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Chapter One

Liar. Fake. Fraud. Deceiver.

The accusations buzzed through Shar’s mind like the largest swarm of locudts, the
intense drone driving al sane thought far away. Drunken shouts and swearing made
aching pain rise and fdl in an obnoxious rhythm while the clang of sted doors being
thrown into their locks reverberated in her ears. Up and down the cdlls the crude noise
echoed. Being awoman, she had her own private chamber of hell. Lucky her.

Her hangover pounded on as the morning darkness crawled past her. Disgust warred
with nausea when she counted just how many hours she' d been trying to erase those
flung curses, epecidly consdering who' d said them. The man who' d deceived her in
flying colors. One by one they marched like aline of tromping ants across her thoughts.
Shar was forced to listen to their mocking sound.

Liar.

She swdlowed hearing its guttural sound over and over in the sllence of her
accommodations-for-one tomb. She' d never lied about her ability, never let the words of
denid dip past her lips. Omission though, that she knew she was guilty of. It was
paramount. Humans, people in generd, had never warmed to her kind.

Fake.

Ah, yes, another flung taunt. She was so far from fake. She was better than lab-
created redity. She was the red thing. Not that it mattered now. None of it would help
her in her current situation. Which led her to not being a fraud obvioudy, at least not the
kind Lawson had accused her of being. She s0 easily could use her magic to get out of
jail, and be on the nine o' clock news in the morning as the latest sensation. She snickered
in slence.

But that las—deceiver. Y eah, that one hurt. That one burned.

She' d intended to tell him the truth about what she was—today in fact. She knew she
was running out of time. She thought he trusted her. She thought he loved her. He had
asked her rather impetuoudy to marry once aready. What aload of bull. Derison iced
her thoughts. It didn’t feel any better than the bitter headache.

He d proposed in style this time with the ring and like an idiot she'd accepted it firdt.
The crue truth dapping her like that had been the only small blessing she'd received
because the rest of her day and her night had promptly falen into a hellish wormhole of
misfortune.

The musty, sour stench of previous inhabitants reeked back at her from the grim
furnishings of the jail cdl she was a the moment cdling home. She prayed it was for
only avery short stay. Abused brick walls looked like they’ d been repeatedly painted by
the numerous signs of peding. The two-inch thick sted door with nothing but viewing
bars sandwiched between polyurethane plastic sheets preempted any attempt to try to
escape. The guard on the other side would shoot before she got three toes on the other
sde.

After ahumiliating strip seerch—for God only knew what—the police had left her
aonefor mog of the evening. She knew exactly who she was going to waste her one
phone call on. And the bastard better answer his phone if he knew what was good for



him. She had no choice but to wait for dawn, the best chance of reaching him at home. It
aso gave her more than ample time to replay the night before, the reason behind her
forced stay in county hospitality to begin with.

* % % %

“Shar!”

She whirled at the shout of her name, and spotted her best friend twisting through the
crowd outside the front of the club. Far from angelic beneath midnight dark hair and eyes
models craved, Maddie emerged from the throng. Mystic was the only placeto beon a
Saturday night. The large blue neon |etters blazed over the dark entrance; an entrance into
another world, at least if you were Kin. Either way, ingde or out, it was always busy on
the weekends.

“Hey Maddie.” She looped an arm through her friend's and together they walked
into the fog and neon haven. She forced a smile, not wanting to talk about why she was
there done when just Six hours ago, she had been nearly engaged. In fact, for a brief few
minutes, she had been engaged. Until her eyes had been opened to the man she'd
believed loved her.

“Boxaer, give me something flaming, will you?’ she ordered from the tattooed guy
behind the bar in a near shout. Bass bedts vibrated the ar, booming loud and rocking the
house like afrat boy’s wet dream. Scantily dressed women danced dl over. She drew a
deep breath, soaking it dl in. 1t'd been awhile since she' d been to the hot spot. She'd
been doing more normal things with Lawson. She redized she' d missed being with her
own kind.

“One Haming Star, coming up,” he said, not missing adride, asif it wasn't an
unusud order for her. She turned and propped her butt against a barstool. Her gaze diced
one way then the other across the undulating bodies packed on the dance floor. She
tugged on the leather corset she wore, more out of irritation than for modesty. It fit her
like aglove, and matched her atitude. Black, lethal and screaming ‘I’ m one hot Sngle
babe', because as of three that afternoon, there was no doubt she was not getting married.

“Haming Star?’ Maddie asked, her eyeswide against her porcelain skin. Deep blue,
they reflected the neon glow and scattered fragments of the disco bals on the dance floor
like fireworks in their depths. “ Shar? What' s wrong?’

She shrugged her shoulders. “What could possibly be wrong?’ she said with asnide
undertone. She hadn’t anticipated running into Maddie, but she wasn't going to turn
down the shoulders of one of her best friends. Memories of her afternoon till burned. It
was the biggest reason she was in the mood for leather tonight. And Flaming Stars.

“Um, you don’t drink for one, and you ordered a Haming Star. Two sipsand you' ll
be on your ass.”

Maddie was right, but she refused to admit it. Instead, she focused her atention on
the sea of bodiesin front of her.

“Hereyou go,” Boxer said, diding the drink toward her on the hardwood bar. She
turned to watch the show. A pool of something dark green and sweet-smdling was
layered over the base créme liqueurs of the drink. He snagpped his fingers and the pool
ignited with a cerulean flame. “Make your wish before you blow it out. It’sthe only way
to drink aHaming Star.” He winked then turned to get more drink ordersfilled.

She grimaced. Her wishes would likely get her into more trouble because they



involved the maiming and torturing of a particular mae. Thankfully no one would think
of reading her mind because even without actually making the wish, it wasreally hard
not to think about making that wish.

Maddie spoke up. “What happened Shar? Y ou didn’t answer me.”

Shar frowned, envisoning her now ex’ s face mdting in the glowing flame. He
dlently screamed as his face solidified in the arc of light, meting like hot wax. “I found
out Lawson’sbeen usng me.” Oh, fuck it. She made her wish and blew out the flame.
Maddi€ s jaw fell open. Carefully cradling the tumbler she blew on it, waiting for the
glass and liquid to cool enough to sip at the heat-candied liquor layer on top.

She looked across the dance floor to the few tables and spotted Braden and his
friends at one. The table next to them was just being vacated. “Let’'sgo grab it,” she said.

Once they were situated, Maddie tilted her chin to tak privately, but there was no
mistaking the shock in her voice. “But you two are engaged!”

“Nearly engaged. We were nearly engaged,” she corrected. Sans onering, it was
pending. She refused to cal herself engaged to that jerk.

A choking sound came from Maddie. Shar’ s gaze stayed locked on the liquid in her
drink. Looking up might have disastrous results. The people on the dance floor should be
thankful she'd learned control a an early age. The urgeto let it out wasincredible. A
amd|l exploson. Just asmdl one. Shewould fed so much better, expelling the pent up
rage she was slently wallowing in. She forced restraint on her temper instead.

“He popped the question over amonth ago. | thought al that was |eft was thering.
Did he buy the ring?’

A liplifted in asnarl. “He bought aring dl right.” She' d even had afew minutesto
enjoy it and the way it looked on her finger before the truth hit her with the force of
megaton comet. The painful expulsion of air she' d suffered wearing the glittering
diamond had knocked her down. Waves of anger and humiliation made the air shimmer
around her. She forced cam back down her throat, dong with the first Sip of the
concoction in her hand. One sp to go and oblivion would be hers. At least for tonight.
“Did you know he could block his mind?’

Maddie shook her head, her eyes bulging with what that meant. Lawson knew she
was awitch. “How would he know?’ she demanded. Her eyes glowed brightly from the
indde with indignetion, sparking from more than the lights from the strobes hanging from
the celling. Shar didn’t know how Lawson had figured it out, or if he'd known dl adong.
She never got the chanceto find out.

It had been ahdll of a shock for Shar, that was for damn sure. After ayear, she'd had
no idea. Tak about being afool, and he' d accused her of being a deceiver. Theirony ill
made her want to scream. She' d been silent for her own protection. That had been the
least of hisreasons.

“Nether did I. The ring was charged with hisauraand | dipped right in behind his
protections before | even knew what had happened. | wasn't expecting it a dl. | think he
didn’'t believe I'd find him out, definitely not so easily. He's had training to protect
himsdf. He s prabably known al dong that | have powers. He was after something.”

“Oh, Shar,” Maddie said with sympathy.

“I'm not, or wasn't, hisonly girlfriend either.” She controlled the shudder when she
was forced to acknowledge just how unfaithful hel d been. He d been playing with her,
pretending to care. She' d thought the proposa had been redl. He just didn’t have thering



when he'd asked her, his blushing face giving away that it had been spur of the moment.
The ring hadn’t been that important to her. He' d asked her to marry him! She had been
ecdatic. Amazing how well he could act. Derision burned a the memory. She thought the
emotion had been red too. It hadn’t meant dick to Lawson. The proof was dl the women
he’ d shared his bed with since she'd known him. Let Maddie think it was just one. She
could live with that, rather than the redlity.

Thistime the squesk of outrage was much louder. “Y ou’ re kidding, right? He
couldn’t have been that stupid.”

“Apparently heis”

“Shar, honey. I'm so sorry.” Still dumbfounded, she murmured, “1 can't believe he'd
lielike that. He fooled al of us, then.” The note of support coming from Maddie eased
the pain knifing through her. “1 had no idea. None of us knew him before he cameto
Granier Falls. He dways seemed so damn honest.” It was againgt the Kin lawsto probe
minds. Just once she should have doneit. She' d have saved hersdlf ayear of humiliation.

She shrugged again, more than ready to put the whole reationship behind her. “I
don't think anyone did.” She took another sip, savoring it dowly. She didn't blame
anyone but hersdf for following aong, beieving in his handsome faced lies.

“He sascumbag,” Maddie said stlaunchly. Shar had to agree, emphaticaly.

Getting over the deceaitfulness of the man she' d dmost married though, that might
take her awhile. She couldn’'t believe it. She' d been preparing hersdf since the origind
proposdl to tell him about hersdf, to explain her ability and what being a member of the
local clans meant, but it hadn’t been necessary. He' d guarded himsdlf especidly well to
keep her from sensing hisintentions. He d dipped somehow with the ring.

Partly he’ d been after her father’s money, of which yes, she had alittle, but she il
worked, still earned her own. Her shop in downtown Granier Falls suited some of the
sexier feminine wishes. She persondly loved the butter- soft |eathers she specid-ordered
for some of her biker friends and their wives. The specidty shop had grown into afull
lingerie clothing line and women'’ s leather accoutrement store. With that going on, there
wasn't any need to take over her father’ s finances until it was physicaly a necessity, and
the way her old man was going, she had along while to wait. Locas knew her lineage.
Shedidn’t hideit, but she didn’t flaunt it either. Only Kin knew she was awitch,
following the family tree for several generations. She’ d never suspected Lawson had such
ahunger for what she had waiting for her when her parentsfinally needed her to teke
over the accounts. Scumbag was actudly too kind for him.

The multiple loversthing... The air shimmered again, alittle brighter, alittle hotter.
Her hair sparked and fluttered as the energy gathered. She' d dmost managed to not think
about that.

“Easy, Shar,” Maddie whispered, her shoulder to her own in solidarity. “Be mad, but
not in here”

She nodded at her friend’ s advice. Maddie had some incredible energy strengths
hersdf, but nothing that she' d earned the reputation like Shar had over the years. Family
spells helped her alot. She was dso one of the best scryersin Granier Falls. Lose your
diamond ring? Call Maddie. Shar’ s lips twitched at that. She'd seen her do it. Wench,
even though it was thought with deep affection. Her sonic-level energy ranged from
having the lightest touch of power up to being able to topple a temple with one finger.
Shar envied her that. Maddi€ s gpartment was never dusty. Shar on the other hand...



She was well known for her flare-ups, but had learned over the years to keep them
under wraps. She waan't lacking for control most of the time, but this was one of those
circumstances where letting loose—even jud alittle—would fed so good. It waslike
having agood cry, or a hot bath or even both. She' d been so wired since this afternoon,
she hadn’t thought of doing anything about it. Until now. And thisjust wasn't the right
placefor it.

She took another drink. A full one. To hell with sps. The warmth from the candied
liquid on top dong with the raw burn of the cohal diding down her throat made her
eyes water. Sweetness and something peppery blended on her tongue, coated her all the
way down to her somach. One more swalow and the lowball glass was empty. Damn
but those went down easy after the first shock.

Braden turned and spotted them. Probably because she' d tossed sparks, and anyone
who knew Shar knew when she was throwing a temper.

“Hello ladies” Braden grinned, leaning over the leather of the bench seet, a couple
of pasand ther dates hovering. “What's going on? Haven't seen you in awhile Shar.”
He sad it with ataunting grin. “ Set anything on fire lately?” His mouth held awicked
amirk. The gleam in his dark brown eyes seemed to catch the lights and glow with his
amusement. It was those same eyes and the sexy taunt of his mouth—and his knowledge
of how to use them—that kept his datebook filled with other orderlies and nurses from
the hospital where he worked.

She glared a him, then put on aface of sultry decadence. “ Just your dreams, lover,”
shereplied in athroaty tease.

A round of howls ensued. Maddie gave her aworried glance, but Shar wasfeding
pretty impervious. She pushed the empty glass toward Maddie. “I want another one.”

“Shar...” She eyed the glass and Shar knew she was studying the moment, searching
for theright balance. Redlly looking for away to stop the inevitable.

Braden picked it up. Actudly, he caled it to him, levitating it off the table to hand it
to one of the others gitting with him. “Bring the lady a Haming Star,” he ordered. “Tell
Boxer not to light it. | want thet privilege”

Maddie groaned, but Shar didn’t care. Braden had aways pushed Shar’ s buttons.
Summer seasons spent training together for their education in the magicd arts had proven
one thing. There was no one better than Braden.

Except Shar. And it ate at him like avicious dog, swalowing his common sensein
one bite. Even drunk Shar knew she was better, better skilled, with more control.

She stood from the table. She swung her hair back and absorbed the sound of the
night, the heet of the bodiesin the club. It was its own high. She licked her lips. Leather
gleamed in the dance floor lights and arching an eyebrow a him she told him, “Bring it
on.”



Chapter Two

Trgan rolled over to the shriek of his phone, carefully disengaging the dim arm
hanging over his chest. A glance at the clock told him it was seven in the morning. He
dragged a hand down hisface, silently cursing the idiot on the other end when he
answered.

“This better be important.” His voice was rough and deep from deep. He d had a
long night, amae grin forming to why and how delicious of anight it had been, but the
voice on the other end made his mouth turn down immediately.

“Tragjan, | need you to come to the station. I’ ve been arrested.”

“Shar?’

“No, the Sta- Puff Marshmdlow Man. Yes, it's Shar, and | only have two minutes, so
get your ass down here”

He snapped awake at her scratchy, tired and undeniably pissed tone. “What are doing
injal?

“Just come down here. And stop by my place and grab a credit card. | might need
bail.”

“Shit,” he muttered. “Which gation?’

“Eighth street.”

“Fine. You better be ready to explain this one.”

“Soundsfair, just ... doit Trgan.”

He heard the soft pleain her voice. He knew she' d never actualy beg him for his
help, so asking for it to begin with had to make thisa big dedl. She was atough lady, ad
smart. Then why did she call Trgan instead of Lawson? Not her parents, and not her
fiancé. He shook his head.

Helet thear out of hislungs, diding from the bed. A soft whimpering murmur
reminded him he wasn't done. “ Sissy, could you lock up when you leave? | haveto go
help afriend.”

She blinked large emerdd eyes a him, lifting a little on one hand. The sheet drifted
further down her back to uncover the curved side of her breast as she rose from her
somach. Memory filled in what he' d done with those breasts just afew hours before. She
wasn't one of hiskind, and he preferred it that way for these kinds of relationships. No
entanglements. Dating one of the Kin lead to presupposed outcomes. He knew he wasn't
looking to marry and ruin a perfectly good bachelorhood existence. Intermingling was
dlowed and many did marry outside of the Kin, but this was his own rule and he lived by
it. Saved himsdf from amilelong ligt of questions and matchmaking that would go
nowhere.

His skin stretched as he stood, working muscles into wakefulness with reaching
movements. He detoured for a quick shower, leaving his warm bed and an even hotter
blonde init. He dropped a kiss to her pouty mouth, confirming she would be gone by the
time he got home, abeit regrettably, because he' d been looking forward to amorning
goodbye. He shook his head. Shar better have adamn good reason for this one.

Arrested? Shar Brennawasn't the type to get arrested. So what had she doneto be
arrested and need bail?



He rode his Black Nightmare, an aptly named black and chrome chopper, toward her
gpartment. He didn’'t need akey to get in, which helped, the metal in the lock obeying his
commands. He found her purse on the kitchen counter and after aminute of digging
through her walet, spotted a Visa. Her gpartment was like many others, smplein color,
furnished with only afew things, an entertainment center and TV system, a couch, sde
chair and coffee table. He grinned when he thought of al the times he' d teased her about
her bedroom back a her home, loaded with unicorns and fairies. She' d been quite the
girlie girl growing up. She was definitely al woman now. He frowned, wondering why
the thought of her grown up now should even matter. It was too early in the morning for
shit from Shar, that was the problem.

With the card in his pocket and her door locked beneath his fingers, he drove
downtown, pushing away the thoughts of her grown-up sf.

The gtation was morosdy quiet for a Sunday morning. He looked at the guy in blue
behind the glass. A norma guy, tired and probably at the end of his shift. Trgan caught
his gare and held it. Something about his behavior told him al was not well in Oz. Must
have been along night. “Is she under suspicion for something?” he asked, requesting
information about her and if there was bail.

The teller rolled a shoulder. An officer nearby shook his head when the teller looked
to another in ablue uniform. Trgjan didn’'t know this officer. He was older, had probably
been on the force for hiswhole life, just not around there. Trgjan recognized alot of
them. He knew afew of the Kin were on the force, but this wasn't the right time to try to
find one,

The cop motioned to Trgan to bring him over. He wasn't surprised when he didn’t
offer ahandshake. “No bail. She hasn't been charged. Yet.”

Thetdler pulled the clipboard Trgan had sgned toward himsdlf and started the
release work ignoring the lowered conversation going on nearby.

“Then why is she being hdd?” A lick of anger flared through his gut, but he held it
back. She'd spent the night in jall for nothing?

“She'sawitnessto last night’sfire.” The officer rocked back on hisheds. “She
could be a suspect depending on what’ s found, if she remembers anything,” he said with
meaning.

Dark eyebrowsrose. “Fire?” Ah, hell, Shar. What did you do? There was more, he
was sure of it. Information Trgjan wasn't going to find out without alawyer. He just
wanted her out of that dime hole. That was the priority.

“Y eah, the Mystic. Went up hard and fast. Severa units are down there thismorning
searching the rubble. Looks like one hell of an accident.”

He swallowed. Shar? Respongble for arson? That was the definite vibe this cop was
giving off. Trgan'slipsthinned into agrim line. That did not sound right. How did Shar
get picked out of acrowd for garting afire? He could only imagine. “I’'m afriend of the
family. She' s not going anywhere.”” He d only find out by taking to her.

The ged in his voice mugt have been very convincing. The officer didn’t blink an
eye, just nodded and waked away. Theteler moved to the thick door leading to the rear
cdl hallway. He pushed an intercom. “Y ou can bring out the redhead. Her ride’s here”

Trgjan’s gaze locked on that door. Just what the hell did she get into? Thiswas not
like Shar. For aslong as he' d known her, she' d been safe and sane. Arson? She had a
temper and had been known to have little blow ups, but to torch the nightclub? That



couldn’t beright.

The dght of her red hair when the door opened made his eyes narrow. The golden+
red thickness lay in disarray, attesting to the long hours she' d been running her hands
through the fine silk reaching down her back. The black leather budtier she wore held her
breadts like loving hands, pushing the ivory mounds upward, stretched like a second skin
around her ribs and waist. The bottom hem stopped just shy of the waistband of her pants,
delivering teases of aflat somach and her navel as she walked forward. It wasn't just the
bustier she wore either. The pants were leather too, painted on with a hedonistic brush,
hugging every inch of her long legs and sweetly curved hips, ending in awicked pair of
black-heded boots. Damn, but she must have been in amood yesterday. Herarely saw
her dressed like this.

It was agood thing, too. He had a hard time keeping that younger Sster |abel on her
when she did. They weren't related, not even close. They’ d grown up together, had the
same summer ingructors, and severd Kin functions where they’ d dways paired up to
hang out and he' d never thought of her as anything but his own Sster except on rare
occasons. Thiswas one of them. That black leather had his tongue sticking to the roof of
his mouth, wanting to run it from the arch of her boot dl the way up to the juncture that
he knew would be hot. Shar didn’t know how to be any other way.

He sucked in a breath findly risng up the length of her body to meet her eyes when
he felt he could. Tired but defiant. The officer opened the pane in the hip high wood
barrier and she walked trudtingly into hisarms.

“Thanks for coming, Trgan,” she whispered into his chest. His arms encircled her
autometicaly.

Taking a deep breath, he brushed her hair away from the silk of her skin. She was
pae with exhaustion but she looked unharmed.

“Y ou owe me an explanation,” he reminded her, his voice filled with his annoyance.
Not only with her Stuation, but they’ d held her overnight for no reason. Not any reason
they’ d given him. Maybe she had a better one.

She nodded. His fingers tingled where they brushed against the bare skin of her back.

“Miss Brenna, here’'syour ID.”

She did it into the rear pocket of her pants without giving the teller alook. “Isthat
everything?’ Trgan asked her.

“Everything but my dignity,” she replied for hisearsonly. A shiver rolled across her
shoulders. He noticed al the men had stopped to watch her leave. Not that he could
blame them in that skintight leather man-trap outfit she was wearing. The corner of his
mouth lifted in aglent snarl and one by one they blinked or turned away from her. “They
searched me,” she whispered, the sound wavering with her own disgust and humiliation.
“I didn’t do anything.”

He shook his head, the clip of his boots sharp in the morning stillness surrounding
them. She'd never been arrested. Another shred of innocence destroyed. Although he
doubted she was dl that innocent anymore, but it kept his thoughts from going down
roads he didn’t even need to consder when it came to Shar. And al that damn soft
leather.

Instead of pulling her close again, he told her, “Come on,” swalowing when his
voice was dill gruff. The want to curl her into his body, to protect her not only from the
leering stares but from the memory of the night he was sure she’ d spent cooped up behind



bars was unbdievably overpowering. It kept him moving them both out through the front
doors of the gtation. It was the brother reflex. He knew it. Except she didn’t look like
anyone s Sger this morning.

She looked like heaven wrapped in Sin.

She did onto his bike and waited. He shook his head dismissing the arousing
thoughts, hitting the Starter and leaving the station for her gpartment.

He d had awoman stting behind him just the night before, but the heat of her lean
leather clad thighs pressed againgt him made his heart race. He clenched his jaw. What
the hell was going on? Shar was taken damn it! She was hislittle Sgter. It was the safest
column to put her in. Getting yanked out of awarm bed, and out of warmer arms fed the
frudtration she was causing. He growled at her to get off, barely able to control the
irritation of what he' d had to leave back a home by the time they reached her complex.

Sheglared a him, then tossed her head, throwing her long red wave of hair behind
her as she marched to her front door. It opened two paces before she reached it, making
his eyes narrow. Damn but she was pissed. She never threw around careless magic. He
pocketed the key to his ride and followed her into the apartment, closing the door the
usuad way. With his hand.

“Shar?’

His voice sank into the numb quiet. Rustles came from her bedroom. He sirode to the
doorway where he found her. She sat on the edge of her bed, rubbing her scalp with siff
fingers. “I didn't do anything,” she said, her voice low, her eyes closed.

“What happened?’

It was't until he heard her sniff that he redized why she wouldn't look & him. Her
body shuddered as she took a deep breath. “Maddie is dead.”

Trgan blinked. “Maddie?’ Dead?

She nodded and her fingers continued. Another deep bregth lifted her shoulders,
filled her body. Her voice was hoarse, fighting tears. “ She was there with me. Shewas on
the dance floor when the first explosion happened.” Her words wavered. 1 was drunk,
but | didn't cause thefire.” She swalowed, her voice saying she just wanted someone to
believe her. “1 swear | didn’'t have anything to do with it.”

Misery coated every syllable. He understood her concerns. Shar’ s talents were born
from the naturd dements. Wind, water ... fire. She was awaking firebal most days, but
had learned how to control it. There hadn’t been an incident of any magnitude since she
was seven. But the Mystic was their hangout, others—nornmagic users—weren't
typicdly in the know to find it, much less get in. They only got in if they were with
someone and were known. It was a precaution, and it was necessary. There weren't many
clubsin Granier Hills that were Kin-only, but the Mystic had been.

“A lot of people knew | was mad,” she said, aforlorn admittance to aguilt he knew
she didn’t want, praying that even drunk, she wasn't to blame.

He knew what she was saying, but knew better than to charge in and demand
answers. He' d leave with singed body partsif he did, and it wouldn't be the first time.
“Did it have something to do with you getting drunk?’

A firm blush rose on her skin and shetilted, using her hair to cover her cheeks. “It
had everything to do with getting drunk.”

“Shar,” he groaned.

Shewhipped up, and her light blue eyesimpaled him. “I did not cause the fire” She



stood to her feet and his mouth went dry.

Okay, he had to admit it, even if only slently. Shar was hot. Wild, thick red hair,
eyesthat reminded him of cloudless spring skies sparked with her anger like whips of
lightning, and soft lips that deserved kisses for hours parted. He didn’t dare look at that
leather again. His mind seemed to desert him thinking of what was under it, of how it
looked hugging her body and the sweet curve of her breasts. Usudly she wasin jeans and
something not screaming sex. Thank God she was engaged and was't in any way his
problem.

She staked up to him and jabbed afinger into his chest. “Don’'t * Shar’ me,” she
snapped. “ People saw me.”

His hands shot out and gripped her shoulders. “ Others?” A fresh flash of anger had
him digging his fingertipsinto the pale white skin beneath his touch. She was a sex kitten
dressed the way she was. It was making it hard for him, in more than one way, to stay
focused on the problem at hand. It had to be because he' d had to leave Sissy back in his
own bed. Shar had ruined his morning plans. It wasn't dl that surprising, he guessed. She
aso had the knack for riling him into a hot anger. She winced as his thoughts tumbled
fagter and hisfingerstightened. He relaxed the instant he realized the marks he saw on
her skin were from him.

A dgh, onefull of regret dipped past her lips. “No. | don't think there was anyone
but Kin in the club.” But he could tell by the evasive glances she did passed him, she
couldn’t guarantee him that either.

“Damnit, Shar. You know better. Y ou're twenty-eight. And | know you have better
control than that. Hell, you don't even drink.”

She smacked his hands away and glared up at him, the hegt in her gaze damning him
for bringing up the obvious. Even in those sexy as 9n black boots, she only cameto his
chin. He couldn’t resist and did his pams up her arms onto her shoulders again. Her skin
felt warm and slken againgt him. Fire raced up hisarms. It was a sure Sign shewas
furious again.

“And why did you cal me? Why didn't you cal Lawson? Where was he?’

Pale blue eyes rounded then closed, a sharp pain dicing through her expresson
before she hid them entirdly from him.



Chapter Three

Shar swalowed, fighting to not collapse where she stood. The drain of the night was
catching up to her. Her emotions dammed into repestedly, the abuse taking its toll until
she was barely able to do more than breathe. She'd lost her best friend, been used by the
one man she' d completely trusted and loved, and had barely survived the night with her
life. Add in more than twenty-four hours without deep and she felt absolutely vacant
indde. Lifeless. A huge void sucking al her energy and every breath out of her bodly.

Trgan stood glaring at her like she'd given up the secret code to King Tut’ s tomb.
She couldn’t bring herself to meet his eyes. She couldn’t answer him. She was barely
thinking in coherent thoughts anyway. What could she tell him without making hersdlf
look worse?

She didn’t know who, if anyone else had made it out of the burning club, because
someone had pointed her out and she' d been arrested as soon as the fire crews and
emergency vehicles had arrived. She assumed she' d been accused by withesses for
darting the first exploson. It wouldn't be the first time she had been fly- off-the-handle
furious and caught at it. She had been looking for Maddie in the rush of people escaping
the club when she’ d been stopped and cuffed. She never found her and the people
scattered on the street outside were athrong of bodies. It wasn't everyone. It couldn’t
have been. She knew people had been trapped insde. Shar watched the collapse of the
fire-engulfed roof through the bulletproof glass of the patrol car. She' d screamed
watching sparks rise and timber fall, tears of hopel essness streaking her face asthe last of
the building disappeared in flames. The whole night had been one blur, afast-forward
movie that had caused any drunkenness to disspate with an unrelenting hand of chilling
redity.

“Shar?’ His voice lowered, but she still heard the snarled, barely controlled
impatience. He wanted an explanation.

She swalowed down the bile in her throat. It wastoo fresh. Losng Maddie was a
huge ripped tear across her heart. Friends since the fourth grade, it waslike she'd lost an
appendage. The flare of the exploson and the inky smoke that it caused were burned into
her worst nightmares.

Her continued slence must have clued him in, in some smdl way. The weight of his
hands on her shoulders lightened, his thumbs stroking her, caressing as he sared at her,
waiting for her to aswer him.

“What happened?’ Seconds dragged by when hefindly let out a harsh breeth,
feding the way he searched her with his gaze. The weight of his probing was a constant
sensdtion, any hint, any clue to her thoughts. He didn’t ask again, or push. She knew this
was only a short reprieve but right that second, the support, the comfort of his embrace
when he pulled her forward into his body was the most blessed gift she could have
received.

His fingers began a soothing dance up and down her back. Her cheek pressed against
his chest where the tumbling thud of his heart drummed. Reassurances. Sanity. Trgan
had dways been her steady block when she' d needed him. That waswhy she'd cdled
him, and not her parents. They'd have flipped finding her in jail, guilty or not. And there



was no way in hdl shewas caling Lawson for anything, dthough informing the dog-
catcher he was loose had potentia.

“Better?’

Trgjan’ s voice was like rough velvet asits timbre did down her spine, awhip of hest
following it and her lips parted in surprise. She felt her nipples harden in answer and
shuddered at the sensud stroke of his touch on her skin. What was that? The drag of his
fingers dong her spine created waves of hedt, tralling after the rush of hisvoice on her
nerves.

Too long of anight. Too many shocks. Too much going on. Had to be.

With a deep breath, she nodded and he let her go, afind touch as he wrapped her
hair once and gave it a gentle tug. Just like when they were kids. Green eyes darkened for
just aheartbeat as he sood over her. They were asummer green flecked with aslver-
grey she' d dways admired.

A s0lid knock on her front door had his hand faling away. “1 ill want to know what
happened, Shar,” he warned her. “Y ou didn’t explain why the cops are watching you
now, or what made you so mad. They might have reason to accuse you if people did see
you throwing your temper around.”

Closing her eyes, she knew he was right. It gdlled her he knew her well enough to
know exactly why she wasin trouble. The knock sounded again. “Let me see who that
Is”

He followed her out of the bedroom, standing near the kitchen break wall to watch
her. Whoever it was, she'd get rid of them and maybe in the next ten minutes, convince
Trgjan to go home too, without an explanation. She redlly needed to be more coherent to
sound believable. She was ready to fal gpart and she wanted to do it in private.

She swung the door open and gaped in absolute sllence for severd disbelieving
seconds.

“Maddie?’ It was a shocked squeak.

The woman before her nodded, her big blue eyes glistening with tears. Shar squeded
and pulled her into atight hug. “I thought you died in thefire!” She dragged her into the
gpartment, damming the door behind her.

Laughter and tears fell from them both. “1 was released from the hospitd less than an
hour ago. | caled home and told them | wasfine, but | couldn’t find you.” Red concern
and worry colored her voice as Maddie watched Shar. “So | came here.”

“I oent the night in jail,” she explained, rather bitterly.

“Nol Why?’

“Honestly, | don't know. Trgian came to my rescue this morning.”

Maddie looked behind her and smiled. “Hi Trgan.”

Warm fingers found the back of her neck, giving her atender squeeze as he came
forward. “Cdl me this afternoon when you' ve recuperated.” The actual statement was |
still want an explanation, but | can wait for this. There was no mistaking hislooks, or his
voice. Surprisingly though, he understood and relinquished his need for questions with
Maddie back and among the living.

She threw her arms around his neck and planted a huge kiss on his cheek, inhding
the familiar scent of hisskin. A familiarity she d had most of her life. “Thank you Trgan.
Redly.”

Strong ams held her closg, lifting her up and into his solid body. A sudden intimate



heat gathered where he touched her, front and back, up and down. Unexpectedly the
leather she wore seemed much tighter, and much hotter than she remembered.

He was dow to put her on her feet diding her down hisfront, his gaze intent. The
friction created new sensations, only confusing her more. “Call me, or I'll be back,” he
warned her. She watched his gaze flicker over her face until he released her completely,
her hands diding down the firm wall of his chest. She nodded, fedling the tiny shocks of
hisfingers on her skin. The door clicked shut behind him, and the roar of hisbike
followed just amoment later.

* k% % %

“So what the hell happened?’ Maddie asked, sipping tea together after Shar
showered and changed. They sat on her couch, Maddie being careful of the bandaged
bump on her temple. Only the occasiona wince when she moved too fast showed her
pain. Shar had spotted the raw looking scratches on her arms and could only think how
grateful she was that Maddie had escaped thefire.

“I don't know,” she murmured, blowing the lazy steam from the top of her cup. “I
don’'t remember awhole lot, and after | was arrested, it blurred.”

Maddie shook her head. “1 knew you getting drunk was a mistake.”

Shar frowned, refusing to believe she' d be that careless. She knew she wasn't. “I
didn't sart thefire”

Maddie took a deep breath, and her onyx bangs flitted off her forehead when she
blew it out. “Honestly, | know that,” she said. “But you were pissed lagt night. | can't
remember seeing you that mad.”

Shar blinked, and felt alump in her somach. It was hard and her somach didn’t like
itinthe least. “What did | do?’

The wide blue of her gaze jumped to stare at her. “You redly don’'t remember, do
you?’

That lump grew hot and leaden. She swallowed and shook her head. She wiped her
pam on her leg, willing the knot to go away. It didn’t listen.

“Braden challenged you.”

Her head fell back with athump to the back of the couch. Not a challenge, she
moaned slently to herself. Hadn't they dl outgrown those at their age? She must have
been rip-roaring out of it to fal for ajuvenile taunt like that. Okay, so dares like thiswere
normaly harmless, but if you're Kin, it'sdmost expected that the chalenged hasto
accept to prove their ability. Classc one-upmanship on amagicd scde. Just very, very
juvenile. She did know better. At least on any other night she would have. She groaned,
glancing at Maddie. “Please tdl me | turned him down.” Maddi€ slook said otherwise.
“What did we do?’

“You both gtarted with alightshow,” she began hesitantly. “Cailing fireworksin a
corner. It kind of grew from that.”

The next groan was louder. “Insde?’

Maddie nodded.

“Soit'spossblel did sart thefire,” she muttered, feeling worse and worse.

Maddie sat and thought in slence. “No more than Braden could have. Honesly, |
don’t think ether of you did. The fireworks were under control. Even Braden said so, and
it was an explosion, near the rear. The first one took out half the back wall and knocked a



lot of us off our feet on the dance floor. | remember getting yanked to my feet and hauled
out through some door, or maybe another wall fell.”

God, what had she done? The Mystic was their hangout, but it wasn't completely
unlikely for someone not Kin to be there. And she’ d been showing off, needing to regain
some sense of self after Lawson’s betraydl. It was ahuge, reckless chance that she'd
taken. Supid, Shar, sheer stupid. “What happened to Braden?’ she whispered.

“He escaped. | think he was at the hospital too, but | didn’'t see him.”

Shar nodded. God, her life was going to hell in a handbasket fast. “ Any ideaiif
anyone died?’ shefinaly managed through numb lips. She redly didn’t want to heer this
part. A chill settled over the lump cregting aglacier of ice, thick, cold and dow moving
through her veins.

“I redly don't know but I’'m hoping we dl got out,” she replied, her voice low and
shaken. “The blast was huge and it took out a support wall. It collapsed.” She looked over
a Shar, her eyes growing wide. “You didn't do thig! 1 know you didn’t.”

“How can you say that?’ She'd never taken chances like she' d apparently taken last
night. Playing with fire in a building, around gallons and gallons of acohol and contained
caniders of gas, endangering lives, usng her magic in public. Exposing herself to anyone
not Kin. Being Kin was how they referred to magic usersin any given town. They were
al Kin because they shared some form of magic ability, even though those powers and
abilities could be anything from telekines's to hedling. Being part of the Kin asawhole
made any resident amember of the town clan, and she was part of the Granier Fals clan
and had been dl her life. If any member moved, they smply transferred their status, like
registering your car for county taxes, or getting an address for another city.

“Do you think the council will get involved?’ Shar asked with atimid squesk.

Maddie gave her an incredulous look. “Y ou know the council isn't going to do
anything. They'll let it play out, see how close they get to being exposed and then pretend
they are the dl-mighty council.” She Sipped at her tea. “1 don’'t blame you for being
worried, but honestly, thisis benesath them right now.”

The council oversaw the clan, but not individua issues. Unlessit jeopardized the
entire clan and exposure. Councils were underground governing bodies. Their rules were
very smilar to most and many of their lawsran pardld to everyone dsg's. Unless it was
huge, it was consdered persond or for the norma world to intervene. That dso meant
most Kin were expected to use common sense and avoid any chance of exposure.

This was where she knew she' d screwed up. The Mystic had been specid to the Kin.
It's aso why they both knew the council wouldn't get involved with the fire. It wasn't
anything out of the ordinary to anyone who didn’'t know the truth. To the world, it was
just another club.

If it got back that it went up because of flagrant abuse of magic rules though. ..

She wanted to sink into the couch cushions. She was guilty. It was only a maiter of
time before everyone dse redized how guilty she was for them to come and haul her
away. She drew a deep breath to keep that chunk of frozen shamein her ssomach.

Trgan was going to have her ass on a platter once he heard about this. She licked her
lips, diding a pleading look to her best friend. “ Could you not tel Trgan?’

Maddie yawned, lifting a hand to her mouth. “I won't say anything, but Sher...” Her
eyes fluttered and she sank down further on the couch. Maddie wasn't going anywhere
for awhile. Shar wasn't abouit to let her leave or even think of driving anyway. They



were both exhausted.

“What Maddie? she said, sanding to let her friend have the couch to stretch out on.
Shar tossed a folded blanket over her friend as she plumped one of the throw pillows for
hersdf.

“If you didn’t cause the explosion and Braden didn’t, who did?” Shar froze, looking
at her friend. She heard the sllent question even as Maddie drifted off to degp without it
needing to be spoken: And why?



Chapter Four

Trgjan glared a the clock on the wal then he turned an impatient stare back to his
worktable, getting angrier by the minute. It was after three and she ill hadn't called. The
whed design he was working on for the next bike project wavered before hisvison.
Patience had never been his strong suit, least of dl with Shar. She dtill owed him an
explanation.

Regrettably his house had been empty by the time he walked back through the front
door that morning. So much for his morning goodbye. Sissy definitely had some tdented
fingers. He promised himsdlf to call her in aweek or two. It was an easy rdationship
between them, neither interested in more than afew hours of sexud relaxation. With his
leisure plans destroyed, he grabbed a coffee and walked the short distance to his garage
behind his property, where he'd set up his desgn shop for custom rims and artwork.

The house sat on not quite four acres, his nearest neighbor up the hill and not very
talketive, which was how he preferred it. He' d gone into the Army right after graduation,
spent hisfour years and declined re-enlissment when his father passed away. Losing his
last family member had reminded him what was important. With afew fond memories of
his service days, he thanked the military for the down payment on the old farmhouse, and
the education in computer detail to support himsdf doing what he loved.

A lingering smdll of gasoline and ail, dry cement and paint filled his working garage.
Occasionally, there was the sound of a newborn exhaust on a motorcycle that he helped
design. It was a hungry sound, impatient, ready for anything. He commiserated quite well
with that sound.

He had standing relationships with three different chopper shopsin town. One had
even offered to have him come on permanently, but he liked working in his own space.
And on days like today when he couldn’t think beyond a particular infuriating redheed, it
was for the best he did work aone.

It had taken along time to get this business up and running, and being digtracted by
black leather and a flash of baby blue eyes was not helping him any. Frustration made
him snarl degp in histhroat.

What had Shar been thinking? What had she done? He redlly wanted to know
because he needed to avoid her when she was like she' d been this morning. All fire and
anger. Temptation.

He clenched his jaw, reminding himself she was engaged and he had no reason to be
ludting after her like this. She was his little Sister in his heart. He couldn’t name why he'd
seen her this morning and felt like he! d been dapped with ahorny stick to begin with.

He had known Shar since she was five and he was nine. They’ d had the same
ingructors during severd training seasons. He had anaturd talent with metals and could
form or design shapes better than most cutting machines. It coupled easily with his desre
to design the unique rims he was known for. He was doing design on severd specidty
bikes and thrived on the idea of seeing those same ideas come to life on his private
obsession. Trgjan had nurtured a private love of motorcycles hiswhole life, and now with
the shop and his painting on the Sde, he could thoroughly enjoy them. His own cruiser
was one of the first bikes he completed the styled rims for, and he hadn’t stopped



working since.

A heavy gulp on his coffee helped his mind focus again. He brought the blank pages
forward to trace out the design for the mock-up he' d planned for hislatest idea. It wasn't
due for another week, but he wanted to work out any design problems before ddlivering
onit, full scale on sixteen-inch rims.

An hour had passed the next time he looked up and caught the time again. “All right,
Shar,” he muttered. His patience snapped and he stalked to the office and reached for the
phone. It rang beneath his hand.

When he held it to his ear, her voice on the other end skittered across his nerves and
he raked a hand through his hair. He blamed the fire snapping over his nerves on her
taking her sweset time with cdling.

“About damn time Shar.”

“I was adeep!” Indignation screeched across the phone at him. “ Just because you
dept lagt night, or not,” she ground out with meaning, “doesn’t mean | did. Besides,
Maddie passed out on my couch. She needed deep too.”

“Well, you're awake. Tak.”

Her bresthing was the only thing he heard for several seconds and for just an indtant,
he could swear he felt her hot bregth racing over his neck. He shook his head, pushing it
away, wishing he could convince the pressurein his jeansto do the same. Just what the
hdll was going on with him?

“Maddie swears | didn’'t do it. She said the explosion ripped out awadl, and | wason
the other sde of the bar from where it happened.”

He leaned a hip againgt his desk, his eyes narrowing as he listened. What wasn't she
teling him? Knowing Shar, alot.

“Why would people think you had anything to do with it at al, Shar? Why would the
police pick you up as awitness?’

Silence again. For the firgt time, he felt a pang of worry. “How drunk were you last
night?’ Shar didn’t drink, and if she was drunk enough to not remember... And where
was her fiancé during dl of this? He knew it was only amétter of the ring between them
since he' d dready popped the question. He hadn’t redlized it, but he' d dmost been
avoiding her since he'd heard about it. He just wished he could be happier for her.

Lawson was an dright guy, not amagica that he remembered in the once or twice
they’ d crossed. Someone else was about to be responsible for the red- haired trouble
waiting to happen. For Trgan, it couldn’t be soon enough. Last night was proof.

“Pretty drunk,” she admitted, sounding repentant. “1 had aFHaming Star. That's all |
remember until about five this morning, clearly. | think | had more than one,” shetold
him, obvioudy not wanting to. He heard her swallow, hearing the apprehension as eesily
asif she good right in front of him.

He groaned. “ Those things are not for lightweights.” God, no wonder she couldn’t
remember.

Snide mockery rifled back to him. “Thanks for pointing that out to me, Trgjan Lee.
I’ve learned my lesson,” she admitted. “Never again.”

“Why Shar? What were you doing?’

“I don’'t remember,” she whispered, atouch of fear lingering in her voice,

“Does Maddie?’

“No!” Shewas quick to divert him away from questioning her friend, very quick.



He rubbed his eyes, checking the time. If Maddie had dept at Shar’ s until she called
him, she should be a home now too. “I’ll be by later tonight to check on you,” he warned
her, dready planning on stopping by Maddi€ sto find out just what had happened. Shar
wasn't going to tel him anything, even if she did know. It was stubborn of her, but he
should have expected it.

“I'mfine, Trgan. Thanks for thismorning. Now | just want to take some aspirin and
survive the rest of my day.”

He chuckled not feding much sympathy for her lingering discomfort. She was too
old now to read theriot act to, but... “You should' ve known better, Shar.” Hewasn't her
‘older brother’ and friend for nothing. It did have its perks.

She sighed. “1 did Trgan, and | did it anyway.”

Her answer made him grin more. “Well, stay put. I'll be there in acouple of hours.”

“Bring Chinese?’ Her amile was back in her voice.

“I can do that.”

He hung up and picked up histruck keys. Time to check up on Maddie at her place.

* % * %

He knocked on her door about haf an hour later. He heard a cat’s meow on the other
side. Doorbell. Lasswas as good as a watchdog, just not vicious enough.

“Shoo,” he heard as the lock turned. “Trgan?’ Her eyes widened when she cracked
the door. “Is Shar okay?’

He nodded and walked in when she opened the door dl the way. “How are you
feding?’

Closing the door, shereplied, “Like | was mauled.” She held up her hair. “Look at
this” She showed him the long ends, looking ragged and uneven, scorched and burned.

“Two inches won't make you less beautiful Maddie,” he reassured her. It was exactly
what she needed to hear. It was hard to miss the bandage where it partialy covered a
large bruise. It snaked into her hair from her temple. She gave him agrateful amile. “You
aedive” hesad quietly amoment later. “I don't think your hair is going to be alife
deforming problem.”

“I know.” She shivered, and rubbed her hands together, then up her arms. “It was so
surred, Trgan.” She sauntered over to her couch and sat down. He followed, watching as
Lass jumped up between them when he did.

“What did Shar do?’

She kept her eyes lowered, stroking her cat. “1 know she didn’t cause the fire,” she
told him.

“Madelyn.” He turned her to look up. “I know Shar. | want to know what happened.”

She gulped. “I know, | know. She made me promise not to tell though.”

“And when she' s picked up by the police again to question?’ He shook his head. “I
need to know.”

Maddie' s eyeswidened. “You don’t redly think ... | mean, w-would they?’

“I don’'t know, but someone pointed her out as awitness last night. Someone saw her
do something that looked like it could have been cause.”

“Dang it,” she muttered. She dropped her gaze, picked Lass up and put her on her
lap. After amoment of conscience searching, she said, “Braden challenged her. But she
was careful!” He pinned Maddie with ahard stare, and she gave in. “All | know isthe big



exploson came from the corner off the dance floor. It shattered inward, and the wall
collapsed. Shewasn't near it.”

“Inward?’ It had been awhile since he' d been to Mystic, and was envisoning the
interior from the bar to the dance floor to the rear wdlls.

She nodded.

“Was there anything againgt the wall? Anything a stray power arc or a spark could
hit?”

Maddie thought back, then said, “No, not that | can picture.”

Had someone set up something outside? He doubted it. HE' d seen some of Shar’s
temper tantrums. She earned her red hair. All the time.

He rubbed Maddi€ s shoulder. “Y ou going to be okay?’ he asked a moment later.

“I think so. If you talk to Braden, he'll tdl you the same thing.”

“I'just don’'t understand why she' d do something like this to begin with.” She broke
at least two Kin laws that he knew of, and it was never acceptable to be arrested to begin
with. It put scrutiny on al the Kin.

“Jdust, Trgan,” she said, dumping Lass back down to the floor, risng when he did to
open the door. “Don’t be too hard on her. It wasn't her fault.”

“WEe ll see” was dl he said waking out to confront Shar.



Chapter Five

Shar sprawled on her couch with another cup of teaand the bottle of aspirin within
easy reach, as comfortable as she could be in apair of bikini shorts and an exercise top.
The remnants of her hangover were refusing to didodge themsdves and leave her done.
She'd paid her price, severd times over. Had it only been one Star or the two she thought
remembered? Trgjan was right, she was alightweight, she huffed with disgust.

With alight tap, her door opened and Trgan walked in carrying aplastic bag and
containers. Speak of the devil, she groused. He barely looked at her as he locked her door
and set the bag on the counter.

With his back to her she could think about how she was going to handle this, and
what she was going to tell him. She couldn’t ssomach admitting Lawson had lied about o
much. About his affections, about loving her. Not to mention the women. That made her
skin crawl. He was't from their Kin circle, so no one knew him well. Someone would
have picked up early on his ability to hide everything and keep his thoughts under wraps,
but not many had met him, Maddie and Trgan only in passing. She'd spent more time
with his friends and doing what he wanted.

Maybe he redly just knew how to dip a blind over histhinking. She wouldn’t be
surprised at dl if that were true. Some norma humans did have the ability. It could dso
explain why he'd been so shocked when she had found out his plans. What was worse
was he made her doubt hersdf so badly. The ring was important to him, it proved his
ownership over her, one step closer to the planshe'd laid. It held alot of his aura because
of itsimportance, and it had been adirect link to him and hiswants. Regardless, it il
made her fed chegp and used. So much for love, trust and dl that rot, she thought
bitterly.

A strong back stretched as Trgjan leaned over the counter and pulled plates from the
rack. Suntanned arms moved, biceps flexing with each twist of a shoulder from the
deeveless t-shirt he wore. Her eyes followed the muscular lines from his shoulder down
to hiswast. And thendid it again.

She sucked in ashort breath when she realized what she was doing. Trgjan had
away's been sexy, it was just one of those givens. The obnoxious Sster and the
handsome-as-sin brother. He' d definitely helped create the package image during dl
those training seasons of their youth. It had afforded her some protection, because there
weren't many who would chalenge Trgan with or without magic. They were the best of
friends, aways able to rely on each other no matter the Situation.

He shoved her feet off the couch and she sat up to make room for him with hardly a
look directly at her, just a snarling presence, which said as much asif he' d spoken to her.
When he started egting she followed, thankful he wasn't going to grill her first. She'd
have to ask Maddieif she'd had anything other than that Flaming Star, because if only
one drink knocked her on her asslike this, she was definitely done with drinking to get
drunk.

She glanced down severd minutes later when his thigh brushed and bumped hers,
naked skin rubbing againgt his denim. His warmth seared her leg and she shifted,
swallowing a sudden lump in her sesame noodles. Desire pooled, weaving lower.



Okay, she was not drunk now. What the hell was that? She shook her head and
purposely took a bite. He cleared his throat and she noticed he' d inhaed his food. Gredt.
Her reprieve was over. He stood, taking his plate to the kitchen and putting it in the sink
then just stood and stared at her over the pae cream kitchen counter. She wanted to
squirm but resisted the urge.

“Okay Shar. You've had al day to come up with an excuse for last night.”

She walked into the kitchen to join him and put her plate with his.

“Walit!” He dapped ahand to her shoulder and held her steady, studying her
somach. His eyes narrowed.

“What?" Shelicked her lips when her voice cracked. That warmth was ill in her
somach, and it was growing on her skin where he held her.

“What the hell isthat?" he demanded, using his thumb to run dong the top of her
bikini shorts, nudging it lower. “A tattoo? Y ou got a tattoo?’

She shrugged. “A couple of months ago,” she explained, dumbfounded as he
continued to edge the waistband lower to see the smdl fiery red and gold flaming heart
on her hip. Her skin quivered where he touched her, the light scraich of his thumb
seeming to make her skin sengtivein itswake. “It’'s been awhile Since you' ve even
cdled, Trgan. | don't haveto tel you every little thing | do, you know.”

He grunted, not looking at her, staring at the tattoo, lightly running his thumb over
the band and the top of her thong tracing the top of the colorful mark.

“I' know,” he findly said, rlenting enough to let her go. “I’ ve been busy at the
garage. | got two new accounts, and one of them is huge, adigtributor in &. Louis”

“Redly?’ she said with agenuine squedl of happinessfor him. “That's great!”

He folded his arms across his broad chest, bulging biceps drawing her eyes. “You're
not going to get away from this Shar. People saw what happened last night, and there’ sa
chance that they weren't dl Kin...”

Shame made her tuck her chin inward. “I know.”

“Maddie told me Braden chdlenged you. Why didn’t you tdl me that yourself? Why
didn’t you tell me you were putting on alight show for the crowd? What made you think
you even should? You wereingdel” Anger vibrated benegth his snarled questions.

“Why did you go and ask her?” A flash of indignation gtiffened her back, and his
gaze sparked. “ She' s recuperating. She has ahead injury. Leave her done.”

Heleaned in alittle. “ She was willing to tel me the truth,” he bit out, his hands
flexing a hissde. “You weren't.”

She winced. She' d hoped Maddie wouldn't tell, but it was difficult to not spill every
sn when Trgjan decided he wanted to know something. She’ d been the focus of his gaze
more than oncein her life.

It was hard to meet the demanding heet in those eyes, the tightness around hislips
confirming just how mad he was with her. Her gaze rose from the floor and seemed to
dick to the front of hist-shirt. It was as far as she could go, not wanting to see the anger
anymore. Or the disappointment.

“All I know is| didn’t causeit,” she whispered.

“But you can't remember,” he stressed.

She pushed her fingersinto her hair. “No, | can’t. But what does that leave me,
Trgan?’ The ar was heavy between them, filled with uncertainty, anger and worry.

His fingerslooped her wrists and pulled them out of her hair. “It meansif Maddieis



right, and the wal came down from the outs de then someone had plansto bring down
the building with everyone ingde.”

“But...” That wasinsane! Someone wanted to take down the Mystic?

A shiver rolled up her arams where he caressed her wrists with his thumbs. “Why
would they do that?’

“I don’'t know, but if you want to make sure you don’t have any last vendettas
againg you for this, it needsto be cleared up. Y ou don't want this hanging over your
head,” he advised her.

She nodded and his fingers spread, loosening from around her wrigts.

* k% *x %

Trgjan was having a hard time keeping his mind in gear, namely because of Shar.
When did she grow up? When did she get old enough for tattoos and sex kitten |eather?
Theimage of her in that black lesther outfit was destined to haunt his dreams.

A tattoo. He swallowed his groan. Just the idea of it was driving him insane. HE d
been very ready to tear into her and find out what she planned to do to get her name
cleared. Y et with only being a witness to the cause of the fire and no one coming forward
to dam she'd been playing with fire or magic ingde, maybe she could skate under the
radar for breaking the rules. No Kin would report her, which only left if someone else, an
other, did ingtead. If no one actudly pointed her out, she might skim through this
unscathed after dl.

She was scared and worried, but watching her ganding in front of him, he couldn’t
seem to keep hismind on why.

He inhaed and the sweet silken scent of her showered body invaded him. All he
could see for miles was shimmery, pae skin from the edge of her throat where her pulse
beet, dl the way down to screaming red painted toenalls. Rising up her body, he found
the long, heavy fdl of her hair, the color of acinnamon sunset. Her arms were crossed
beneath her breasts now, pushing them up benegth the grey, skintight amost- not-there
top she wore. He felt more than his tongue grow thick with the sudden desire to see what
they tasted like, how they would fed againgt him. To rall histongue over their softness,
in the valley between them. The round mounds he’' d seen in her black budtier just that
morning. Delectable.

It hit him hard and fast. Thelittle girl he'd dways known and had teased growing up,
the young woman who' d made a name and a place for hersdf running her own shop was
gone. A successful, beautiful, incredibly hot vixen stood in front of him. And she was
engaged.

A void exploded from ingde of his chest. The woman he hadn’t known he wanted
was aready out of hisreach.

Crygd blue eyesfringed in dark golden lashes lifted to his. Something surged
between them, a spark, alightning bolt. It didn’t matter but he felt it. Blood rushed
agang his ears at the intengity, and he felt his cock pressing againg his jeans,
demanding. Her hair sparkled as the energy gathered around her. Both of them staring a
the other in her small kitchen Dedire. It wasin her eyes, in the tentative parting of her
lips. Lips he suddenly had to taste.

His hands grasped her hips, his thumb knowingly fitting right over that damn tattoo.
Just the thought of it being there made his heart race. He wanted to taste it so badly,



craved to drag his tongue over the indent of her hip until she was mindless for him. She
squeaked when he lifted her easily and sat her on the counter.

“Damn it Shar,” he growled just before he claimed her lips. He pushed her knees
apart and sank between them, holding her prisoner beneath his hands, hisfingers
anchoring her solidly before him. She gasped in shock, giff and unyidding beneeth him,
those crystdline eyes wide with surprise staring at him. “Kiss me, Shar. Jugt thisonce.”
Her breath panted againgt his mouth, turning his lust onits ear.

He had to have one before he redlized his mistake and et her go. Forever.

She whigpered a moan and he shuddered. Between one bresth and the next she went
pliant, leaning into him and he plunged between her succulent lips. The kisswas an
assault, an dl or nothing daming. He couldn’t do this again. He knew that, but he had
this moment and he wanted dl of it. All of her.

She hested beneath him like gasoline thrown on a bonfire, the blaze of her own
desre snking into his flesh. It was seconds away from causing him a complete
mafunction. Instead of pulling back, he wrapped his tongue around hers and caressed her
until she made a hungry whimper deep down in her body. The pressure beneath his zpper
became immediatdy painful a the low sound. Liquid desire licked at his nerves and he
pressed harder, yanking her closer until her pelvisfit right againg his cock, her legs
wrapping around his body, mindlessy desperate for some kind of relief. His eyes crossed
behind closed lids a the fedling of her.

Her ankles hooked behind his thighs, tugging him even tighter, pressing him urgently
into the heat between her legs. The searing touch of her fingers surprised him with their
hest as they traveled upward, framing his chest then his shoulders. He pushed into her
pams when she dug her fingertips into his hair, grasping him astightly as he held her.

He sucked on her lower lip, delving between the lush pair with ardentless rhythm
wanting to recreate the same tempo over and over, in many more ways, in more delicious
places. She was sweet and seductive to his senses, her tongue dancing againg his. She
pulled him into her own mouth and suckled on him like aldllipop, her tongue dancing
over hiswith wicked intent. He felt reasoning explode at the exquisite torture, imagining
her mouth wrapped around his throbbing flesh and repegting until he couldn’t think of
anything but the heaven she was giving him.

He leaned back with a harsh groan, gulping air, barely achieving ascant inch
between their bodies where she held him anchored to her. Pebbled nipples strained
againg the dtretch cotton of her hdter, pushing toward him, begging for attention. He felt
compelled to comply. He dipped down and swept his tongue over one. She cried out at
the contact and he acted on ingtinct. He wanted to hear her cry out again. He wanted her
to cream. Hard. For him.

He latched onto the hard nub with hislips and pulled her into his hot mouth. She
dhrieked on ahdf gasped, half moaned bresth. She quivered benesth his controlling
touch, ecstasy flaring off of her in arcs. Harsh pants fluttered over his head as he licked
and sucked at her pert breast through the fabric, teasing the point back and forth over his
teeth and whipping it with his tongue.

He groaned, envisioning doing the same thing to her dlit, licking up and down her
body, thrugting to taste her. His erection strained, wanting to fed her velvet softness
swalow him whole as he plunged deep into her hest.

“Shar,” he moaned, barely able to think beyond her body and his. He sucked her



breast again, harder, deeper, pleasure and pain blurring as her throaty moans and cries
sharpened. His thumb drifted down. Fire hit his bloodstream like alava flow when he
found the crease of her shorts hot and damp with her desire. He was getting in over his
head, and he didn’t want to be saved. He d never felt so consumed by awoman as he was
right then with Shar beneath hisfingers.

He clamped down with a tender bite on her jutting nipple and she jumped asif she'd
been shocked. Claming his moment in hell, he pressed his thumb againg her hot dit,
rubbing with purpose as he pulled her deeply into his mouth.

With a shattering cry, she came gpart with awrenching orgasm. Rising to her lips, he
kissed her, swalowing every last whimper of bliss, cupping her greedily in hispam. She
ground againgt the hed of his hand and he groaned again. Hard shudders rocked her for
severd moments while she rode her release, his kisses turning tender and lingering. His
heart pounded againgt hisribs as he held her close, fedling the shudders race up and down
her body while he waited for her to come back down to earth.

He cursed slently even as he stroked the hair hanging down her back, ared silken
banner. He should have stopped with the kiss. He should have stopped before the kiss.
But he hadn’t. Now with the scent of her desire soaked into him and each burning
memory of her body pressed againg his, he hated himsdf with every breath he drew.
Because he wanted more. He wanted al of her. Not just aforbidden kiss and taste.

Somehow he had to find away to get her away from Lawson. The one woman he
never thought he' d be interested in had him burning like an inferno for her touch. And
even as badly as he wanted to take her to bed right that instant, he refused to cut in on
another guy’ sterritory. He d dready gone too far on so many levels.

He brushed her hair back from her face. Her lips were swollen, rouged from his
kisses. What could he say? Sorry for kissng you? He was't. Sorry for making you
come? Not in thislifetime. He gusted a single breath and helped her down from the
counter, dug his hand into the fal of her hair and tipped her back.

He swept hislipsto hers, watching the dazed light of comprehension in the pae blue
of her eyes. She knew he was going to leave. He couldn’'t say a single word. He closed
the door carefully behind him, sllently cursing his recriminations. He didn’t stop even
after he was back in his own home,



Chapter Six

Shar took a deep breeth as sunlight streamed in the windows of Dressed to Kill
Monday morning. There was nothing like the musk of lesther to her senses. She pulled
the packing tissue off the latest delivery, alightweight set of chaps for women and placed
them on the counter to be inventoried and added to the racks. A stack of new corsets
rested nearby and further down were beribboned underwesr, not leather, but sexier then
snin black satin, with a cross-tie red ribbon begging to be ‘untied’. Severd morein
varying colors were nearby. More boxes waited for her on the floor.

Tossing the box into the back hallway, she started tagging. The door opened afew
minutes later. Amber gtrolled in, flicking her cigarette back out the door.

“Morning,” she called.

Shar amiled. “Hey.”

Amber ran a suntanned hand down the latest delivery. “ Damn. Where do you find
the leather for these?” She sighed her gpproval, then flipped through them with awistful
look. “Any in my Sze?’

Shar grinned, aware her co-worker’ s fetish ran alittle degper then just working in the
shop. “I ordered two pair. On€' sjust for you.”

“You'rethe best.” Amber chuckled.

“Hey, gotta keep my help happy.” Shar finished the stack under her hand. “ Take over
here” she said. “I need to receive ordersto fill and check with Sassy’s. Diane said she
wanted to talk numbers this week.”

Amber’s smile broadened. “ Does that mean they’ re going to carry your bustiers?’

“It'slooking more and more promising.” It was a good message to get on aMonday
after the weekend from hell.

“Wdl hot damn!” Amber gave Shar ahigh five. “You rock. And | can say | knew
you when.”

Shar laughed at her optimism and handed over the pricing gun, leaving the blonde at
the front counter to start marking items again. In her office, she printed out orderstofill
then pulled up the design program for her latest bustier. She carried her own designs
aongsde the more decadent |esther accessories, from lesther garments and sexy lingerie
to satin and lace. Some might have thought it an odd selection, soft and sexy next to
riding chaps and vests but it worked. It dso fed Shar’s personal love for both. Now she
was starting to get more shopsinterested in her persona designs.

Unfortunately it didn’t take al that long to do the weekend orders and when she
called, Diane wasn't due in until after lunch. That left her way too many hours between to
think about the weekend.

She let out a breath looking over her office. She needed to cal Braden. She knew he
was going to gloat, but damn it! He d caught her when her defenses were down, feding
raw and abused. Being drunk didn’t help. Otherwise she really wouldn't have accepted
his chdlenge. Regardless of what Trgjan thought, she was smarter than that.

She lifted a hand toward the door on the other side of her desk and it swept closed
with the motion. Amber didn’t need to hear what she was about to discuss.

After looking for his number, she made hersdlf did. It rang, then his brisk voice



clearly came through.

“Hey there, Feisty and Sexy,” he said when she said hello. She dropped her head into
her pdm, dready regretting this. A tifled groan wasimpossible to hide. “What' s the
matter baby? Lose your lighter?’

“Grow up Braden!” Air filled her chest and she plunged on. 1 need to know what
happened Saturday night.”

A male teasing chuckle raked her ear. “Y ou were smokin' hot baby.”

“Damn it, Braden, | mean it. | was picked up as awitness to thefire”

His tone changed ingtantly, losing its teasing cadence. “I didn’t know that. When?
Why would they you pick up?’

“I don’'t know. | got fingered for some reason.”

It didn’t last long. He purred. “ Sounds sexy to me.”

“Braden!” ghe bit out through a Stiff jaw.

“Sorry.”

She doubted it. She'd swear he was grinning but couldn’t proveit. “Look, Maddie
sad you and | were going at it. How much did we do?’

“I loveit when you talk dirty.” She closed her eyes and counted to ten. “All right.
You'renot being any fun. I'll do it your way.” Finally. “It was't dl that bad. Just afew
power sparks and colored flares that danced like they were on Broadway. We weren't
racing over the ceiling or anything.”

“So it was confined?’

“Between two tables and awall, and one mirror.”

Relief flooded her.

“Where did the explosion happen, Braden?’

He fell slent for saveral seconds. “Y ou know the curve of the bar and the wall where
it bresks to the offices? Back there. It took out the rear wall and haf the office with the
first one”

“There was more than one explosion? God, how did we get out?” Shivers had her
shaking, her head pounding redlizing how lucky they’ d been to get out at dl.

His voice softened. “ Y ou redly were drunk, weren't you? Shar, baby, you'reapan
inmy ass, but | wouldn't have let you die”

“You?' she squeaked, amazed, and just as shocked that Braden had a sense of
humeanity fter dl.

“Yes, my little fire witch,” hereplied. “Yours truly saved your luscious can. Why the
cops would have picked you up...” He mused for abrief moment. “Did you think it could
have had anything to do with that screaming ‘fuck me' outfit you were wearing?’

“My wha?’

“Baby, you looked like sex reincarnate in that lesther getup.”

“A progtitute?’ She gtifled the next groan.

“Wél you were drunk, at aclub,” he pointed out. Asif she could forget. “It was
crazy there for awhile. Maybe they took you in for drunk and disorderly.”

She declined further comment about her state of mind at the moment, or her attire.
And thinking back over the grey clouds of her memory, she had logt it when the building
collgpsed. Maybe it was as much hysterics as anything. From what he was saying,
anything was possble, except she hadn’t started the fire. Neither had heif he was
coloring in the whole picture. He could be a sexist jerk, but he'd never lied to her. She



was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt and believe he wouldrit lie to her now,
ether. Sherdaxed in her chair, relief dmost making her like Braden.

“Maddie said you spent some time at the hospital too. Are you okay?’

A tender note hit hisvoice, the friend benegth dl the one-upmanship and jabbed
teasing peeking through. “Y eah, got banged up alittle. I'm now sporting a cast on my |eft
am, but I'd have doneit again if my friends needed me. It doesn’t interfere too much, but
they put me on light duty at the hospital because of it. Speaking of which, my lovely
firebdl, | haveto get ready for my shift. It takes alittle longer to dress over thisthing.
Unlessyou'd like to come help. I'd stay naked just for you.” Picturing his blond good
looks, she knew he was wiggling his eyebrows at her over a broad, and grinning,
sensuous mouth. Too bad he' d never appedled to her. She was sureit was agood thing
for him. She'd have killed him by now.

“Uh, no that’s okay. And thanks Braden. | owe you.”

“Y ou can take me to lunch, just no barbeque.”

“Goodbye, Braden.” She hung up on hisinfectious laugh, ignoring the superior
sound.

She rubbed her temples. She wasn't to blame for the fire at Mystic. There was huge
relief in the knowledge that she’ d had nothing to do with it.

Then what caused it? Was someone behind it? Had it been an accident? Was
someone trying to frame her, or wasit just dumb luck that she had been playing with fire
when she shouldn’t have been?

A knock at her door some time later had her popping up to see Amber looking in.
“Someon€e' s hereto seeyou. If | wasn't aready taken...” She made a‘rowr’ noise and
grinned. Her tanned skin was lightly freckled from too many motorcycleridesin the sun
and wind, her long blonde hair swinging around her shoulders in punctuation, but Amber
didn’t care. The effects of too much sunshine didn’t detract from her playful nature. “Hell
| might try anyway,” she said in good humor.

“It'snot Lawson, isit?” Anger that he'd think to step foot in her shop ever again
mede her lipsthin.

“No. Thisoneistdler, and gorgeous. And theway he said your name...” She
shivered in ddight. “Never mind. Bart won't careif | flirt. I'll hep him.” She spun to
shut the door, driving Shar’ s curiosity through the roof.

She heard his voice before she'd cleared the corner back out into the store and the air
frozein her lungs. Her feet stuck to the floor.

Trajan.

A sudden tingling exploded between her legs as her memory replayed every last
second of their kiss—all of it—from the day before. She stopped and swallowed. Damn
it What was he doing here? He never came to the shop. She didn’t think he' d been there
snce the beginning when she’ d bought it and transformed it into her own closat paradise.
She wasn't ready to face him yet. She hadn’t completely managed to dissect the kiss, the
orgasm, or why he' d touched her a dl.

Hell. He probably il thought she was responsible for the fire. That's why he was
there. Of course. Because she' s the fire-throwing temper on legs. She doubted it had
anything to do with the kiss. She' d dways been the younger sister to his protective older
brother domination. He' s the reason she didn’t need a brother. She dready had an
honorary one who excdlled at the job. From pulling on ponytails and thwarting fire darts



with ice sheets to changing her dog into a duck. All because he found out she was
purposdy putting bullfrogs in his school locker—she had learned from the master,, after
dl—for insulting her skills the previous summer. It had been one prank after another. She
let out adow breath. Maybe Braden’ s obnoxious confidence redly wasn't dl that bad
when she thought about it. So of course it had nothing to do with the kiss, or anything
else that happened. It had been afluke. He' d been mad as hell at her, or something. The
chances of it ever repeating were nil. They’d both logt their marbles. Congdering the
weekend' s ups and downs, she had already been working with a shortage.

Firming her shoulders she walked out just as he started to shout for her.

“I'm right here. Please don’t shout. Thisisabusness,” sheinformed him with a
raised eyebrow and authority in her voice, glad when he actualy snapped his jaw shuit.
Green eyes sparked at her tone, staring right at her. He would respect her place of
business. She met his frowning glare with acool glance. Unaffected, I’ m unaffected, she
told hersdf, even though it was afat-assed lie.

Amber sad it. Looking at him like a man—aman who could kiss her socks off—and
not the guy who used to turn her sandwichesinto ice blocks at lunch, he was caendar
mode hot. Faded jeans hugged taut hips, ending over his riding boots with adark t-shirt
firmly pulled across his chest and flat somach, tucked in at the waist. His black hair lay
swept back. Her fingerstingled remembering the heavy thickness of it on her skin.
Unfortunately it wasn't the only thing tingling. She cleared her throat, pushing that ache
out of her mind. He stepped forward and the reawakened wanting only increased. Her
heart sped up. She took a breath to calmit.

“Amber,” she sad, keeping her voice cam. “I'll only beaminute.” She refused to let
her reactions show.

Shar knew Amber was disappointed when she didn’t get to help him but she didn’t
wait for an answer, turning around to lead him back to her office. Consdering his
expression, Shar was certain there wasn't much Amber would be able to do for him
anyway. He shut the door behind him and she frowned.

He wouldn't stop staring at her. That stare, the one that said she’ d done something.
Again. “Trgan, what do you want? | have a busy Monday today.” Which was true. Any
excuse to get him gone was dl she wanted. It just wasn't working.

He blocked the door, which meant he wasn't leaving until he got what he wanted.
“The club.”

Of course, she knew it. She gathered her hair and tossed it to one side. For some
reason she felt deflated. She leaned backward againgt the Sde of her cabinet on the wall,
crossing her ams over her chest. The lace she wore beneath the half vest lightly
scratched her arm, but only because it wasn't meant to be felt from the outside of the
garmert.

“| talked to Braden. He told me what happened. Neither of us were to blame, and
neither of us were endangering the peopleinsde,” she stressed. Take that, she thought.

The news seemed to catch his attention. “Y ou' re sure? Nothing that could catch
fire?’

“Actudly, tons” she egged him. Fabric, wood tables, wood paneling, leather... “But
I”’m better than that. Even drunk apparently. So cut me some dack.” She shoved against
his chest, but he didn’t budge. He never would respect her leve of contral.

The thunderheads in his gaze didn’t lighten. “Then why were you picked up?’



She looked away. Thiswas alittle harder to admit to.

“Shar?’

She answered, accompanied by a shrugged shoulder of indifference. “ Apparently |
looked like a hooker, probably drunk and disorderly. | can see them not booking me with
no previous record, and in shock from watching what | thought was the death of my best
friend, atouch hysterica. That would mess with anyone' s head.”

That seemed to appease him. He nodded. “ That' s probable.”

“Yeah, | thought so too. That only leaves finding out what redlly happened,” she
sad. “If it was arandom accident or a planned assault on the Kin.” She could live with
being a coincidenta bystander rather than the cause.

“That'snot dl,” he said. Her gaze whipped back up to him &t the timbre of hisvoice,
rumbled and hungry. His eyes had grown dark, intense. He didn’t blink once. He leaned
forward. Her heart tripped, then thudded againgt her ribs, painfully. “There s this”

He flattened his hands on ether sde of her head and found her lips. He pressed into
her, molding his body down her front. She gasped taken by surprise, just like yesterday.

She whimpered his name, no less confused then the day before and not quite as
swept away yet. She pressed stiff palmsto his chest, but there was no give. He was solid.
He burned her skin.

Firm lips teased and molded to hers, deftly obliterating thought with one tender
swipe of histongue againg her bottom lip. “Open for me, Shar.”



Chapter Seven

Trgan’s common sense had been left somewhere out on the store floor because he'd
sworn he wouldn't be kissing her sweet mouth again. He was mad at her. He had to be if
he wanted to stay away, to not touch her. He d made that rule athousand times last night.

He' d always sucked at making rules and keeping them, though. Rules were meant to
be broken. And since Shar’ s kiss the day before, he was bound to break ahell of alot of
them. He d bardly dept the night before imagining her delicious body naked and under
his. He was waking in lusting agony because of her.

He d intended to go to the club and the police station to seeif he could find out
anything about the fire and her arrest, but hearing it from her just made his day move
fagter. Once he knew shewas redly likdly in the clear, he didn’t hear much else.

He couldn’t look at her without wanting to taste her. It hadn’t even been twenty-four
hours snce their firgt kiss, that first feding of her in hisarms and he had to have more.

Leaning in, he found the corner of her mouth, discovered soft warm skin under his
tongue when he touched her lips. She trembled and the sensation seared hislips. Damn it.
She was taken! With adow fog of need clouding his mind, thet fact seemed to have less
and lessimportance.

Y dlow lace hugged her breasts beneath a deek leather half vest, the pae flash of
skin dipping beneeth it when she moved. Degp gasping bresths made the materid of both
jump. He bit his tongue when he redlized she wasn't wearing a bra. Heat gathered and
spread like wildfire dl over.

Her jeans clung like a second skin from her hips to her thighs. Casting a quick
glance, he spotted the same black boots she' d worn with the leather he couldn’t erase
from his memory.

He tossed a mental command. A click sounded behind him.

“What was that?’ she said, breathless and surprised. Her eyes shot open, staring up
into his.

“Thelock.” No sensein lying. He had to get her out of his system, or he'd never
deegp asound night again. He was dready in over his head. No point in trying to stop.

“Trgan?’

“Shut up, Shar,” he breathed just before he swept in and plundered her mouth. She
moaned, alow growling sound that enflamed him.

Don't do this, he cautioned himsdlf. She' s engaged. Anger at hislack of control
made him kiss her like hislife depended on it, dominating her, rough and thorough. He
couldn’t keep doing this. The voice of reason tried one more time, weak and defested. He
pushed it away with aquick snarl when it dared to spesk at dl. Her response to his kiss
was eectric. Shelifted her aams over his shoulders, pulling him closer, just as hungry for
hisraging desre.

He dropped his hands into her hair, thrusting into her mouth, hearing her whimpers
grow. He shifted, bringing her flush againgt him, pinning her againgt the cabinet side. She
gasped when he ground his erection into her.

Pump breasts cushioned him and he dropped a hand cupping one in his pam. Her
shepe filled his pam and he flexed hisfingers around her, forming to her luscious



softness. She shuddered, a hot, panted moan rifling between them at the contact. He
caresed the hard peak with his thumb and she went liquid beneath him. “You're so
sengtive” he murmured againg her lips.

She managed a hdf nod, logt in oblivion. He loved when a woman was sengtive to
his caresses. He released her enough to push the vest off her shoulders and lift her lace
chemise. Two peaked breasts appeared before him. He tore her top over her head,
uncaring of anything but the bounty he was about to feast on.

“Trgan?’ she moaned, a sound of lust and confusion. The husky sound sent lavato
hisgroin.

He didn’t know how to answer. He didn’t know what he was doing ether.

He did know what he wanted though. He bent and found one hard tip with his mouth.
She swdlowed a shriek. Swirling his tongue around the flush nipple, he ran his hand
down her ribs, caressng her somach. She quivered benesth the light strokes, holding him
tight.

She whimpered his name full of pleading desire and he froze, his fingers on the snap
to her jeans. He' d undone them, well on hisway to making loveto her, or a the very
least, finding some sort of relief. Deep breething filled the office space, both of them
caught up in the moment.

He cursed, clutching her top off the floor where it' d landed and thrust it back &t her.
He dashed a hand through his hair and stood straight, backing up until he felt the door a
his back again.

She was staring at the floor, her chest risng and faling as she camed down,
clutching the shirt in shaking white-knuckled fingers. She dipped on the thin lace again,
pulling her hair free. When had he ever thought she wasn't beautiful ? She was driking
with her long red hair, soft rounded shape and breasts that he' d never get enough of.
Everything about her was unique to Shar.

“Tragan, | know you're mad a me.” Rough and hurt, her voice reached him. “Please
quit whatever thisis, whatever this punishment is. | get it.”

He dragged a hand down his face, completely rocked off baance. * Punishment?’

She did her vest back on and lifted to watch him. “That'swhet it fedslike” she
sad, quickly dropping her gaze away from his. She lifted a hand to her lips, her fingers
trembling over the rosy curves. “You're mad a me for usng my magic in the club. | get
it.”

“Shar.” Was he till mad at her?*1 was, but I’'m not now.”

Confusion carried in her blue eyes when she glanced up.

“I shouldn’'t have kissed you. Period.”

Hurt replaced the confusion. 1 see,” she murmured, staring at the floor. Apparently
it was far more interesting.

“Damnit, Shar. | do have some honor. Y ou' re engaged. It'smy own fault,” he
finished, redlizing he wastoo late and hating himsdlf. He didn’t have the right to take her
from Lawson. He fdt like a class hed for what he' d aready doneto her.

“No, I'm not.”

He zeroed in on her, unsure if he/ d heard her right. “'Y ou' ve been dating Lawson for
amog ayear. Didn't he ask you?' Maybe he was wrong.

She snorted and relaxed against the cabinet again, a snarl on her mouth. “He asked
al right, but he forgot to tell the other women he' s been screwing he was going to get



married. | broke it off with him on Saturday.” She dug her toe into the floor. “He swhy |
was wanting to get drunk. He was chesting on me and he had mental guards. He used me
for something, and | have no ideawhat. | never tried to pry.”

“It sagaing the law.”

“I' know.” She ground out the sound, shooting him a disgusted look for even thinking
she would stoop that low.

He softened his reprimand by saying, “I know you wouldn’t have doneit.”
Unsatisfied knots of lust untied as he leaned more on the door. “Hewasn't Kin,” he
pointed out.

“No, he wasn't. He did know | was, though.” A flash of pain crossed her eyes and
she lowered her lashes, concentrating on the tile of the office floor beneath her toe. “I
never told him. | was waiting for the right moment. He found out, or suspected and when
| read hisauraon thering, | confirmed it.”

This time when he approached her, he put his hands on her shoulders and pulled her
forward. She tensed and he murmured into her hair.

“I'm sorry Shar. | know you cared for him.”

An exhalation raced across his chest but he tied down the rush of desire with afierce
control. Not the right time.

“I did. He accused me of lying about what the ring had told me, asif he were
innocent. | was in shock, and threw it a him. There were afew more things said, and it
boiled down to the fact that he knew something about me, but wasn't expecting me to
find out he was hiding things from me. Or believing | would gtill marry him even though
he was cheating on me.”

“What an ass.”

She snuggled into his embrace. “A big ugly one” He chuckled. He wondered how
hard it would be to find her ex. A couple minutes aloneis al he'd need. Her voice floated
up to him, stopping hisvisons of pain on Lawson. “I just don’t know what he was
hoping to accomplish, especidly if he did know | was awitch.”

“Did you do anything to make him suspicious?’

She paused to think about it. “I don’t think so.”

“Didyou ever...” Hedrew abreath, araw anger risng swiftly a the image of her
and Lawson naked. He fought to calm himsdf. Her ex didn’t deserve her.

She caught what he meant. “We dated for ayear, Trgan,” shetold him. “But | was
careful. Always. Condoms and the pill.” She giggled hiding more, embarrassed to admit
it to him. “I didn’ t degp around, Trgan, but I'm not adummy either.”

His stomach churned. Hell. Smashing Lawson was looking better and better. “And
he was cheeting on you?’ Something was burning through Trgian’s gut and it wasn't lug.
Maybe he should till go by the dlub after dl. What if there was a connection? What if
Lawson tried to frame Shar? What if Lawson had been suspicious of her? Hiding
something and she was just handy to blame? The explosion had been deadly, intentiond,
and was too convenient to dismiss completely. He frowned as an even worse scenario
entered his thoughts.

What if they were hunters? Witch hunters were uncommon, but they were gtill out
there. Like mogt fanatics, they had misinformation and that bred fear, usudly by the
generaion. Not al Kin were good people. It did happen, just like any other, but not in
Granier Falls. He may not know everyone living there, but he knew the basis of the



town’s heritage and the Kin who gtarted to cdl it home when it was dill nothing but a
small roadmap dot. If aKin had led the huntersin then they weren't from the origind
families. It had aso been avery long time since he' d heard even awhisper of themin
Granier Fls.

She nodded mutely. “I redly don't know why he wanted to marry me. He didn’t love
me. Heliedto me. | can't believe I'm telling you.” She rocked againgt his chest,
miserable, hurt and embarrassed, more of her pent up feglings in the words now that she
had a chance to actualy let out some of the pain.

He tipped her back, desire rushing at the trusting look in her gaze. “Why?'Y ou know
you can tdl me anything,” he told her.

She shrugged. “Because you' ve dways been like my brother. And you're asking if |
dept with him.” She crossed her eyes, teasng him. 1 don’t want to know who or how
many, or...” Shefdl slent, her cheeks fading to pae cream. She licked her lips. “Never
mind. Not my business.” Her lips thinned when she pressed them together and she
ducked into his chest again, covering her expressive eyes from him.

“Areyou jedous, Shar?’

She made a harsh sound into his chest, her arms wrapped around hiswais. “ Of
course not. Why would | be jedlous?’

Something didn't sound right. Whether it was the faked disinterest or the annoyed
scorn like she was talking through a mouth full of glass, it made him grin. He buried it in
her hair, just enjoying the feding for afew moments. So many things he' d nearly missed
out on, that he’' d overlooked about the girl in hisarms. No, about the woman in hisarms.
He dropped akiss to the top of her head. “ Shar.” He found her chin and tugged her up
again, supporting her with his pam. He caressed her cheek with athumb, marveling a
how soft her skin fet againgt his. “There sno way | could look at you and see asiger.”
Not now, not any longer, he whispered slently in his thoughts.

“But-" she blurted. Pools of moisture hit her eyes, bright pain coming to life at his
admission. He knew the fear behind that |ook, that he was suddenly deserting her after
years of friendship. He couldn’t wait to prove her wrong.

He dug his fingersinto her hair, pulling her back further, exposing the creamy length
of her throat to his view, refusing her the chance to hide again. His grasp held her
prisoner. “1 couldn’t do thisto my sgter,” he murmured, brushing hislipsto hers.

She trembled benegth him, her lips parting with gentle persuasion. Desire, thick and
hot, raced through him again. He didn’t ravage her, dthough he desperately wanted to
taste and please every inch of her until she was breathless and weak and replete with
satisfaction. He licked her lips, teasing them with full sirokes, tracing their smooth edge
from corner to corner. She was sweet and soft againgt his body, curved like abow into his
chest. He drifted from her lips, nipping tenderly at the edge of her jaw, following the
curve of her neck, sucking at the sweet-smdlling skin at the base of her throat.

“You smell so good, Shar,” he breathed, licking upward until he was swirling her
earlobe between his teeth. An enticing feminine scent filled his heed, like cotton candy
and cinnamon, sweet and spicy, she infiltrated his senses.

He found her lips again and lost himsdf.

* % % %

Trembles shook Shar, bringing her tighter to Trgjan’s broad chest. He tipped her



further, bending her like a supple branch beneath his commanding lips. He sipped & her,
pulling a skin gently, striking fire to dready aroused nerves,

He let her go dowly, those Siver flecksin his eyes glinting like sunlight on cam
water. “I haveto go,” he said, spping and flicking at the tender skin beneath her ear. He
flipped her hair to one Sde to run hisfingers through it, curling his tongue over her
exposed ear. She shivered at the tender heet. “Come over when you close up. | want to
talk to you about Saturday night.” His breath snaked over her skin, sparking asit did
down her shoulder.

“Oh.” Right, the club. What else could it be? Why e se would he even be there? He
hadn’t stepped foot in her shop since she' d opened it. He didn’t wear what she offered.
She loosened her fingers from hist-shirt then felt the flex of hismusclesin his back as he
sraightened, letting her stand up. His arms fell away and she felt the loss of hisbody’s
warmth.

Sooner or later, she' d have to find out where the hell she' d misplaced those damned
marbles because she couldn't let Trgan keep kissng her. She'd discovered he was
incredible at them, and she wanted more.

“Sure. | can do that.” She nodded, pulling herself back together. “I have ameeting
today. | need to get ready for it.” She prayed Diane was available. She had to get out of
that office.

A hungry hest returned to his gaze, and he looked her up and down. *Have you ever
done a private show?’

She shook her head. She guessed he' d seen what she had out on the floor for sde.
“The women can use the dressing den in the back, but | don’'t modd.” The den was an
enlarged changing room that customers secluded themsdlves from the tore if they wished
to share a private showing. There wasn't any way it could be completely private, but the
ladies who frequented her shop often brought their husbands, leaving with knowing and
promising smiles as often as the lingerie they modeed.

He stepped up, immediady filling her vison. Tingles raced across her skin and her
breeth caught. A wicked smile lifted his sensuous mouth and she had to calm her heart.
“That’ stoo bad,” he purred, “because | bet you' d make one hot mode.” Before she could
stop him, he found her lips one last time, then he turned and swaggered through the door.



Chapter Eight

Trgjan stood at the rear dley of Mystic, or what would have been the rear dley if the
building hed il been there. 1t currently lay in a pushed-together pile of rubble,
blackened cinder and debris, the rest of the parking lot in full view on the other Sde. He
walked as close as he could to the building’ s remains. It was il roped off for safety and
security reasons, but he could do what he needed to from that distance.

He walked down the rear of the building a pace a atime studying the damage. He
curled his fingers then crouched running his hand over the ground, searching for telltae
ggns of metas. Iron. Sted. Copper. Individua ores resonated differently with him.
Metals reacted in different ways to excessive heat. Excessve heat caused from an
explosion would leave a different imprint for him then a shard or pand that had Smply
burned down to the ground. It took work, but he could find even the smallest fragment if
he searched for it. What would likely take weeks for the CSl crews to determine, he could
do in one sweep.

The sensations were like aphysicd radar, the materid imprint visibleto hismind in
image form. Theintimate way he felt about meta was probably how sculptors felt about
clay or gone. It just wasn't the kind of skill they taught in meta-shop. He' d spent alot of
seasons with ingtructors learning how to control histaent, to turn it into a skill rather
than just an addition to his physica presence. Not al of the Kin did. Rather than finding
purpose, they drifted through with the normals, disconnected from their heritage, ignoring
their gifts

He stood and waked further. Sunshine warmed his shoulders as he paced,
meticuloudy scanning for anything thet looked out of place or felt out of balance. A light
breeze lifted hair off his neck, cooling him as he studied the ground. The city block was
oddly quiet with very little traffic for mid-morning. Mystic had sat for a decade on this
block, with little competition. Most of the bars had congregated closer to downtown
where the higher foot traffic centered. This location was for the locals. It was their
hideout, and now it was gone.

Remodded at least three times since he was a kid, it had been bought by aKin clan
member a the last change of hands and word soon reached the clan they had a home to
hang out. A placeto fed comfortableif they occasiondly let loose with alittle flair or
levitation. There were rules for the Kin and everyone had to obey them regardless of
where they were. But there was safety at the Mystic too, like the secret handshake tree-
house club. And now it was gone.

After Maddi€e's explanation and Shar’ s reassurance of her own innocence from
Braden, he was more and more convinced the club had not been an accident. And both
had said there was more than one explosion. A contained fire wouldn't have knocked out
the whole building. Something big had been theinitid catdyd. It was possbleit was
something as Smple as human error, a pressure valve to one of their CO-2 canigters left
open somewhere in a storage room or a careless bottle not digposed off that could ignite
an entire case or more of aged acohoal.

His gut was tdling him otherwise. Looking around and behind himsdlf, he didn’t see
anyonein the area, afew parked cars, and not much ese for the time of day. He crouched



down ignoring the yellow caution tape surrounding the block, focusing on the ground
under histouch. He didn't think he’d need to dig through the pile to find any more
evidence to prove hisworries were right. No sensein bresking the law if he absolutely
didn’t haveto.

He frowned as vibrations traveled up from hisfingertips. Fine dust, a mixture of
nearly incinerated debris and something finer, asilver metalic powder, coated the tips of
hisfingers and his fingernails. Granules glinted in the sunlight in the mixture, and fine
fragments. Metd splinters. Rubbing his fingers together feding the texture, he closed his
eyes then placed his palm flat on the ground. He hunched over, focusing his power.

Sounds disappeared as he concentrated outward. Vibrations carried up his forearm.
Like tuning forks being rung the sounds sang in his ears, each ping and hum different.
Some were louder, or lasted longer. Hetilted his heed, listening closdly.

After severd minutes, he drew a deep breath and opened his eyes. Thelingering
gtench of burned everything hung on the morning breeze. Left over puddies from the
firefighters made inky black pools across the haphazard terrain of floor, roof and
everything that had once been in between. There were scraiches in the pavement where
he crouched, and marksin the nearby stonewal segments that he could find without
physicaly moving anything. He ran his finger dong onein the pavement. A very strong
blast would leave that kind of history. Dark, radid lines. Fragments of a casing biting into
the solid wdls like it was butter. And it hgppened late enough in the evening that the club
would have been packed. It wouldn't have been hard to hide a smal box in the shadows
of the building ether. Whoever had set the explosives had murder on their mind.

To Trgan, there wasn't adamn thing accidental about that.

* % % %

Shar closed the door of her car with abumped hip, still smiling. It was hard not to
after the way her day, for once, had gone. Her meeting with Diane had been a blast over
coffees at her office, with designs and examples of what Diane wanted to add to Sassy’s
inventory. She' d picked nine different items and was extremdy interested in severd
more. The possibility of Shar growing her lesther, lace and accessories line was adream
come true. She floated up to Trgjan’s door. Waiting for him to answer the door didn’t
even dampen her high.

However, waiting and knocking three times was getting annoying. “Come on
Trgan,” she muttered.

Giving up, she circled to the rear of his house where his work garage stood. The
windows were tinted to keep prying eyes from getting too nosy, but even without being
ableto look, it was the only logica place he'd be since he was suppose to be waiting for
her.

She nudged the wooden door open, dipping in without making any noise. She
gpotted him, his back to the door, hunched over atable. A bluelight was illuminating his
shape and a sound, like the hum of a bumblebee reached her.

He was crafting something. An awed shiver hit her skin. She'd rardly seen him do it,
but there was something so beautiful in what he could do, how he could manipulate meta
to any shape. Biting her lip, keeping quiet to stay undiscovered, she dunk in to watch
him.

The piece he was working on was recessed in awell, held up by spokes on arotating



whed s0 he could do different sections. There was afaint sheen aong his hairline, sweet
that attested to his concentration for perfection. Muscles rippled beneath hist-shirt as he
moved ever S0 dowly, adance of timed orchestration with his hands over the meta blank
in the well. His boot hedl's were hooked to the bottom rung of the smple black stoal he
sat on, histhighs thick and taut in the press of his faded jeans.

Thistime she licked her lip rather then bite it, feding her heart pick up in
gppreciation of the male form. Black hair was pushed back, nearly to his shoulders. Her
fingerstingled remembering it, the way it fdt, the heet that had seered her as she'd held
onto him.

While he'd kissed me. Her lids fluttered closed, and more then the memory of her
hands in his hair returned. She drew a steadying breeth, surprised with hersdlf. What was
going on? Since when had the Sght of Trgan in jeans ever made her fed gooey insde?

Theimmediate thought of him out of those jeans made her quiver. She swallowed. It
had to be that damn kiss. Okay, dl of them. The man had something going for him, that
was for sure. She' d hoped after he' d left her that morning she' d ensured she' d located dll
her lost marbles migplaced from their first kissin her kitchen. From the look of things,
and damn but did they look good, her marbles were gone for the duration.

Biceps twitched. The light extinguished and he let out a breath. He reached upward
gretching and Shar got afull Sde view of historso. He stood and stripped the t-shirt,
dretching once more then sat down. Adjusting the rim blank in the frame wdll then
locking it into place again between the spokes, he focused again.

Blood pulsed against her skin, warming her as he began to work. He was beautiful.
The sheen on his back made him look god-like. Muscle and snew moved and danced in
unity with the precise motions of his hands. The dow, graceful tension of his hands as
they sculpted the image mid-air, coercing his magic to duplicate his wishes into the
metal. It was mind over matter and there was't an ore or metal on the planet that
wouldn’t fal to Trgjan’s persuasion. Some could bend water, or even creete heet or
freezing cold like her own ahility, yet what he did was phenomendly rare among their
clan. The sheer crestive genius was what created a demand for hiswork. She knew what
he did was strenuous, but the visua looked effortless, as an edge, then ashape on therim
blank began to appear beneath his hands. Pieces fdl free with amuted clang as cuts and
trims creeted debris, faling into the basin of the frame.

She hated to disturb him, knowing she should have when he' d stopped. She didn’t
want him to have an error ether because she had to bresk into his concentration.

Ingtead of caling out to him, she dowly waked up his Sde, where he d see her in his
periphera vision, closer and closer until she was sure he had to know she was there. His
focus was relentless though. He never looked up.

“Trgan?’ she whispered.

The light and the precise cutting stopped at the same time he shot out a hand and
captured one of hers beneath his.

She squedled in surprise.

He yanked her to hisSde, pinning her againg his taut body. “’ Bout time you sad
something,” he growled. The roughnessin his voice sparked down her spinelike a
livewire. He found her chin with his other hand and tipped her up. Before she could
ek, he clamed her lips.

She blinked and tried to pull away. Okay, she did have afew marblesleft. That was



good.

He shifted on the vinyl seat, bringing her between his thighs, then dug hisfingers
into her hair. “Did you like to watch?’ he murmured, running his tongue up the dope of
her neck until her found her earlobe, nipping at it gently. She wondered if he meant that
the way she heard it. Just how long had he known she was there?

Shefdt hersdlf weskening as his tongue continued its torture with little flicks. Her
hands clawed into tight muscles when he sucked on her earlobe. “You're incredible,” she
admitted. “I1t' s beautiful.” She looked to the rim on the whed frame. The jagged shape
repeated twice, the third nearly complete. It resembled alightning bolt.

A low hum of desire escgped hislips, fdling into the curve of her ear. “Damn, you
gill smell good.” He buried his nose into her hair, hislips lingering on the sde of her
neck. Soft nips made her shiver where she stood. He tilted her back, reaching for the arch
of her throat benesth her chin. Slowly, he brought her back down to hislips. He teased
her with merciless brushes of skin, taunting her lips with promises of more.

Her fingers clutched denim when he did the tip of his tongue between her lips
brushing againg her teeth, teasing, tasting, probing at the sendtive skininside. The
grength of hisfingers kept her Hill, but never hurt her. She whimpered.

“You know what you have to do Shar,” hetold her.

She gavein, looping her ams around his trim waist and leaned in for hiskiss,
opening for him.

He groaned, and she fdlt the muscles between her legs quiver with want. Okay, just
suck it up and admit it. She had the hots for Trgjan. No idea how it happened, but there it
was. Enjoy it while you can girl, her voice told her, because she knew his modus
operandi. Two weeks, three tops and he' d be moving on. He didn’t want to marry. There
was no secret to this, which meant his rdationships weren't reationships a dl. They
were flings. Minor diversonsin his routine. Nothing serious, ever. Nothing he would fed
committed to.

One of his hands swept around, caressing her back, pushing her into the hard line of
his erection where he sat on the stool and the rest of her thoughts fluttered away under his
touch. Whispered moans floated between them as he drew her hunger higher. For the
second time that day, her vest was eased over her shoulders and disappeared.

“Shar,” he breathed, dropping sweet sucking kisses down her throat to her
collarbone. She shivered at the heat of histongue, the wisp of his breeth againgt her skin.
Inner muscles clenched and she felt dampness pressing a her.

Tantdizing skin jumped when she dared to oread her fingers dong hiswa g,
reaching upward for hisribs. Hot skin molded to her hands beneath her questing touch,
learning the shape of his body. Gasps dipped between her lips as he trailed his wicked
tongue across her shoulder.

She purred when he brushed a thumb againgt a nipple through the lace of her
chemise. Stars exploded on her eyelids as pleasure wound tighter and tighter.

He stood and started to back her up.

“Wha...”

He swooped in and kissed her again. By thetime he let her go, she could bardy
breathe, and thinking had taken the wrong exit. A door clicked shut and she looked
around his shoulder with a quick glance. White walls. “The paint room?’

His grin turned roguish. “1 wanted to see the way your hair would gleam againg the



white, the way your skin shimmerswith dl this as your canvas* He ran hisfingers
through the tresses, letting the length spill freely down her back. His touch caressed her
nape then her shoulders. “Don’'t worry, sweetheart. | think you're going to like my idea.”

Her heart tripped at the devilish glint in his gaze, the rough sound of hisvoice. She
moaned. Liking it wasn't the problem. She feared she was going to love it.



Chapter Nine

He pulled the chemise over her head and tossed it in the corner. Desire swirled in his
eyes. His throat moved when he swallowed, his gaze locked on her breasts and she felt
hersdf sinking into the moment. Trgjan’s naked chest beckoned to her. She leaned
forward and flicked her tongue to a nipple. He speared ahand into her hair with an
audible moan, holding her while she repaid the pleasure-filled torture he' d given her,
twice.

Nails dragged over skin and he shuddered benegth her, hisflat somach quivering
with each breseth.

She hardly felt it when his fingers snapped her jeans loose, nudging the zipper down.
His fingers worked beneath the strap of her thong, caressing hot skin. She gasped as his
nails scraped ddicately againg the top of her pelvis. His groan was deep as he did closer
to her hest.

She fdt hisfingers fan out againg her skin and freeze, and knew what he' d found.
“God, Shar, | lovethat.” She smiled into his chest. She preferred being bare. The smile
was swiped clean though when he touched her naked pussy, found the heat screaming for
fulfillment.

He shuddered, diding afinger between senstive folds. He groaned. There was no
doubt what else he' d found. She was on fire and achy from her teeth down. He cupped
her chin and found her mouth, plunging between her lips with histongue a the same time
he entered her channedl.

She screamed, so close to coming apart.

“Doit.” His gasped order was like dynamite, setting her off with afirm thrust. She
obeyed with mindless abandon, arcs of light whipping around her, sending her further
over the edge. The orgasm was hot, sending waves of shocks up and down her body.
Before she'd fully recovered, he dropped to his knees, yanking her jeans clear of her hips.

“Sweet.” His voice was raw. She planted her hands on his shoulders, weaving, trying
to catch her breath. The boots were pulled free, and the jeans went the same way. He
cupped her assin his hands, tilting her toward his mouth. Lightning struck her hard. He
licked her tattoo like candy, sucking &t it like it had its own flavor, long, hard strokes that
Szzled againgt her skin. She moaned then whimpered when he did away fromiit.

Thewhip of histongue againgt her clit was excruciating bliss. She couldn’t stop the
orgasm. It built like avolcanic eruption, hot and raging, moving with only one direction
to go. Histongue never stopped, thrusting, kneading, lapping.

Her head snapped back and she moaned, long and low, keening sounds rushed from
her throat as she detonated. His fingers anchored her, kept her steady when her legs
trembled and threatened to buckle. The waves crashed over and over, leaving her
gasping.

Tenderly, he eased her down in front of him. His mouth seared her, dropping kisses
on flushed skin as she sank to her knees. Her asams did over his shoulders. Hiskisswas
dow, passionate and mind blowing.

It was as she feared. Shewas totdly loving it.



* % *x %

Trgan fet her fingers dide over his skin and burned. He tried to pull in some
control, but Shar was dowly meting hismind and hisintentions into a puddle of desire
that pumped through his blood like fire.

Sweet heaven, she was a sex kitten. From the leather and lace, to the heart tattoo, to
the slky smooth heet of her dit, he was going mad to fed himsdf ingde her. The
intention he'd had to enjoy each other and get rid of thisitch was turning into something
alot hotter, alot sexier then he'd ever imagined.

He swept histongue over hers, caressng her, bringing her up with him again to ride
the wave. With one hand paming her head to hold her to him, he held her steady where
she knedled, dropping the other between her thighs again. She moaned into his mouth at
thefirg flick of hisfinger againgt her swollen nub. He d never had one sweeter, drinking
in every single drop of her pleasure. He massaged her gently, sucking on her bottom lip
as he teased and drifted back and forth over her flesh with deft strokes of fingertips and
knuckles. Harsh gasps grew, her body coming dive like aloose dectrical current. Her
skin warmed where she brushed againgt the wall of his chest, her nipples dragging againgt
him. The hard pesks struck hisflesh likeflint.

“You're so hot, Shar,” he groaned into her mouth. “Come for me again.” He had to
have one more. It was becoming a necessity. He had to please her. She had to reach
rapture.

She rocked againg his hand, mewling with need. He did afinger into her hot pussy
and she whimpered. Hesat darted up his spine when he felt her muscles tighten around
him. The control he'd held with a tenuous grasp dipped completdly free. “I’m going to
make you fucking come.” He ground his hand againgt her and she went wild, bucking
againg him as he plunged and pushed as far as he could with hard fast strokes, doing the
same thing with his tongue, thrusting and plunging in unison.

She shattered. Ecstasy blazed from her blue eyes and a fine tremble rolled from her
lips. Panting gasps made her breasts heave as her channd held and wrapped hisfingersin
its molten hest. He dipped down and kissed each turgid peak, undoing his jeans with a
shaking hand. His cock jumped from the confines as he lowered them, asif seeking the
heat he craved. He kicked off his boots and shucked his jeans. With careful movements
helad her down.

“Shar, I’'m asking. Do you want me to wear acondom?’ He would, but he wanted to
fed her skin to skin. He was dying for that feding.

“Is there areason you need one?’ she whispered, her eyes daring him as she swept a
thumb over hislower lip. He found the tip with his teeth, nipping at it, sucking her into
his mouth.

He released her, saying, “None.”

With sensud ease, she fed her fingers through his hair and pulled him to her lips,
giving him her answer between one kiss and the next. Her breeth taunted his control
incessantly with those kisses.

He held her firmly between his pdms, moving between the firm, pae length of her
legs. It was as though she was made for him, her body supple and giving beneeth his as
he entered her with agonizing downess.

Wicked grins quickly turned to ragged pants of desire as hefilled her. She was
beautiful, wrapped in the wonder with her head thrown back and her lips rosy red from



his kisses. He fdt her body move, convulse in invitation and he withdrew to hear atiny
whimper of complaint. Thrusting again, heat coated his skin. Desire flared with each
moation.

She held him tight, dlutching him as he repeated the movement, watching, waiting.
Time vanished as he rocked againgt her. The sounds of her whispered gasps, the mewling
of her desirefilled his ears. He watched as pleasure raced over her fegtures, her soft lips
parted for each moan, atemptation that deserved his attention.

He kissed her dowly, moving with firm thrusts of his body into the sllken hest thet
wrapped him like aglove. He closed his eyes and groaned when he fdt the first wave
building. She cried out and he lifted himsdf over her on hispams. “Let mefed you
baby,” he gasped, barely able to say a coherent word, she felt so good. “Y ou' re ready,
aren't you?' He thrust deep, controlling every moment. Wanting it to last, needing to fed
her come apart.

She moaned, clawing at his shoulders. Her hips rose up and he let out a shout asthe
pressure increased. He' d never felt so explosve. When she did it again, he wasn't able to
hold on. The need to fill her, to crawl into her with his orgasm wrung him insde out.

Her criesfilled the room, her legs locked behind his ass, clutching him to her as she
reached the pinnacle and fell over it with arush of liquid heet. Her juice coated him as he
pumped his seed into her, each blissful release a bresth of heaven.

He groaned once more, diding down to rest on his elbows feding languid in every
muscle, covering her sweat-dick body with his. He kissed her shoulder without opening
his eyes. Her hand drifted into his hair, twining the length through her fingers.

“Didn’'t | invite you for dinner?” Trgan asked with a dow chuckle afew minutes
later.

“Something like that,” she answered. The smile he heard in her voice fdl flat when
she continued. “Y ou wanted to talk about what happened &t the club.”

Herose up to look at her. Right. The club. He let out a breeth. “ Shar,” but she didn’t
let him continue,

“Trgan, | don’'t know what happened.” Powder blue eyes opened, atinge of hurt in
them now. “I wish you'd believe me.”

He brushed a knuckle to her temple. “1 do believe you, Shar. The problem isn't you,
or what you did that night.”

Her eyes widened. “It' s not?’

“No.”

He caressed her lips, alingering kiss, akiss of promise before he pulled himsdlf
away from the heet of her body. “Let’sgo insde.”

Once dressed he tugged her hair to get her atention and she whirled, the golden-red
of her hair glinting beneath the roof lights like the fire of a summer sunset asit fanned
out. The way it settled stole his thoughts for a split second. He stood there, unable to
remember what he was going to say.

“What?’ She waited, asmal frown on her brow, pulling her hair out of hisreach.

He mentaly shook himsdlf, while she watched him.

“You're such akid, Trgan. Haven't you outgrown the need to pull my hair yet? Her
frown amplified.

Nearing her so she had to look up at him, he reached around and fisted his hand into
the slk of her hair. With agentle pull, he tilted her head until her lips were right where he



wanted them.

“No,” he breathed just before he kissed her, long and hard. “And don’t you dare cut
it, either.”

A breathless ‘oh’ dipped out when he let her go again. With an arm around her,
holding her soft curves againg his, he led her to the house.



Chapter Ten

“How well did you redly know Lawson?’ Trgan asked, putting together sandwiches
for them.

She stopped pouring teainto the two waiting glasses, stunned at the question. “How
well?” He asksthis after they just made love?

He glanced over his shoulder, and shrugged. “Y eah, like how well? Did you meet his
friends, know his hangouits, that kind of thing?’

Shetilted her chin and finished pouring. She needed a minute to gather her thoughts
on this one. Replacing the tea pitcher in his refrigerator she answered, “I guess aswell as
any other couple dating. | met afew of hisfriends. We usualy hung out a his apartment.
Dinner, movies, easy dates. We weren't living together. Hadn't even talked about it.”
Leaning againgt the counter, she watched as he reached behind her for napkins. He'd put
his T-shirt back on and it was sinful how damn good he looked init. And out of it.
“Why?”

“1 stopped by the Mystic this morning. Y ou and Maddie or Braden even said there
had been an explosion.” He turned carrying two sandwichesto the table. “Y ou were all
right.”

She yanked out a chair and plopped onto it, ggping a him. “We were?’

He didn’t gppear happy to know the cause of the fire. “Unfortunately.”

“Why unfortunatdly? That mean’s someone is guilty of arson.”

He shook his head. “No, it means someone is guilty of attempted murder. The grand
guessisif they knew the club was Kin or not. After what happened with you and
Lawson, if he knew...”

Her lips popped open on a quick gasp. He left the statement hanging. She felt the
color leach from her face a what he was saying.

“Then others could have known too,” she managed through a mouth that didn’t want
to work. “But it was just that afternoon-”

“That you learned he knew.” His gaze was locked on his sandwich even though, like
her, he hadn't Sarted to eat. He rested his elbows on the table, clasped, thinking. “ Shar,
did you ever throw sparks when you two...” He dragged a hand down hisface, afrown of
distaste on hisface as two and two clicked for her.

“Throw...?" She searched her memory then shook her head hard. “No, | never
have.”

Relief filled him and the tension in his shoulders left him, but he il didn’t look at
her. A amirk lifted the corner of his mouth and she had a bad fedling about what he was
about to say.

“Shar, trust me. Y ou do. Brilliant, colorful sparks. Y ou're like afireworks sparkler
on steroids.”

She sat back, frowning. “Not funny,” she bit out. She sucked in air, trying to stay
rationa. She'd settle for cam, maybe. “ Okay, let’ slook at thisaminute. | knew when |
got emotiond, yes, | threw sparks, but | know when it happens, | can contral it. It's never
been an issue. | never associated it with...” She swallowed again. “With sex, because |
didn’'t know it could happen. It never has” shefinished on awhisper.



Hefdl slent, contemplating. She was grateful when he didn’t push that line of
questioning. “Wheat €lse did you find when thering let you get behind his defenses?” He
offered a sympathetic look. “ Y ou never redly sad.”

She picked at the crust of her sandwich, pinching bits to drop onto her plate. “Oh, not
much redly,” she sad, trying to hide her humiliation with disntere.

He covered her hand, stopping the nervous sandwich demoalition. “Baby, it's okay.
You can 4ill tak tome” A playful grin traveled across his mouth. “We ve judt hit a
place in our lives where certain benefits have been explored. Believe me, I'm far from
done with exploring them too. But thefire...” He shook his head, his thumb running over
the skin of her hand. She had to watch its movement because it felt as though he were the
one causing sparks as he swept back and forth. “If it weren't for the few there who had
displacement ability like Braden, more would have been hurt. It's amiracle no one died
consdering it was a planned explosion.”

She shivered. But Braden had been hurt. Had he been hurt helping her? Tears
threatened and she gulped to not let the sob out. “I don’'t remember anything that
happened.” She swiped atear away beforeit could fal. He stood and pulled her into his
arms. She tucked hersdf into his chest like it was the only place to be.

“It' sokay, Shar. We'll find out what happened.” Soothing hands looped up and
down her back. “Do you remember what you found in Lawson’s brainpan?’

She sniffed and closed her eyes, hating to say it. “Women. A lot of women. Hedso
knew who | was. He had a very strong interest in my father’s bank accounts.”

He swept her hair up and out, letting it fal in aflowing stream. “ Stupid. Y our father
isgoing to stay dive just SO no one ese can get to his money.”

“He s not that bad,” she chided him with alight punch to his shoulder. “He' s earned
it, worked hard for what he has. It's hisright to play with it, invest it however he wants
to.” Shetipped back. “He did write my loan for the business. | haven't missed a payment
yet. And you know he wouldn’t have given me apenny if he didn’t think | could pull off
my own business, or my own clothing line”

“Yeah, your dad's one smart guy.” He pressed akissto her forehead and let her Sit
back down. “So he had women, and wanted the money, which leads to the question how
and why he knew to have menta guards unless he knew before or shortly after meeting
you that you were awitch.”

He took a big bite of his sandwich, and if for nothing else than to gppease the
grumblein her somach, she did the same.

He finished a few minutes later, drinking down haf of his glass of tea before
spesking again. He wiped his mouth and set the napkin on the table by hisplate. “I'm
willing to bet he knew what you were before he knew you persondly.”

“Youthink s0?7" She guessed it was possible. There would have been no way for her
to know. It was againgt the law for them to pry, whether the person could or couldn't, it
didn’'t matter. 1t was not alowed, period. Only people who had granted permission, like
married couples, had the dlowance. The ring incident was an accident, but probably
wouldn't have made the elders happy just the same if they knew it had happened.

He nodded then frowned again. “ Shar, promise me you' Il be careful. The fact that he
had interests in your background, lied to you, and the club went up the night you tossed
him out with the trash makes me worry.”

She leaned forward on the table. “It hasto be a coincidence, Trgan. He was furious



with me when he knew his dirty little secrets weren't secret anymore. He called mea
deceiver, that | had lied and played him by not tdling the truth immediatdy.” She made a
rude sound. Like | would. She began to pick at the leftovers of her sandwich again. “I
don’t think he knew, but maybe he guessed | was something and | shocked him when |
proved him right.” She felt sck to her somach again. She'd been played by the man. For
awhole year. “He asked me more than amonth ago. He waited until Saturday to give me
thering.”

“Why?

Shelifted ashoulder. “He proposed in style with the ring now that he had it. He told
me he had plansfor the night. A fancy dinner and surprises.” She looked up when she felt
Trgan’ s gaze boring into her.

“Surprises?’

“He said something about introducing me to his Uncle Nick. That they were looking
forward toit. | don’'t see how any of it can matter.”

“And that was when you put it on?" His voice was low, understanding.

She tossed the crumbs on her plate and dusted her hands off on a ngpkin, leaning
back dgectedly in her chair once more. “Y eah. Guess | got through the guards because
that ring meant so much to him. | don't think it was the actud ring for me that mattered.

It was what that ring would get him.” She let out a hard bresth and looked up. “Can we
talk about something ese? There isn't much left to tell anyway.”

He stood. “Y eah. Let’s go watch amovie for awhile”

She thought that sounded pretty good for the moment. She kicked her boots back off
and made hersalf comfortable on a side of the couch. He held up two cases, one was an
action the other was a comedy.

“Whichever,” she said.

He turned and set one up to play, joining her on the couch. When the music Sarted,
he stretched out, laying his head on her lap. It was comfortable to rest a hand on his
shoulder and he did a hand under her thigh. His skin was warm under her hand, the firm
muscles curving and solid as she stroked up and down in dow sweeps.

His thumb was repegting the motions on the ingde of her thigh. Back and forth. Her
mouth was going dry with want. They used to watch movies dl the time on this couch,
but the way she was beginning to fed with his touch sensuoudy stroking her felt
anything but friendly. Suddenly the temperature in the room was risng as though a
furnace stood behind her. She twitched. It was impossible not to.

“Comfortable?’

She choked on thewords. “Yeah, I'mfine”

Then he dared to move, and he wasn't rubbing her thigh. The movie was logt behind
lowered lashes as he scratched a nail againgt denim. Right where it counted. He shifted
and bit at her thigh and she quivered.

A low sound rumbled up from him. It caused a shiver to cascade down her skin. Her
fingers found their way into his hair, holding him, caressing. Shar remembered just what
his mouth was cgpable of, and she couldn’t deny she wanted him.

In adeft rall, he did from the couch and landed on his kneesin front of her. The
hunger in his eyes shot through her like the candied liquor of that Flaming Star, sweet

and heady.
“Y ou should probably stay,” he told her, swiping the vest from her shoulders. It



landed on the back of the couch. She feared for the chemise the way he yanked it over her
shoulders exposing her to him, but the desire in his gaze turned her on. Therewas an
urgency in hiseyes. A fiery heat settled in her somach and made her ache. “You can't
seem to keep your clothes on around here.”

She had noticed that problem, but couldn’t find a complaint about it.

The jeans were next, diding free with a swift pull, her underwear going with them,
until she sat naked on the couch.

She swallowed, fedling her heart pounding againgt her chest.

“That’smore likeit. Y ou should definitely be naked.” His hands followed her skin
from her ankles, over her waist, cradling her breasts until he found the curve of her
shoulders, down her sides to her hips, this thumbs stroking at her nipples on the way. She
sucked a gasp at the contact, her nipples puckered and hardened as his hot breath raced
over each.

He did an arm under each knee and pulled her forward. A moan dipped out.

He leaned in and sipped a the flaming heart, dragging his tongue over it, savoring it.
“That’s just fucking hot,” he bresthed, whisking his tongue around the edge and into the
soft skin of her hip.

It was hard to St dill under the heady pressure. She quivered dl over with each
touch of his hot mouth. She clutched at the thickness of his hair when he dropped his
wicked tongue, delving into the damp heat between her legs. She moaned.

“Likethat?’ he asked her, teasing her with light strokes. The next few moments
passed in ablur of feding. Everything felt so good; the whip of histongue, the teasing
dide of hisfingers up and down her body. She whimpered when he only teased her more.

“Come for me, Shar. | want to taste you.”

He sucked her dlit into his mouth and she screamed. The fire of hisfingers plunging
into her was like hitting her with an ectrical current. She ignited. Her body tightened,
tingled dl at once, and colorful sparks circled in her vison.

She fdt hersdf floating, her skin hypersengtive to everything, the only thing keeping
her grounded was Trgjan’s wicked tongue lgpping againg her, thrusting to get every last
drop. Shefdt absolutely drained.

She' d never hit that plateau before. She wasn't even sure she was il in her own
body. All she was certain of was that he was relentless, one orgasm after another.
Congtant pleasure. Her fingers dug in the cushions of the couch as he took her over the
edge. Bordering between pleasure and pain sometimes, but dways leaving her gasping,
crying, craving more.

She feared what she would find when he was done, if she was il in possession of
al of her soul.

As he gtripped in front of her, his mae beauty being unveiled to her own ravenous
appetite, she wondered if he hadn’t dready claimed it, never to be seen again.



Chapter Eleven

“Where were you lagt night?’ Shar heard Maddi€ s voice aong with the bell chime
of the front door.

“Over a Trgan’s. Why aren’t you at work?’ she answered tightening a screw
without looking from her perch on the stool behind the regigter.

Maddie strolled up to the counter, shouting a hello to Amber who even Shar could
hear in the dressing den trying to put up an extra privacy blind. Satisfied with her work,
Shar set asde the display shdlf, grabbing yet another rack to put together. “I have a
doctor’ s note for the week because of my head. I'm fedling better, by the way. Thanks for
asking.” She snickered when Shar findly looked up at her.

“I’'m sorry!” Shar dropped the shelf on the counter. “You cut your hair!” That
explained the impromptu drop-in. “It looks wonderful.”

Maddie beamed. “Thank God! | was terrified to get it cut this short. But Manuel
promised it would look amazing on me. He wasright. | love that man.” She fluttered her
lashes in fauix adoration.

Shar shared a grin encouraging Maddie to twist to show off the new bob and waved
cut.

“Thanks,” she said with heartfelt meaning amoment later. “But that doesn’'t explain
why you were at Trgan's yesterday. | gave up after ten, but come on.”

Shar purposely didn’t meet Maddi€ s gaze, looking for the bolt and nut packet to her
shelf =t

“Shar?’ she asked, in a stage whisper. “Oh my God! Y ou didn’t go home last night
a dl, did you?

Shar quit pretending to look for the absentee kit and nodded, feding like the biggest
idiot or at the least, anominee for the year’ s award. “1 am so screwed. | like Trgjan.

We ve been friends forever and now this. If | fal for him...” Sadly, Shar could see it
happening al too easily. The man aready knew how to push her buttons to the Nth
degree. She propped her elbows on the counter to talk quietly. “He doesn’'t do
relationships. He does diversions. He' s perfected it.”

“And he'sgorgeous,” came a quick add from the den.

Shar groaned, pressing her forehead to her palm. Maddie laughed. “ So? Give.
Detals. The single life sucks donkey-ass.”

She evaded the deeper part of the question, using Trgan’s worry as a camouflage.
“There are no details. HE s more interested in the club and if the Kin clans are now under
survelllance. If there' s a connection between the club and Lawson.” Which meant if there
was a connection between Lawson and Shar. At least his suspicion of her guilt had been
laid to rest.

“Well, it's not like we hang Signs out to announce it, you know.” Maddie gave her a
disgusted look.

“Announce what?” Amber asked, lugging the now empty blind box back to the front
to toss out into the dley. She tromped the box down to size and straightened her shirt.
“I'll take it out when | have my smoke bresk.”

“No problem,” Shar said.



“Sounds to me like you have ex-man problems,” Amber stated. Shar hed told Amber
about the Lawson bresk up the day before.

“Yeah, kinda. Maybe. Honestly | don’t know. Nothing else has happened since
Saturday to either me or any place that would be considered my kind of hang out.” She
shrugged looking at Maddie. “It had to be a coincidence.” She prayed it was, anyway.

“Oh! Damniit. | forgot. This came for you while you were & Sassy' s yesterday.”

Amber lifted the cash tray out of the register, popping it shut with ajingle, holding a
plain enveope in her fingers. Shar’ s name was scribbled across the front. “I got busy
with that engaged woman and her maid of honor and totally blanked it out.”

Shar’ sfingers hardly shook when she accepted the envel ope. She was proud of
hersdf for not showing her own trepidation a seeing the envelope. She stared at it, a bad
fedling twisting up her spine. “I’'m pretty sure I’m about to eat my words” she muttered.
“Thiswasn't mailed. Who brought it?”

“Just some guy. Said it was for the owner.”

“Like addivery service? Maddie asked.

“I don't think s0. He didn't make me sgn for it or anything.”

Crap. “Okay.” She stuffed it in her back pocket. “I'll look at it later. | have four
more shelvesto get up before we leave today.” She did not want to read the letter with
anyone e nearby.

The front door opened and a couple walked in. “I’ll help them then take my break.”

“Sure” Shar waved Amber on.

“Hey, he'skind of cute,” Maddie whispered leaning close. Shar looked up. Not bad
for dl American tal and sexy next door. She nodded in appreciation.

“But it looks like he' staken,” she said, nodding toward the woman with Amber.

“I don't think so. Look closdly. | think they’ re brother and sister.”

“Man he' s got guts to come in here with hissster,” Shar teased, nudging Maddie.

She laughed, quietly though. “I’'m going to seeif he needs any help.”

“Good luck,” Shar said, amiling a Maddie' s mischievous grin.

She watched Maddie approach the guy leaning on arack and when he smiled at her,
Shar knew Maddie had been right. She shook her head, reaching for the shelf. A few
minutes later the door chimed again. Shar assumed it was the customers leaving,
engrossed in trying to get her bolts to line up when the caffienated aroma of dark roast hit
her senses.

A masculine hand waved alarge cup under her nose.

She smiled, redly unable not to. “Hi Trgan.”

“Hey there,” he said, adow drawl in hisvoice. The one which used to infuriate her
because he used to tease her so badly, usualy prefaced by some taunt in that exact tone of
voice. Not anymore. Now it made her mdt as much as the coffee. “Thought you could
use one, Snce you didn’'t stay long enough this morning to share one with me.”

She snapped up and gave him awarning glare, looking behind him to see if anyone
was close. “Shh! | had to go home. Clothes. Kind of need them.”

He tipped over the counter and eyed her outfit for the day. A thigh-high dark denim
hip-hugger skirt with knee high boots and a soft yellow silk shell. She had added a
snakeskin belt and a gold roped arm cuff as accessories. She was positive she heard him
groan.

“They shouldn’t let you out in public like that.”



She frowned. “1 do not look bad.”

His smile was down right evil. And sexy. “I didn’t say you looked bad, now did 17?7’
He pushed the cup a her again. “Here.” She picked it up cautioudy, watching himwith a
perplexed look, then sipped at the coffee when he didn’t say anything more about her
outfit for the day. He walked around the counter and watched for a moment then picked
up the next kit and began to help her.

She dowed, gaping a him as he started putting the next shelf together. She shook her
head when he did her alook. Shewouldn’t tell him not to help. The kitswereapanin
her ass.

“Where are they going?’

She lifted and pointed. “One each below the displays and then two more on each
wall. I've dready marked the walls.”

He nodded and started on his set. She was finishing up hers and looked up. Maddie
was taking easily with the guy, and after afew quick glances from the woman he'd come
with, she'd ignored him to shop. She peeked at the man next to her and felt her heart
speed up anotch.

There was no doubt jeans were made for his body. He filled them out like he was
poured into them. He' d tucked adark t-shirt into the walg, aleather belt cutting himin
haf; upper and lower heaven. She licked her lips thinking about what was under the
clothes. A nearly ab-ripped stomach, a chest that was solid and thick, and shoulders that
if she'd ever stopped to look before, would have knocked her flat. That was dl aside from
those knockout green eyes of his. She sucked up the sigh before she let it out. Why the
hell did she have to have the hots for Trgan? She knew she was doomed no matter what
happened after last night.

“I need to borrow this” he said, reaching for the screwdriver in front of her on the
solid wood counter. He turned with his mouth hanging right & her ear. When he spoke,
his bresth curled over her skin and she shivered at the heat. Shefdt the air hitch in her
chest when he dragged hisarm dong hers, the stiffer hair on hisforearm rubbing her skin
until it tingled. “Mmm. Y ou smdl good,” he breathed, teasing her lightly with aquick
whip of histongue on her earlobe. “Y ou smell like cotton candy. Must be why | loveto
eat you.”

She had to bite her own tongue to not groan.

A few minutes later, he kneded to put the shelf with the others on the floor. Except
he didn’t come up from his crouch. Theflirting fed of hisfingers running up the leather
of her boots made her shake. “Trgan!” she ground out as quietly as possible, kegping an
eye on the people in her store, thankfully far too engrossed to redize she was getting felt
up behind the counter. A little pressure on her caves had her turning on her stoal, just
enough for him to nip a the soft skin of her inner thigh. A tease. Torture was more like it.
She dowly let theair in her lungs out, managing to not groan like an old oak treein a
high wind when he did it to the other sde.

He stood, dowly, hisface cdm, but a hungry, devouring flamein his eyes. “What
can | say?’ Heleaned over to whisper just for her. “You're fucking hot in leather, Shar.”
He reached up and grabbed her hand, placing it over avery prominent erection behind his
Zipper. Her heart raced. “I can't lie about that.”

So what if it was only sex? Unbdievable, mind blowing, orgasmic out of thisworld,
sex? Damn, he had that part down. She sucked in air when he nudged againg her,



throbbed into her pam.

“Trgan,” she pleaded. “Thisismy gore.”

He nodded. “1 know. But you left this morning before | got to tell you goodbye. This
isyour fault, and then...” He diced alook down her body, like he wanted to undress her
then and there. Considering his expression, he probably was. And she' d never felt sexier
in her life. He shook his head, dowly taking a deep breeth. “Thisis going to be the
longest damn day of my life,” he muttered.

“Oh. Why?’ she chdlenged him. What could she say? She was used to playing with
fire

He turned to her, no mistaking the hunger, the desire lying in those green eyes of his.
The heat was obvious in his gaze, deftly banked, but easy for her to see. She feared her
expression mirrored his. She' d have been more surprised if it wasn't as gpparent.
“Because I’'m not leaving without you. The next thing | do with you is going to take
severa hours, chocolate icing, whipped cream, and whatever else | happen to think of
between now and then.” Thistime his grin was broad and oh so daring. “And believe
me,” he whigpered, leaning in close, leaving no doubt to anything he was thinking. “I
have one hdl of an imagination.”

Luckily Amber arrived with the woman' s purchases and further discussion between
hersdf and Trgjan was cut off. It was a good thing too. She was tempted to seeif his
imagination and hers had anything in common. She predicted she’ d be finding out soon
enough.

Looking at the clock, she redlized it was going to be avery long day for her too.



Chapter Twelve

Trgan made room for the tall blonde at the register so she could make the sale.

She smiled and said ‘thank you' then turned to Shar. “I’ll be out back, break,” she
sad then turned and winked at Trgjan. He fought the grin. She wasn't fooled in the least.

“All right Amber. I’ll haller if | need you.” She nodded and sauntered out, dragging
alarge box behind her.

He was going to ask if he should help her, but thought better of it. Amber looked
perfectly capable of beeting abox, and anything else, into submission.

The customer left with aguy Trgan had hardly noticed in tow. Maddie was smiling
as she gpproached. “Hi Trgan.”

“Hi Squirt,” he said then laughed when Maddie gave him the finger. “How’ s your
head?’

“Better.” Shefocused on Shar. “I’m going to go meet up with Rob for lunch. HE's
dropping his Sster off at a sdon next. She's got some big wedding she's going to and
he' s bored out of hismind.”

Shar chuckled. “Y ou work fast, honey. Rob? Lunch?’

Maddie buffed her nails. “What can | say?’

“Be careful. Try abusy place for thefirst date,” Trgan offered. Maddie had been
Shar’ s best friend forever, so it wasn't unusud to dole out brotherly advice now and then.

She sduted Trgan and twirled, leaving just the two of them in the shop. And he had
to focus, because done with Shar was just dangerous territory to bein. He' d replayed last
night over in hismind so many times, he/ d been awaking ache before he' d arrived at her
gtore. Seeing her and the outfit of choice had only ensured he' d remain that way for the
day.

His gaze immediately went back to her legs, the flash of creamy skin between the
skirt and the top of those boots made his mouth water. The thoughts he was having...
He d be struck by lightning, even if she was the one to inspire them dl. HE d never
envisoned the temptress she was now back then in the long ponytails and ragged jeans
she used to wear. He enjoyed the way leather looked on awoman, and when Shar was
added to the equation... He let out a short breath, dropping his gaze back to the shelf in
his hands.

It wasn't helping any that he could envision her dressed in everything in the Sore
either. Her hair draped over some backless black and red number, only needing a flicked
wish to pop open and show him the beautiful pearl tips of her breasts. Or something in
legther, which reminded him she had something in leather and how much he loved that
too.

He reached for his coffeeto try to distract his heated thoughts and accidentaly
brushed against her hand when he did. She zipped back out of his reach, her lips parted
dightly as her shoulders rose with a sharp intake of breath. The contact zoomed right to
hisgroin.

There waan't any part of him immune gpparently. Getting his mind back to the
shelves, he helped her complete setting them up, then when they were done, he Sarted the
wal mounts for them.



“Here, hold this here,” hetold Shar, positioning the shelf to screw the support down.
He dropped the screwdriver though when he turned, his eyes automatically finding the
peaks of her breasts pressing againgt her top. Her arm stretched the fabric across them.
Braess breasts. He hadn’t noticed with her back to him earlier. His tongue fdt thick and
it was't the only thing. She was going to pay for today. He couldn’t think of the last time
he' d gone awhole day with ahard on like this.

People came and went during the day. Amber was subtle playing dumb in front of
Shar, but Trgan knew there wasn't anyway to fool her keen observation. He laughed
when she gave him a saucy look right after lunch when he/d snuck a quick fed of tight
denim and warm skin on his fingertips, Amber’ s expression completely missed by her
boss. Shar waskilling him in her kirt.

After an excrudating day of watching her walk in tight denim, her cute little rear
cupped S0 lovingly in it and making as many X-rated fantasies as he could to include
those boots, it was findly time to close up the store. He groaned with relief when she told
Amber to set the store dlarm so she could lock the front door.

“Why did you stay dl day, Trgan? You didn’'t haveto.” Shar was dipping asmal
purse over her shoulder, gathering her keys and turning out the lights. “I don’t think
you' ve been here this much since | opened.”

He put a hand to her back. He never had told her why he' d come to the shop for the
day. The coffee was just an excuse so she wouldn't think to ask. Staying al day had been
for his own masochigtic sdf. There had been alegitimate reason for coming to her store,
but when he’ d awakened to an empty bed, he’ d been positive she had bolted. He wasn't
about to let her out of hissight again.

Especialy now. Not if her life was in danger.

“You're probably right. | don't think | have.”

She shot him alook from the side. “Then why today, and don't give me some bull
about the club. We both know | had nothing to do with it.”

He nodded, walking to her car in asde parking lot. His bike was close by. He
searched the lot but there weren't many cars|eft for that time of the early evening.

“I got a phone cdl from Braden this morning.”

She unlocked her car and tossed her bag in. “Okay.”

“Did anyone leave you amessage in the |last two days?’

Her lips pursed and she nodded. She reached around to a back pocket and held an
envel ope between them. “1 got this at the store yesterday when | was a Sassy’s. Amber
forgot it until this morning.”

He reached for the letter. Anger made his jaw clench as he quickly scanned, dready
knowing and being proven right to what it said. “I guess Lawson's been busy. Braden got
the same letter.”

She stood on her toes, trying to read it. “What does it say?’

“Lawson wasin the club Saturday night. He has proof againg the Kin. HE's
threatening blackmail againgt you and Braden.”

She frowned. “How the hell did he get in? HE d never once gone with me.”

“Doesit redly matter? He knew enough to get in and then get out because he wasn't
anywhere near the club when thewall came down. And he knows you have the money to
pay the demand.”

Shar sagged againgt the car. Trgjan waiched her face pale, then fal into misery. “Or



he exposes the entire clan circlein Granier Fdls,” she supplied, devoid of emotion. Her
pale gaze beseeched him, the wound reopened and painful. “Why? Was there anything he
didn’t lie about to know me?’

Trgjan reached around and folded her into his embrace. “ There€' s more than just this
toit, | think. He had menta guards. Not because he was Kin, but because he thought you
might try at some time to seeinto him. He knew you were awitch. Then you are a the
club, he' sthere, sees you and Braden and it blows up, but he' s not there when the crews
arive. And you're the only one you saw who was arrested for anything.” He shook the
letter in his hand. “Then these arrive. | think he has a contact on the force, and they were
holding you. Period. They didn’'t Miranda you, so you weren't technicaly under arrest.”

They both knew Kin were on the force but not by name. It would take some work to
find someone he felt comfortable giving this fight to. Because if Shar had been picked up
and Lawson had friends, then he'd be leading this asshole right to the Kin. Again. He
wasn't going to do that. Thiswas his fight now. He continued to stroke her back. “ Shar,
baby. I’'m not saying this to scare you, but | think he's a hunter.”

She gasped and froze but didn’t try to escape his embrace. “1 wouldn't be surprised,”
she muttered. “I was so mad Saturday and then Saturday night happened.” She groaned,
rocking her head againg him. “I don’t remember awhole lot of it clearly.”

“I know.” He kissed her temple. He' d try to seeif she remembered any details about
when they were dating, even as much as he hated to know them himsdf. He didn’t want
Shar to see anyone else. He swalowed before he added any mental addendums to that
decree, surprised how quickly and easily he was wanting to add them. Those were the
kind of thoughts he’ d avoided for thirty-two years. It surprised him to have them come up
now, over Shar. It was just best to stay on track and keep her safe. Worry about
tomorrow, like sometime next week. “Come on. Let’s go back to my place. | haveideas
on how to square this”

She tipped back and he got afull view of powder blue eyes ringed in honey gold
lashes and soft lips. He' d behaved dl day—he knew he' d earned at least akiss by now.
He could wait until he had her a home and naked for the other things he had on his mind.

She tasted like sweet candy when he licked those perfect lips corner to corner. She
shook, whimpering, craving and he fdt himsdf ignite. It only took a step to lean her
againg the car and mold his body to hers. Her arms lifted and circled his head, jutting her
nipples right into his chest. He was positive his eyes rolled to the back of hishead at the
intoxicating pressure.

He took one look over the hood of the car, making sure the car blocked them from
the Street view, then did his thigh between her legs, nudging them apart. “'Y ou should
wear kirtsdl thetime,” he said, then thrust his tongue between her lips. It drove him
insane today watching her parade around in the dark denim. He couldn’t wait to get
home. He needed this, just ataste.

Hefdt her curves as he did his pam down her sde, landing on athigh and he
squeezed, gently kneading the flesh under his touch. She squirmed but he laughed, alow
growling sound. “No way, baby. | get thisone. I've waited dl day.”

“But someone will see” she said, blinking up a him with worried eyesthat even
then were glazing over with desire.

“And be jedlous.”

He moved under the hem of her skirt and rubbed a knuckle againgt her pussy. She



squirmed and whimpered. He was willing to bet he could hit zero to blissin three seconds
flat as hot as she was, but there was more to this than just release. He wanted her to soar.
There was nothing like watching her explode.

She was dready growing damp under his fingers. He moved the patch of fabric she
wore out of the way and delved between the smooth skin of her labia. Harsh pantsfilled
thear.

She moaned softly, deep in her throat. He increased the pressure, rubbing back and
forth until she began to claw a his shoulders and hang onto his hair, like she was
drowning. A dow methodica tempo designed to drive her out of her mind. The way she
clung, rubbed againg him, panted in short gasps, quietly yearning proved it was working.

He nipped a her ear, her neck, her chin, meandering in his assault until he hovered
over her lips. Asone, hefilled her channel and thrugt his tongue into her mouth to
swalow her heated cry. Heflicked his thumb againgt the soft swollen edges of her pussy,
eliciting breathless moans driving him deeper into her heat. Her reaction wasimmediate,
tenang as she orgasmed for him. He groaned deeply, fedling hot wetness on his skin. He
was going to spend hours tonight seeing her come gpart like this. Therewas no
comparison to the pure desire in her gaze, the soft pout of her lips, or the satisfaction he
felt when she did.

A few moments later helifted his hand and licked his fingers and her eyes sparked in
asultry way he' d only seen in Shar. He purred. Had any woman drove his body, his
desires so thoroughly? Had any woman made him crave this hungrily for complete
satisfaction? He couldn’t name one. Except this one.

He dipped down and pressed a gentle kissto her lips, dill quietly gulping ar. “Ill
follow you,” he said, leaving it clear she was to go to his house.

“Trgan,” shetried to object. He kissed her again, leaving her breathless.

“Just put your cute butt in the car, Shar.”

“Finebut | can’t dtay.”

He decided it was better to see how the night went than to argue about it before it
had begun.

She adjugted her skirt, shimmying her hipsto fix the non-existent underwear she
wore. He d be the last man to argue against thongs on women. She had soft hipsand a
flat somach, which accentuated the bare part of her that he couldn’t seem to get enough
of.

The setting sun shone from the side and bathed her in an arc of amber light as he
stepped away to let her dide into the car, and his breath caught. Thefiery red of her hair
looked like it was aflame, lightening the paleness of her skin to pure cream. Her eyes
stood out, sky blue but striking againgt the cream and fire of her coloring.

He sucked in a bregath.

The sudden shattering of her rear door window on the other side had him yanking her
down to the ground, covering her with his body. She screamed as the ricocheting echo of
the fired weapon bounced off the building behind them. Another shot took out the other
window. Glassflew in dl directions, covering the car’ s interior and ground in a showcase
of glitter.

He opened his senses and peeked over the car, taunting the shooter by being obvious
and waited for the next bullet. He wasn't disgppointed. Asthefiring vibration hit his
senses, he enveloped the car within awall, an anti-magnetic charge that would deflect the



bullet. It plunked into the side of her car in the opposite fender, but he found the heet of
the stedl on therifle it had been fired from. The shooter was down the block, wedged
between another building and a dumpster. He lifted enough to look over the car hood and
sent ashot of cold, freezing the firing mechanism on therifle. It would jamb it long

enough to get out of there in one piece.

“The bike!”

She reached for her purse and dammed the door for the good it did, eating a couple
val uable seconds then hopped on behind him as he started the motor. “Hang on!” Her
ams encircled hiswaist in adesth grip. The roar of the motorcycle was the only sound
Trgjan heard as he sped out of the line of fire. Thankfully, the shooter didn’t try to make
any wild pot shots as he drove them away from the parking lot. He didn’t draw an easy
breath until he was well passed the corner and speeding out of range.



Chapter Thirteen

“What wasthet?’ she screamed a him over the wind of the motorcycle' s speed,
ignoring the whipping of her hair behind her. He shook his head. She tucked back into his
shoulder and hung on. He was flying over the road he was going so fast, so she didn’t try
to distract him again.

Who the hdll was shooting at her? She wanted to scream again, but in rage. A
cheating ex who was trying to blackmail her, witch hunters and now a maniac shooter.
What was going on? What happened to just leaving work and living aboring life?

Trgjan’swarm hand covered hers where she clutched his middle and she fet alittle
better. She exhded, working on calming aracing heart.

He dowed for astop sign, well out of the business digtrict for Shar’ s shop, and
leaned to ask, “You doing dl right?’

She sniffed. “Y egh, hunky dory. | make high speed shoot out getaways aregularly
scheduled part of my week.”

He chuckled, reached back and ran his hand dong her cheek, then let it fal to rest on
her leg once he was moving again. She sighed picturing her car, closing her eyeswith her
head resting between his shoulder blades, not wanting to think about the damage waiting
for her insurance company. What she redly didn’t want to think about was the fact that
someone had been taking shots at her, and Trgan.

She dtiffened, her eyes widening as the possibility took hold. What if the shooter had
been aming for Trgian? Why would they shoot & him? Thankfully they had been alousy
shot. She snuggled alittle tighter, glad he hadn’t been hurt. His fingers kneaded her thigh
in answer and she didn't mind at dl.

He pulled into his driveway coasting to the back instead of stopping out front. She
jumped off and lifted the garage door when he asked. He brought the door down and
locked it, wrapping an arm around her waist to walk her to the house.

“I guess you're not interested in sandwiches two nightsin arow?’ he asked, tossng
his keysinto abowl by the front door. He sat down and kicked off his boots.

She dropped her purse by his keys, wishing she had a change of clothes, but knew
she was out of luck.

“Whatever,” she said morosely, plopping down on his couch. It was hard to avoid the
memory of what had happened on that couch the night before. She swallowed, and let her
head fal backward. “ Can someone please tell me what the hdll just happened?

He sat down next to her and tugged her over againgt his body. “Y ou sure you're
okay?’ Heran his hands down her arms, she guessed looking for any road burn from
when he yanked her down to the asphalt. She turned this way and that, but didn’'t see
anything.

“Yeah, I'mfine” She curled up into his shoulder and closed her eyes. “ So what do
you think?’ she asked afew minutes after he’ d turned on the news with a lowered
volume, the remote tossed back to his side.

“Honestly?’

“No. Fed freetolieto me so | won't fed like the ducks on the shooting gdlery line-

up.”



“Shar.” He shook his head with a quiet chuckle, running his fingers through her hair.
“I’d forgotten how sarcastic you can get when you're pissed.”

She took a deep bregth. “Wdll, you asked.”

“Teach me,” he murmured. Her nerves prickled because what she heard in his voice
was not exactly the same tone to what she thought they had been discussing. She rapped
her hand againg his somach.

“Come on, Trgan, stay with me on this one. Someone just shot at us, or do we need
to go back and do areplay?’

“I’m not sure what we can do except make a police report, but | have my doubts
about making one because I'm positive Lawson has friends on the force.”

“So it was ether Lawson, acop, or ahunter firing a us?’

“Not very good odds if you ask me,” he said. “It could have been one and the same,
but you'll have to tdl meif you fed Lawson would stoop to murder when hel s dreedy
trying to blackmail you.”

His voice was graveling out. She heard the distaste in his voice whenever he
mentioned Lawson’s name. She rubbed her head againgt his body and he tightened his
am around her. “I’'m thinking it's just the blackmail for him,” she replied a moment later,
giving it some careful thought. “I1t meshes with the ring incident.”

His fingers continued to move, ether stroking her arm or combing through her hair.
It had a very soothing effect on her nerves. “Then someone we don’t know was shooting
at you, me or us. Would he be mad enough to shoot at someone with you?’

She noticed he didn’t qudify himself in reation to her, aboyfriend, afriend, alover.
A blunt reminder shewas dlill just adiverson. She needed to keep reminding hersalf of
that fact.

She shook her head, not sure she would say the right thing as disgppointment soured
her throat. Who would have thought after only afew days she would even care how he
thought of her? When she could speak, shetold him, “1 do need to make a police report
though. | haveto file for the insurance.” And it was something she could do without
thinking in the terms of hersdlf, and Trgjan, and when it would be over between them.

He reached for the remote and turned up the volume. “Y ou might want to wait before
making that phone call, Shar.” She moved and focused on the tdlevision.

“...the woman escaped on a motorcycle. Her accomplice was wearing...” She
gasped listening to the news report and looking at the face of one of the officers as he
answered questions.

“I recognize him. He was there Sunday morning when | picked you up.” Shar barely
heard him, her somach tossing like the seven seas listening to the bullshit spouting out of
the man’s mouth.

The information bar benegth his face gave the name Lieutenant Nickolas Warton.
She gasped. “That bastard! That's Uncle Nick! Turn it back up,” she demanded.

The news lady faced the camera. “Well, that’ s the report from the parking lot of
Dressed To Kill, aclothing store of the woman identified as the owner caught in a shoot
out with the Granier Falls police not even an hour ago.”

She listened to the rest of the report, but didn’'t have to heer it. “1 don’t even own a
gun!” she snarled. “1 can't believe this. What are they doing? | didn’t shoot afriggin’
thing!”

Trgjan turned the televison off. “Looks to me like you' re being framed sweetheart.



There' sno way you can go home now. We have to figure out where the hel Lawson is”
Hefdl slent, letting the news report ank in, when he asked her, “How did you know that
was the Uncle Nick he'd meant Saturday?”’

She rubbed her eyes hard until they teared. “1 met one of his cousins, Jmmy Warton.
He' d told me hisfather was a cop. | thought he meant somewhere e se because he made
him sound like a big shit, a public hero. Not here. That man’s no hero. I’ ve lived here
long enough to know I’ ve never heard him.” She groaned, feding like afool. “So | guess
that means you'reright, and that’ s how they warped the news story. But why are they
trying to bring down awitch clan? What the hell have we done to anyone in the last
hundred years? Nothing,” she miffed. “1 couldn’t have done anything.”

“I don't think it'sthe whole clan.”

She groaned, not wanting to move. “Doesit redlly matter? How am | supposed to fix
this? They're dill blackmailing Braden and me.” She lifted up from his chest with ahand
on solid muscle, acold fist gripping her from the insde. “Braden! We need to make sure
he's okay.”

Trgjan reached for his phone and made the phone cdl, holding afinger to her lips
when she demanded to talk to him. He shook his head, keeping the conversation short,
explaining what had happened in the parking lot and making sure Braden kept his eyes
open.

“Why didn’'t you let me talk to him?’

“Because if someoneis ligening to the cdl, they’ Il know you're here. HE sfine,
freaked out over the news report but not playing stupid.”

She swalowed. “Oh, God. Tragan... If they think I'll pay, they’ll go after him.” Her
stomach heaved for red thistime and she raced for the bathroom, terrified for her friend.
She wavered on her feet, holding herself steady against unagppeding porcelan as stress
and shock rolled through her body, her somach losing everything it had in the ondaught.
Breething seemed like a chore in itsdlf as wave after wave wracked her body, dumping
misery on top of everything ese. She sat on the edge of the tub amoment later, rubbing
her templesfinaly able to do more then just gulp for oxygen. Trgan leaned againgt the
door-jamb sympathy in his expresson.

“Wdll, baby, | guess we need to fix this then. The question is. are they both hunters
or just one? If Lawson has the balls to blackmail you, and dl dear Uncle Nick wantsisa
dead witch, then we have a problem, because | can see the cop covering Lawson's ass
even with the letters. HE Il cover it up to keep his chances open for one of us, whether he
knows for certain there' s more or not. We need to get both of them together, find out who
dseif anyoneisinvolved and keep you and Braden from getting hurt in the process”

She nodded, feding miserable. She swore she' d never use her magic again if
everyone got out of thisdive. “I'll do whatever | have to do, Trgan. | don’t understand
how it got so out of control.” She was close to tears and hated hersdf for it.

“Don’'t worry, Shar. We Il get this taken care of.”

She moaned in misery, shaking where she sat, her emotions on overload.

He reached for her and tugged her into his hold, soothing her with softly spoken
words and gentle hands on her body. “It's okay, Shar. Y ou just fdl for the wrong guy.”

She sniffed, swalowing the tears. The problem was, she knew she was fdling for the

wrong guy al over again.



Chapter Fourteen

The phone rang afew minutes after he' d brought her back into the living room when
she’ d had a chance to regain some of her composure and rinse her mouth. She’dfindly
regained some color to her cheeks and wasn't hiccupping in misery. He kept on arm
around her, feding her tremble againg his Sde. He heard Sissy when he answered the
inggent ring.

“Hey sexy,” she purred. “Tied up for the weekend?’

“Yeah, I’'m going to be swamped.” He adjusted the phone on his ear, not wanting to
let Shar loose.

“How about just dinner then?” she asked.

He knew what it was code for, and honestly wasn't interested in that either. “ Sorry
Sissy. | have afull plate thisweekend.” He fdt Shar diffen next to him then dip from his
hold, avoiding hisfingers and his looks when he tossed her aquestioning Sare. He
watched her turn and walk from the living room with atight back, the back door opening
and closing with a sound thud.

“All right. Give me acal when you can.” He nodded, unaware if he even physicaly
answered her.

He frowned, dthough not entirdly sure why when he hung up. He hadn’t thought of
Sissy since he'd seen her, and usudly if she was willing, he'd have her over, no quams,
but something kept him from telling her yes. He thought of her lush body, the full bressts
and none of her charms did anything for him.

He turned on ahed and looked to the back of the house, seeing in hisimagination
red hair, pert breasts and atattoo that scrambled his mind and he was suddenly aching
toward arousal.

Damn it, but Shar was messing him up good. He needed to get Lawson and his
attempt at blackmail straightened out, then get the damn witch hunter off of her because
he couldn’t keep her around forever. All he' d done was get her naked, and keep her there,
snce he'd found out she' d broken it off with Lawson.

His frown degpened when the naked images hit him sguare again.

But did he redly want to let her go?

Unable to give a definite answer to his own question, he strode to his kitchen and
grabbed a couple beers. He found her on the back porch curled up on the lounger staring
off into space.

“I'm sorry I’'m keeping you from your life,” she sad, idly plucking a loose threeds
on the canvas cover. She didn’'t look when he held the beer down by her shoulder. He set
it on the porch, then sat behind her.

“You're not, Shar.”

Her hair hung around her face, hiding alot of her from him. She didn’t say anything
to him, but he felt her disbelief. It was in the tautness of her shoulders, the evasive
glances refusing to meet his. He was surprised to find that actualy bothered him, when
she wouldn’t ook at him.

“Wadll, | think | figured out what Lawson’'sgameis, or was,” shesaid in avery
matter of fact voice. “I’m sure the sooner thisis over, the better. I’ m sorry you're now



dragged into this mess.”

He ran ahand up and down her back, knowing she meant the gpology. He didn’'t
blame her for what had happened. But he didn't like the fact she thought she was being a
problem, even if only a moment before he' d have agreed. He tipped the bottle and sipped
then asked, “What do you mean? What do you think he's up to?’

He watched as she reached for the neck of the bottle and imagined her fingers doing
the same thing to his cock, lifting him ... er ... it to her lips. Her tongue licked her lips
when she was done, the moigture glistening with a sheen sending his pulse pounding. He
pushed againg the zipper of hisjeans and shifted to relieve alittle of the pressure.
Changing his position redly didn’t help much.

She shrugged, and he tried to focus. “I’ ve been bothered ever since Saturday about
the fact Lawson had mentd safeguards, then accused me of lying to him or at the least
deceaiving him because | didn’t tell im right away. | think he got mead to throw me off.
He did know | was awitch, like you said. | just never thought of it one way or the other
because he didn’t make any weird mentions of it, you know, picking & me, or indgnuating
anything. Most people don' t even think people like us exist. Why should | expect the guy
I’m dating to think any differently? So | guess the thing isto find out why he had mentd
safeguards, and if his uncle and Lawson are on the same side of the fight. | dill think he's
just after the money,” she muttered.

He heard the hurt confusion in her voice and nodded, till trying to get histongue to
work for speaking. At the moment, it was out of service, at least of the spesking variety.

“Okay.”

She looked over her shoulder and frowned. “Never mind. | thought you were
worried, asin listening. I'm sorry | ruined your weekend with Sissy. I'll go day a
Maddi€ s until | can get back to my gpartment. Who knowsiif they are actudly even
watching it? It's probably not even on their rader if dl of thisnewsbullshitisjust a
screen because they were firing at us, you know, like innocent people being shot at. I'll
have her drive by and see what she can find out.” She launched from the canvas lounger
but he was quicker, snapping out an arm and hauling her back down to his lap.

“Let mego!” she demanded, sounding very pissy. He hid his smilein her hair, just
holding her until she quit Struggling.

He waited her out, his arm around her middle, massaging her neck with the other.
When she quieted he told her, “Y ou didn’t ruin anything, baby.” He flipped her hair out
of hisway and dropped a kiss on her shoulder. “Cdl Maddie, but tell her to bring you
clothes. Y ou're not going home until | know you' re perfectly safe there.”

“Then I'll just stay & Maddi€’'s.”

He shook his head. She sure was stubborn. “I don’t think so. I'd fed better if you
gayed here. It will take alittle time to plan and set the trap...” He arched an eyebrow at
her. “Assuming you were planning on exposing them both.”

“I have aplan” She crossed her ams and huffed a him, plainly ignoring his
attempts to soothe her.

“I thought as much,” he murmured, brushing kisses to bare skin. He scraped his
thumb to the underside of her breast where he held her. “ But we' re not doing anything
about it tonight. It' s dready dark, neither of us have eaten since lunch and depending on
what the craving is, one of us haan't eaten in even longer.” Helicked hislipsgiving her a
ravenous grin to go with the growled voice. Y eah, she wasn't leaving. Not now, not



tonight. He gill had an entire day’ s worth of fantasiesto explore.

He saw her cheeks redden and her lips part with alow gasp of desire.

“You'reinsane,” shetold him, shaking her head at him. “Y ou’ re harboring an
‘armed and dangerous crimina.” She lifted her fingers and did the quotesin the air
motion. “Or did you miss that part of the news bulletin? Y ou'’ re better off without me
anywhere near you. Especidly if people are going to be shooting a me.”

He shook his head. “Y ou' re safer here then aonein your gpartment. Braden will be
fine. He knows how to take care of himsdlf. Those two are clowns” he said bluntly. “The
rest isjust getting them to do something stupid where it'll be witnessed.”

She sagged. “I was thinking the same thing.”

He nuzzled againg her, pushing for the win. “ So stay. We |l work out the details and
see how tomorrow goes. I'm willing to bet by this weekend, thiswill be dl behind us”

“That' swhat I’'m afraid of.” It was avery quiet whisper, o quiet he wasn't sure he
was even supposed to have heard it. He pulled her in closer, and lengths of red hair
twirled around him.

“Y ou know what?Y ou should probably call Amber instead and tell her to take the
day off until we do get this behind us. Y our shop is going to be a hotspot until the police
ar aretraction or an gpology.” And it worked in hisfavor for her to have lessto worry
about. He was positive they’ d have this cleared up in aday or two at the most. He wasn't
about to let some haf-cocked asshole try to hurt Shar, and the witch hunter had Ssmply
chased the wrong woman. He' d make sure he saw his mistake in Technicolor.

She groaned, sinking further into hersdf in misery. “Yesh. That'strue. Hopefully
Diane a Sassy’ s didn’t catch the news report. She just agreed to start carrying my
lingerie. All thework I’ ve done, and it's going to fal gpart.”

Pressing kisses to her skin, he shook his head. “No. Thiswill clear up. You'll see”
He did her from hislap and grabbed the bottles, urging her back insde. “Cal Amber.”

He dropped the bottlesinto the recycle bin and listened as she spoke, walking up
behind her. Her voice was pitched low, explaining as little as possible and answering
even less.

He spanned his fingers around her wais, his thumbs rubbing againgt the tight
roundness of her assin the denim. She tossed him a glare, but he didn’t stop.

“Cdl Maddie,” he urged before she could build steam to argue with him when she
was done giving Amber off the next few days. “Y ou should probably have some clothes,
but none at dl suitsme”

She smacked his chest, that adorable disturbed frown regppearing. Before she could
did, he wrapped his hand through her hair and tipped her back, exposing her throat. Her
skin was warm beneeth his lips and a sigh wisped from her. He kissed those luscious pink
lips, holding her captive.

With knowledgeable fingers, he undid her belt. “Y ou better cal her. You're running
out of time before you' re naked,” he taunted her.

He had did the bdlt free and worked her shirt loose by the time she' d finished asking
for Maddie' s help.

“Shelll be here about ten. She wants to wait until later to try to go to the gpartment.”

He nodded, no longer caring what or when, when it came to Maddi€ s arrival. He
swept her hair to the Side, sucking on her shoulder. She inched backward, grinding
againg his crotch. He swatted her gently.



“No, baby. I've had dl day to plan this. Y ou and those boots, this skirt.” A hungry
growl rose from his chest. She had no idea how sexy she looked. He dowly dropped the
Zipper by fed from behind her, his arms wrapped around her waist, dready envisioning
what he would find. “'Y ou were driving me nuts, dl day long.”

“Short trip,” she quipped.

He tugged her hair in reprimand and she laughed. Damn, but she was sexy, Saring &
him with those blue eyes where he held her captive, dl seductress, but he had to wonder
who was the one captured.

Wasit any wonder he couldn’t stop touching her, couldn’t stop kissing her when she
teased him with daring looks? When she licked her lips with that tongue? She had a
wicked mouth on her, in more ways than one.

With a purposeful shove, he sent her forward to the couch, bending her over the
edge, her ass gticking out at him, lined up beautifully on the black heds of her boots. He
swatted her again, not rough, just enough to say he was in charge and she moaned. He
couldn’t walit to see how she took being tied down on his bed. Not even Sissy took his
playful control in stride. The thought of the other woman didn’t faze him—he couldn’t
even picture her face in ismind. Not with the temptation of Shar’s body filling his
vison.

He formed his pamsto her, running from her shoulders down her spine until he
cupped her sweet rear in his hands. He did the skirt down and exposed her fully, feding
her tremble beneath his touch. She stepped clear of the denim and the scrap of satin.
Unable to resist the smooth globes before him, he bit down on the dent of her back,
soothing her when she quivered in resction. “Don’'t move.”

It only took him amoment to dim the lights, leaving only asingle lamp burning to
illuminate the room. He sauntered to the kitchen, finding the items he wanted, leaving her
right where she was. He sucked in air sharply when he returned and she hadn’t moved.
Not so much as an inch. The shock of what it dl meant hit him hard.

She trusted him. Redlly absolutdly trusted him to not hurt her, to not do something he
wouldn't give her the find say in. She was an incredible woman. He had plans to show
her how incredible dl night long. He hadn’t found a cure to the itch she' d created, but he
was enjoying trying to find it.

Sinking down behind her, he ran his tongue upward behind her knee, nipping at
smooth skin. She quivered under every single touch of hislips and tongue. With afirm
hold, he wrapped his fingers around her ankles diding them upward and felt singed by
the dick legther encasing her legs. She trembled and he inhaled, dreedy finding the
heady scent of her sex growing heated. With her a his mercy, he tipped and whipped his
tongue againg the edges of her dit, feding her quake in reaction. He was just Sarting his
evening.

Standing once more he shoved her shirt upward out of hisway then lined a stripe
down her back and she shivered at the cold feding.

“Whipped cream? Y ou were serious?’ she whispered, her voice throaty with desire
and shock.

“Only the beginning,” he replied licking it off with long sweeps of histongue. He
kneaded her rounded flesh in strong fingers as he dined off of her skin. She gripped the
couch cushionsin reaction, arching with eech stroke of his tongue. Relinquishing the
swest globes of her ass, he reached beneath her body and aternately tugged and played



with her ripe nipples as he licked her clean. He fdt her quiver againgt his chest ashe
worked hisway down her spine. She pushed into his hands and againg his tongue and he
felt his blood hest like nothing else. He urged her to stand when he' d thoroughly licked
her clean and gtripped the shell over her heed, turning her in hisarms.

She gave him awary look, not meeting his eyes.

“What' swrong? You didn't likeit?" He thought she'd liked it. Now he wasn't so
sure.

She bit her bottom lip between her teeth, saying, “1 fed weird. The boots...” She
tried to cover her breasts but he clasped her hands and brought them to her sides. With a
gentle hand under her chin he tipped her up to look into her eyes.

“Shar, you have no idea what those boots do for me. Y ou're sexy as hdll in them.
Jud like this. | love the way you look in leather.”

A glimmer of laughter appeared in her gaze, her confidence restored. His heart raced
when her lips lifted, her look growing daring and sensud. “I had no idea you had akink
and fetish Sde”

Rdief made him amile. “It's young. Want to help me explore it?’

With a hand under each breast she teased him. “Where' s the whipped cream?| fed
naked.”

He groaned then edged her backward until she was on the couch again, daring him
with alook that made his blood surge.



Chapter Fifteen

He dropped a dollop of whipped cream on each peak. “Perfect,” hetold her before
licking them clean. He purred at the hot taste of her skin and the cool sweetness of the
cream. She writhed beneeth him as he steadily worked hisway to the juncture he craved
like ajunkie seeking his next fix. She squedled when he dipped his tongue into her
bellybutton, licking her like the tregt she was.

Using the canned cream, he outlined the treasure between her legs, making her his
own Shar sundae, cherry included. He nestled it right at the top of his sundae swirl, the
bright red peak right over her tempting clit. He dribbled a couple drops of the juice on her
skin and she giggled, watching him. “How does that fed ?’

“Cold.”

“Mmmm. | better warm you up then.” He dipped down and cleaned the first pink
trail away with a degp moan from her in gppreciation. He lingered over the second, gently
sucking up the moigture, following the trail to Igp up the last Sraying drops.

“Do | get aturn?’ she asked bresthlesdy watching him with an intensity that dared to
ged hisar when he looked up to gauge her reaction.

“Do you want to?’

She nodded, her eyes dumberous and sultry, her gaze bold. He dmost came right
there. Like he' d tell her no? He couldn’t believe he was actudly going to get to have his
fantasies... And et them too. He swallowed, finding his voice. “ Shar, baby. Anything.”

Her eyesfluttered and her pelvis rocked in front of him. The cream was warming,
dripping between her swallen lips and he wasted no more time.

The cherry dipped down between her plump labialips and he gripped it between his
fingers, licking the cream away from her wet folds. She moaned and rocked and quaked
with each flick of histongue. He plit the cherry, rubbing it on her clit and she cried out,
shuddering in pleasure.

Cherry flavored Shar. Life couldn’t get any better. Pulling her legs up and over his
shoulders, he dove, thrusting his tongue into her honey, sweetened from the cream, dick
and cool. She bucked against him, mindless as he took her over the edge. She shocked
him with the force of her orgaam, jetting into his mouth with a rush of liquid. He savored
it like afinewine.

He let her rdlax, tenderly licking at the glistening drops while little earthquakes
traveled over her in ripples. “God,” he groaned, unable to stop his tongue she tasted so
good. “I could do thisto you forever.” His voice was aragged whisper to his own ears,
raw with desire. He blew a stream of air over her and she jJumped in his hands.

“I'd never survive,” she gasped.

Giving her amoment to catch her breath, he stood and stripped, unashamed of his
arousd or the way he couldn’t stop looking at her. He wiped his chin and hands on hist-
shirt then tossed it aside.

Sowly she sat up and licked her lips, devouring him with her eyes the same way
he' d just devoured her. Completely. Fully, and it was making him harder and hotter by
the second. He gripped ahand over his length, demanding some self control. He had a
feding what he was abouit to receive was going to test his limits and then some.



She studied the flavorful arsend hel d acquired from the kitchen, hovering with
indecison. “You need ails,” she said, then lifted her chin to look him in the eye. He
swallowed wondering when he’ d stepped through heaven' s gate because he sure as hell
didn’'t remember dying. “I like to make my own.”

He groaned, long and low, his mind easly filling in the erotic pictures. “ Shar, you're
going to be the degth of me.”

That sweet pink tongue flicked to her bottom lip, a daring, heated look in her gaze
agan. “Then | better make sure you go down with asmile” she said. Her voice flowed
over him, low and smoky enough to make histoes curl. “Lucky for you, | ill love
chocolate pops.”

He sent asilent prayer for strength when she thumbed the top off the unopened fudge
icing. He d bought it on a chance aong with the whipped cream and cherries after he
found out Lawson was out of the picture, after those hotter-than-sin kissesthey’ d shared.
He d never met awoman interested in adding alittle play to lovemaking. Shar was
geadily blowing his mind with her willingness and her own sense of adventure. At this
point, he'd make sure they were aregular shopping staple from now on.

The cover was ripped free and al he could do was watch. And enjoy.

She curled afinger into the chocolate and then smoothed it dong his stiff cock with
easy, dow strokes. His head fell back unable to watch as she coated him from the swollen
tip backward. The feding adone was driving him insane.

Hot breath on the head of his shaft snapped him back to paying atention in a
heartbeat. He released a dow hiss of air when she flicked out her tongue and delivered a
delicate lashing, lapping a him. He fdt as he thickened, craving, to the point of pain.

“Thank God I’'m not on adiet,” she teased, eyeing him playfully.

He plied his fingers through her hair, cupping the back of her head gently. “You
don’'t need to diet baby. Y ou're perfect.”

She blinked up at him from where she kneded, staring as if he' d stunned her. He
stroked athumb against her cheek, not at al surprised he meant it. She looked so sweet
and innocent, but the boots turned her into asexy sren, and he found himself completely
at her mercy. Whether she knew it or not. Her gaze dropped and he waited, giving her
time to decide and he wasn't disappointed. She exhaded a breath againgt him, then she
dowly drew his pulsing length into her mouth. He watched her as she bobbed in adow
rhythm, licking the icing off with swipes of her tongue with each mation.

His eyes crossed when she did some sort of twisting motion with her lips, reveraing
the pressure with ahand at the base. His legs trembled. She kept doing it, taking him
deeper and deeper until there was no other fedling, just the intense pleasure of her mouth
on his cock and the rhythm of her sucking. The scrape of nails along the bottom of his
penis where he was the most senditive and againg his sac dragged a groan out of him that
he knew came from his feet.

“Shar.” He wanted to warn her. He was so close to the edge of that cliff. Silken hair
wound over his other hand, and he tried to dow her down, using his padmsto try to hat
her movements. Air dammed in and out of his body and tingles raced up and down his
spine. Skin tightened around his erection and testicles, like a cauldron was hesting and
she held the match. “I’m going to comeif you don’'t stop,” he managed, gasping as she
doubled her assault. She made a sound, a purr or a growl—he wasn't sure—bui it
vibrated againg his skin and he felt his restraint dipping. She clutched a his leg with her



nailsdigging in, refusng hisinggence to make her stop. Muscles clenched when he felt
her swallow his whole length down the back of her throat. Watching her take him deep
was one of the most eratic things he' d ever seen. He lost the willpower to do anything but
watich.

Her lips and tongue waged a spdll over him. He groaned and let her take contral,
pistoning his cock into her hot little mouth, matching her tempo. He moved between her
lips, each stroke raking his skin with the velvet rasp of her tongue and congtant suction as
she drew him deep. She fdt so fucking good. Hot and tight. She purred and moaned and
the vibration sent shocks to his testicles, making them tighten. She lifted a hand and
cupped him. He hissed with pleasure, ar damming out of his lungsin time to the mouth
on hisflesh.

He rocketed right past the point of no return and never even saw the warning sgns as
they flew past.

He shouted, tensing as the top exploded off the end of his cock. Shudders rocked his
body, her tongue dancing over his skin like he was some kind of divine dessert,
swalowing every drop as he pulsed his orgasm into her. He felt his body fdl in on itsdf,
as though she had sucked him dry.

“Mmm,” she murmured, wiping avay astray bit of chocolate at the edge of her
mouth. “Yum.”

He shook his head, unsure how he was able to stay standing. He offered her a hand.
He needed to move or hewas going to fal over like afdled tree. “Come on. Bedroom.”
She rose to stand with him. “1 need to rest a moment.”

“Then what?" she asked, completely comfortable in her nakedness next to him as he
looped an arm around her body. She fit perfectly againgt him.

“Round two?’ he asked, running his hand over the smooth skin of her ass. He loved
hers. It was perfect for him. He was dready envisioning the fantasies he il had to share
with her. When she looked up with a questioning stare, he told her, “Don’t worry. I'll
take care of Maddie when she gets here. Y ou just need to stay naked and gorgeous.” The
rest of the night was wide open from there for him. And he'd just begun.



Chapter Sixteen

Shar hung up the phone glancing back over ashoulder. “The bait islad.”

Trgjan caressed her neck, seeing the tension in her expressive powder blue eyes.
“Don’t worry. You were very believable.”

She shuddered in distaste. “1 can't believe | agreed to marry that worm. He wasn't
even trying to fake he'd lied to me. It al boiled down to money.”

He pulled her around to tuck her into his chest. Dipping down to the curve of her
shoulder, he inhaled her sweet scent, a scent that would dways be Shar. It made the
blood in his body run with arenewed heat. With a gentle nip, he convinced himsdlf to
stand gtraight. It was a reluctantly obeyed order, at best.

“You'refine, baby.” Hewasn't convinced it was just the money. He feared once
Lawson had even a penny, the witch hunter would take histurn & the woman in hisarms
aswdl, and he wasn't positive it was just one. He wouldn’t allow anyone to hurt her, but
they had to catch the ones who had set her up and remove any threat to the Kin in the
process. Nothing would happen to Shar, he wouldn't alow it. She shivered just the same.
Soft skin floated under his touch and the scent of her filled his nodtrils. Even after
spending hours loving her, she dill excited him unlike any other.

“Do you redly think thisis going to work?’

“I think s0. Believe me, | don't like you being the bait anymore then you do.” He
lifted her to look into her eyes. “1 know you can handle yoursdlf, and I’ll be just astep
behind you, the entire time.”

She nodded. “All right then. Let' s do this”

With ahand to the small of her back, she picked up the designer bag Maddie had
brought her clothes in, now filled with newspaper and together they strode to his truck.
She got behind the whed plunking the bag on the seet between them and he sat on the
passenger side.

The sun was setting with night fast gpproaching. It had taken some time to get
everything planned for her to meet with Lawson.

He put a hand on her shoulder and she looked at him, her face drawn. He leaned over
and found her lips, afadt, deep kiss. The lingering memories of the last few days were
replaying on his eydids as he kissed her, making it hard to let her go. When he did, her
lashes fluttered up and her pulse beat beneath her skin. The banked heet in her eyes was
intoxicating. She started the truck on the next heartbeat and pulled out to drive to the drop
point Lawson had demanded.

“1 wonder why he wanted to come out here,” she asked, breaking the silence itting
between them. Her hands were tight and twisting on the steering whed. “The old mill is
hardly even abuilding anymore. It skind of cregpy.” She did him alook. “Kind of like
one of those old movies. The unsuspecting personisled to the lair or whatever, and it's
adwaysin this old, dilapidated building.”

“Too many old movies, Shar.” But her gppraisd ill had him watching ahead of
them carefully.

When it came into view, he told her to dow down. “I'll legp out and they’ |l never
know you aren’'t done. Try to keep them together if it's more than Lawson.”



She nodded, purposely dowing asthe last turn of the road appeared before them. He
did from the truck, rolling into the bushes as she grabbed the door and dammed it closed,
leaving him in the dusty trail of the truck. She stopped a moment later, turning off the
headlights, plunging the wal of the mill into darkness.

He did aong the shadows, brushing leaves off his clothes. He heard the truck door
dam, barely able to see her ahead. He watched as she walked, carrying the bag toward a
door.

“Hdlo Trgan.”

He swung around, finding himself face to face with Braden. And avery lethd
handgun pointed right a him.

* % *x %

“Lawson?’ Shar licked her lips when her voice broke. “ Are you here?’

She crept closer to the door before her, the window broken out and the hinges on the
Sde rusted.

The deathly quiet of the building cregped her out. Goose bumps were finding any
exposed skin and making ahome. Letting out a breath, she aimed for the door. “If you're
in there Lawson, come out. I'm not going in there.”

Slence.

Come on, jerkwad. Where are you? She grimaced, opening the door further. It
creaked and groaned, but gave when she pulled. It was darker in there then outside. She
looked up. No moon yet. Of course. The sound of the stream, which had once fed the
massve whed s their energy, gurgled in the background. The sound wasidyllic
consdering the tenson she felt. Her fingers tightened around the handle of the bag,
misgivings about not bringing real money making her somach pinch and toss. She
could ve gotten it. Her dad would' ve just wanted an explanation.

The creak of wood made her jump. “Lawson?’

A hand landed on her shoulder and she spun, ready to scream. “Hi Shar,” Lawson
sad, hisamilelight. “Glad you could make it.”

“I' brought the money.” She motioned to the bag, but he didn’t even look, holding her
gaze with hiseyes. Hewasn't in a hurry to see it. How had she ever thought she'd cared
for this man? He was good looking, but the man insde was a snake. HE d used her.
Anger made her jaw hurt, kegping hersdlf from screaming a him.

Or toasting his cookies. She could make sure he wouldn't be using any part of his
equipment for avery long time. Sometimes Kin laws should just be broken. The
repercussion for physica harm though was't one she wanted to face.

“There s someone you need to meet,” he was saying. Confusion rifled her body, her
heart racing just as a stabbing pinch hit her neck. Seeing his greedy, smiling face was the
last thing she saw before she went under.

* k% % %

“What the fuck?” Trgjan snarled watching as the cop snuck up behind Shar. He
watched through the darkness as the cop dressed in civilian clothes lifted a hand to her
shoulder, then gaped as Shar dumped. The man caught her then tossed her over his
shoulder.



“Too bad you got pulled into this, Trgjian. By the way, thanks for inviting me to the
party.” Braden's smilewas crud. “1 dready had a specid invitation. Y ou're going to
make it ahdl of anight.” He prodded him closer to the mill with the gun.

“I can't believe this, Braden.” He swore slently, not comprehending what Braden
was doing, or how he wasinvolved. He d discussed the plan with Braden before they’d
come out, in case they needed his help. But he was dready here. Why?

Lawson hefted the bag onto a knee and ripped the zipper open. “ Shit!” He dug in and
yanked out sheets of newspaper, flinging them to the ground. “ Fucking whore! Where's
my money?’ He threw the bag away.

“Y ou were the one trying to get the money out of her,” Trgan heard the other man
say. The cop. “Braden told you she wasn't an idiot.”

Trgan' sfingerstightened into fists. He refrained from looking Braden. The bastard
had double-crossed them.

“You're wadting time,” Braden reminded them. “Take her. | have to do something
with him.”

“Bring him.” With Shar on ashoulder, Nick carried her insde the building. The door
fdl off the frame when he pushed it open the rest of the way it was so rotted.

“Nick,” Lawson said. “Two?’

Nick shrugged. “Makes no difference to me. Two less”

“Then why not Braden?’ Trgjan asked. “Or did he tdl you heign't Kin?" A hissof
anger did past his ear.

Nick grimaced, as though there was a sour taste in his mouth. “ Shut him up Braden.”

“I think you should ligen,” Braden warned, leaning closer to Trgan. “Wedl get
something out of this” He snickered, sending alook after Lawson. “Well, dmogt al of
us. He shouldn't have tried to blackmail her.”

“He was blackmailing you too.” Just whose side was Braden on?

“No. Shar’ s weakness has been and will aways be her friends. If she thought | was
indanger...” He chuckled, amusement coloring his hard gaze. “And it worked. Except
for the money. But Lawson will get over it. HE's got more pussy to play with than any
man dive. Tha's as good as money for dl that | care”

“What the hell is going on Braden?’ He snarled the question, being forced to follow
thetrio into the darker inades of the old mill. Only asingle light on thewall gave any
illumination. Then it clicked. *Y ou were the one who taught Lawson the menta
protections.”

“You're catching on. Keep waking.” Trgan was dow going through the door, trying
to pieceit dl together, letting his eyes adjust. Shar was dready in the process of being
chained to awall. He had to do something to dow this down, find dl the answers. Too
bad there wasn't any cavary around.

“Why the Mystic?’

Braden shrugged, moving, relaxed. “That was Nick’ sidea. Take out aKin place.
Drive the rats from the ship kind of idea.” He held the cast up. “ The timing was off. Shar
made such alovely digtraction.” A thick, lusting timbre colored hisvoice. “When Lawson
met her, he asked dl kinds of questions, which turned Nick onto her when Lawson
became suspicious of her. HE d dready planned on bringing in more hunters. He knows
Granier FdlsisaKin town, but he does't like to share” He shrugged, giving the sory in
an indifferent tone. “Lawson wanted to fuck her, then he wanted her money when he



found out she was loaded. So he delayed Nick’s plans. That’ s the only reason he lasted a
year with her. To get in good with her. He played her out, found out how to get her to
give him what he wanted.” His gaze strayed to the female form strapped to the wall,

being pulled taut in a spread eagle fashion. “He got to play, then would hand her over.
She was actualy supposed to be here Saturday,” he taunted, swinging the gun around to
punctuate his point. “He screwed it dl up though. HE s a greedy shit.”

“And that’s why you were there, to keep her in the club long enough to get busted by
someone, Lawson, for using her magic.” Not to mention attempted murder by the power
of ten.

Braden nodded, uncaring to tell Trgjan anything, haf of his attention on the redhead
being chained to thewall in front of them. “ Pretty much. All the Kin knows when she's
throwing atemper and she was S0 easy to rile up. She actudly gave ahdl of show.” He
gave an unconcerned grunt. “Made the blackmail part much easier. A lot of witnesses if
that had been needed. Lawson is determined to get his money. He swears he wasted a
year screwing her scrawny ass. Hiswords, not mine,” he added. “The things | could do to
her.” He sghed, pure unadulterated lust gleaming in his hard eyes.

Trgjan was seeing a side of Braden he’ d had no idea had even existed. Warped,
sexudly obsessed. But the conversation had given him more information, and time. In
increments, he'd dowly frozen the firing pin on the handgun he held.

He shook his heed, looking around, looking for anything he could use. The mill was
stripped, nothing but wood planks. The chainsthat held Shar looked new. He had to
figure out away to get them out of there without getting shot. So far, Braden' swas the
only gun he’ d seen. He doubted hiswasit. “What are they going to do to her?’

He gave Trgjan an gpathetic smile. “ She's a sacrifice tonight, or she will be once
they’ re done with her. One by one the clans will be removed from Granier Fdlls” He
came close again. “ See, I ve dready been paid off to leave. | have no stake in this stupid
little town. | want abig city, not this excuse of Podunk people like you and Shar can cal
home. | never wanted to move here, but | had no choice. | want to go back to the city life,
big city life)” he taunted, asif Granier Falls was a chuckwagon stop on the dusty trail.
Trgan never knew he thought so badly about Granier Fdls. A town of well over asixty
thousand was il big enough to appease appetites. Just not Braden's. “ The hunters want
the city deaned out—no Kin, no clans, and honestly, | don't care. They can haveit.”

“You'resck Braden.”

He chuckled. “Maybe, but I’'m arich, sick man.”

Braden looked up just as Nick lifted a hand to rip open Shar’ s shirt. A look of hunger
fed by jealousy crossed his expresson. He diced aglaring stare to Trgan. “Do it Nick,”
he shouted.

That was when al hell broke loose.



Chapter Seventeen

Trgan was knocked off hisfeet as a Sdewdl imploded, shattering into the center of
the mill. Dry wood cracked and shards flew in al directions as rotted planks split like
toothpicks. The light died afast death. Dust rose like athick cloud through the air,
making it nearly impossible to see through the murkiness. He shook himsdlf, then rolled
to legp to hisfedt, trying to find his way. Movement to hisleft warned him someone had
located agun as it scraped aong the ground, the sharp metdlic edge grating on his
nerves. He sent out a pulse blindly. The sound of adull click was followed by alow
shouted curse.

Uncaring of the havoc behind him, he reached Shar, till suspended on the wdll. The
links on the chains rattled and reflected bits of lights from the people invading. The
chan’s newness was completely out of sync with the rot of the building. He didn’t think
the wal itslf was going to last much longer either. He had to get her down.

Precious seconds were wasted as he found the first chains and where they were
attached to her. A shout was followed by aloud crash. He lifted an arm, protecting his
face, covering Shar as much as he could with his body as splinters rained down on him. A
section of the roof had falen in. “Shar,” he choked out, coughing on al the dust and
flying debris. No answer.

He put a pam over one of the manacles and it split open, then did the same to the
other three until she was diding down to the ground. He caught her againgt his body.
“Wake up baby.” She was breathing, but out cold.

“Freezel No one move!”

“About time you got here! Arrest him!”

“Shut up Nick. You'reon thinice.” The new voice held furious authority, and was
not taking any chances. “Cover him. Find his wegpon.” The tromp of boots diced
through the thinning swirls of dust. “Where re the other two?’

An unexpected voice spoke a hissde. “Is she okay?’

“Maddie?” He whirled in shock, crouched by Shar where he' d set her to check her
for any other damage Lawson and Nick might have done when they’ d chained her to the
wall. He kept ahand on her to keep telling himself she was safe. Maddie blinked big blue
eyes up a him from his shoulder.

“What? You didn't think I’d let you guys have dl the fun did you?’

“How?’

She put a hand on his shoulder. “1 have friends too.” He leaned over and smooched
her on the forehead.

“Thank God for friends.” He dipped his arms under Shar, standing with her cradled
closeto his chest.

“I found Lawson dr!” avoice shouted over the melee going on insde of what was
left of the mill. Lawson stumbled back in, with his hands on his head being pushed none
too gently from the rear by a uniformed officer to join the group insde once more.
Someone dapped cuffs on him.

“Where' s Braden?’ Trgan looked around at the snarled question and spotted only
the two other men. Maddie looked up at him, and her expression was saying the same



thing.
He'd vanished.

* % * %

Trgian hed his hands up, asking for quiet from the clan and Kin encirding himin his
living room, including Shar’ s parents. He' d been asked questions for twenty minutes,
after dready answering everything once by the chief of police at the mill when they’d
stormed the rickety old building. Shar was resting, deeping off the temporary tranquilizer
they’ d injected her with, but he had answers he needed too.

“How did you get into thisMaddie?’ he asked the woman ditting next to him.

“| followed you two. | knew there was something going on when | brought the
clothes yesterday. Shar can't lie to me, we' ve known each other too long.” She shrugged,
no gpology in her voice as she explained. “And | cdled afew of my own friends. Being
the Mayor’s niece does have some benefits’ She gave him ady grin. “He wasn't happy
when | told him what had been hgppening on his city police force.” She gave a pointed
look to the room to seeif they were Hill ligening. “1 saw Braden sneak up on you, and
then Shar collapse. | couldn’t see what had happened to her, but | recognized Lawson. |
told them what was happening, the blackmail, and the fact they were harassing her,
shooting & you guys...”

“I had guessed that was who was behind the shooting,” Trgan interjected. He just
hadn’t wanted to burden Shar with the knowledge.

At hisfrown, she nodded. “Y eah, the cops didn’t like that at al once they got the
right facts on the story when they heard it. One of their men shooting at people in the
dreets. | was promised afull gpology in case they didn't think to mention it.” She gave
him agentler grin, asif she knew how much hearing dl of this was tearing him gpart
because Shar had been the target. “ They wanted Shar to be an example to the Kin for
those that chose to stay. Nickolas Warton has apparently been looking for the chance to
dart thisfor some time and knew he had a opportunity to set it in motion when Lawson
darted dating Shar. Lawson was just an idiot to think he'd actualy get money from her.
Braden just wanted her gone. | knew he was jelous of her ability. He was downright
obnoxious on Saturday trying to best her any way he could. It didn’t hurt that | amplified
him for them to hear his confessions.” Her grin turned impish, her eyes sparkling. Maddie
had a handy family spell that could be used to amplify sounds, provided she knew where
they were coming from.

He met her grin with one of hisown. That' s right, he thought in agreement. “Nice.
You did thewd|?’

She beamed with pride. “You bet | did. | pack awalop, don’t 17" She winked and he
laughed.

“Isshegoing to bedl right?” Shar’s mother was hovering near the edge of the
group, close to his Side listening to the exchange, getting comfort from friendsin the
group. Her parents were one of thefirgt to arrive at his house once the cal had gone out
about the uproar at the mill.

Her mother had stopped pacing, and seemed to have relaxed once she had a chance
to physicaly see her daughter, even if she was passed out in his bed.

“Shell be fing, Mrs. Brenna. It was a knock-out drug they gave her. The syringeisin
evidence now, but it was't any stronger than what you get at the dentist or doctor for an



outpatient procedure.”

“Braden,” Maddie muttered with atouch of anger. “He works for the hospitd.”

He bit his cheek, rather than frowning. Persondly, he'd like the chance to punch
him, just once. “I can seethat.”

It fill bothered Trgan that Braden had disappeared when the police had stormed the
mill. He couldn’t have gone far. He didn’t have distance in his displacement ability. But
with Shar safe again, there was very little left for him tonight he wanted to ded with.

People |eft in ones and twos as the evening lengthened. Maddie was one of the last to
leave. She paused at the door, looking him in the eye. “Y ou take care of her, Trgan.”

“I' will.” He gave her aquick hug. “Thanks for helping out.” He watched until she
had pulled away in her car, heading back to her gpartment. Casting alook in all
directions, he shut and locked the door. As a precaution, he guarded it and the rest of the
house, just in case Braden had any not-so-bright ideas about trying to find Shar tonight.

Trgjan would look for Bradenin the morning. Sick bastard. He deserved to be
roasted, but there wasn't ajail made that could hold him. The elders were dready
deciding his punishment and the council would seeit ddivered. They had to find him
though. Treason to the Kin of Granier Fals had findly gotten the council involved. He
wouldn't be at al surprised if Braden disappeared for a good long while after trying to
hand over one of the Kin to awitch hunter. At least any attempts at cresting a new hunt
had been stopped cold.

He turned off mogt of the lights, leaving only one or two to illuminate the house as
he walked to his room.

Shar was stretched out, long pale legs peeking out from the t-shirt he'd dressed her in
to be more comfortable. The length of her hair fanned to her side, racing down her back
like amolten river of dlk. He pulled his shirt over his head and stripped out of hisown
clothes, crawling into bed behind her. He pulled the blankets up and wrapped his arms
around her warming her with his body.

Hefell adeep knowing he wasn't going to let her go. Ever. For some reason, the
thought didn’t bother him in the leagt. It appedled to him.

* k% *x %

Shar came back to redity dowly. She swallowed, working her tongue, feding like
she' d eaten something huge and fluffy, like apillow. Life pulsed through her body as
nerves woke up, and she sretched. She froze in the next ingtant, finding the hested length
of abody al aong her spine, down to her toes. Fingers flexed, cupping her breast, and an
am and hand were laying dong her ssomach, folded over her in possesson. Absently, a
thumb moved. It stroked the pesk of her breast and she arched into the dectrifying shock.

A purr rose near her ear. Trajan. Relief flooded her and she pressed backward into
his body. That purr again.

“God, you fed good,” he murmured, flicking his tongue out to her earlobe. His
embrace tightened around her middle. “How are you feding?’

“Like road kill. What happened?’

“Lawson and Nick areinjall.” He lifted and swirled histongue insde the edge of her
ear. “Y ou' ve been deeping off the injection.”

That seemed like avery cut and dried answer. She' d ask for more details when she
was feeling coherent enough to actudly understand them. She knew there had to be more



to what went down at the mill then ‘they’rein jail’. Back to the injection thing. She did
remember that hgppening. “How long?’

“Not long. An hour, maybe two.”

A short groan dipped out. “No wonder | fed like hell.”

“Not to me.”

She amiled, hearing the sensud tease in hiswords, wanting her to know she was
safe. He must have been adeep too. His voice had alow rumble that made her insdes
tremble. “What happened after Lawson?’

Shefdt his hot bresth brush over her in adow sgh. “Braden was behind it. He was
the one who taught Lawson the mental guards. They bought him off to Sart a*Kin clean
up.” Y ou were supposed to be the first.”

Anger made her giffen. “Are you serious? | thought he was my friend.”

His thumb started to stroke her again, a soothing motion that warmed her. “Honey,”
he started, lowering hisvoice, nuzzling her. “He is obsessed with you. Maddie told me
what happened in the club, in detail. That's not the Braden we know. He never would
have put you at risk before. He also knew the club was set to be blown up, but he was so
obsessed with beating you, he overstayed and was caught in the explosion.”

Her voice was dry, her throat wanting to close up trying to decipher what this meant.
She sared a the far wall, but only saw flashes of that night in her mind. “But he saved
me. He' s the one who pulled me out after the explosion, when the fire Sarted.”

Silence met that. Moments passed. “Y ou'll have to ask him, baby. | don’'t know why
he did what he did. He hated losing to you, but | think the payoff Nickolas had given him
was the reason he actudly pulled you out.”

“That’sridiculous.”

His fingers moved up, cupped her chinin firm but tender fingers. “Think about it
Shar. Braden has always felt the need to one-up you.”

“So Lawson...” Shedidn't want to say. She could only swalow humiliation so many
times this week and she was we| past her limit.

“Lawson...” He paused.

“Jugt spit it out.”

Hisfingers caressed her, softening the blow. “Lawson dated you until he was tired of
you. He thought he was on the verge of losing his chance to hand over awitch. So he
decided asking you to marry him and giving you the ring was the way to keep your
interest for just alittle longer. Give him time to set up the blackmail and then hand you
over.”

“Damn him,” she bit out. Her eyes closed, burning with tears. “I shouldn’t be
shocked. After Saturday, it's so obvious.” She sucked in air, refusing to let asingle pain-
filled tear fdl. “1 should be used to this by now. He' s never denied asingle thing.”

“Shh,” he whispered, caressing her with hisfingers, running hislips over the skin of
her neck and ear. “It' s over. All the collateral damage will be covered, including your car.
The police are going to run the baligtics on the bullets. If they were fired from Nick’s
rifle, that's attempted murder. They ran a background check. They know you don't have
agun. He sredly sunk his career.”

She swalowed, trying to absorb it al. All thistime his fingers hadn’t stopped once.
Heat waslicking at her skin asif it were aflame, rather than his fingertips. “You sure did
find out alot.” The words flowed from her on a breathless sgh. His caresses felt so good,



she was dowly turning into a quivering ball of desire,

He chuckled. “Turns out Maddi€ s got some friends in high places too. She was able
to get the Mayor to throw his weight around and get some action. Don't worry. You'll be
back at your store, doing what you love in no time.” She nodded. Maddie did have
connections. She owed her friend. His breath continued to warm her, everywhere from
her ear to the nape of her neck where her hair had been swept up. “No one' s ever going to
hurt you again, baby.”

It sounded too good to hear. Like he meant it. Like she meant something to him. But
she fought the fedling, fought the want to let her fedings get wrapped up into his words.
She was dreedy tied too tight asit was, caring too much. Loving him. She was doing this
with her eyes wide open. She just prayed when it was time to say goodbye, she had the
drength to do it.

The drugging sweep of his hand lifted to her hip, finding her thigh and forming his
pam over her skin. He tipped her chin, purposely toying with her earlobe between his
lips. A shiver diced down her spine, lighting her ingdes on fire.

Would it be so wrong to just take tonight, like the nights before? Would it redly
matter when it was over how much she loved the way he made her fed?

If he gave her any indication that she redly meant more than sex to him, she'd fight
for him, but she didn’t think that was the case, and she didn’t want to fool hersdf. It had
garted out with protecting her, and that’ s where it was going to end. Swallowing the
disappointment, she accepted it. No one would know the truth, least of al Trgan.



Chapter Eighteen

Darkness lined the windows to his bedroom, ethered shadows covering the floor,
creating a patchwork of light and dark. Her eyes fluttered with each wicked lick and taunt
of histongue, closing them from the world surrounding her. The heet of his hand drifted,
following the dope of her hip down to cup her ass, giving her agentle squeeze. He
murmured in appreciation and her heart pounded in answer.

The arm benesth her curved tighter, tilting her more until she turned, her cheek at his
lips. Pressure from his fingers delved between her thighs when he dropped his hand and
she opened in welcome, inviting his touch. He didn’t disappoint.

That murmur of pleasure turned into a degper growl, a mixture of desire and hunger
that thrilled her. Dampness spread, creating adick playground for him.

“You'reso hot,” hetold her, hislips wisping like fiery brands againg her skin,
traveling from her cheekbone to the corner of her mouth. A sharp quiver arced up her
spine when he scragped his fingers againgt her heat, teasing her through the smdl triangle
of fabric, the only red barrier he faced. He pushed it aside and did between the folds of
her desire, groaning. His whispered words growled into her ear. “I love how wet you get.
So hot.” She gasped at hiswords, at his voice, at his touch, lifting her hips craving the
tease of histouch.

She whimpered, wanted, but he refused to hurry. Each stroke was dow, diding
agang nerves, forward then back tantalizing dick and heated skin. His thumb brushed
againg the edge of her anus and she whimpered harder. His mouth suckled at her neck,
keeping her pressed up againg him, twisting her body to be immobile, completdly & his
mercy between his mouth and his hands.

He yanked her underwear free and bent one of her legs over his hip, exposing her to
his pleasuring touch. The press of hisforearm over her somach kept her a his mercy.
Shewas dready sinking into mindless ecstasy, mdlesble and achy.

“Mmm. Sweet Shar,” hetold her, pushing her shirt up over her breasts. Her nipples
ingtantly hardened in the cooler night air. He released her chin, dropping his fingersto
brush againgt the turgid peaks. With gentle fingers, he plucked at the tips, each tug
pulling arope of desire that reached to her womb, heating her, making her arch with
need.

The hand resting on her thigh kneaded skin, fingertips grazing the center of her heat
with feather-light touches. She moaned, craving, silently begging. His laugh was low, and
knowing.

“Tel me, baby.” He licked the shell of her ear, his fingers methodicaly winding her
tighter with each touch againgt her breasts.

She covered his hand with hers and tugged him toward the part of her needing relief.
Helaughed again, ressting. “Tell me. | can do thisfor avery long time. | love touching
you, playing with your body. Y ou're so hot.”

Her lipstrembled as atwist and apull had her sucking in ar and arching her back
like a cat when he proved his point.

“Touch me.” She sounded bregthless, felt breathless. And on fire.

He swept hisfingers aong her thigh in blatant misunderstanding. “1 am.”



She groaned, aggravation and lust becoming friends. His fingers curled around her
breast, and the heat of his pam reminded her just how good he felt.

“Tell mewhat you want, and I'll giveit to you.” Hisrich voice weaved over her and
she burned. Ached. Hungered. “Knowing what you want and not being scared to ask for
it turns me on Shar.” He pressed his erection into her, letting her fedl his naked hardness
againg her back. Fedling his entire length heated her skin, his own pleasure in her desire
turning her ingde out.

She groaned feding his weighted thickness. “Touch me. Make me come. | love the
way it feds”

“My pleasure” he purred, curving his hand to her mound. She gasped at the instant
fire beneath hisfingers. It raced with ddicious heat through her. He moaned into her hair.

All shefdt was the stroking fire of histouch, the persstent eratic tug on her nipple
matching the pace he had set againg her dlit.

“You fed like dlk. Hot honey and silk,” he told her, breathing in deep breaths as he
spread her lips and worked her clit with his thumb, rubbing it in circles. She gasped with
each new pressure. With dow, mind-freezing deliberation he did two fingersinto her,
twigting them inside before dowly pulling them free again. She moaned with eech
motion. Each stroke sent blazing fire preading, sending her closer to the edge that she
knew he'd take her to, repeatedly. Liquid heat coated her insdes and he purred again,
making a sound in his chest that told her he felt her excitement. He continued to caress
her, diding in and out in long strokes, increasing his tempo in measured beets until he
was rocking againg her, until he was damming the hedl of his hand againgt her dlit with
each penetration.

She gagped, moaning and writhing with each thrust, whimpering in pleasure as the
pressure built.

His voice was right at her ear. “ Come for me Shar. | love to see you come.” He
plunged again, flexed his fingers and she shuddered. “ Ahhh. Yessss” Hisjaw clenched,
ar hissng through histeeth as she hit her orgasm. “Ride it baby.” Muscles locked,
holding him, sucking him deeper as he wrenched every last drop out of her.

He formed his palm over her heat, massaging her, and she throbbed harder, trying to
catch her breath. He did down behind her on the bed, pressing the head of his erection to
her opening. With asingle movement, he dammed into the drenched flesh of her body,
then tilled. He flexed and groaned again. “Damn, Shar.” He moaned, his hard breathing
echoing hersin the room. “Y ou fed so good.”

She moaned, barely hearing him, feding him dide as deegp as he could go. He
stroked her again, pulling back until he was nearly free of her and she held tight not
wanting to lose the wrenching bliss, the feding of him filling her fully now aching ashe
waited, only an inch of pleasure holding them together. Anticipation made her quake. She
cried out when he shoved into her hard enough to dap againgt her skin. He did it again
and she spirded, aching, clawing for him to carry her over the edge.

He dipped free, saying, “I’'m sorry Shar, | can’t play any more.” He pushed her to
her back and gripped her a her knees, hooking them over hisarms. Pulling her hips
toward him, he impaled her with one mation, filling her, stretching her with his engorged
sze. Hisgroan poured into the room.

She pushed her head back into the bed, swept away in fedling as he plunged like a
piston into her, firing his hips with forceful lunges snking him to the hilt over and over.



Hisfingers dug into her hips, holding her steady as he continued his rhythm, pounding
into her. His expresson wasfierce, dominating, claming and it thrilled her. Nails dug
into the bed, into his forearms, anything to find away to ground herself as he took her
closer and closer to sheer ddlirium.

Muscles fought to hold him with each stroke, caressing him, sucking him deeper
with each thrust. Heat rose up in his green gaze like an out of contral fire, burning her
just to look at him. Her head snapped back. “Oh God,” she whimpered.

His cock rammed into her with solid contact, shocks rippling up her body with each
impaing. Hard and deep, pushing as far as he could into her with each one. Lightning
was sngeing her nerves and lights were blistering on her lids, coloring her visonsin an
array of beautiful fireworks. Energy built up, filled her until she felt her body grow hot.
The orgasm ditting on the cusp made her quiver, hunger and moan.

“That'sit Shar. Just likethat,” he gasped. “ Y ou' re beautiful like that.” She shivered
a the gruff intengity and he clenched her tighter. Somehow he drove into her harder,
deeper, filling her more.

She screamed. Stars exploded around her, her body corkscrewing into ecstasy. He
diffened at the same moment she met her release, her orgasm rocking her from shoulder
to knee. Harsh pants reverberated through the room. He pulsed, pulling her astight as he
could until he relaxed, sagging onto his caves.

He sank forward, finding her lips. “Incredible. Nothing but incredible.” Her fingers
dug into his damp hair, her amile bittersweet even as she held him tighter, not wanting to
let it end. The inevitable was too depressing to think about a that moment and she
pushed it away.

“You're pretty awesome yourself,” she replied. It wasn't nearly enough. It wasn't
nearly the full truth either, but the way hislipslifted into a satisfied samile told her it was
just what he wanted. The bittersweet ache grew and stabbed her right through the heart.

* k% *x %

The rest of the week went by in afairly uneventful fashion. The Chief of Police
questioned her about the evening of the mill, the shooting, and the blackmail letters,
which she willingly gave over. Braden had lied about receiving one of the |etters to throw
them off, dlowing them to believe he was one of Lawson’s victims. He was more the
brains behind the scheme. She’d never had a clue he'd had anything to do with her
troubles until she met with Lawson & the mill to try to trgp him. Nor did she know of his
closet obsesson with her that gpparently he' d had for severd years. In hindsight, it was
easer to recognize. All the sexud innuendoes, dl the taunts. She shook her heed. It had
gone deeper than his playful teasing. Searching his house, the police had uncovered an
entire stock of Shar photos. That creeped her out.

He' d disappeared off everyone' s radar, even the council’s. This made it harder for
them to deliver their decision. His treason to the clans had ensured retribution, aswell as
losing his freedom of magic. That was aliberty granted by the council, in each town, held
by elder members of the clan He would forever be banned from using his skillsin
Granier Fdls. Mogt decided to start over dsewhere when that ruling came down, and
most of those were not repeat offenders. Once usudly did the job.

For hersdf and her shop, she' d received flattering commentary as well as afull
gpology. Nickolas and his nephew Lawson Warton were in custody for their crimes and



attempted murder. For afew short days, she' d been a celebrity, but dl of it wasfindly
fading, which she was glad of. She' d never liked being in the public eye that much to
begin with. The Kin council didn't like it either, but the resdents of Granier Fallswho
were aware Kin lived there ignored their ‘ differences.” Most of the people who knew of
the Kin's existence knew of it because of marriage into afamily, and the same rules that
applied to the Kin themselves were expected to be followed by any who knew of their
exisgence. No one knew of every Kin either. It would be like knowing people who
attended the loca block party in your neighborhood, even if only by face but you
wouldn’'t know them dl by name, or where they lived. It was one reason Granier Fdls
was gill home to hersdf and so many others after so many years. There was afeding of
anonymity in her hometown.

More good news came on Friday when Sassy’ s owner contacted her with afull
inventory agreement. Shar’ s lingerie was going into didiribution, even if it was only
locally. It was going to a store on the other side of town from Dressed To Kill.

By the following Wednesday, most of her life fet normd.

Most. Not al.

Trgjan had two orders to complete and ship that he' d delegated to the back burner
when she' d needed his help. He d been holed up in his garage since Friday of the week
before getting the work completed. She hadn't called him, and she wasn't expecting him
to cal her. The urgency of their Stuation was over. She didn’'t need his protection any
longer.

It didn’'t make it any easer on her heart though. Her heart till wanted him, il
wanted hislove. Her body 4till craved histouch. A lot.

Shelet out asigh, flipping through the receipts from the day before. It was eexily
quiet in the shop today after dl the hustle and bustle of the last few days. Amber was
gone for the afternoon and the door hadn’t made a sound in two hours. She'd already
checked it once to be sure it hadn’t accidentally been locked. It hadn’t.

There were only a couple hours left and then she could lock up. Seven couldn’t come
fast enough for her. She dumped the receipts on the desk, unsure why it even mattered.
She had no reason to rush out of the store, much less to rush anywhere. Trgan’s silence
madeit clear their time was dready amemory. At least to him.

Almost in answer to aprayer for distraction, her front door chimed diverting her
from her woeful and pathetic thoughts, but when she walked out to the front floor, no one
was there.

That eerie dlence thickened, creating a chill on her skin. She looked in both
directions but saw no one on the sdewalk, no one who had peeked in and kept going.
Just go home, shetold hersdf. With aflick of her writ, the lock turned and she took her
own advice.

She dropped the blinds and locked them down, casting a shadow through the store.
The lights were bright enough so she could see fine from the front door dl the way to the
register and the opening of the changing den. They weren't turned down yet and the
illumination was fine. She drew a breath, dill feding off kilter and nervous.

The sudden sensation that someone was standing behind her made the hair stand up
on her neck. Hot breath blew across her shoulder and she froze.

“Lovely,” hewhispered just before he wrapped his arms around her waist and they
both disappeared out of the store.



Chapter Nineteen

Trgjan sat on his bike, staring with a surprised gape at the blanked out windows to
Shar’ s shop. The blinds were drawn but the lights were on. And it wasn't even seven yet.
Had she closed early?

Resting his chopper by the curb, he strode up and tried the door only to find it
locked. Getting back on his bike, he cruised to the rear delivery dley and tried the door.
This one opened easily. Okay, she was il there. He let out a breath, worry in the feding
he’ d missed her. He d meant to catch up with her a couple times during the week, but his
orders had needed to be completed. He' d rushed them as much as he could so he could
have the coming weekend to spend with her.

It had sunk in dowly over the days without her. He missed her. He missed her
sarcadtic, funny, vibrant self. A lot. Sissy had cdled again the day before. He'd had no
problem telling her he wouldn't be seeing her anymore. She’ d been dlipped, not overly
surprised at the change in their relationship, but she’ d been hurt. He d never meant to
hurt anyone, but Sissy wasn't Shar.

Shar was the only woman for him. He recognized the truth of that now. He walked
into the store, expecting to find her but ingtead found it empty. He double-checked the
front door. It was locked, as were the blinds. So she was on her way out for the night. He
turned and searched her office then the changing den but saw no sign of her. Returning to
her office, he noticed the dips scattered across her desk, her computer was till on, and
her purse sat on the cabinet.

He frowned, and caled her name, hoping maybe she was just in some nook that he
hadn’t found yet. Slence. Something told him she wasn't coming back ether.

Retracing his steps, he locked the back door, leaving the rest as he'd found it and
went to the one person who could help him find her.

* % * %

“Braden. What are you doing?” She was fighting to stay cam, but not being able to
see was messing with her equilibrium. It wasn't ablind, it was a gpdl, and not one she
knew how to counter. It aso captured her hands, imprisoning them to be frozen. The only
thing she could move fredy was her heed.

“Y ou screwed up my future Shar,” he explained camly. “I had it dl set. A fifty
thousand-dollar bounty for each Kin | gave them, and you had to screw it up.”

Theway he said it turned her ssomach. So matter of fact, so camly. Asif it was no
big ded to turn over persond friends to a bunch of witch hunters. As though there was no
issue a dl. The Sdem witch trids al over again except it would be even worse as she
could attest—just being taken and murdered by the hunters. Not even the mockery of a
trial. She kept her mouth shut. She needed at least an idea of how to get away before she
tried something. Her magic would free her, but he'd catch her again easily with his plane
displacement ability.

The sound of hisfeet on dirt gave her aclue to where they were. She cocked her
heed to listen and caught the muted tumble of water, the sound of leaves and limbs



moving fredy and not a single car. She shook her head. Right back to the mill. How
cliché,

“What are you going to do Braden?’

She diffened when he lowered to bury hisnosein her hair. “My lovely firebdl, I'm
going to show you what ared manis. | know Trgan’s dready been there, but | can
forgive you for that. Y ou should have been mine long before now. Letting Lawson play
with you was wrong.”

She blinked, still not able to see but shocked just the same at the gpology in histone,
“What the hell are you saying?’

“I was wrong to let Lawson have you. He didn’t deserve you. | should have given
him another when he wanted to know what it was like to screw awitch.” He stopped and
lowered her to the ground, discovering a soft pallet of sorts beneath her. She il couldn’t
see or move though. It bothered her but she focused to try to hear around her, to
determine where she was, how close things were.

“He showed me how wrong | was in not saying anything. If I'd had you, you
wouldn’'t have been their firgt choice. | wouldn't have alowed it, regardless of the
money.”

She fdt aweight lift from her face and blinked, seeing his hand as it hovered in front
of her face. Her vison returned ingtantly, but the bind on her hands was il intact.
Candleswere it nearby, illuminating theimmediate area. A huge portion of the building
was missing from the previous rescue, il lying in a pile of rubble where the wal and
roof had collgpsed. Trees and stars gave an out of place backdrop to the sde she was
daring at.

“I canlove you Shar. | dways have,” he said.

She shook her head, looking at him. “No, Braden. Y ou haven't.”

“I' know I"'m better than you,” he chalenged her, hisvoice hardening. “You can’'t
deny that.” He kndlt on the pallet, brown eyes watching her without a Single reservation.

Shedidn’t blink twice a hislack of conviction to argue hislove for her. “Braden,
thisisjuvenile. It doesn’t matter who is better, who is stronger, who isfaster. | can’t do
the displacement. | never could. That is your strength. Mineisfireand ice”

His sensuous lips thinned. Trgan was right. At some point Braden had dipped a cog.
She kept her breathing even to not et him know what she was thinking. She needed to
find away to put distance between them. She'd never get far enough before he caught her
again. And the next time he grabbed her he might do something worse then just bind her.

“I don' t understand this Braden.” She was hoping keeping him talking would give
her time to think. “Why hand me over to begin with if you loved me?’ She gave him an
innocent look, trying to look confused and not worried about her Situation.

He touched her cheek and she was proud when she didn’t flinch. “When you broke it
off with Lawson, | was going to give you afew days to calm down, but Nick wanted to
watch you, seeif you did anything to prove you were awitch. It was hisideato throw
you in lock-up. Being drunk just gave him cause” She nodded, encouraging him to
continue, giving him awide-eyed look that said she as enraptured.

“Then Lawson had the bright idea to get money, and...” He blushed, dropping his
gaze. “That was my fault. | told him you were loaded.”

“But I'm not, my dad is”

He shrugged. “Didn’t seem to matter once Lawson knew. Nick knocked you out. The



syringe was only supposed to beif you caused them problems.” Like that made it better.

She shuddered, not wanting to think about what they would have done, or how far it
would have gone before Braden would' ve decided they’d al suffered enough. Hiswas
one conscience she didn’t want to rely on. She refrained from telling him how stupid he
wasto put histrust in hunters to begin with.

Sincerity brightened his gaze as he explained. “I was only going to let them
humiliate Trgjan. | wasn't going to let them do anything to you.”

“You would let them hurt me to get back at Trgan?’ she whispered, bile and shock
risng in her throat.

“It sounds s0 bad when you say it like that,” he admonished her, his brows furrowing
in displeasure.

“Becauseit isbad, Braden!” She scooted away from him. “I can't believe you would
do this Braden. We ve known each other for years.” She cast another glance toward the
opening, wondering how much more damage the building could take. If she knocked out
another few sections, another wall would come down fairly easlly. Asdry and rotted as
most of the wood appeared, it didn’t look as though it would take much to makeit dl
come down. She hoped the confusion would be enough to give her time to hide out in the
darkness.

Sheturned a shoulder to hide her hands, feigning disgust a him, which wasn't dl
that hard to fed, and keeping her hands clasped before her. She blocked his view of her
face s0 he couldn’t see what she was doing, murmuring the words to the rel ease spell
under her breath. The ropes loosened and fell free, hidden from hisview.

“Shar,” he said. “I wouldn’'t have let them hurt you.”

“You let them chain me up and knock me out. Y ou let them, Braden.” Her voice was
iff, anger suffusing her. She controlled it, but it wasn't easy. The urge to just char his
hide was very strong now that her hands were free. “ A person who loved me wouldn't
have even let them touch me.”

He shook hishead. “Shar. I’ ve loved you for years. You never saw it.” Hediced a
hand through his blond hair.

“I don't think s0,” she told him, quietly to not make him suspicious. Sheinched a
little further away.

A fury she'd never suspected raced over his expresson. “Y ou wouldn’t know! You
jumped from Lawson right to Trgjan’s bed like some whore. | was going to give you time
to coal off, but Nick wanted you first. | would have saved you from thet if you'd once
showed me you cared!”

He legped to hisfeet, yanking her up by her shirt, tearing the shoulder loose. “You
even let Lawson fuck you. | wonder who would have been next?’ he sneered.

She pushed him away, shouting at him. “That’s enough!” She stepped back. “I don’'t
know when you got this sck idea of me Braden.” She lifted her hands and formed a
power surge, looking at him, aiming it at him. He hardly acknowledged the threst. “But
you have it wrong Braden. We ve dways been friends. Nothing more than friends.”

Hest flowed over her skin as the magic undulated in sasis, just waiting for the
command to be released.

“Go ahead,” he taunted. “I know you won't do it. You can’t hurt anyone.”

“Hurting you wasn't part of my plan.” She lifted her arms and shot over his heed,
aming for beams and supports. They exploded and flared into a blaze ingtantly. Cresks



and wooden screams cried over theimmediate crackle of the hungry flames.

He ducked and turned to view the damage. “What the hell!” Heat wavesfilled the
enclosed space a the end of the mill, smoke quickly filling the air.

She whirled and ran for the opening in the opposite wall. Smoke billowed out behind
her, dong with a harsh, angry curse. A firebal hit the ground nearly beneeth her and it
tossed her severd feet. She landed, sprawled and shaken, but rose to her knees.

His hand on her collar hefted her up and shook her. “Don’'t do that again!”

Thistime she didn’t hestate, |etting the heet roam on her skin like aliving flane. He
shouted, tossing her to the ground then shaking his hand. She just avoided a swung kick
for her 9de, rolling away from him.

“I"’'m better than you!” His voice rose with an unholy shriek of anger. Another arc of
light burrowed into the ground with a burst of grass and dirt where she’ d been, barely
avoiding the direct hit. A loud crash rose from the mill, followed by a storm of sparks as
more of the structure collapsed. She threw a pulse to where he stood, but missed. He' d
vanished again.

She stood, watching, waiting. He wouldn't go far. Not thistime.



Chapter Twenty

“Come on Braden.” She cirded again, thefireilluminating al around her asthe mill
continued to be engulfed in flames. “Y ou know they were using you.”

A surge dammed into her back, knocking her into the ground. She gulped for air, her
lungs burning as she fought to get back up to her fest.

“Only a coward would attack awoman from behind.” She created awall around her,
never believing before tonight she' d have needed one. Silence met her sneered chalenge.
She searched but there was no movement, no sense of where he was, of where the next
attack could be coming from.

Without warning, bright white light infused the areafrom al over and she was forced
to drop her hands, sucking in air. Smoke lay heavily in each breath. She blinked rapidly
to shidd hersdf from the brightness.

Severd bodiesformed in the ring of light and as she spotted them, Braden became
visble within the light, shock and anger in his expression.

She trembled, never having experienced the council’ sinfluence en masse like this.
They could only be there to finaly render their judgment to Braden for his crimes against
the Kin of Granier Fdls, not to mention againgt her. She noticed he was looking around,
searching for away out was her guess, but he was as frozen as she was.

“Braden Lewis.” It was the hum of the voices, the unique oneness of the council
chilling her nerves. Everyone was taught to revere, respect, and as needed, fear the
council. “Comeforth.”

He shook his head, trying to take a step back instead. The fear was openly apparent
on hisface.

Shar weatched as glowing blue bands encircled his body, trapping his handsto his
sdes, each band pulsating with intense control. “No! You can't do thigl”

“Y our judgment has been decreed Braden Lewis. Y ou have turned your back on the
clan and the Kin of Granier Fals” The voices spoke in perfect unison. There was no
escgpe from the power of the combined Kin. Shar could see Braden was quaking, fighting
againg the strength of the council’s power.

“Y ou have been banished from Granier Fals. It will never again be your home. Y our
magic will be stayed until the council seesfit to return it.”

“No!” He struggled againgt the bands, their grip not lessening.

“You will be monitored and at the time the council seesfit, your magic will be
unbound. If you are not deemed worthy or responsible in your new home, it will never be
unlocked. Do you understand?’

He sank to his knees, shaking. “No. Please.”

Shar had never seen them dispense justice and for a split moment felt sorry for
Braden's verdict. It didn’t last long. She felt sorry for him, but not for his punishment.

“Leave Braden Lewis. Find peace in your future.” The words were the final sound,
like the crack of agavel on walnut. Braden's verdict had been ddivered.

The bands faded away, leaving him on the ground, nearly sobbing. “No!” He leaped
to hisfeet, shouting his outrage. “Y ou can't do thisl”

He closed his eyes and in the next ingtant let out a shriek of pure outrage. “No!” She



stared agape redlizing they had done asthey’ d said. His magic had been locked. His
desire to disappear wasn't possible.

His gaze found her. Hatred, anger and pain lit his expression in the nimbus of light
just before he charged her. Her heart went into her throat, frozen in place for a plit
second. She closed her eyes, too shocked to avoid the contact. A shape rushed out of the
line of the council, tackling Braden before he hit her, taking him to the ground with a
loud grunt.

The struggle was quick, two quick fist-laden attacks, and Braden was quiet.

“Never touch her again,” the voice snarled, shaking his shoulders before | etting
Braden sag to the ground nearly unconscious.

Seeing Trgan turn to her from where he sat on Braden made her gasp.

“Shar? Areyou dl right?’

He held out his arms as he gpproached and she sank into his hold. The tightness of
his embrace shocked her. Like he didn’t want to et her go. “I’m sorry, baby. | tried to
find you, but the council had to get involved thistime.” His voice was low, tender. “I had
to wait for them.”

She shook, shock riding her as she grasped a what he was saying. “Y ou were
looking for me?’

He nodded, brushing his hands down her body, feding for himself she was
unharmed. “For the last few hours.” He found the tear of her shirt. His glare returned,
looking over ashoulder at the groaning lump on the ground. “He did this? He didn’t hurt
you?’

She shook her head. “ Y es, but he didn’'t hurt me. How did you find me?’

“Maddie”

She nodded, not surprised.

“I wanted to kick his ass once | knew where to find you, but the council had laid
down their ruling for the betrayal. Once they knew where hewas...” Helet out aharsh
breath. She redlized he' d wanted to rescue her, but the council superseded hisdesireto
kick Braden's ass. “It doesn’'t matter. Y ou're okay.” He tipped her back to ook into her
eyes. “Right?’

She attempted to nod. He was holding her very close. “I’'m fine Trgan.”

Something was different in his gaze, something intense that made her ingdesturn to
jdly. Her hands wound around hiswaist and he tucked her into his chest. The rampant
beeting of his heart beneath her ear warmed her.

Sheredlized afew minutes later the darkness of nighttime had returned. “Where did
they go?’

“The council doesn't hang out after shop talk. Y ou know that.” Long fingers of
orange light brightened the ground from the fire egting at the mill. She turned to watch
the last of it collgpse, and the wall of fire trucks reach them through the snapping and
crackle of the consuming hest.

“We better get out of here” A final look around showed Braden had aready dunk
off. She nodded, sghing tiredly.

He stopped by the store to drop her off, and to finish locking up with afind few
words.

“I' want you with me tonight.” He did his hand into her hair and tipped her back,
finding her lips, gently swiping againg them before plundering between claming her



breath.

She wanted to deny him, but longing made her cave before she could even think
about saying no. She nodded, sghing againgt his mouth.

He lifted, looking down at her with that intensity again. The look stole her breath and
her capacity to think. “I missed you,” he whispered as he plundered one last kiss. “I'll be
waiting for you. Don't be long.”

He released her at her back door, waiting until she was inside before ramping up the
roar of the motorcycle, disgppearing into the night.

Twenty minutes later, she was on the road to Trgan’'s house, seeing the lit old
farmhouse in the distance. She aso spotted a second car in the driveway. A car she didn’t
recognize. Inginctively she dowed, feding pain dice through her as she watched. The
tableau she saw formed a cold fist of agony and pain insde of her chest. Her heart felt
ripped in two.

There was no mistaking Trgan in the arms of atal blonde, kissng. A long drawn
out kiss that burned and destroyed the small hopeful part of her heart that thought there
was more to what he' d said tonight, that he’d missed her, that he' d looked for her. This
was proof she meant nothing to him, that he’d lied to her. Better to find out now than a
year from now when her heart was completely vulnerable.

Shedidn’t want to be betrayed twice. Instead of giving Trgjan the chance to use her
the way Lawson had, she made a quiet u-turn on the road, and drove home. It was a good
thing there was no traffic that evening. It was hard to see the road through the tears
fdling like rain down her cheeks.

* % * %

Trgjan watched Sissy drive away, his gaze automatically looking further down the
road for the car Shar was driving. With an anxious breath, he turned and waked insde.
At first he'd been shocked to find her on his porch. Shar was on her way. Sissy had to go.
He d never been caught in this predicament. Not that he' d done anything wrong, but he
wanted a clean conscience, Sarting tonight.

It was over between himsalf and Sissy. It had been over for them since the first kiss
with Shar, but she wanted to hear it from him. He guessed she deserved that much after
al the time they’ d pent together. She was more atached than he'd originally thought but
that didn’t matter. It wouldn't change how he fdlt, it wouldn’ t change who he felt for.

Tonight had been the hardest night of his life. Knocking on Maddi€' s door and
seeing her expression when hetold her Shar was missing; dl of it had his heart in his
throat. Fear was something he didn’t like to fed when he thought about the danger his
Shar might bein.

She dragged him in and used the mirror she kept on her coffee table to search for her.

One look and her words said what was on his mind. “We have to tell the council.”
Even though he hated hearing them, she was right. The council would have made their
decison by now, but finding Braden was the only way they could ddliver their judgment.
The body of elders was alarge governing group of dl ages, and any talent or magica
gift. It took alarge group to make these kinds of decisions as unbiased as possible. But
Braden's was one of the severest crimes againg the Kin Trgjan had seenin hislifetime.
He had no choice but to wait for the contact to be made.

He hadn’t known how fast he' d traveled getting to the mill, his only thought getting



her away from Braden. And kicking his ass for doing this, pushing this obsession bullshit,
hurting Shar.

The fireba | had erupted and he'd skid his bike to a stop in the trees, racing toward
the blaze on foot before he could think. In seconds, he had been frozen to the ground, till
too far away to do any good. A brighter-than-day light had flooded the area and he knew
the council had arrived. Seven of the elder circle to mete out Braden's punishment. He
hadn’t been able move or speak until they were done. Not that he cared what happened to
Braden. Shar’sfear and torn clothes made him seered.

It had felt good, too good to tackle Braden. He wasn't the type to start afight, but he
could finish them. Now he just needed Shar there, in hisarms, in hislife. Forever.

He opened the door, frowning after another ten minutes had passed and there was
dill no dgn of her.



Chapter Twenty One

Shar wiped her tears with the shredded tissue, pushing her hair behind her. She
wanted to scream, but she wouldn't. Shelived in an gpartment and it was late. She
wanted to cry... That she could do. All too easily. She had lit afew candles around her
gpartment, not bothering with any red lights, not wanting to have that glare of truth
shining on her. Trgjan was no better than Lawson and was going to use her.

Her heart ached judt thinking it. Damn it to Hell! Why did she have to love him?
Why did she have to fal for abig jerk of a guy? She sank down on the couch curling into
abdl of misery and heartache, unable to answer her question. Life sure wasn't being fair
ether. First Lawson now Trgan. Was she just racking up lousy boyfriends? Then she
snorted. Trgjan had never been her boyfriend. A minor technicdity but it couldn’t be
ignored. He d never once stated what they were, but in ardationship sure hadn’t been it.

A tap at her door had her looking at the clock. Midnight? You have got to be kidding.
Then she looked through the door.

“Go away.” Sheturned, bent on ignoring him.

“I need to talk to you Shar. | have something of yours”

She sniffed. “No you don't. It'slate.” Just leave mein my misery already.

“Shar, open thisdoor,” came the low growled command. “Unless you are telling me
it's okay to go shopping on your credit card tomorrow. | can dways use more supplies
for the garage.”

She siwung her door open before he was done talking, the credit card held doft in his
fingers. He grinned wolfishly at her. She'd forgotten al about it. The night she'd spent
hoursinjail, she d asked him to get it in case she needed it. She’ d never asked for it back.

She held out a hand. “Fine. Thank you. Y ou can go now.”

He whipped it out of range. “Tsk, tsk. Nope.” He pushed her back firmly but with no
force on her shoulder. “1 need to know why you didn’'t come out.” He purposely looked at
the clock on thewall. “I’ ve been waiting for well over two hours, and | know it shouldn’t
take near that long to come from your shop to my house” Heleaned in. “Evenif you
stopped herefirst.”

She shot him aglare. “ Stop playing games Trgjan. Just give me back my card.”

He shut and locked the door, not bothering to turn around to do so. He did the card
back into his hip pocket.

“No.”

She crossed her arms and glared a him. “Fine. I'll just cancel it tomorrow.”

He rested his pams on her shoulders, kneading her benesth his strong touch. “Why
didn’t you come out?’ That purr was back in his voice. She stedled hersdf againgt its
pull. It wasn't easy, but she managed, hiding the turmoil behind indifferencein her
words.

“I didn't fed likeit.”

“Liar.” He breathed the accusation, pushing until she took a step backward. “Try

again.
“Because | wastired,” she snapped. “What difference does it make?’

He shook his head and pushed again. The solid coolness of the wall covered her



back, from shoulder to shoulder and down to her calves.

“I can see you being tired, but you could have dept in my bed as well as you could
here. Y ou know that persondly.” He dipped down and bit her earlobe.

She pressed her hands to his chest, enraged when her body responded even when she
knew it was doomed to fail between them. The push of her hands did nothing to deter the
traveling of hislips

“Because there wouldn’t have been room for me! Okay, fine. | know you like your
women, but damn it. I'm not doing it again. | just won't. Go back to whoever the hell it
was making out with you on your porch and leave me adone. | refuseto be onein aline”

He froze. “ Shit.”

She watched his expression, hurt and shocked when he didn't deny it. Fresh tears
welled up. She couldn’t stop them either the way she was pinned to the wal by his frame.
They did down her lashes, leaving scalding tracks down her cheeks.

“Shar. It’'s been over between me and Sissy since the first time | touched you.”

“It didn’t look over to me! She was dl over you!”

He nodded. “And what was | doing?’

“Kissng her!”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “Was 1? Why don’t you look and make sure before you
make that accusation.”

“Becauseit'sagaing Kin law,” she replied, lowering her gaze, unable to stand the
gentle understanding in his expression.

“Not if | give you permisson. Not between people who dlow it.”

She shivered. Her voice cracked. “I’ ve never known you to be crud, Trgjan.”

Caring fingerstilted her up to look up a him, into him. “I’'m not being crud. | give
you permission. | want you to know the truth of what happened with Sissy tonight. |
don’'t want any misunderstanding to ever come between us”

Her sobs deepened. “Trgjan. | can’'t be one of your girls. Don’'t you understand?’

“I think | do.” His voice was low, seeping into her mind. She fdt every brush of his
gaze as he searched her. “This just meanswe' |l have to make it permanent.”

She sucked in air and groaned. “What? Permanent flings?” She thunked her head
againg hischest. “Trgan, | need someone who loves me, dl of me, and not because of
my father’s money, temper included.”

“Will I do?’ His breath caressed her ear, the words weaving through her mind like a
drug.

She blinked, knowing she heard him wrong. “What?’

His hand cupped her face, hisfingers holding her steady, tilting her to let his gaze
boreinto her. “ Shar, | love you. I'm asking you to marry me. | don’t want you to think
Sissy or anyone will have any bearing on our livestogether. If you want to look, | give
you full permisson. And remember, once it’s given, it can't be revoked.” His thumb
swept away straying tears on her skin. “ She was saying goodbye, Shar. Nothing more,
and | wasn't kissing her back. | couldn’t. Someone else dready owns al my kisses.”

“Someone dse?’ she asked, fedling breathless, aliberating eation filling her. Maybe
everything would work out.

“If she wantsthem.” He looked deeply at her, his heart out in the open for her. “Do
you?" The depth of those two words sent a shiver down her spine.

There was more than the kisses in those two words, in that question. She relaxed



beneath his touch, feding the hard form of his body caging hers. But she was going to
torture him just alittle. He deserved it.

“Do | what?’

A amirk rose on hislips, heet risng in the green of his eyes, fully aware of the game
shewas playing. “Do you want my kisses? Let me show you what you'll be getting.”

His lips molded to hers, spicy and strong, like the man, capturing her as hefit againgt
her body, pressng himself into her shgpe. Firm fingers delved into her hair, holding her
as his captured prisoner, plundering her mouth with his tongue. She moaned, her hands
wrapping around him tighter, clutching & his shirt in her hands. She pulled his shirt free
and found bare skin.

“Mmm. Yes,” he breathed. “1 love your hands on me. | love your swest little ass. |
love your temper, your red hair.” He groaned, dropping down her neck to suck and nibble
a will. “1 love you Shar.” He bent and swept her into hisarms, carrying her to her
bedroom.

He set her on her feet at the edge. “Y ou haven't said yesyet,” he pointed out,
sweeping her shirt over her head. He rubbed the tips of her breasts with his thumbs and
she fdt hersdlf go liquid at the touch. She moaned, aches and longing growing in legps
and bounds.

“l haven't?” she gasped. She sucked in air in ahisswhen he twisted anipple
playfully. Somehow the torture tables had been turned on her. She quivered with desire as
his pdms continued to indulge in the bounty before him.

“No. You haven't.” He licked one hot pesk, dragging his tongue across her likea
velvet rasp. “You haven't said you love me ether.”

Her arms clagped around his head, encouraging his hot mouth to continue with his
course.

He shook her off. “Tel me, Shar.” He swirled his tongue around a siff pesk again.
“Tell me what you want baby. Y ou know what that does to me.”

She groaned. Yes, shedid know. Shelet out alow shriek when he pulled her breasts
together and licked them side by side. Her core quivered with aches, dampnessfilling
her.

“I'm not going further until | know the truth. | want to heer it Shar.”

She shuddered, ecstasy codescing into a huge fiery ache inside of her. Her lips
quaked as she drew bresth, her fingers clutching at him to stay standing.

“I loveyou Trgan.”

He groaned and with a quick motion stripped her shorts and tossed her on the bed.
She squeaked and tried to scoot back, but he captured her ankles. His fingers stroked her
skin, soking her fires higher.

“I’ve been without you for days baby. | need this.”

He knelt by the bed, bringing her leve to his mouth. He licked her like a cone, one
long, thorough, mind-shattering swipe of histongue that had her wet and achy and needy
in a heartbeat. She moaned like awinter wind at the hard push, the rasping texture,

His voice grew husky, filled with rich desire. “Yes. Just like that. Let meloveyou
Shar. Let me see those sparks that are yours, only yours.”

Before she could agree or say even aword, he dipped down and gave her adl she
could have wanted.



TheEnd
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