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To Gary, always.
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Internal Affairs HQ,


interrogation room number 2

“Are you trying to tell me, Sergeant Jamerson, you didn’t lay one finger on Jesse Rivera?”

Ty looked hard at the investigator across the table from him. He didn’t see a woman. He saw a career-killer. His gaze narrowed to the sleek tailored suit that accentuated more curves than it camouflaged, the firm set of her jaw, and the sensible bun curled tightly against her neck. Yeah, a career-killer, and the worst kind. The kind that crucified her own by stripping them of their badge and honor. He curbed a sneer.

If she didn’t have Internal Affairs stamped on her forehead, he would have smelled her out for the rat she was just by her arrogance. He gritted his teeth.

“On the contrary, I laid all ten and then some. You’ve seen the booking photo, I presume?”

Her dark blue eyes widened and her lips pursed at his confession. “Booking photo? I shot a whole roll of film documenting his injuries. Under color of authority, you’ve violated his rights.”

Ty swiped his hand across the stubble on his chin and shot his union rep at his side a glare. Ponch shrugged lazily. “You know the drill, man. She can accuse all she wants.” Without moving a muscle, Ponch speared her with a glare. “Now prove it.”

Ty smiled. Ponch was a reticent man. It’s what Ty liked most about him, that and he knew how to maneuver IA without them even realizing they’d been had.

He looked back at the salivating IA officer. He didn’t have time to dick around with a trumped-up brutality charge, but he’d make her think he had all day and night.

Her nostrils flared like a she-wolf scenting the kill. He silently cursed. This one smelled blood, all right—his.

He leaned back into the straight-back chair, caught her gaze, crossed his right foot onto his left knee, and pulled a piece of hard candy from his pocket. Not breaking eye contact, he casually unwrapped it and popped the root beer–flavored candy in his mouth. He set his hands on his thighs, tapping his fingers in a slow rhythm, and sucked.

He’d done this routine in this same ten-foot-by-ten-foot drab-colored room too many times to count, but never had he had the misfortune of getting jacked up by a newbie IA, and a female one to boot. How damn low could a department sink?

She leaned forward. “Do you really expect me to believe, Sergeant, Rivera’s wounds happened before you cuffed him and not after?”

Ty leaned toward her. When she didn’t retreat, he leaned closer, so close he could see the wild pulse of silver-colored flecks in her irises. For a brief second the unique color caught him off guard. If she weren’t on the other side, he wouldn’t mind a quick roll in the sack. Her skin was smooth and flushed pink and her lips were full, like he’d just kissed them stupid. He grinned when she licked them. His cock twinged. Oh yeah, he could get into that. He slowed his breathing to long deliberate breaths. Yeah, he could get into her, after he taught her a few things about eating her own words.

“I’m not trying to tell you anything, young lady. I’ve been telling you for the last half hour, I chased down that punk after he ripped off my snitch. Bonedick wanted to see who was faster. I won, and when he resisted I used a necessary force to overcome his resistance.”

“You didn’t call for backup,” she challenged.

“Backup?” He bit back a harsh laugh. “There is no backup in undercover work. If you ever become a real cop, you’ll learn that in deep cover you’re on your own.”

“Watch your insinuations, Sergeant Jamerson. Remember who you’re speaking to,” she snapped.

“The last time I checked, a sergeant still outranked an investigator, Officer Zorn.” Ty sat back in his chair and glanced at his overfed rep. “Do I have to continue this song and dance or what?”

“Officer Zorn, are you going to formally charge Sergeant Jamerson?”

Zorn smirked. “When I’m done with my interview I’ll make that determination.”

“Hurry the hell up, then, I have to get back on the street,” Ty bit off.

Deciding to speed her along, he leaned as far forward as he could, setting his hands palm open on the table and splaying his fingers across the smooth Formica. “I’ll tell you what, Officer, why don’t you go down to the squad car that Officer Michaels transported that little shit in, and take a look. It wouldn’t require more than two brain cells to see for yourself Rivera knocked himself around. There’s lots of DNA.” Ty pushed hard against the tabletop, his muscles bulging under his contained temper. “And then take a look at his wrists. Any cuts or bruises from the cuffs? No, because they weren’t on when I fought with him.”

Zorn dug in. “Sergeant, how many color-of-authority violations would you say are in your file?”

“Zero.”

She pulled out several thick manila folders from a shiny new briefcase she had set on the floor when she marched in a half hour ago. Quickly she shuffled through the top one. “December of last year, officer-involved shooting, pistol-whipping the suspect.”

She slid the paper to the side and picked up another one. “Two years ago, assaulting a state witness.”

She grabbed another sheet of paper and read. “Just three months ago, conduct unbecoming an officer, involving a female witness.”

Ty swept his hand across the desk, sending the files scattering to the floor, their contents skittering along the soiled tiles. He quickly processed and dismissed the fact that his action had no effect on her. She sat ramrod straight, her eyes blazing at him.

“I can give you a dozen more scenarios just like those, Officer Zorn, and if you care to look past the bullshit charges you’ll see not one of them stuck. Not even when the rat bastard IA officers involved doctored evidence and statements.”

Ty stood. She remained seated.

“Go on and do your worst, sister, go after a fellow officer whose only guilt is trying to do his job.” His voiced lowered in warning. “Go on and falsify reports, tamper with and manipulate witness statements. Go on and do it, and God help you when it comes back to bite you in your pretty little ass.”

Ty glowered down at Ponch, who seemed content to let him defend himself. “If you want my piece and badge, tell me now. Otherwise, I’m out of here.”

Ponch shook his head no and Ty almost winked. Ponch’s dark brown eyes glittered in merriment.

“Sergeant Jamerson!” Officer Zorn shouted, coming to her feet. “You cannot walk out of this interview until I say you can.”

Ty sauntered up close to the IA shark. He had to hand it to her, she didn’t flinch when he invaded her space. The only clue to her agitation was the quick heave of her ample breasts straining against the top button of her jacket. He stopped inches from her and sucked on his candy. She raised her chin a notch, but even in her modest heels, the top of her head just came to his nose. He grinned, exposing teeth.

“Say it’s over, Officer Zorn. Say it’s over or I will.”

Philamina Zorn felt her stomach sink. She sure as hell couldn’t muscle the six-foot-three sergeant to her will. His size aside, his corded muscles strained beneath the black T-shirt and his form-fitting jeans. Expert that she was in defensive tactics, she wasn’t going to fool herself about who would come out on top if they went hand to hand. This was her first IA case and she was about to blow it.

She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. The contempt she read in the sergeant’s green eyes was enough to quell the hardest of criminals. While she considered herself hard as nails, she was no criminal, just a good cop hell-bent on seeing the letter of the law served.

His contempt was mirrored. It was rogue cops like the one standing so arrogantly in front of her that brought the pride of a PD down. She’d seen it all the years her father proudly served, and she also saw it take his life. She’d be damned if she was going to let this guy slip through the cracks.

“Sergeant Jamerson. We can do this the easy way or the hard way, and frankly, I don’t give a damn which one you choose.” She squared her shoulders as wide as they would go and moved so close her breasts brushed against the hard plane of his chest. In tandem their eyes widened at the contact. Phil leashed her body’s inadvertent reaction, ignoring the tightness in her nipples and the way her skin warmed.

She smiled seductively, secure in her ability to draw him out. Softly she finished. “Because in the end, Sergeant Jamerson, the truth will win.” Her heart fluttered when he growled and reached out to grab her.

Ponch jackknifed out of his chair. “Don’t do it, Ty, don’t give her a reason.”

Ty’s hands halted in midair.

Ty spoke low, in almost a whisper. “Go ahead, lady, push me. Push me and see how hard I can push back.”

“Are you threatening me, Sergeant?”

“I never threaten.” He pointed to the scattered files on the floor. “Take those with you and go do your homework like a good little investigator and remember, even the most seasoned turned up nothing. Not one complaint has ever been substantiated.”

The heat between them became stifling. He didn’t back down and when he lowered his hands, his chest brushed her nipples again. She flinched. This man was dangerous. Dangerous in an exciting blood-racing way.

“There’s always a first time, Sergeant, and your time is nearly up.”

He grinned wickedly, his even white teeth flashing like those of a predator. He bit down on the piece of candy, the cracking sound shattering her resolve. As his pant leg brushed against the back of her left hand, he softly blew in her face and said,“That’s not all that’s nearly up.”

Stopping her involuntary flinch, she gasped. “Sergeant Jamerson!”

“Lady, I’m just a proactive cop. Very proactive.”



CHAPTER ONE

Three years later

County Task Force HQ, vice squad office

“I ask for one lousy female and I get another grunt dug up out of who the hell knows where!” Lieutenant Ty Jamerson slammed down the file he held on the nearest surface, which happened to be his desk. Glaring at Jase, who’d had the misfortune to hand him the file, Ty grunted in male understanding. He wouldn’t kill the messenger. After years of working together, Jase knew it, too. He grinned back good-naturedly.

“Maybe we can dress him in drag,” Jase offered. “Get him some falsies and get him up onstage.” He laughed heartily. “Now that’ll draw every creep outta the woodwork.”

Ty ran his fingers through his shoulder-length hair. He’d be glad when this assignment was over. The last three years in vice had taken its toll on him and his team. They needed to come up for air soon, or they’d morph into the seedy underworld counterparts they sought to put away.

“Serious up, Jase,” Ty chastised. “We’ve lost one of our own. It’s balls to the walls now.” The high energy in the room accelerated.

“She’s just missing,” Reese said.

Ty glanced across the room at Reese, another brother in blue and his longtime point man.

Ty slammed his hands down on the desk. “Just missing? Just missing for two weeks? What about the other two, the ones who’ve been missing for months? I’ll bet my retirement those ladies are either dead or worse. Shipped off to some third-world sheik for his amusement.”

Ty stalked the short space of the stuffy room, his frustration nearly out of control. He spun around and stopped, glaring at both of his men. “I told those brass assholes we needed an experienced officer, not some fresh-faced male rookie six months out of the academy.” He looked down at the scattered file on the desk. “Now they can’t even bother to read my request form. I need this”—he grabbed the file and looked at the name tab—“Phil Zorn like I need another one of you dickheads.”

As he turned away he stopped in his tracks, realization dawning, then grabbed the file and opened it. His eyes scanned the information. “Shit!”

He tossed the file back onto the table, and the door to the small office opened. Three sets of eyes widened, and one set narrowed.

Philamina’s heart plummeted to her knees. This was a mistake, she thought. Not even close to what she’d put in for. Two men she did not recognize smiled—no, leered—the other, the one who she hadn’t stopped thinking of the past three years, scowled.

She felt like a sacrificial lamb who had just walked into a den of hungry wolves. She swallowed and steeled her nerves. Her last three years in IA hadn’t taught her to shrivel up and die. No, she’d learned a few things about survival, even among these beasts.

Phil contemplated Ty’s tall muscular frame, his long dark hair, and the severe cut of his short goatee. He looked every bit the hard-ass he’d sold to the grunge underworld of vice. Her heart picked up an unsteady pace. No way was she going to let him see how he affected her. She smiled, exuding confidence. “So, you made lieutenant. I thought for sure you would be hosing down kennels at the pound by now.”

“I thought for sure you would be riding a meter cart handing out unwarranted parking tickets.” Ty’s cock twinged. He admired her tall slender form. Couldn’t help it. She still came across prim and proper in a sleek navy pantsuit, but now experience, and no doubt anxiety, gave her soft features some depth. Her eyes, that unusual shade of dark blue, no longer held that hungry, I-want-to-get-the-bad-cop gleam. No, something else replaced that first flush of bravado he’d found so disconcerting three years ago. She’d grown up some, and the new mature lady cop before him unnerved him more than the innocent firebrand.

“What’s the rat squad want with vice?” Despite the hum his body produced at her entrance, he wanted her out of his office and out of his life. He had no room in either for a distraction like her.

“Officer Zorn reporting for duty, sir.”

Ty swore under his breath. Neither Jase nor Reese wasted a minute in welcoming what Ty had specifically asked for, an experienced female officer to go undercover. In their zeal to welcome her, they bumped into each other.

“Sergeant Reese Bronson at your service.”

Ty scowled when Bronson kissed her hand.

“Knock it off, Bronson, she’s a cop, not the frickin’ queen of England.” He moved in and pushed Bronson aside. “You’re mistaken, Zorn, your services are no longer required here.”

She wasn’t having it. She stepped into his space like he had done to her so many years ago. The fire burned hot in her eyes now. He liked it.

“Sorry to disappoint, Lieutenant. You requested an experienced female, and so you’ve been assigned one.”

Ty ignored the soft musky scent of her anger. “I never have and never will work with a rat.”

The words hit her hard in the face; he almost felt sorry for her when she blanched.

“I’m not now nor have I ever been a rat, sir. I followed my job to the letter of the law. If you happened to get caught in the crossfire, that’s on you.”

Ty’s fists slowly opened and closed. He’d see about this. “Excuse me.”

He flung the door wide and exited the office, his finger punching the sheriff’s number on his cell phone.

“Bellicheck.”

“Sheriff Bellicheck, Lieutenant Jamerson, sir.”

“Make it quick, son, I’m on my way into a meeting.”

“One word. Zorn. As in Philamina Zorn, an IA rat!”

“That was more than one word. What’s your problem?”

“I requested an experienced X for my undercover operation and I get a letter-of-the-law rat. How the hell am I supposed to work with the Wicked Witch of the West? She’ll be writing my guys up for spitting on the sidewalk.”

“Look, Jamerson, she’s all we could come up with. She’s single. No kids, no family to speak of. She’s perfect for this operation.”

“But, sir, my men can’t work knowing she’s keeping book.”

“She’s out of IA. I give you my word, nothing you or your men do will be used to incriminate you, so long as you produce. I want the person responsible for kidnapping Officer Marten and those other two women. Use Zorn, she’s no shrinking violet. Now stop your bellyaching and get back to work.”

“Sir, I—” The drone of a dead line reverberated in Ty’s ear. “Son of a bitch.” He slapped his cell closed and prowled back into the office to find his two men gallantly entertaining Officer Zorn. Her eyes shone with excitement and her straight white teeth startled him in their brightness. Shit-fuck-damn!

“It looks like I have no choice but to have you on the team, Officer Zorn.” He moved closer and lowered his voice. “But be warned. If it were up to me, we’d be slapping a skirt on Vaughn here and having him shake his ass for dollars.”

Phil stepped toward him. Her case against him three years ago fell apart, but she was determined not to let this case get away from her. “Consider me one of the guys, Lieutenant, and I assure you I will produce results.”

Ty smiled. “Oh, you’ll produce all right. Let me fill you in on the case you’ll be working.”

Philamina didn’t like his tone or the way his dark green eyes glittered. Reese snorted and Jase stood quietly grinning. Why did she feel like the joke was on her?



CHAPTER TWO

“How do you know for sure these girls didn’t willingly check out of their current lives for something better?” Phil moved closer to the storyboard, examining the faces of the two missing dancers and Officer Marten. The dancers looked barely old enough to be out of high school, and Officer Marten, twenty-two and just out of the academy, looked like a poster child for Teen magazine. Maybe she’d had enough, but hadn’t had the balls to face her quick-tempered lieutenant.

Phil eyed Ty and swallowed hard. She’d never admit it, but the man pushed her buttons, causing her to react, instead of respond in her normal, carefully reined demeanor. “Young people are impetuous, they throw caution to the wind to chase silly dreams.” Something Phil would never do. When you lost control you gave the winds of fate latitude. Follow the plan, play by the rules, and keep focused. It had worked so far and she had no intention of changing.

“Here’s a few facts, Zorn.” He leaned his fists on the desk and leaned toward her, looking her directly in the eye. “Forty-two percent of all strippers are stalked. Twenty-nine percent are sexually assaulted. By those two stats alone, your theory has holes.” He pushed back from her and stood up straight.

“Each of these ladies was doing what she wanted. Never a word about taking off to see the big bad world on their own.”

“But the letters they leave are clear, coherent, and in their own handwriting.”

“Coerced. No doubt about it, in my mind.”

Phil shot Ty a look. “Why? Because you say so?”

Ty’s eyes narrowed, Jase coughed, and Reese covered his mouth with his hand and looked down at his feet.

“It’s painfully obvious to me, Officer Zorn, you have no instinct for this line of work. If you did, you’d know just by the plain fact that three women are missing from the same club under the same circumstances that something is off.”

Phil’s face warmed. If she hadn’t been so eager to make him look rash, maybe she would have considered those glaring facts. She wasn’t impetuous, or a grandstander. She was cool, calm, and collected, always diligent in her facts before making a judgment.

“Okay, I’ll give you that,” she said.

“Thanks, you’ve made my day.”

Jase cleared his throat. “Um, children, can we get back to the case?”

Ty threw him a narrowed glare and turned his attention back to Phil.

“Motive?” she asked before he could launch an attack.

“My guess is if they aren’t dead, white slavery.”

The fine hair on the back of her neck spiked and a chill ran down Phil’s arms, causing the fine hair there to rise. Visions of girls bound and gagged, scared to death, and wishing for death instead of the repeated rapes by faceless men made her sick to her stomach.

Phil glanced at the three smiling faces on the board. “Do we have any suspects?”

Jase answered. “No one specifically at this point, but lots of regulars we’re watching, and two we’re looking at hard.”

Phil nodded, her brain compartmentalizing the information. “How about someone close and personal, a fellow worker?”

Ty swiped his hand across the bottom of his face. His frustration was evident. Not with her, but with the case. “So far, everyone’s checked out.”

She opened her mouth to comment, but he put his hand up, stopping her. “That doesn’t mean we aren’t digging. We’re digging like mad. Every damn thread so far ties up nice and neat.”

Phil nodded and looked at both Jase and Reese, who calmly regarded her. She turned back to Ty. “What about the notes?”

“While each of the good-bye letters was coherent, and in the missing person’s handwriting, not one of them mentioned to coworkers, family, or friends at any time prior to their disappearance she had any intention of taking off. In fact, in Officer Marten’s case, she left her cat, with no forwarding instructions.”

Phil shrugged. “Maybe she didn’t care enough about the cat.”

“I know for a fact she treated that cat like a baby, and would have taken a bullet for it.” Ty’s adamancy told her something else, and inexplicably, it infuriated her.

“I thought fraternizing was against the GOs?”

Reese’s hiss of air caught her before Ty’s angry words. “There you go again, thinking like a rat, always putting a cop on the wrong side. What is it with you IA vermin? Didn’t you learn from your old man that shit runs downhill?”

Phil slapped him. The action stunned everyone in the room, most of all herself. Silence fell hard and heavy. Her anger mushroomed. She’d allowed Jamerson to break her control. In a carefully controlled voice barely above a whisper, she said, “Do not ever speak to me about my father.”

Anger swept Ty’s face as the totality of Phil’s action hit her broadside. Immediate beach time and no doubt the beginning of an IA investigation that would culminate in the stripping of her badge. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

She opened her mouth to apologize, but the words stuck like putty in her throat. Never would she apologize for defending her father’s tarnished honor. She swallowed hard and decided that wasn’t what she needed to apologize for. She’d assaulted her commanding officer. She could defend her action and say his words provoked her, but that wouldn’t fly. No way, not when it came to bulletproof Lieutenant Tyler Adam Jamerson. After his last IA, which was her first, she was told, in no uncertain terms, hands off.

She drew herself up stiff, her voice empty. “I . . . sir, I regret my action.” In an instinctive gesture she reached out to him. His eyes narrowed to slits. He jerked away from her as if she had a major case of cooties.

Massaging his stinging cheek, Ty bent low and softly said, “Touch me again, lady, and mark my words, I’ll turn you out like a twenty-dollar hooker on a Saturday night.”

“Are you threatening me, Lieutenant?” Her gumption resurfaced as she realized he’d rather die than write her up for slapping him silly. The rank and file would get wind of it and never let him live it down.

Ty grinned. It wasn’t one of his most pleasant gestures. Not that he had any. “A threat is an implied warning. I’m telling you a cold hard fact.”

Phil swallowed hard and cooled it. She’d just assaulted her commanding officer, in front of two witnesses. Maybe she needed to back out of this. It was apparent Lieutenant Jamerson was unwilling to bend, and more worrisome, she seemed unable to control herself in his presence. A panicked tension flooded through her. Its wake left her shaky and afraid. “Sir, I respectfully request to be removed from this task force. I see no way we can work together.”

Ty’s green eyes flashed. “You have no idea, Officer Zorn, how much I’d like to give you what you want.” He turned back to the storyboard and looked at the three photos taped there. “Unfortunately, we’re stuck with each other. I need a female officer to infiltrate the club and draw out the kidnapper, and you seem to be the only one available.”

“Is that what Marten’s job was?”

Ty’s head snapped up from the file he pulled from the desk drawer. His eyes narrowed dangerously and she felt afraid. Not of him, but of what Officer Marten had to endure, what she might still be enduring, and what Phil would have to do to bring the sick bastard who took her and two others to justice.

“Yes. And let’s hope you’re better at it.” He dropped the file in his hand to the table in front of her and slid it across to her. “Your dossier. Learn it and burn it.”

He proceeded to open a closed file folder on the table and pulled a business card from the flap. Handing it to her, he said, “Your contact at Klub Kashmir is Bud Olman, the head bartender. He’s been instructed to hire the next set of tits that walks in off the street looking for a job.”

Phil swallowed hard, again. “Hired, as in a stripper?” Hearing her question end on a high note infuriated her. A stripper? She was supposed to get onstage and take her clothes off in front of a bunch of drunken perverts and take dollar bills from their grubby hands with her teeth? Her entire body quaked in disapproval. No way. Besides, there had to be something in the GOs about an officer stripping. She cleared her throat. “Ah, sir, the general orders clearly state—”

“The GO is for normal cops under normal circumstances, Officer Zorn. Undercover has its own set of rules.”

“I—ah, would you have that handbook available for me, sir, so that I know where to draw the line?”

Ty laughed sharply; his eyes danced in challenge. Crossing his arms over his chest, he leaned against the wall. “Officer Zorn, that handbook is called ‘do what you have to do to get the job done.’ ”

She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “I find that hard to believe, sir. I refuse to circumvent the general orders.”

Slowly he unfolded his arms and pushed off the wall. His features sharpened. “Officer Zorn, when undercover, do as those around you do or end up dead.” Ty backed away from her. “You’ll have plenty of cover. I’ve already infiltrated the club as floor manager. Reese and Jase have become regulars.” He turned to both men and grinned again. “A cover they have no problem playing to the hilt.”

“I will not strip!”

All three men grinned and looked at her as if they could see straight through to her stiffening nipples. “Olman needs a cocktail waitress.” Ty’s green eyes smoldered as he swept her with a blistering gaze from head to toe, then up again, his eyes lingering on her trembling chest. “Besides, you don’t have what it takes to strip.”

She checked herself from striking him again. “Your insults show what a little man you really are.”

His smug gaze waned. He actually looked affronted. “You misunderstand me, Officer. I meant you don’t have the lack of inhibitions for the job. I in no way inferred you don’t have the necessary equipment.” His eyes glowed hot. “To the contrary.”

Said equipment warmed. “I—” She threw her hands up in the air. “Forget it, sir.” She turned away from the three sets of admiring eyes, grabbed her dossier, and strode to the door, yanking it open. “If it’s all right with you, I’ll head downtown to get that job.”

Ty watched the door abruptly shut behind her; the only evidence of the rat in heels was her lingering perfume. He inhaled it and closed his eyes, savoring the musky scent of her.

Jase slapped him on the back and Reese guffawed. “Son of a bitch, Ty, I think you’ve finally met your match.”

Reese added, “If you don’t want to play, I will.”

Ty turned on them both and scowled. “She’s a no-play zone, boys. We have two missing strippers and a missing cop to track down, that’s where we need to focus. Not on Zorn’s tits or her ass.”

Jase rolled his eyes. “Oh, but what a set of tits.”

Reese quipped, “I’m an ass man myself, and hers looked like J. Lo’s Mini Me.”

Ty shook his head. He was an ass man, too, and couldn’t remember one so fine as the one that had just stomped out of his office.

He ignored the twinge in his dick and the woman who inspired it. Instead, he sat down and opened the top file folder on case #862543, a.k.a. Operation Internal Affairs.



CHAPTER THREE

“Here’s your paperwork. Have it turned in before you start tonight.”

Phil nodded to Bud. Just like that, she filled out a sorry excuse for an application and she had a job as a cocktail waitress in a strip club.

“The house rules are printed on the back of the yellow sheet, but I’m gonna tell them to you so there isn’t any misunderstanding.”

Phil nodded again.

“Twenty-five percent of your cocktail tips go to the house, thirty percent of extracurricular happenings go to the house.” Bud opened his mouth to continue, but Phil held her hand up.

“Um, what exactly are extracurricular happenings?” She was afraid of the answer.

“Lap, couch, or table dances.”

She swallowed hard. “I—ah, that’s not what I was told. I was told—”

“You want this job or not?”

“Yes, I do, but—”

“Then understand the bottom line of the club is to please the patrons. Which brings me to another house rule. If a guy wants to buy you a drink, you let ’im. Don’t backtalk, and don’t piss them off. If you have a beef, go to the floor manager. Mr. Masters takes care of business clean and fast.”

“Bu—”

The old man set his hands on the bar and cocked a gray brow at her. “No buts. Still interested?”

“Yes.” God help her.

He grinned. Reaching under the bar, he handed her a plastic bag. “Here you go. Be here by seven.”

Phil stood openmouthed.

The two pieces of fabric she pulled from the bag Bud had handed her wouldn’t cover more than a dinner plate, and a small one at that. “Make sure you wear heels. Stiletto type, none of those clunky old maid kind.”

Shaking her head, Phil looked up at the head bartender’s grizzled old face. She’d bet Bud had seen it all and then some. Despite his curt manner, there was something about his quiet directness she trusted. “Where’s the rest of the outfit?”

He smiled, showing a surprising set of white teeth, his old, tired brown eyes dancing. Pulling the bar cloth off his shoulder, he began to clean the smooth hardwood of the bar top. He didn’t speak for a long minute. “That’s it.”

Her jaw dropped for the second time. He shrugged and continued the circular motion, polishing the already gleaming mahogany to a higher shine. “Wear a G-string under it and you’ll get bigger tips. If you want serious bank, bend over all the way every opportunity you get.”

Her face warmed, but she slapped her mouth shut. Gritting her teeth, Phil silently cursed Ty. She could just see his laughter and the dark sweep of his eyebrows rise in a challenge.

She swallowed hard and gave the two-piece “outfit” another once-over. The top was a glorified bikini top tied at the plunging neckline. And the skirt? The short black pleats would barely cover what made her a girl. “Can I wear pantyhose?” she squeaked.

Bud stopped his circular motion and let out a long exasperated breath. “Sweetheart, the more skin you show, the better for business. You’re here to make a buck, right?” He resumed his cleaning, avoiding direct eye contact. “The more you make, the more we make. That makes the owner, Mr. Z., a happy man. When he’s happy, we’re all happy.”

She continued to stand, with the garments dangling in her hand, in quiet disbelief, wondering if she could squeeze into the contraption. “You want to wear hose,” he said, apparently taking pity on her, “make sure they’re the totally sheer kind with no control-top crap.”

A small, no, minuscule concession, and one she’d take. Phil nodded. Stuffing the “uniform” back into the bag along with her paperwork, she backed slowly out of the brightly lit bar area. She weaved through the dozens of glossy high-top tables stacked with high-back chairs facing the stage, then stopped and gave her new workplace a slow once-over. She inhaled sharply. It reeked of booze, cigar smoke, and sex, the dancers simply a commodity.

A hot commodity that hadn’t depreciated since the Stone Age.

The shrouded sleekness of the stage silently pulled her. She allowed herself to go nearer.

At this time of day the circular stage centered in the middle of the “gentlemen’s club” lay quiet. The mirrored ceiling above the centrally mounted pole gleamed ominously in the low din of light. Two more poles cornering the center pole stood sentry farther back. She looked up at the deep ceiling. Rows of lights nestled into the black cavern. She could detect different colored filters and a large spot. She guessed the bar lights would dim when it came to showtime, putting center stage in the spotlight.

Intrigued despite her qualms, Phil trailed her fingers across the wraparound sit-down bar encircling the stage and the straight-back chairs neatly stowed beneath. She imagined dancing in front of dozens of men, driving them to the brink of orgasm, and a thrill prickled through her.

She backed away from the stage, startled by her thoughts. No way, she said silently. Had she really considered that? Never would she strip for a man in public and never for a dollar. She wasn’t desperate and she didn’t need the cash. Besides, she had her pride to consider, and more than pride, her modesty shuddered at the notion.

Her cheeks warmed at the thought of putting on the tiny cocktail outfit. But to strip? Naked? Never. The image propelled her right out of the club.

Walking out into the bright sunlight, she squinted, wondering how the hell she found herself in this situation. She’d never envisioned herself as undercover material and certainly not in this capacity. Her sole reason for becoming a cop was to get into IA and stay there, where it was safe and predictable, where she could make a difference putting bad cops away. And put bad cops away she did. She was damn good at what she did. Too good, apparently. Just as she was sinking her teeth into her next case, she had been abruptly transferred.

“You need street experience, put in for something,” Captain Warren had told her. Of course she’d argued. He’d argued right back, then accused her of narrow-minded tunnel vision, a trait he would not tolerate in his squad. “Get the hell out of here, Zorn, see how the real world works. Then if you still have the stomach for IA, I’ll consider your transfer.”

How could she be kicked out for doing her job to the best of her ability? For crying out loud, she hung out more guilty cops than four precincts combined, and she got kicked to the curb for it? Wasn’t fair. She grumbled as she dug for her keys. Who the hell said life was fair, Phil? she thought.

She knew the answer, always had. But she would not stop righting past wrongs, especially when one of those wrongs had taken her father’s life. Moisture stung her eyes. Her father, one of Lansdowne’s most highly decorated officers, brought down by a band of lying cops.

Anger swelled in her chest. Mac Zorn was a proud Christian cop, the son and grandson of cops. His distinguished career had been vilified by the Riders, an anonymous group of rogue cops.

She hadn’t been in IA long enough to worm her way into the top echelon. Had she, she would have located the sealed file and discovered the identity of her father’s accusers.

She headed for her safe comfy car, a late-model Taurus. Carefully she reined in her plots of vengeance. As she slid into the seat, Phil looked at the costume bag she gripped like a vise. The here and now washed through her. She needed to get into undercover mode.

Turning the flimsy outfit over and over in her hands, Phil decided she’d just see about exposing the maximum amount of skin. If she was going to play the part of a cocktail waitress at a high-class strip club, she’d make the men crane their necks all right. She smirked, and with that decision she knew she had a busy day ahead to prepare for her debut that night.

•  •  •

“I’ll bet you next week’s paycheck she doesn’t show,” Ty said to Jase as he pushed through the drudgery of paperwork that came with running a task force. The throb in his temple at Zorn’s entrance earlier picked up momentum.

“I’d take you up on that, bro, but I can’t afford to lose. I have that house payment now.”

Ty grunted. “As much as I wish she’d walk back in here and say she quits and mean it, I can’t see a way around using her. She fits the bill perfectly.”

Jase grinned. “I bet she cleans up real nice.”

Ty speared him with a glare. “She looked pretty damn good to me the way she was.”

“Oh yeah, she did; now put that body in that skimpy little cocktail number, and you’ll be plenty busy keeping her ass out of the hands of the paying customers.”

Ty swiped his hand across his chin and blew out an exasperated breath. “Just what I need, keeping one eye on her and the other on the regular perverts.”

“Hey, I’ll keep my eye on her, no hardship for me.”

“Keep your eyeballs to yourself. Let me worry about the floor and our newest addition.”

Jase nodded. “Fine with me. I’m out of here. I need to go chill. The last few Friday nights at Kashmir’s have been hopping.” He slapped Ty heartily on the back. “I want to keep up.”

Ty grunted a response that settled for good-bye. Just as he turned back to the storyboard, Jase popped his head back into the room. “Ty?”

“Yeah?”

Entering the room, Jase closed the door behind him. “What are you going to do when she finds out you were the one who turned her father over?”

Ty ground his teeth and worked his jaw.

“The files are sealed. She’ll never know.”

Jase shook his head and opened the door. “I hope you’re right, man. I’d hate to get the bad end of that.”

After the door closed behind Jase, Ty swore. “Son of a bitch. I don’t need this distraction.” Tension clenched his body. What was done was done. He had no regrets.

Ty stood and stretched his long muscles. Wound up, he paced the small space of the task force office. Refusing to think of Mac’s daughter and what she and her family had suffered, Ty stopped at the storyboard. Officer Marten’s fresh-faced academy pic stared back.

He’d made a fatal mistake allowing the rookie to go undercover. Knowing he hadn’t any choice didn’t soften the sting of losing one of his own. They needed a decent-looking female officer and she fit the bill. Simple as that. Not to mention, Marten was smart.

Apparently not smart enough.

His gut soured. Now he had another female to worry about, this one too smart for her own good. That didn’t bother him half as much as the fact that she came from IA.

He smiled wryly. If little Miz Rat thought she was going to keep book on him and his men, she had another thing coming. He’d show her how to play hardball in a real cop’s world.

He turned back and scowled at the load of paperwork on his desk, his thoughts still on Zorn. If she was half the cop he hoped she was, she just might lead them to the missing dancers and come out alive.

•  •  •

Although the club was not scheduled to open for another hour, the subtle energy pricked Phil’s skin. It pulsed, as some living thing: the chatter of the dancers, the clanking of glasses, and the blaring music as the stagehands checked the sound and the light system roared to life.

She’d felt isolated the minute she entered through the back door. People buzzed around her, giving her no more attention than a stick of furniture. After checking out her surroundings, she remembered she had paperwork for Bud. She hustled out to the main bar and handed over the false documents. She stood alone for a long minute before Bud said, “Keep an eye out for a tall redhead. That’ll be Tammy. She’s house mom. Go to her for girly problems.”

Great.

Feeling more out of her element than she cared to admit, Phil started for the backstage area. She needed to get into character or she’d get fired for being a mouse. One thing she immediately took note of was the ladies that chose Klub Kashmir as their place of employment. They were a hard, dedicated lot. No little mice running for cover.

Candi, a onetime cocktail waitress and now featured dancer, took pity on Phil and showed her to her locker.

A locker that consisted of an open-front cubbyhole and a small attached bench with a locking lid. Nothing like the dancers’ dressing room she’d peeked at on her way in. No, her little corner of the club didn’t sport large locking lockers, expansive clothes racks for costumes, or a private shower.

“That’s where us showgirls go, sweetie,” Candi informed Phil when she craned her neck toward the brightly lit makeup bar. “You want to dance, honey?”

Phil shook her head. “No, I just want to make enough to pay my rent and get by.”

Candi dug her two-inch neon blue nails into her tiny sequined purse and pulled out a pack of gum. She offered it to Phil, who declined. The blonde shrugged and deftly unwrapped two pieces and popped them into her mouth, noisily chewing. “So, honey, how does your boyfriend feel about you working at the Klub?” Not giving Phil a chance to comment, Candi answered for her. “Most don’t like it much, but they get over it real quick when they see all the cash coming home.”

Phil began what would be a string of lies. She’d gone over her cover dossier until she’d nailed her new persona. “There’s no one waiting for me at home. If I disappeared into thin air, the only one to notice would be my landlord when I didn’t pay rent.” Realizing she spoke an almost truth, sadness washed through her. The only deviation from her story was she had no landlord, it was the bank she paid her mortgage to that would notice her disappearance.

Candi patted her arm and smiled, her big pink lips pursing. She popped her gum and shrugged. “Well, sweetie, consider me your friend. You’ll find the girls here real sweet, so long as you don’t swipe a client. We dancers are very territorial.”

Candi’s platinum blonde hair shimmered down her back as she caught her reflection in one of the numerous wall mirrors and gave herself a quick once-over. Clearly happy with her reflection, she smiled at herself. Chomping loudly on her gum, she continued, “Territorial as lions, we are.”

“I’m only cocktailing, nothing to worry about from me.”

Candi stopped in her tracks and slanted her head at Phil. Her petite bombshell of a body quivered and Phil thought she was going to get poked in the chest with one of Candi’s bullet-shaped breasts. “Cocktailing or stripping, sweetie, with your looks, you’re bound to snag a few players. They like pretty new faces.”

She popped her gum again. “Whatcha say your name was?”

She hadn’t. “Katharine, but you can call me Kat.”

Candi nodded vigorously and popped her gum again. “I like the sound of that, Kat. Can I call you Kitty?”

Phil shrugged. “Fine with me.”

Candi looped her arm through Phil’s. “Well, Kitty Kat, you have a great bod and big blue eyes and your hair is so thick and gorgeous, I’m jealous. If your ass is half as tight as it looks in those jeans, plan on lots of offers tonight and big tips.”

Phil smiled. She’d pleaded with the stylist at the local hair salon to squeeze her in and give her dark brown hair a new life, and the aesthetician to whip her skin into shape and wax what hair she didn’t need for survival. The results stunned her. Joey, her stylist, couldn’t pat himself on the back more, and Lynette wouldn’t stop admiring her extreme makeover.

Phil had to admit, when they spun her around she was shocked. But as her Auntie Kay had always told her, “You’ve got the bones, Philly, you just need the paint to cause a ruckus.” And so she had the paint, the lighter hair, the perfectly arched brows, and bikini waxing that, even wearing the skimpiest of costumes, would not reveal what shouldn’t be revealed. After all the pulling, cutting, and poking, Phil felt the epitome of female. She wondered what her ill-tempered lieutenant’s reaction would be, and her skin warmed. Would Ty even recognize her? She smiled. She was definitely warming up to this undercover work.

“Has Tammy given you the lay of the land yet?”

“No, Bud said to go to her for girl problems. What kind of girl problems?”

Candi shrugged and popped her gum. “The girls can get nasty sometimes. She plays referee. She helps with costumes and routines, and she’s a shoulder to cry on. But mostly she makes sure the rules are followed.” Candi popped her gum and looked past Phil’s shoulder. “Oh, there she is.”

Phil turned and followed Candi’s gaze to a tall, almost elegant redhead. She had the lithe body of a dancer, a pale face scored with the deep lines of a woman who’d had a hard life, yet her watery, cornflower blue eyes showed compassion. Phil looked hard at her. Her gut reaction was that Tammy didn’t have it in her to kidnap anyone. She’d felt the same about Candi, but her training had taught her never to take a person at face value.

“Hey, Tammy,” Candi called. “This is Katharine, a new cocktail.”

Tammy slowed her hurried pace to a stop in front of Phil and smiled. Extending her hand, she said, “I’ve been looking for you. I’ve got costume issues, so I’ll give you the abbreviated version of the facts of life around here.” She let go of Phil’s hand and angled her head. “First rule, cleanliness is next to godliness. Keep yourself clean at all times and don’t overload the perfume. If you get your period, cut the string of your tampon short enough so even at close quarters it can’t be seen. If you smoke, wash your hands regularly and invest in gallons of Scope. Rule two, if you’re late, you pay. You’re fined two dollars for every minute you’re late, and we go by Bud’s bar clock. I suggest you synchronize before you leave tonight. Rule three, you’ll have your own locker next to the dancers’ dressing room. Even if you’re invited in there, it’s off limits unless you dance. Rule four, if you end up on the stage, twenty-five percent of your tips go to the house. And speaking of the house, we aren’t a whorehouse. Anyone pushes it, let me know, or the manager.”

Tammy took a deep breath and called to a brunette dancer who came strutting from backstage in nothing more than a G-string. “I’ll be right there, Misty.”

She turned back to Phil. “Any questions?”

Even if she had any, Phil realized now was not the time. Tammy was on a mission that didn’t involve Phil. She’d play the good worker. “No, ma’am.”

Tammy nodded and moved past them both. “If any come to mind, ask, don’t assume. And my name is Tammy or you can call me Mom, you pick, but don’t call me ‘ma’am’ again.”

Phil couldn’t help but smile. “Okay, Tammy.”

The redhead hurried off, ushering the nearly naked dancer backstage.

“She’s really not that hard, unless you break the rules,” Candi said.

“I don’t plan on breaking the rules. I need this job.”

“Then you’d best get ready to get to work. In a few minutes the boss man will be coming in to make sure all the ladies showed up, and he’ll be doing an inspection. He’s a looker, too.” Candi smiled and popped her gum. “Oh, and speaking of territory, I have dibs on him.”

Phil shrugged. The thought of dating anyone who worked in this seedy atmosphere gave her the willies. Although Klub Kashmir was touted as the premier gentlemen’s club in Lansdowne, it was what it was, a strip club. The girls were served up in the back rooms for private lap dances as effortlessly as alcohol was ordered at the bar. She shivered at the thought of dancing so intimately close to a stranger, taking her clothes off, rubbing up against him, feeling the hard ridge of his privates against the fabric of his pants, him smelling her sex.

Candi continued her quick tutorial on life as a cocktailer. “You don’t have to worry about clients touching you during a lap dance. They can’t. Mr. Z. could lose his license, so he forbids us to allow the clients even to breathe on us. But to make sure, there’s always a bouncer standing in a dark corner of the room.”

“I’m a cocktailer, Candi, not a dancer.”

“That doesn’t matter, honey, lots of cocktailers get asked to lap dance. Big bucks.”

“You mean, one of the clients can just say they want me for a lap dance and I have to do it?”

Candi laughed, happily chomping her gum. “Sure. Why not?”

A wave of warmth permeated Phil’s skin. She visualized herself dancing with her eyes closed, pretending the man beneath her taut thighs and heated pussy was her lieutenant, with no bouncer lurking in the shadows. She gasped. Oh Lord, not him.

“You okay, honey?” Candi asked, tightening her grip on Phil’s trembling arm. “Don’t be scared, these guys can’t hurt you. The bouncer’ll be right there, and Ty, he don’t take shit from no one, not even our own people.” She let go of Phil’s arm and winked. “Honey, you play them poor slobs right and they’ll treat you like a princess.”

“Play them?”

Candi nodded and popped her gum. “Honey, it ain’t called ‘cocktail’ for nothing. You got the tail and the cocks crow.” Candi laughed. “Hey, I like that.” She nudged Phil. “C’mon, jump on the cash train. You make ’em feel special, like they’re the only ones in the room and you would love nothing more than to go home with them. ’Course when they ask you to, you just sweetly smile and tell them it’s against company policy, but if you ever quit working the Kashmir you’d be happy to give them a call.” Candi popped her gum. “ ’Course if you really want to go off with them, nobody has to know.”

Phil nodded and felt a flash of pity for the men. Didn’t they know they were being played?

“They know what we’re doing, but if you’re good at it? They forget fast and think with their cock, and if you’re real good, you can empty plenty of wallets by the end of the night.”

Phil smiled. The scene Candi painted was empowering. She’d never considered sex as power, but she supposed it was. Every woman in her right mind knew men thought with their little head, and so long as they did, a smart girl could capitalize on it.

Candi rambled on for a few more minutes about men, their dicks, and how in all her years of stripping she’d never met one worthy of taking home to her daughter. That is, until she met Mr. Right a month ago.

“Speaking of Mr. Right, here he comes now.” Candi’s voice rose in excitement. Phil turned and gasped. He might be Candi’s Mr. Right, but he was definitely her Mr. Wrong.

Dressed completely in black, his tall powerful body glided effortlessly across the wide span of the club floor. His shoulder-length black hair gleamed under the harsh light. His green eyes twinkled as if he held a secret. Phil swallowed, the action tight against her dry throat. Ty’s commanding presence was as much a part of him as were his green eyes. She might not like the man, but her bourgeoning respect for him she could no longer ignore. The man was good.

“Hey, Ty,” Candi cooed, sauntering with her look-at-my-hips-and-tits walk. It worked, too; both Phil and Ty watched her smooth firm body parts take on a life of their own.

“Good evening, Candi,” Ty cooed right back.

Oh, blech.

Candi cuddled into Ty’s broad chest and smoothed the fitted black dress shirt he wore over the plane of his muscles. “I waited for you last night.”

Ty smiled at Candi indulgently, but smoothly disengaged her fingers digging between the buttonholes of his shirt. “I told you, I had work to do.”

He flashed Phil a wicked grin and she felt the heat rise in her face and a hot stab of desire spike between her legs. She hadn’t donned her work clothes yet, but stood in a pair of tight jeans, four-inch stiletto sandals, and a white form-fitting jersey top that hung loosely off one shoulder. Her coup de grace? She wore nothing beneath the top and only a G-string thong beneath the jeans. Her nipples swelled under Ty’s attention, and it was all Phil could do not to shield herself from his hot gaze.

Watching his deep green eyes go from initial surprise to appreciation to downright lust, she felt a rush of satisfaction, until he finished off with calm indifference.



CHAPTER FOUR

Ty’s reaction to the revamped IA officer was immediate and basic. He wanted to fuck her. And wouldn’t have been particular about where, but the when part was now. He masked his surprise and chastised his cock for jumping so quickly to attention.

She was a looker all right. Long legs, narrow waist, tits sitting way up high. Her hair was now a kaleidoscope of browns, blondes, and reds, hanging long and sexy around her shoulders. Her full lips, painted and pouty, promised all kinds of deviant diversions.

Ty checked himself. She was the enemy. Plain and simple, he didn’t trust her. His gaze zeroed in on her stiffening nipples, the wide areolas visible beneath the sheer white fabric of her shirt. His cock twinged hard. He was glad for the boxer briefs he wore, lassoing the buck of his shaft.

Candi cut off his view of Phil and he breathed easier. Ty glanced down at the blonde, who clung to him like a vine. While the little dancer was cute and accomplished, Ty preferred longer drinks of water, like Phil.

After disengaging Candi’s blue nails from his shirt, he grinned down at Phil, who had a noticeable flush to her cheeks. Her blue eyes sparked. Whether from anger or desire he wasn’t sure, and he really didn’t care. What he wanted to see was that same fire in her eyes as he rode her hard to an orgasm. Ty muttered a curse. He’d spent too much damn time in this club. He wasn’t a dog by nature. Although he’d remained fairly unaffected by the girls here, he found himself reacting to Phil like one of Candi’s regulars.

“You must be the new cocktail Bud told me about. Why are you standing around?”

Phil opened her mouth, then closed it. Ty wondered how it would feel locking around his cock.

“I was just getting oriented,” Phil said.

Candi stared at him strangely. “This is Kat.” She turned to Phil and gave her an apologetic look. “Kat, this is Tyler Masters, the floor manager.”

Like a trouper, Phil extended her hand. Reluctantly Ty took it. The minute he touched the smooth warmth of her skin a rush of electricity sparked his nerves. She felt it, too; her hand jerked in his, her eyes widening.

“Get dressed and get out on the floor. We’re expecting a big crowd tonight,” he barked before turning on his heels and marching away.

Aware his behavior was out of line, but unable to control it, Ty cursed out loud and dared anyone who heard him to take exception. He was in a fucking strip joint and could get away with just about anything. Except doing naughty things to Philamina Zorn’s luscious lips.

Bud set a bottle of water on the bar as Ty strode toward him. “It’s going to be a busy one tonight, boss. Line’s already forming.”

Ty nodded and guzzled the cold water, wishing he could slam the chilled plastic against his throbbing cock. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d sunk himself deep into a woman. His undercover work left zero time for even the most casual affair, and while he had no problem doing as the underworld did to gain their trust and settle in, he had no desire for the girls at Klub Kashmir. Call him old-fashioned, but he preferred his ladies more on the demure side as opposed to the brazen women of the club.

“Give me another round, Bud.”

As he chugged down the second bottle, Ty’s frustration turned to anger. He could thank his stripper mother for his distrust of women. That and a whole suitcase full of baggage.

He tossed the empty bottles over Bud’s shoulders for two three-pointers.

“You never miss, do you, boss?”

Ty grinned at the old cuss. “Nope.”

“Did you meet the new cocktail I hired?”

“Yeah, she’s slacking backstage.”

Laughing, Bud opened another bottle of water for Ty and set it on the bar. “You know, anytime you want something stronger, just ask.”

Ty gave Bud a crooked smile. “I don’t drink on the job.”

“I hear you, just saying.” Bud eyed Ty. “About the girlie I hired today. If I wasn’t so desperate, I’d have told her to take a walk.”

“Why?”

“She turned white when I handed her the uniform.”

Ty grinned; he could imagine.

“Then she asked if she could wear pantyhose. I gave her the spiel, but I think she might not last the night. A real timid one, she is.”

Ty grunted. If the old man only knew how far from the truth that statement was. Phil Zorn had the balls of a man, and while she played the librarian in IA, the sexy woman he saw backstage looked damn comfortable in her new skin.

“Want to wager, Bud?”

The old man’s eyes lit up. “You’re on, son. I’ll bet a weekend off with pay she don’t last a week.”

Ty reached over the bar, extending his hand. “I’ll bet she makes more tips tonight than the other cocktails, and when I win, you work that weekend free of charge.”

The men shook. An audible groan from Bud sealed his fate. Turning, Ty felt like a cartoon character as his tongue and eyeballs popped out of his head.

Tall, sleek, and sexy. The name Kat fit her feline saunter. Instead of pantyhose, Phil wore a garter attached to black thigh-high stockings that ended in sexy black stiletto pumps. As she walked, her little skirt sashayed back and forth with the smooth sway of her hips. A tiny gemstone glittered in her belly button, catching his roaming eye. His body warmed as his eyes traveled up the smooth tautness of her stomach to her cleavage pushed together so tight he imagined the hot swell of her breasts locking around his cock.

He licked his lips, wanting to run his tongue along the deep valley before sucking her nipples, which poked against the shimmering white fabric. His eyes continued their travel north, lingering on the smooth length of her neck, to her chin, and up farther. He wanted to suck those full lips right off her face. When they turned up into a smile, his eyes locked with hers.

Phil not only didn’t shake the eye contact, but she continued her slow sexy walk right toward him. She flicked her mane of hair over her shoulder and licked her lips.

“Jesus, boss, I didn’t see that coming,” Bud muttered behind him.

Ty cleared his throat. “Neither did I.”

“How about I give you this weekend? I’m not a welcher.”

Without breaking eye contact with Phil, Ty said, “She tricked us both. Hang on for the ride.”

Phil stopped a few feet from him. His nostrils caught the sultry musk of her perfume. They twitched in approval.

Phil smiled and raised a single eyebrow. Placing her hands on her hips, she struck a pose. “Is this acceptable, Mr. Masters?”

Ty grinned. “Turn around and I’ll let you know.”

He caught the flash of defiance in her eyes before she spun around. Without turning back around, she asked, “Well? Do I pass inspection? Does the back muster up to the front?”

Ty’s eyes swept the smooth length of her back down to the firm ripeness of her ass. The black pleats of her skirt poked out, giving anyone who stood a few feet back a nice shot at the tightness of her upper thighs. When he failed to respond, she wiggled her ass and looked over her shoulder.

“I don’t have all night, Mr. Masters.”

Ty reached out to touch her shoulder to turn her around just as she pivoted. His hand landed on her left breast. This time he didn’t flinch at the contact. At least his hand didn’t. He smiled leisurely, pressed his palm more firmly against her warmth, and stepped closer. Unhurriedly he trailed a fingertip around her straining nipple. She caught her breath and he felt the hard thud of her heart against his hand. Her big blue eyes widened, captivating him in their innocence. If she wasn’t still a virgin, he doubted she had much experience. He wanted to be the one to tap into her. Her body language screamed uptight. Her body, though, screamed to his for contact.

He ran a finger down her waist to rest on the curve of her hip. The urge to pull her soft smooth body hard against him and torture her mouth with his lips was almost his undoing. She licked her glossy lips, the pink tip of her tongue conjuring up all kinds of sexy scenarios in his mind. Remembering where he was, he reined in his runaway desire. “If I had to pick which looked better, I’d have to call it a draw.”

The thick rasp of his voice gave away his mood. Phil leaned into him. At the contact his cock thickened, the smooth line of her belly enticing him from his straining self-control.

Her sharp intake of air told him she’d felt his quickening. She surprised him by smiling sweetly up at him. Then she surprised him even more when she swept her hand up between them, smoothed it against him, then grabbed his shaft and squeezed. He hissed in a breath, his cock rearing in her hand. She quelled it by squeezing harder. Setting his jaw at a hard angle, he held his breath, resisting the urge to push her back into his office, clear his desk, and take her.

“If you continue to touch me like this, Mr. Masters, I’m afraid I’ll have to file a sexual harassment charge against you and Klub Kashmir.”

Bud coughed. “No, no, you don’t want to do that.”

Ty’s jaw tightened. With supreme effort he reeled in his racing hormones.

His lips twitched in a smile. His entire body tightened with the enthusiasm of a sixteen-year-old boy anticipating his first blow job. When she abruptly released him, disappointment flooded his system.

He bent down to her ear and whispered, “Touché, Officer Zorn.” Then backed off. She had balls and he was glad. He relished future sparring matches.

Ty looked over his shoulder. “Show her the ropes, Bud.” Without another glance at Phil, he stalked off.

•  •  •

Phil couldn’t regulate her breathing and her body thrummed with tension. Her nipples were as hard as the stainless-steel chairs around her and her pussy throbbed with the same driving tempo as the music. Ty’s reaction to her surprised her, but hers to him stunned her.

She glanced anxiously around the brightly lit club. The stirring sound of a sleazy sax wafted through the sound system, setting the tone for the evening to come. What was it about this place that sent her libido into overdrive? She’d never felt desire flood her as she had that moment she held Ty hot and hard in her hand. More astonishing, for the first time in her life, she felt no guilt associated with the desire.

Clenching her thighs, she suppressed a low moan. What the hell was happening to her?

“Bud? Can you excuse me for a minute?”

“Make it quick, the line’s getting antsy.”

Phil hurried to the ladies’ room and locked herself in a stall. She leaned back against the smooth metal door and closed her eyes. Her entire body hummed. A live conduit. She touched her breast and gasped. A painful pleasure lit her nerve endings, the tension intense. Her pussy constricted and she had the incredible urge to slip a finger into herself. The thought shocked her. While there had been nights as a teenager when her body begged for stimulation, Phil had been too embarrassed to touch herself.

Her mother, the daughter of a Baptist minister, and her father, a born-again Christian, had made it clear to her from her early years. Masturbation was dirty and only nasty girls who had no self-control did it.

She wasn’t nasty. She was good and clean and wholesome. And her father had drilled into her head the virtues of self-control. That hadn’t stopped her from allowing Kyle Thompson, the high school quarterback, to put his hands on her. Her skin shivered and the sudden heat spell Ty had induced chilled. She didn’t like to think of Kyle. She swallowed hard, grabbed a wad of toilet paper, and wiped the slick moisture from between her legs. Breathing deeply, she opened the stall door, quickly washed and dried her hands, and hurried out to Bud, who greeted her with a scowl.

“You’re not starting out on a good foot.”

“I’m sorry, it won’t happen again.”

She steeled herself and listened intently to what Bud told her. She followed his directions to the letter, all the while repeating her new mantra in her head: I will not respond to Ty Jamerson. I will not respond to Ty Jamerson.

For one who prided herself on such hard-ass self-control, Phil couldn’t ignore the repeated twinge in her nether regions every time she heard Ty’s deep voice.

As she counted out change for her book, Phil smiled. Her only satisfaction thus far was remembering Ty’s massive erection. He couldn’t hide that or the fact that it was she who had instigated it. It pleased her to know she had that effect on him, but even better was Ty’s ignorance of what he did to her. Her cheeks warmed at the thought. She’d die of shame.

The music changed to a low, driving jungle beat, the lights dimmed around the bar, and the floor lights softly illuminated the polished chrome furniture.

Ty’s deep voice grabbed her attention. “Okay, ladies and gents, we’re open for business.”

The set of double doors swung open and regulars and newcomers alike entered the club, stampeding for the prime seats at the wraparound bar encircling the stage. One or two men slowed enough to ogle her and paid for it by getting pushed aside.

“Hang on to your hat, honey. The moon’s full and it looks like we got us some winners,” Bud called from behind the bar.

She looked across the flood of bodies and met Ty’s eyes. The intensity of his gaze stilled her beating heart and the magnitude of the operation hit her hard. There were lives at stake, including hers. She nodded in understanding, silently vowing not to fail.



CHAPTER FIVE

“You’re going to pay for that love pat, mister, with a fat tip,” Phil playfully chastised the grinning man who copped a feel every time she passed by with a loaded tray.

“You’re going to pay, all right.” Ty’s deep voice cut through the grinding beat of the music. He hauled the man up by the scruff of his shirt. “How many times have I told you, Otis, no grab ass. I’m a floor manager, not a pimp.”

“I didn’t mean anything by it, I just wanted to make sure if I was going to pay for a lap dance nothing jiggled.”

“That one doesn’t do lap dances,” Ty informed the regular.

Otis’s face fell. “Now, that’s too bad. She has a nice ass and I like the way she moves.”

Ty eyed Phil as if ascertaining for himself the truth of Otis’s words. Phil winked at her lieu, barely managing to hide a smile when he cocked his brow in surprise.

Like a seasoned vet, Phil leaned over, giving him the full Kat show, and served drinks to Jase and two other men at the table next to Otis’s.

“Here you go, boys.” She smiled into Jase’s dark eyes and he grinned back.

“What’s your name, sweetheart?” he asked.

Counting out change, Phil fluttered her long lashes. “Kat, as in pussy cat.”

The man sitting next to Jase looked so much like a beat cop hiding in civvies he didn’t need a cop sticker on his forehead to announce it. He grinned and leaned toward her. “I like pussy.” When he slid his hand up her thigh, she slapped it away.

“My pussy bites strays. You don’t want a case of cat scratch fever, do you?”

The man’s jaw dropped and Jase snorted, thumping his friend on the back. “Tommy boy, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

Tommy boy recovered with a leer. “I don’t mind a little rough play.”

Phil leaned in, giving the boys another free shot of her cleavage. “Tommy boy, there wouldn’t be anything left but a bloody stump when I got done with you.”

The smile faded from his lips. “Are you saying I can’t handle you?”

Phil flashed a smug grin and stood up straight. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

Flicking her hair over her shoulder, she pivoted and held the tray up over her head, working her way through the crowd. She heard one of the men meow, and then the three of them laughed like sailors in a whorehouse. Shaking her head, Phil headed back to the bar, keeping her eyes alert and body prepared for the unexpected.

She needed to tip out for the hour. Bud told her to keep her change book light so as not to get pickpocketed by one of the clients. She figured she’d already cleared a good hundred bucks and the first dancer had yet to make her appearance. If the clients were generous and she made them feel special, she could walk with maybe three hundred bucks after tipping out the house. It didn’t seem fair that the cocktailers and dancers who were doing all the dirty work should have to pay for the privilege. But in most circles, the money after tipping would be considered good. It was no wonder so many of the girls at the Kashmir put up with the maulings.

Her feet were killing her and she’d only been on the floor an hour. She looked out at the other cocktailers with respect. They went about their jobs in heels higher than hers and without complaint.

The last few hours blurred in her mind. She was not the same woman who filled out the application that afternoon. After catching a glimpse of herself earlier in the polished floor-to-ceiling mirrors, she’d blinked several times before she made the connection. The beautiful cocktail waitress in the skimpy uniform was her.

Something had happened to her when she took her first drink order and felt the first palm slide up her skirt. After shaking off the initial shock of a stranger touching her so intimately, she’d become Kat. In doing so, she allowed herself to cop an attitude in response to the unwanted petting and the innuendo, because inside the club, Kat was who she was.

The amazing part was she liked it. Not the men touching her, but the freedom Kat gave her. And the power. She didn’t have to hide behind her parents’ preaching. She didn’t have to tell herself that nice girls didn’t. Phil was a nice girl who didn’t, but Kat was a naughty girl who did, and if she wanted to succeed in her cover she had to become Kat, body and soul. In becoming Kat she was able to put herself out on the floor and watch.

The unexpected perk of sensual emancipation was heady stuff. In the club, in her uniform, in her new skin, she could be and do whatever she wanted, all under the guise of doing her job. She told herself she would leave the guilt of her actions and the scintillating feelings said actions incited at the door.

Ty caught her eyes a few times, seeming to magically appear each time one of the patrons got too frisky. Jase sat with his bunch of cronies. She knew from his earlier communication that they had no idea she and Jase were undercover. Reese kept to himself, a loner, in the high, dark corner behind the bar, his eyes ever watchful.

Jase ordered JD straight up, but Bud gave him iced tea. While his buddies were feeling the effects of their drinks, Jase stayed cold sober. She felt protected with the men around her. While she could handle herself, she knew they would have her back no matter what the situation.

The DJ called for the room to quiet and introduced Sable, the first dancer of the night.

The first moment Sable strutted onto the stage dressed as a shepherdess, Phil stood as transfixed as the men surrounding the stage. Sable was big, black, and absolutely gorgeous. Her mahogany skin glowed like polished wood.

Little Bo Peep never looked so . . . exotic.

Sable used her staff as a humping rod, and as she stripped off each of her petticoats, the wolf whistles became deafening.

“Hey!” the pervert next to Phil screamed. “Get me another round.”

Phil fought down a scowl. Remembering the asshole drank the cheap beer, she nodded and hurried to fill his order.

“How’s it going, Slick?” the bartender asked her.

“It’s going, Bud. Give me another one of those cheap beers for my big spender over there.”

She jacked her thumb over her shoulder. The old man grinned, following the direction. “I didn’t think you had it in you, sister, but you work those slobs well.”

He twisted the cap off a bottle, then set it on her tray. She winked at him. “I’ve got a lot more where that came from.” She turned and sashayed back into the throng of whistling, groping, aroused men.

As she set the bottle on the table, she said, “Eight fifty.”

Without taking his eyes off Sable’s coconut-size breasts, the guy tossed a five at her. “I want the change, Toots,” he grunted after guzzling half the bottle.

Of course he did. Guys like this drank the cheap stuff, catcalled and hooted to the dancers, then went in the john and jerked off. So much for Klub Kashmir’s claim to catering to the more discriminating males. She leaned in. “Well, that’s real sweet of you, mister, but you still owe me three fifty.”

He flashed her a glare. “I gave you a ten.” He looked back up at Sable’s gyrating thighs and grabbed his burgeoning crotch.

“You gave me a five.”

The man sneered, obviously not liking the fact that she was distracting him, and gave her his full drunken attention. “You ripped me off!”

Phil grabbed the nearly empty bottle from his hand. “I didn’t rip you off, buddy, you ripped me off. If you want the rest of this bottle, cough up the three fifty.”

He lunged across the table. Phil saw that train coming. She smacked him hard on the head with her tray. A strong arm grabbed her from behind and lifted her clear off her stilts and out of reach of the drunk, who had regrouped and was ready for his second attack.

Ty didn’t waste a second on diplomacy. He grabbed the drunk by the scruff of his shirt and the back of his pants. As if he were taking out the trash, Ty marched to the front door, handed him off to Milo, the mountain-size bouncer, and the drunk was disposed of.

Watching it all happen so quickly and effortlessly, Phil had to admit Ty’s commanding presence and fluid disposal of the asshole impressed her. The man didn’t break a sweat.

Ty strode back toward her and the smile froze on her lips. His dark brows formed a V between two very angry green eyes. He was not amused.

He grabbed her by the elbow and steered her away from the crowded tables toward an alcove in the back of the club.

He turned her around and backed her into a corner.

“Rule number one. We do not brain our clients with our trays.”

“But he accused me of ripping him off!”

Ty’s lips twitched before they formed a hard line. “How does it feel to be accused of something you didn’t do?”

Phil hissed in a breath. “That was three years ago, Lieutenant. Let it go.”

His fingers tightened around her arms. When she twisted, his grip increased in pressure. “You’re hurting me.”

He loosened his fingers but still held her. “If you assault another client, I’ll have no choice but to let you go. I can’t let you beat up clients and not allow the other girls the same pleasure.”

“Well, maybe you need to inform your clients they can’t cheat us hardworking cocktailers.”

Ty’s face softened. “Phil, ah, Kat, don’t take everything so literal. When in Rome, do as the Romans do.”

She didn’t try to ignore the hard underlying scent of the man who stood so close to her, nor the way his eyes kept dipping to her exposed cleavage and the way said cleavage suddenly grew heavy with tension. Her nipples stiffened and tingled. What had become a familiar heat flared between her thighs. “And what do the Romans do in Klub Kashmir?”

Ty grinned, flashing white teeth. “They act like Romans who do what they need to, to keep their jobs.”

Phil leaned back against the hard smoothness of the wall. She was glad when Ty followed and glad Kat took over. As Kat she could admire his imposing build, the hard sinew of his arms, and Ty’s undeniable maleness. Making her feel every bit a woman and feel no guilt or shame.

“And how do I go about keeping my job?” she asked.

Ty infiltrated her space so thoroughly, his heat penetrated her skin, warming it hotter. He smelled good. Clean, woodsy, strong. His chest brushed up against her. They both felt the jolt the contact elicited and they both pretended it didn’t affect them. Bending down so she could be sure to hear, Ty said, “Keep strutting your stuff and cockteasing, minus the aggression.”

Phil would have taken his bait as an insult. Kat took it as a compliment. Kat pressed her full breasts against Ty’s chest, dragging them in slow temptation. She caught her breath when he pushed back, hiking up the friction. Her skin sizzled and her nipples strained hard against the fabric of her uniform. If he weren’t so close, her knees would have buckled. He barely touched her, but being so close to him, she felt like a piece of warm putty in a sculptor’s hands.

Wanting control, Phil struggled for composure. Tilting her head up, she stood on her tiptoes until she came almost eye-to-eye with him. Ty’s lids hooded his dark green eyes in sexy languidness. She sucked in her bottom lip, then licked it. It gave her supreme satisfaction to watch his full lips tighten and hear the subtle hitch of his breath.

“Mr. Masters, I aim to please.”



CHAPTER SIX

“Officer Zorn, are you coming on to me?”

The heat in Phil’s eyes told the truth, but he wanted to hear it from her lips. He was more than intrigued—he was fascinated.

Phil shook her head, sending her hair cascading down her back. Her full breasts bobbed against the confines of her skimpy top. He visualized his hand slipping up and tugging the fabric, spilling her fabulous tits out for his hands and mouth to ravage. His blood quickened. And not for the first time that night he wasn’t picky about location, only about what he wanted to do to her.

“No, sir. That would be against general orders.”

He inched closer, so close he felt the lurch of her heart against his chest. Dipping his mouth to the smooth skin of her neck, he whispered, “GO doesn’t apply to undercover.” He knew he played dirty the minute he ran the length of his tongue up behind her ear and nipped the soft flesh there. She moaned, arching against him. She tasted warm and sweet, like honey. His cock twinged hard. He couldn’t resist running his fingertips across her taut belly and toying with her belly button jewel.

“Mr. Masters, please, I’m working.”

Very reluctantly he retreated an inch, grinning at her pretend coyness. “You’re working all right. Working me into a lather.”

He stepped back from her and the rush of cool air reminded him he had a case to solve.

Phil got a quick grip. While she’d like to pretend that as Kat she could play no holds barred, pragmatic Phil wielded her way into the equation. She wasn’t so sure how she felt about the interloper.

Ty’s hands slid up her arms, then down before releasing her. In painful awareness, Phil realized his release was the last thing she wanted. That fact astounded her. It must be the hormones bouncing around the club. Somehow they’d gotten under her skin.

“Unless you want to take this a step further, outside of work, don’t play with me.” Ty’s husky voice sent ripples of desire through her body.

Phil swallowed hard, consciously pulling herself out of the erogenous zone that was Ty Jamerson. Literally she shook herself and wondered where the hell all that sex play came from. She was Philamina Marie Zorn, preacher’s granddaughter, and while she could play Kat, it was only to those who believed she was a cocktail server at Klub Kashmir.

There was history with Ty, slight though it was, and he could hurt her. Her heart slammed against her chest. Yes, he could hurt her. Break her heart if she let him. Realization swarmed her practical mind. Vulnerability made you weak, and she needed to be strong. Strong for her own self-preservation, and strong and focused for the case. They had three missing women to find. She wouldn’t jeopardize their lives by being caught off guard.

Ty moved back, giving her more space. She didn’t need to look down to his tented crotch to know he was aroused. She’d felt him rise against her belly, and while she took a perverse pleasure in being the one to cause his erection, she also felt like a tease, and not a nice one. Not that Ty Jamerson deserved nice. But, grudgingly, she had to give him kudos for keeping his hands to himself and being on top of every horny asshole in the place who wanted to get his fingers in her pants.

“I . . . ah, sir, I was just getting into character.”

Ty eyed her suspiciously, knowing she’d just fed him a line of bullshit. “Speaking of getting into character. Call me ‘Ty’ or ‘Mr. Masters’ at all times. In fact, do it off the clock until the case is closed.” He grinned, the gesture lethal. “I’ll call you Kat. Or when the mood strikes me, Pussy.”

Kat rose to the bait. “You think you’re man enough to make this pussy purr?”

Ty’s grin widened. “And then some. I’ve got a sudden itch for some cat scratch fever.”

She stepped closer, her nostrils flared, and she throbbed between her legs. If he didn’t watch out, he’d find her claw marks in his back. And once she sank them into him, she wouldn’t release him, until she wanted to.

“Maybe you are man enough, but we won’t find that out anytime soon.”

She hurried past him, shutting him down cold. She wished she could say the same for herself. Her body flared hot with desire. Desire she’d never known she was capable of feeling, scaring her with its ferocity.

Remembering where she was and why, Phil made a quick tour of her tables, picking up orders from several men, who were grumbling because she’d disappeared for a couple minutes. The night rushed past her. And while she kept a suspicious eye cast over the ribald crowd, aside from the flying testosterone and gyrating body parts, Phil’s gut told her all was as it should be inside Klub Kashmir.

One dancer after another strutted, sauntered, slid, and swam across the stage, humping the pole, air, and stage floor. The more alcohol was consumed, the looser the men’s wallets became. By the end of the night, Kat counted out nearly three hundred and fifty dollars in tips.

She rubbed her throbbing feet as she turned in her tray. It wasn’t worth the pain. She almost cried when she set her bare feet down on the floor, it felt so good.

She made a mental note to bring a pair of comfy tennis shoes to wear out like the other cocktails. As she rubbed her tired sore feet, she said, “You live and learn.”

“I hope you do, Kat.”

She looked up at Ty. “I have to hand it to the other ladies. They must have cast-iron feet. I’d give anything for a foot massage right now.”

He grinned down at her. “Maybe that can be arranged.”

Before she could respond, Candi bebopped over to them, chomping her ever-present gum. “How’d it go tonight, Kitty? I saw you working some of those guys. I bet you made bank.”

Candi slipped her arm through Ty’s and hugged his arm to her breasts.

A jolt of jealousy jabbed at Phil’s gut. She didn’t care for the sensation, especially since she liked Candi. She smiled genuinely. If Candi and Ty had a thing going on, she’d be damned if she’d interfere. Besides, it would no doubt save her a broken heart in the end.

“I cleaned up. I think. Three fifty less my percentage to the house. Is that good?”

Ty coughed and Candi squealed. “Wow, were you giving blow jobs on the side, honey? I only take home twice that and I’m a featured dancer.”

Phil glanced up at Ty’s darkened face. Her cheeks warmed. She could work this place for a decade even in Kat’s skin, and still not get used to the derogatory sexual terms or the gratuitous way such acts were performed. She surmised it must be her, because she seemed to be the only one shocked by it all.

Phil opened her mouth to respond, but once again, Candi answered her question for her. “Oh, I know, you had a few lap dances.”

“Well, actually, I didn’t. I—” Phil looked up at a scowling Ty. “I’ve never done a lap dance before, I wouldn’t know what to do.”

Candi’s jaw dropped open and her gum plopped out onto the floor. “Honey, it’s just a matter of time before one of these guys pays for a lap dance. You can’t go in blind.” Candi disengaged herself from Ty. Patting his hand, she smiled up at him. “I have something for your new girl.” Candi turned to Phil. “Kitty, you stay right there. I have a video of me dancing for a couple of bachelors last month. It’s my best work to date. Pop it in when you get home, and feel free to use my moves.” She turned to get it when Ty’s voice stopped her.

“That won’t be necessary, Candi. Kat won’t be doing lap dances.”

In unison both women asked, “Why not?”

Ty scowled, first at Kat, then at Candi. Quickly he hid his annoyance. “I was under the impression Kat here had some—” He looked at Kat for some help.

Crossing her arms over her chest, Phil raised a brow. “Under what impression, Mr. Masters?”

“That you had a disfigurement.”

Phil smiled slowly. “Would you like to see for yourself that I have nothing unusual hiding under this poor excuse for a uniform?”

Ty considered calling her bluff. On an impulse, he did. He nodded and grinned at Phil’s wide-eyed response. If she wanted to play with fire, she’d best learn to get burned. Lucky for his daredevil Officer Zorn, the only person left in the club area was Bud.

Phil locked eyes with her boss. She called on Kat from within and told her to do it for the missing women. Slowly, Phil turned and with her bottom aimed at Ty, she flipped up her short skirt, revealing her flawless ass. Ty’s sharp intake of breath satisfied her ego. Candi gave her own commentary. “Kitty, you have a nice butt. What’s the front of you look like?”

Ty couldn’t wait to see. Phil spun around and flipped up the front part of her skirt. Her thighs were smooth and taut, and the slice of red material that shielded her from view did a poor job; he could see the outline of her moist lips pressed against the material. His eyes caught hers and he knew she was as hot for him as he was for her.

“Kitty, if I were a guy, I’d want to do you right now. You sure are beautiful.”

“Untie the top,” Ty commanded softly. Phil slid the pleats of her skirt back into place.

Slowly, she untied the knot that held the heavy ripeness of her breasts. Her nipples tingled in anticipation and much to her horror she wanted Ty to see her breasts. More than that, she wanted him to touch them.

The knot slid open. She pulled back the sheer material and turned away from Ty to Candi. Her breasts tumbled out and she caught her breath.

Candi’s eyes widened and Ty cursed. “Those are real, aren’t they?” Candi asked.

Gently, the dancer touched the underside of Phil’s left breast. The sensation of the contact surprised Phil. Her skin was so sensitive, she felt as if a layer had been peeled off.

Phil’s throat closed up as she nodded mutely. She wanted to close her top and run out the door. Even as Kat she found it excruciating baring her breasts.

Phil moved aside, allowing Kat full reign of the moment. Kat turned up the heat. She cocked her head back and over her shoulder and winked at Ty.

His eyes burned hot in his face and the flare of his nostrils reminded her of a dog sniffing the air for a mate. From the looks of Ty, he’d found the one he wanted.

Turning back to Candi, Kat asked, “So? Do they meet with your approval?”

Candi smiled as Phil gritted her teeth. Her father would roll over in his grave if he could see her now. “If I were the jealous type, Kitty, I’d hurt you right now. Your body is beautiful. I’m glad you aren’t dancing; I couldn’t stand the competition.”

Over her shoulder, Phil cocked a brow at Ty. “Well, Mr. Masters? Is Candi’s word good enough or do you want to see for yourself?”

Ty cleared his throat. “It’s enough.”

Slowly, Phil retied the knot to the top and turned to face him. “Excellent.” Once she composed herself, she looked him hard in the eye. “So there won’t be a problem with you allowing me to provide private lap dances for the paying clients, if that’s what I choose?”

The muscles in his jaw worked. “Absolutely not.”

Candi clapped her hands. “Oh, goody. I’ll get you my video.”

The minute Candi walked out of earshot, Ty ground out, “What the hell are you doing?”

Phil smiled and moved into his space. “When undercover, do as those around you do.”

“I didn’t mean it literally.”

“Of course you did, Mr. Masters. How else am I supposed to set myself up for a kidnapping if I’m not performing? Fetching drinks won’t bring attention my way.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to strip.”

She nodded, considering his angry tone. In his burning eyes she didn’t see a lieutenant’s concern for one of his own; no, she saw something more powerful. Jealousy. And that stirred something sleeping deep within her. She suddenly felt like she was walking on very thin ice, ice that with one false move would crack wide open, plunging her into a black icy hole of pain and regret.

“It’s not like I’m getting onstage. A private lap dance or two won’t hurt.”

“I don’t like it.”

“Too bad. Besides, the guys can’t touch me, right?”

He nodded.

“Then there you go. With one of your goons in the shadows, I’ll be safe.”

Ty stood silent, his arms crossed over his chest, the hard line of his jaw the only clue to his anger.

What the hell did she just insist on doing? And why? Phil inhaled a deep breath and slowly exhaled. Well, there it was, out in the open. She’d just committed to performing a lap dance. Her stomach twittered nervously. Charging in and taking no names had become status quo around her lieutenant. And for someone who prided herself on painstakingly mapping out a strategy, she really needed to work on her knee-jerk reaction to her handsome boss.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Ty stood rooted to the asphalt parking lot and watched Phil drive out of the lot in her safe, practical, and most uninspiring Taurus. The complete opposite of the woman who drove it.

He had a problem, one he’d never encountered in his life. He was torn. Jesus, he felt like he’d been gut punched.

The red brake lights of Phil’s car flashed as she came to a STOP sign, then disappeared into the darkness of the early morning hour.

Ty’s fists clenched at his sides. When she’d exposed her body parts in the bar, his gut had seized. He’d thought she was different.

A woman who had some class and self-respect. His mother’s sunken, sallow face flashed before him. He turned back to the club and cursed out loud. His mother had raised him in the back of every strip joint from Chicago to San Francisco.

Hell, she couldn’t tell Ty who his father was. Some nameless, faceless john. To this day he didn’t know why she chose to give birth to him instead of having an abortion. Why, he wondered, had she kept him when she so easily aborted others? It was after the third one, the self-induced one in the flytrap apartment in Oakland, when he split the first time. He couldn’t watch her kill herself any longer. Her body had long ago lost its luster of youth and she’d reduced her life to blow jobs on the side to feed her heroin habit. Guilt sent him back. He was all she had in the world. That and her heroin addiction. He should have gotten a clue when she didn’t notice he’d been gone for two weeks. When he refused to pimp for her, and she called him an ungrateful bastard, he knew unless she cleaned up, she wouldn’t last another six months. After repeated threats to call the cops, he got her to agree to rehab. She promised him she’d try—instead two days later he found her dead in her room with a needle stuck in her arm.

“Yo, Boss Man!” Bud called from the open front door.

Ty shook the black memories from his head and headed back into the club.

“What’s up, Bud?’

“Not sure. I found this crumpled up on the bar. It wasn’t there when we closed.”

He handed Ty a Klub Kashmir napkin. Scrawled neatly in black pen were two words, Get Pussy. Ty shrugged. Pussy abounded in the club.

“Who came by the bar after we closed down?”

Bud scratched the stubble on his chin. “No one out of the ordinary. The new girl, Kat, you, and Milo.”

Mile High Milo, Ty called the Samoan bouncer who filled up the entryway. Aside from manhandling drunks, the guy had no record and the heart of a pussycat.

Ty glanced down at the napkin again. Get Pussy. A disturbing thought niggled at his brain. When it exploded into realization, his instincts took over. Never one to ignore his gut, Ty acted. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Bud.”

He hurried out the door and jumped into his truck. Kat—Kitty—Pussy. Was Kat the “Pussy” the author of the napkin wanted? A chill sprinted down his spine. He punched in the precinct number on his cell phone and demanded Phil’s address. Once he had it, he floored his truck and gave dispatch orders to start the nearest unit en route.

He was about ten minutes behind her.

•  •  •

Phil drove too fast. The best perk of being a cop was never having to worry about speeding tickets, not that she took advantage of that fact. But tonight her feet throbbed and she’d kill for a foot massage. She couldn’t wait to get home, shower, then slip between fresh sheets. Those creature comforts dominated her senses, but whispering in the back of her mind, too insistent to ignore, was the heated excitement that had ripped through her body when she bared herself to Ty.

Phil groaned and pushed her sore foot harder against the gas pedal. Ty’s response had been one thing—but her own hot response surprised her, and in front of a virtual stranger, no less.

What she needed was an ice-cold shower! Argh! It would take a lot more than a cold shower to cool her off.

Twenty minutes later she emerged from the bathroom, chilled and freshly cleansed of the seedy film of the club that clung to her like cheap perfume. Slowly, she rubbed the thick terry towel across her skin, taking care to dry every inch. As she rubbed the cloth across her breasts, her nipples hardened and her skin flushed, but it did nothing to quell the thickness of her blood. Instead the contact heightened her awareness of what her body craved.

Looking at her reflection in the steamy mirror, she caught her breath. She didn’t recognize the hungry blue eyes that blazed back at her. She touched a fingertip to her left breast and pressed. Spikes of desire raced to her core and the now familiar heat she’d only experienced in Ty’s presence flared. She closed her eyes halfway and bit down on her bottom lip. The spear of pain coupled with the spears of pleasure heightened her excitement. Boldly, her fingers trailed down her belly.

The chime of the doorbell startled her out of her self-seduction. Slipping on her robe, she hurried to the incessant ringing. Who the hell was that?

“Open up, Phil!”

Her skin warmed to hot. She hurried to the front door, pulling her thin jersey robe tighter around her damp skin.

“Crap,” she muttered. Every frickin’ curve and dip of her body was clearly outlined by the clinging fabric. She didn’t bother to look through the peephole; the bellowing voice on the other side of her door could only come from one person.

She unlocked the two dead bolts and yanked open the door.

“What is it, Lieutenant?”

He pushed past her, striding into the middle of her living room. “Sure, c’mon in.”

He turned and headed down the hallway toward her bedroom. “Were you followed home?” he called over his shoulder.

She followed after him. “No. Was I supposed to check?”

He stopped abruptly in the hallway and turned around. Her nose slammed into his chest. She bounced off. “Ouch!”

Ty grabbed her upper arms and shook her. “You didn’t check? Don’t you know you should always have eyes in the back of your head?”

Suddenly Phil felt naïve. “I—I forgot.” With the excitement and then the fatigue of the evening, she’d thrown her training out the window. Stupid. Next time that could get her killed.

“You forgot? Forgetting can get you killed,” he said, his words echoing her thoughts.

Ty continued blasting her. “Or have you forgotten we’ve lost two civilians and a fellow cop? This isn’t a damn desk job!”

She yanked out of his grasp. “If you keep manhandling me like you do, I’m going to have bruises up and down my arms, and the customers will complain.”

Shaking his head, Ty strode into her bedroom, looked in the closet, behind the door; he did the same in the other two bedrooms, then in her kitchen and living room.

She followed him from room to room, knowing that arguing would get her nowhere. With this man, she needed to choose her battles carefully.

“Why are you here, Lieutenant?”

Ty turned angry eyes on her. She’d wake up and take notice when he showed her the napkin. “Didn’t your father ever tell you, always be on the lookout?”

Her skin chilled at the mention of her father. “I told you, don’t ever bring up my father again.”

“Why not? Can’t you face what he did?”

Phil strode to the front door and yanked it open. The sultry night air wafted in around her ankles. “Get out.”

Ty leaned against the doorjamb to the living room, crossing his arms over his chest. “I’ll go, but first I need to make a few things clear.” His tall sleek muscles bunched beneath his tan skin. His green eyes sparkled in the low light. He reminded her of a jungle cat, predatory, and ready to pounce.

Phil’s stomach churned and she knew she could call 911. She also knew Ty would stand in her hallway until he had his say. She slammed the door shut and strode past him into the living room.

She flung herself onto the sofa and crossed her arms. Ty slowly followed.

“Make it quick, Lieutenant. I’m tired and my feet are killing me.”

Ty sat down on the ottoman facing her.

“What?” she demanded.

He grinned, the gesture wicked. Her blood thawed. She wanted to groan and run away. Her traitorous body was going to be her undoing. She closed her eyes and saw her mother with her hands on her hips, scowling down at her:

“Philamina Marie, you were warned what would happen to you.”

Phil felt all of sixteen again and remembered as if it were yesterday the repercussions of her aftergame tryst with Kyle Thompson under the bleachers. God made sure her parents knew what she had done.

“Hey?” Ty softly said, touching her foot. Phil flinched and opened her eyes.

“I don’t bite, Phil.”

Shaking off the nasty memories, Phil steeled herself. She could refuse her desires. She was her father’s daughter, after all.

“What do you want, Lieutenant?”

Ty scooted closer till they faced each other. She curled up in a near fetal position on the sofa and Ty sat open-legged on the ottoman. If she extended her legs to the floor, their knees would touch. She backed farther into the cushions. She was tired and she didn’t trust herself around him in her fatigued state.

“I want for us to be on the same page.”

“We are.”

He shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’m concerned about your lack of street smarts. It could get you in trouble.”

Phil stiffened. “I spent six months on the street before going into IA!”

Ty nodded. “Exactly, and I bet you figured you learned it all. I would have thought you’d have taken some tips from your old man.”

Phil gritted her teeth. “I told you—”

“Right, don’t mention Dad. Listen, Zorn. If your feelings regarding your father’s case are affecting your ability to work this case, you need to fess up right now. I need to know what’s bugging you.”

She untangled her limbs and leaned toward him. “You of all people don’t need to know about how I feel regarding my father.”

“I do when it affects your ability to do your job well. Admit it, you can’t forgive him.”

Phil shot up and slammed her hands into Ty’s chest, pushing him backward. He nearly tipped, but he grabbed her arm, using it for leverage.

Phil shook him off. “Forgive him? Forgive him for what? He was railroaded, set up by rogue cops like you!”

She jerked the loosened ties of her robe tighter. Ty shook his head and looked up at her. “He wasn’t railroaded or set up. The man roughed up his beat wife, who was turning tricks!”

Phil pushed him hard in the chest again. This time she had no regrets. Ty jumped up and grabbed her by the hands. “I told you what I would do if you touched me again.”

Phil kicked him, trying to twist out of his grip. Her robe loosened. She didn’t care. She knew about all of his nasty skeletons from reading his files years ago in IA. “Turn me out like you did your mother?”

Phil wished with all her might she hadn’t said the words. The pain that flashed across Ty’s face was heartbreaking. The fury that replaced it was terrifying.

He pulled her hard against his chest. “Yeah, just like my mother. You’re your father’s daughter after all.” He shoved her away from him.

Phil gasped. “How dare you?” She moved in on him. His eyes flashed a warning. She flashed her own. “How dare you speak lies about my father? He was swept up by the likes of you. He never touched that woman.”

Ty rubbed his cheek and laughed, the sound brittle. “The big difference between the two of us, Phil, is I can admit my mother was a twenty-dollar hooker who would have done it for nothing if you gave her a fix. Your old man was a hypocrite of the highest order. While he walked around thumping his Bible, he was tearing up the sheets with a whore.”

Phil’s jaw dropped. Ty moved in. “You’re the same hypocrite. You cover your body with those dark suits. You wear your hair tied back like a librarian. You act like you’re untouchable.” Reaching out, he grabbed a long hank of her hair. She winced, expecting pain, but he ran his fingers through it, a caress instead of a pull. “Then there’s the bad girl in you that you can’t keep quiet.” He stepped closer, his hot breath mingling with hers.

Phil’s heart hammered in her throat. “Your body screams for a man, you want it, but you’re too afraid to take it, afraid you might like it.” His finger traced down the curve of her throat to the pulse in her jugular, now thumping against the pressure of his thumb. He pressed harder. Her blood quickened and her knees shook. The part of her that let Kat loose surfaced. She wanted to be touchable, in touch with her body, and Ty’s.

She swallowed and licked her dry lips. “I tried it once, I didn’t like it.”

Ty grinned. “Well, then, maybe you need to try it with a man.”

Phil almost smiled through the sexy haze that engulfed her. The same feeling she’d experienced touching herself after her shower surfaced, along with her yearning for the man standing in front of her.

Ty laughed low and brushed his knuckles down her throat to the V between her breasts. Her heartbeat thudded so soundly she felt the pulse of it through his fingertips. His eyes focused on her lips. “I’m right. I bet the last guy you were with shot his wad before he could get it out of his pants.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

She fought for composure. “I’m sure your sexual prowess is legendary, Lieutenant. However, I didn’t like being a notch on a bedpost the first time. I’m sure I’d like it even less with you.” She wondered if he believed she had no interest in him. She didn’t.

Ty’s smile radiated promise. Phil tried to ignore it. Warning bells shrilled in her head. She knew damn well the minute she crossed that line with Tyler Jamerson she’d regret it for the rest of her life. “Besides, sir, fraternizing is a big no-no.”

Ty nodded. “You’re exactly correct. But as I explained earlier, in undercover we have our own general orders.”

Phil smiled. “I know, ‘do what you have to do to survive.’ ”

“Exactly.” She swallowed hard. His shoulder-length hair hung loose around the angles of his face, giving him the sensual look of a dark angel. His voice lowered an octave. “And right now, I think I need you to make it through the night.”

“I doubt you need anyone, Lieutenant.”

Ty moved closer. His tall frame shadowed her. Heat emanated off his chest. Her damp jersey robe steamed. Ty traced a finger through the material around her swollen nipple. “I think, Officer Zorn, you may need me as much.”

Phil leaned back against the smooth hardness of the wall. “I thought you didn’t like me, Lieutenant.”

Ty’s grin turned lethal, his eyes sparkled, and his fingers splayed against her breast. Phil commanded her body to ignore the sizzling sensations his touch evoked.

Ty moved closer still, only an inch separating their bodies. The wild beat of her heart thumped against his palm. He dipped his head down and whispered in her ear. “I don’t have to like you to fuck you.”

A thrill sprang from her belly, shooting to every nerve ending she possessed. Images of Ty pinning her hard against the wall, then burying himself deep within her accelerated her breath. She licked her lips.

Phil closed her eyes and tilted her head back, exposing the softness of her neck. It was all the invitation Ty needed.

Blood surged to his dick and his lips swooped down on the offering. Her warm skin pulsated against his lips. She tasted fresh, like vanilla. Phil’s body jerked, then molded against his chest. The ties to her robe fell apart and the heat of her skin singed him.

His lips blazed a path from her neck to the hollow at her throat. Phil’s moans incited him further. He felt supercharged, and the night’s exhaustion disappeared as his body geared up for her.

Slipping his arms beneath her robe, her sultry skin felt alive beneath his hands. Her natural scent blended with her shower-applied scent, the combination toxic to his self-control.

He pushed her back flush against the wall, his hands spanning her slender waist. Bending his nose to her damp hair, he closed his eyes and breathed in her essence. “You smell good,” he whispered, wondering how exciting her true woman scent would be. Just the thought of what he knew would be a soft musky scent sent more blood speeding to his cock. His hands slid farther down to the small of her back, her soft moans urging him on. His large hands palmed her firm ass cheeks. Her hips pressed against his groin and his dick swelled to capacity.

At that moment he couldn’t remember wanting a woman more. He bet she was virgin tight, and he wanted desperately to find out how wet she was for him.

Keeping one arm wrapped around her waist, he slid his right hand around to her belly, trailing his fingers in languid swirls.

Philamina closed her eyes, the sensations Ty wrought overpowering her. Warm moisture slicked her nether regions, a beckoning. His fingers trailed lower past her belly button to sweep sensitively against the soft hint of pubic hair. She moaned loudly, her lips parted, her head thrown back against the wall.

“Open your eyes,” Ty whispered against her cheek. As she did, he slid a finger across her hardened clitoris and she gasped, standing up on her toes. Shards of desire shattered her nerve endings. In a primal invitation, her knees spread. He slid his fingertip back and forth across her clit, rolling it across and between her moist lips, the sensation driving her higher on her toes. Her hips moved in rhythm to the slow seductive cadence of his fingers. She grabbed his shoulders and pulled herself higher against him. She wanted penetration.

Ty slid his large hand around her waist down to her bottom and splayed his fingers across its width, then pressed her against his hand. “Touch me deeper,” she murmured against his chest.

The unfamiliar sound of her wanton request diffused some of the sexual haze. What was she doing?

Then Ty’s long thick finger slid into her and she screamed out. The sensation was more than she expected and all that she’d hoped. She clung to his shoulders and shuddered in sexual nirvana.

“My God, Phil, you are so tight.”

She opened her mouth to respond, to say something quick and witty, but words failed her. When he began a slow rhythmic slide inside of her with his finger, she about came undone.

It occurred to her somewhere in the deepest, darkest recesses of her mind that she was cavorting with a man who had little, if any, respect for her. Hell, admittedly he didn’t have to like her to do what he was doing.

Phil pushed at Ty’s shoulders, her self-respect overriding the scintillating sensations Ty evoked from her body. With a Herculean effort, she stopped him cold. The sudden coolness of the air that now separated their bodies was both welcome and unwelcome. Her body screamed for her to finish what they’d started, her pride screamed louder for her to get away from him as fast, and far, as she could.

“You have to like me first,” Phil gasped, catching her breath as she slipped away from him, tightening her robe around her trembling body. She hurried to the door and, despite her aroused state, she smiled as he rearranged the bulge in his pants. Ty’s gaze bored holes into her. She flushed and stood away from the open door. “Good night.”

Ty’s dark green eyes blazed, his lips twitched. In two long strides he met her at the open door. He raised his hand to her face and she flinched. He smiled slowly, the look of a wolf about to devour a rabbit. As he touched her cheek, the musky scent of her sex wafted to her nose. She gasped. His smile widened. He sniffed the air near her face. He smelled her, too. “Zorn, you know it’s just a matter of time.”

A chill raced across her warm skin, doing little to cool it.

“Yes, sir, just a matter of time before you realize I’m not available.”

Ty grinned and chuckled low. “Sure you’re not.” He gave her a short salute. “I’ll give you this round, but the next one will be mine.” He strode past her and as she closed the door, he turned, his face serious. “Eyes in the back of your head, Zorn, even while you sleep.”

Once again, the totality of the case hit home. Phil swallowed hard and nodded. This time when she double-bolted her front door, she made the rounds of her small house, making sure the only entry was by key or invasion. Her house locked tighter than most banks, Phil slid her loaded Glock under her pillow.

Warmth infiltrated her skin as she slipped between the smooth linen sheets. Yawning, she thought how much more comfortable she would be knowing Ty slept beside her.

•  •  •

Ty hopped into his truck and started it. His blood had not cooled. He grabbed the steering wheel, opening and closing his fingers around it. He was worse than a dog after a bitch in heat. Her scent lingered on his hand, it enveloped his senses, holding him hostage. He put the truck in gear and hit the gas pedal. He told himself she was just a female like any other. Not to be trusted, only indulged in. Twenty minutes later, with Philamina Zorn still prominent on his mind, he realized he’d never brought up the matter of the napkin and the note written on it.

She was a damn distracting female. He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

•  •  •

As exhausted as she was, sleep eluded Phil most of the night. Sexy dreams of her and Ty wrapped up in the sheets, their sweaty bodies sliding in and out of each other, dominated her subconscious. Finally she realized she wasn’t going to get a decent sleep.

She brushed her teeth, washed her face, then set out for a long run. An hour later her body still craved what Ty started last night. Another cold shower proved to be as ineffective as the one last night. Instead of standing in front of the mirror and resuming her self-exploration, Phil dressed and decided to take the afternoon and hit a few boutiques Candi had mentioned the girls frequented. Her old “librarian” look, as Ty had called it, wouldn’t do. Until the kidnapper was arrested, she needed to be Kat on and off the clock.

As Phil slid one skimpy outfit after another across the rack, she had to continually remind herself she needed to get past her modesty. Kat didn’t possess a modest bone in her body and Phil had to live Kat’s brazen persona. She took a deep breath and told herself she would not leave the store until she had a wardrobe fit for a woman who was one hundred percent in touch with her sexuality.

“Hey, Kat!”

Phil turned around and blinked at the small blonde making her way through the racks of clothes, dragging a child behind her.

Recognition dawned. “Candi?” Surprise didn’t describe Phil’s reaction.

Stopping close to her, Candi said, “My real name is Julie.”

The petite blonde standing in front of her in tattered sweatpants and a worn Roxy T-shirt bore no resemblance to the overly made-up exotic dancer who ground and thrust her crotch in the faces of dozens of men last night. Her hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail and she didn’t wear a dab of makeup, not even lip gloss. Even more surprising to Phil was the little replica standing shyly beside her.

“My daughter, Lola.”

The little girl smiled bashfully. Phil’s heartstrings tugged. She knelt down and smiled. “Hi, Lola, I’m Katharine. How are you?”

The child, no more than two, turned away, burying her face in her mother’s legs. “She’s shy. But we’re working on it.”

Phil stood and stepped back. Never one for idle conversation, she had to force herself to begin dialogue. While Candi didn’t strike her as a kidnapper, she might be able to inadvertently lead them to one. There was no better way to glean information than to lull the object of your interrogation into a false sense of security. She’d learned that tactic well in IA.

“I took you up on your advice. I’m springing for some new threads. Would you mind helping me pick a few things out?”

“Sure. I love spending other people’s money.”

Candi quickly warmed to the chore, pulling several pieces from different racks and putting together a formidable assortment of outfits. “Try these on for size.”

Phil blushed as she zipped up the hot pink micromini skirt and then tied the sheer white halter top around her neck.

“Let me see,” Candi called. Grateful the store was empty, Phil slipped out of the dressing room. She realized her shoulders were slightly humped. Immediately she straightened them. Be Kat, she repeated over and over in her head.

“Oh, Kitty, that looks great with your skin tone.” Candi looked down at Lola. “What do you think, Lola, isn’t Kitty pretty?”

The little girl sucked on two fingers and nodded, looking at the floor.

Candi hugged her close and looked up at Phil, who stared at the little girl. For some reason she felt sorry for the child.

“It’s because of her that I do what I do.”

Phil smiled in genuine understanding. “You don’t need to justify what you do to me, Candi, er, Julie. I’m not here to judge.”

“I’m working real hard to make a family for me and Lola. Her dad is—well, he’s not a nice man, and I’ve been real careful who I bring home to meet my baby.”

Phil nodded and stepped back toward the dressing room. “I can understand that. You don’t want to bring a jackass around your kid.”

Candi smiled. “I found the perfect man for Lola and me. I’ll do anything to make sure it doesn’t get messed up.”

Phil backed into the dressing room and pulled the saloon-style door closed. “That’s great, Candi,” she said with as much false enthusiasm as she could muster. She knew damn well Ty was Candi’s Mr. Perfect.

Candi cleared her throat. Phil felt what was coming and was glad for the door separating them. “Look, since we’re going to be working together, we might as well be straight about Ty.”

Phil peeked over the door and looked directly at Candi. “What’s to get straight?”

“We’re a couple. And Lola needs a daddy.”

Phil’s chest constricted and for a minute she couldn’t breathe. Then anger welled. What a son of a bitch! He was making daddy noises with Candi and her kid while less than eight hours ago he was sniffing around her.

Besides that, what about compromising the case by getting involved with bystanders? What if Candi knew something? Did Candi read into the attraction between her and Ty? An attraction Phil would drown at the first possible opportunity.

Phil decided to find out now. She slipped off the skirt and halter and tugged on a pair of distressed jeans, then pulled on a midriff tee. While more skin was covered, the lines of the pants and the tee hugged her curves, not leaving much to the imagination. She pushed the bat wings open and stepped out, looking in the mirror over her shoulder to check her ass. Casually she said, “Ty seems like the steady sort. I hope it works out for you three.”

Candi’s eyes softened. “He’s great with Lola. She cries when he leaves.”

“How long have you been at the Kashmir?”

“About six months. I had to get away from Lola’s father. I needed to make good money and the Kashmir was hiring.”

“I bet, especially the way the club goes through dancers. Were you close to any of the girls who were kidnapped?”

“No, not really. I’d only been cocktailing a few weeks when Star left. I didn’t bother to get to know the other two.”

“You don’t sound concerned; you don’t think they were kidnapped?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I think the job can get to some girls and they feel like they have to vanish to shake the life.”

“You don’t think it’s odd that the other two disappeared under the same circumstances?”

Candi reached down and picked up her daughter. “How do you know so much about them?”

“I read the newspapers, and I asked Bud a few questions. A girl can’t be too careful. Aren’t you afraid?”

Candi laughed. “If there is a kidnapper, what would anyone want with me? I have a kid. Too much baggage.”

“Do you think the kidnapper knows that?”

Candi shrugged. “I heard all three girls were loners. No family. I have my mom and my kid. Everybody knows that. Besides—not that I really buy the kidnapper thing—if the kidnapper hangs out, he knows Ty’ll have something to say about taking me.”

“Have you seen anyone who looks like they might be the kidnapper?”

“Honey, the only thing I look at in that club is the size of a man’s wallet.”

“If there is a kidnapper, I want to steer clear of the guy. I’m a prime candidate to get nabbed.”

As Candi rocked her little girl, her brows crinkled. “I don’t get what you mean.”

“I’m twenty-seven, no parents, no boyfriend, no girlfriends. Hell, not even a damn goldfish to feed. I’m the perfect target.”

“You don’t have anyone who would miss you?”

“Maybe my landlord if I didn’t pay rent.”

Emptiness filled Phil’s heart. It was true. No one gave a damn about her. If she packed up and moved, there wouldn’t be a soul who’d notice enough to call the cops for a welfare check.

“Trust me, Candi, no one would give a crap if I disappeared.”

“That’s sad.” Candi reached out and squeezed Phil’s hand. “I’d care, Kat.”

Phil smiled. “Thanks.” She went back into the dressing room and tried on several more outfits, her yearning for conversation gone. Her solitary nature didn’t seem to hold the same luster as it had before.

She’d never been the kind of girl to do slumber parties and giggle over boys and gossip. She’d always found ways to amuse herself. She’d been conditioned early by her parents, who felt the other children and their families’ lifestyles were not conducive to theirs.

As Phil came out sporting a sexy black velvet workout suit, Candi whistled, startling her sleeping daughter into wakefulness. “You look hot,” she whispered loud enough for the cashier at the front of the store to look back and smile.

Lola started to whine, and Candi hiked her up and shushed her to be quiet. “I’m going to have to go, it’s past her naptime.”

Phil nodded. “Thanks for the help.”

“Anytime. Just follow my lead and I’ll have you up on that stage before you know it.”

Phil laughed. “I don’t know about that. One thing at a time.”

“Did you watch my tape?”

Phil’s head snapped back. “The tape? Oh yes, the tape!” Her skin warmed as she remembered the reason she hadn’t gotten around to it last night. “I started to watch it, but got interrupted.”

“You have to watch it. It’s easy as pie.”

Lola started to whimper again and Candi gave Phil an apologetic look. “I have to go. I’ll see you at the club tonight.”

As the tiny dancer hurried out with a now screaming Lola, Phil called out “thanks” after her.

She grabbed up the pile of clothes she’d picked out and went up front to pay for them. Despite her apprehension when she entered the store, she felt comfortable with her choices and actually looked forward to slipping into her new skin and wearing a few of the sexy outfits.

Maybe Kat was taking over after all.



CHAPTER NINE

Phil checked her rearview mirror diligently as she worked her way through the narrow streets of her quiet neighborhood. Ty’s warnings had made the necessary impression. So had Candi’s confession regarding her dog of a supervisor.

Ty. No sooner had her temper subsided than it flared again. He was a dog of the highest order. Making all daddy-daddy with little Lola, and then hitting on Phil.

She gnashed her teeth. What was it about male cops not being able to keep it in their pants? With the exception of her father, she couldn’t name one faithful man.

Your old man had a beat wife! Ty’s words rang in her ears. “No!” she shouted, pounding the steering wheel. Her father would never do such a thing. He was devoted to her mother and their church. He was one of the proud few who held his marriage vows close to heart. Daddy had the morals of a saint.

Frustration and dislike mushroomed inside her for Ty Jamerson. Not only was he a philandering dog, he was a liar, too. She’d be sure to alert his captain to his behavior once this case was wrapped up. Cavorting with a potential witness, victim, or suspect was bad business, no matter what the cost of survival.

Phil gunned the Taurus. Her eyes flickered at her rearview mirror. Just another dark-colored truck. The streets were full of them tonight. She pulled into the club’s parking lot.

Emotionally armed against the likes of Ty Jamerson, Phil smiled and grabbed her duffel bag. She was grateful for her anger. Grateful Candi told her how it was with Ty. It made it so much easier to resist him. Her smile waned. She refused to think of what almost happened with him, and refused even more vehemently to relive the sensations he elicited from her with a mere touch of his finger.

Forcing all thoughts of her surly lieutenant from her mind, Phil focused on her case. After viewing Candi’s video a half-dozen times and practicing in front of the full-length mirror in the living room, Phil felt more than prepared to lure a kidnapper from the woodwork.

She looked forward to shifting gears, to becoming Kat, to checking in and not only surveilling the patrons of the night but probing into the personal lives of the dancers. She was an investigator at heart and she loved unraveling a mystery.

She’d set aside an hour to go through several of the Kashmir employee files. Just as Ty had informed her: from the info gathered, everyone checked out. There were a few priors here and there. The basic possession charges, a couple of DUIs, and traffic violations, and while several of the girls had soliciting charges there were no convictions.

While the general workforce of Klub Kashmir was speckled with peccadilloes, none pointed to felony kidnapping. It occurred to Phil that for a business traditionally riddled with vice charges and convictions, this particular club smelled like a rose when it should reek with the stench of a Dumpster. Her instincts told her things were too neat, too tidy, too pat. She smelled a rat.

The stale smell of smoke from the previous night hit her full force as she opened the back door. The club catered to cigar-smoking men who had too much money. Even though the building was aired out daily, the lingering scent of cigars hung like a winter coat around them. Her nose twitched in distaste. The heavy perfume of the dancers didn’t help matters.

As if she’d been doing it for years, Phil hustled to her locker and got down to business. From what Candi said, Saturday nights were the big money nights for the dancers and servers alike.

But the dancers were a cut above the average strip joint dancers and plied their trade well, and Bud made a decent drink. What more could a guy want?

“Milo, get those tables set up over here.”

Phil’s skin shimmered at the sound of Ty’s deep voice. Then she snorted. What more could a man want? A man like Ty wanted it all and had no problem taking it all. Well, he had another thing coming with her. More determined to turn her blood into frost and give him the cold shoulder, Phil slipped on her stilettos. Her feet throbbed immediately.

She breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly. As she did, she slowly smiled. Her metamorphosis was nearly complete. When she stood, her shoulders squared and her hips loosened. A euphoric sensation swept through her and she laughed, the sound throaty. Yes, she was Kat now, and her claws were barely sheathed. Her eyes narrowed: Klub Kashmir, watch out.

She strutted into the main club area, ignoring Ty as she made a beeline for the bar. Wiping a glass dry, Bud smiled up at her. “Missy, if I were a betting man today, I would’ve lost. I thought you’d be turning in your uniform.”

Phil leaned an elbow on the bar. “Not on your life, Bud. I need this job, and the bunions that come with it.”

He put down the glass and hit the register, counted out fifty dollars in varying paper currency. “Thanks,” she said, taking the wad from his hand. “Tonight I predict four hundred. You think I can do it?”

His old eyes glowed and he raked her with his gaze. He chuckled. “Kid, I’d say I’d be a fool to wager against you twice.”

“She’s a dark horse for sure,” Ty said from behind her, his warm breath sliding like warm honey across the back of her shoulders.

Phil stiffened and turned. Bad move. Her breasts dragged across Ty’s chest and immediately responded. She met him eye-to-eye, nose-to-nose, mouth-to-mouth. Their warm breaths mingled. She remained unaffected. Her body relaxed and she let Ty sweep his gaze across her bountifully displayed attributes. “Well, if it isn’t Mr. Masters coming by to say hello.”

Ty’s eyes narrowed.

She twirled away from him and saucily said, “Break a leg.” Then she headed out of his way just in case he decided to touch her again.

“Hey, Kat,” Candi called as Phil checked her lipstick in a mirror backstage. Phil smiled. Gone was the fresh-faced mommy. The blonde bombshell was back. Candi’s hair was piled on top of her head, with sequins and glitter liberally applied. A skin-tight black leather jumpsuit accentuated every sexy curve she owned. No wonder Ty liked sleeping with her.

“You look great, Candi.”

Candi popped her gum. “I have something special planned.” She sidled close, and whispered, “Ty doesn’t know it yet, but I’m going to rock his world tonight.”

Phil’s stomach somersaulted. She forced a smile. “I’m sure he won’t be able to wait until he gets you home.”

Candi patted Phil’s ass and popped her gum. “Honey, that’s what I’m counting on. Wish me luck!”

“Good luck,” Phil softly said.

“Here we go, ladies and gents!” Ty’s voice boomed over the dance floor.

Phil hurried back to the bar and watched the men and women flood the tables and chairs. The few women last night surprised her, but tonight, easily one third of the guests were female.

Jase, accompanied by two very attractive women, hurried to the wraparound bar at the stage. Each of the ladies looked centerfold quality.

Jase winked at Phil, then whispered in the ear of the taller woman. His gaze remained on Phil as she strode his way, her tray held high, her hips swinging. Grinning, he ran his hand down the tall brunette’s ass to her bare thigh. His other companion, a petite blonde, got in on the action as well, sandwiching the brunette.

A thrill of excitement swept Phil’s body. Her nipples responded.

“Do you like to watch, Kat?”

Ty’s deep voice startled her. Her spine went rigid. She whirled around. “Don’t come up behind me like that.”

His million-dollar smile flashed. Mischief danced in his green eyes. “You didn’t answer my question.”

She tossed her long hair over her shoulders. He looked good. She figured he probably didn’t have many bad days. His chest pushed the confines of his ribbed black nylon T-shirt. His black tailored slacks clung to his long muscled legs. He smelled clean. With his dark hair pulled back with a thin leather tie, he looked like refined danger.

Despite her iron-willed attempt, that all too familiar quiver speared from her belly south. When he touched her arm she startled. “Afraid of the big bad wolf?” he asked, for her ears only.

She slapped his hand away. “Hardly.”

He laughed low. “Too bad. I’d like to show you my big sharp teeth.”

Phil looked around and found several people watching their exchange. “Stop it, people are looking.”

“That’s a good thing. Pay particular attention to the two ladies with Jase.”

Covertly, Phil chanced a glance their way. “What about them?”

“All three kidnapping nights they were here, with the same guy. The guy has disappeared, but now they’re back.”

“You think they know something?”

“I’ll leave that to you to find out.”

Phil nodded.

As Ty turned back to other club matters, a woman called to her. “Excuse me, miss, can we get a couple of drinks over here?”

Phil turned to see who’d made the question a statement with her rude tone. Jase’s brunette. Phil smiled sweetly. “Of course, ma’am. What can I get for you?”

“Two Grey Goose cosmos and a JD neat.”

She nodded. Ignoring Ty, who stood grinning down at her, Phil hurried to the bar and gave Bud the order. “Two cosmos and a Jack neat.” Jase always started with a real drink and finished with iced tea.

She glanced around the filling room. She spotted Reese perched in the corner. Reese was the strong quiet type. She wondered if he had a wife. She doubted it. Undercover work didn’t normally allow for relationships. Not the sustaining type, anyway.

These guys were rolling stones, and no moss gathered on any of them.

As she worked her way back to Jase, he smiled his thanks and handed her a twenty. She raised her brow. “That won’t cover it, sir. Thirty-six bucks.”

Jase shrugged and pulled his wallet out of his pocket. He pulled out another twenty. “Keep the change, sweetheart.”

She’d be glad to. Phil finished up the first round of her tables. The crowd was in a good mood. Lots of energy flowed across the floor. The drumbeat of the music blared from the speakers, matching the staccato of her heartbeat. Like a rose blooming to the morning sun, her senses opened, heightening her sense of awareness.

It was party time. Excitement of the unknown, the thrill of answering her sensual side, and the knowledge that both Ty and possibly the kidnapper had her in their sights sent her blood coursing through her veins. She couldn’t kill the smile that stretched across her face, tightening her cheeks, if her life depended on it. She was on, lit, ready to rock and roll.

Phil made the second tour of her area. Her customers were drinking like water-starved camels.

Jase and his two ladies carried on outrageously and she bit back a laugh every time she glanced their way. As she worked her tables and covertly watched for anyone or anything out of the ordinary, on more than one occasion she turned to see Ty’s dark simmering eyes following her. Ignoring him, she approached Reese. “See anything unusual?”

He raised his ginger ale her way. “Just you.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“You walked out of the squad room a schoolteacher and walked in here a tease.”

“A tease? I’m not teasing anyone!”

“I saw you with Ty last night. Be careful there. You’ll get burned.”

“I could care less about that man . . . besides, I don’t poach.”

Reese’s eyes widened briefly. “Ty’s as free as the wind. He doesn’t do relationships.”

“Really? What about playing daddy to Candi’s little girl?”

Reese’s eyes narrowed and he sipped his drink. “I don’t know anything about that.”

Phil nodded. “Not only is he a cheat, he’s a liar.”

“Ty’s a lot of things, but I’ve always found him to be up-front and aboveboard.”

Phil leaned against the table edge. “I guess with you he is, but then he doesn’t want to get in your pants, does he?”

Reese snorted; his deep blue eyes glittered. Phil felt a reaction. He was handsome . . . the classic dark, silent type. But she read something in Reese. Integrity, an innate sense of fairness, and as dangerous as his lieu. What was it with these three? While Jase came off as a jokester, a lethal undercurrent throbbed beneath his amiable surface.

Between the three of them, there was nothing they couldn’t accomplish. No one who could get by them.

She shivered. God help the man who was responsible for kidnapping the dancers. While she knew they all had a responsibility to catch the kidnapper, for the sole reason that he broke the law, when he kidnapped a cop, he made it personal. Despite what happened to Phil’s father, she knew for the most part cops took care of their own. Especially the ones who lived on the edge of the law, like Ty, Reese, and Jase.

“I doubt Ty wants to get in my pants,” Reese said. “If he tried, he’d find himself picking his ass up off the floor.”

Phil laughed. “I’d pay money to see that!”

“Listen, keep an eye on Jase’s lady friends tonight. Marten did a lap dance for them the night she disappeared.”

“Ty told me they’ve been here on each of the nights the girls disappeared. Do you think they’re the lookout for the kidnapper?”

Reese sipped his drink. “I’d bet money on it.”

“What does their background check look like?”

“Pure as the driven snow. Stand-up citizens. Except for the fact that they like lap dances.”

“It’s occurred to me, this club has one too many stand-up Joes. Not even one bust in, what? Eight years?”

Reese shrugged. “The owner is a hard case about a clean club.”

“Go figure.”

“Hey, sweet cheeks,” a male voice called. “How about another round over here?”

She backed up and Reese leaned forward, his voice low. “Keep your eyes open. I have a feeling our guy is in the house.”

Phil’s skin crawled and Ty’s words came back to haunt her. Eyes in the back of your head, always be aware. She’d been aware, maybe too aware, so focused on observing those around her, she neglected the paying clients. She needed to find a happy medium.

The DJ announced a two-for-one special on lap dances after the first set of dancers finished performing. The crowd roared. Phil shook her head. The rabid mentality men assumed when a pair of naked breasts were at stake amazed her. Men certainly had a fixation with them and Ty was just as bad.

She put on her tip-me smile and took several orders from a table of men and women. “Hey, Kat,” one of the women with Jase called, reading her name tag. “Would you lap dance for a chick?”

The question caught her off guard. “I—I never considered that.”

The woman smiled, her eyes heavily painted, her nails long and red. “I have a friend who likes to watch two girls. He tips good, too. Interested?”

“I, uh, I don’t have much experience. I’m sure there’s a couple of girls with more experience who would be happy to dance for your friend.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed as she leaned closer. “My friend specifically asked for you.”

“Is there a problem?”

Ty.

Phil gritted her teeth. He was a pain in the ass. She glared at him. “No, sir, there isn’t.” She nodded at the woman. “Let me make my rounds and we’ll talk.”

As she sashayed to the bar, Ty was hot on her stilettos. “Talk about what?”

“None of your business,” she said over her shoulder, heading straight for Bud. She frowned. The other three cocktailers stood one behind the other. They were slammed.

Tapping her fingers against the tray, she waited to turn in her drink orders. “It’s my business if it has something to do with your work here,” Ty said.

Phil refused to turn around and face him. Pig. She turned on him and flashed. “I’m here to do a job! Leave me alone and let me do it!”

“I need to know what you’re doing. I need to know everything at all times.”

“Apparently you like to do everyone at all times, too!” Shit, why did she just say that? She sounded like a jealous girlfriend. It galled her to hell that she wanted Ty to be an honorable man, only to discover he was the worst kind of dog on the street. If he were honorable, she could justify sleeping with him. The realization sobered her. Since when did she want sex? Since when did she care what a rogue cop who broke GOs as often as she broke bad cops thought of her?
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