall as they
walked to the car, and Charly knew they’d spend all night playing
the games that had titillated them so ... but only if she wanted it
to happen.

As she settled into the driver’s seat,
the adrenaline, which hummed through her blood ever since CC had
settled in next to her, focused into a sharp, edgy need. She turned
to Nate, who had already buckled himself in and, closing the space
between them in a heartbeat, laid a kiss on him that rocked both of
their worlds.

He responded as she’d known he would,
his mouth voracious, tongue seeking hers hungrily. His hands found
her breasts and tweaked her nipples in time to the thrust of his
tongue, which sent shards of pure pleasure through her body and lit
her nerve endings on fire.

He palmed her breasts, inciting a
whole, body-shuddering caress, and then cupped her shoulders and
pushed her an inch away. His breathing felt choppy against her
lips. “My place, now.” When she hesitated, he growled, “I mean it,
Charly.”

Her nipples pebbled even further at
the order as her pussy creamed. Taking one last swipe of his lips
with her tongue, she slid back behind the wheel. Her heart thumped
unsteadily. “You’ll have to give me directions,” she said with a
breathy voice.

He did, his voice strong, demanding.
Just the tenor of his baritone, knowing he’d be issuing other
commands before the night was out, made her even wetter.

She drove quickly, edging over the
speed limit with each turn until they pulled into a tract home much
like her own. Except, the houses here were older, situated on at
least half an acre, so the neighbors were far enough away to mind
their own business. The thought was titillating and terrifying at
the same time.

She sat there, just staring, for a
long moment, wondering if she was really ready to go through with
this. Nate sat beside her, not saying a word, letting her make the
decision for herself. Because they both knew, once she entered the
front door, he’d be in control, and the sex would be diametrically
opposed to what they’d done on her kitchen table.

“One condition,” she said,
unwilling to budge.

“Name it,” he said, turning
to her.

“The cell phone stays on and
within hearing distance.”

He reached out to cup her face with a
big, strong, callused hand. The caress sent shivers of anticipation
through her. “That was a given, Charly. No matter what we do, be it
business or pleasure, I’ll never make you compromise what you’ve
worked so hard for.”

His words made her hotter than all of
their previous touches. Well, almost all of them... He respected
her, and her mind rejoiced as she unbelted and slid into the
rapidly cooling night air.

Nate came up behind her. She could
feel his body heat as he ushered her to the front door, unlocked it
and swept her in. Walking to the refrigerator, he pulled out two
bottles of water, giving her time to look around. The room was
comfortably decorated, with mementos of his overseas assignments
scattered about.

“How long have you lived
here?”

“Since I rolled into town a
few weeks ago.” He handed her a bottle of water and gestured for
her to sit. She chose a butter-soft leather chair, unscrewed the
bottle and took a long swig. Then she waited for him to
speak.

He appeared nervous for a moment but
that expression was washed away by what she could only call
deviltry. “Before we start, you need to know I haven’t done this
with anyone since I left.”

Her mouth must have dropped open in
shock, because he laughed. “Yeah. I guess it was something special
to us. I didn’t want you thinking this is something I run around
and do on a regular basis.”

“I don’t know what to say,
Nate. I guess we’re well matched in that at least, because I
haven’t trusted anyone enough for it either.”

He winced in response to her words,
even though she hadn’t meant for it to be a cruel remark about his
abandonment. However, it was true, and she wouldn’t retract it. The
fact she was here tonight, that she’d committed to this, apparently
didn’t take away the sting, even if he had been scared of her ...
of them.

“I’m glad,” he finally
said.

He rose to his feet and held out a
hand. She grasped it and stood, her mind going a bit foggy as he
tugged her toward what could only be his bedroom.

It was a plain old room, and she blew
out a low breath. While he’d said he hadn’t done this with anyone
else, somewhere deep in her psyche she’d expected a pommel horse or
stockade set up. But, no, instead there was a king-size bed with a
beautiful carved head-and-footboard, a comfortable reading chair
and matching nightstands. Curtains and blinds covered the windows,
and the only light came from a bedside lamp draped in something
that muted the glow, making the room seem warm and romantic. He’d
so obviously prepared this tableau in hopes she’d change her mind
and give their more explosive lovemaking a second
chance.

He settled into the chair, arms
crossed against his chest.

“Strip.” The command was
there in his voice now, brooking no argument. “And make it slow. I
want to see every inch of you revealed.” He settled into the
armchair and waited.

Swallowing, Charly unclipped her cell
and Beretta and placed them on the dresser. She started at the top
button of her blouse, slipping it free, but then paused to run her
finger over the soft skin at the base of her throat. Her breath
caught at the intensity in Nate’s eyes, emboldening her. Continuing
down the row of buttons, she let the pads of her fingers trail over
each inch of exposed skin until she stood before him, heart
rabbiting, blouse hanging open to reveal her no-nonsense spandex
sports bra.

God, she wished she’d thought her
dressing choices through more clearly this morning. Today was the
day for a lacy push-up number with a matching thong, like the ones
Emma had gifted her with after destroying her granny panty
collection. But Nate didn’t seem to mind, if his choppy breath and
tented slacks were any indication.

She waited for him to issue another
command until the silence became so clogged, thick, and heavy she
was gasping for breath.

“Lose the shirt,” Nate said,
his voice a full octave lower than she’d ever heard it.

She shrugged out of the blouse and let
it fall to the floor.

“Now the bra,” he ordered
with his eyes riveted to her breasts; his desire gave her the
confidence she had only felt when she was in command of a
scene.

Stretching luxuriously, she caught the
bottom edge of the spandex and drew it up over her head, shivering
in reaction as air drifted across her nipples, as if in a lover’s
caress.

She dropped the bra and held her hands
loosely at her sides; each long second he waited ratcheted up her
tension. This was going to be so good.

Nate’s hands were gripping the arms of
the chair as if they were a lifeline.

“Slacks,” he said hoarsely,
and she smiled in reply as her fingers toyed with the clasp.
“Charly,” he barked, and she swung her eyes up to meet his. “Enjoy
your fun now, Sweetie, because you’ll pay for it later.”

“We’ll see,” she breathed
and slipped the clasp, letting the slacks fall to the floor,
leaving her clad only in a lacy thong.

Nate’s breath caught as he perused her
from head to toe slowly, so slowly. His gaze felt as if he were
touching each exposed inch of her skin with his fingertips. Her
nipples hardened almost painfully, and her blood thrummed in
anticipation.

“Lie down,” he instructed,
his tone hard, his gaze hot.

She complied, crawling onto the bed
like a cat, giving him a good view of her ass before she rolled
over slowly.

He rose from the chair and stalked to
the bed, one hand in his pocket. “Hands over your head.”

Charly stretched sensuously and
grasped the carved wooden headboard, sighing in appreciation when
he withdrew two silken ties from his pocket. “How long have you
been carrying those around?” she asked with a smile.

“Since we christened your
kitchen table,” he admitted. “As soon as these are tied, you know
the rules. No talking unless I ask you a question; no coming until
I tell you.”

A shot of pure fire rolled through
Charly’s veins. “Agreed.”

She held her breath as he tethered
first one hand and then the other. The ties were little more than
symbolic. Both knew she could break them with one hard yank of her
arm, and both knew she wouldn’t.

Then he bent over her. His mouth
sought one nipple while his fingers played with the other, making
them pucker even harder and shooting delirious sensations straight
to her core.

Her pussy flooded with cream as he
reached into his pocket again and withdrew a set of nipple
clamps.

Nate smiled wickedly and bit her
nipple lightly before applying the clamp. A prick of pain arrowed
through her before turning to an intense, burning pleasure as he
turned his attention to the other breast. With both clamps
attached, she could feel her heartbeat thundering in each nipple
and echoing in her clit. Then he attached another chain to the
ornamental one dangling between her breasts, and she gasped at his
intent.

Still fully clothed, he knelt between
her legs and lifted her entire lower body until her pussy was at
mouth level and began to devour her. Her clit pulsed against his
tongue as he sucked strongly, as his fingers played over her
entrance and her ass. She writhed against him with mindless little
moans, knowing what was coming even as she hovered on the edge of
an orgasm.

She almost wept when he removed his
mouth with one last long swipe of his tongue, and then shrieked in
pleasure as the rubber tips of the clamp closed gently on her nub.
Her vision flashed red, and she heard nothing over her own, harsh
breathing as it sawed through the air. Still, she didn’t come; she
wouldn’t until he gave her permission.

She was vaguely aware of Nate’s hands
stroking her stomach and thighs in broad, gentling sweeps. She came
back to herself slowly; desire a live wire that thrummed from her
breasts to her clit, as if the chain connecting the clamps held a
low electrical charge.

Nate moved to the head of the bed and
cupped her cheek softly. She leaned into his hand, shocked to feel
the wetness of her tears against his palm.

“God, you’re beautiful,
Charly.” With steel in his voice, he added, “And you’re all
mine.”

She thrilled to the undoubted
ownership even as a tiny voice inside her screamed in
rebellion.

He claimed a kiss, his mouth just
short of punishing, his tongue dueling with hers until she was
pushing up into him. Her clamped nipples throbbed as they rasped
over the cotton of his shirt. The chain connecting her pulse points
stretched tight against the arch of her body, intensifying the
pleasure of his mouth and hands as they cruised over her
body.

He lifted his head, but his lips still
feathered over hers. “I’m going to fuck you now, Charly, and you
won’t come until I demand it, will you?”

“No,” she answered, her
voice husky with want, with pure, blinding need.

“And then we’re going to do
so much more,” he promised, his expression greedy ... for
her.

He stood and shucked his shirt and
slacks and rolled a condom over his straining cock.

Charly licked her lips at
the sight of him. She imagined the salty taste of him on her
tongue, the press of him against the back of her throat, and the
feel of his hands as they fisted in her hair, and she almost
climaxed at the mere imagery.

He knelt on the bed and raised her
knees again, pressing hot kisses along each thigh and trailing fire
over her sensitive skin, before settling just above her clit, his
tongue playing with the clamp and chain.

She bowed against him, wrists
straining against her tethers, fingers aching to feel the texture
of his skin.

He blew a long breath
against her clit, then rose to his knees and pistoned into her in
one long, hard thrust, one finger tweaking the connecting chain as
he invaded her. She screamed as the sensation of being
owned cascaded
through her, openly weeping as he pushed into her and withdrew,
lightly jerking the chain with each withdrawal.

She opened her mouth to beg him to
move faster, but one look at his face had her biting back the
words. A small, strained smile quirked his lips, as if he
anticipated her words and looked forward to punishing her
disobedience. Biting her lip to stop the torrent of begging, she
lunged into each of his thrusts, moaning with each
withdrawal.

His breathing began to match her own,
ragged gasps on the edge of control. Her hands fisted over the
rails of the headboard; the sharp edges bit into her palms but only
heightened her pleasure even more. He picked up the pace and rested
his thumb right above the clit clamp that held her captive as he
pounded into her.

Her heart stuttered in her chest; her
breath clogged in her lungs as he pumped into her
frantically.

He roared, “Come!” and she let
go.

Her last sight, before she blacked
out, was his straining face above hers and the unequivocal love she
saw in his eyes.

 



Chapter Nine

Nate rolled over with a groan; the
scent of sex still perfumed the air. His dick was hard as a pike
again, which wasn’t so surprising since it was nestled in the crack
of Charly’s ass.

God, she was amazing. They’d taken
things further tonight than they ever had. Everything in him wanted
to tie her to the headboard again and never let her go, but he knew
that wasn’t an option. Her gift of trust tonight was only the first
step in his overarching mission to possess her forever.

Now he was going to ratchet the stakes
up even higher.

Sliding from the bed, he glanced at
the nightstand, where the clamps and tethers sat, looking so
innocent in the muted light from the lamp. He’d removed them from
her body before he’d collapsed himself.

He walked silently into the bathroom,
reached into the linen closet, and removed the rest of his
purchases: a blindfold, flogger, lube and butt plug. He’d bought
each with her reaction in mind. The blindfold was soft black silk,
just like they’d used all those years ago; the flogger, a soft red
suede built to caress or punish. However, he thought she might like
the butt plug the best. The store had stocked a wide variety of
colors, and he’d chosen bright pink, because in everything but the
bedroom, Charly was the epitome of anti-pink. He was glad he’d
gotten the smallest and slimmest after her revelation tonight that
she hadn’t played in this manner since he’d left. He wanted to push
her past her boundaries, because he knew the pleasure it gave them
both, but he never wanted to hurt her.

He grinned as he carefully washed and
dried the anal plug, even as he hoped like hell she was up for the
new direction he wanted to explore.

She was still curled up beneath the
covers when he reentered the room; the bedside clock read only
eleven o’clock. They had all night long. He sighed in anticipation,
in appreciation. He placed the toys on the nightstand and rolled on
a condom, then sat on the bed and ran a hand down the vulnerable
curve of her back.

His cock pulsed as he shifted her to
her stomach and retied her hands, fastening them to the headboard,
making sure the bindings were loose. When she woke up, she would be
spitting mad, and he couldn’t let her hurt herself.

Placing three pillows
strategically near her side, he slid the blindfold over her eyes
and tied it in the back, then spread her legs and settled in behind
her on his knees with the lube, plug and flogger in easy reach.
Reaching down, he ran his hands over the perfectly rounded curves
of her ass, smiling as she moaned and pushed into his caress. He
fondled her a bit more, his fingers trailing over her puckered hole
lightly, drawing another groan. Satisfied, he raised her hips,
shoved the pillows beneath her stomach, and leaned in to tongue her
pussy.

She pushed against him, obviously
still asleep as he lapped at her cream. It tasted like honey and
musk--a smell and taste intrinsic to Charly. He could never get
enough. As she began to move in time to his tongue, he withdrew,
positioned his cock against her pussy and then thrust in. His brain
shut down the second her walls massaged him.

He could tell the second she fully
woke; her body tensed, but still she moved against him.

“What the hell, Nate?” her
voice was angry, a little bit scared, and he knew she was referring
to the blindfold, not the fact he was balls-deep in her.

“No more talking, Charly,”
he warned, smacking her lightly on the ass, before settling his
hand on the small of her back. “You agreed to this when you walked
through the door. Nod if you understand.”

Her head slowly dipped, her blonde
hair spilling over her shoulders.

“Now, head down, between
your hands.”

A shudder wracked her before she
complied; her body went liquid beneath him. A small part of his
brain cheered at her surrender, despite the fact every extra drop
of blood in his body was currently in his dick.

He pushed into her slowly, going out
of his mind at the way she fit him perfectly, like she’d been made
for him ... and he for her. Then he pulled out and grabbed the
flogger.

“Nate,” she groaned, just as
he’d known she would.

“Did I give you permission
to speak?” he growled, though he was smiling as he did
it.

She shook her head and murmured
no.

“Then you must be punished,”
he said.

He slapped one cheek lightly with the
flat of his hand, then the other. She stayed stubbornly silent, not
even a flinch or a moan in response, so he continued spanking her;
each slap of his hand was a mere whisper against her flesh, until
her body revealed her true wants.

When she arched into his touch, he
pulled away, stood and walked to the head of the bed. Still holding
the flogger, he lifted her blindfold. She blinked in response for a
moment; her eyes seemed shockingly blue against her skin. Then she
focused on the red flogger, the neon-pink plug and the tube of
lube. Her cheeks flushed as her mouth opened slightly, breath
rushing through her lips. But still she said not a word.

“Good girl,” Nate said,
stroking the velvety suede of the flogger over her lips, her cheek.
In the air, he could actually smell her arousal.

He saw the moment comprehension
entered her eyes; a naughty gleam sparked in them.

“It’s very pretty, Nate. But
I don’t think whips are my gig.”

He smiled in response, making sure the
expression was all teeth. She’d opened her mouth for one express
purpose: to be punished with each of the toys on display. He
wouldn’t disappoint her.

“Now Charly,” he tsked
before reaching over to slide the blindfold back down. He ran the
handle of the flogger over her lips, pushing it just past the rim
of her lips. “You know what you just did.” He didn’t make it a
question.

In response, her tongue swept out,
licking at his fingers before circling the handle. His cock leapt
at the blatant invitation. Jesus, she was going to be the death of
him. He pulled the whip out of her mouth slowly, caressing her lips
with his thumb as he did, and then climbed back on the
bed.

Positioning himself on his knees
again, he dragged the red suede up the crack of her ass, drawing a
shudder in response, then smacked her with it, lightly, but enough
to bring a light flush to the cheek he’d struck.

He was almost paralyzed by the sight
for a moment; his cock surged as he viewed his mark on her. Then he
went on autopilot; his arm rose and fell, striking only hard enough
to raise the blood to the surface of her skin. With each lash, she
strained against her bonds; her pussy gushed cream as little moans
bubbled from her mouth.

When the flogger grew heavy, he leaned
forward, smoothing his hands over her ass, tonguing away the pain
until she sobbed, begging him wordlessly to continue. Hands
shaking, he grabbed the lube and drizzled it over her ass and lower
back, massaging it in with his fingers. Dipping one finger into her
rear entry, he groaned at the tight feel of her, at her sharp moan
and the whispered “more” he could barely hear.

Taking her at her word, he lubed the
plug and slid it between her cheeks slowly, almost stopping at her
muted hiss, but then she was pushing against the plug until the
thick part slid past her ring of muscles and the flared base was
seated.

He sat back on his heels
and viewed his woman. Her hands bound to his bed, his blindfold over her eyes,
the ridiculously sensuous bright pink plug
in his ass. His pussy glistened for him,
begging him to take her. He’d never seen anything
better.

His blood thundered in his ears as he
positioned himself between her legs and pushed into her with both
hands anchored on her hips. The sensation was exquisite, unlike
anything he’d ever felt, and from Charly’s barely-restrained scream
of pleasure, this was something they’d be doing again, and very
soon.

He thrust slowly, relishing
the way the dildo made her pussy even tighter, the way her ass
contracted around the base as her silken walls squeezed his dick.
Everything in him demanded he let go and hammer into her, but
he would have more control. He had to. Instead, he removed one
hand from her hip, grasped the base of the plug and began to twist
with each drive of his hips.

Charly writhed beneath him, her moans
now becoming begging. Then she snapped. “Jesus, Nate ... fuck me!”
she screamed, her voice ragged and harsh.

He abandoned taunting her with the
plug and finally let himself lose control. Pounding into her, he
covered her with his body, tweaking her nipples with his fingers;
his teeth anchored at her nape as he claimed her, body and
soul.

She jerked beneath him. Her wrists
broke the ties as she clawed. Her voice gave way to incoherent sobs
of need.

“Come, Charly,” he commanded
and felt her walls close in on him like a vice.

He spurted into the condom helplessly.
His voice grew harsh as he chanted her name until they were both
spent and boneless. Finally, only their ragged breathing peppered
the silence of the night.

He spent a long moment relishing the
feel of her beneath him but then pulled away with a groan and rose
on shaky knees. “Stay right here,” he ordered and crawled to the
edge of the bed, almost falling over when his legs went weak. She’d
unmanned him, but in the best possible way.

He ditched the condom and returned
with a warm washcloth. He removed the plug gently and wiped away
the lube with long, gentle strokes. She groaned in response,
pushing at the blindfold with fumbling fingers. One hand found his
as he cleaned her; her fingers grasped tightly for a moment but
went lax as she slipped into an exhausted sleep.

Nate finished, removing the pillows
from beneath her boneless body and then sat back to stare at her
for a long time.

Her beautiful face was streaked with
tears, her hair pushed up crazily by the blindfold. She was the
most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

 



Chapter Ten

An insistent ringing pulled Charly
from a deep well of sleep, deeper than she’d ever known. She swam
toward consciousness slowly, pushing into the weight of Nate’s hand
closed over her breast instinctively.

Then her brain went into thinking mode
and she squirmed out of his grasp. She grabbed the phone from the
bedside table, even as she registered morning light breaking
through the windows.

“Davis,” she mumbled into
the phone, acutely aware Nate had sat up behind her, already fully
alert and ready for action.

“Thank God you’re all
right!” a female voice all but screamed in her ear.

“Emma?” Charly breathed in
response. Her heartbeat returned to a semi-normal level until she
heard her friend’s next words.

“Where are you?” Emma sobbed
into the phone.

“With Nate, why?” Charly sat
up, reached for her thong and squirmed into it while cradling the
phone between cheek and shoulder.

“Your place, it’s
trashed.”

Alarm, fueled by pure rage, slashed
through Charly. CC, that bastard. He’d pay, and pay big.

An even bigger concern crashed through
Charly’s mind. CC wasn’t exactly stable at this point, and Emma
might be in danger. “Emma, get out right now. I mean it. Meet me at
the coffee shop,” she commanded, slipping into her slacks. “I’ll
have a uniform clear the house and then meet us there so he can
take your statement.”

“I’m walking out right now.
It’s bad, Charly, real bad.”

Charly could hear the devastation in
her friend’s voice and knew that she spoke the truth. “Don’t hang
up this phone until you’re in the car and driving away.”

She reached out blindly and found her
blouse shoved into her outstretched hand. She hazarded a glance
behind her and saw Nate was already in his jeans and struggling to
pull his tee over his head.

“Okay, I’m in the car,
pulling out of the driveway now. I’ll see you soon, right?” Emma’s
voice was beyond relief now; it bordered on fear.

“As soon as we get this
called in,” Charly promised and disconnected. She took a moment to
shrug into her blouse, but then Nate’s fingers were buttoning it
up, freeing her hands to dial her precinct.

She shot him a smile of thanks and
relayed the basic information to the dispatcher: her house had been
broken into and no one should be there. That would give the
responding officers a green light if anyone were still within the
dwelling. Repeating her address and the location of the coffee
shop, she snapped the phone shut and whirled on her heel, finding
her flats and trouser socks placed on the bed.

Nate was toeing into his sneakers.
“Status?”

He was one-hundred-percent warrior;
she’d never seen him battle-ready before, and his ferocity made her
mouth go bone dry with unspeakable desire, despite the
circumstances. She shook off the gut-clenching lust and finished
dressing. As she slid her Beretta into its holster, she forced her
mind to focus on business rather than Nate’s delectable presence by
her side.

“My house is trashed,” she
replied, fighting to keep the rage out of her voice.

“CC,” Nate said
matter-of-factly with an ungodly light in his eyes. “We’ll get him,
Charly.”

“Damn straight we will. That
house was the first real thing I’ve ever bought. I’ll take each
dollar out of his hide long before he ever sees the inside of a
jail cell.” She said the last word as they walked out the front
door, and then they were inside her sedan, pealing out of the
driveway.

The drive to the coffee shop was
almost too short for her to get a handle on her volatile emotions.
Nate, God bless him, understood her need for absolute
concentration. He could have joked with her about last night,
lightened the mood, but the warrior within him was loaded for bear.
She was glad Nate hadn’t said anything about last night, because
just the memory of it made her blood pressure spike and her head
whirl. She needed to tamp down her temper right now, and reminders
of last night’s passion would only push it into dangerous
zones.

She pulled into an empty parking space
and was out the door before the car had even rocked to a stop. Emma
rounded the hood of the sedan and threw herself into Charly’s
arms.

“You’re alright,” Emma
sobbed, sounding as if her heart was breaking. For the first time
this morning, Charly felt a very real tendril of fear. Emma was
never this dramatic. Whatever she’d seen must have been really,
really bad.

“Come on, Sweetie,” she
said, leading her friend through the doors to a bistro table. Nate
followed closely behind, his posture upright, ready for action.
While Charly doubted CC would accost them in such an obvious place,
she was glad for the extra set of eyes.

Right on cue her cell rang. “Davis,”
she said, glad her voice was cool and calm.

“Officer Williams,
Detective. Your residence is secure, but I think you need to see
it. CSU is on their way.”

“It’s bad enough for CSU?”
Dread settled into the pit of her stomach.

“Uh, ma’am? I’ve never seen
anything like this,” the officer answered honestly, and she could
almost see his Adam’s apple bobbing nervously as he spoke. “Captain
needs to see this, too. He’s on his way.”

“Thank you, Williams. We’ll
be there in five.” She pocketed the phone and braced Emma’s
shoulders in her hands. “Emma, we need to go back. Detectives are
there, and they’ll need to ask you questions.” Her friends
shuddered in her grip. Jesus. How bad could it really be? “You’ll
be safe. I promise.” She caught Emma’s gaze with her own and held
it until the woman nodded slowly.

“Nate?” Charly asked, not
even bothering to voice the question, knowing he would
understand.

“I’ve got your six,” he
replied, sliding in behind them as they walked back into the watery
morning sunlight. “Though I’d feel much better if I was
armed.”

Charly laughed, a short bark of sound.
“I’d lend you mine, but...”

“Never mind,” he replied,
and she could almost feel his eyes sweeping the scene, assessing
threat levels.

She buckled Emma into the front seat,
then slid behind the wheel and pulled into the street after she
heard Nate’s door thunk closed.

“I need you to talk to me,
Emma,” she said, sliding a glance at her friend. Emma still looked
as shocky as she had before.

“I’ve never seen anything
like it,” Emma said, unconsciously parroting Officer Williams’
words. “It wasn’t just trashed, Charly, it was destroyed. I dropped
by to see if you wanted to go to breakfast. The door was partway
open, and even though I knew you’d never be that careless, I pushed
it open anyway.” She shuddered, as if the vision sickened her even
now. “There was red everywhere. I thought it was your blood, but
then I saw a paint can sitting right by the door. The whole place
reeked of smoke, dirty smoke, not like you’d get from the
fireplace. That’s when I called you. I couldn’t stand the idea of
you being in there. Your car wasn’t out front and...”

Charly clasped Emma’s hand in her own.
“It’s okay, Sweetie, I get the picture. I’ll need you to repeat it
all for the Detective, but don’t worry about it now. I’m okay. It’s
just a house. It’s just a house.”

“Fuck,” Nate cursed lowly
behind her, and the sound of his voice strengthened her, where
Emma’s terror had left her weak. She never wanted to see her friend
like this again. Never.

The lights of the fire truck and squad
cars painted the houses of her neighborhood in strobes of red and
blue. One rig was on station, an attack line snaking from the truck
into her front door. Three black-and-whites, a CSU van and a
supervisor’s sedan were parked haphazardly on the street and her
lawn. Officers stood in clumps around the entryway.

“Shit,” she swore beneath
her breath and put the car in park. She turned to Emma. “Stay here
until either I or one of the officers comes for you. Make them show
you their badge. No firefighters,” she said sternly.

“Okay,” Emma replied
shakily.

“Lock the doors after us,”
Charly ordered and then stepped into the street. Her precinct
captain was already on his way over. She met him halfway as her
inner cop rose to the fore.

“Potential witness in the
car. She needs to be questioned, but she’s shocky.” She gentled her
tone. “She’s my friend, Captain. Be gentle with her. It can be
anyone but Williams.”

Captain Reynolds cocked his head at
her in question.

“He was at the last scene.
I’m ninety-nine percent sure he’s clean, but we can’t take the
chance, not if it’s as bad as she says it was.”

Reynolds nodded. “It’s that bad. I’ll
question her myself.” He turned to face her house, which looked so
innocent on the outside. Well, except for the uniformed presence,
that is. The firefighters were exiting the building, and CSU and
John Janssen, a fellow arson investigator, were entering. “As soon
as Janssen and CSU clears it, then, and only then, can you take a
look, understood?”

She nodded, hating to have her hands
tied, but understanding nonetheless. “Can Nate go in? He’s a
firefighter, former military, but you know that already.” She knew
she wasn’t asking anything Nate didn’t want, or at least she hoped
not. Then he was standing by her side, strong and silent, and she
knew she was right.

Reynolds scrutinized them. “And your
boyfriend.” When Charly didn’t contradict him, he continued. “Yeah,
he can go in. You’ll see why in a few minutes.” He paused, as if
weighing his words. “This was a message, Charly. To both of
you.”

Without another word, he turned and
walked to her sedan, pulling his badge to show Emma. He disappeared
inside the car, leaving Charly with more questions than answers and
a raw, burning feeling in her gut.

*

Nate wanted to pull Charly into his
arms and comfort her but knew she wouldn’t welcome the embrace, not
now, not in front of the firefighters and cops. He already gritted
his teeth against their prying eyes. Across the street, a neighbor
hovered on her front porch, her gaze ping ponging between Charly
and the activity swirling around her sphere.

He’d like nothing better than to tear
CC from stem to stern right now. Even without seeing the damage
wrought, he had no doubt his colleague was responsible for this
travesty. That conclusion only made sense.

And he was responsible for it, as
well. He could have left well enough alone, but he hadn’t. He’d
been so damned concerned with winning Charly’s trust that he hadn’t
considered the ramifications, what CC might do if provoked. And
Charly had certainly provoked the man last night.

He ran a hand through his hair. Jesus.
What had he done?

As if reading his thoughts, Charly
bumped his shoulder with hers and walked back to her car. While
Reynolds questioned Emma inside, she leaned against the hood, arms
crossed, waiting ... for both him and clearance of the scene. Nate
joined Charly at the hood of the car but shoved his hands in his
pockets to keep from reaching for her. He’d done enough
damage.

“Stop it.” Charly’s voice
was so quiet he almost didn’t hear her.

“Stop what?”

“Beating yourself up. I
would have done the same thing to CC with you by my side or
without. He’s the bastard here, Nate, not you.”

He sighed. “Maybe, but I sure hurried
it along.”

She huffed out a humorless laugh. “I
wouldn’t call waiting eight years hurrying anything along. CC had
it in for me from day one. I should have known he was spreading the
rumors; he hated me too much, y’know? But, I didn’t have the balls
to confront him. I just didn’t want to stir the pot, not after
everything died down. It was easier to be mad at you.”

Huh. He certainly never expected this
conversation. “And now you have a reason to be mad at me all over
again.” He wasn’t a masochist, really, but given his past with
Charly, dissembling was a luxury long gone.

She turned to him, her face set in
professional lines, but her belief in him shining fiercely in her
eyes. “Don’t play the martyr, Nate, it doesn’t suit. This is all
CC.”

“Maybe,” he
replied.

Janssen exited the building, his face
expressionless as a stone. She’d never seen that blankness on
Janssen’s face, and she’d been working with him for a long damned
time. What the hell was inside that would make a veteran look like
that?

The arson investigator made his way
across the lawn slowly. He walked to the driver’s side of the sedan
without a word to them and waited for Reynolds to exit the vehicle.
Seconds later, Charly’s precinct captain stepped out of the car and
turned away from them. He talked to Janssen in low
tones.

As Nate and Charly watched silently,
Reynolds sighed, his shoulders slumped. Finally, he turned and
walked to them. He looked tired as they pushed away from the hood
of the car and waited.

“You can go in. CSU isn’t
done yet, but I want your impressions, as the owner, now.” He
handed Charly a digital tape recorder. “I want it all. Don’t hold
anything back.” He faced Nate. “You too.”

Nate squared his shoulders and nodded.
What in the hell had CC done?

*

The familiar smell of smoke
and burned materials assaulted Charly as she stepped over the
threshold. A distant part of her mind screamed that the space
was hers,
that she’d been violated, but the professional in her muted it
down. She needed to remain distant if she wanted to get through
this walk-through.

She viewed the carnage that had been
her carefully restored living room with dispassionate eyes. Piles
of smoldering clothing were scattered in strategic heaps designed
to use the airflow through the rooms for maximum damage. An open
paint can still stood by the front door, just as Emma had
described; it seemed to mock her. She hoped to God the perp had
left prints this time around. She had no doubt it was her serial;
the clothing trail was eerily similar to the last blaze.

Her kitchen was by far the
worst, and as soon as she entered, she understood why Reynolds had
sent in both her and Nate. Above the dining room table the wall had
been defaced; the word whore was painted in giant red
letters. Her mind balked at the thought CC could have done this,
could have possibly known what she and Nate had done on this very
table. Then her eyes were drawn to smaller lettering, written in
red, ballpoint pen beneath the blasphemy. He’s mine, he’s always been mine the words
proclaimed, and everything in her turned cold.

She whirled and pinned Nate with her
gaze, finding his glued to the amendment. He’d gone almost as white
as Emma had been, his shock evident on his features. His eyes
dropped to her.

“What the fuck...?” He
trailed off, speechless for the first time in their
acquaintance.

“What if it’s not about me,
Nate?” Charly whispered. “This all started right before you came
back. This isn’t CC at all.”

Her mind spun, churning out suspect
after useless suspect. Faces flashed in her mind’s eye: arsonists
she’d helped put away, simple arrests when she was still walking a
beat to earn her badge. But, nothing jelled. There was simply no
one she could imagine doing this to her ... to them.

She brushed past him into the living
room, noting something she’d skipped over before. The piles of
clothing trailing throughout the room were all intimate ... her
thongs, bras, nighties.

Nate stood beside her now. Flags of
angry color highlighted his cheekbones, and his lips thinned with
pure rage. He all but vibrated with fury.

“You about done here?” he
asked.

“Bedroom sweep.”

Nate dipped his head in assent and
followed her into her most personal space. Just as in the rest of
the house, the room had been destroyed. Charred tee shirts hung
from dresser drawers and her closet looked as if a bomb had gone
off in it. On closer inspection, all of her uniform shirts and
slacks, which she never wore unless in court, had been slashed with
an obviously sharp blade. Her favorite dress lay in shreds at the
foot of her bed. She’d worn it whenever she needed to dress up,
which meant whoever had done this had been watching her, and
probably for some time.

Charly felt a fine shudder of
violation work through her body, and then Nate’s hand was on her
shoulder; his mere touch bolstered her. With a gentle shrug, she
dislodged his fingers and turned on her heel, not stopping until
she was outside, on the porch, drawing cleansing breaths deep in
her lungs. Yet even as she did, she could feel eyes on her, making
her feel polluted all over again. The perp was out there somewhere,
watching his--or her--handiwork.

Reynolds stood at the end of the walk,
his face etched with lines of concern. Charly strode toward him,
feeling Nate at her back. When she approached, she met his eyes.
“Not outside, where the perp can see. Next door. Mrs. Montgomery
will be happy to let us use her place. You’ve already questioned
her, right?”

Her captain nodded in response, and
the three of them trekked across the lawn. Mrs. Montgomery gaped at
them for a moment but then hurried to the door. She shooed them
inside when they paused to ask admittance.

“Use the parlor,” she said.
“I know you want privacy.” She turned her worried expression to
Charly. “Are you all right, dear?”

Charly smiled in response, touched by
the woman’s concern. “I’m fine, ma’am. I was with Nate last
night.”

“Thank goodness,” her
neighbor chirped and scurried away. “I’ll get some iced
tea.”

Reynolds turned to her as soon as Mrs.
Montgomery had left the room.

“This was personal,” she
said baldly. “Someone knows about Nate and me.” She gulped.
“They’ve seen us together. Specifically in my kitchen.” She refused
to be embarrassed. Reynolds was a big boy; he could take
it.

To give him his due, no expression
crossed his face, though Nate flinched behind him.

Nate added, “I thought, just
yesterday, that the serial was targeting Charly. Now, after seeing
Charly’s house, I hold to the assertion. But the reasons I was
operating on were all wrong.” He took a deep breath and turned to
face Charly. “You may be right. This may be about me
instead.”

 



Chapter Eleven

Nate stood tall before Reynolds, even
though the captain’s stare felt like a searchlight. Then Charly was
beside him, and the man’s gaze shifted. While Nate was grateful for
her support, he didn’t want her to think he was so weak he needed
it. Her next words, though, floored him, and showed him how far
she’d really come from the good old days.

“Who knew you were coming
back?” she asked, turning the attention away from him and to the
perp, where it belonged.

He shrugged in response and mirrored
Reynolds when the captain dropped into an armchair. “My Chief,
mostly, though it wasn’t exactly a secret I was coming on board. I
caught a lot of shit for being a flyboy firefighter the last few
weeks. Word was out.”

Charly was still on her feet, pacing
back and forth. Both men watched her as she processed, for both
knew that was exactly what she was doing. She’d always thought the
best on her feet. When she finally came to a halt, she voiced what
Nate had been thinking.

“CC had a one-nighter with
some chick who blabbed about our off-duty activities eight years
ago. Now we’ve got a torch who starts lighting fires right before
you return, who does it damned well. Now, she’s targeted me; hell,
maybe she was targeting me all along, hoping to make me look
stupid, since Nate was coming back.” She faced Nate. “So who were
you with before me, back in the day? Someone with a firefighter
fetish, a woman who learned the ropes from just hanging
around?”

He scrubbed a hand through his hair.
He didn’t like airing his dirty laundry in front of Charly’s
captain, but he would. “I’ll need to consider it. It’s not like I
played the field a lot before we hooked up, no matter what you may
think.”

Reynolds spoke for the
first time since they’d entered the house. The fact he hadn’t
delved into their “off-duty activities” made Nate feel a bit
better, but not much. “Figure it out fast, smoke-eater. This whole
scene has escalation written all over it. If you are right, and I
believe you are, she knew Charly was with you last night. She’ll
come after her next, not just her house. We need to get you both into
a safe house.”

“Absolutely not,” Charly
said, her back ramrod straight. “Don’t even think about pulling any
macho man crap on me, Captain. I may be arson, but I’m still a cop,
and I won’t run and hide. Hell, Nate and I are the perfect bait,
and you know it. We’ve got to catch this torch before she kills
someone.”

Reynolds’ face was a perfect mask for
a long moment, before he let out a big sigh. “You’re right, but I
don’t like it. What did you have in mind?”

“First let’s see if CSU
pulls any prints off the paint can. I seriously doubt it’ll be so
easy, but it’s worth a shot. I didn’t have any blades sharp enough
to shred my clothes like that, so unless they find it in the house,
that’s a dead end. If CSU doesn’t come up with anything by end of
day and Nate can’t figure out who it was, then we let her follow us
back to Nate’s, lay a trap.”

“I don’t like it,” Nate
stood and mimicked Charly’s pacing, pausing only when Mrs.
Montgomery entered the parlor balancing a tray with a pitcher of
iced tea and glasses.

“Just a little something to
wet your whistle.” She set the tray down then touched Charly’s
cheek. “Do you need anything else, dear?”

“No ma’am. Thank you for
taking such good care of us.”

The older woman tutted in response and
walked out of the room with a purposeful stride.

Nate picked up where he’d been
interrupted. “I agree with Captain Reynolds.” He held up a hand
when Charly began to protest. “Not because I believe, in any way,
shape or form, that you’re not up to the job, but because this is
about me, not you. If anyone is going into harm’s way, it’ll be
me.”

“She’s not
baiting you, Nate. She’d’ve trashed your place if that was the
case.”

Reynolds rose to his feet. “I’m
pulling your buddy CC in for questioning, regardless of what you
think. Maybe he’ll remember something when you’re not threatening
to emasculate him.”

Nate groaned. How in the hell had the
Captain found out?

“Next time you’re going to
squeeze the truth out of someone, don’t do it in a watering hole we
all go to. Jim Ryan and I were having a drink when you two showed
up yesterday afternoon.”

Nate felt like banging his head
against the wall: her captain and his battalion chief. He had no
doubt that, if Charly hadn’t been threatened this morning, he’d be
in Ryan’s office right this second, getting one hell of an ass
chewing. Again.

“It had to be done,
Captain,” Charly said calmly. “He’s been maligning me for too long.
If I’d let it go and rumors started again, the rest of the precinct
would never respect me.”

“I know, I know. Let’s get
this serial and keep both of your hides intact. Until we run
Andrews’ names and any evidence, both of you will stay at the
precinct. There’ll be no argument on this, Davis.” Reynolds’ tone
was adamant. “I’ll have a uniform take you there and deposit your
friend at home as well.”

The captain walked out of the house
without another word, leaving Charly and Nate in a vacuum of
silence.

Nate turned to face her. “I have no
idea who she could be, Charly. Honestly.”

She studied his face for a long
moment. “I believe you. But it’s not like you were a virgin when we
met. It has to be a past lover.”

“Maybe, but there’s no one
left here from our old days.”

“How can you be sure? You
didn’t know I was still here. We need to put out some feelers and
fast. I need names, Nate. You’re not going to offend my delicate
sensibilities. I may not like seeing a list, but I’ll suck it up to
catch this chick. What I don’t get is how she knew. You said you
hadn’t played like we do, and I certainly haven’t, so how did she
know, unless she was after you years ago.”

Nate blew out a frustrated breath. He
could still see the blood-red words on the wall in Charly’s
kitchen, smell the smoke, and feel the thrum of terror that had
flowed through him at the sight of her underthings lying in
smoldering heaps.

“All right, you’ll get your
list, but I sure as hell hope the CSU guys pick something
up.”

* * * *

They thanked Mrs. Montgomery for her
hospitality, bundled into the black-and-white, dropped Emma off at
her place, and killed time in the precinct break room while Nate
compiled his list. When he was done, he handed her a slip of paper
with six names. The list was shorter than she’d expected, to be
honest, but she’d never admit that she was secretly
relieved.

She scanned the list quickly to see if
she’d known any of them as well, but each name was a stranger to
her. Handing it over to Reynolds ten minutes later felt like sweet
relief. Their baddie had to be on the list. ... had to be. Now,
they had to sit on their hands and wait. She’d never been
particularly good at that.

She looked up to find Nate staring at
her. He was embarrassed; his face tinged a light shade of red. This
man, who’d tied her up, who had made her scream and beg for his
touch, was embarrassed because she’d seen his list of former
lovers. She didn’t know whether to be touched or amused.

“Charly,” he began, then
dropped his head into his hands for a moment before lifting it and
meeting her eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

She didn’t pretend to misunderstand.
“I know, but there’s nothing to be sorry for. Whoever did this is
sick and needs to be put away before she really hurts someone.
That’s what I do. You and I being involved just complicates matters
a bit.”

He barked out a strained laugh. “Ya
think? This isn’t exactly how I envisioned spending the day, you
know.”

She smiled thinly in response. He was
trying to charm her, and it was working, marginally. “What did you
have in mind?”

“A long, hot bath, for
starters,” he looked around, making sure they were alone. “I know
you must be sore.”

Despite their surroundings, their
circumstances, a flare of heat shot through her. The reaction was
inappropriate as hell, but there nonetheless.

A muted bellow echoed through the
hallways, making Charly flinch. It had to be CC; no one else
hollered like that. She caught a glimpse of him, red-faced and
sweating, as he was shoved past the break room. She felt a surge of
relief when he didn’t catch sight of either her or Nate. This was
something Reynolds could handle.

The ringing of her cell phone pulled
her sharply into the moment. She looked at the display, thinking it
might be Emma. It was a local number but not one she
knew.

Shrugging, she pulled the phone to her
ear. “Davis.”

“You’ll never figure me out,
bitch,” the voice on the line breathed. Charly strained to catch
anything distinctive, an inflection, a tone, but the voice was
frustratingly neutral, neither male nor female, with no distinct
accent.

“Don’t wanna figure you
out,” she taunted, hoping like hell she was taking the right route,
even as a chill skated down her spine. “Just want to put you away
before you kill someone. Guess I just missed you this
morning.”

The caller laughed, a shrill, edgy
sound. Charly knew then that it was a woman and that the woman had
completely lost her mind.

“But you undoubtedly got my
message. Leave him alone. He’s mine.”

“I think Nate’s a big enough
boy to make up his own mind.” Nate’s head came up sharply at the
mention of his name, his eyes sharp.

“Leave well enough alone,
bitch. I should’ve taken care of you eight years ago. You couldn’t
catch me then, and you won’t stop me now.” The line disconnected,
leaving only dead air.

Nate was about two inches from her
now, his face drawn taut with concern.

“Well, she’s just upped the
stakes,” Charly said, trying to make her tone light but failing
miserably. “We need to let Reynolds know what’s going on and then
trace the call.”

Since it had been her phone, the phone
company should have no problem in doing the research, and quickly
when she related an active threat, and that she was a police
officer working a serial arson case. All of Ludington knew of the
arsonist, and no one wanted their home or business to be next. The
phone company would be no exception.

As she exited the room, Nate’s hand
settled at the small of her back, just above her Beretta, and, for
the life of her, she couldn’t summon the Ice Queen within to shrug
him off.

She caged Reynolds in his office,
relaying the conversation concisely, and wasn’t so very surprised
when he blew a gasket. He lit a fire beneath the phone company rep
and then browbeat the crime scene techs into checking the paint can
for prints yesterday.

Through it all, Nate was at her back;
she was glad for his comforting presence. That call had brought the
truth home to her: She could still be a strong woman, someone her
colleagues respected, and have a man in her life. It had taken her
eight years to figure that out, but she was glad she’d realized it
before she lost Nate again, despite the extreme
circumstances.

The number turned out to be a pay
phone, directly across the street from the site of the second fire.
The crazy bitch was taunting them, specifically her. But why? And
what was the reference to “then?”

Okay, she had a good idea as to the
“why,” but the reference to “then” bothered her. It bothered her so
much that she asked the desk sergeant to pull up any unsolved
arsons from eight years ago.

* * * *

“Jesus, it’s all right
here,” Charly all but shouted.

Nate had been pondering the past. He’d
stayed at her side pretty much non-stop since they’d been
sequestered in the precinct break room, wondering what the fuck, or
who the fuck, he’d done, to bring this all crashing around
them.

He scooched in close to her, the
wheels on the crappy chair he was sitting in squeaking as he did.
“What?” he crowded into her space, trying to see what she had up on
the computer.

“Desk sergeant pulled all
the cold arsons. Eight years ago, same set of parameters. Shit,
Nate, she was trying to get your attention, way back when. While we
were going to school. Hell, we weren’t even real firefighters yet,
and she was going to these lengths.”

Charly swung around to face him, and
try as he might, he couldn’t discern anything but her “cop”
mode.

“What the hell did I do to
inspire this fanaticism?” he asked, pure disbelief coloring his
tones. “I mean it, Charly. I have no freakin’ clue who this might
be, even after looking at the names.”

Her expression went cunning, cop-like,
and, as much as he might have mourned the loss of his lover from
last night, right now he wanted her as a peace officer. “Who’d you
turn down?”

“Huh?” he gaped at her, at a
total loss for words.

“Do you remember turning
anyone down for a date, for coffee, for anything, after we hooked
up?”

He rocked back in the chair. What
she’d asked made total sense, and widened their suspect field
exponentially, because he honestly couldn’t remember. “It was too
long ago, Charly. Hell, we’re lucky I could remember the women I
slept with, let alone the ones I wasn’t interested in.” As soon as
the words left his mouth, he realized how arrogant they sounded,
but the truth was, he could have been a total whore then, if he’d
wanted to. And, he had been ... in Detroit.

“Ah shit,” he breathed. The
possessive tone of the vandal’s words shook loose a distant memory.
“We restricted our search to here, right?”

“Come again?” Charly asked
with her pen poised over a notepad. “C’mon, Nate, don’t waffle on
me now.”

“You asked me for the women
I’d been involved with here in Ludington, because that’s where we
set our baseline. But dammit, we forgot about Detroit.” He blew out
a long breath and searched his mind, knowing what he’d find, even
as he did. “Audrey Benson. We were high school sweethearts. She was
heartbroken when I left Detroit, but dammit, Charly, heartbroken
teens don’t equate to semi-homicidal arsonists.”

She regarded him through eyes he
recognized; eyes that had seen combat. “Of all people, you
shouldn’t assume what makes someone snap.”

He shook his head, negating the
thought that he very well knew might be a reality. “It’s different
when you know them.”

“You’ll need to tell
Reynolds all of the past details,” she said, absolving him of the
responsibility of laying it bare to her.

“No need,” he held up a
hand. “I’ll say the same thing to you I do to him. We dated,
nothing more. She was a nice girl, not someone who’d go all the
way, even in this day and age.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe
it, but she’s the only one it could be. The rest were consensual
fun ... no strings. I know we still have to look at them, but this
feels right, no matter how it feels wrong.”

Charly looked at him with compassion.
He would have thought it was a bit of pity if he hadn’t known her
better. No, his Charly knew exactly where he was coming from. The
world was crashing down upon them, and he had to depend on her.
That reliance would have felt like an emasculating crutch if she
hadn’t submitted to him so fully the night before.

* * * *

“What do you mean, ‘She’s
dropped off the grid’?” Charly’s voice was short of incredulous,
but not by much.

She sat in Reynolds’ office with Nate
at her side.

“I mean, according to
everything we can tap into, she disappeared eight years ago. No
known whereabouts. Her parents filed a missing person’s report over
eight years ago. Probably when you left Detroit,
Andrews.”

Charly shot a glance at Nate, who
looked like the floor had dropped out from beneath him. “She never
contacted me, not once,” his voice was shell-shocked.

“So we’ve got a probable
arson suspect stalking a firefighter,” she said, trying to sum it
up without involving herself personally.

Reynolds shot that all to hell.
“Negatory. Stalking a firefighter, and his lover as well. If she’d
gone to Andrews’ place, it would have been a whole different story.
As is, she’s after you both. What the hell we do about it is all
that matters.”

Nate kept his silence for a long
moment before speaking. “Then Charly’s idea about offering us as
bait makes more sense than ever. She’s already hit Charly’s place.
There’s nowhere else to hit but mine, if she hasn’t hit it
already.”

“No worries, Andrews. We’ve
had your place under surveillance since we first saw the writing on
the wall, so to speak. We’re covert,” Reynolds said before Nate
could raise a protest. “There’s been no activity to speak of. We
can get a picture of your ex from the missing person’s report, but
a here-and-now would be good for the time being, even if it’s just
what you remember.”

Nate nodded, acceding to the Captain’s
request. “She’s about five-ten in stocking feet. Brown and blue.
Slight build, good body, kept in shape, at least back
then.”

Reynolds nodded. “We’ll put a BOLO out
on her, but I expect, given her activity to date, she’ll be
slippery. We’ll also get a description from CC, see if it
matches.”

Charly felt Nate tense beside her. If
she’d been intimate with CC but not with him, then the girl he’d
known had gone in an empirically different direction than he’d
implied. In his mind, she was still his high school sweetheart, one
whose memory would never had been sullied if not for
this.

“He was a means to an end,”
she whispered, so only he could hear.

His body relaxed a fraction, but he
still felt like a soldier on alert next to her. As much as the
concept of a former girlfriend--whether they’d been intimate or
not--piqued her, she had to give him props for owning up to
everything so selflessly.

“So are we bait or not,
Captain?” she asked, laying everything out on the table. Nate had
done it, and he deserved no less on her part.

Reynolds regarded her for along
moment, before dipping his head in response. “Given the rate she’s
escalated, with the variable of violence, we can’t do anything
else. Go set yourselves up, leaving a bread trail she can’t help
but follow. We’ll have people in place to deal with it when she
shows. It’ll just be you two inside the house, so we don’t tip her
off. We all know she’s not stupid, so this may not work, but my gut
tells me she’ll have to take this opportunity because she’s passed
her personal point of no return.” He paused, then pulled open a
desk drawer and extracted a Glock.

Charly felt her eyes widen but forced
her mouth to stay closed. She knew what the captain was offering,
even as he pushed the gun across the table to Nate.

“This is
my stash gun. Yeah, it’s registered to me, and I’d really
appreciate it if you didn’t use it.” Reynolds’ face creased in a
rare smile. “I don’t want you going in there unarmed, and I know
you’ve used something similar, in your time overseas. Just let
Charly use sanctioned force, if necessary, and this, if
it’s absolutely necessary.”

Nate’s strong fingers closed over the
stock. “I understand what you’re saying, Captain, but if I need to
protect Charly, myself or any of the other officers, I won’t
hesitate.”

Reynolds leaned back in his chair. “I
know, son. That’s why I gave it to you. If either Jim Ryan or I
thought any differently, you wouldn’t be holding a piece. Just use
it judiciously.”

Both Charly and Nate stood, the
session clearly at an end. Beside her, Nate felt solid, true, as if
he’d given his past over to the present. She hoped the illusion was
more than a mirage. Nate had faced several hard facts about his
past today; none of them were pleasant. As inappropriate as it
might be, she wondered where she’d fit into everything once this
was all said and done. But, damned if her heart didn’t want to
continue down the road they’d plotted, regardless of their current
circumstances.

She
was so screwed.

 



Chapter Twelve

Charly sat across from him, her body
ramrod straight. Her Beretta sat on the coffee table between them,
a mate to the Glock Captain Reynolds had loaned Nate. Outside,
darkness had fallen, and the silence was complete, save the
monotonous ticking of the clock on the mantle.

Nate figured the time for feigning
disinterest was long past, and they had time to burn,
so...

“How angry are
you?”

She jerked in response to his words,
as if she’d been somewhere else in her head. “Mad as hell. That
bitch tried to torch my house. Touched my things. Ruined them. I
feel violated, Nate.” She shook her head slowly. “Now I understand
what people like Marie Wilkins feel.” Her smile was bitter. “If
nothing else, it’ll make me more empathetic to future
victims.”

Nate propped his elbows on his knees
and studied her. Yeah, she was pissed. “I didn’t mean about your
house. I meant me, us. Did this kill what we started?”

She stared at him for a long moment.
“I honestly don’t know, Nate. We agreed this was just about
sex.”

He snorted in response, even as her
words made his heart feel lighter. This was his Charly, stubborn to
the end. “It’s always been about more than the sex, and you know
it, but I can wait. I just need to know if I’ve got a fighting
chance, after all this.”

She leaned forward, as if challenging
his words. “The sex was phenomenal, but we always knew that. The
rest we’ll have to play by ear, after this is over.”

With that statement, he knew he had
her. Charly always said it like it was, always had. If his past or
their present had sunk them as a couple, then she’d have said it
straight out. When this was over, he’d begin courting her the way
she deserved.

“Fair enough, but I’m not
going away this time, Charly. I’m here for the
duration.”

Anything else he might have said was
silenced by the sound of his back door opening. His locked back
door. He was the only person who had a key to the back door, or so
he’d thought. Nate’s heart thundered in his ears as adrenaline
spiked through his system. This was it, for good or bad.

Where the hell were the cops stationed
outside?

Both of them stood, weapons in hand,
and took flanking positions on either side of the doorway leading
into the kitchen. The smell of kerosene was as strong as a punch to
the gut. He heard it splash as it hit the kitchen floor and looked
at Charly. She was the cop here, the lead. She met his eyes, nodded
once, and they swung into the kitchen with their sidearms
raised.

“Stop, police,” Charly
shouted; her voice was strong and sure in the tiny confines of the
room.

The woman standing in the middle of
the kitchen smiled, but in that smile, Nate saw nothing of the girl
he’d once known as Audrey. Before she’d been shy, almost mousy.
Today, she was striking; her blonde hair cascaded down her back,
and the cut and color almost matched Charly’s. She wore a dark
sweatsuit, and in her hand, she held an empty one-gallon container
of kerosene. How in the hell was it empty? She hadn’t had enough
time to pour it all yet.

“Nathan!” her voice was
pleased, as if they were meeting again at a cocktail party. “I knew
you’d come after you figured out all the clues.” Madness laced her
tone.

“This is my house, Audrey,”
he said gently. “Put down the kerosene, and we can
talk.”

“Oh, we’ll talk,” she said,
almost gaily. “We’ve got so much to catch up on.”

Nate hazarded a glance to Charly. She
stood in a classic shooter’s pose, feet spread apart, solidly
planted, both hands wrapped around the stock of the Beretta. Her
expression was deadly, focused, and he knew she’d drop Audrey if
the other woman made a move.

Audrey continued. “I was so excited
when I bumped into your mom a few months ago and she said you were
returning. I made her promise not to tell because I wanted to
surprise you. But you didn’t come back to Detroit, like you were
supposed to,” she pouted, the empty plastic jug still dangled from
her fingers. “I made myself into just what you wanted, and you
didn’t even bother to say hello.” She smiled brightly again, and
the expression made Nate’s stomach roll. “So I did what I could to
get your attention.”

“A phone call would have
sufficed,” he said gently, chilled to the bone that she’d spoken to
his mom. “How about we sit down and talk?” He lowered the Glock,
knowing Charly had them covered and hoping against hope Audrey
would see it as a gesture of trust.

“You know,
I didn’t understand your fascination with fire, but once you left,
I studied and studied. Came to see you once, but you were
with her.” Audrey’s mouth curled into a sneer. “Doing things you’d
never done with me, never even tried to do with me. Then you left
again. So I waited and waited, learned about what you loved, what
you liked to do in bed. Now we can be together forever.” She set
the container on the counter and it was only then Nate saw she held
a Zippo in the other hand, the top already open.

Beside him, Charly stiffened as she
saw the same thing. Nate felt, rather than saw, her fingers
tightening around the trigger.

But Audrey beat the bullet. She
stepped forward, flicking the Zippo as she did. Flames mushroomed
around her entire body, licking over the sweatsuit. She didn’t
scream as the fire consumed her, just took another purposeful step
forward and raised her flaming arms to embrace Nate.

The first bullet pushed her back; her
face creased into a surprised expression. Nate dropped the Glock,
dove to the left and yanked the fire extinguisher off the wall. He
pulled the trigger as cops began to pour into the kitchen with
their weapons drawn.

White foam and smoke filled the room
as Audrey went down hard beneath one of the plainclothes officers
and began to wail; her high-pitched keening overpowered even the
strident shriek of the smoke detector. Nate dropped to one knee and
emptied the extinguisher on Audrey and the officer. The sickening
smell of burned flesh filled the room, overpowering everything
until Nate wanted to vomit.

Instead, he scrambled to Audrey; his
paramedic training kicked in as he assessed the damage. Then Charly
was beside him and the other officers crowded around him to pull
the plainclothes away for triage.

Audrey writhed beneath his hands,
screaming in earnest now. “Get a fucking ambulance!” Nate shouted,
though as he tried to peel away the still-smoldering sweatsuit, he
knew it was a lost cause. Charly held a set of dishcloths to the
front and back of Audrey’s shoulder, staunching the flow of blood
from the bullet wound.

Then Audrey went quiet beneath them
with one last word ghosting from her lips. “Forever.”

 



Chapter
Thirteen

Charly hunched over her desk, the
mother of all headaches pounding at her skull. Though she’d
showered in the locker room, she still reeked of smoke, kerosene
and burned flesh, as if it were burned into her memory.

Nate sat slumped in the chair across
from her; fatigue and grief lined his features.

They were playing the waiting game
now, though Charly knew what came next. Administrative leave while
the mucky-mucks reviewed the case and determined if she’d had cause
to discharge her firearm.

Captain Reynolds plopped into the
chair next to Nate, looking just as tired as Charly
felt.

“You know the drill,
Davis.”

She nodded and pushed her Beretta
across the desk. “One shot to the shoulder. I know you can read our
statements, but figured you’d like to hear it too.”

His head dipped in assent.

“She doused herself in the
kerosene, for all I can figure. She was wearing dark clothes... We
couldn’t tell she’d made herself into a freakin’ human torch. Then
she lit herself up and went after Nate. I did what I had
to.”

“For what it’s worth, I
think the review board will see it the same way. I doubt we’ll ever
know how she got into the buildings, or why she chose the ones she
did.” He shrugged. “Don’t know how it matters anyway. Now get out
of here, both of you. You’re both on administrative leave for the
foreseeable future. Say a week or so.” He stood. “Your friend Emma
has been riding my ass for the last hour. She’s got you set up in a
hotel downtown, didn’t think either of you would want to go home.
Your call.”

Charly felt tears well behind her eyes
and forced them back. Yeah, that sounded like something Emma would
do. “Thanks, Captain,” she whispered, wishing her voice were
stronger. That she was stronger. But tonight had taken everything
out of her.

“I’ll get a uniform to drop
you off. I don’t trust either of you behind the wheel.”

Charly struggled to her feet; fatigue
weighed her down more than any other time in her life. Nate stood
as well and stepped around the desk, keeping a careful distance.
His expression was couched in cautious lines.

“I’ll get a second room,” he
said, his voice hollow.

Charly knew that what she said and did
right this second would impact her for the rest of her life. If
Nate took a separate room, the wedge between them would be
invisible, and probably insurmountable. If they stayed together
tonight, it would be a commitment, a declaration, at least on her
part. Was she ready for that?

Nate’s stoic expression helped make
her decision. He expected her to spurn him, and if she was any
other woman, she might. Right now, she was too tired to be pissed
that he thought so little of her.

“I don’t think so,” she said
and reached out, curling her fingers through his.

Wonder and hope blossomed on his face,
breaking through the fatigue.

“Are you sure?” he whispered
hoarsely.

“Yeah,” she said and tugged
on his hand. “Let’s go. I want a glass of wine, a bath and about
twenty hours of sleep.” She paused and looked him right in the eye.
“And then you can show me how much you appreciate my
largesse.”

His returning smile was blinding, and
her heart soared at the sight of it. Everything was going to be all
right. Hell, better than all right.

“Largesse, huh? I think I
can do that. Starting now.” He pulled her into his body, claiming
her mouth with a blistering kiss that energized and aroused her
beyond measure. She could vaguely hear a few wolf whistles and
catcalls, but she was damned if she cared. She was Nate’s, and he
was hers, and that was that.

The End
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