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  Chapter One


  



  “Vilde Style, you get promotion tonight.”


  Isadora Marisol Fuentes Chastain (the Chastain was silent), aka “Wild Style” on the nights she cocktailed at the Surf’s Up strip club, looked up at Andre the Giant (Russians were so not original), so named because he was nearly seven feet tall and not loaded with a full deck.


  Sitting at her dressing table where she’d been applying a liberal coat of pink sparkly lip gloss over bubble gum-flavored lips, Izzy showed no outward emotion. Inwardly, she cringed, knowing what a promotion meant.


  “What kind of promotion?”


  Andre held her gaze in the mirror. If he wasn’t such a hard-assed dick and he cleaned up his act a little bit, he might actually be a catch, not that the girls didn’t throw themselves at him already. He was tall, but his features weren’t distorted like some people as large as he was. And for all intents and purposes, he looked out for them. “You have good tits, round ass. You entertain cops in private room tonight. Do good job, I make you Tits of Month.”


  Lucky her. Tits of the Month got her twenty percent more of her tips and her name on the Tits of the Month board by the front bar. For that extra twenty percent, she was required to take off her top, and provide lap dances with a smile for private parties. She shivered again and reminded herself why she was there. Big picture, Izzy, big picture.


  “Thanks.” The urge to bolt grabbed hold of her. Instead, acting nonchalant, she popped a piece of bubble gum into her mouth and started to chew loudly. “It’s about damn time, Andre. I have bills to pay, you know, and humping for a measly forty percent of my tips doesn’t go far.”


  “You make more in tips on floor than all girls do taking top off.”


  Okay, that was true. But that didn’t mean it was good money. Robbery was what it was. Most of the girls were worn-out addicts angling for their next fix money or so anti-male it oozed from every pore. Isadora wasn’t a big fan of the opposite sex, but she didn’t play for the same team like so many of the dancers did. Because she wasn’t spoiled or soiled goods, and despite her disdain for men, especially the type that frequented strip joints, Isadora was fresh meat in a rotten container. That was going to change as soon as she got what she came for.


  Andre’s dark eyes narrowed and he crossed his big arms over his wide chest. Continuing to hold her gaze in the mirror he said, “You want big money?”


  She blew a bubble that popped on her nose, and as she pulled it off, she said, “You know, Andre, for a guy with such a big head, one would think you had a big brain in there. Of course I want big money!”


  “You make video, Boris pay big money.”


  Oh, no, no, no, no. She hadn’t signed up for porn. That was a line she wasn’t going to cross. “What kind of video?” 


  “With cop. I give you pill. You put in drink, he gets whoo-whoo. Take him to hotel and make video. He remembers nothing.”


  Izzy shrugged and puckered her lips, looking at herself in the mirror as if she was asked to drug a cop and make a sex video every day. That was asking for all kinds of trouble. Not that anyone would recognize her. She went a long way to camouflage the real Isadora Fuentes. By day she was a struggling college student, by night a bikini-clad cocktail server who had just been promoted to stripper at the Surf’s Up club in San Francisco’s notorious Tenderloin district. 


  “I appreciate the offer, and the Tits of the Month moniker, but I’m going to pass on them both.”


  Andre yanked off her blue spike wig and grabbed a fistful of her hair, wrenching her neck so far back she cried out in pain.


  “You want job?” he growled.


  “Just the cocktailing part,” she gasped, standing as he pulled harder.


  Grasping her shoulder with his free hand, Andre shook her head as if he was listening for marbles or something. Izzy swallowed hard, refraining from grabbing his balls and twisting them off. She stood her ground. If there was one thing Andre respected, it was the dollar. She made lots of them at Surf’s Up.


  “I can get a job next door at the Red Door and make twice as much as what Boris pays me.” She twisted out of his grip, but he kept a big hand on her head. “And Stan doesn’t manhandle his girls.”


  Andre pushed her head away. “I give breaks, extra tips sometimes, now you betray Andre?”


  While Izzy felt no loyalty to the giant, he was, for all his gruffness, not a total pig. He didn’t touch any of the girls and he was always near if a customer got out of hand. For what he did, she trusted him to protect her. Oddly, she trusted his word, too.


  That was as far as it went. They’d never be friends or hang out. Eyeing him in the mirror, Izzy snatched her wig from the counter where he had flung it and fitted it back on her head, tucking in the stray pieces of her hair. 


  “You have little girl body with fat tits and plump ass. Fucking bastard cops feel like hero protecting little girls. Make hero tonight, you keep job.” He laughed, showing straight white teeth with identical spaces between them. Like a jack-o’-lantern. “Boris give last girl who make video retirement money.”


  From what Izzy had been able to bribe out of the girls here at the club with her hard-earned tip money, that last girl was a dancer by the name of Jasmyn. 


  “Tell me about her?”


  Andre scowled. “She not ask questions like you.”


  “Who did she make the video of?”


  His eyes narrowed. “You don’t ask questions, I don’t have to shut you up later.”


  Message received.


  “Go so I can get dressed.”


  His black eyes held hers in the mirror for a long minute before they dropped to her breasts covered in a tattered pink silk wrap. “I pinch your tits, I give you ten bucks.”


  The first time Andre had asked to touch her for ten bucks, Izzy, shocked and appalled, had crossed her arms over her chest and refused him. Fifty-plus requests later, it hardly fazed her. There was a lot that didn’t faze her these days. In this life, she couldn’t let herself take anything personally. If she did, she’d get eaten alive. So she kept her head down, played off guys like Andre, and tried to stay invisible as she quietly put the pieces of the puzzle together.


  Izzy pushed the chair hard against him and stood up. When he whoofed a breath, moving away rubbing his belly, she grinned. “No pinching for any price, now get out before I tell Boris.”


  “Fucking Boris don’t care.”


  She moved past him to her microscopic string bikini hanging on a hook on the wall near the door. It was hot pink and every time she put it on, Izzy blushed just as pink. She reminded herself why she wore it three nights a week. 


  Looking up at Andre, who stood staring at her as if she was going to hand her tits over on a platter to him, she said, “Andre, I know Boris only cares about his bottom line. That’s fine. But I want something more important to me than money for the video.”


  “What is more important than money?”


  “Information. I want to know about Jasmyn. Why she doesn’t work here anymore. Where did she go?”


  His eyebrows furrowed. “Why?”


  “Personal reasons.”


  For a long drawn-out minute, Andre just stared at her, debating on whether the video he wanted her to make was worth the information she asked for.


  “Jasmyn run with boyfriend.”


  “I happen to know that’s a lie.”


  Andre shrugged. “I don’t know where girls go. Only Boris know.”


  “She’s alive?”


  “Boris is not murderer.”


  That remained to be seen. What she had heard about Boris, the club owner, could fill a thimble, but all of it was bad. Russian mafia, bad. “I’ll make the video, but only if you give me your word you’ll arrange for me to meet with Boris, before I hand it over.”


  “Show me video first, I give answer then.”


  “No, I want your word!”


  “I give you nothing until I see quality of video. Make good, I give you money and tell Boris to give information.”


  Izzy exhaled. What other choice did she have? Boris was a cold, calculating man who scared her. He wasn’t often in, but when he was, it was like the artic doors had opened. He was always surrounded by goons as big as Andre, but ugly and armed with big guns.


  She extended her hand. “Okay, Andre, you have a deal.”


  He took it in his big hand and squeezed a little harder than necessary. “Disappoint and we have big problem.”


  Swallowing hard, Izzy nodded. “I won’t.”


  Chapter Two


  



  “Ryker, you going to loosen up and have a drink or are you going to sit there like the stuffed shirt you are?” Flynn’s friend, Simon, asked.


  Flynn looked at Simon, fellow cop and ringleader of this bachelor party, as he was pouring shots all the way around. Then he glanced over at Jack, who, in a little more than a month, was going to trade his single status card in for one with a ball and chain. 


  Flynn nodded and called to the entire room of cops, “I’m on babysitter duty tonight, boys, but I’m good for one.”


  “Tell that to the ladies, Ryker,” Simon said, holding up a shot glass and looking around the large private room they had been shown to and the handful of “servers” looking to “serve.”


  Flynn wasn’t happy with the private room for several reasons and even less thrilled with the multitude of bikini-clad women waiting to sink their claws into them. Drunk cops in a strip club could get dicey. He’d much rather be out in the main club area where whatever happened would happen in a more public spot. There were a bunch of younger guys along for the festivities tonight and he supposed privacy was the order of the evening. What happened in the room would stay in the room. Not that Jack would go sniffing after one of the scantily clad strippers. He was completely committed to his fiancée, Stevie. Simon had a baby on the way and was still in the honeymoon phase. The other guys, maybe. Probably. They were at a strip club for a reason. 


  Flynn would most definitely keep his hands to himself. Strippers were not his sport of choice. He mentally shook his head. In his experience, strippers as a breed lacked self-esteem, culture, and a clean bill of health. He liked his women, tall, sleek, sophisticated, and disease-free. 


  The sexual encounters facilitated by those worldly goddesses? Neat and à la carte. It was how he rolled. No extras, easily digested, and a fleeting memory. 


  “I’d like to propose a toast to the last man on earth I ever expected to tie the knot,” Simon said as he raised his shot glass toward their mutual friend. “Jack, you had me scared there for a minute. I thought you were going to let Stevie slip through your fingers.”


  Flynn grinned and said, “He fought the law, but the law won.” He slapped Jack on the back. “Stevie is exceptional, and you’re damn lucky I didn’t give you a run for your money.”


  Jack elbowed him good-naturedly in the gut. “You might be the prettiest fed in California, but Stevie likes more than a pretty face.”


  Flynn laughed and raised his shot glass. “To discerning women and the lucky bastards they prey upon!”


  The dozen men threw back a shot in Jack’s honor.


  When Simon poured another round of shots, Flynn covered his glass. Simon nodded and continued to pour past him. Flynn didn’t mind the babysitter role. He’d die for every man in the room. He’d worked with all of them in one capacity or another since he graduated Quantico eight years ago. Jack and Flynn came out of Quantico together and had managed to stay together through several reassignments. Once Jack had reconnected with his ladylove, who was an Oakland PD detective, he’d hung up his federal shield for an Oakland PD detective’s star. 


  Flynn smiled as the boys threw back shots like water. It was good to be him. He loved his job. Had money in the bank, no one interfering with what he wanted to do, and not even a plant to answer to. He was footloose and fancy-free. As much as he admired the women Simon and Jack had chosen to spend the rest of their lives with, Flynn just couldn’t see tying himself down like that. He liked his freedom. No, scratch that, he required it. Needed it to survive. He pulled at his shirt collar as if he was loosening a noose. 


  “Hey, handsome, care to buy me a drink?” 


  Flynn looked down at the skinny redhead sporting a badly fitting green bikini. He smiled politely and figured why the hell not? It was a night to celebrate and everyone had to make a living. “Sure,” he said.


  She pressed her bosom against his arm and ran her fingers along his thigh. “That’s real sweet of you.” As she smiled up at him, he felt a wave of nausea rush through him. Not for her, but for how she was forced to pander herself for a living. Just as he was about to move away, two more “servers” moved in on him and before he knew it, he was surrounded by women.


  He looked over to the boys for some help and all he got for his trouble was barn door sized grins and shaking heads.


  “Ryker, what do expect? You’re prettier than the girls!” Jack said, laughing. 


  “Ladies, ladies!” Flynn said, throwing his hands up and backing out of the throng. “Drinks on me. Whatever you want.”


  The bikini squad squealed, squeezed most of his body parts in gratitude, and hurried off to place their orders. His tab was going to be astronomical, but it was worth it. He needed some breathing room if he was going to enjoy himself tonight. He looked around the room feeling like some sport, but he knew he wasn’t going to find his type here. Hookers and strippers had been his father’s choice of companionship, not Flynn’s. Besides, even if he rolled in this direction, these girls had seen better days. They were drug-haggard or man-eaters.


  So when he looked up from his club soda to say something to Jack about a case he was collaborating on, his eyes caught sight of a bodacious little number in a spiky blue wig with full pouty lips, a body that was custom made for his dick, and a look that could kill. His jaw dropped as a violent wave of desire swept through him. “Fuck me,” he mouthed.


  When her glossy pink lips turned up into an “I’m-so-going-to-work-you-over” smile, he knew life as he’d always known it would cease to exist if he went there. On that note, he mentally drew the line in the sand and dug his heels in. He would resist.
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  Look at him, Izzy thought. He has to bat them off with a stick. Guys like him were cut from the same cheating cloth as her father, Lord Humps-A-Lot. Too damn good looking, too damn superior, and too damn arrogant. He was just the kind of guy Izzy wanted to sink her claws into and shred.


  She had just found her mark.


  Putting her best strut on, Izzy moved into the room, her eyes on the prize. The closer she got to him, the more her body warmed. He stood there, blatantly giving her a long leisurely up-and-down. He was a magnificent specimen. At least six four. Thick black hair, cropped short on the sides, a little longer on top. Blue eyes that snapped, crackled, and popped with all kinds of hidden wickedness. 


  Her breath grew heavier, as if the room was suddenly losing oxygen. Her nipples tightened and she knew, as his eyes dropped to her chest, they were clearly defined against the thin pink material of her bikini. The inexplicable urge to fling it off and shove her breasts in his face overcame her.


  If she listened to the warning bells ringing in her ears, she’d turn left or right and pick another mark. She ignored them, too intrigued by the man with the taunting smile to give the warnings bells serious credence. When his blue eyes meandered back to hers, holding her gaze, his full lips slowly rose at the corners and she knew she was going to regret every minute spent in his presence. He was something she had never allowed herself to experience before: a mature, confident, red-blooded male who oozed sex appeal and who, she instinctively realized, knew his way around a woman’s body. 


  Yeah, she was positive that if she let him, he would make her feel things she’d only dreamed about. And she’d want more.


  Danger, danger, her brain screamed. Her heart, the one that yearned for the information she needed, trumped it.


  She might get hurt by this man, but it could never hurt as much as finding out you had a sister one minute and losing her the next.


  He was a means to an end. Seduce him. Drug him. Video his badness, then hand it over for information.


  Chapter Three


  



  “I’m not like the rest of them,” the hot little number in the pink bikini said as she virtually floated toward Flynn. Her voice was soft and breathy, a paradoxical mix of innocence and sexy that went straight to his dick. She didn’t have to tell him what his eyes and instincts plainly knew.


  Flynn grinned, resisting the urge to slam her against the wall and drill into her. “No, you’re not,” he answered. “You’re in a league of your own.”


  Her vivid sea green eyes flashed. “I don’t fuck my customers.”


  The minute she said the word fuck, his dick leapt aggressively against his jeans. Without blinking he asked, “What constitutes a customer?”


  “Someone who buys me a drink or pays for a lap dance.”


  “Then I won’t buy you a drink or pay for a lap dance.”


  Her smile widened, the gesture tugging at his swelling groin. She had straight white teeth and luscious lips. She smelled like bubble gum. Suddenly he was craving bubble gum.


  “I’m still not going to fuck you.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because guys like you think you can fuck any girl.”


  Flynn grinned and moved into her, backing her into the corner. He put his arms on either side of her head, liking just about everything about her, including her potty mouth. “I don’t think I can fuck any girl, I know I can.” He dipped his head down and inhaled the sweet warmth of her. “But I only pick girls who want to fuck me.” He laughed softly. “And, tiny dancer, your ‘fuck-me’ pheromones are screaming loud and clear to my ‘I-want-to-fuck-you-back’ receptors.”


  He had the pleasure of watching a rosy blush erupt across her plump cleavage.


  “Is that any way to talk to a lady?”


  “You are not a lady. You’re a wildcat I want to tame.” He lowered his lips to hers. “I want to feel those nails in my back.”


  She gasped, making her lips brush against his. The contact was electric. They started as if they’d been shocked. Unmoving, they stared at the other. “You need to back off,” she said breathlessly, trying to duck under his arms. He body-blocked her.


  “You came on to me first, tiny dancer. Can’t handle the heat?”


  Throwing her head back, she narrowed her eyes. “I’ve handled men like you before.”


  Abruptly, Flynn was pulled away by Justin, one of Jack’s old Army buddies who was also an LT at SFPD. Flynn had worked with Justin a few times over the years. Mostly case info sharing. “Dude, you’re obstructing the view,” Justin said.


  Justin slapped Flynn on the back and waved a hundred-dollar bill under the saucy little dancer’s nose. The gesture and what it implied pissed Flynn off. He didn’t want her dancing for anyone but him.


  “What’s your name, sweet thing?” Justin asked.


  “Wild Style,” she said in the breathy voice that shot straight to Flynn’s dick. It jerked. He bet she was.


  “Wild Style,” Justin said, making a deep sweeping bow. “How about you get your wild style over there by our bachelor and give him a dance that’ll make him wish he’d never met his fiancée?”


  The blue-haired, bubble gum-lipped little dancer smiled and said, “It would be my pleasure.”


  Justin grinned and slid his hand around her tiny waist and led her off to the opposite side of the room. Flynn stood scowling after them, trying to understand the anger swirling in his gut.
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  Izzy swallowed hard. This was it. Showtime. She was twenty-four years old and had never shown skin on purpose. Well, not intimate skin. There had been a few hot make-out sessions in her dorm room, but she had purposely stayed away from men, concentrating on surviving and not going down the same miserable road as her mother. Izzy worked part-time as a research assistant to a law professor and went to school full-time. That had been her life. Now she was wearing six-inch heels and a micro bikini in a room full of testosterone-laden cops and she was expected to give them a tits and ass show.


  Deep breaths, Izzy, deep breaths.


  “Earned It” by The Weekend pounded in a slow seductive beat from the speakers. Perfect to bump and grind to. 


  It was just skin, Izzy told herself. Everyone had it. No big deal, right? Just her top had to come off. No bottoms. Surf’s Up wasn’t a full on nude club. Not that Boris wasn’t working hard for that license. She’d be long gone by the time he got it.


  Keep it cool, she repeated in her head. Just own it. Loosening up some, she shifted gears and to her surprise and relief, Izzy got her strut on.


  “Which one of you is the guest of honor tonight?” she asked her escort.


  He smiled mischievously at her but before he could answer, a tall Adonis, standing in the background, called to her. “Let’s see how good your ‘That’s-the-sucker-who’s-getting-married’ meter is!”


  Izzy stopped, as she considered the request. Putting her finger to her pursed lips, she said, “Hmmm, maybe I’ll have to check each one of you out for myself to make the ultimate determination.”


  She was answered with wide grins and eager encouragement.


  Slowly, she approached the tall blond in the back who had suggested it. He was smiling good naturedly, his blue eyes bright. Placing her finger beneath his chin, she asked, “Is it you?” 


  He grabbed her finger as she dragged it down his hard chest. “I wish.”


  Izzy winked at him and gave him a pretty pout. “Me, too.”


  The guys laughed as she made her way to the next one. He was tall, too, dark-haired, smokin’ hot, and his green eyes danced with lively fun. He held his left hand up and wiggled his fingers, showing off the gold wedding band. “Oh, now that’s a travesty.” She pouted again and moved on to the next man. 


  One by one she made her way around the room. Each man she passed grinned, but shook their heads. When she came to the one who had turned her world inside out, she didn’t touch his chin the way she had with the others. Instead, she placed her fingertip at the base of his throat. His pulse beat thick and hard. “Is it…” She traced her finger slowly down his hard chest to the waistband of his trousers. Then ever so slowly, with barely any pressure, she slid her palm down the growing rise in his pants. “You?”


  The men in the room whop whopped, urging her on. Her mark’s warm breath puffed across her face. His lake blue eyes snapped with an emotion she couldn’t put her finger on. Desire but also irritation. Did their crazy chemical reaction bother him as much as it bothered her? He grabbed her hand and held it still for several seconds before he moved it away from the rising swell. But he didn’t let her go. “Unfortunately, no.” 


  He turned her to face a tall, handsome man who stood safely behind several chairs and who looked like he was ready to run.


  The man put his hands up and shook his head. “Stevie will geld me. Go for it, Flynn. She’s all yours.”


  Flynn’s fingers tightened around her wrist. Pulling her toward him, he sat down on a nearby chair. Grinning wide, he spread his knees and pulled her between them. “I guess tonight’s my lucky night.”


  Izzy laughed as she swayed erotically to the slow, thumping beat of the music. “You have no idea how lucky.”
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  Call him a dog, but Flynn found himself riveted to his seat with a raging hard-on for this sexy little stripper. He couldn’t turn off his reaction any more than he could not draw a breath. She did something to him no other woman had ever done: captivated him. The cheers of the guys became white noise as he watched her slow, sexy moves, teasing him as she ran her fingertips along her thighs, up her slender waist, tugging at the thin golden waist chain attached to the tiny crystal belly button ring he wanted to tug with his teeth, to her voluptuous breasts. She had great tits. They moved with her body, the sway telling him they weren’t store-bought. Her nipples were hard beneath the thin fabric of her suit. It wasn’t cold in the room. Hell it was blazing hot.


  She turned and thrust that sweet ass of hers at him, doing a slow air grind, her fingers sliding the edges of her bikini bottom down, giving him a glimpse of her lush cheeks. She turned slowly and as she did, she slipped her thumbs along the edges of the fabric and shimmied the bikini bottom down, teasing him with a peek at the smooth rise of her mound. He wanted to drop to his knees and bury his face there. Her soft bubble gum scent teased him. She turned with the panties drawn taut, her butt crack peeping at him. She glanced over her shoulder and gave him a look that speared him right in the dick. Her big sultry eyes closed, her full pink lips parted in invitation. Her hands trailed from her bottom to her top. Cupping her breasts, she slid her fingers beneath the sliver of a strap and slowly lowered it. Just when he thought he was going to view what he knew was a set of knockout tits, she raised the strap. 


  His muscles clenched tight, his breathing shallow, and damn it, he wanted to take this tiny dancer somewhere private and lay her down. Mentally, Flynn shook himself. Then he actually shook his head. He didn’t do women like this. She was the complete opposite of his “type” and he sure as hell didn’t do strippers!


  He didn’t move. Hungrily, like every other guy in the room, Flynn imagined what she looked like beneath that skimpy piece of fabric.


  Turning her back to him, but facing the majority of guys, Wild Style swayed to the seductive beat of the song and untied her top. He knew the moment her tits were revealed because there was a collective groan born of lust from every man in the room.


  Flynn pushed out of the chair and swung it around for one of the other guys to take. Angrily, he strode from the suffocating heat of the room into the main club. The music slammed into his ears like a baseball bat. The scent of sweaty bodies and cloying perfume choked him. He hurried to the front door and finally made it out into the cool night air. 


  Swiping his hand across his clean-shaven chin, he shook his head. “What the hell?” What was wrong with him? He felt like an antsy, horny teenager.


  He’d come reluctantly tonight and only because Jack was one of his closest friends. Frankly, he was surprised Jack went for this kind of gig. Jack wasn’t the guy who got off on this stuff, and his fiancée, Stevie, was not the calm, “sure, honey, go sow your wild oats,” type. She knew what was up tonight, no way would Jack have not told her, but the guys had insisted on a traditional send-off. They were big boys. Might as well, right?


  None of that was bugging Flynn. What riled him was that bubble gum-lipped little stripper who called herself Wild Style. He wanted her like he’d never wanted a woman before and that bothered the shit out of him. He wasn’t like his father and his brother. The women Flynn associated with were class acts. Polished and educated. He bet Wild Style hadn’t made it past tenth grade. And that potty mouth of hers… “Jesus.”


  “Can’t stand the heat, Slick?”


  His blood warmed at the sound of her husky voice. Her bubble gum scent wafted across his nose, testing his resolve. Dragging his eyes from the busy street, he turned to look at her. She was wrapped in pink silk, but held out a glass of water to him.


  “Here, looks like you need to cool off.”


  He took the glass, but didn’t drink. Instead his eyes raked from her spiky blue wig across her full featured face, where he noticed the tiny diamond nose ring for the first time, down the pink wrap to her shapely legs and six-inch open-toed pink heels. His dick thickened. She was a beautiful exotic promise of nail-scratching, sheet-tearing, sex.


  “Your friends are in there making fun of you for running out like a scared little boy. Drink up and go defend yourself.”


  “I don’t need to defend myself.” He raised the glass to his lips. “Least of all to the guys in there.” As he tipped the glass to drink, the light from the flashing Surf’s Up neon sign shot like a laser beam through the bottom of the glass and in the blink of the flash, he caught sight of what looked like the remains of a roofie dissolving in the bottom. His cop antennae shot up. Why the conniving little—had she marked him from the get-go? Sucker fool, he’d fallen right into her trap. Anger slithered through him. He should arrest her right here. Damn if he was going to let this scam artist play him.


  He lowered the glass and looked down at her, catching the desperate look in her big ocean colored eyes. Color had leeched from her previously rosy cheeks, and a thin sheen of perspiration gave her skin a sultry glow. She looked scared. No, scratch that; she looked terrified. What was she up to?


  A war waged within. The cop part of him, the part that swore to protect and serve, was ready to haul her in, but the man part of him was intrigued. If he arrested her, he doubted he’d ever learn her motives. If he went along with her scam…


  He sipped the water and as he did, he moved past her and pretended to chug the rest, but actually poured it into the trashcan in front of him. He turned with the empty glass and handed it to her. “Thanks.”


  Her eyes widened and as she took the glass, she looked like she wanted to say something. A warning? Having second thoughts about drugging him? Anger swept through him again. He was nothing more than a mark. His ego stung and it pissed him off that she’d gotten under his skin in there. He thought he’d gotten under hers, too. He should arrest her.


  Sweeping her with a long disapproving look, he would have thought knowing what he knew combined with her career choice would temper his physical reaction to her. That wasn’t the case. The ache in his groin hadn’t waned. The opposite occurred. His desire for her had become painful. “Why do you like flashing your tits for strangers?”


  “Why are you such an ass?” She threw back.


  He smirked. “You disappoint me.”


  Her brows rose. “You don’t know me.”


  “Maybe not. Even based on our brief acquaintance, I think you’re better than what you do inside the club.”


  She shrugged, the edge of the wrap falling off a bare shoulder. His dick flared.


  “I don’t have a problem with my chosen profession,” she said. “I’m not being forced to work here, I chose to. So take your snobby cop attitude and go home.”


  Flynn didn’t let it go. “You’re not like them. There’s something different about you. Stay here long enough and you’ll end up like every other stripper in the Tenderloin.”


  She cocked her head to the side and graced him with a brilliant smile. “You’re right, I’m not like the rest of them, but you’re wrong about the second part of your statement. Because I’m not like them, I won’t become one of them.” She nudged him in the chest with her shoulder. “But thanks for looking out for me.”


  What a paradox. One minute she was telling him to hit the road and the next she was all smiles and flirty. He moved closer. Her scent engulfed him. Damn if he didn’t want to lay her down and—he stopped thinking about what he wanted to do. 


  Flynn had never minced words when it came to what he wanted. He wasn’t about to start now. Especially when he wanted the little girl standing in front of him in a bad way. Never mind he should arrest her for trying to drug him. His dick wanted what it wanted. “I want to fuck you six ways to sundown, Wild Style, and that doesn’t make me happy.”


  Her lips parted, exposing her white teeth. The tip of her pink tongue touched the bow of her top lip. “Not happy about it because you’re a by-the-book cop and I’m a stripper who showed her tits to your friends in there? Or not happy about it because you know I won’t let you fuck me six ways to sundown? ”


  Flynn growled and pushed her against the side of the building. Pulling his hands off her because she felt too good and he might do something stupid, he placed his hands on the wall, palms flattened on either side of her head, and leaned into her. “Because the guys I work with have seen your tits and I haven’t.”


  Without missing a beat, she dropped the pink wrap down around her elbows and stood like Venus in the surf before him, her fucking luscious tits sitting way up high, the pink nipples hard, begging for his lips to stroke them. Breath whooshed from his chest as if he’d been hit. Setting his jaw, he fisted his hands against the concrete, fighting the painful urge to ravish them. 


  Catching his gaze, she raised her chin defiantly. “Are you still not happy?”


  Yeah, he was unhappy all right. More like pissed off. He yanked up the wrap and covered her; as he did, his hands swept the bottom swell of her breasts. She gasped, and he felt the thud of her heartbeat against his palm. His thumb slowly stroked a pebble-hard nipple.


  “Don’t mess with me, tiny dancer, you’ll regret it,” he warned.


  “How?” she breathed.


  “I’ll split you apart and make you beg for more.” He dropped his lips to the base of her throat and inhaled her sweet scent. “And I’ll be gone before you wake up.”


  Her warm breasts heaved against his hands. “Is that how you court a lady?”


  “You’re not a lady and I don’t court.”


  “If you don’t court, what do you do?” 


  “I fuck.”


  “Then just fuck me.”


  Flynn stood for a long hard moment. He wanted to fuck her, was going to fuck her, he decided, and in doing so find out why she’d drugged him.


  He grabbed her wrists and dragged her behind him into the club. “Get whatever it is you need to get, and let’s get out of here.” Flynn watched her walk uncertainly from him. He made straight for the private room and pulled Simon aside.


  “Look, I don’t want to be a buzz kill, but that little number just tried to slip me something. I’m going to play it off.”


  “What the hell?” Simon said, shocked. 


  “I don’t know if she was put up to it or is acting on her own.” Flynn dug out his wallet and handed Simon a wad of bills. “If you need more for the rounds, I’m good for it.”


  Simon took the cash and put it in his jeans pocket. “Do me a solid when you get out of here, Simon. Run this place and see who owns it and if there’s any dirt. Text me what you come up with and I’ll touch base in the morning.”


  “Keep your phone on so I can find you if I need you.”


  “Thanks, man.”


  Flynn strode from the room to the front of the club to find Wild Style waiting by the door. As he approached, he swayed as if the effects of the drug were kicking in.
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  Izzy’s heart beat like a drum as she watched the cop sway through the crowd. What had she done? What if he had a bad reaction? She shouldn’t have done this. There were other ways to get the information she needed. Weren’t there?


  “C’mon on, sweet thing, let’s blow this Popsicle stand,” he slurred.


  He dropped his arm around her shoulder and, leaning heavily on her, walked outside. 


  “Hey, look,” she said. “I think you should go back inside with your friends.”


  “Cabby!” he yelled.


  One magically appeared. “C’mon, tiny dancer,” he said, pulling her with him as he stepped with an unsteady gait.


  “No, really. Let’s go back.”


  He yanked open the door, pushed her in, then followed, shutting the door behind them. Izzy’s heart pounded. She didn’t know what to do! Even if she wanted to go through with this, she had no plan of action. 


  “Where to?” the cabby asked.


  “Um—I ah.” She looked at her mark and said, “A hotel?” She hoped he said no because she didn’t have money for a room. 


  “Your pace,” he said, his voice lower, his pronunciation off.


  Izzy gulped. Hard. She couldn’t believe she was actually thinking of going through with this! Good lord, she had gotten in way over her head. Her plan was simply to work as a cocktail waitress, get to know the people in the club, and pump them for information, not stripping and performing lap dances or making a sex video with a cop! For a minute she couldn’t breathe. 


  “C’mon, Wild,” the cop mumbled. “I’m gonna…pass out before, we can…”


  Izzy steeled her resolve. This wasn’t for her, she reminded herself. He was on the verge of passing out, which would make what she had to do easy and less dangerous. 


  Okay, decision made, and at her place she’d feel less like a criminal. Right? Maybe? Her roommate was gone for a few days. The little bungalow they shared was across the bridge in Oakland, not too far, but still, if the cop knew where she lived… 


  He fumbled with her purse and took her wallet out, then her license. Squinting, he gave the driver her address and handed her the wallet.


  She prayed that by the time they got to her place, he’d be well on his way to passing out. Dear lord, please make it completely kick in soon. What if it did, but didn’t last long enough for her to do what she needed to do? Panic seized her.


  As the cab sped across the Bay Bridge, she glanced over at the cop and was relieved to see him slumped back into the seat.


  Fifteen minutes later she was helping him up the steps to the little bungalow she shared with Charlie, her college friend who spent more time at his boyfriend’s house in Santa Cruz than he did here. Izzy didn’t mind; Charlie’s parents paid his half of the rent and utilities on time and they had furnished the place nicely. 


  As they entered the house, she wasn’t sure where to go. The living room or her bedroom? It was going to be a sex video, right? She decided on the bedroom for effect. 


  He was big and the drug was making him more dependent on her to move him. Finally she maneuvered him down the short hallway to her room and pushed him back onto her full-size bed, thankful she had washed her sheets that morning. Since he thought so little of women in her profession, if he weren’t’ drugged, he would appreciate the little things. Like clean sheets. She stood staring down at his big frame. Damn he was a lot of man. He took up all of the space.


  “Where are we?” he asked, his voice slurred.


  “We’re at my house. Just relax and I’ll take care of everything.”


  “Kay,” he mumbled.


  She got to work quickly. Taking her cell phone from her purse, she propped it up against the lamp on the nightstand next to the bed. 


  Nervously she decided to just strip him down to his birthday suit and make it appear she was having her way with him. What purpose the video would serve wasn’t her concern. It wasn’t like he was married. Unless he lied. Most guys that frequented the club took off their wedding rings and lied about it. Like any of the girls cared about that. All they cared about was their relationship with those George Washingtons. So if he was single, and if a video surfaced of this hot cop having sex with a stripper, what harm would it do him?


  Would his department fire him? She wrestled his wallet from his back pocket and when she opened it and saw the FBI shield, she choked. Special Agent Flynn A. Ryker.


  Holy shit, a fed? 


  A nervous titter ran through her. What she was about to embark on could get her into a lot of trouble. If she were arrested, she would be barred from taking the BAR exam.


  So be it. She would do something else, she told herself, because if Jasmyn was hurt, being held hostage, or, worse, kissing a law degree good-bye was a small price to pay.


  Izzy had to put her trust in Andre that he would set up the meeting with Boris. No, actually she didn’t have to trust him, she decided. Because once she had the video, she held all the cards. She would insist on meeting Boris face-to-face. It would put her in control and be the only way Izzy would know the truth.


  “Okay, Special Agent Flynn A. Ryker, I’m going to do things to you that I’ve never done to a man before. Even passed out, you’re going to love it.” What those things were, were yet to be determined, and whatever they were, she needed to video the entire encounter while keeping her face hidden.


  Chapter Four


  



  The first thing Izzy did was take off his shoes. “Damn you have big feet. I wonder if that means you have other big things?” She giggled despite the wrongness of what she was doing.She left his socks on and unbuttoned his fitted shirt. It was soft cotton and she liked the feel of it. As she pushed the fabric away from his chest she caught her breath. The hard planes of his muscles beneath her palms were one thing, but seeing what he had under the shirt was making her mouth water. Her female parts clenched. He worked out. Pressing her palms to his waist, she slowly slid them along his warm skin. 


  “Aren’t you a hotty?” she said. She pressed her lips to a flat nipple. It hardened beneath her touch. “Mmm, and a tasty one.” Sitting back, she traced her fingertips down his belly along his happy trail to the top of his black trousers. By the texture and cut of the fabric, she knew they were expensive. Everything about him screamed expensive. “I bet you’re hung like a stallion. No doubt it’s why you’re so damn cocky.” She snorted at the double entendre. “Too bad guys like you think you’re God’s gift to the world.”


  Slowly she pulled the zipper down, then yanked his pants and underwear off in one fell swoop. “Holy hell,” she gulped. “That is the biggest penis I have ever seen.” It was thick and looked like it was ready to rock and roll. “Not that I’ve seen many.” She knew she was babbling, she did that when she was nervous, but talking to him made her feel less like she was preying on him and more like it was consensual. Technically it was. He was here because he wanted to have sex with her. He’d made that clear before the drug hit him. That bit of reason soothed her guilty conscience a little.


  Guilty conscience aside, Izzy’s curiosity got the better of her. She knew what she beheld was what most girls dreamed of, and she wasn’t going to let a little modesty keep her from finding out how it felt. Carefully she wrapped her hand around his burgeoning shaft. His hips jerked against her as a low moan emanated from his chest. It pulsed like a living beast in her hand. Shocked by the heat and softness of his skin, she recoiled. He was totally aroused. What if he woke up and decided he wanted to take a roll? What then?


  “I think a little restraint is in order.” She hurried from the bed to the bathroom, took the belt from her robe hanging on the door, and went back to the bed. 


  Pulling his heavy arms over his head, she wrapped the belt around his wrists and as she tied the belt to her headboard, she said, “For the record, because I’m not a 'hit it and quit it’ kind of girl, I want you to know I wasn’t faking the attraction part of what happened between us at the club. I’ve never been hit like that before. I had no idea I could want a man like I want you. Not because I’m being forced to do this. But for myself.” Once he was secured, she traced a fingertip along his full bottom lip. “I bet you’re a good kisser.” She swept her lips across his, liking the firm softness of them. Reluctantly, she pulled away.


  “I’m really sorry about this. Okay actually, I’m not, I’m rather enjoying this. I can touch you and you can’t taunt me. If I wanted to I could climb on top of you and have my way with you right now and you’d never be the wiser. But I think that’s against the law. Not that I’m not breaking the law right now. Am I? I mean I did drug you, but you said before I did that you wanted to fuck me six ways to sundown. Or was that after you drank the water? I think after, damn it. You did show intent earlier, and that would hold up in court. Not sure about the tying you up part, though. Definitely would do some time for the video I’m about to make.”


  Izzy sat back after she had him securely tied. Her conscience eating at her. This was very, very, very wrong. “I am sorry, but I don’t know what else to do!” She sat on the edge of the bed fighting back tears. She was so torn. Jasmyn could be dying somewhere and this was her only chance of finding her.


  “Special Agent Flynn Ryker, I hope you can forgive me, and I hope you don’t get into too much trouble over this, but a girl’s gotta do what girl’s gotta do.”


  Hovering over his face, she stared at him for a long moment. He was damn good looking. Beautiful even. Every angle of his face was perfect. From his dark brows, long lashes, straight nose and full lips to his square chin, he was male perfection personified. Not a scar or scratch on him. He could have walked out of a GQ photo shoot. 


  He was tall, muscled, with a spectacular physique. Longingly she looked down his sculpted abs to his very much aroused penis. What would he feel like inside her? If he were conscious, would he be gentle or impatient for her? They had had an immediate chemical reaction to each other. A first for her. Izzy had never been in denial about her looks. While she wasn’t a classic beauty like her sister, she had an interesting face and great skin. She was petite, only five foot three, but she had lots of curves and worked hard to keep them in check. 


  “Okay, Slick, let’s get this show on the road.”


  He moaned and as he did, pulled free of the belt and reached out a hand to her, catching the side of her breast. Izzy stifled a sharp gasp of pleasure. His hand dropped to her thigh, the contact singing her skin. “Tiny dancer,” he whispered, “where you going?”


  Izzy bit her bottom lip. Was he waking up? Nervous frissons prickled along her spine.


  Bending over him, she pushed up an eyelid. “Can you hear me?”


  “Yeah,” he mumbled.


  Hmm, she hadn’t begun to video, and she had already decided she’d mute it, so, maybe… “Is it okay if I have my way with you?”


  His hand slid along her thigh to her waist. When she held her breath, fighting the deliciousness that followed in the wake of his touch, the bottom swell of her breast touched his hand. His fingers twitched, then splayed, cupping her. “Ah, geez, that feels good.” Too good. She slid off the bed and stood staring down at him. Losing control was not an option. Neither was being recognized. If the cops got a hold of this, her signature blue wig would give her away.


  Yanking the spiky blue wig off her head, and slipping out of the long-sleeved button-down shirt she had thrown over her bikini, Izzy hurried into the bathroom, took off the bikini, pulled her fake eyelashes off, and washed her face. She slipped on a little pink camisole, and decided on a long rainbow-colored wig that, placed at the right angle, would hide her face.


  Inhaling a deep, cleansing breath, she paused, then exhaled and with purpose, strode back into the bedroom.


  He was snoring. Good. Carefully turning his head to face the cell phone, she tapped the record icon. Making sure to keep her head turned to the right so as not to be identified, Izzy gingerly straddled him. Just as she eased her body down skin to skin, his penis surged against the inside of her thigh. 


  “Oh, boy, okay, that’s crazy scary and amazing.”


  She had never been so close to a man’s penis. She wasn’t wearing panties. All he had to do was thrust into her and that would end her life as a virgin. Anxious desire swept through her. If she were going to lose it, what better specimen to lose it to than this one? She let out a long breath and retied the belt around his wrists. Tighter this time. She was up shit’s creek if he woke up.


  “Hey, baby,” she said huskily, “Come to momma.” In answer, his penis surged against her thigh again.


  Gasping, she looked up at his face to find his eyes closed. Sweeping the long hair of her wig to the left side of her face, masking her identity, Izzy pressed her lips to his and melted a little. They were so warm and surprisingly soft. Sliding her hands up his chest, she skimmed her tongue along the seam of his lips and when they gave way, she kissed him deeply. His body tightened beneath her, and suddenly she lost herself in the kiss.


  He tasted good. Felt good. Digging her fingers into his hair, she angled his head so that she could get deeper into his mouth. Ravenously, she kissed him. Hungry for him in a way that shocked her. Even in his drugged state, his body reacted to her. It boosted her confidence. Her hips slowly undulated against his waist, and she realized she was slick. All she had to do was slide down just a few inches and he would be inside of her. 


  Throwing her head back, she moaned loudly when his hips jerked against her. “God almighty, you feel good,” she whispered. Reaching behind her, Izzy grasped his thighs, digging her fingers into him. Her body tensed as she held herself still, wanting to go further, but not daring to. If she did, she’d ride him off into the sunset. He felt that good and she was worked up that much.


  “I can’t believe how hot I am for you right now and I don’t even know you.” She sat back and stared smugly at him. “Does that make me bad?” She leaned forward and kissed his full lips, then traced her tongue along his bottom lip around to his top lip. “I don’t care. I want you in a very bad way.” She licked his pulsing jugular and ran her fingertips along the hard muscles of his arms. “I like your arms. Strong. I bet I’d feel real safe if you wrapped them around me.” Reaching up to his hands, she entwined her fingers through his. As she did, her breasts brushed against his face. A low moan escaped his mouth.


  “I bet you like your women white and uptight.” She slid down him, her folds slickening his penis from head to root. “Oh, geez, that’s amazing,” she breathed, holding her body still against him, afraid of what she wanted so badly to do to him.


  Long minutes passed as she wrangled her body back into compliance. “A guy like you looks at a girl like me for one thing.” She rotated her hips along the head of him. Couldn’t help it. He was so warm and thick and rigid and oh dear God, she was going to be in so much trouble if she went there. His penis jerked against her as his body tightened beneath her. A thin sheen of perspiration erupted between them.


  “Oh, you want me, don’t you?” She moved low against his belly, keeping the head of his penis a safe distance from her receptive opening. “I want you, too. I want you to give me the mother of all orgasms.” She lowered her lips to his ear and confessed. “I’ve never had one before. Not with a man.” She giggled. “Or a woman. Just my toys.” She sucked his earlobe. “I bet you aren’t selfish either.” She moved hotly against him, her breath deepening. “Yeah, I bet you could make me scream and beg like a baby for a bottle.” Her fingernails dug into his thick bicep as her hips moved faster and harder against his belly. She noticed the way his arms tightened and his own breathing had become shorter, and shallower. “I’m so turned on right now that if you rolled me over and took me, I’d let you.” She kissed him. His lips opened for her to plunder and his body responded as if he were awake.


  Her body stilled. What she was doing was so wrong. Groaning with frustration, she broke free of his lips and pressed her forehead to his chest.


  “I want to for all the right reasons, but can’t for the wrong ones.”


  His heart beat chaotically against her cheek. For several long minutes she lay still against his warm, strong body, reveling in the power of him. Fantasizing about what it would be like to have a man like this bend over backward to please her. She sighed and lifted her head and stared at him. “I’m sorry, Prince Charming, but this is the end of the road.” 


  Leaning up, she slid her hands along his cheeks and kissed him one last time. His body surged as his lips took control of hers. Izzy gasped and pulled away but his lips chased hers, catching them. Oh, God, no, he was awake.


  “Untie me.” His voice was as clear and crisp, not a hint of a drug induced slur.


  Izzy gasped pushing off him. “Have you been conscious all this time?”


  His blue eyes sparked fire. “Untie me.”


  She scooted back and gasped when the head of his penis penetrated her. “Oh, God,” she gulped, afraid to move. Another few inches, it would be official: Her cherry would be history.


  He yanked his arms hard, snapping the wooden slat of her headboard he was tied to. Roping her in his arms, he swung her around and before she knew it, she found herself spread-eagle beneath him. 


  His eyes flared. His hard body pulsed with unleashed passion above her. “You want to make a video?” he demanded, pressing his hips against hers. “Let’s make one.”


  “No! I stopped. I wasn’t really going to! Please.”


  His fingers worked beneath her, as he wrestled the terry cloth belt from around his wrists while keeping her pinned down with his chest. Once free of the belt, he tossed it to the floor and turned heated eyes back on her. “Tell me why you drugged me,” he demanded, enraged. 


  Terrified of the consequences of telling him the truth and terrified of what he was going to do to her because of what she’d done, she tensed, preparing for the worst even as she said, “I can’t.”


  His face contorted furiously. “I swear to God if you don’t come clean with me, I’m going to tie you up and make you the star of your video.”


  Pushing hard against him, she tried to wriggle out from under him. “Please don’t. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do anything wrong, I just—I had no choice!”


  “You have a choice now: Tell me the truth or I call Oakland PD and you’ll spend the next ten years in prison.”


  Izzy bit her bottom lip so hard she tasted blood. Hot tears stung her eyes. She was in deep shit. “If I tell you, they’ll hurt me.”


  “Who?”


  “The people who made me do it.”


  Some of the fury ebbed from his eyes. “I won’t let that happen.”


  Her stomach churned with uncertainty. “My sister’s missing. I think they know where she is. Andre the floor manager told me to make a video of you and me—doing it. If I did he’d pay me, but I was going to use the video to force Boris the club owner to tell me what happened to my sister.”


  “What’s her name?”


  “She went by Jasmyn at the club, but her real name is Alexandra,” Izzy whispered. “Chastain.”


  His eyes narrowed as he dug through his memory banks. Then widened as realization dawned. “Senator Chastain’s daughter?”


  “Yes.”


  “If she was missing, he would have reported it. Every news station in the country would be running the story. Try again, this time be more original.”


  “I swear to you, it’s the truth!”


  He reached over and grabbed his cell phone from his trouser pocket and still holding her down, he asked it, “Hey, Siri, how many daughters does Senator Chastain have?”


  Siri responded. “One daughter, Alexandra Michelle Chastain.”


  He set the phone down next to hers on the nightstand and turned back to her. “Nice try.”


  Izzy swallowed hard and knew if she were going to get him even halfway on her side, she would have to tell him what she had never told another living soul. “I’m our father’s dirty little secret.”


  His eyes narrowed. “Prove it.”


  “I can’t, but I swear to you, it’s true,” she cried. “It’s a long story, but the truth is our father, who claims he didn’t know he was my father, kicked me and my mother out when his wife figured it out. I was eleven. I lost contact with my sister until she called me out of the blue a few months ago. Said she was in trouble and needed my help.”


  Izzy squeezed her eyes shut. For so many reasons, she’d told Alex to call someone who cared. But when Izzy’s guilty conscious got the better of her, it was too late; Alex had disappeared.


  “You’re the senator’s bastard?” he asked in disbelief.


  “Yes, and I wish I wasn’t.”


  Flynn’s hands loosened on hers. “I’m sorry.”


  Her eyes flashed open. “I don’t need your pity. I just need to know what happened to my sister. She was working at the Surf’s Up and disappeared over three months ago without a trace. No one filed a missing persons report. She didn’t just up and walk away. She was removed. I want to know where she was removed to and get her back.”


  “And you think the club owner, this Boris, knows where she is?”


  “Boris is a thug. He’s got to know something. Girls have been disappearing and it’s not turnover.”


  She watched him digest that information. Was he starting to believe her?


  “So Boris wanted a video of you compromising a cop so that he could use it to blackmail me for—what?”


  “Andre made the request on Boris’s behalf. I don’t know what he was going to use it for; I just know I was getting my meeting with Boris if I procured the video.”


  “Are you so naïve as to believe that once you gave him the video you wouldn’t end up in a dumpster or perhaps joining your sister?”


  Izzy’s heart pounded. Andre had said the last girl to make a video retired. Did that mean permanently? “Do you think she’s dead?”


  Flynn smoothed her bangs from her eyes. “I don’t know.”


  “You’re a fed, can’t you find out?”


  Flynn picked up his phone again and began to text.


  “Who are you texting at one o’clock in the morning?” she asked.


  Focused on what he was doing, he said, “The Bureau never sleeps.” A minute later he was done and set his phone down on the nightstand.


  “What am I supposed to do now?” Izzy asked. “How will I get the information I need?” She was desperate. If she showed up without a video, she had no idea what would happen to her. Damn if she was going to quit now. She’d come too far to stop.


  Flynn’s full lips pulled into a tight smile, but his eyes blazed with desire. “I guess there’s one way to find out.”


  “Find out what?”


  “What Boris was going to blackmail me for. He must be in deep if he’s willing to blackmail cops.”


  Her jaw dropped. “You mean actually make a video?”


  “You catch on quick.”


  “You aren’t serious!”


  His dick flexed against her thigh. Her body responded by moving beneath him. He smiled when she gasped in surprise. 


  “As a heart attack.” He traced a fingertip along the line of her jaw to her bottom lip. “If I’m going to be blackmailed by a sex video, I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have sex with than you.” He pulled the wig off her head and smiled at her short pink-tipped blond hair. He ran his fingers through it. “And, Wild?”


  “What?” she breathed.


  “If you’re lying to me about any of this? I’m going to hook you up so fast it will make that pretty little head of yours spin.”


  “I’m not lying,” she barely managed. His body had warmed up and his penis impatiently moved against her thigh. Her nipples strained for stimulus and damn if she wasn’t soaking wet. 


  “Good. Now, you mentioned something earlier about never having an orgasm with a man?”


  Heat burned her cheeks. All she could do was nod. 


  “Is that still something you’re interested in acquiring?”


  “Yes,” she said before she could stop it from slipping out.


  “It just so happens, I’ve had some experience in that department.” His lips dropped to her cleavage. “You have stellar tits, Wild Style.”


  “Shut up,” she said breathlessly as his lips pressed against her hot skin. 


  He grinned. “Let me just say for the record, you are very much the kind of girl I’d like to fuck.” His lips traced down her belly and with his teeth, he pulled the hem of her little cammie up above her belly button, exposing all of her. He tugged at the little belly button ring. “I think I like bad girls.” His lips trailed lower, softly kissing her flushed flesh as he moved slowly south. When he came to her smooth mound, he licked her, his tongue catching the edge of her arousal. 


  “Oh, God,” she gulped.


  “Oh, God is right.” He licked her again, this time catching more of her clitoris. “You even taste like bubble gum down here.” He swathed her entire clit with his tongue. 


  Izzy dug her fingers into the sheets and let her thighs loosen. “That feels really good.”


  “You taste really good.”


  Izzy decided right then and there to allow this man what she had never allowed any man; permission to pop her cherry. With his free hand, he pushed back the skin above her clitoris, giving him maximum exposure. 


  Izzy moved hotly beneath his talented mouth. “Do you want to come, Wild Style?”


  “Yes.”


  “Hard?”


  “Yes.”


  “How hard?”


  “Very hard.”


  “After I make you come very hard, what do you want me to do after that?”


  “Make me come very hard again.”


  “I like your style.”


  “Please,” she said breathlessly, “stop talking.”


  Chapter Five


  



  When he hummed against her core in agreement, Izzy nearly launched. She had had no idea what she had been missing out on. No wonder her mother had been a slave to her father. Special Agent Flynn A. Ryker turned her on in every way possible. She thought, if she did do relationships, he would be the perfect man for her, if he wasn’t such a stripper snob. But damn, there was nothing snobby about him right now. She kind of loved the way he seemed totally into her.


  “Oh, oh,” she gasped, then inhaled a deep breath. His fingers slid along her slick folds. All of the sudden she couldn’t get a deep enough breath. A quick flash of panic swept through her. She’d never been this intimate with herself, much less a stranger! But, oh God, when he slid a finger into her, she moaned so loudly heat flushed her cheeks. How embarrassing. “Oh, no,” she gulped when he slowly slid it in and out of her and pressed his lips back to her straining clitoris. 


  She felt his grin against her and wanted to smack him when he said, “I love your sounds. Keep them coming.” He slid a second finger into her. “You are so damn tight, Wild, I can’t wait to sink into you.”


  Her breathing came so hard and so fast all she could do was nod. His touch, his words and his enthusiasm for her drove her nuts. She loved it. When he took her clit all of the way into his mouth and flicked it with his tongue as his fingers glided in and out of her, she cried out as the first non-self-inflicted orgasm of her life tore through her. It was amazingly deep, and she thought she might have just died and gone to heaven.


  “Oh, God, wow. That—” An unexpected second wave rose up and hit her almost as hard as the first. “—was amazing,” she barely managed to say.


  She looked down her belly and nearly lost it. The Special Agent’s face was planted between her legs but his deep blue eyes were riveted on her. The sound that emanated from him feral. When he rose from her, his lips glistened with her wetness. His features were hard, predatory, and supremely arrogant. He knew the strength of his prowess. He had devastated her with his hands and his mouth, and Lord only knew what he was going to do to her with that monster hanging impatiently between them. As he crawled up her, his penis dragged along the inside of her thigh. She made an unladylike sobbing sound of need that stoked the fire in his eyes. He reached past her to his wallet on the nightstand and took out a condom. Expertly he opened the wrapper, withdrew the condom, and slid it down his erection.


  “Take off the cami,” he commanded.


  Izzy pulled it off so fast she ripped the fabric.


  Flynn’s eyes darkened. “Damn,” he said catching a nipple in his mouth, sucking hard. The air left her lungs when he cupped her hot mound and massaged his palm into her sensitive clit. 


  “You’re killing me, Special Agent,” she managed.


  He lifted his head from her breasts. “You ruin me every time I touch you.”


  Her jaw dropped and she knew from his look he was as surprised by making his declaration as she was hearing it. He yanked her thighs up and spread them beneath him. “I need to fuck you fast right now, Wild, so I can fuck you slow later.”


  “Okay,” she said breathlessly.


  As he moved to press into her she said, “No, wait.”


  His head jerked back and he speared her with a murderous glare. 


  “I mean, it’s okay, it’s just, um, been awhile.”


  His lips lowered to hers and he kissed her, pushing her gently back into the sheets. As he did, he pressed into her, one delicious inch at a time. Involuntarily her body tightened and he stopped. 


  “Make up your mind, Wild,” he rasped. “I can’t stand this.”


  Inhaling, she exhaled and let her thighs loosen and as she did, she nodded. He didn’t wait for an extended invitation. He sank deeply into her. Squeezing her eyes shut, Izzy bit back a sharp cry of pain.


  The body above her froze. “Jesus Christ!” he swore and moved to pull out of her, but she locked her legs around his ass, and despite the pain of his initial breach, the way he sank deeply inside, liquefied her. 


  “No, please, don’t stop. I want this.”


  He took her head into his hands and scowled at her. His hips flinched against hers. 


  “I don’t do virgins.”


  “I’m not a virgin!” Well, not anymore she wasn’t. She’d come too far for him to walk out on her because of a pesky little membrane. “Please don’t ruin this for me.”


  His scowl deepened, but when she gave him the Kegel squeeze, he flexed in response. “The body wants what the body wants, Flynn. Mine wants yours and yours wants mine.” She clenched hard around him again. He looked closer to giving her what she wanted, but he wasn’t quite there. “Please.”


  “I don’t know what the hell’s going on,” he groaned as he seated more deeply inside her. “But you sure as hell are going to tell me.”


  “I will,” she breathed. “After you make me come again.”


  He nipped her bottom lip and thrust into her. “You feel so damn good, Wild.” He thrust again. “So damn tight.”


  The pain receded as pleasure took over. Every cell in her body lit up in succession. Sensitive and oh so receptive to what he did to her. The hot strength of his penis as he drove in and out of her, tapping her core each time he submerged himself, pushed her closer and closer to a precipice she didn’t know existed. 


  “Such a perfect little package,” he whispered against her ear before he sucked the lobe into his hot mouth.


  Izzy whimpered like a puppy begging for attention. He was all around her and everything about him turned her on. The hard heat of his body. The clean ocean scent of his skin. The passion that roughened his husky voice. The way his big strong arms cradled her body like she meant something to him. For tonight she did.


  “When you come, Wild, I want you to look right at me. I want to see the pleasure in your eyes and hear it in your screams.”


  He was going to be the death of her. 


  If she could crawl into him she would have. Wildly her body undulated beneath his, and she caught her sobs of pleasure before they escaped, a part of her embarrassed at her wanton reception of his body.


  “Let it go, baby. Dig those nails into my back and let it go.”


  Opening her eyes, she cried out at the intensity of his. Wrapping her arms around his thick biceps, she dug her nails into him and let out a suppressed cry as her clitoris and something else clenched his pistoning penis and in a wild collision of sensation, Izzy experienced the mother of all orgasms. “Flynn,” she screamed as he tore her apart, his big body boring into hers, and just as she reached the final edge of heaven, she felt the hot rush of semen erupt from him.


  Uh-oh, should she be feeling that? Did the condom break? 


  She cried out to stop him, but another wave of the orgasm slammed her back into uncontrollable bliss. Flynn continued his drive, pushing her along the orgasm until the waves began to recede, and even then, he slowed his cadence to mirror her slow return to earth.


  Sweaty, breathing like they had both just run a marathon, they lay still, connected in a tangle of limbs and satisfied sighs.


  Melted from the inside out, Izzy lay unabashed beneath the sexiest man she’d ever met. It occurred to her then that she wanted more. Much, much more. He’d told her he’d be gone before she woke up. So maybe she wouldn’t go to sleep. Ever.


  “I want to do that again,” she said, her voice muffled against the side of his chest. Grasping her, he rolled over onto his back, bringing her with him, careful not to break the connection. He was still semi-hard inside of her. She lay sprawled on his chest. 


  “Drug me or seduce me?”


  Lifting up on her elbows, pushing damp bangs from her eyes, Izzy smiled indulgently. Would another man ever satisfy her like this one just had? She doubted it. 


  “I’m sorry about drugging you, or at least trying to.” She dropped her lips to his nipple and licked it. Smiling against his skin, she suckled him like he had done to her. He swelled inside her. “You taste good,” she said, softly licking him between words. Not lifting her head, but gazing up to him, she asked, “How did you know?”


  “I saw the roofie at the bottom of the glass of water you handed me. I dumped it.”


  “I’m sorry,” she said again.


  “I’m beginning to think I’m not sorry you did it.” He ruffled his fingers through her hair and smiled. “I like it. Pink makes me think of bubble gum. It suits you much better than the blue.”


  Sheepishly, she ran her hand over the shorter cut side. “Me, too.”


  He pulled her hand away from her head, lifted his head up and kissed her. When he released her, his blue eyes danced as his randy penis continued to thicken.


  “There’s a lot about you I like.”


  “Yeah?” She cocked her head to the side. “Like what.”


  “Your tits, your ass.” He surged up into her. “Your tight pussy.”


  “Don’t be crude.”


  “Really? You drop more F-bombs than a sailor.”


  Shaking her head, Izzy pushed off of him, breaking their connection. He grabbed for her, but she slid off the bed and stood glowering down at him. 


  He looked down and cursed. The condom was not only broken, it was bloody.


  Angry eyes shot her a glare.


  Izzy shrugged. “So what, I was a virgin. Don’t make a big deal about it.”


  He held up the empty limp latex. “I’m a little more worried about what my boys are doing right now.”


  Izzy fought back a smile and let him squirm a little. “I guess if they meet up with my sexy girl and make a date, you’re going to be a daddy in nine months.”


  “It’s not funny, Pink.”


  “My name is Isadora.”


  He moved from the bed and tossed the condom into the small trashcan beside the nightstand. “Well, Isadora, let’s hope my boys don’t meet up with your girl.”


  She crossed her arms over her chest. “What if they do? What happens if I’m pregnant?” Would he be the kind of man to step up or be the kind of man to walk away, like her father? Suddenly it mattered to her. It mattered to her a lot.


  He shrugged and said, “Then I guess you’ll have a baby.”


  Not an abortion? She wanted to kiss him.


  “What would your role be?” she said, pushing.


  “Why are we even having this conversation?”


  “Because I want to know the kind of man I just gave my hymen to.”


  Flynn cocked his head to the side and said, “Don’t you think that’s something you should have looked into before you drugged and seduced him?”


  “I didn’t seduce you, you were all over me before I slipped you that mickey,” she replied, defensively.


  He snatched her cell phone from the nightstand, tapped a few icons, then held it out for her to watch and listen to her talking to him as she undressed him. Ugh, she thought she had muted it! He hit fast-forward to the place where she was on top of him undulating and making sexy noises. He fast-forwarded it more and stopped when they were in the hot throes of passion. As in his head between her legs and her screaming like a banshee as she came.


  His penis reacted, just as her nipples tightened. 


  “Okay,” she swallowed. “Maybe I seduced you a little.” While she was being honest she added, “And I can’t get pregnant. I’m on the pill.” They kept her wonky periods regular.


  “You let me think differently?”


  “I was just messing with you.”


  “Not something to mess with a man about.”


  “You didn’t answer my question, though. What if I was pregnant?”


  “Then you’d be seeing a lot of me.”


  Her heart warmed at his words. “You’d claim the child?”


  “Of course.”


  “You wouldn’t hide him or her away like a dirty little secret?”


  He took her chin in his hand. “No.” 


  His answer scored him more points than all three of the orgasms combined.


  He moved back onto the bed, leaving her standing there. Like a big lion, he stretched lazily, his leonine parts erect and on the hunt for some prey. Rising up on an elbow, he looked so damn hot it took every ounce of control Izzy had not to climb on top of him and ride him like the wild thing he was. As she contemplated how she’d like to take him, he asked, “Why me?”


  She knew what he was asking and decided to play it cool. She shrugged and met his eyes. “It had to be someone, why not you?”


  “That’s bullshit and you know it.”


  “It doesn’t matter. You’ll be heading out shortly, and life goes on.”


  He reached out a hand to her. “I don’t have to leave right away. I want you under me again. Then you’re going to tell me how it is you’re a stripper-virgin and the rest of your story.”


  She took his hand and moved closer so that her breasts bobbed in front of his face. He made a strangled sound, but kept his hands and mouth to himself. “I want to be under you again, too, but my life story is none of your business.”


  He grabbed her hands and pulled her onto the bed, rolling over her with his big body. Raising her hands up over her head, he nipped a nipple. “There you are very wrong, Pink. Not only am I intrigued, but you broke the law and you’re going to make me understand why I shouldn’t arrest you, or why I should help you.”


  “You won’t arrest me,” she challenged. He would have already.


  “Don’t be so sure of yourself.”


  “What I’m sure of is that you like fucking me and you won’t give that up.” She spread her legs and wrapped them around his waist. “At least not until you get tired of me.”


  “You’re awfully sure of yourself.”


  “I may not be sexually experienced, but I know men and I know that when they are on the scent of a particular bitch, they don’t let up until they’ve had their fill.”


  His blue eyes sparked with humor. “I think,” he said as he slid deeply into her, making her lose all reason, “it’s going to be awhile before I get my fill of you, Pink.” He caught a nipple in his mouth and sucked hard, sending her over the edge.


  When she came down from her orgasm, he smiled smugly. “And I think I can say the same for you.”


  Chapter Six


  



  Her body was like a wonderland. Ripe, responsive, silky soft. She smelled like a pack of bubble gum. Sweet. Palatable. Addictive.


  Running his hands down her sultry skin, Flynn followed with his nose, inhaling her scent. There was, he decided, nothing like the scent of a well-sexed woman. Pink’s was locked in his brain. Until the day he died, the scent of bubble gum anything would bring him right back to this very moment.


  Pressing his lips to her belly button ring, he tugged it with his teeth, eliciting a low moan from the body it belonged to. Slender fingers dug into his hair, the nails scratching lightly. Grasping the cradle of her hips, he buried his face in the dip of her belly. She wasn’t a hard body like so many of the women he’d been with. Her curves were slightly padded, her skin firm but not pulled taut over gym-built muscle. Every inch of her from her hot pink toes to the flaming pink tips of her silky hair turned him on.


  He kissed her skin, liking the way she unabashedly let him know with her body that she approved his every touch. He nibbled at her bottom rib, then pressed his cheek to her belly and settled his head down there. Exhaustion stole over him. They’d been at it like rabbits. Couldn’t help it, couldn’t get enough of her. She was like an untouched canvas that evolved into a beautiful picture with each stroke of his body. His muscles were as depleted as his dick. He looked past her generous cleavage to the two beautiful sea green eyes framed by the longest lashes he’d ever seen on a woman. 


  The impish grin produced a dimple in her right cheek he noticed for the first time. Here he thought he knew every inch of her body. He smiled back. It was easy with her. But as easy as it was to be with her, it was exhausting.


  “You wore me out, Pink.” He closed his eyes, and as he drifted off to sleep, he felt a tremor pass through her. Tightening his arms around her as she stroked his hair soothingly, it occurred to him that for the first time in his life, he was actually sleeping with a woman.


  “Rest up, Slick, I haven’t even started.”


  He smiled against her skin and drifted off to sleep.


  He woke with a start, unsure of his surroundings, but quickly registering where he was and why.


  The sexy little furnace plastered to his chest made a soft sobbing sound that speared him straight in the gut. She mumbled something and then shook her head. Her fingers twitched against his arms. He looked down at her worried brow, then held his breath as a lone tear rolled down her cheek. He touched his fingertip to it, catching it before it fell onto his chest. The warmth surprised him. Unthinking he pressed it to his lips, the saltiness of her tear jabbing at the high walls he had surrounded himself with for so long he’d forgotten why or when they’d gone up. They had protected him not only from himself but from disappointing those he could come to love.


  The fact of the matter was that the thought of committing to one woman terrified him. He didn’t want a divorce. He didn’t want to have children and wake up one morning only to realize that their mother no longer interested him. He didn’t want to stay in a loveless marriage for the kids’ sake. No matter how much he could come to dislike his spouse, he’d never cheat. He’d learned that honor code from his paternal grandfather. A great man who taught Flynn the importance of patience and honoring your word. “A prolific dick doesn’t a man make,” Pappy had told him. “Honor defines a man. Without honor, you are only half a man, and therefore no man at all.”


  Earlier, when he realized the condom broke, a cold hard fear gripped him so completely he couldn’t breathe. Oddly, now that he had the time to think about it, something else had happened. His breath released with the realization he wanted children. Damn if the thought of having them with Pink didn’t intrigue him. 


  But she was a stripper. From what he remembered of the breed, strippers weren’t the maternal type. He looked down at the sleeping woman on his chest. He wasn’t naïve. She had been willing to drug him, make a video, and hand it over to a criminal to use against him, for what? To find her sister? He wanted to believe her. The cop part of him was always wary. More than that, he knew what her kind was capable of. He’d heard all the lies his father’s women had conjured to win his favor over another. Flynn trusted no woman. Had learned the hard way not to. If Pink was still angling to play him, he’d know it. 


  There was something completely contradictory to her stripper act. She had been a virgin. Was wholesome and fresh. Yet, she embraced her sensuality. He admired that aspect of her. Loved how she delighted in his touch and how it made her feel.


  His mother would roll over in her grave if he brought Pink home. Exhaling loudly, Flynn clamped his hand over his eyes and shook his head. He never should have gotten in that cab with the little hellion. He sure as hell should have run as fast as his legs could carry him when he suspected she was a virgin. Even though she’d said she wasn’t. He’d believed her lie.


  How the hell was that even possible? She was a stripper, for Christ’s sake. She’d flashed her tits to the men he worked with, many of them his friends. He had left the room so quickly, he didn’t know if any of the guys had gotten out of line and touched her. She moved like she’d been born to dance. Came on to him like he was the only man on earth. Had he been that easily set up? Blinded by lust. It had ruined his parents’ marriage. At least now he understood the power of it. 


  Flynn looked down at the pink-haired firecracker who had rocked his world all night long. If she was yanking his chain, he’d find out soon enough.


  Early morning rays of sunlight filtered through the slatted blinds. The room was small, the full-size bed taking up most of it. The sheets had been clean, but now they were a rumpled, sexed mess. There was a battered white dresser that matched the nightstand. Flynn wasn’t sure if it was what people considered shabby chic or just really used. It wasn’t broken down. Colorful rag rugs covered the wooden floor. It was small, not his style, but it was clean, and suited Pink.


  He caught sight of the long mirror that was propped up against the wall behind the closed door. Next to it was a brass coat tree with several colored wigs hanging off the hooks. He scowled. Hanging lower were several micro-sized bikinis. Possessive anger burned hot in his chest. The foreign emotion stunned him. He’d watched Jack get worked up when he thought Stevie and Flynn had been flirting. It wasn’t pretty. He’d watched his mother, the lovely socialite Diana, reduce herself to a miserable drunk because of her jealousy. Ultimately, the alcohol killed her. His sister Genevieve had gone from a beautiful, confident artist to a closet wino because her husband, like their father, brought his women home. Jealousy was as ugly as it was debilitating. 


  He needed out of here.


  As if sensing his flight intent, the woman in his arms stirred, her hand sliding down his belly and with that his dick instantly stirred. 


  “Son of a bitch,” he cursed.


  “Mmm, that’s not a nice thing to say,” her sleepy voice said. Her breath rushed across his chest as her hand moved lower. He grabbed it just before she brushed the head of his now raging hard-on.


  She propped up on her elbows and blinked back the sleep from her eyes. Her full, kiss-swollen lips pouted in such a way he wanted to ravish them. Her pink and blond hair was a wild halo around her pretty face. Free of makeup, her youth and innocence hit him hard. Shit, she looked like a teenager. Had she lied to him about her age, too?


  “How old are you?” he asked, dreading the answer.


  “Twenty-four. Why?”


  “You look like jailbait.”


  “I’m not sure if I should take that as a compliment or not.”


  “I want the truth, was I really your first or did you somehow pull one over on me?”


  Her body stiffened and he knew by the hurt in her eyes that not only had he been her first, but he had just insulted her.


  She slid off the bed and grabbed a silky green wrap of some sort from the top drawer of her dresser. As she tied the sash around her waist, she looked hard at him and said, “You can leave now.”


  Two minutes ago it was all he’d wanted, but now– “I’m not going anywhere.” He snatched her phone from the nightstand and quickly removed the SIM card.


  “Hey, that’s mine!” She lunged at him, trying to grab the card from his hand. He pulled her toward him and rolled her over on the bed, and grasping her hands with one hand, he pressed his hips against hers as he opened his wallet with his free hand and slipped the card in. Then he took the wallet and slid it between the mattress and the box spring.


  “You have no right taking that! I can’t afford another SIM card!”


  He turned his attention back to her. His gaze swept the length of her. The little robe gaped open, exposing her luscious tits, and taut belly. He was a sucker for those tits. He dropped his nose to her neck and inhaled her. “I swear to God, you make me fucking crazy.”


  She arched against him as he dragged his nose along her throat to her cheek. Her warm breath pulsed against his lips. He licked them, catching her bottom lip. She moaned responsively beneath him.


  His lips brushed across her parted ones, barely touching, but wanting to plunder. He hovered there, their breaths mingling, both of them wanting the same thing.


  “Tell me to leave and I’ll go,” he rasped.


  Her eyes fluttered open. He lost himself in their passionate depths, praying she would beg him to stay. 


  “After you give me back my SIM card.”


  He smiled, feeling like a teenage boy with his first girlfriend. Despite the seriousness of the act that brought them together, she made him smile. He liked that. Jack’s fiancée, Stevie, had told him once that he was too uptight and needed to loosen up. How would the detective like meeting this firecracker?


  Somehow he knew Stevie would approve. So would Kat, Simon’s wife. “After you take a shower with me.”


  “After you promise to give me back my SIM card.”


  “After I erase that video.”


  “After—no way!”


  He grew serious. “There are only two sets of eyes that will ever see that video, yours and mine.” He rubbed his nose across a pert nipple. “I’ll be happy to bring over the popcorn and watch it all night with you, but no way in hell is it leaving my possession.”


  “How do I know you won’t show it to your friends?”


  He jerked back and looked at her like she was crazy. “Just because you shook your tits in front of them and God only knows what else, doesn’t mean they get to sit in on what happens between us.”


  “That really bugs you that they saw my boobs?”


  “Damn straight it does.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it belittles you in their eyes.”


  “Am I less in your eyes because I’m a stripper?”


  He caught himself. The honest answer was yes. “I don’t like that you strip for a living. I don’t like that the men I work with have seen your tits and your ass.” He pushed her back into the sheets and swept his fingers across the warm swells. “I hate that they might have touched you.” His voice had dropped several octaves. He pressed his lips to a perky nipple. “I hate that they may have kissed you like this.” He cupped them. “Or touched you like this.” He sucked a nipple deeply and as he did his erection surged between them. “I don’t want any man to think he has the right to touch you because you strip.”


  “Flynn,” she said softly. “Last night was the first time I gave a lap dance and the first time I took off my top. No one touched me and I didn’t touch them. Honesty, I don’t know if I could have done it if you weren’t there.” She bit her bottom lip, then said, “You flipped a switch last night and all I wanted then is what I want now, more of you inside of me.” Her candor surprised him. It was refreshing. She said exactly what she was thinking. Even when she was trying to trick him, she was guileless. Instinctively, he knew lying went against her nature.


  He growled softly, grabbed her up into his arms, and strode with her into what he correctly assumed was a bathroom. An old-fashioned claw-foot tub with a metal wraparound hanger and clear shower curtain took up half of the small room. Holding her tightly, Flynn stepped into the tub, then letting her go with one hand, her feet touched the bottom. With one hand still around her waist, he yanked the shower curtain around with his free hand and turned the faucets on full blast. Without waiting for the water to warm up, holding her tightly to his chest, he pushed her toward the shower head. She squealed as cold spray hit her, but instantly warmed when his mouth came down hard on hers.


  Chapter Seven


  



  As much as he was a first with Pink, she was the first of several with Flynn. She was the first woman who had drugged him. The first woman he’d slept with, and now, a third first. In all of the years of his sexual encounters, whether he’d gone back to the lady’s house, took her to a hotel room, or found a secluded spot, Flynn always showered when he got home. Primarily because once the deed was done, he didn’t like to linger and get sucked into staying longer than he was comfortable.


  Pink’s curvy little body molded tightly to his much taller frame. His protective nature surged as he thought of any man attempting to hurt her. She clasped his face in her hands and hungrily ate at his lips. He was rock-hard and dying to get inside of her, but little Miss Pink had other plans. She broke their kiss and slid down his chest to her knees. Hot water ran down his body as her hands slid along the front of his thighs. She looked up at him, blinking back the water. “I’ve never tasted a man before. I’m not sure what to do.”


  Flynn’s heart slammed hard against his chest as he fought to breathe. She was so innocent and so…fresh. There was no treachery behind her expressive eyes, only curiosity mingled with a desire for him that was matched only by his desire for her.


  Her lips pursed as she waited for instruction. The vision of them locked around his straining cock tightened his balls.


  “Christ, Pink, just do what comes naturally, you’ll know if you’re on the right track.”


  Sliding her fingers up his thighs, she caught his shaft between her hands and slid them down to his balls. “Yeah, that’s a good start,” he hissed, reaching up and grasping the metal curtain rail. He closed his eyes when her lips brushed the wide head. Her tongue slid across and around the eye. Tension drew his body taut. With her right hand, she cupped his balls and with her left hand, she stroked him, and with that lovely tongue, she licked him like a dripping ice cream cone. He looked down at her and he nearly lost it. There was something sublimely sensual about the way her slender fingers and pink tongue looked against his erection. The thick veins bulged with blood. She looked up at him and smiled as she licked the underside of his head. 


  “You’re a natural, baby,” he groaned.


  Closing her eyes, took him into her mouth, and sucked. God damn, she’d just started and he was going to come. His fists tightened around the metal rack, and his hips moved in a slow deep cadence to her lips, tongue, and hand. She seemed enamored with his cock. She stroked him while she sucked and tongued him, cupping his balls, making little sounds of contentment.


  He’d been fellated before; most of the time it had been good. But it had never been performed with such uninhibited relish. That she enjoyed pleasuring him like this made him harder. His knuckles whitened as she took him deeper down her throat. He watched her suck him so hard her cheeks hollowed, her hand stroking him at the root, her other hand massaging his heavy sack in perfect rhythm with her sucking. 


  Water plastered her hair to her head, spiking her long black lashes. He couldn’t help it when his hands dropped to her head and he thrust deeply into her mouth. She took all he had, working him into a hot frenzy. Flynn threw his head back, closed his eyes, and set his jaw. 


  “I’m going to come, Pink,” he rasped. “If you want me inside you, stop or…” She squeezed his balls and sucked harder as she took him deeper. “Ah, God, fuck,” he cursed and his semen shot out from him like a striking serpent. His hips jerked hard as his ejaculate spurted in thick streams. Slowing her pace, she relaxed her lips, but she kept him in her mouth until she had milked every drop of what he had left.


  He was sweaty under the shower stream. His knees were weak, he felt like he’d just hit the lottery, and he was clueless as to what to do next. He reached down, pulled her up to his chest, and did what came instinctively to him, wrapped his arms around her, allowing the warm rush of water to rinse them. He stood with her like that for a long time before she broke away and lathered them both up. When she stood up on her toes and squirted bubble gum scented shampoo on his head, he came out of his daze. She dug her nails into his scalp and scrubbed, then rinsed his hair. She did the same thing with his body, taking a pink loofah and squirting some girly-smelling stuff on it, and from his head down to his toes, she lathered him up and loofahed every inch of him. It felt good to be tended to like this by her. She did it like she cared, not as if it was a chore. He scowled.


  “What’s the scowl for?” she asked. “I just gave you an epic blow job, now I’m washing you like a baby, and you have the nerve to scowl?”


  He smiled despite the anxious buzz in his belly. “It was epic.”


  This thing between them had to end. Here. Today. He wasn’t a forever guy and if he stuck around, she’d think they had something.


  “You’re thinking about how you can slip out of here gracefully, aren’t you?” she asked, looking up at him. Most women would be scrambling for ways to entice him to stay at this point. But not this tiny dancer. He knew she’d show him the door without so much as a, “Will I see you again?” 


  Once again her candor surprised him. As she rinsed him, he nodded.


  “You can stop thinking about how to pull it off right now. You’re free to go. I won’t stop you.” Casually, as if they always took a shower together, she lathered herself up and quickly rinsed off. Once done, she reached past him and turned the shower off. Pushing the shower curtain aside, she grabbed a towel off the rack and handed it to him, then grabbed one for herself. Deftly she toweled off and stepped from the tub, wrapping the towel around her, and walked into the bedroom. When he followed several seconds later to make sure she didn’t snatch his wallet with the SIM card in it, he found her pulling on a Hello Kitty T-shirt that came to her knees.


  Morning sunlight streamed through the shutter slats. Running her fingers through her short hair like a comb, she moved about the room, picking up his slacks, shirt, underwear, and socks, and laying them neatly on the bed. He stood at the threshold, not knowing what to do. He knew what he wanted to do, but he couldn’t. He was already in too far.


  Walking past him she said, “I’ll make you a coffee to go. I’d offer you some breakfast, but I don’t cook and besides, the cupboards are pretty bare. I haven’t gone shopping in a while.”


  “Coffee would be good,” he said and thought how lame that sounded. Lamer still was how he was feeling, like some lovesick teenager. Shake it off, Flynn. She’s a stripper who tried to drug you. Yeah, she was a lot of fun, now move on. It wasn’t going to be that easy if what she’d told him about Boris was true. He’d promised to help her. He always kept his promises. He just needed to find a way to do it and not get sucked deeper into her stripper snare.


  As he dressed, the aroma of fresh-brewed coffee filtered back to him. He lived on that stuff. A moment later when he strode into the small kitchen, he looked around and nodded in approval. Like her bedroom, it was clean, bright, and tidy.


  Handing him a plastic “To Go” cup full of hot coffee, she walked to the kitchen door and opened it. “Thanks for doing the honors last night, Slick. No hard feelings about me trying to drug you?”


  He sipped the coffee, but didn’t move toward the door. “This is good.”


  “One of my few splurges, Jamaican Blue Mountain. Best coffee ever.”


  “I want to know more about Boris’s motives regarding the blackmail video.”


  “I have no idea what he wants it for and since you took my SIM card and I have nothing to give him, I’m kind of screwed in that regard.”


  He narrowed his eyes. “Did he threaten you if you didn’t deliver?”


  “No, but that doesn’t mean he won’t. I’ll find out when I go in.”


  “I’d rather you didn’t go back there.”


  She burst out laughing and mockingly repeated his words, “'I’d rather you didn’t go back there.’ Since when do you have a say in my life?”


  “It’s dangerous.”


  “Yeah, well, so is your job, but you don’t see me telling you what to do. How ludicrous is that?”


  “I’m a trained professional, you’re not.”


  “The hell I’m not. I make more tips in one night than all of the other cocktailers combined. I’m damn good at what I do and while you might think I’m naïve, I’m far from it. I know exactly what I’m doing.” She moved in on him and gave him a push. “Now go, and please don’t come back unless you have information about my sister.” When he didn’t move, she pushed him with more conviction out the door, and closed it loudly behind him. The harsh slide of the deadbolt hitting home struck him like a lightning bolt in the gut.


  Chapter Eight


  



  Izzy stood staring at the closed door and the shadow of the man standing on the other side of it through the beveled glass panes. He hadn’t moved since she’d shoved him out five minutes ago. She wished he’d just go. 


  Liar, liar pants on fire.


  “If you don’t leave, the neighbors are going to think you’re stalking me,” she called.


  “They’d be right,” he said, but didn’t move from the small porch. 


  Glancing at the clock, she saw it was almost eight. Where had the morning gone? Orgasmland, that’s where, damn it. Her stomach growled. She’d left without her tips last night, which meant she’d get even less than she’d actually earned. Andre would have double-dipped. He was such a turd. She had less than twenty bucks in her account and… She opened the fridge and scowled. One egg, an orange, and a slice of cheese food. Her lip curled. Who the hell were they kidding? There was as much cheese in the plastic-wrapped sliver of hydrogenated rubber as there was in the orange next to it. Exhaling loudly, she reached in and took the meager selection out. It would have to do. As she set the items down on the counter, an intense wave of loneliness hit her.


  She missed her mom. It had been eight years since she died. It seemed like yesterday. She’d stopping missing Alex when, after years of trying to connect, and years of nothing, she’d let it go. She’d been solo since she was sixteen.


  Glancing at the door, Izzy’s belly did a slow nauseous roll. The shadow was gone. And she was solo once again.


  Was she that forgettable? Unlocking the door, she peeked out to find an empty driveway. Apparently she was. So much for reading that all wrong. She thought there had been a connection there. 


  Slowly, Izzy closed the door. Leaning against it, she yearned for her special Special Agent. No, 86 that, she ached for him. His body. His brain. The way he held her. His smile and dios mio, the way he made her feel. Like the most exquisite creature on earth. But he was gone—poof. Just like that, the light he had lit inside her was gone, too. 


  Good riddance, she told herself. “I don’t need a stuffy fed who can’t see past his ego.” He had a problem with her being a stripper? Screw him. Seriously; she wouldn’t hold it against him if he was a stripper! Well…not much. Okay, maybe she’d have some jealousy issues. I mean who would want their man shaking their bacon and being mauled by sex-starved women for a living? So yeah, she could see how her act de jour might bother him. If she was his woman. Which she wasn’t.


  She was just the chick who’d tried to drug him and make a sex video. She was damn lucky he hadn’t arrested her. Yet, in hindsight, she’d do it again. Not because she felt some sense of obligation to Alex, but because she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if she hadn’t tried. It was basic human courtesy. 


  At least that’s what she told herself. But the phone call she’d received over three months ago continued to play as a constant reel in her head. 


  Izzy didn’t receive many calls, but when the phone rang, she knew who was calling before she answered, so when she saw the 510 area code number that she didn’t recognize, she’d debated answering. Probably a bill collector hounding her.


  Her gut screamed to let it go, but something else told her to answer:


  “Hello?”


  Silence.


  “Answer me or I’m hanging up.” 


  “SeeSee,” the voice sobbed. “Is that you?”


  Izzy stiffened at the endearment. SeeSee was what her half sister, Alex had called her when they were growing up because she couldn’t pronounce sister. The irony was that they didn’t know they were actually sisters until they were eleven, the day Izzy learned that Alex’s father was also her’s. Yup, Izzy was born a cliché. Her dad the rich and powerful lord of the manor was boinking the nanny at the same time he was boinking his wife. Dude was eating his Wheaties. Alex was just six months younger than Izzy.


  “Please, SeeSee, I need help!”


  “Then call someone who cares.”


  Izzy was about to hang up when Alex said, “We are sisters!”


  “Half sisters. My enemies have been nicer to me than you have, Alex.”


  “I couldn’t reach out, Mother was always watching.”


  “How did you get my number?”


  “I paid a PI a hundred bucks to track you down.”


  “So you found me, now forget me. I forgot about you a long time ago.”


  “SeeSee please—”


  “Stop calling me that! I’m not your sister anymore.”


  “Iz, I think someone’s trying to kill me. I don’t know what to do!”


  Alex’s words shook Izzy’s resolve, but she held steadfast to her guns. She was over being shunned by what was left of her blood family. 


  “Call daddy dearest. He’ll fix it just like he always does.”


  The pause that followed was so long, Izzy thought Alex had hung up.


  “Alex?”


  “I think it’s him,” Alex whispered, her voice trembling. “Someone’s coming, I have to go. Please say you’ll help me.”


  “Him who? Who’s him?”


  “Meet me, please.”


  “Where are you?”


  “I’m at the Surf’s Up in the city, but I can leave early and meet you at Café Bellatrix on Geary. In an hour okay?”


  Izzy squeezed her eyes shut. Every part of her screamed this was a huge mistake. Getting involved with Alexandra Chastain, her half sister and only surviving child of Senator and Mrs. Chastain, would set her up for more hurt. She’d moved on, and she didn’t want to rip open that scab of her former life.


  “SeeSee?”


  “I’m sorry, Alex, but I can’t.”


  “I’m your only living blood! See, please. Don’t desert me when I need you the most.”


  “It’s what you did to me. Don’t call me again.”


  That was the last time she’d spoken to Alex. For the following three days she replayed the conversation in her head. For those three days she debated calling her back. On the fourth day, she called the number. It had been disconnected. On the fifth day, she applied at the Surf’s Up and was hired on the spot. Izzy didn’t know any more today about what had happened to Alex, with the exception of what she learned last night about the video scheme she’d participated in, then she did the day she was hired. It was as if Alex had disappeared into thin air.


  Taking a bowl from the cabinet, Izzy cracked the egg against the edge so hard it splattered on the counter, the yolk and whites full of shell. “Oh, hell,” she cursed and shoved it away. Grabbing the piece of cheese and the orange, she plopped down on the chair at the little table and peeled the plastic off the cheese food. Just as she took a bite there was a knock at the back door. She jerked her head back and the cheese caught in her throat when she recognized the tall silhouette. He’d come back.


  Coughing, she gulped a sip of hot coffee and cringed as it burned going down.


  “Go away,” she called, wishing he’d burst through the door and tell her he was never leaving. She was crazy. Cray-zee. She needed to focus. She’d lived without sex for twenty-four years and she’d live another twenty-four without it if she had to. Her priorities were simple: Find Alex, start law school in the fall, graduate with honors, then get a job and support herself, depending on no one for anything. Ever.


  “I’m hungry,” Flynn said from the other side of the door. He sounded pouty. It made her smile.


  “There’s a Denny’s down the street.”


  “I don’t want to go alone.”


  “There’re plenty of hookers on the other end of 34th who would be happy to accompany you.”


  “I don’t want a hooker, I want a stripper.”


  Izzy smiled. “This stripper doesn’t do mornings after.”


  “How can you say that when this is your first morning after?”


  “It’s a rule I just instituted.”


  He opened the door and walked in. Damn, she forgot to lock it when she’d gone to see if he was lingering in the driveway. He looked so damn hot she about launched into him. His hair wasn’t all perfect like it had been at the club. It was dry and though short, it was tousled and sexy. He hadn’t shaved and the stubble on his face accentuated his sensuality. Those ridiculous electric blue eyes focused intently on her. Damn, he was good looking. That face, coupled with that tall athletic body of his, made a woman think twice about the consequences of just going with it for as long as she could.


  “You look better without all that makeup,” he said, leaning against the doorjamb at the threshold. That was the second time he had told her that. She was a “less is more” kind of girl when it came to cosmetics. Except when she was at the club. Then she caked it on to change her features, so as not to be recognized in public. She’d never come face-to-face with a club patron, so she didn’t know how well her camouflage worked.


  “You look better not all slicked up.” She grinned again. “I bet you rock the hell out of a suit.”


  He grinned back. “I’m hungry.”


  “So you’ve said.”


  He looked around the kitchen, saw the bowl with the broken oozy egg and the piece of half-eaten cheese. Without a word, he unfolded his long arms, crossed to the refrigerator and opened it. He looked over his shoulder at her and said, “How do you expect to have the energy to strip if you don’t eat a nourishing breakfast?”


  She stood and slammed the door shut. “I have to go shopping.”


  He looked around the room. “How do you afford this if you can’t afford to stock your fridge?”


  Her eyes narrowed. “I can afford to feed myself, thank you very much, I just haven’t gone shopping lately. I’m a busy girl,” she lied. Well, she was busy. Between school, the club, and her other job as a research assistant to Professor Gamble, she had little time for much of anything. “Plus I have a roommate.”


  His eyes sparked in surprise. “Did we keep her up last night?”


  “He is gone for the next few days.”


  Flynn’s eyes narrowed. “You live with a guy?”


  “Yes. Is this where you tell me you don’t like me having a male roommate and that I should kick him out and find a female instead?”


  He hesitated, then rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t like that you live with a man.”


  “Why? What’s it to you?” Was he jealous?


  “Have breakfast with me and we’ll discuss all of the reasons why I have a problem with it.”


  Izzy backed away. Her stomach growled in protest when she said, “I think it would be better for all parties involved if I didn’t have breakfast with you and that you left now and didn’t return.”


  “Better why?”


  “Just because.”


  Flynn moved closer. “Just because you want to jump my bones right now and you’re afraid I might say no?”


  He was a mindreading Special Agent. “You’re a cocky son of a bitch, aren’t you?”


  “I’m a trained observer. I read people and what I’m reading right now is that you’re hungry for a Grand Slam.”


  Izzy couldn’t help it, she burst out laughing. It was a deep belly laugh that felt good. It had been a long time since she felt, well, happy. He chuckled and pushed his case. 


  “You’re pretty when you laugh.”


  “As opposed to ugly when I don’t?”


  “Prettier when you laugh.” His eyes darkened. “It’s something I’m going to guess you don’t do often enough.”


  Izzy sobered and shook the want for this man from her head and body. He was a complication that she couldn’t afford. He’d hurt her, he’d said so himself. That would mess with her life plan. So she perpetuated his image of her by responding with, “I’m a miserable stripper who takes her clothes off for horny men for a living. What’s there to laugh about?”


  He visibly cringed. 


  “Exactly. Now please, go and don’t come back.”


  “What if I want to return?”


  Her heart did a little giddy-up. If only he returned for the right reasons. Putting her hand on her hip, she called him out. “The only reason you want to return is for sex.” And really, what was wrong with that? Considering she wanted the same thing. She was hooked on the Special that was Flynn Ryker.


  He moved into her space, his body heat reaching out to her, enticing her to let down her walls. “What’s wrong with that?”


  Sliding his arm around her waist, he pulled her against his chest. Her breasts smashed into the hard wall of muscle, her nipples instantly saying “good morning.” Her knees shook a little, but she stood her ground. “Nothing, except you might not want any more when I still do.”


  “Hmmm, you have a valid point.” He pressed his lips to her ear and whispered, “Though it could go the other way too.” Sucking her earlobe into his mouth, he flicked it with his tongue and slowly released it. “It’s a chance I’m willing to take.”


  “I’m not.”


  “Sure you are. Let’s discuss this dilemma over breakfast.”


  She really, really, really wanted to. But—she held her ground. “You stole my SIM card. So on principle, I can’t have breakfast with you.”


  “You tried to slip me a Mickey and set me up for blackmail. I’d say that gives me the right to take it.” He picked her up and set her on the edge of the counter, pushed her knees apart and moved in between her legs. Cocking a dark brow, he asked her, “Is there anything you want to say to me?”


  “You mean like, I’m sorry for trying to drug you and make a sex tape?”


  “Yes.”


  She shrugged and looked past his shoulder and said, “I’m sorry for trying to drug you and make a sex tape.”


  “I accept your apology. Now tell me what’s bothering you, aside from your wanting to have your way with me.”


  Izzy laughed again. He made her happy, and that made her feel guilty when her sister was missing. Maybe even dead. The smile died on her lips.


  “I’ll help you find your sister, Pink, if you’ll let me.”


  Emotion clogged her throat; all she could do at that moment was nod.


  “Glad we agree on something, now have breakfast with me.”


  He was persistent. “You still have my SIM card.”


  “I promise to give it back, later, if you’ll have breakfast with me.”


  Exhaling loudly, she shook her head. He was too much too fast; she needed time and some space to sort her thoughts and figure out some things. “I have a job in the city I need to get to.” It was a lie, but he didn’t know that.


  His eyes darkened to stormy. “What kind of job?”


  She pushed him off and slid to the floor. “None of your beeswax.” With that she strode to the kitchen door and opened it. “This time, please, really go.”


  He stalked past her, grabbed his to-go cup, filled it, then stalked from her house. As she was about to close the door behind him, Izzy made a decision based purely on self-preservation: She needed to not see him again. Ever. He would upset her life plan and as much as she wanted him, she wasn’t going to become her mother and live her life pining for a man who had used her up and discarded her like the morning paper. That meant finding someone else to help her with her sister dilemma. So be it.


  “Flynn?” she called. He turned and she saw the hope in his eyes. “I’m a stripper who breaks the law; you’re a fed who doesn’t. It won’t work, not even for a little bit. Please don’t come back here, okay?”


  She watched his blue eyes cloud with disappointment, but just as quickly they shuttered his feelings. “I’ve never been the kind of guy to push himself on a woman.” He raised his cup. “Thanks for the coffee.” He turned and strode down the steps, then down the driveway.


  “And don’t forget the awesome sex!” she called.


  He raised the cup over his head as if applauding her statement.


  “And for the cherry on top!”


  He turned and grinned, and along with the raised cup, he fist-pumped with his other hand, then turned and kept walking.


  “And—” she said softly, for her ears only, “for lighting up my life.”


  When he turned at the end of the short driveway and continued down the street without looking back, then walked out of sight, the ponderous feeling of a boulder settling in her gut made her feel like she had to vomit. Closing the door, she ran to the bathroom and hurled what little there was in her stomach.


  Chapter Nine


  



  An hour later, Izzy sat cross-legged at the kitchen table with her laptop open and stared at her Google search of Special Agent Flynn “A for Atticus” Ryker. There were pages of references, even a Wiki page. Not because he was a fed, but because he was a Ryker, as in one of the multimillionaire Rykers of the Maryland Rykers. Oil, finance, and biotech companies were just the tip of the empire iceberg. Damn, they owned three Kentucky Derby winners! Plus a huge thoroughbred farm in Baltimore County. That was some serious money.


  Though it wasn’t all sunshine and unicorns for Flynn.


  She frowned. His mother, Diana Margaret Marie Forsythe, of the Boston Forsythes, was dead. Fifteen years ago. Heart attack. Sadness filled Izzy’s heart. If Flynn loved his mother half as much as Izzy loved her mother, she knew it wasn’t something he was over.


  According to the many articles that popped up in her search, Malcolm Stanley Jerome Ryker III, the Ryker patriarch, was a player. Figured. Rich, affluent men thought they were entitled to stick their dicks wherever the hell they wanted. Shades of her own sperm donor. Men like Mr. Ryker and the senator wielded their power with no regard for those they hurt. Looked like Flynn’s brother Malcolm IV was cut from the same cloth as the old man. Flynn had a sister, too. Genevieve. She’d married into another prominent Maryland family. What the hell was Flynn doing working for the government when he could be a captain of industry?


  As she contemplated that, there was a knock on her back door. Before she could get up to answer it, it opened and Flynn strode in with two bulging grocery bags in his arms and two hanging off his forearms. “You should never leave your door unlocked, Pink. You expose yourself to unsavory types.”


  Openmouthed, she watched him kick the door closed with his heel and proceed to set the bags down on her kitchen counter. He turned and cocked that brow at her.


  “I thought you had somewhere to be an hour ago?”


  “I—um, it canceled.” Setting her hands on her hips, she cocked a brow back at him. “I thought you said you didn’t push a woman, Flynn?”


  “I don’t. But since you’re in denial it doesn’t count. I’m thinking it’s because you’re in need of sustenance.” He turned to unload the grocery bags. As he did, he asked, “So did you dig up all the dirt on me and my family?”


  Guilty heat flared in her cheeks. “What are you talking about?”


  He suppressed a smile, but pointed to the open laptop. “If I check your search history, I won’t find my name anywhere on it?”


  “No¸” she said slamming the laptop closed. “Don’t flatter yourself. You became history the minute you walked out that door. I don’t know why you’re back here except to harass me.”


  “I have no compassion in my heart for your request to disengage, Pink. Besides, I really didn’t want to eat alone, so I brought Denny’s to you.”


  Her stomach growled and her mood softened. The last and only person to make sure she ate a good meal was her mother. “I don’t cook.”


  He turned and flashed a blinding smile. “I do.”


  “I ate.”


  “What, air and water?”


  “I had coffee. I’m not a breakfast eater.”


  “Consider this brunch. Now tell me what you dug up on me.”


  “Nothing.”


  “C’mon Pink,” he cajoled as he opened the cupboard to the left of her sink and found the only mixing bowl she possessed. Then he opened a drawer and took out several utensils. Easily he continued to work his way around her kitchen. “We both know you’ve been pouty since I left.”


  “Have not.” 


  He looked over his shoulder and smiled again. Damn he was good looking. “Have too.”


  He cracked a half a dozen eggs into the bowl and added some spices and green stuff and milk and whipped them up. Setting the bowl aside, he fired up the griddle she didn’t know they had and placed several large sausage patties on it along with thick-cut bacon. Her mouth watered. Like a magician, he opened a white bag and pulled out the biggest, yummiest-looking chocolate croissant she had ever seen. Her favorite. Her mother used to make them for her and Alex when they were little, along with homemade hot chocolate. They’d pour the chocolate into their teacups, nibble on the buttery croissants, and speak with French accents. They’d been tres chic!


  Flynn set it on a plate and placed it in front of her. “Tell me you don’t want it.”


  Oh she wanted it all right and him for dessert. “I don’t want it.”


  He reached to take it away, but she grabbed his hand, staying it. “That doesn’t mean I won’t eat it.”


  He nodded. “That’s my girl.”


  His girl? Warmth infused her. Commit her now, because she was losing it.


  As he cooked breakfast, she tried not to inhale the buttery chocolate decadence, but to eat it slowly and savor it. The aroma of sausage, bacon, and the herb-flavored omelet he was cooking was doing crazy things to her stomach. Chewing the last bit of croissant, she sat back and watched him move like a five-star chef in her kitchen.


  “Where did you learn to cook?” she asked.


  “Francois, our family chef. He couldn’t cook fast enough for me, so he taught me how to cook for myself.”


  “Where did you go to college?”


  “Why are you asking me questions you already know the answer to?”


  “Fine, I snooped. Arrest me.”


  “I still might.”


  Ignoring his comment, she said, “So you went to Columbia business?”


  “Yup.”


  “Why did you decide not to go into the family business?”


  He turned with two heaping plates of food. Setting one down in front of her and the other across from her, he poured them each a fresh cup of coffee before he sat down. “I did, actually, for a few years. I was bored. A college friend tapped me for the FBI and I figured why the hell not? The rest is history.”


  “Do you miss the money?”


  He chewed and shook his head. “Nothing to miss.”


  Her brows crunched. He explained. “My mother left me all of her money. There’s a lot of it.”


  “So you don’t have to work?”


  “Yes I have to work. I love what I do. If I didn’t work I’d get into trouble and that’s not something I want to do.”


  “Trouble how?”


  “Boredom breeds trouble. I don’t like to be bored and I don’t like to get into trouble. I keep my nose clean and work my ass off for my government salary.”


  “But you know if you lost your job you’d be okay.”


  “Okay how? Financially? Money isn’t everything, Pink.”


  “Says the man who has as much as God.”


  He nodded. “There’s truth to that.”


  “How do you know I didn’t let you back in to finagle a few bucks out of you?”


  His brows rose before settling. “We both know how your last attempt at extortion turned out.” He set his fork down on his plate. “You want to try again, go right ahead.”


  “I don’t want your money.”


  “I’ll give you whatever you need, just tell me.”


  “I don’t need it. I’m doing fine.”


  “Stripping?”


  “I cocktail mostly.”


  “Last night you stripped.”


  She nodded. “Last night I stripped.”


  “How is it that both of Senator Chastain’s daughters are strippers?”


  “I’m sure you did your own Google search while you were out shopping.”


  “I made a few calls, did a quick search, but nothing popped up on you, only your sister. Who, by the way, according the federal, local, and state databases, isn’t officially missing.”


  “You checked?”


  “I told you I would help you.”


  “I didn’t think daddy dearest would chance letting word get out that his only child was dancing at the Surf’s Up club, but I thought he would go quietly to the authorities and have them look for her when she disappeared. Or at the very least hire a PI or something. But for the almost three months I’ve been at the Surf’s Up, there has been no inquiry that I know of about her. Except me.”


  “So they were estranged?”


  “I don’t know. I didn’t keep in touch.”


  “I’m intrigued that a senator’s daughter who hasn’t surfaced in over three months isn’t missing, according to her family. I’ll have more to go on when I get back to my office.”


  “Would you personally ask my father where she is? And when he says he doesn’t know, ask him how long he hasn’t known?”


  “I’ll dig deeper into it, Pink. I promise.”


  “I’d really appreciate that.”


  Flynn finished his plate and set it aside. She’d barely eaten three bites. “I went to a lot of trouble fixing that for you. Eat up or I won’t give you your new phone.”


  “What new phone?” He bought her a phone? Why?


  He stood and dug through one of the bags and removed a small white box with an apple on it. He set it on the table. It was a brand new iPhone. She’d wanted one for forever, but couldn’t afford it. Her little Samsung was four years old.


  He slid the box in front of her. “I used your SIM card to activate it. You still have your number and all of your data except texts and the video.”


  She pushed the box across the table toward him. “I can’t accept this. I’ll keep my old phone, it works fine.”


  Standing, he said, “Excuse me for a sec.” Then strode from the kitchen. A minute later Flynn returned with her cell phone, then proceeded to drop it on the floor. It broke into several pieces. 


  “Hey!”


  As she stood to pick up the pieces, he crushed the main piece under his heel, destroying it. “Oops, I’m sorry I broke your phone.” He walked back to the table and sat down and pushed the box toward her. “Please accept my apology and this replacement phone and the two year replacement plan that goes with it.”


  A smile tugged at the corner of her lips. She wanted to be angry, but he just made it so hard to be. “That was uncalled for.”


  “You’re stubborn, Pink. Lighten up and let me help you out, okay?”


  “Why?”


  He grinned. “Because I want to have sex with you again. Really bad.”


  His words had the same effect as if she’d been shocked. Her nipples tightened while warmth pooled at her core. She didn’t know what to say.


  “Emperor penguins bring shiny rocks to the females they want to mate with,” Flynn said, then pointed to the new phone. “That’s my shiny rock. I hope you like it.”


  Her cheeks hurt from smiling so wide.


  “I know you want the same thing.” He pulled his chair around so that their knees touched. “I think we need to come up with some terms for our lust. What do you think?”


  Izzy could hardly breathe. She wanted to jump in his lap and get down to business. 


  He rubbed his big warm hands across her knees and said quietly, “Sex aside, I want to help you find your sister.”


  “Why?” she rasped, as emotion swelled in her chest. No one had ever offered to help her.


  “Because your boy Boris is dangerous. He’s armpit deep in criminal activity. You’re vulnerable and inexperienced. If your sister has been hurt or worse, you’ll end up the same way.” He squeezed her knees. “I don’t want that to happen to you.”


  “Was I that good a fuck?”


  His eyes narrowed. “Knock it off.” He stood and grabbed their plates and put them in the sink. “You were a great fuck, Pink, probably the best fuck of my life. Give yourself, and me, a little more credit than that.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “It means I don’t want to stop seeing you.”


  “I don’t trust easy, Special Agent Ryker. Especially when it comes to rich men who think they have the right to do whoever and whatever the hell they want.”


  “Don’t judge me because of my last name. And don’t judge me because of your father’s deeds.”


  “Then don’t judge me because of what I do for a living or the deeds of past strippers.”


  His jaw dropped. Snapping it shut, he nodded. “Touché, Pink, touché.”


  She smiled, not a happy one, a sad one.


  Flynn moved back across the tiny kitchen to her. Reaching out, he touched her chin and raised it so that they saw eye to eye. “I understand your reluctance, Pink. My old man liked fast women when he was still married to my mom. I’m not like him, so don’t put me there.”


  Izzy nodded, trying really hard not to sabotage whatever this was or could become.


  “Okay, so here’s how I’m putting this together: You want to have sex with me, I want to have sex with you, and you want to help me find my sister because you’re afraid something bad will happen to me and if you help me find her we’ll be seeing a lot of each other and that will give you the opportunity for lots of sex?”


  He stood smiling down at her. “Pretty much.”


  “Okay, so what happens if we find my sister, and you don’t want to have sex with me anymore, but I still want to have sex with you?”


  Silently, he contemplated her question. “How about if we give ourselves a week to see how the sex goes? At the end of the week we evaluate. If we’re both still interested in the other, then we give it another week and keep going until one of us is ready to move on?”


  “What if at the end of the week we don’t find my sister and one of us doesn’t want to have sex with the other anymore? Will you still help me find her?”


  “Yes.”


  “One more thing.”


  “Okay.”


  “No pity fucks.”


  He blinked as she elaborated. “I don’t want you to continue touching me because you don’t have the stones to tell me you’re over it. You touch me because you can’t stop thinking about how awesome it feels when you do. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  His features tightened, but he nodded. “The same goes for you.”


  “One last bit of housekeeping.” She exhaled and said, “I’m on birth control pills, and I have no diseases. I didn’t like the feel of the condom. I’m going to assume you’re clean, otherwise you would not have had sex again without a condom?”


  “Clean as a whistle.”


  “Then if it’s okay with you, I’d rather you didn’t wear a condom. But I will concede the point if you insist.”


  “I loved the feel of me inside of you without the raincoat.” He grinned. “Another first with you.”


  “Last but not least, while we’re in this arrangement, we remain exclusive.”


  “You’re awfully demanding.”


  “It’s a deal breaker, Flynn.”


  “For me too. No one but me gets inside you.”


  Izzy let out a long exhale. That was easy. She smiled, suddenly excited to begin. She extended her hand. “Then we have a deal.”


  He took her hand into his and squeezed it. Then he swooped her up and turned with her in his arms and set her on the edge of the counter. Before she could protest, he yanked her panties down her thighs to her feet and tossed them to the floor. He unzipped his pants and pulled her toward his raging hard-on, but stopped as the thick width of his head brushed along her sultry seam. She was ready for him. Had been since she had been in the shower with him. It had never occurred to her that she’d enjoy going down on a man like she had with Flynn. How could she not? He was beautiful, and he loved what she’d done to him.


  “I need to be inside you right now, Pink,” he said urgently. “I’ve been thinking of you like this all morning.”


  “Me, too,” she whispered, afraid she was dreaming and if she spoke too loudly she’d wake up to find out it was all a fantasy.


  She closed her eyes as the sweet pain of him entering her took her breath away.


  “Flynn,” she breathed, as he filled her to capacity.


  “You are so wet,” he said hoarsely, grasping her ass cheeks and holding her against his hips. Despite being tender down there, her body welcomed him with a hot steamy hello, the urge to grind against him too strong to resist. 


  “No, baby, don’t, or I’m going to come.”


  She loved it that she drove him to the edge so quickly. “You’re going to have to work on your self-control, Special Agent Ryker.”


  “Stop being so damn sexy and I might be able to help you out there.”


  Cupping the back of her head with his big hand, he pulled it back until she arched into him. His stormy blue eyes raged with hot desire. Her lips parted as she watched his gaze dip. She licked them and he groaned. “I loved watching you suck my dick this morning.”


  “I loved putting my lips on you,” she admitted. “The way you tasted. Like the ocean.” She moved against him. “I want to do it again. Soon.”


  He nipped at her bottom lip and sucked it. The sensation of his touch shot straight to her core and she clenched around his pulsing shaft. “Jesus, you wreck me,” he groaned.


  He pushed deeper into her. Izzy gasped. “That feels so good,” she purred, locking her legs around his waist.


  He nipped her bottom lip again while still not taking his blistering gaze from her. “When I’m done with you, you won’t be able to walk for a week.” He pulled from her, then thrust deeply. 


  A long breath of air escaped her lungs. 


  “You like it deep like that, Pink?”


  “Yes.”


  He pumped into her again. 


  “Deeper.”


  “Greedy girl.”


  Flynn pulled her ass harder against him as he slammed into her, one deep thrust after another. Her vision blurred as her body drowned in sensory overload. The feel of his thick penis inside of her, pounding her flesh, his pelvis bone hitting her sensitive clit with each plunge, wound her up so tight Izzy thought she was going to peel apart at the seams.


  “Flynn,” she cried. “Don’t stop, please don’t stop.”


  “Never gonna stop.” His lips crashed down on hers and as they did, she came undone. Her cries of pleasure were silenced by his kiss as her body shattered into what felt like a million tiny pieces.


  He didn’t stop. He drove in and out of her, holding her against his chest, his lips pressed to hers. “Oh, I’m—” Another orgasm slammed through her. Her body went limp as he drove home and in a deep hot burst, he came inside of her. 


  Slowly, their bodies came to a sated stop. Breathing heavily, they clung to the other, their breaths mingling. He’d wrecked her. Her heart thudded against his. He’d come back to her, fed her, offered to help her find Alex. And the sex. Holy moly.


  His lips trailed her damp neck, as he continued to support her noodle-limp body.


  “Do all your girlfriends come twice like that?” she asked.


  “I don’t have girlfriends.”


  “Oh, yeah, I forgot, you just fuck.” 


  His words set her back in her corner. He’d been upfront about his relationship status. That they were exclusive sexual partners for the time being was probably as far as he went. If he did do the relationship thing, she could never expect to be his girlfriend. A rich law-enforcement guy like him? He’d pick a society girl with a blue-blood pedigree like her sister. Not the bastard sister. Izzy licked her dry lips and just went with the here and now.


  “Do all the women you just fuck come twice like that?”


  “I don’t want to talk about women I’ve fucked.” He thrust into her. “I want to talk about how I’m going to fuck you after lunch.”


  She laughed, loving his insatiable lust for her. “But we just ate breakfast.”


  “Yeah, lunch is right around the corner.” He smoothed her damp hair from her forehead. “How would you like to be fucked after lunch?”


  Tightening her legs around his waist, she smiled. “How would you like me to fuck you after lunch?”


  He grinned. “Any which way you care to.”


  “I want to do very bad things to you.”


  “I’m going to let you.”


  Chapter Ten


  



  Standing with his slacks around his thighs, Flynn had just erupted like a volcano and he was still semihard. He couldn’t get enough of her. He wanted skin on skin with Pink. He pulled her T-shirt up over her head and when her bountiful tits popped into view, he groaned. They were exceptional. More than a handful, smooth and silky soft. Her nipples were a sweet succulent pink and when they were stiff and begging for attention like they were now, he couldn’t resist.


  “You’re a handful in more than one way,” he said, cupping the full swells in his hands.


  Mischief sparked in her eyes. “That’s why God gave you two hands.”


  Smiling, Flynn shook his head in silent awe. She was a spitfire, this one. She gave as good as she got. And he just wanted to keep giving her more.


  “You like me touching you, don’t you?”


  “I love it,” she breathed, pressing against his hands.


  Lowering his head, Flynn brushed his lips across the swell of her breasts, gently caressing each peak with the pads of his thumbs. Her back bowed, giving him greater access to her offering. The vision of her prancing half naked around a room full of slobbering guys flashed before him. Possessive anger followed. He knew it was irrational. He’d known this girl less than twenty-four hours and he had no right to impose restrictions. Yet that was all he wanted to do. Tell her to quit her job and strip for his eyes only. “Do you like taking your clothes off in front of strange men?”


  Her body stiffened. “Don’t ruin this, Flynn.”


  He caught a petulant nipple in his mouth and tongued it as he gently sucked it. He couldn’t get over how soft she was. Smooth and creamy. Even now she smelled like a fresh stick of bubble gum. He moaned as his dick thickened. She was wet from his ejaculate, but still so damn tight it felt like her pussy was fisting him.


  He released her nipple with a soft pop. “I’m not trying to ruin this; I just want to understand why you do what you do. I think there must be something exciting about knowing that every man in the place would chop off a ball just to touch you.” He caught the other nipple in his mouth and sucked it deeply into his mouth. Her body tensed in a whole different way. Her fingers dug into his scalp before running down his neck to his back. When he released her nipple, he stroked it with his tongue. It beaded tighter. “Is it a control thing?”


  “Flynn,” she said, pushing away from him. “You’re seriously harshing my mellow.”


  He didn’t pull her back. He wanted to know why she did it, because it really bugged him that she did.


  “It shouldn’t matter to you why I do it.”


  “Because we’re just fuck buddies?”


  She flinched at his words. 


  “I’m sorry, that was uncalled for.” But he wasn’t sorry. He was pissed. Irrationally so.


  She pushed back. Extending her arms behind her, she rested against the counter and looked closely at him. “We’ve been consenting fuck buddies for less than an hour and already we’re having our first fight, while you’re still in me.”


  Flynn stepped back, slipping out of her. She gasped and he cursed, not liking the coolness of the air as opposed to her hot wetness. He pulled up his pants and buttoned them. “You can quit working there now.”


  Picking her T-shirt up from the counter, Pink slid it over her head and grabbed a handful of paper towels. Pressing them between her legs, she shook her head. “I can’t quit. The money’s good and I have a sister to find.”


  “I told you I’d help you. In case you forgot, I’m a Special Agent. I get shit done.”


  She looked up at him in disbelief. “First of all, while I will happily take you up on your offer to help, and I’m sure the FBI has lots of cool state of the art toys to help you, you can’t do what I do. I’m in there, in the environment. Ears to ground and rubbing whiskers. I’ve been careful and patient. It paid off last night when Andre commissioned the video. He knows something and Boris knows everything.” She smiled and hopped off the counter and tossed the wet paper towels into the trashcan. “As hot as you are, Special Agent Ryker, you don’t have the kind of tits it takes to get the information I need.”


  “Boris is not unknown to us.”


  “Good, then we shouldn’t have any problem finding Alex. Until we do, Flynn, I’m going to strap on a bikini every night and work what God gave me until I find her.”


  He opened his mouth, ready to tell her he was calling off their sexual arrangement. That he wouldn’t have any kind of intimate relationship with a woman who flashed her tits to strange men for a goddamn living! But he snapped his mouth shut. Because at the moment, not only was his lust factor in overdrive, so was his protective nature. She might be good at her job, but she was in danger every minute of every hour she continued to have any type of association with the Surf’s Up. Whether she liked it or not, he was in for as long as it took to keep her safe. Damn if he wasn’t going to find a way to make her quit.


  Flynn moved away from the touchy subject and said, “We need to strategize how you’re going to handle the video issue when Andre demands it.”


  On cue, the muffled sound of a phone ringing in the kitchen disrupted the tension. They both looked at the iPhone box. She hurried to it and opened it. He’d charged it at the store while he was shopping.


  “Hello?” she answered. Wide-eyed, she looked up at him. “Oh, hi, Andre.”


  “Tell him to hold on,” Flynn mouthed.


  “Hold on, Andre, I have to pee.”


  She hit the mute button and set the phone down on the table and followed Flynn into the small living room. “He’s calling about the video,” Flynn said. “When do you work next?”


  “Thursday night.”


  “That gives us five days to come up with something. Tell him you have it and will bring it then. If he insists on coming for it now, tell him you’re not home and the guy you spent the night with is a little possessive.”


  “Okay.”


  He followed close behind her. When she picked up the phone, her hands were trembling. She acted like a toughie, but she was just a scared little girl. A chunk of the mammoth wall he’d erected around his entire self tumbled to the ground. Damn if this pink-haired little girl didn’t have a hold of a piece of him. He took her hand into his and squeezed it. “You can do this,” he said softly.


  Unmuting the phone, she put it to her ear and said, “If you pinched some of my tips from last night, Andre, I’m going to tell all the girls that you jerk off when they’re giving private lap dances.”


  Flynn choked back a laugh. 


  Andre’s response wasn’t clear, but the tone and volume were crystal clear.


  “Yeah, well, then I’ll tell Boris how you use his bar money for your own private lap dances.” A raft of Russian cursing spewed from the phone. The giant was angry. “Oh shut it, Andre. Why are you calling me so early in the day?" She winked at Flynn. He watched amazed. Maybe he’d underestimated her.


  “Yes, I have it—no you can’t come get it! I’m not home. You might as well know I’m not going to give it to you, Andre. I don’t trust you to give it to Boris. You’ll probably charge for it. Oh shut it. I’m doing you a solid, Andre! Call Boris and tell him I have a juicy tape of a lily-white FBI agent doing some bad stuff. If he wants it, he’s going to have to pay big time for it.”


  There was more cussing.


  “And Andre? I’m back to cocktailing.” She looked up at Flynn and gave him a, “There are you happy?” look. 


  He grinned. He was very happy. He’d be happier if she never went back to Surf’s Up. But this was progress. One step at a time.


  “Whoa, wait a minute, you crazy Cossack, I don’t do off-site parties, why’d you say I’d do it?” She shook her head.


  Flynn stiffened. No fucking way.


  “Oh. It’s at Boris’s private residence?” She looked to Flynn, and nodded, like it was a good thing.


  Definitely not a good thing. Vehemently, he shook his head. She exasperated. “I’ll think about it, but Boris’s party aside, Andre, it’s cocktail or I walk.”


  Please walk.


  Pink smiled. “There, that’s a good Russian. I’ll see you Thursday at nine-ish.” She hit end and looked up at Flynn. “What video am I going to give Boris that will satisfy him?”


  “We’re going to have to buy a little time. Do you belong to a gym?”


  “Yes.”


  “Okay, when you go in Thursday, tell Andre your cell phone was stolen at the gym, but since it’s password protected and you put a huge reward up at the gym for it, you think you’ll get it back.”


  “He’s going to be pissed.”


  “Then tell him you’re seeing me again this Friday and you’ll get a better one.”


  “What if he doesn’t buy it?”


  Flynn weighed the pros and cons. Would Andre slap her around? Most likely not, since he wouldn’t chance marking her. Pink brought in big tips and if Boris wanted her for a private dance party, Andre would make damn sure she was at her best. He needed her healthy. So long as that held true, she would be okay. Except if she thought for one minute she was going to Boris’s residence for a private party, she had another thing coming. He’d drug her and tie her up if he had to.


  “He’s not going to have much of a choice.” Flynn pulled her into his arms. He didn’t want the day with her to end. “What plans do you have for the rest of the day?”


  Pink shrugged, but smiled mischievously. “I know what I’d like to do, but I think my girl parts need a little rest.”


  Impulsively, Flynn said, “I’ve been jonesing for some board time. Want to take a ride over to Half Moon Bay with me for the day?”


  “You surf?”


  “I try to.”


  She smiled and said, “I have the perfect bikini.”


  His lips drew tight. “I bet you do. It’s going to be cold over there. Bring it, though, and you can dance for me.”


  “Depends on how you behave.”


  “I can’t make any promises. We’ll need to stop by my place on the way out.”


  She smiled brightly, stood on her toes and grabbed his face, and brought his mouth down to hers. She kissed him hard and quick. “Give me fifteen minutes.”


  He stood there rooted to the floor, his lips throbbing. Damn it.


  “Pack enough for overnight,” he called after her. He was going off the deep end, headfirst.


  She poked her head back around the kitchen doorway. “That’s pretty presumptuous of you, Slick.”


  He grinned and curbed the impulse to snatch her up into his arms and maul her. “You know you want to.”


  “That’s beside the point!” She disappeared.


  Twenty minutes later she emerged freshly showered, with a pink canvas duffle bag, dressed in a short little denim skirt, white, tit-hugging, midriff-baring T-shirt that, despite the fact that she was wearing a bra, accentuated more than it covered. The cork wedge shoes she wore brought her up to his chin. The only makeup she wore was mascara and pink lip gloss. He was spellbound.


  She snapped her fingers under his nose. “Earth to Slick.”


  Shaking his head, Flynn groaned and asked, “Could you change into a burlap sack, please?”


  Throwing her head back, she laughed and slapped him good-naturedly on the chest. “This is all for you, big guy. I want your eyes on me and only me.”


  He grabbed her hand and pulled her against him. “Trust me, you could be wearing that sack and you’d have my undivided attention.”


  Still smiling, she leaned into him and pursed her pouty lips. “Then you’d better be on your toes and make sure someone doesn’t sweep me off my feet on your watch.”


  His face tightened. “I don’t share.”


  She kissed his nose. “Neither do I.”


  Chapter Eleven


  



  Izzy sat quietly in the back of the black suburban next to Flynn. He’d called an Uber and it whisked them from the low-rent district of Oakland into the exclusive Piedmont hills. She’d grown up here, and as they wound their way up Rte.13, her stomach began to feel a little queasy.


  “I thought you said you lived off your salary?” she asked him. Piedmont was not for paupers or government workers.


  “I do, but I bought a house first.”


  The SUV pulled up before a 1920s classic three-story house on an old tree-lined street. As they walked up the sidewalk, she said, “I grew up two streets down on Bellevue.”


  “What happened?”


  “You know I was kicked out.”


  “I meant what happened after that?”


  “Oh, you mean why did I grow up in a five-million-dollar house and turn out to be a cocktail waitress and retired stripper?”


  As he inserted the key into the door, he turned the lock and opened it. He held out his arm for her to enter before him. Loudly exhaling, she did. This was a mistake. She should have let him walk this morning. Oh, heck she should have kicked him out last night before—


  “Having second thoughts?”


  She’d been so caught up in her thoughts she hadn’t realized her internal dialogue was playing out on her face. Her mother had always told her she could never hide what she was thinking or feeling. “Yes.” Why lie? “Look, I really like you.” An understatement. “I like being with you.” Bigger understatement. “I like everything about you.” Total truth. “Except the fact that you can’t get past what I do for a living.” Very true and a deal breaker for a man like Special Agent Flynn A. Ryker.


  “I like you, too. A lot.”


  He took her bag and set it down on the black, polished marble. The place was amazing. Black and white with just a hint of gray. But there was no warmth. “This place reminds me of a mausoleum.”


  “Well, thanks.” He slid his hands into his back trouser pockets and for a moment seemed as uncomfortable as she was. “Believe it or not, this used to be a federal safe house, then a crash pad for a bunch of us single guys working task forces. It was a turnstile front door. Then one day, there was just me. Uncle Sam was making deep budget cuts, and they made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. I happen to like the clean, no-nonsense lines.”


  “It’s emotionless. Like it’s trying to hide what’s beneath.” She quirked a brow. “Kind of like the guy who owns it.”


  “You’ve known me less than twenty-four hours and you have me figured out?”


  “Yup.” She took a few steps through the wide circular foyer, looking up and down and all around. It was beautiful, but dead to her. “A few living things, like a plant, and a little color to jazz the place up would be nice,” she said, walking down the wide entryway to the back of the house, which boasted a long wall of French doors leading to a verdant backyard.


  “Let me guess, some pink flowers or pots?”


  “Maybe a few.”


  “I’ve never been much of a fan of pink until last night.”


  He walked with her to the windows and to the right was a huge black-and-white marble five-star kitchen. 


  “Wow.”


  “I don’t use it often.”


  She turned around and looked up at him to find him staring quietly at her. “What?”


  His brows furrowed for a quick second before they smoothed out. “I’m having a hard time with the Surf’s Up part of you.”


  Not good enough for a Ryker? Would she be good enough if she told him she had graduated summa cum laude from Cal last year and had been accepted to Stanford Law School? Why couldn’t he accept her for who she was, not what she’d done? “Get over it. It’s not like you have to take me home to meet the fam.” She moved into his space. Without touching him, she leaned into him and said softly. “I give us two weeks tops. You’re a big boy; you can hang with my job that long, can’t you?”


  His eyes narrowed as his hands slid down her arms. “Yeah, I suppose I can.”


  “Good, now pack your big boy bag and let’s get this show on the road.”


  “C’mon upstairs while I put a bag together.”


  “I’ll stay down here.” She didn’t want to familiarize herself with anything as personal as his bedroom. It was going to be hard enough, when the time came, not to remember every second of every minute they spent together; she didn’t want to see his bed and think of him in it with another woman when she was long gone. 


  “I won’t bite.”


  Melancholy for what would come to be the best few weeks of her life began to set in before it had barely begun. “I kind of hoped you did.”


  He laughed and moved past her. “I said I won’t, not that I don’t.”


  Ten minutes later he was back down and she bit her bottom lip and shook her head. He’d changed into a pair of worn, blue jeans, shocking blue polo shirt that matched his eyes perfectly, and casual leather and canvas shoes. He had a distressed brown leather duffle bag slung over his shoulder and Maui Jims riding the top of his forehead.


  “Let’s go.” He led her through the house to the garage door. When he turned the light on, she whistled. Not one but three cars and two motorcycles shone brightly beneath the fluorescent lights. They were immaculate. A black Denali SUV, a white Lexus sedan, and a really sexy vintage Corvette. “What year is that?” she asked, pointing to the cherry bomb red convertible.


  “Sixty-four Stingray.” He opened the passenger door. “We can take it if you want.”


  “Really?”


  “Yup.” 


  “Where’s your surfboard going to go?”


  He grinned as he took her bag and tossed it into the small backseat along with his, and then helped her in. “That was just a ploy to get you to spend the day with me.”


  “So you don’t surf?”


  “I do, just not today.”


  He closed the door, then walked over to an immaculate workbench and withdrew a set of keys from a hidden drawer. He slid in the driver’s seat, put the key in the ignition, and turned it. The car rumbled to life beneath her.


  She started and he grinned a bright Hollywood smile. Magically, the garage door opened, he expertly shifted and maneuvered the powerful car out of the tight confines, and before she knew it, they were roaring across the San Mateo Bridge. For once Izzy put her worries and woes of finding Alex aside. She was doing all she could and now she had help.


  Today Izzy would focus on herself. It was a beautiful clear sunny day and she was sitting next to the sexiest man on the planet, who thought she was pretty hot herself. Today, life was good. She raised her hands like she would on a roller coaster and laughed out loud shouting her happiness at the top of her lungs. Flynn smiled and laughed at her antics. When she was done acting crazy, he grasped her left hand and placed it on the gearshift, where he rested his hand on top of hers.


  Warmth infused her skin where he touched. Swallowing hard, she was glad she was wearing sunglasses. He might see the schoolgirl crush look in her eyes and dump her over the bridge into the bay. Geez, she was such a sucker for a hot guy. Like mother, like daughter.


  But what a guy.


  They were riding fast and topless. It was the most exhilarating ride of her life. Flynn handled the high-performance vehicle beautifully and even at the high speeds they drove, she had complete confidence in his driving skills. It was a beautiful March afternoon. Clear skies and sunny. It would be cooler once they came down through the foothills to the ocean. Hopefully there would be no lingering fog. She wasn’t sure what he had in mind and she decided she didn’t want to know. It didn’t matter. Being with him was electrifying. This was a rare “do nothing” day for her. Between school, her research assistant job, and working at Surf’s Up, she barely had time to sleep, much less take a sorely-needed day off. Professor Gamble was gone on his annual lecture circuit until the end of June. That ate at her income, and despite the club taking the majority of her tip money, she made a decent wage there. She’d work more than the three nights she was regularly scheduled, but the club was only open four nights a week and she had to fight for each shift.


  As they slowed at the end of Rte. 92 coming into the small ocean town of Half Moon Bay, named for its half-moon-shaped bay, Izzy smoothed her bangs from her face and smiled at Flynn. “That was amazing.”


  “I’m glad you enjoyed the ride.”


  “I really did. You drive like a pro.”


  “I am. Lots of pursuit training and hands-on experience over the years.”


  “I keep forgetting you’re a cop.” She leaned over and patted his chest down. “Are you packing heat?”


  He smiled and pulled her hand over into his lap. His erection was on the rise. “Yeah, I’m packing some heat.”


  When Flynn pulled over into a small shopping center parking lot and put the car in Park, laughing Izzy unhooked her seatbelt, leaned over and looped her arms around his neck, feeling as carefree as a little girl. “I love how you’re always ready for some game.” She kissed him. A big, fat, juicy kiss. When she pulled away, he pulled her back to him.


  “I like kissing you.”


  She swallowed and nodded, suddenly feeling very hot and nervous. “I like kissing you, too.”


  “How many men have you kissed?”


  “A few.”


  “How many?”


  “Including you, three.”


  “Liar.”

  “It’s true! The other two didn’t get any further than first base, either.”


  He laughed. “First base?”


  “Yeah, making out. How many women have you kissed?”


  “Too many to count.”


  “Figures.”


  “But none the way I kiss you.” 


  “How do you kiss me?”


  “Like I mean it.” He gave her a quick kiss and said, “Put your seatbelt back on. I know the perfect make-out place.”


  She scowled doing as he said. “I don’t want to go there if you’ve made out with someone else there.”


  Grabbing her hand, he put his over hers on the gearshift again and put the car into gear. “You’ll be the first.”


  Chapter Twelve


  



  They drove up Highway 1 to the Beach House Hotel. Flynn pulled in front of the sprawling building, put the car in park and pocketed the keys, then hopped out. He was around to her side of the car and opening her door before she could reach for the handle. Pulling her from the low-slung car, Flynn reached behind her, and grabbed their bags. He handed them off to the attendant as he tossed him the keys and, with her on his arm, strode into the hotel like he owned the place. The open-air concept lovely in its subtle opulence.


  In minutes they were shown to a beach-view suite. The bellhop brought in their bags and opened the slider to the terrace as he explained the many amenities the establishment had to offer. The cool ocean air blew the translucent gauzy curtains into the room. Izzy stepped out, inhaling the fresh cleanness of the salt-tinged air. It was a spectacular view. Blue ocean as far as the eye could see, lazy waves crashing against the white sand beach below.


  She felt Flynn’s presence behind her. He pulled her back into his arms and she stood with her back to him and together they stared at the sparkly blue Pacific. The way the sun hit the tips of the waves as they built reminded her of the fireflies back east. There had been many Chastain family trips back east. As the nanny, Izzy’s mom was always required to accompany the family. Mrs. Chastain had allowed Izzy to tag along because she and Alex were like two peas in a pod growing up. Inseparable up to the very last minute. 


  Izzy shook her head. Mrs. Chastain treated her mother like a beast of burden on those trips. But momma never minded. Now Izzy knew why. She was willing to endure the humiliation to be close to the man she loved until her dying breath. 


  Izzy knew she should be happy right here in this minute, but sadness moved through her. In so many ways, she felt like she was following in her mother’s footsteps. Madly attracted to a powerful man from a distinguished family, who gladly took what she was offering. Then what? When he was done, would Flynn cast her aside, like her father had her mother? That’s exactly what would happen, but Izzy was smarter than her mother. She knew the score up front. This amazing man would never commit to a woman who stripped, past, present or future. Regardless of her motives. She had to be okay with that. She was okay with it because she was fine with the bikini clad cocktail server role. It was no big deal really. Guys could look all they wanted. But she drew the line at touching. The stripping part? The only reason she agreed to do it was to get information on Alex, but the moment she saw Flynn, her motives switched from grudging acceptance straight into fully engaged. She wanted to seduce Flynn. For herself, not Andre or her sister.


  It was also, she supposed, her subconscious way of flipping her father off. Yeah it was fucked-up stuff, but there it was.


  “You like?” he asked.


  How could she not? “It’s beautiful.”


  “One of my favorite views.”


  “You’ve been here before?” Ugh, why did she sound like a jealous girlfriend?


  “Several times.”


  She stiffened. Is this where he brought all of his conquests? No wonder he walked with such authority through the place.


  He laughed and turned her around. “Weddings, Pink. And I always went stag.”


  Feeling ridiculous, she let out a long breath and looked up at him for a serious moment. “I need to get something off my chest.”


  He wagged his brows and shot back, “You can get your chest off on me any time.”


  While she loved their back-and-forth repartee, she was trying to be serious for a minute. He didn’t understand that this wasn’t easy for her and he needed to. Being with him like this, when she’d never even been on a date before. “Seriously, Flynn, I’m confused and a little afraid.”


  “I think I’ve been pretty straightforward, Pink. You have absolutely no reason to be afraid of me.” He pulled her close and inhaled the scent of her. “I would never hurt you.”


  “Not intentionally.”


  She pushed out of his embrace and turned to face the less scary waves. “I’ve known you less than twenty-four hours and I’ve done more with you than I have with any man in my life, probably more than I ever will. After the crazy sex, you cooked breakfast for me, bought me a phone, then we decided to become fuck buddies. I go to your house, and next thing I know, we’re here in a very expensive hotel suite on the beach to have sex.” She shrugged and turned around to find his blue eyes intently watching her. “It’s too much, too fast. I feel like it’s blowing me off course.”


  “Do you want me to take you home?”


  Not on your life. Though if she were as smart as she thought she was, she should be running back over the foothills. “Yes—no! I don’t know! I just…I feel like my plans are taking a backseat to my lust-induced infatuation with you and it scares me. Because what if I get so caught up in you I lose sight of what I need to do?”


  “What do you need to do?”


  “Find my sister. Survive.”


  “There’s nothing you personally can do about your sister until you go back to work. I’ve got calls out and my people are gathering information. As soon as I have something concrete, I can help you. As far as surviving, you’re doing that right now, here with me. Take this time to recharge your batteries.”


  She put her hand on her hip and cocked a knee. “You call what we do recharging? I’ll need a week to recuperate if tonight is anything like last night!”


  A smile cracked his lips. “Look, I admit this is all a lot and a lot fast. If it makes you feel less stressed, this is a first for me, too. I’ve never actually slept with a woman or had a morning after of any kind with anyone I’ve been intimate with. In that respect you popped my cherry, too.” He tousled her pink bangs. “I’ve never been interested in a woman long enough to go a second round, much less four. So ease up on yourself. I’m right there with you in the 'too much too fast’ feeling.”


  Warmth fizzed through her. Maybe there was hope for them after they found Alex. Pressing her head into his chest, Izzy stood quietly contemplative. When she looked up at this man who twisted her up inside like a pretzel, she bit her bottom lip to keep her breath in check. Flynn’s deep blue eyes reflected the churning ocean behind her. Dangerously beautiful. 


  “I want to strip you down, bend you over this railing and plow into you right now,” he said so softly she thought she might have misheard. But the firm set of his full lips and the way his mesmerizing eyes swept across her parted lips told her she’d heard him exactly as he intended.


  Her nipples pebbled as she envisioned him doing just that. Running her fingers through her hair, she cocked her head to the side and smiled. “I think I might like that.”


  She about came right where she was standing when his pupils dilated and his nostrils flared like he was a big hungry jungle cat who had just locked in on its prey.


  The thought of standing out here under the late afternoon sun as the waves crashed before her and the sexiest man on the planet rocked her world was beyond scandalous. Barely able to regulate her breath, Izzy turned on her heels toward the balustrade railing and looked to either side of their deck. The curtains were drawn on the rooms to either side. The beach below bustled with a fair amount of beachgoers, but they were focused on themselves, not the hotel goings-on, so they were relatively secluded.


  As she turned back around to face him, she slid her hands along the railing and raised a knee, trailing the wedge sole of her shoe along the balustrade behind her. The wind tossed her short hair around her face, and the seagulls screeched off in the distance. “I’m not wearing any panties,” she confessed. Watching the passion imprint on his handsome face, passion for her, knocked the breath from her lungs. Never had she dreamed of being desired the way Flynn desired her.


  The same could be said for her. She’d spent the last decade consciously keeping men out of her life equation, clueless that this kind of attraction existed.


  All these years she had thought her mother a weak, hopeless romantic. If what she shared with her father was anything like the crazy magnetism between her and Flynn, then Izzy understood. Completely.


  She turned around, and then did a slow grind against the railing. It was her signature move when she set drinks down and she gasped when Flynn’s big body pressed into her back, and his hands slid down her arms to her waist.


  Her heart pounded in her chest, the anticipation of him taking her from behind causing her knees to shake. Closing her eyes, she bit her bottom lip to keep the moan from sliding out. Every part of her body sparked to life, eager for what he would do to her.


  “I didn’t bring you here just for sex, Pink,” he said. 


  Her eyes popped open. Whaat? No, she wasn’t going to let him make her believe there was something more to them than this. No matter what he said, she knew men would say anything to get what they wanted. That she wanted the same thing as Flynn made it easy. Her walls were high, though. Starting the night her life had changed forever, thirteen years ago, Izzy had been painstakingly erecting them and she was not going to allow her lust for this man to knock them down so easily. “It’s the only reason I came,” she said. It was a half lie. She came for the sex, but more than that she came because he fascinated her. That part of the equation she needed to remove. The caring part. The aching, yearning part.


  He chuckled. “Oh, you’re going to come all right.” He slid his right hand down the backside of her hip to her ass cheek, then to the back of her thigh. “Your skin is so soft.” His hand skimmed beneath her skirt and along her bare bottom. “You have a world-class ass.”


  Finding it difficult to breathe, Izzy moved her feet farther apart to give him greater access to her. If he didn’t touch her soon, she was going to take matters into her own hands. He caught her earlobe in his lips and sucked it into his mouth as his left hand trailed down her belly to the front of her skirt. He pressed the heel of his palm to her mound, making her lose her balance.


  “Steady, baby doll, I don’t want you to fall.” His deep husky voice stoked the ache building deep inside her. 


  “I already have,” she moaned, closing her eyes as his hands moved with excruciating slowness over her body. His right hand slipped around to the front of her thigh. When his fingertip stroked her sensitive clit, she bit her bottom lip, then swore up a blue streak. “Fuck you, Special Agent Ryker. Fuck you and what you do to me. Goddamn, it feels good.”


  “Such a potty mouth,” he chastised, proceeding to slide his fingertip down the front of her, along her swollen seam. “So wet.” When she moved in an attempt to grind on his hand, he slid it down the inside of her thigh. 


  “Flynn,” she moaned. “Please.”


  “Patience, baby doll, patience.”


  Pressing his knee between her thighs, he gently parted them wider. “Heat is coming off your pussy in waves,” he whispered against her ear. “Your sex smells like an exotic flower. Musk with a hint of bubble gum.” Heat snaked low in her belly at his words. “I love how you are always so ready for me.”


  When she reached back to touch him, Flynn grasped her hand and placed it back on the railing. To make sure she kept it still, he didn’t remove his hand. His left hand trailed to her hot spot and gently stroked it until she couldn’t catch her breath. “Please, Flynn,” she begged, “I need you inside me, now.” His breathing had grown heavier, but his hand stayed the slow steady course, gradually turning up the heat, one tortuous caress at a time. When he moved his hand back around to her ass cheek, she sobbed, and pressed her pelvis against the edge of the railing. He took his time, savoring every inch of her. In a slow languid swirl, his tongue traced the outer shell of her ear.


  “Do you know what I love the most about touching you?” he asked.


  “No,” she breathed, wishing he’d touch more of her and fast.


  “The way you respond. Like you can’t get enough.”


  “I can’t,” she admitted. “I might never get enough.” She knew it was true. 


  His teeth scraped along her neck beneath her ear, and then he bit her. Not too hard, but hard enough that it sent wild pulses of heat rushing through her body. “I told you I could bite.” He bit lower, his tongue soothing the sting. “I just want to consume every inch of you, Pink. Hide you from the world and keep you all to myself.”


  His words stirred something deep inside her. She knew he meant them. Now anyway. Tomorrow might be different. She wasn’t going to think about tomorrow right now. Right now she was going to take all of the very special, Special Agent Flynn A. Ryker she could, because she knew she would never, at least in this lifetime, meet another man who made her feel the way he made her feel.


  “If someone would have bet me a million dollars last night that I’d be standing with you right here right now, about to do to you what I’m about to do, I would have lost.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I thought my type was tall, classic, well-mannered, brunettes. Not curvy, petite, potty-mouthed, pink-tipped-haired blondes.”


  “Potty-mouthed blondes have more fun,” she shot back.


  “Indeed.”


  She cried out when he slid a finger into her, then bit her lip before the entire beach looked up and saw what had her so hot and bothered. “You own me every time I touch you,” he admitted. His right hand slid around to the front of her skirt where he slipped beneath it and caught her hard clit between his index and middle fingertips. In a slow deep cadence, he fingered her pussy as his other hand stroked and plucked her bowstring tight. 


  Unable to collect adequate breath, Izzy struggled for composure. He was all around her, torturing her with his slow, sensual assault. His body heat scorched her, his erection dug into her back. White-knuckled, she grasped the railing. Bowing her back to give him greater access, she pressed her head into his shoulder.


  “On your toes, baby doll,” he said huskily. She stood up on the tips of her toes in her wedges. As she moved higher into him, his lips caught the side of her jaw. She turned harder and their lips caught and in a slow wild burn they melded together. He kissed her so deeply, so thoroughly, and so slowly, that the wild feral ache he had created inside her began to careen out of control.


  Simply put, he wrecked her. The deep satisfied sounds that rose from deep in his chest as he kissed her stoked her passion fires to blazing. Abruptly he broke the kiss, and slid his hands from her. “Flynn,” she cried. “Please.”


  He slid his hand up the back of her skirt and gently moved her forward so that she was leaning over the railing. Just as she adjusted her body to stay balanced, he filled her with his delicious length from behind. “Oh, God,” she moaned. The sensation of his warm thickness burrowing into her swollen sensitive folds overwhelmed her in its perfect storm of carnal pleasure. The power of his passion, his insatiable appetite for her, thrilled her. 


  “Easy, baby doll. Easy.” His hands clasped the cradle of her hips as he slowly seated himself deep inside of her. “You have the tightest little cunt.”


  When he hit the core of her, her muscles spasmed, clenching and unclenching around him. An orgasm rocketed out of her, the force shaking her uncontrollably. Her arms shook, her knees gave way. Flynn’s strong arm supported her. As she peaked, he began to slowly thrust in and out of her. The power of his movement, the force of his cock hitting deep, was otherworldly, out-of-body. Fucking on the most primal of levels. No, it was mating. Their bodies hungered for each other in a sensational out-of-control primal call. She knew he felt the same by the way his hips pounded into her, and the way he held her tightly, protectively, and possessively. This thing between them, whatever it was, was cosmic and exactly how God intended man and woman to be.


  “Isa,” he rasped, “I can’t stand how good you feel.”


  Snaking an arm up and around the back of his neck, she tried to say his name, to tell him what he did to her, but she couldn’t do that and ride out the next orgasm that built so deep inside her that she blanched, afraid of its impact. It built with the force of a hurricane. Her body liquefied as it uncoiled, momentarily blinding her as the sharp waves hurtled against every nerve ending connected to their union.


  Flynn’s arm tightened around her as his hips slammed into her. “Jesus,” he groaned and came in a wild thrusting climax. Izzy braced herself and took the brunt of his passionate release, absorbing his body heat, his semen, and his hot breath.


  His hips slowed until she hung in his arms, their bodies still connected, the waves below crashing with more velocity against the beach than they had earlier. As the sun began to dip toward the horizon they continued to stand there, still connected, their comingled sex-induced fluids trickling down the inside of her thighs and she didn’t care. To her it was proof of the power they generated. Damn, she thought, if she weren’t on the pill, she bet his sperm would descend on her eggs with the force of an atom bomb.


  “That,” she breathed, “was epic.”


  He pulled out and moved back just enough so that he could turn her around. He perched her on the edge of the railing and moved between her parted knees. His blue eyes dark, nearly black. His handsome face softened with the afterglow of their powerful sex.


  He dug his fingers into her hair and pulled her lips up to his and lightly brushed them. “I want to make love to you.”


  Her lips parted and her belly did a slow nervous roll. “I want that, too.”


  He smiled slowly and pressed her head to his chest and stroked her hair as he looked past her to the ocean. “How do you feel?”


  “Like the luckiest girl in California.”


  “I mean down there.”


  “Oh, tender, but okay.”


  “I didn’t hurt you?”


  “No.” The steady thud of his heart against her cheek served as a reminder that he was human and therefore vulnerable. Maybe as much as she was? Something had changed since the time they walked into the room and now. Though sex had brought them together, she felt as if their connection was beginning to transcend it. At least for her it was. She wanted to know everything about this man. From his favorite food to what kept him up at night. Would he share that part of him? There was only one way to find out. “What scares you?” she softly asked.


  He didn’t answer immediately but when he did, his answer surprised her. “Hurting someone I love.”


  Moving back she looked up into his eyes. It was like looking at the sky, they were so blue. “If you truly love someone, you accept all of them, and in that, you can’t hurt them.”


  His lips quirked. “For such a youngster, that’s pretty deep stuff.”


  She’d experienced a lot of heartache and hardship in her life. Sometimes she felt ancient. “I’m young, but I’ve been through a lot.”


  “What scares you?”


  “Not being enough.” The words slipped out of her mouth before she could stop them. Damn it.


  “Enough for what?”


  She closed her eyes. Enough for someone not to care where she came from. Or how she came to be. To take her for who she was, warts and all. But she didn’t say it. It sounded childish to her. “Enough to take a chance on.” A partial truth.


  “What happened between your parents?”


  Shaking her head, Izzy exhaled and tried to shimmy off the edge of the railing, but Flynn’s arms tightened around her. “Tell me.”


  Swallowing hard, she decided to tell him the truth. It’s what she wanted from him; he deserved the same from her. “My mom was the illegal Mexican housekeeper who knew all of the Chastain’s dirty secrets. She was promoted to nanny when my dad and his wife got pregnant with my half brother. But he died. And my dear father, the congressman, in his despair took gross advantage of my mother. Not once, but for years he came to her. I was the proof. I had no idea. I was told my father died before I was born. Eventually, my father’s wife put two and two together. I was eleven when she figured it out. We were kicked to the curb, my mom threatened with deportation.” Her voice hitched. “It was the second-worst day in my life. After that, Momma worked twenty-hour days, cleaning houses during the day and offices at night. From the age of eleven, I worked after school trying to contribute so she didn’t have to work so hard. She died with a damn dust rag in her hand.” Izzy laughed bitterly. “The day after she died, I took that damn rag and threw it at my father’s face and told him she was dead and he could take his threats and shove them up his ass. I told him if he ever came after me for anything, I’d tell the world what he’d done.”


  Compassion shone in Flynn’s eyes, not pity. Pity she would never accept. “How old were you when your mom died?” he asked.


  “Sixteen.”


  “I was sixteen when my mom died.”


  “I’m sorry.” The urge to cradle his head to her heart overcame her. She resisted, afraid he wouldn’t be comfortable with it. “Our moms died when we were both sixteen.” Smiling sadly up at him, Izzy said, “If you loved your mom like I loved my mom, I know how hard it hurt and still hurts.”


  “I loved her a lot.”


  “How did she die?”


  His lips tightened and he took his time with his answer. “Of a broken heart.”


  “Your dad?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Looks like we both have douchebag sperm donors.”


  He cracked a small smile. “So the senator knows you’re his daughter?”


  “Yes.”


  “Your sister?”


  “Yes.”


  He was silent for a long time. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be. I’ve written off the Chastains.”


  “Then why search for your sister?”


  “Because that’s what a big sister does.”


  “What is she like?”


  “Gorgeous, bright, talented. Alex excelled at everything she did. The perfect daughter. Until she went off the deep end.” Izzy laughed, the sound harsh. “Oh how daddy dearest must have had a coronary when he found out she was stripping. Oh no, not the beautiful senator’s daughter. That was what he’d expect of his dirty little secret, Isadora, but not the amazing Alexandra.” She choked back a sob. “Who am I to disappoint him?”


  Flynn shifted uncomfortably. “So you’re saying you did it because it was expected? Not as a means to getting information on your sister?”


  “I did it because I choose to do it.” She pushed off of him and strode past him into the suite. She turned at the threshold and said, “And Flynn? If you have a problem with it, tell me now so we won’t waste our time pretending it doesn’t.”


  She didn’t tell Flynn about her education or career path. A part of her was afraid her truth wasn’t good enough for him. It was easier for him to think she was the love child of an illegal immigrant the boss had knocked up, because she had no control over that. But she did control what she did at the club. That way, when he got tired of her, he’d use her lack of pedigree and job choice as his excuse. That rejection she could handle. It was what she had lived with all her life. She understood it.


  She turned to continue into the room.


  “Isadora,” he said, his voice commanding. “Come here.”


  Swallowing hard, she turned. Chin up, back straight, she faced him. He stood at the edge of the terrace, the fading sun haloing him in a warm orange glow. Her heart did a slow stutter beat. He was so beautiful she had no words to describe him in her mind. That he wanted her, thinking she was a ding-dong cocktail server who had flashed her boobs to his friends, and was still willing to help her find Alex, went miles in her good book. It scared the living shit out of her, too. She’d had enough disappointments to last a lifetime. 


  “I don’t want to.” She felt fragile now, and if she went to him, he would touch her, and she’d melt. She needed to be strong. He was getting too deep under her skin.


  “Why not?”


  “Because I’m afraid when you find out who I really am, you won’t like me.”


  “Who are you?”


  “An illegitimate cocktail server slash stripper with issues.”


  His lips quirked. 


  He couldn’t erase who she was, what she’d done. He needed to understand the reality of her. “I’m not a debutante. I never will be. Your friends have seen me almost naked. I know that bothers you.”


  His jaw tightened. 


  Touché. “You could never take me out to a social event with them.”


  “Why are you putting up barriers when we agreed to just hang out and have fun?”


  Izzy nodded. “Right, sorry, just fuck buddies.” 


  “Stop saying that,” he growled, pushing off the railing.


  “Why, when it’s true?” She exhaled. “You can’t hide me away in a hotel room. No matter how nice it is, I’m still me.”


  She turned and strode into the bathroom and took a shower. When she emerged, he was sitting out on the patio with a short glass of scotch smoking an aromatic cigar. He stood as she came out wrapped in the big fluffy white robe that came with the suite.


  “Are you hungry?” he asked.


  “Yes.”


  He threw back the rest of his drink. “Get dressed, I’ll take you somewhere nice, in public, and show you off.”


  “You don’t need to prove—”


  “I’m not trying to prove anything to anyone. I don’t need that validation. I’m hungry, you’re hungry. I want to go to a restaurant, restaurants are public places. Now please, hurry up before I toss that robe over the railing and we both starve to death.”


  “Okay,” she said and hurried to get dressed. Fifteen minutes later she was ready, her hair dry, light touch of cosmetics, lips brushed with glossy pink lipstick, wearing a white jersey knit halter style miniskirt romper. It was comfortable but dressy and the color looked good against her olive skin tone and pink-tipped hair. She wore her favorite gold chandelier earrings, and matching bangles, complete with a pair of natural-colored canvas peek-a-boo wedges with a thin ribbon of gold woven through the straps. She felt good, and liked knowing that despite the sleek lines of her outfit, it didn’t scream, strip club. Quite the opposite. It was rather chic and she wore it well.


  When she strode back onto the patio, Flynn was reclining in his chair, a full glass of scotch by his hand. His legs were extended and he looked every bit the predator. His eyes narrowed as his full lips tightened. His pants swelled and his chest rose as his breaths deepened. His eyes narrowed as he lazily gave her a long, thorough perusal. 


  “Do you have any idea how fucking sexy you are?” he growled.


  “I-uh, no.”


  “You’re perfect. You deserve a man better than me.”


  “I don’t want a man better than you right now.”


  Stubbing out his cigar, slowly unwinding his long, muscular limbs, he stood. “I’m not worth it,” he said softly, the sound of the crashing surf making it difficult to hear. “I get bored easily.” He moved close enough to touch her, but didn’t. “I have a temper and I don’t like to share my toys.” Stepping around so that he stood behind her, he ran his fingers along her spine to the dip at the bottom of her back. “I’ve discovered when it comes to you, I have a nasty jealous streak.”


  “Are you trying to scare me away?”


  “I’m telling you the truth about me.” His hand fanned out and he cupped her right butt cheek and squeezed. “I like rough play.”


  “If it isn’t rough, it isn’t fun,” she threw back, shocked at her words, but imagining rough sex with this man heated her blood.


  The sound of a deep primal growl as it rumbled from his chest to his throat sent gooseflesh scattering across her body.


  “I’d kill any man who put his hands on you without your permission.” His hand slid around to her waist and splayed down her belly to rest on her mound. “And I would never give permission for another man to touch you.”


  Izzy swallowed hard, highly aroused and for the first time afraid. Not that he would hurt her, but of his dominant nature.


  He slid his hand up her belly, across her breasts to her throat, and up to her jaw. He pulled her back, bowing her back until she could see the heat in his blazing eyes. “Don’t think for one minute, Isadora, that I would force you to do anything you don’t want to do.”


  “Okay.”


  “But expect me to push you to your limits.”


  She shivered hard. 


  He nipped her neck and stood back. Twirling her around, he took her hand and pulled her toward the door. “Let’s eat.”


  Chapter Thirteen


  



  With Pink’s hand beneath his on the gearshift, Flynn sped up the coastal highway. Tension tightened his body, and emotions he’d never dealt with collided in his heart.


  The tension was twofold. He was white-hot for the body sitting less than a foot from him. He was hornier than a teenager in a whorehouse. He’d always had a healthy libido, but with Pink it was on steroids. The other half of his tension sprung from the need to prepare for the final conflict that was coming. One of them was going to get hurt by the freight train barreling straight for them. Badly.


  He knew they were destined to a showdown over his issue with her job at the club. While she wasn’t up on the pole, she was on the floor three nights a week, wearing a scrap of material that barely covered her nipples, ass and pussy. She heightened the look with that belly button ring, the thin gold chain she wore around her waist and those fuck me heels. 


  How was he supposed to feel knowing each time she stepped into that place guys would be grab-assing her? What if Andre insisted she perform another lap dance? As determined, as Flynn knew she was, he knew she’d do it. And that ate at him the most. He didn’t want anyone to see what he was privileged to see.


  The thought of hurting her ate at him. He wasn’t a dick. He’d never intentionally hurt her, but he couldn’t pretend her job didn’t bother him because it went beyond bothering him. It infuriated him. Damn if she didn’t intrigue him more.


  She did something to him and he wasn’t going to let it go because of what she did for a living, regardless of why. Not yet. He’d kept the darker side of his sexual nature under control. He’d watched what out-of-control lust had done to his parents’ marriage. What it was doing to his brother’s and his sister’s. Flynn had always tempered his sexual encounters, never fully letting loose. He’d been Ken dating Barbie dolls. Plastic and hollow. Something Pink would never be.


  Pink was no Barbie doll. Flynn smiled. Not even Stripper Barbie. She was everything Barbie was too afraid to be.


  With Pink he wanted to explore his sexual depths. He knew she’d be game, too. As inexperienced as she was, she had the same deep passionate streak in her that he had. Whatever they had went beyond sex. He didn’t have to touch her to feel their connection. It thrummed like a live wire around them. When they came together, Jesus, the way she made him feel. Like Superman. He’d never felt anything like it. Fucking Pink was the most amazing experience of his life.


  His hands tightened on the steering wheel and on her hand. That feeling of being flattened by a freight train gripped him again.


  “You’re hurting me,” she said softly.


  Immediately he let up the pressure on her hand. “I’m sorry, I zoned out for a minute.”


  “Your entire body’s tense. What were you thinking about?”


  He didn’t want to ruin the quiet mood they’d fallen into. He wanted to enjoy a nice dinner, maybe take a walk on the beach, then take her back to the room and make slow sweet love to her. His dick jerked in agreement against his thigh. 


  “I was just thinking about a case I was working on.”


  “You’re a lousy liar. But if you’re telling the truth, then I feel like chopped liver.”


  He laughed. “Chopped liver?”


  “I thought what happened an hour ago on the balcony was pretty amazing, and if you’re thinking about an old case, then maybe I wasn’t as amazing as I thought I was.”


  Flynn slid her hand from the gearshift to the zipper on his jeans and the bulge that swelled when he put her hand there. “Does that feel like I forgot?” He raised her hand to his lips, turned it over and kissed her palm. “I can’t wait to get you back between the sheets.”


  “Then why didn’t we order room service?”


  He squeezed her hand and groaned. “You’re killing me, woman.”


  Smiling slyly, she purred, “I’ve never licked a meal off a man’s belly before.”


  “Do you want me to turn around? Because I will.”


  She laughed and sat back into the comfortable leather seat. “No, let’s go mingle with the less sexed and play footsie under the table and drink.”


  “You can drink champagne, I’m driving.”


  “I’ve never had champagne.”


  “Tonight you will.”


  Just a few minutes later they pulled up to a Peruvian restaurant he’d been to a few times and thought Pink would enjoy. The food was good, the place clean, and they had great beach patio dining.


  As Flynn helped her out of the car, he pulled her soft warmth against him. She melted into him. Her bubble gum scent teasing his nostrils. Clasping her face between his hands, he lowered his lips to hers. Before he kissed her, he whispered, “Tell me you’re wearing panties.”


  Giggling, she fell deeper into him. He loved the way she felt, the way she let down her guard with him. She made loosening up easy. “Do you want me to lie or tell the truth?”


  “Truth.”


  She stood up on her toes and whispered loudly, “No panties.”


  His hand dropped to her butt cheek and he smacked her. “You are a very bad girl, Pink.” He grabbed her ass and brushed his lips against hers. “I’m going to have to think of a suitable punishment for that.”


  “I can think of a few.”


  “Let’s discuss over dinner.” Before he laid her across the hood of his car and took what he wanted, he took her hand, entwining his fingers with hers, and led her into the restaurant.


  Once they were settled at an outdoor table beneath a heater with clear wind barriers around them, Flynn ordered a bottle of champagne and two glasses.


  “I thought you weren’t going to drink?”


  “I can’t have you toast alone.”


  When the glasses were poured, Flynn raised his glass to hers. “To us.” 


  “To us,” she said softly, clinked her glass against his, and took a sip. He watched her nose crinkle as the bubbles tickled her. Her face lit up with a dazzling smile that tightened his insides. Damn she was beautiful. Her pink lips pressed against the rim of the crystal glass and he watched the golden liquid pour against her equally pink tongue. His dick swelled. Did she have any clue at all what she did to him?


  “Do you like it?” he asked, his voice husky with unmasked desire.


  Her sea green eyes shone brightly over the rim of the glass. “Very much.” She took another sip, then another.


  In an effort to ease the tension from his body, Flynn sat back in his chair and watched her enjoy the champagne. The white fabric of her halter top hugged her tits only when she turned a certain way. It was enough to make a man dream about what was beneath the thin fabric. Thank the gods she was wearing a bra, otherwise he’d be fighting off every guy in the place. There were several large parties of men inside, probably a corporate dinner, and the way they looked at her as he led her through the restaurant to this table hadn’t gone unnoticed by him. For someone so petite, she walked with the long grace of a feline. He supposed doing what she did for a living gave you the self-confidence to walk through a gauntlet of hungry males like you were strolling down the frozen food aisle at the grocery store.


  She was just shy of an hourglass build. Her hips swung with the slightest bit of attitude. Her smooth olive skin tone shimmered with health. Big blue-green cat-shaped eyes framed by long black lashes, high sweeping brows, a straight little nose, and that lush mouth of hers, created a beautiful, exotic effect. Nothing about her reminded him of the skanks his father ran with. Pink could hold her own in any social circle. She was a smart, sexy, complex little package of dynamite. His trousers tightened uncomfortably. 


  Long slender fingers, her nails natural now with just a coat of clear polish, daintily held the stem of the champagne flute. She brought the glass to her lips and sipped, and his dick jerked as he remembered how those beautiful lips looked locked around his straining cock.


  Languidly, she licked a drop of wine from her bottom lip. He about came in his pants.


  “I think we should go back to the hotel,” he said in a husky whisper. 


  Her lashes fluttered as she took another slow sip. “But I’m enjoying this.”


  “I’ll buy you a case of Cristal. Please, baby, you’re killing me.”


  Grinning, she set the glass down and under the table she placed her hand on his thigh very near the straining head of his dick. “You’re going to have to exhibit a little self-control.”


  He grasped her hand and squeezed it, then moved it back to her lap. Her pink lips pouted in disappointment. “I have no self-control when it comes to you.” He tossed back the champagne. He needed to focus on something other than how quickly he could get her back to the room. “Tell me more about you. What did you do before Surf’s Up?”


  “I was in school.” As she answered, a group of the men who had been dining inside barged into the patio dining area. Flynn stiffened as they approached.


  “There’s a table over there,” the loudest of the dozen said, pointing to the empty one nearest theirs. 


  No way was he going to subject Pink to their drunken revelry. Flynn leaned into her and said, “We need to go.”


  “But—”


  “Now.” He stood and offered her his hand. Setting down the glass, she gathered her purse, and smoothing her skirt as she stood, she slipped her hand into his.


  As he guided her around the group of oncoming men, one bumped into his shoulder and another into Pink. Flynn shoved the drunk aside. “Watch where you’re going,” he snarled. He was in no mood for a bunch of drunken ass-hats getting near Pink.


  The guy stepped back, and gave Flynn a salute, but his eyes raked Pink from head to toe. His eyes narrowed as he looked hard at her, then at her chest, then back to her face. Recognition dawned. Flynn cursed and moved in front of Pink.


  “Hey, guys!” the asshole yelled. “Look who’s here! The Surf’s Up’s top tits!”


  Pink made a sound reminiscent of a trapped animal. He pulled her in closer. Color leached from her stricken face. Her eyes widened in shock. Fury boiled deep within him.


  “Flynn—I—” she started. Hooting and howling ensued, drowning out her words, and suddenly they were surrounded by a rowdy group of dollar-bill-waving schmucks.


  “Best set of tits in California!” one of the guys yelled, pushing his way from the back. Wrapping Pink protectively in his right arm, Flynn began to elbow their way from the group. 


  “How much, Wild Style?” the guy from the back called as he came pushing through the crowd, waving a wad of cash in his right hand like he was already the victor. Flynn knew the type. Entitled executive who lived by the “If-I-can’t-bully-it-my-way-I’ll-buy-it” code. “A thousand bucks, Tits, if you give me what you’re giving—”


  Something deep, dark, and feral snapped inside of Flynn. All he wanted was to kill the guy. To shut him up, to rip his fucking eyeballs out of his head. That a man like this had seen Pink’s body the way Flynn had, infuriated him. Motherfucker was going to die tonight.


  The guy never finished his sentence. Flynn punched him so hard in the face he felt the crunch of the guy’s cartilage vibrate through his knuckles. The velocity of the hit knocked the asshole off his feet and into his stunned buddies. With Pink still wrapped tight in his right arm, violence raged in his blood as he turned back to the suddenly quiet group. “Anyone else have something to say?”


  Collectively the group shook their heads. 


  “Good.” 


  Flynn tightened his arm around Pink and steered her out of the restaurant.


  The men parted, but the catcalling resumed the minute they took their first step, followed by a hailstorm of dollar bills. Livid, wanting to tear each asshole into pieces, but wanting to get Pink out of harm’s way more, Flynn kept walking. Her little body trembled, but she didn’t shrink away. She had her fight face on now. She stood tall, chin up, and moved quickly with Flynn through the rubbernecking crowd. As they came to the hostess stand, he took out his wallet, threw a bunch of bills down and told the girl where they’d been sitting, and kept going, steering Pink to the car. By the time they reached it, she was shivering violently.


  Unlocking the door, he put her in her seat, slammed the door shut, and walked angrily around to the driver side door, but when he reached for it, he stopped.


  He banged his hands down on the hood. “Damn it!” This was exactly what he didn’t want to happen. It wouldn’t matter where they went in the Bay Area, there was bound to be some smarmy bastard who’d seen her tits. He didn’t have a problem defending her honor, he’d take on an Army if he had to, but damn it, this was bullshit! 


  Was that how it was going to be? He’d take her somewhere and her tits would get recognized? He jerked away from the car when a sudden realization hit him. She’d told him that last night was her first night actually stripping. Asshole and his cronies weren’t at the private party last night. Which meant—he was as much of a schmuck as his old man. She’d lied to him. If she was lying about that…


  He yanked open the car door and slid in. Starting the car, he gave it gas and peeled out of the parking lot.


  White-knuckled, he grasped the steering wheel. He knew he was driving too fast, but he also knew he was highly trained.


  “Please slow down, you’re scaring me.”


  Jaw set, he let off the gas.


  “I’m sorry,” she said.


  He turned furious eyes on her. “For what?”


  “For our dinner being ruined.”


  “How about being sorry for lying to me?”


  “I haven’t lied to you about anything!”


  He shook his head. “Another lie.”


  Leaning toward him, she said, “Be specific, Flynn, what is it that you think I’ve lied to you about?”


  “About how cocktailing didn’t involve showing your tits off for a dollar.” He grasped the steering wheel tighter. “Motherfucker!” Flynn yelled. “If you hadn’t flashed your tits for a few lousy bucks at any guy who’ll stick a dollar in your panties, that never would have happened.”


  She blanched at his anger. 


  “I didn’t lie to you!” she cried.


  “Then explain to me how that asshole and his drunk-ass friends know you have a great set of tits?”


  Instead of answering him, she looked out the window. His anger soared. He’d been duped by a lying stripper just like his father had. He hadn’t seen that coming. Who was the schmuck now?


  “They were in last week,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I was their server.” She turned and looked at him. The streetlights caught the sparkle of her tears. Flynn braced himself, waiting for the next round of lies. “They came in drunk and started throwing money around. The one you punched wanted a lap dance. He got belligerent when I repeatedly refused. He called Andre over and said he wasn’t getting his money’s worth.” Her voice trembled as she recounted the experience. “Andre told me in front of the guy to take my top off and serve him topless. I refused. So the bastard pulled my top off.”


  He wanted to punch the motherfucker all over again. “What did you do?” 


  “Nothing, I simply held out my hand and asked for my top back. He dangled it in front of me and dared me to come and get it. I didn’t bite. I stood quietly with my hand out and asked him again to give me my top. Once he realized I wasn’t going to rise to his baiting, and he had his fill, he returned it.”


  “So you gave him what he wanted?”


  “Not by choice.”


  “You didn’t cover yourself or walk away!”


  “No, Flynn, I didn’t! I would have gotten fired and that’s not an option for me right now. But more than that, I wasn’t going to allow him to humiliate me! It’s want he wanted. By standing my ground, I made sure he didn’t have that over me.”


  “How much did he pay you for that show?”


  She threw her hands up. “It wasn’t a show!” she yelled. Then, very quietly, she slowly said, “He ripped my top off of me, Flynn. Without my permission. He ruined it. It wasn’t reparable.”


  “How much?” he gritted out.


  “I don’t know!” she screamed. “Even if I did, it’s none of your damn business!”


  “Don’t lie to me, damn it!” He slammed his hands down on the steering wheel.


  “I’m not lying to you,” she said, sitting back into the seat and crossing her arms over her chest. “I took my cut of my tips at the end of the shift, just like I do every night.”


  “How could you take his money?”


  “Don’t talk to me about money, Flynn.” She looked away from him and said, “I’m not going to discuss this with you anymore.”


  “That’s fine with me.”


  As he pulled up in front of the hotel, Flynn came to a screeching stop. The attendant must have sensed the mood inside because he backed off from assisting.


  Flynn sat still for a long minute in an attempt to compose himself. He was furious at what had happened. Furious that pieces of shit like those guys had seen Pink. He got that the guy ripped her top off, but she stood there, and let them all look! Then they paid her for the pleasure! And she took the fucking money. He was furious she had to subject herself to that kind of environment each night she went to work. Furious she had conveniently omitted the episode when he had specifically asked about her stripping, and furious with himself for being sucked in by her innocent act.


  As Flynn exited the car he shook the attendant off. Coming around, he opened the door for Pink. As they entered the hotel he didn’t touch her. He wanted to, damn it to hell, despite it all he wanted to. 


  Once in their suite, he stopped in the middle of the living room and watched her walk over to the terrace door and open it. As she stepped out, the cool night air coupled with the sound of the crashing waves took him back to earlier, when they had connected under the sunset.


  He walked to the edge of the room and said loudly enough to be heard over the surf, “Is that what I’ll have to contend with every time we go out in public?” He jammed his fingers through his hair and punched the wall. “How many other incidents like that have occurred? How many men have seen you like those assholes have?”


  When she didn’t answer, his frustration mushroomed. He didn’t want to feel this way. Distrustful. Nervous about taking her out in public. And he’d hated that look on her face when that dick insulted her. Damn it, he just wanted to protect her! “I can’t even reintroduce you to my friends because they’ve all seen your tits and half of your ass! How do you think that makes me feel, knowing some of them have probably jerked off thinking about them?”


  She turned slowly, and Flynn’s heart dropped to his feet. Her beautiful face had the same haunted look as when that ass called her out. This time Flynn couldn’t blame her hurt on that guy.


  “I want to go home,” she said, her voice barely audible above the ocean sounds.


  He nodded. “I think that’s a good idea.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  



  The ride heading east on the San Mateo Bridge was the polar opposite of the ride west. Izzy and Flynn had not spoken a word to each other since they’d mutually agreed to go to their respective homes. There was nothing to say. 


  Flynn couldn’t accept her past, and Izzy couldn’t change it. Even if she could, she wouldn’t, because the irony of it was, it had led her to him. These last twenty-four hours had been the most amazing twenty-four hours of her life. Now it was over. And it hurt.


  Nothing, aside from her mother dying in her arms, had hurt this bad. Not even losing the sister she loved. 


  As the night scenery sped past her, Izzy tried to process who she was now. Because she was not the same woman she was yesterday. Her promise to herself to find Alex had led her down a dangerous path and into a quagmire of emotion she was ill-equipped to handle. She’d agreed to make a sex tape for information. She’d stripped down to her bikini bottoms for a room full of cops, attempted to drug one of them, got caught by him, almost got arrested by him, then subsequently lost her virginity to him.  


  The external escapades paled compared to what she had experienced internally. Her heart, that thing she had protected for so long, had cracked open. It ached. Badly. Painfully so. Flynn had filled her with more than his glorious penis; he’d filled her with hope, abandon, happiness, need, and a burning desire to be cherished not for her birthright or her job, but for herself, the stripped down to the raw center Isadora. He’d peeled away her layers, revealing parts of herself she hadn’t even known about, and then walked away because he didn’t like what he’d discovered.


  How was she supposed to recover from this? How could she not yearn for his strong protective arms around her, his warm body taking her where she knew she would never go again? He made her laugh, he made her swoon, he made feel like the most beautiful woman in the world when he looked at her with those electric blue eyes that melted her to her very core. 


  Her chest constricted as she fought desperately to silence the sob that threatened to give her away. She wished she were alone so she could cry.


  She sniffed. Cry? The last time she’d cried was when her mother lay in her arms and took her last breath. She’d promised herself then that she would never allow anyone to get to her heart the way her father had gotten to her mother’s. And what did she do? The same damn thing. Except she wasn’t going to throw her pride and self-worth out the window and go crawling back to a man who didn’t regard her as his equal. Her pride was intact. No way was she going to walk through life broken, the way her mother had.


  Her phone chirped in her purse, indicating she’d received a text message. Had to be a wrong number; no one called her, except the professor and Charlie. Or sometimes Andre to work an extra shift. Professor Gamble was in the UK, Charlie was in Santa Cruz, and the club was closed on Sundays.


  To take her mind off her broken heart, Izzy slid the phone from her purse. The text was from Charlie:


  Came home 4 clothes 2 find a fairly hot gigantic dude pounding on the door looking for u. What’s up with that?


  Biting her lip to steady her nerves, Izzy’s stomach did a slow roll. Andre wanted his video. While Charlie knew she was a cocktail server, he didn’t know where. Not that he would judge. He got judged enough on his own, so he was the last person who would call her out.


  What did he say? she texted back.


  Just wanted to know where u were. I told him even if I knew, I wouldn’t tell a rude Russian. ;) Where r u anyway? Def not with a hot guy, so what’s up?


  Izzy smiled. Charlie had no filter. She loved him like the brother she would never have. He knew all her secrets. Well, most of them.


  Actually, I WAS with a hot guy. He’s bringing me home now.


  Excuse me while I pick myself up off the floor! Did you do it?


  Several times ;)


  <fans self> eta?
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  Oh, I am so not going to leave until I meet him.


  We broke up so not sure what kind of reception you’ll get.


  Oh sweets, I just want to meet the man who cracked your chastity belt code! I promise I’ll scat as soon as I do. Xoxoxo


  PS, wait a minute! You hand over the coveted cherry and he dumps you? What a prick. Sorry, sweets, but I’m going to let him have it.


  No, not his fault. Mine. Plz don’t say anything.


  Just like you to take the blame.


  It’s complicated.


  Isn’t it always?


  Izzy sat staring at his last text. He had no idea.


  “Is everything okay?” Flynn asked, his deep voice startling her.


  Looking out the window, she said, “Craptastic.”


  He didn’t respond and she was glad. No damn it, she wasn’t! She wanted him to fight for her! To tell her he didn’t give a shit that his friends had seen her boobs. 


  Izzy swallowed hard. His friends and those guys at the restaurant weren’t the only ones who had seen what God gave her. No, there had been another party there that night, and when they saw what was going on...


  “Those guys back at the restaurant?” she said her voice low and emotional. Might as well come clean. Not like she had anything to lose. “They weren’t the only ones that night.”


  She turned to look at Flynn. His profile was tight, his jaw so hard she thought he might crack it. “While I stood there refusing to cover myself or take the bait, the dancers on the stage behind me stopped dancing when they realized they’d lost the attention of the crowd. It didn’t take long for half the club to get in on the sideshow.” Inhaling deeply, she let out a slow erratic exhale. “They started throwing money at me, catcalling, promising me more if I got up on the stage.”


  “Did you?” he choked out.


  “No. I continued to stand there with my hand out. After about five minutes of me not backing down, the crowd began to thin. My top was tossed to me in shreds. It was ruined, but Crystal, one of the dancers, gave me a bar towel and I walked back to the dressing room, changed, and went home.”


  “Why did you tell me that?”


  “I thought you’d want to know that those guys, your friends, and you aren’t the only ones who have seen my boobs.” She turned back to look out the window. “Probably like fifty or so more. And Andre because he was standing there. But that’s it. Oh, and Charlie my roommate, but he doesn’t count. Well, and the girls I work with, but they don’t count either, do they?” she asked, looking at him.


  A small tic flicked in his cheek.


  When he didn’t answer she said, “Anyway, that’s it.”


  Still he didn’t comment. Not that she expected him to. “Oh, wait, I forgot about the time I was at the gym in the Jacuzzi. When I stood up my bathing suit top filled with water and the girls kind of popped out. But the guy sitting there was old. Maybe eighty or so. Although he winked and gave me a thumbs up, I don’t think if he ever saw me on the street he’d make a big deal about it. He’s probably seen so many boobs in his life they’re all a blur. Besides, he was a gentleman about it.” She sat back into the seat. “I didn’t realize the girls were so popular,” she said to herself.


  Izzy didn’t say another word, but neither did Angry Man. As they pulled up to her little house, she reached for her bag in the backseat. By the time the car rolled to a stop, Izzy was ready to get out and never see Flynn again. 


  “I’ll walk you up,” Flynn said, his voice hard, emotionless.


  “Thanks, but I can walk myself up.”


  She pressed her hand to the door handle, turned to him, and said, “Thank you for not arresting me, and thank you for the best twenty-four hours of my life.” She pushed the door open and as she slid from the seat, she turned back and added, “I think it’s safe to say we don’t need to wait until the end of the week to evaluate our arrangement, so don’t stress about it.” She shrugged. “Not that you were going to.” When she was out of the car, she leaned back in before she closed her door. “And, Special Agent Ryker, I don’t expect you to continue to help me find my sister. But I am going back to the Oakland police department tomorrow and tell them what you’ve told me. Maybe that will light a fire under their butts.” Izzy couldn’t turn off her diarrhea mouth. “Okay, so bye.” 


  She shut the door and suddenly, she wanted as much space between them as humanly possible. She ran up the sidewalk to the porch where Charlie stood waiting for her. She threw her arms around his neck and did everything she could not to fall apart. But a sob escaped. His arms wrapped around her, tightening protectively. She heard the car door open. Then she felt Charlie’s breath hitch.


  “He’s getting out, Iz.” The door shut. “If he’s half the stud that car is—Oh, hell no and hello, tall, dark and—hot damn, girlfriend, I don’t blame your cherry for pouncing all over that. Does he have a gay twin brother?”


  “Isadora,” Flynn’s deep voice called as he approached. “Is everything all right?”


  Charlie pushed her behind his five foot seven, one-hundred-and-forty-pound body. “How can you ask if everything’s all right when you’re the one that made Iz cry?”


  When Flynn didn’t respond, but stared at Charlie like he wanted to stuff him a hole somewhere, Charlie kept at him. “I, a person who cares about her, would never do that. Obviously you don’t care about her since you made her cry. You need to leave. Now.” Izzy had never heard Charlie angry before. His voice held no room for argument.


  “Isadora?” Flynn asked.


  Izzy sucked it up as best as she could, even though she was feeling like a little girl who was just uninvited to the popular kid’s party. Moving around Charlie, she clasped his hand tightly as she faced Flynn. Her heart did a crazy stutter step. He was so handsome. Potent male personified. God, she was going to miss every nuance of him. “Everything’s fine, please leave.”


  He stood for a long, drawn-out minute holding her gaze. The hot sting of tears built up. Blinking furiously to keep the damn tears at bay, rigidly, she stood her ground, offering him no concession. He either found a way to deal with her past or he didn’t.


  Judging by the tightness of his features and the angry burn in his eyes, she doubted he’d come to terms with her past any time soon. Men like Flynn didn’t. Their egos couldn’t handle it. To him she was damaged goods. A blight to his high-society name. Just like she was a blight to her father’s name. Birds of a feather flocked together, Momma had warned her. 


  “Good night,” he bit out, then turned on his heel and walked away. The sound of his retreating footsteps crushed her heart.  Forlornly, she watched Flynn’s tall body as his angry stride took him farther and farther out of her life. When he moved around his car and came around to the driver door, he stopped and stared at her on the porch for a long minute. Hope swelled in her chest.


  “Oh, tall, dark, and craves some, wants to come back to momma real bad,” Charlie crooned. “He’s been a bad boy and he can’t figure out how to make it right and retain his pride at the same time.”“He’s not coming back,” Izzy whispered. 


  Flynn ducked into his car and roared off. She stood there until she could no longer hear the deep purr of the engine.


  Charlie turned and took her against this chest. “Let it out, sweets. Let it all out, then we’ll talk about it.”


  Chapter Fifteen


  



  Flynn gunned the Vette, wanting the tightness in his chest to ease. Anger, frustration, guilt, fear, jealousy, and something else he couldn’t put a name to twisted him up inside. Nothing had trained him for what he was experiencing at that moment. He’d never been so furious in his life nor felt so helpless. He was a self-admitted control freak. He didn’t like surprises or people’s actions having a negative emotional impact on him. To make sure that didn’t happen, he controlled the people around him and limited not only their emotional influence on him, but his on them. It was why he loved being a federal agent. The law gave him the room to control the bad guys, not the other way around. 


  Flynn didn’t know any other way. Growing up with an absentee father who made no effort to hide his women—his strippers—had resulted in Flynn’s developing a protective nature. Not for his father, but for his mother, who’d taken her husband’s infidelity with the stiff upper lip of her Boston upbringing, even when his father had brought them to the table when his mother was in the house, for God’s sake!


  Those women were raucous, bawdy women who saw a golden goose in his old man. To hang on to it, they went to great lengths to win the Ryker boys over with exuberant shows of affection. Mal was mesmerized by them, but Flynn refused to speak to them, which earned him an ass-kicking. Flynn’s heart had slammed shut when his mother died too young. Flynn would never forgive his old man for killing her.


  His disdain for women like the ones his father brought home went deep. How the hell he’d gotten tangled up with one was beyond his comprehension. He could only blame it on one thing: lust.


  He’d been celibate for months, working a task force that didn’t give him time to sleep, much less socialize. He was overdue for a healthy romp. Let’s face it, Pink had caught all their eyes. Flynn saw the way the single guys in the room watched her. He knew damn well the same thoughts and images that had thundered through his mind straight to his groin had thundered through theirs, too.


  Flynn slammed his hands against the steering wheel. He winced at the pain that shot through his left hand. “Why the hell does she have to show off her tits?” he yelled at the dashboard.


  Part of him knew he was being unfair.


  Izzy wasn’t a stripper, she was a cocktail waitress at a bikini strip club. Nothing like the women his father had fucked. Not typical of the breed at all. Not even close. She had a Marilyn Monroe naïveté about her. Hell, she even looked like her. Big doe eyes, little nose, cupid’s bow lips, skin as smooth as silk. Knockout curves. Pink was just a younger, more contemporary, spicy version of the icon. That breathless voice and ethereal innocence drew him to her like a moth to an open flame. That she did that to him drove him nuts. The insanity controlled him, not the other way around. 


  That loss of control compelled him to keep reminding himself—she was working the floor at a strip club, strutting around in a barely there scrap of a uniform leaving nothing to the imagination. And she had attempted to drug him and make a damn sex video! He got it, it was for her sister, but where was he supposed to draw the line on how far he could go with it?


  It was his lust that had him seeing more in her.


  So why did he pound the shit out of that guy at the restaurant? He’d never fought over a woman or for one.


  His hand throbbed each time he clenched the steering wheel. The pain was worth breaking that bastard’s nose. He’d do it again. The wounded animal sound that came from Pink when she realized what was happening to her cut him in half. Didn’t matter that she should expect that type of thing to happen; the pain in her eyes had been too much for him to ignore. Dude had to pay. 


  Flynn roared down his street and into his driveway, coming to a screeching stop at the garage door. Rigidly, he sat there in his car, the engine rumbling beneath him, not ready to call it a night. Neither was Flynn. He’d toss and turn until the sun came up, unable to get the smell of bubble gum out of his head.


  “Fuck it all to hell.”


  He shifted into reverse, backed out of the driveway, then downshifted and headed downtown.


  Simon’s text earlier in the day had given him some cursory info on Sorlov, with the promise of more intel to come. Flynn wanted more now.


  A pot of coffee and hours later Flynn sat glued to his computer screen in his office at the FBI Field Office in Oakland. Pink was in way over her pink and blond head.


  Boris Sorlov aka Vladimir Chermensky, a Ukrainian-born terrorist, was not only on the FBI’s radar, but there was a task force in place, comprised of men Flynn had worked with, some of whom had gone deep and infiltrated the terrorist’s infrastructure. Surf’s Up was just one of Chermensky’s numerous enterprises.


  The Ukrainian’s criminal tentacles were many and far-reaching: Predominantly human trafficking, arms, drugs, classified information gathered and sold to the highest bidder, in most cases the Chinese. And Pink was smack dab in the middle of it. Had her sister stumbled onto something that got her into trouble? Had Chermensky made sure she would never speak of it? More curious to Flynn was the question of why the hell hadn’t the senator reported his daughter missing. Flynn had double-checked the state and national data banks. Nothing.  He checked Alexandra Chastain’s last known address. Her parents’ Piedmont address. Didn’t make sense.


  Flynn sprawled back in his chair, and locking his hands behind his head, he stared up at the ceiling and said out loud, “Okay, if I was a senator up for reelection next year and my only child was stripping at a club in San Francisco’s notorious Tenderloin and suddenly went missing, why wouldn’t I report her missing?” Flynn popped up in his chair. “Because once her disappearance was public, so too would be her last place of employment.”


  Bastard was keeping it quiet, just like he’d kept his parentage of Pink quiet. Flynn shook his head in disgust. And he’d voted for the guy! 


  While Chastain wouldn’t win any Father of the Year awards, Flynn assumed that the old man would have hired a private investigator to find his daughter and quietly bring her home. Maybe he had. Once he had more information from the task force, he’d see about paying the senator and his wife a visit.


  The irony of this was that Pink, who had been shunned by her cowardly father and sister, was the brave one making the sacrifices. While Flynn was sure Pink didn’t know she was working for a terrorist, who ran girls from the city overseas for Christ’s sake, she knew enough to know he was a sleazebag. It hadn’t stopped her from searching for the sister who hadn’t given Pink the time of day until she needed help.


  Shaking his head, Flynn tried to understand why anyone would do that. He knew he wouldn’t. If his father came crawling to him begging for even a minute of Flynn’s time, Flynn would walk away without giving it a second thought. 


  Isadora Fuentes was proving to be quite a puzzle. One, he told himself, he should leave alone.


  Forcing himself to do just that, Flynn turned all his energy back to researching the information the taskforce had compiled over the years. Three hours later he glanced at his watch. Almost seven in the morning, the troops would be showing up soon. When they did, armed with the information Pink had given him and what he’d read of the files, Flynn was going to request permission to join the task force and get Pink the hell out of that rat trap of a club. 


  Before he could start the next pot of coffee and get on it, his cell phone rang. Damn it, his gut hitched, thinking it might be Pink. It was Simon.


  “Hey, what’s up,” Flynn answered glumly. Then he literally shook himself. He needed to get over it and focus.


  “What, no ‘good morning’? No, how was your weekend? No, are you a dad yet?”


  “Sorry, man, I’m a little preoccupied. Are you a dad yet?”


  “No, asshole, Kat’s not due for another three months.”


  “Then why’d you say—” Flynn shook his head. “Never mind.”


  Simon laughed. “How’d it go with the little drug-slipping stripper?”


  Flynn clenched his jaw. “I called her out, she apologized, I let her go.”


  “Really?” Simon asked, surprised. “That’s it?”


  Flynn was a by-the-book guy. He should have arrested her; had he, he wouldn’t be moping around like a lovelorn sap and she’d be safe in jail. 


  “The way you were tripping all over your hard-on for her, I thought you might’ve dipped your toe into that pond of bodaciousness.” Simon laughed, enjoying his ribbing. “I’ll let the boys know she’s available, then. They were howling like dogs for her after you absconded with her.”


  Flynn’s jaw nearly cracked from the pressure of his anger. “She’s not available.” Yeah, he just said that.


  “Anybody I know?” Simon asked, humor hanging on each word. Simon was one of the most intelligent investigators Flynn had ever worked with. His case closure percentage was somewhere in the ninetieth percentile. Flynn might be lying to himself, but Simon wasn’t buying it.


  “No,” Flynn bit off.


  “Well, son, you need to let her and her boyfriend know that she’s in with unfriendlies. After I texted you yesterday, I did some digging. Boris Sorlov is an alias and he’s not who he purports to be. Dude is bad news. Even if Wild Style didn’t pique your interest, she needs to get out of there or she’s going to end up as some Russian crime czar’s play toy. Sorlov has been moving girls out of Surf’s Up for years.”


  “I’ve been working it on my end all night. Evidently there’s a task force in place.”


  “Hit up Justin, he’s the SFPD liaison and working it hard. He can bring you up to speed.”


  “Thanks, man,” Flynn said. 


  “Any time, and Ryker?”


  “Yeah?”


  “As an expert on the opposite sex, and a trained observer, I think I can say with some accuracy that your little stripper wasn’t like the rest of them. Not even close. Hell, she tried drugging you.” He laughed. “If she copped to it and you didn’t arrest her, I’m thinking she was put up to it.”


  “She was. By the club manager. She did it to get information on her sister, who disappeared from the club a few months ago.”


  There was a lengthy pause on Simon’s end. Finally he said, “You have a problem with the 'she’s a stripper’ part?” 


  “You were there, she took her top off in front of all the guys,” Flynn bit out.


  Simon laughed again. “It’s just skin man, you need to—”


  “I don’t need anyone who’s seen her tits to tell me that it doesn’t matter.”


  “What is it with you feds and your egos?”


  Flynn snapped. “So if Kat did a lap dance for me and rubbed her tits in my face, you’d be able to overlook that?”


  There was a long pause before Simon said, very slowly, “I’d get over it because she mattered to me. She’d deserve that from the man who loved her.” 


  “I just met Pink, I don’t love her!” He didn’t love anyone.


  “I’m not saying you do, what I’m saying is that if she matters, at all, she deserves to be valued for who she is, not what she does. That said, if that had been Kat, I’d knock your teeth out if you ever mentioned the lap dance or her tits to me, her, or anyone we mutually associated with.”


  “So you’d live with the elephant in the room?”


  “There’s only an elephant in the room, brother, if you put it there.”


  Could have knocked Flynn over with a feather. Simon West was the most possessive, protective man Flynn had met. If anyone looked at his wife wrong, Simon took care of business. How could a man like that accept his wife’s tits being on blast?


  “It’s not relevant. There’s nothing between us.”


  “If you say so. But just in case there is, give Justin a call, and he’ll bring you up to speed on Sorlov.” Simon hung up. 


  Flynn stood staring at the phone. His friend’s words echoed in his head.


  There’s only an elephant in the room, brother, if you put it there.


  There wasn’t an elephant in the room, there was the lusty vision of Pink’s breasts and her air-humping his coworkers in the room!


  Flynn jammed the phone into his back jeans pocket and rummaged through his bottom desk drawer, taking out the spare shaving kit and clean button-down shirt and tie still in the package from the dry cleaners. He kept the items on hand for when he pulled an all-nighter.


  As he made his way to the men’s room, the support staff and agents began to arrive. None of them seemed surprised to see him. Indeed, he’d spent many a night here. He gave his SAC, Rod Mills, a nod in the hallway as he pushed the men’s room door open.


  Twenty minutes later, clean-shaven, teeth brushed, hair combed, and wearing a fresh shirt and tie, Flynn strode from the restroom as Mills marched toward him.


  Boss man didn’t look happy.


  “Ryker, tell me what the hell happened at La Costanera last night.”


  Flynn stopped in his tracks. That was the restaurant where he’d taken Pink. The same restaurant where he punched the guy who’d bothered Pink. Someone must have caught his plate. Even though it was registered classified, the locals had the database to track him down.


  “I punched an asshole’s lights out.”


  “You broke that asshole’s nose.”


  “He deserved it.”


  His SAC raged on, “That asshole happens to be Allen Stiles, CEO of Leye, a little tech company in Silicon Valley that grossed a half a billion dollars last year! He wants a personal apology or he’s going over my head to get it.”


  Damn if Flynn would apologize to that ass--hat. “He’ll get an apology from me after he apologizes to—Pin—my girl.” The minute the words “my girl” came out of his mouth, Flynn’s stomach did a hard roll. WTF?


  “Come again?” Mills asked. 


  Flynn clarified. “He disrespected my—date. He was belligerent, and used words likely to evoke an immediate and violent response. Here in California, I think it’s section four-fifteen of the Penal Code.”


  “And that caused you to break his nose?”


  “All I did was use necessary force to overcome his resistance to stopping what he was doing.”


  Mills smirked. “Are you serious? I suppose you started yelling, stop resisting, stop resisting, too.”


  Straight-faced, Flynn answered. “No, sir, my necessary force ended the entire unpleasant encounter. I’m guessing the CEO of Leye doesn’t want his face splashed all over the front page of the Chronicle for drunk and disorderly. In fact, I’m sure his stockholders don’t.”


  Mills shook his head and said, “I’m not doubting you, Ryker, but I’m going to need the whole story from the beginning. My office.”
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  Izzy woke up puffy-eyed and exhausted. She’d spent the night getting drunk with Charlie as she wistfully and tearfully recanted the best twenty-four hours of her life, leaving out the part where she tried to drug Flynn and the my-real-last-name-is-Chastain part. 


  “Oh, sweets, I don’t know if I should go beat him up or give him a hug,” Charlie had said, hugging her close in his bed last night. After they’d put on their PJs, popped popcorn, uncorked a few bottles of wine he had stashed, then snuggled together under the sheets like two besties, Izzy spilled her guts. 


  It was cathartic, and long overdue. Charlie already knew she was a love child, but he didn’t know names or that she had a half sister. Withholding her sister’s last name, Izzy came clean about why she was working at Surf’s Up. Telling someone who cared about her that she had stripped for a room full of lusty cops—then brought one home and essentially had a one-night stand with him—without being judged for it, made her feel like the huge black cloud that had followed her for years had been blown away. It was still there, hovering on the horizon, perhaps it always would be, but for now, the sun shined through it.


  “Give him a hug? What for?” she cried. “He’s a bully, and a strippist!”


  “Strippist?”


  “Yeah.” She hiccupped. “Like a racist except he’s prejudiced against strippers.”


  “Well, sweets, from what you told me he did to you in that little bed of yours, I’d say he was a stripvert.”


  “Stripvert?”


  “A perv for strippers,” Charlie wagged his dark brows. “And not in a bad way.”


  “That doesn’t make sense. I still don’t know why you want to hug him.”


  Charlie hugged her close. “Personally, I’d love to get my hands on that hunk of burning love. But since this isn’t about me but you, I’d hug him because he broke through that ice palace you’ve built.”


  Throwing popcorn at him, she shook her head and rested back against the headboard. “I don’t have an ice palace.”


  “Oh, you are so in denial, Queen Elsa. Shall we sing 'Let It Go’ or,” Charlie burst into a fit of giggles, “'Pop Goes the Cherry’?”


  She smacked him good-naturedly, but he’d managed to make her smile, then he pulled “Let It Go” up on his iPhone and at the top of their lungs, they sang the song until one of their neighbors pounded on the back door for them to shut up before he called the cops. Then they pulled the sheet over their heads and whisper sang it. 


  That was the last thing Izzy remembered until she woke to the delicious aroma of coffee. Smiling, Izzy’s first thought was of the previous morning, waking up with Flynn’s hard, erect body beside her. Moaning, she stretched and realized she was still under the sheet.


  “Wake up, Elsa,” Charlie called and yanked off the sheet. He stood smiling down at her, a steaming cup of coffee in his hands. He swept the cup beneath her nose and said, “If you want it, you need to stop pouting.” 


  To which she pouted. 


  “Oh, hell, I’d be pouting over that lost penis, too. Here.” He handed her the mug.


  The memory of Flynn thrusting deeply into her made her catch her breath. 


  Charlie’s eyes narrowed and he pursed his lips. “Wow, he must have been off the hook amazing.”


  Izzy took a deep breath and slowly let it out. “He was,” she said softly. To steady her trembling body, she cupped the mug with both hands. Taking a sip, Izzy closed her eyes and savored the rich brew. She was an addict. There was only one thing she wanted more and that she couldn’t have.


  “You’re the best friend ever,” she said quietly, smiling up at him.


  “I know,” Charlie said as he plopped down beside her. Taking the mug from her, he set it on the nightstand, then took her hands into his and looked pointedly at her. “Look, I’m going to say something that’s none of my business, but well, do you even care? Because let’s be honest here, since when have I minded my own business?” He laughed, but quickly settled back into a serious mien. “I know men and how they think. Doesn’t matter if we’re gay or straight, when it comes to what we want but can’t have, we all act the same. And I’m here to tell you, sweets, that Special Agent of yours has it bad for you. It was written all over every exquisite inch of him last night. He sooo didn’t want to leave you. My straight-dar is screaming he’s been hurt before. Bad. Maybe irrevocably. Such a waste if that’s the case. He needs someone who is willing to be patient with him. Show him how to love.” Charlie shook his head. “He’s got an ego the size of California, too, and I think, my pet, he is having a huge problem dealing with the fact that his friends have seen your glorious breasticles.”


  “I can’t change the past.” Izzy straightened up. “And I don’t want to. If he can’t handle the heat, then he can do what he’s doing, get out and stay out of the kitchen.”


  Charlie hugged her tightly. “That’s what I love most about you, sweets. Take me as I am or don’t take me at all. You took me as I am, and I love you for it.”


  “I love who you are.”


  He pushed back and grinned, showing straight white teeth. His dark eyes beamed with affection. Charlie reminded Izzy of a younger, slighter version of Jonathan Rhys Meyer. His heavy hooded eyes, full lips, and expressive features could never mask what he was thinking or feeling. He had a lousy poker face. But he laughed often. He let the crap that the judgmental world they lived in threw at him, run off his back. She wished she could be as carefree and cavalier about her roots as he was about his sexuality. 


  He hugged her, then swatted her on the bottom as he rolled from the bed. “Get a shower and brush your teeth, you have hangover breath.”


  “Yes, dear.” She laughed, forgetting for a few minutes that she was miserable. And she was miserable. Flynn had peeled away so many layers of her, she scarcely recognized who she was at her core. She wasn’t the same girl who woke up two mornings ago in the bedroom across the hall. 


  She had fundamentally changed and she wasn’t sure she liked it. Ignorance was bliss. At least, ignorance of the carnal knowledge that was Special Agent Flynn Ryker. What he’d awoken in her would forever be on the prowl for more. No one else would give her what he had. Confidence, orgasms, laughter, and for the first time in her life, something to focus on that was just for her. Something other than her tawdry past or the lows that searching for the sister had brought her to.


  Alex. She felt so helpless. Getting the info out of Andre was no longer an option. She had no sex video. Wasn’t going to get one either. Wasn’t going to be put up to another one. She’d stick with Flynn’s story that she did have a video, but her phone was stolen at the gym.


  Now how was she going to get the answers she needed? Maybe there was information in Boris’s office at the club? It was Monday and even though the club was closed, from what she’d heard, Sherry, the office manager, was usually there. At the very least Izzy needed her tips. She was broke, with barely enough left on her transit pass to take the bus to BART and BART to the city. So while she was getting her tips from her locker, where Andre would have put them, maybe she could make a little detour to Boris’s office and see what she could see.


  Izzy showered quickly and as she walked into the kitchen, Charlie was cooking up a breakfast fit for a king and queen. “Your hunk of burning love sure knows how to shop and where. Love Whole Foods!”


  Her stomach growled, and soon she was consuming a delicious brie omelet, toasted croissant, and fresh berries topped with cream. “A girl could get used to this.”


  Charlie sighed and said, “A girl can wish.”


  Once the dishes were cleaned and put away, Izzy grabbed her purse and said, “Will you be here when I get back?”


  “Depends; where are you going and how long will you be?”


  “I’m going to the club to get my tips and tell that crazy Cossack you met yesterday that you didn’t appreciate his rudeness!”


  “Oh, hell no you aren’t. I don’t want you to get into trouble on my account.”


  “Charlie, I’m already in trouble. I’ll probably be in more if I bump into the owner, Boris. He’s scary.” Izzy shivered when she realized she was going to have to face him sooner or later. Might as well make it sooner, right? “Not sure how long I’ll be gone, but don’t wait for me if you have to go.”


  “I’ve got some laundry to do, I can do it here instead of at Steven’s.”


  Izzy smiled, stood up on her tiptoes, and kissed his cheek. “Okay, dear, I should be home in time for lunch. Fix us something yummy.”


  “You got it, sweets.”


  Smiling, Izzy strode out the door and headed for the bus that would take her to BART, which would then take her to the city. As she waited at the bus stop, her nerves started to get the better of her. What if Andre or Boris was there? Boris, not likely. Andre, maybe. He’d want the video. Instinctively, she knew he was not going to care that her phone was stolen. He’d push for another video with another man.


  The lovely breakfast churned in her stomach. The thought of making a video with anyone other than Flynn made her sick. Exhaling, Izzy began to question the means to her end. How far would she go to find her sister? And at what cost?


  Chapter Sixteen


  



  Izzy looked at her watch. The bus was late. Instead of sitting on the bench inside the bus stop shelter, she paced back and forth along the sidewalk. She was nervous about snooping in Boris’s office. If she got caught, she’d have a hard time explaining why she was in there. But she’d hit a dead end, and she needed to act. Now. Izzy had known the minute she walked into Surf’s Up that the club was a front. For what, she didn’t know exactly, but she could guess. What on earth had gotten into her sister’s head to go to work at such a place? The Alex she grew up with would never have set foot in a place like that. Did her parents know? How could they not?


  Izzy wasn’t psychic, but her gut told her there was a lot more to her sister’s disappearance than any of them thought. Her gut also told her Alex was in deep trouble.


  With Flynn out of the picture, Izzy’s only recourse was to go to Oakland PD and San Francisco PD. Fill out a missing persons report, and tell them what she knew. In the meantime, she’d do what she had been doing at the club. Dig for answers.


  Rolling her neck several times like a prizefighter getting ready for the title bout, Izzy mentally pumped herself up. She could do this. It wasn’t like Boris was a permanent fixture in the place like Andre. Boss man only showed up once a week, usually Saturday nights. She highly doubted he’d be there on a Monday. If he was, she decided she would ask him for a minute of his time. He’d want something from her for the information. Probably to show up to the private party Andre had told her about. Izzy swallowed hard. The thought of going to Boris’s private residence and dancing for his associates terrified her.


  She felt like she was free-falling down the rabbit hole. There was no one to catch her if it all went to hell. Shaking off the fear that shook her resolve, Izzy focused on what she needed to survive right now. Her tip money.


  Glancing at her watch again, she grumbled. It wasn’t like she had a schedule to keep, but she wanted to get to the club, get out of there while it was still early, then head to the San Francisco police department and, once back here, to the Oakland cops.


  When her cell phone rang, she about jumped out of her skin. 


  It was Andre. Swallowing hard she answered. “Hello?”


  “Hello, little girl.” He sounded exactly like Gru from Despicable Me. Just meaner.


  “Hi, Andre, what’s up?” she asked in the perkiest voice she could muster.


  “I ask you same question.”


  “Not much.” Beginning to pace along the curb in front of the shelter, eyes to the ground, Izzy held her breath, waiting for the shoe to drop.


  “You bring me video now.”


  “I—ah, about that, I don’t have it. My phone was stolen at the gym yesterday.”


  “But you answer your phone.”


  “Yeah, it’s a loaner. I just got it this morning. I put a reward up at the gym for my phone. It’s locked, so no one can access it.”


  “Did you make video?”


  “Yes, I did. I think Boris will be happy.” She bit her bottom lip. “When do you expect he’ll be in next?”


  “Boris tell me nothing. But now we both pay big price for no-show.”


  “Andre,” Izzy implored, “I promise you, I’ll get my phone back.”


  “Hope so, would not like to hurt little girl.”


  “You would not hurt me!”


  “Pain is good motivator.” He hung up. 


  She was still staring at her phone in disbelief when a white van came barreling around the corner at a high rate of speed. Izzy jumped back from the curb as it careened toward her. The van ran up on the curb and continued straight for her. Screaming, she ran for her life toward the low concrete wall behind the bus stop enclosure. The van sped by, but not before clipping the edge of the shelter. 


  It all happened so quickly she didn’t get a look at the driver.


  In horror, she watched it come back around the other end of the street. Was he coming at her again? Backing up, she heard the air brakes of the bus as it pulled up behind her to the stop.


  The door opened and she jumped in. The van sped past, turning left. 


  Shaken, she asked the driver. “Did you see that?”


  Bored, he looked at her. “See what?”


  “That white van that just passed tried to run me over!”


  His dark eyes grew alert, sweeping her from head to toe. “You okay?”


  “Yes, but—” She looked behind her to the sidewalk, where her purse and most of its contents lay strewn. “I need to get my purse. Please, wait just a minute.”


  “Hurry, I’m behind schedule.”


  She promptly exited the bus, scanning the road just in case, and picked up her purse and the contents that had spilled all over the sidewalk, including her brand new iPhone that thankfully hadn’t broken.


  “You’re okay,” she said to herself, her shaky voice belying her words.


  “You still want a ride?” the driver called.


  Gathering her purse to her chest, she said, “Yes,” as she stepped back up into the bus. As she looked to her right, then left, and behind the bus, the coast was clear. Her instinct was to call Flynn, but he would think she was making an excuse to see him. And really, it could have just been a random act of assholeness. 


  Random acts weren’t unknown to her. One day last year, she was leaving the professor’s office on campus and as she was crossing in the crosswalk, a motorcycle came out of nowhere and clipped her arm. He would have run her over if she hadn’t been grabbed and pulled to safety by the man walking behind her. Last month she had been followed from the club to BART. It had creeped her out. Usually she was vigilant about keeping her eyes open and her head on a constant swivel. Digging through her purse she found her kubaton key chain. The seven inches of pink metal resembled a thick spiraled icepick. It was deadly in the right hands. Fisting it, she held it with a death grip. She had taken several self-defense classes and kickboxing. She knew how to use the kubaton. It was a menacing weapon, and she would not hesitate to jab it into a bad guy’s eyes, mouth, ear, heart, or wherever she could do some damage.


  Sliding her Clipper card through the meter, Izzy moved to the empty back of the bus and sat down on the right-hand side. The bus lumbered away from the curb. As they made the right turn onto Telegraph, she gasped. The white van sat idling fifty yards ahead. This time she was ready to get the license plate number, but there wasn’t a plate. Didn’t matter. Quickly, she dialed 9-1-1. As they passed, she looked directly at the driver, who was disguised by a dark baseball cap and dark glasses. Let him see she was on the phone and draw his own conclusions. If he was still following her when she got to BART, then the cops could deal with him.


  Halfway to BART, 9-1-1 was still ringing. Damn budget cuts! She looked behind her. The van was nowhere in sight. Sitting back into the hard plastic seat, she let out a long sigh and tapped the end icon. No sense in calling it in; she had no description other than that it was a white van, and he was probably long gone by now. 


  As the bus pulled up to the BART station, Izzy hurried off and froze as she saw the van rumbling toward her, just as the bus she had exited drove past her.


  She was torn. Run after the bus that was heading straight for the van or make a run for the BART train. Deciding that staying in a public place would increase her chances of survival, Izzy sprinted toward the turnstiles, swiped her card and hurried up to the platform, praying the train would be waiting. It was. She hurried in and moved forward through each car in search of a cop, all while keeping her eyes on the platform, and terrified the driver of the van would materialize before she found a cop. When the driver didn’t show and the train began to move, she dropped to a seat and let out a shaky breath. Where was a cop when you needed one?


  As the train pulled out over the tracks, she got a clear shot of the front of the station, where the van was still parked against the curb. With shaky hands she pulled her phone from her purse and took several pictures of the van as it started to move in the same direction as the train. As the distance between them began to lengthen, Izzy stopped taking pictures relieved to know that unless the van had an underwater package, she couldn’t be followed into San Francisco. As she reassured herself that it was just some weirdo, her phone rang to the tune of Bad Boys. Her gut did a whole different anxiety roll this time. 


  It was Flynn.
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  “Answer the damn phone, Isadora!” Flynn cursed, when he got her voice mail for the sixth time. 


  Angrily, he tossed the phone onto the passenger seat of his car. Giving the car more gas, he roared through the streets of Oakland until he pulled up in front of the little bungalow on 34th Street. The same silver Honda Civic that was parked in the driveway when he’d dropped Pink off last night hadn’t moved. He surmised it belonged to the roommate, since there wasn’t a car in the driveway when he’d been there with Pink. Surely she had a car. He glanced at the empty street. Last night, cars had been lined up, but today everyone was at work. 


  He pulled the key from the ignition and opened the car door. He sat there for a long moment with one foot on the asphalt, the other in the car. Nervous energy rumbled through his belly. He knew that the minute he laid eyes on her, smelled her, he was going to want to touch her. If he touched her, he’d lose it. He couldn’t lose it. He was there for one reason: To deliver a message.


  “Fuck it all to hell,” he cursed. He slid out of the car and slammed the door shut, then strode toward the front door. He knocked loudly. A minute later, the door opened slowly.


  Instead of Pink, the same lanky man who had told him off last night stood wrapped in a red silk kimono-style robe. The roommate, Charlie, he presumed.


  Setting his hand on his hip, Charlie cocked it, and with a raised brow and a bored voice said, “Can I help you, cherry thief?”


  Flynn coughed and looked past him. Blocking his view, the guy closed the door almost shut, just the right half of his body visible.


  “Would you tell Miss Fuentes that Flynn would like to speak to her?” It took every ounce of restraint he had not to push the slight man aside, stride into the house, and find her.


  “Oh, would he now?” Charlie said flippantly.


  “Yes. It’s an urgent matter, so if you could tell her now, I’d appreciate it.”


  “Urgent as in you’re going to apologize?”


  The question caught Flynn off guard. “Apologize?” For what?


  “Yes, simpleton, for popping her cherry, then breaking her heart!” Charlie opened the door and moved to the threshold. He was angry. “Who does that to my sweet girl?”


  “I—she wanted me to,” Flynn said lamely. He had no defense. They had both wanted it. He had no regrets either. And despite how things had shaken out between them, he knew Pink didn’t regret the night they’d spent in her little bed or what happened on the terrace in Half Moon Bay. 


  “But you took it knowing what she does for a living and then turned around and treated her like something you wiped off your shoe!” Charlie poked a finger in Flynn’s chest. Flynn allowed it only because the guy was defending Pink. “She’s pure, asshole. As the fucking driven snow, and you ruined her. Fuck, she didn’t need that from a guy like you.”


  “A guy like me? What the hell is that supposed to mean?” He wasn’t some slob off the streets.


  “An asshole like her absentee father. Loaded, arrogant, thinks he can do anyone or anything because he’s connected and has a gigantic ego.” Charlie drew in a breath and expounded. “Your kind has no conscience, because you don’t feel anything. Like a cyborg, cool to look at, but no heart inside.”


  Now Flynn was angry. He was none of those things. He was sure Pink had omitted the drugging-him-part of their night and day together when she talked to Charlie. He wasn’t going to out her, but damn it, he wasn’t the guy Charlie was making him out to be. It was supposed to be one night. One night for a lot of reasons, one being that he didn’t date and if he did, he sure as hell wasn’t going to date a strip club cocktail server who flashed her tits at his coworkers, regardless of the reasons. “She knew the score when she brought me here. I never promised her anything except what I gave her. So, back the fuck up and let me in.”


  Charlie’s arm shot out across the doorway, blocking Flynn when he made to walk into the house.


  “She’s not here. And even if she was, I highly doubt I’d tell her you were at the door. You have zero right to act like you have a right to be here.”


  Flynn fisted and unfisted his hands. “I don’t believe you.”


  Charlie smirked and stood back, opening the door. “See for yourself, Special Agent Dick.”


  Flynn strode past him into the little house, heading straight for Pink’s bedroom. As he pushed open the door, the subtle scent of bubble gum hit him with the force of a cinder block to the face. For a minute he fought to breathe. His dick jerked against his pants. Visions of them sweaty and naked rolling around on the now neatly made bed flared in his mind’s eye.


  When he’d first seen her face minus the heavy makeup and false eyelashes, he’d thought he’d never seen such a natural beauty. That still held true. Since that moment, he’d discovered there was so much more to her than the hot surface.


  Jamming his hand through his hair, Flynn cursed under his breath.


  “You see, Special Agent, as I said, she’s not here. I’d tell her you came looking for her, but I don’t want her to think you’re not still a dick when you are.”


  Flynn turned furiously and moved into the opinionated roommate’s personal space. Ddamn if the guy didn’t stand his ground. A begrudging respect sprang up for Charlie. He didn’t blame him for being so protective of Pink; Flynn felt the same way. The pain in his left hand was a reminder. The irony struck Flynn. He’d busted his hand protecting Pink from an asshole and here this guy Charlie was willing to get his ass kicked protecting Pink from a different asshole.


  “I never meant to hurt her,” Flynn said. “It was supposed to be just one night. It got out of hand.”


  “She’s worth ten thousand nights, you moron. If you’d given her half a chance, you’d know that by now.”


  Flynn got it. But he wasn’t a ten-thousand-nights kind of guy. “Look, she’s over her head at Surf’s Up. I need to talk to her about what’s going on there and hopefully talk some sense into her.”


  “Just because you can’t handle her working there?”


  “What she does is her business, but she’s in danger, and that’s my business.”


  Flynn saw indecision flicker in Charlie’s eyes. “You’re telling the truth?”


  “Yes, damn it. She won’t answer my calls. Where is she?”


  “On her way to the club. Something about getting her tips and talking to a guy named Boris.”


  “Shit. Call her on your cell, she’ll answer for you.”


  Charlie turned and ran into the kitchen. He snatched his cell off his charger and called her. He held it up immediately. “It went directly to voice mail. Either she’s in the tunnel or she turned off her phone.”


  “In the tunnel?”


  “BART. She doesn’t have a car.”


  Flynn nodded. “She probably turned it off so she wouldn’t have to listen to me calling her.” Flynn moved past the insolent roommate. He needed to get to the tiny dancer before Boris did. “I’m heading over there. Keep trying and if you get her, tell her under no circumstances to go into that club.”


  “You are talking about Isadora Fuentes, right? Coz if you are, you should know she does exactly the opposite of what someone she doesn’t like tells her to do.”


  “She likes me. If she didn’t, she’d answer my call,” Flynn said as he strode to the front door. 


  As he hustled down the front porch steps to his car, Charlie called, “That’s okay, Special Agent, because if you didn’t like her back you wouldn’t be here, and you know it!”


  Flynn shook his head, not denying it.


  “I know she likes you, FBI man! Too much for her own good, and that’s the problem! She’s an all-or-nothing girl! Don’t you dare go near her again unless you plan on sticking around!”


  Flynn cracked a smile as Charlie called him out. She liked him? He liked her too, damn it.


  Chapter Seventeen


  



  Flynn literally flew across the Bay Bridge, the late-morning traffic lull in his favor. Putting his foot to the metal, he roared into the city. Silently he thanked the heavens for the unfettered path to Pink. She had no idea the danger she was in. After his conversation with Justin earlier, Flynn knew that if he didn’t get her out of the club and keep her out, she was going to end up in the black abyss of the sex slave market. In all probability, it was what had happened to Alexandra Chastain. It wasn’t going to happen to her sister. Not on his watch.


  Knowing he’d get push back from Pink, he had a Plan B. He didn’t like it, but it was his only option short of kidnapping her and holding her hostage. Which he thought, if he could get away with it, might not be such a bad idea.


  Focus on the mission, not the woman, he told himself.


  White-knuckled, he expertly navigated the city streets. Purposely he kept his mind clear of all things Pink and bubble gum. Purposely he kept the fact that they were worlds apart from his thoughts. Purposely he tried not to remember the sigh of her breath as he entered her and the warm rush of it against his cheek. He couldn’t stop thinking of her when everything reminded him of her.


  Downshifting, he cursed, taking the turn too tight. Quickly he made the adjustment and upshifted angrily.


  Every memory of Isadora Fuentes infused him. If he were chained inside of a jail cell, he’d feel less imprisoned. The urge to take her into his arms and whisk her away from her life and into his bed was becoming unendurable. Since the death of his mother, Flynn could not remember being in such a dark place.


  He felt blindsided. She’d gotten to him, damn it. His reaction to her had left him vulnerable and unsure, two emotions he refused to allow power over him. He needed to find a way to purge her from his system. 


  As he sped into the parking lot behind Surf’s Up, he caught a flash of pink and blond hair slipping behind the metal back door.


  “Christ,” he cursed, throwing the car into park. He hurried out and headed to the back of the club. When he grasped the handle to open the door, it didn’t budge.


  Moving around to the other side of the lot, he saw a beat-up silver Nissan parked in the Reserved For Management spot. He highly doubted that Andre the Giant or Boris Sorlov drove a crappy economy car. He called SFPD dispatch, identified himself, and had them run the plate. It came back as belonging to a Sherry Lauler. Forty-nine, five foot five, one sixty, San Fran resident. 


  Letting out a long breath, Flynn strode back to the metal door Pink had slipped behind, leaned against the wall near the corner, crossed his arms, and waited. Five minutes. That was all he was going to give her. If she wasn’t out, he was going in.


  Several minutes later, the door opened back toward him, hiding him from whoever opened it. Not realizing he was standing there, Pink strode away from him, toward the street. Her bubble gum scent fucking with his testosterone.


  “You know, for your line of work you really should be more aware of your surroundings,” he said as he unwound himself and walked toward her.


  Pink jumped, turned, and screamed all at the same time. Wide-eyed, she stared at him. The color drained from her cheeks. 


  “Damn it, Pink, I didn’t mean to scare you,” he said, hurrying toward her. Make a point yes, terrify no.


  Putting her hand out in a Stop position, she shook her head and damn if there weren’t tears in her eyes. “Don’t come any closer,” she said, her soft breathless voice killing him with its hurt. “Please, leave me alone.” She backed up, then turned and ran toward the street.


  “Isa!” he called, following. “What the hell’s wrong?”


  Shaking her head, she kept moving away from him.


  “Talk to me, damn it!”


  She stopped in her tracks. He stopped, too. Ten feet separated them. He watched the rapid rise and fall of her shoulders and knew she was fighting back emotion. He hated himself at that moment for scaring her.


  Slowly, she turned and faced him. God, she was beautiful. She took his breath away. The breeze ruffled her soft hair, her big sea green eyes so full of emotion, they chipped away at him. Her full pink lips trembled slightly and that killer body of hers stood rigid with pride. She was dressed in a pair of low-slung black jeans that were stylishly distressed with thin cuts across the thighs and knees. The long-sleeved pink shirt she wore embraced her curves in a soft, flattering way, exposing one creamy shoulder. Self-consciously she pushed the sleeves down as if to protect herself from what he was sure his face and body language screamed it wanted. Her pink toes peeked out from the wedge sandals she wore. She looked good enough to eat.


  “I don’t like you, Flynn Ryker. You’re a mean elitist who doesn’t keep his word.” Taking a deep breath, she continued. “You hurt me. I don’t want to see you ever again.” She took a step toward him. “Do you understand that?”


  His heart thudded hard against his ribcage. He nodded. “Yes.”


  “Good,” she choked back, then turned, and continued toward the street.


  She was hurt and she was pissed; no way was she going listen to anything he had to say when it came to her personally. Go directly to Plan B. “I kept my word about helping you find Alex,” he called. “That’s why I’m here.”


  She stopped again. His heart slammed painfully against his chest as he strode toward her. “There are some people I want you to meet,” he said, his voice quieter.


  “What kind of people?” she asked without turning around. 


  Flynn stopped an arm’s length behind her. If he got closer, her body heat would lure him into her spell. “The kind that can help you find your sister.”


  She turned around, eyeing him warily. “Really?”


  Tension tightened his muscles as if he could repel all of the things about her that drew him to her. He didn’t like it, but damn it, at least with the task force involved, she’d be safe if she wouldn’t listen to reason. Though Flynn knew she wouldn’t. Not until she found her sister.


  “Yeah, really.”


  Swallowing hard, she nodded. “Where are these people?”


  “At the Federal Building.”


  Raising her chin, she said, “I’m just a lowly cocktailer who flashed your buddies, Flynn, why did you change your mind?”


  “I gave you my word.” And it had become personal to him. 


  “Do you really want to introduce me to your friends? Aren’t you afraid I’ll taint them? Taint your reputation?”


  “Stop it,” he bit off.


  “Have any of these people seen my boobs?”


  “Yes, damn it, and I don’t like it.”


  “Then why do it?”


  “Because your safety is important to me.”


  “A strip club server’s safety is important to a society man like you?”


  “Stop it, damn it! You’re not some piece of trash.”


  “I’m glad you finally realize that, Flynn.”


  Her words sucked the fight out of him. She was right. He was an asshole. Extending his hand toward the other side of the parking lot to his car, he said, “If you’ll accept a ride from me, we can go now.”


  “Okay, Flynn,” she exhaled, her voice shaky. “But that’s all. You stay away from me afterward.” When she stalked past him, he stood rooted to the ground, as he allowed her scent to die away and her words to penetrate. 


  His request to officially join the task force had been denied, which meant, once he handed her over to the task force, there would be no official need for him to see her. The thought of that didn’t sit well with him. 


  As she moved to the passenger side of the car, and he still hadn’t moved, she turned to look at him. “Do I have to drive myself?”


  Shaking his head, he said, “No way.” And headed toward her.


  As she slid into the car and got situated, Flynn closed the door behind her. Get her in and out, then take her home and get the hell out of Dodge.


  As he put the key into the ignition, she shot him a questioning look. “No way as in you don’t think I could drive this baby, or no way, I’m ego man so I have to drive?”


  “No way, as in you don’t have a driver’s license.”


  “How’d you know that?”


  He grinned. “FBI.”


  “You looked me up!”


  Putting the car into gear, he backed up, made a sharp turn, and headed for the street. “Of course I did. That’s my job.”


  “Your job is to look up every woman you have sex with?”


  “No, my job is to look up every woman who tries to drug me for blackmail purposes.”


  Folding her arms across her chest, she huffed back into the seat.


  “You Googled me,” he said calling her out. “Turnabout is fair play.”


  “Whatever.”


  Flynn grinned again, happy they were back to a more amicable tone. “You look cute when you pout.”


  “Shut up.”


  He laughed and turned onto O’Farrell.


  “Who are these people we’re going to see at the Federal Building?”


  “All you need to know is that I’m introducing you to a group of individuals who, through their efforts in another arena, may be able to help you locate your sister.”


  “Your FBI buddies?”


  “I can’t tell you too much, Pink, so don’t ask.”


  “Why not? I admitted trying to drug you and why. I told you about my sister.”


  He glanced at her, all humor gone. “Because if you were tortured or beaten into revealing sensitive information, lives could be lost.”


  “Who would torture or beat me?” she asked, her voice shaking.


  “No one, if I have anything to do about it.” He meant it, too. Her continued association with the club was bullshit. “I told you, you’re working for dangerous people. I wasn’t lying. You need to allow the authorities to handle what’s going on there and stay clear of Surf’s Up.”


  She shook her head vehemently. 


  Damn stubborn woman.


  “I told you, I have an in the authorities don’t have. I won’t give up until I have Alex home safe and sound. Besides, the ‘authorities’ don’t even know to care about Alex because she hasn’t been reported missing!”


  There was that. Again, it made no sense to Flynn. “Why would your father not report her missing?”


  She shrugged, but answered candidly. “Probably because she’s become a blight on the Chastain name. He’s probably happy she’s not working the strip club anymore.”


  “Maybe he made sure she didn’t resurface?”


  Pink gasped and looked over at him, wide-eyed. “He’s up for reelection next year!” She chewed her bottom lip and shook her head. “But he loves Alex. I could understand him wanting to get rid of me, but not Alex.” As soon as she said the words, he saw the color leach from her face.


  “What is it?” he urged. Something had triggered in her mind and she was obviously unwilling to share it. That meant trouble.


  “I—um, I’m not sure.”


  They entered an underground parking lot. Flynn badged the guard, then slid his ID card through the terminal. The metal gates swung slowly open. Driving through and up to the second level, Flynn parked in his usual spot, reserved for when he had business in the city.


  As he helped Pink out of the car, her hand was trembling. The urge to pull her into his arms and tell her it was going to be okay was strong. When her body naturally gravitated to his, he reached for her. But she shook whatever it was off and pushed away from him.


  “Tell me what you’re not sure about,” he quietly urged.


  Her face scrunched as indecision and fear played out across her features.


  “Trust me to help you,” he said softly.


  Nodding, as if coming to a decision, she looked up at him, determination written all over her lovely face. “This morning at the bus stop, a white van came racing around the corner from my house, it drove up on the sidewalk, and gunned straight for me. I jumped out of the way. Right after that the bus pulled up. By then the van had circled and drove by the bus.”


  With a calm he did not feel, Flynn asked, “Did you report it to the bus river?”


  “Yes, he didn’t see anything. I called nine-one-one, but it just rang. By the time we got to BART, it was still ringing. I hung up and just as I did the van pulled up facing us. I made a run for the train, hoping to find a cop. But there wasn’t one to be found.”


  “Did the driver come after you?”


  “No, thank God.”


  “Did you get a license plate? A description of the driver and the van?”


  Nodding, she took her phone from her purse and showed him the pictures she’d taken from the BART train. They weren’t great, but they were good enough to determine the make and possibly the model and year. “There was no license plate, and the driver was wearing a ball cap and sunglasses.”


  “Forward that to me as well as the bus route. I can have BART PD check the cameras. I think they store footage for more than twenty-four hours.” After she texted him the photo, he asked, “Has anything like this happened before?”


  When she told him about the motorcycle incident and being followed home, his anger mushroomed. 


  Flynn said very slowly, “Did you report either of those incidents?”


  “No, I just figured the motorcycle incident was bad timing on my part. As far as the guy following me, I told Andre. He said he’d keep an eye out when I left each night. It hasn’t happened again.”


  “And yet, despite all of that, you went to the club today?”


  “I needed my tips and I thought it might be a good chance to get into Boris’s office.”


  Flynn stopped her in their tracks. Grabbed her by the arms and lowered his face to hers. “You’re a target now. If you want to stay alive, you don’t invite trouble.”


  “Target?”


  “Yes. Especially now that Andre lured you into committing a crime with the promise of information.”


  “But I don’t have a video. He can’t prove anything.”


  “He doesn’t have to, Pink. Don’t think for one minute he’s going to let you off the hook. You made a video once, he’s going to find a way to force you to make another one if you go back.”


  “I have to go back. I can’t just stop what I’ve started.”


  Taking her elbow, Flynn steered her toward an elevator. “We’ll see about that.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  As they entered a conference room on the thirteenth floor, Flynn braced himself. Justin looked up from his laptop and grinned as Pink preceded him into the room. If he made one comment about her tits, Flynn was going to flatten him.


  “Nice to see you again, Miss—?” he said, extending his hand as he stood.


  “Fuentes,” Pink replied, extending her hand and firmly shaking his. The other men and one woman in the room looked up the minute she spoke. Her sweet breathless voice tugged at Flynn’s gut and made his dick throb. “It’s nice to see you again, too, Justin.”


  Justin grinned like an idiot, looking everywhere but Pink’s chest. Inwardly, Flynn shook his head. Releasing her hand, Justin stepped back and glanced around the room. As he did, Pink stood quietly, chin up, and with a soft smile said, “Hello, boys.” Then nodded to Sonia Jackson, the only female on the task force. “Ma’am.”


  Sonia’s sharp eyes flicked from Pink to Flynn, back to Pink again, before she shot an inquiring look at Flynn. They’d tangled up the sheets about a year ago. It had been one of those “letting off steam after a high-speed pursuit” kind of unions. “Jackson,” Flynn said, acknowledging her. 


  “Ryker,” she responded.


  He felt Pink’s eyes on him and knew that if he looked down at her, she’d know. So he kept his eyes averted.


  The silence that had descended around them at her greeting, and the correct assumption from the guys and Pink that Flynn and Sonia had had a fling, was louder than an explosion. Flynn had to hand it to Pink, though; she stood comfortable in her own skin as she met each man’s gaze and Sonia’s with an unwavering one of her own. One of Justin’s men, Maddox Price, who had been at the bachelor party, turned just as he was pouring a cup of coffee. His jaw dropped as he halted his action midstream. Flynn’s mood deteriorated. When Price flashed his megawatt smile, Flynn’s hands fisted.


  “Hello again, Wild Style,” Price said, his voice low and gravelly. The tone left no doubt about what he was thinking.


  “Miss Fuentes to you, Price,” Flynn growled.


  Price set the coffeepot back on the burner, then his coffee cup next to it, never taking his eyes off Pink. “Miss Fuentes,” he said stepping toward her, extending his right hand. “Maddox Price at your service.”


  Flynn just bet he was. Probably getting a hard-on remembering what was under her top. Son of a bitch!


  Pink smiled, a slight blush pinkening her cheeks. As she shook his hand, she batted her eyelashes. “Thank you, Mr. Price,” she said softly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  Flynn could have sworn he heard the guys behind him inhale painfully. Yeah, she had that effect on each one of them. Flynn cursed himself for bringing her here. It bugged the shit out of him that Justin and Maddox had seen her half-naked, giving him a lap dance.


  Damn it all to hell. It was too late now, and despite his feelings, he knew he had made the right call. 


  That didn’t prevent Flynn from spearing Price with a glare that had no effect on him at all. The bastard kept Pink’s hand in his and stood grinning at her like the fool he was. Flynn knew exactly what was going through the guy’s mind’s eye. Justin’s too, even though Justin had a steady girl. How could any red-blooded man get the vision of Pink’s lush tits out of his head?


  Clearing his throat, Flynn moved toward the interloper, but said for all of the gathered men and woman, “I explained to Miss Fuentes that I’d be introducing her to a group of professionals.”


  In unison they nodded, agreeing quickly, dragging their eyes from her and back to their tablets on the conference table. When Price continued to hold Pink’s hand, she smiled and tactfully disengaged. Then she moved to stand beside Flynn, giving the impression to the room that she was with him.


  Shooting Price a stay-the-hell-away glare, Flynn pulled out a chair beside him and indicated Pink sit there. When she did, Flynn pushed her in and continued, “Miss Fuentes has a problem that we may be able to help her with and she in turn may be able to help us out with a problem of our own.”


  Taking the seat beside her, Flynn made it clear she was under his protection. Justin nodded and moved around to the head of the table and his laptop. “Miss Fuentes, is it okay if I ask you a few questions?”


  “Yes, as long as you reciprocate.”


  He smiled. “I’ll answer what I can for you.”


  “Okay, then ask away.”


  “How long have you been working at the Surf’s Up club on O’Farrell?”


  “Three months.”


  He made a notation, then looked up and asked, “What are your duties there?”


  “I cocktail and as of this past Saturday, I was promoted to stripper.” She said the words as if she were promoted to head accountant. No embarrassment or explanation, just a simple statement of fact.


  Flynn cringed inside, but watched the reaction of the assembled task force members at the table. Each one of them, including Jackson, had their poker face on. Good thing, because he wasn’t in the mood to call one of them out for a snicker or sneer.


  “As a stripper, what are your duties?”


  Folding her hands on the table she said candidly, “Well, most of the girls dance and strip on stage, but Andre just wants me to do private parties for now. Like the one you, Maddox, and Flynn attended Saturday night.”


  Justin cleared his throat, Price had the decency to look up at the ceiling and Flynn was fighting a mighty hard- on. Everything about Saturday night flooded his memory banks.


  “Do we need specifics, Justin, or can we just move on?” Flynn bit out.


  “I’d like to know the specifics,” Jackson said, sitting forward.


  Flynn opened his mouth to tell her to back down, but Pink put her hand on his, squeezed it, and said, “I’d be happy to explain, Officer Jackson.”


  “It’s sergeant,” Jackson corrected.


  “Sergeant Jackson,” Pink said, sweeping her gaze across the antagonistic woman’s face, then to her left hand where there was no wedding ring. “Would you like a demonstration on how to get and hold a man’s attention?”


  Flynn bit his lip, Price snorted, and Justin smirked before saying, “Let’s move on, shall we?”


  Jackson shot Flynn a harsh glare, but sat back, knowing she was going to make a fool out of herself if she pushed. She might be one of the guys, but none of the men in the room were going to allow her to pick on Pink.


  Justin glanced at his laptop, then at Pink. “Do you have keys to the building?”


  “No. Only Boris, Andre, and Sherry the bookkeeper.”


  “What type of access do you have to the interior areas of the club?”


  “All areas except Boris’s office. That’s locked when he isn’t there.”


  Making the notation, Justin picked up a thick manila folder from the table. As he came around the table, he sat down beside Pink and opened the folder. It held a stack of 8-by-10 color photos. He spread them out in front of her and asked, “Do you recognize any of these men by sight or name?”


  As she leaned across the table in Flynn’s direction to get a better look at the dozen or so pictures lined up on the tabletop, he tensed when her knee slid against the outside of his thigh. The contact struck him with the heat of a laser beam. Despite the full room, he pressed his thigh against hers, enjoying the contact.


  “I recognize some of them, but only a few by name.” She moved three to the side and pointed to the next three photos. “They were in last week. Boris’s office. It was very hush-hush, but I took them drinks. That one called this one Josef; they were talking about a man named Miroslav. I don’t know the other’s name.” She moved them aside and as she reached for two more photos, her right breast nudged his forearm. The contact caught them both off guard. Pink glanced at Flynn, her cheeks flushed.


  Flynn steeled himself. When she bent farther across the table, the pressure of her warmth nearly killed him. Damn it was hot in that room. When she pulled two more from the spread and sat back, relief flooded him. He looked up to find Justin’s brooding gaze on him. 


  “This is Sasha,” Pink said, pointing to the picture of a dark-haired younger man. “He comes in every Friday night, likes his vodka warm, and tips well. Sometimes he comes in with a satchel, but he always leaves with one. This other guy is Maks. I think he’s related to Boris, maybe his nephew, because when he comes in and harasses the girls, Andre doesn’t call him out on it. Most of girls have dated him.” She said, air quoting dated.


  “Have you?” Jackson asked.


  Pink inhaled sharply at the insult. Flynn turned on his one-afternoon stand. “You have a problem with me, Jackson, fine but leave Miss Fuentes out of it.”


  “Don’t flatter yourself, Ryker. My question’s legit. If she’s dating any of these guys, how can we trust her?”


  Flynn stood up. Placing his hands palm down on the conference table, he leaned over it and into Jackson’s space. “She’s not fucking any of them now and hasn’t fucked any of them in the past.”


  “You know this how?” Jackson asked, and smirked.


  “My sex life is no one’s business but mine, Sergeant Jackson,” Pink said calmly. “That said, the answer to your question is no, I haven’t dated or been intimate with any of the men or women who frequent the club.”


  “Thank you, Miss Fuentes,” Justin said. “Is there more than one way to access the office?”


  “No, just the one entry. It has several deadbolts, and a guard outside the door when Boris is in-house.”


  “How often is he in-house?”


  “A few times a month.”


  “Does he have a regular day?”


  “The club is only open Wednesday through Saturday. He shows up different days and times.”


  Justin typed in notes. When he looked up from his laptop, he looked thoughtfully at Pink. “How much do you know about Boris’s side business of blackmail videos?”


  Pink pushed the pictures away and straightened in her chair. “What does any of that have to do with finding my sister?”


  “Who is your sister?” Justin asked.


  Surprised, Pink looked at Flynn. “You didn’t tell them?”


  “Not my story to tell. That’s yours.”


  Her lips parted, her white teeth catching the tip of her pink tongue. 


  “You asked me to keep your secret. I gave you my word.”


  “Thank you,” she said softly.


  Caught up in the emotion flickering in her eyes, Flynn smiled, feeling warm and fuzzy inside. He’d just scored major points with her. “Your secret is safe with every man in this room,” Flynn said, then looked pointedly at Jackson, who nodded. “And woman.” 


  “Okay,” she said, her voice as trusting as a child’s. But her tone didn’t fool Flynn. Pink had a steel rod running through her.


  “For us to be able to help you, you’re going to have to be transparent. About everything.” Flynn nudged her chin up with his hand. “Do you understand what I’m saying?” God help Jackson if she went after Pink again.


  “Yes,” she said, her breathless voice shooting straight to his dick. Pink turned to Justin and said, “Alexandra Chastain, Senator Chastain’s daughter, is my half sister.”


  Confusion flashed across Justin’s face.


  “I thought he only had one daughter,” Price said.


  Pink shook her head. “He has two. I’m his dirty little secret.”


  Justin pursed his lips, but nodded. “Let’s back up, Miss Fuentes. Tell me what you know about Boris’s blackmail video business and how you came to know about it.”


  “My sister called me a little over three months ago, begging for my help. She said she was in trouble.” 


  “Excuse me for interrupting, but did she say what kind of trouble?” Justin asked.


  Pink nodded. “First she said, she thought someone was trying to kill her. Then later in the conversation she said, ‘I think it’s him’.”


  “Who is him?”


  “I don’t know. And I didn’t believe her,” Izzy whispered looking at her hands in her lap then back to Justin. “We’d been estranged for thirteen years so I wasn’t very receptive. She told me was working at the Surf’s Up club and asked me to meet her that day to talk. I refused and hung up on her.” Pink swallowed, her voice full of emotion. “I felt bad and a few days later called her. Her phone was disconnected. I went to the club and asked about her, I was told by Sherry, the bookkeeper, that she no longer worked there. I called the cops and asked if there was a missing persons report filed on my sister, they said no.”


  “Didn’t you think that was odd?”


  “Yes and no. Apparently my sister had been working at the club for some time. I’m sure her mother gave birth to a cow or two over that news. My father?” She shrugged. “He’s a politician. For all I know he had her shipped off to a dark corner of world so she wouldn’t hurt his chances of getting reelected.” As she said the words, Flynn caught Justin’s gaze.


  They were thinking the same thing.


  “Did you confront your father?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “I have nothing to say to him, and even if I asked him, he wouldn’t tell me anything. So I took matters into my own hands. I went back to the club and got hired to pick up cocktail shifts for girls who called in sick or were no shows.”


  Pink looked at Flynn, and then back to her captured audience.


  “I used my tip money to buy information about Jasmyn, that’s my sister’s stripper name. I paid a lot of money for zero information. I showed up on time and did a good job and Andre, the manager, started giving me better shifts and tables. When I went to him directly and asked about Jasmyn, he told me only Boris had that information. But if I wanted it bad enough he would ask Boris on my behalf. If, I would make a video. I refused but then he told me the last girl to make a video was Jasmyn. Andre made it sound like Jasmyn made the video, handed it over to Boris who then paid her a large sum of money and she walked out the door never to be heard from again. I don’t believe Boris gave her a dime and I don’t believe she walked out of there either. Someone took her.”


  “Explain the process in detail, please,” Justin asked levelly.


  “Andre came to me in my dressing room this past Saturday night, saying there was a bunch of cops in for a private party. He wanted me to cut one from the herd, slip him the mickey Andre provided me, and once he was drugged, take him somewhere and make a compromising video of the two of us. I give the video to Andre, he then gives it to Boris and return he would get me the information I wanted. What Boris was going to do with it, I don’t know.” She looked at Flynn and had the decency to blush. “But I can guess.”


  “And did you cut one from the herd, drug him, and make a video?” Justin prompted.


  “Well, yes and no. I did cut one from the herd, and I did slip him the mickey, but he was on to me and, well, the night didn’t go as I had planned.”


  “How did it go?” Price asked.


  “None of your business, Price,” Flynn barked.


  “If it’s relevant—” He tried to defend himself.


  “It’s not. So leave it alone,” Flynn bit out. He looked at Justin for some help.


  “I don’t understand what all of this has to do with you helping me find Alex,” Pink stated. “I’ve been working at that dump for over three months because of her. The only reason I’m here is because Flynn said you might be able to help me.”


  “Settle down, Wild Style,” Price said.


  Flynn stood so fast his chair fell back against the wall. “You’re being a disrespectful asshole, Price.”


  “Knock it off, Maddox,” Justin commanded. As Flynn stared down the younger man, he had the common sense to nod.


  “My apologies, Miss Fuentes.”


  “I’ve been called a lot worse than my working name, Mr. Price. I doubt anything that comes out of your mouth can hurt me.”


  Pride swelled in Flynn’s chest. He loved that she never made excuses for who she was or what she did. She’d more than held her own in here. She was an amazing woman who had put herself in a vulnerable position where people like Jackson and, Flynn cringed, himself, thought less of her because she took her clothes off. It shouldn’t matter why she did it; she chose to. Seeing the ugliness of it all made Flynn ashamed of himself. He should take a page out of her lesson book.


  “I would never intentionally cause you harm, Miss Fuentes,” Price said, properly put in his place. The other men around the table shook their heads like he was the village idiot.


  “Miss Fuentes,” Justin said, “We’ve had our eyes on the club for some time now. Unfortunately we don’t have the manpower to have eyes on the club twenty-four seven, so your intel is invaluable. Thank you. While I can’t speak to anything specific regarding your sister at the moment, I promise to look into her disappearance immediately. In so doing, I would caution you, not to make any contact with your father or his wife, or anyone associated with Surf’s Up except as it pertains to your job there.” Justin looked at Flynn. Message received. He’d back off.


  He typed in notes, then looked back at Pink and smiled. Flynn knew that smile. The Trust-me-I’m-the-hero-I-won’t-lie-to-you-smile. “But while you’re here, I’d like as much information as you’re willing to provide us.”


  Pink nodded. “I’ll tell you what I know.”


  Justin went straight to the heart of the matter. “How many times have you drugged a Surf’s Up patron and videoed them in a compromising position?”


  Pink’s eyes popped open. “That was my first time!” She glanced at Flynn, then back to Justin. Then said under her breath, “I had a lot of firsts that night.”


  Flynn wanted to pull her into his arms and assure her this was almost over.


  “I’m assuming you’re going to be in trouble with Andre if you don’t deliver the goods?” Justin asked.


  Pink shivered. “Yes, he’s not the kind of man who gives you a pep talk and tells you to try again.”


  “Is he under the impression you have a video?”


  “I told him I had one, but that it was on my phone and the phone was stolen at my gym.”


  “Is that true?”


  “Which part?”


  “All of it.”


  “Um,” she looked at Flynn, who nodded, urging her to tell the truth, as much as it might embarrass them both. “There was a video, but it was destroyed. The stolen phone part was a lie to buy time.”


  “What was Andre’s reaction to your story?”


  Biting her bottom lip, she looked at Flynn, then back at Justin. “He told me to make another one and that if I didn’t he would hurt me.”


  “Jesus Christ, Pink, why the hell am I just hearing about it now?” Flynn ejaculated.


  “It’s been a pretty eventful day, it slipped my mind.”


  “How would you like us to help you out of your jam, Miss Fuentes?” Justin asked, calmly bypassing the storm.


  “I don’t know exactly,” Pink said. “What did you have in mind?”


  Justin’s eyes glittered with excitement. He looked at Flynn, then to Pink. Flynn had the distinct feeling he wasn’t going to like what Justin was about to propose.


  “Using you and Flynn, we’ll create what appears to be a compromising video, which you can deliver to Andre.”


  “Hold the fuck up,” Flynn said, standing. “No sex video.”


  Justin’s jaw tightened. “We’re not in the porn business, Ryker.”


  “Good, because that isn’t going to happen.” Hell if he was he going to have Pink strip down and make it look like he was fucking her while the task force recorded it.


  Flynn grasped Pink’s hand and pulled her up. The agreement when he’d called Justin this morning was for information trading. Nothing more. Now they wanted her to make another video and in effect work as a UC in the club? No fucking way. “It’s too dangerous for Miss Fuentes to go back to the club. Find another way to get what you need.”


  Yanking her hand from Flynn’s, she said to Justin, “I’m open to suggestions.”


  “No, damn it,” Flynn said, seething.


  When she turned and pressed her small hand to his chest, Flynn’s heart leapt against it. “I appreciate your concern, Flynn, but I’m going to see this through, even if it means I go back to the club.”


  Not if he had his way she wasn’t.


  “Miss Fuentes,” Justin said. “Right now, this meeting is all we’ll require of you, and of course if you see any of those men in the photographs, you will notify us when you do.”


  Chapter Nineteen


  



  Izzy sat back thoughtfully in the seat of the Corvette and tried to put together exactly what just happened. She got the distinct impression that the crew at the Federal Building wanted more from her than they were willing to give in return.


  “What if your people can’t find Alex?” she asked Flynn, who had said less than two words since they’d gotten back into the car.


  “If there’s something to find, they’ll find it,” he said curtly.


  “Even though she hasn’t been reported missing?”


  He glanced over at her, then back to the road ahead. “I gave you my promise I’d help you find her. If you say she’s missing, then she’s missing.”


  “What if your friends don’t want to give you information?”


  “There’s no reason for them not to, Pink.”


  “Maybe.” Staring out the window, Izzy thought about Flynn and his interactions with the people he worked with.


  He’d done everything except mark her in front of his coworkers. He’d been especially adversarial with Maddox and the blond sergeant. His behavior confused her. He didn’t want to associate with her because of what she did and had done. But then he acted like he had some unspoken claim on her in front of the task force.


  “When was the last time you and Sergeant Jackson had sex?”


  “A year ago, and it was once,” he snapped.


  Pink laughed bitterly. “Keeping to that 'I don’t do mornings’ mantra.”


  “It wasn’t like that.”


  “Tell me how it was, then?”


  Flynn glanced at her like, really? Crossing her arms over her chest, she stared at him. She wanted to know. The sergeant was pretty. Probably a knockout if she let her hair down and wore something soft and sexy instead of that ugly blue pantsuit.


  “I was working violent crimes. Bank robberies to be specific. Sonia had just been promoted to sergeant and was on the SFPD arm of the team. We were hot on the trail of a serial bank robber and had an idea when and where the next hit would be. Sure enough, as we pulled up in an unmarked, the bad guys were fleeing. I was driving. It was a high-speed pursuit through the streets of San Francisco. They crashed, we got them. On our way back in, we made a pit stop. End of story.”


  “Wow, cop love is so romantic.”


  Flynn chuckled despite the topic. “There was nothing romantic about what we did. It was a de-stress mechanism. Nothing more.”


  “I’d say it was a little bit more than a mechanism for Sergeant Jackson. I saw the way she looked at you when we walked in. She wanted another Special Agent treat.”


  “Doubtful.”


  “More like highly probable.” But Izzy let it go. She knew the look of a woman who wanted a man. She’d seen it on her mother’s face every time her father walked into the room. “Your friends didn’t seem surprised in the least to learn Alex was my sister. Why weren’t they?”

  “In this business you learn not to be surprised by anything, and if you are, you don’t show it.”


  “Is that why you hide the fact that you still want me?” Izzy had never kept her mouth shut for decorum’s sake. Why start now?


  Flynn’s knuckles whitened. “I want to make sure you’re safe.”


  “Your friends don’t seem to have a problem taking on the protector role, so why not step aside and let one of them step up, since I embarrass you.”


  “You don’t embarrass me.”


  “But you’re embarrassed by me.”


  “I’m not embarrassed by you, Isadora! Now leave it alone.”


  A small tic erupted in his cheek. Wisely, she sat back and stopped poking the tiger.


  Without further conversation they continued to her house in Oakland. Instead of parking on the street this time, Flynn drove up into the empty driveway. Charlie was gone. So much for that yummy lunch he’d promised. It was pushing four; she forgave him for not sticking around. Flynn put the car into park, Izzy opened her door and said, “Thanks for the lift.”


  As she took her keys out to open the back door, she heard the driver side door slam shut. “Let me go in first,” Flynn said, stepping up behind her and taking the key from her hand. In his other hand was a gun. Suddenly shit got real.


  Nudging the door open with his foot, his gun held up, he said, “Stay here until I clear the house.”


  Izzy wasn’t too stupid to live; she nodded and stood back, allowing him to do what he had to. Several moments later he was back and ushered her in. He slid the gun back into the belt holster at the small of his back she just now noticed, shut the door behind them, and locked it.


  “Thanks, you can go,” she said, dropping her purse onto the kitchen table. 


  A sheet of paper fluttered to the floor. She picked it up. It was a note from Charlie:


  Hey sweets, I figure by now that hunk of burning love has gotten down on his knees and begged for forgiveness. I hope you gave it to him; he’s a once in-a-lifetime guy if he managed to take his pride out of his dick. If none of the above occurred, color me the worst best friend in the world. Steven called hysterical because I hadn’t come back last night. I calmed him down, but you know what a drama queen he is. Shoot me a text if you need me to pick up any pieces and I’ll drag my queen north and we can eat popcorn in bed and watch our fave movie, To Wong Foo Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar, together.


  Xoxoxo


  C


  Izzy was grinning when Flynn came up behind her. 


  “Everything all right?”


  “Peachy,” she said, crumbling the paper and tossing it into the trash can near the sink. She turned around and leaned against the counter, acutely aware that it was the same exact place where just the morning before Flynn had given her a most amazing orgasm. Damn, how had it all gone to crap in less than twenty-four hours?


  Life challenged her on so many different fronts. It seemed like she could never catch a break. But it only made her more determined to carve out her own path and live life on her terms, not the universe’s. Because the universe was a bitch.


  Deciding to give Flynn some payback, Izzy hopped up onto the counter. Leaning back against her hands, she crossed her legs at the ankles, raised her brows at Flynn, who hadn’t moved, and said, “So you can leave now.”


  “Where’s your roommate?”


  “Santa Cruz.”


  “I don’t feel comfortable leaving you here alone.”


  “I’m a big girl, Special Agent. I have dead bolts on each one of the doors and locks on each of the windows. I have a kubaton I know how to use and a few slick self-defense moves. ”


  “That won’t stop anyone who wants to get in here.”


  “Would it stop you?” she asked, cocking her head to the side.


  “No.”


  “What would stop you?” she asked, then quickly answered, “Oh, wait, your ego.” She laughed caustically. The hurt still stung deep. Damn him for lighting her up only to snuff her out.


  Hopping off the counter, she strode to the door, unlocked it, and then opened it wide. “We’re done here, Flynn, please leave.”


  Flynn didn’t move. He wasn’t leaving, but he didn’t have a good reason to stay, not one she would accept. If he was officially assigned to the task force he could say he was watching out for her, but his SAC nixed that because of what he’d done to the arrogant CEO at the restaurant. “You’re too close to the crack, Ryker. Your involvement could hinder the investigation,” Mills had told him earlier. Flynn didn’t argue, because it was true.


  His cell phone rang. He took it from his pocket. It was Justin.


  “Ryker.”


  “Where are you?”


  “At Miss Fuentes’s place. I just dropped her off.”


  “Stay there, we’re en route.”


  Flynn glanced at Pink, an unsettling feeling in his stomach. He moved from the kitchen to the living room and onto the front porch. “Who’s we?”


  “Me and Price.”


  “Why you and Price?”


  “I want to discuss using Miss Fuentes as a UC at the club. If she agrees, Price will handle her.”


  Anger flared. “Bullshit! You gave me your word you’d only tap her for information.”


  “I need more information, information only she can get, and to get it, she needs to go back to the club and work it.”


  “No.”


  “What’s the problem here, Flynn?”


  “The problem is she isn’t trained. The problem is if she’s turned loose in there, she’s going to get hurt. And I have a big problem with that.”


  “Are you involved?”


  “That’s none of your damn business.”


  “It is if it impacts this case. We’ve spent years trying to get in there. She’s in. If she’s agreeable, we’re going to capitalize on that.”


  Flynn swiped his hand across his face in frustration. He was powerless to stop Justin from reaching out to Pink. That wasn’t what scared the hell out of him. What scared him was knowing she would jump in feet first.


  “Look, man, you know how this works,” Justin said. “This is task force 101. We’ll protect her. Now step back and let me do my job.”


  “Got it,” Flynn snapped, then hung up.


  “Is something wrong?” Pink asked from the door.


  Flynn slowly turned to face her. “No. Justin and Maddox are on their way over.”


  “Now?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do they have news about Alex?”


  “No.” He wished they did; that way, Pink would have no more use for them.


  When she stepped out onto the porch and stared up at him for a long thoughtful minute, Flynn fought the urge to touch her. Her full lips were slightly parted, her big eyes wide, and he noticed for the first time she had a few freckles on her nose. 


  “Why are you so angry?” she asked.


  What was he supposed to tell her? That Maddox Price, the biggest skirt chaser in the city, had his sights set on her and was going to be handling her while they used her to get to Sorlov? That he wanted to make love to her, but couldn’t because he’d want to again. That he wasn’t capable of giving her what she wanted and deserved. To be loved? Was he supposed to tell her that he hated himself for being such an ass for hurting her? That it infuriated him that he was forced to be hands-off with this investigation, all because of what he did to Stiles? That he was a bystander this time around? Or should he tell her that he was scared to death for her and his hands were tied because he’d blown it and she wanted nothing to do with him. Hell, if he asked to sleep on her sofa to make sure she was safe, she’d tell him to hit the road. Could he blame her?


  “I’m angry because they want you to make another video and officially become their under cover, classified informant at the club. I’m angry because I know you’re going do it and there’s not a damn thing I can do to stop you.”


  “I’m sorry you don’t understand how much it means to me to do this, despite the risks to my safety.”


  “Why?” he shouted, losing his patience with her motive. “To bring back a sister who has never stepped up for you? Who won’t even acknowledge your existence? Do you think by doing this, you’ll get them to welcome you back into the fold with open arms?” Flynn shook his head and grasped her by the shoulders and shook her. “They don’t give a fuck about you, Isa, and yet you’ve broken the law and compromised not only your dignity but your safety for them.” When he realized he was physically hurting her, Flynn let her go. “Are you so desperate for their approval that you’re willing to sacrifice your life?”


  Tears filled her eyes, then spilled down her cheeks. 


  “At least I’m willing to take the shot, Flynn. Something you’ll never do.”


  Turning, she walked back into the house, leaving him standing on the porch, never feeling more alone in his life.


  Chapter Twenty


  



  Decked out in her Surf’s Up uniform—pink string bikini, blue spike wig, full-blown makeup, and pink peek-a-boo heels—Izzy paced nervously in the small living room as Justin typed up a summary of what they had discussed and how it was all going down.


  From the moment she strode into the room fifteen minutes ago, Flynn’s disposition had deteriorated from agitated to enraged. He’d taken one look at her, told Maddox and Justin to shut their fucking mouths, and asked her if she could spare them all some pain and cover herself until they were ready to roll.


  “You didn’t have a problem with my attire Saturday night, Flynn, why now?”


  She knew damn well what had changed, and damn if she was going to let him boss her around. She wasn’t an exhibitionist, but she worked hard to stay in shape and had no inhibitions about her body.


  Instead of arguing with her, Flynn shut up, but he didn’t take his eyes off her for a minute. 


  The other two men—Justin, who was still inputting information on his laptop and Maddox, who suddenly found the floor interesting—quickly assumed their poker faces when she put her hands on her hips and said, “I’d like to get this over with as soon as possible.”


  “One more minute,” Justin said, not looking up.


  Izzy found herself at the center of an elaborate sting operation. Once Justin had the paperwork written up, she would sign the document in which she was agreeing to become a classified informant and work undercover for the San Francisco Police Department. Though they offered her compensation, she declined. Her willingness to find Alex was not, despite what Flynn said, to get back into the family fold, but for Izzy’s own peace of mind. If she was honest with herself, she wasn’t doing this for Alex. She was doing it for herself. Had she met her sister when Alex begged her to, she might have been able to help her. But she hadn’t. She loved her sister and didn’t bear her any ill will. If there was a way to get her back, Izzy would do everything she could to that end.


  What had started out a few months ago as a simple snooping around the club for info about Alex had turned into a full-blown federal task force operation she was now a key player in. It scared her to death. She could back out. Instead, she put her trust in the three men in the room. Part of the trust entailed agreeing to re-create a video.


  When Maddox, her “handler” as he’d been dubbed, along with his task force supervisor, Justin, asked her to make another video with Flynn, her initial reaction was no way.


  “We want Boris to make contact with Agent Ryker,” Justin explained. “Once he does, he’ll show him the video and name his price for not going public with it. We’ll have what we need to bring him in on RICO charges. We’ll offer him a deal if he agrees to talk. While I can’t guarantee he will give us information on your sister, Miss Fuentes, I guarantee you I will lean as hard on him as I can to get the information.”


  “What if he doesn’t?” she asked.


  “Then we find another way, but you need to understand, there is nothing you can do that will incite Sorlov to give you any information on the whereabouts of your sister. Once he knows you suspect him of being responsible in some way for her disappearance, you’ll disappear next. That I can guarantee you.”


  When she glanced at Flynn, he looked even less inclined to recreate a video than she did. It had pissed her off. Did she repulse him that much? Out of spite she knew she’d agree to do it.


  Heart pounding, she didn’t know if she could do it. Despite Flynn’s hands-off approach with her, he affected her on such a deep level she was afraid that if they engaged in any type of physical act, staged or otherwise, she’d fall harder, deeper, and drown. And what if she, well, became so aroused she embarrassed them both?


  Despite her monumental efforts to erase him from her heart, Izzy had made little progress getting him out of her head since the moment she’d laid eyes on him at the club Saturday night. He’d touched something in her she didn’t know existed. An ache for him far more consuming than the need for recognition from her father. If she did this, she’d have to reboot the de-Flynning process. 


  She didn’t want to want him. Need him. Ache like she did for him.


  Unease rolled through her. Did she even have a choice? No. She didn’t. Not when her choice to give the task force whatever they needed her to do went beyond Alex now. This was for all the other women out there who could fall prey to Boris’s exploitive business practices. An incriminating video was not only key to getting an audience with Boris, but now it was key to the sting operation stinging. Boris would use it to blackmail Flynn and then they’d have him. 


  “I’m all in. What do you want me to do?”


  Jaw tight, his blue eyes intense, Flynn said, “You don’t have to do this.”


  She shook her head. He was wrong. “It’s not about my sister anymore, Flynn. If she’s gone I can’t save her, but maybe I can save someone else.”


  Flynn shot his buddies a dirty look and stepped toward her. “They have other ways to get the information. Let them figure it out.”


  “We’ll do everything we can to protect you, Miss Fuentes,” Maddox said.


  “With no guarantees,” Flynn bit off.


  “No, but it’ll be safer for her this way than her flying solo,” Maddox responded.


  Maddox set down the thick file folder he’d been holding on to on the coffee table and stepped back as if his nearness distressed her. “It’s your call, Miss Fuentes,” he said.


  “I said, I’ll do it.”


  Flynn scrubbed his hand across his face, exhaling loudly.


  Izzy hurried to reassure him and herself that she would be careful. “I won’t do anything stupid, Flynn.”


  Giving her a pointed look, he said, “It’s not you I’m worried about.”


  His words stung deep. Damn it, the hot rush of tears burned her eyes. When had she become so vulnerable?


  Realizing how harsh he sounded, Flynn quickly reassured her. “You misunderstood, Pink. I’d chop both my nuts off if would change your mind.” He traced the line of her cheek with his fingertip. “I’m worried about what Boris or Andre would do to you if they suspect something.”


  “Ryker,” Justin intervened. “We’ll have an army of UCs inside during the hours Miss Fuentes is on the job.” He moved around the sofa, stepping closer. “We’ll put the word out on the street at those times for all units to be on alert. Have them pay particular attention to the area without giving anything away.”


  Arms crossed over his chest, Flynn stared down Maddox, who wasn’t in the least bit intimidated. “This isn’t my first rodeo, Ryker,” Maddox said. “I haven’t lost a CI yet.”


  Izzy grasped Flynn’s forearm and looked up into his stormy eyes. “I don’t need your permission to do this, but I’d like your blessing.” Heat rose in her cheeks. “I don’t want to make the video with anyone but you.”


  Letting out a long breath, Flynn acquiesced. “You don’t have a choice in that, Pink. One, no one else is going to touch you and two, Andre has seen me and expects me to be your mark. So you’re stuck with me.”


  “So we’re all agreed then?” Justin asked. Everyone nodded, including Flynn, who Izzy desperately wanted to be in on this, if only because if he gave his seal of approval somehow she’d feel like she wasn’t in imminent danger. Secondly, she wanted him around. He could say what he wanted, and act like he didn’t care about her, but she knew he had a higher stake in her safety than the other two.


  Not that Justin and Maddox didn’t exude a supreme command presence that left her feeling dizzy. But in her eyes, they weren’t Special Agent Ryker.


  “Let’s get the video wrapped up, and go from there,” Justin said.


  Maddox nodded and said, “Miss Fuentes, your cell phone?”


  Izzy retreated to her bedroom to get her cell phone and heard raised voices in the room behind her. When she returned with the phone, the three men stood angrily glaring at each other.


  “Okay, boys,” Izzy said. “Play nice or I’m sending all three of you home.”


  She handed Maddox the cell phone. 


  “Miss Fuentes, if you wouldn’t mind showing me the way to your bedroom.”


  “Not going to happen, Price,” Flynn said stepping in front of him.


  Maddox turned angry eyes on Flynn. “Do I have to call your SAC and have you removed?”


  “Make the call,” Flynn challenged.


  “Ryker,” Justin said moving between them. “We’re just going to establish the date, location, and players, and then let you two do what you need to do privately.”


  Flynn stepped past them both, caught Izzy’s elbow, and proceeded to the bedroom.


  Pulling her into him as they entered, he lowered his lips to her ear and said, “Relax, it’s not going to be like Saturday’s video, just follow my lead once we start rolling, okay?”


  The warmth of his breath on her ear shot straight to her nipples and beyond. Not trusting her voice, she nodded.


  Once they were all assembled, Maddox turned on the camera, and began to video himself. “This is Inspector Maddox Price, San Francisco PD.” He stated the date, time, and location before turning the camera on Justin.


  “Lieutenant Justin Barbieri, SFPD, joint task force liaison.”


  When the camera turned to Flynn, he briskly identified himself. “Special Agent Flynn Ryker, Federal Bureau of Investigation.”


  Lastly the camera turned to Izzy. “Isadora Fuentes.” She looked at Flynn, then at the camera, and said, “Classified informant.”


  Flynn shook his head, but Maddox grinned as he turned the camera back to himself. “The purpose of documenting the date, location, time as well as involved parties preceding the bait video is to establish that the content is sanctioned by the joint task force of Operation Bullwinkle. All acts contained in this video are staged, but willfully consensual for the purposes of the operation. Any props used during the filming of this video are placebos.”


  He handed the phone to Izzy. “Miss Fuentes, to ensure fluidity and the validity of the video if it’s challenged in a court of law, please refrain from turning the camera off until such time as the act is complete.”


  “Okay,” she said, gingerly taking the cell phone and placing it on her nightstand in the exact same position she had put her original phone Saturday night.


  Taking a deep breath, she slowly exhaled as her eyes rested on Flynn, who stood silent at the foot of her bed. She didn’t hear the door close when Maddox and Justin left them alone. At Flynn’s continued stare, her skin warmed. Her nipples tightened beneath the thin fabric of her top. His jaw clenched as a curse slipped from his lips.


  Swallowing hard, Izzy wasn’t sure how to proceed. Flynn had been given the script. He told her to follow his lead, but he just stood there.


  Should she start the act that wasn’t really going to be an act on her part, because she craved Flynn’s hands on her again, or wait for him to come to her? When he still didn’t move, her heart thudded with the intensity of a runaway freight train. Fighting the tremor that threatened to go through her, it occurred to Izzy that maybe Flynn didn’t want her. 


  Maybe it was better that way. With a shaky breath, she sat down on the edge of the bed in view of the camera. Mustering up all of her bravado, Izzy moved back onto the mattress, and then slowly, rose up on her knees. Crooking her finger at him, she said, “Come here, Special Agent Ryker.”


  When he still didn’t move, her stomach did a slow, hard roll. Humiliation swept through her. She wasn’t going to beg him, damn it! Mentally she counted backward from ten. When she got to one, if he hadn’t moved, she was going to go tap Justin or Maddox for the job! Her belly did another slow roll. As hot as those two were, she only wanted one man. The one standing at the foot of her bed who didn’t want her.


  Closing her eyes, she bit her bottom lip. Ten. Nine. Eight. Heat flushed her cheeks. Seven. Six. Her chest rose and fell sharply as emotion clenched her resolve. Five. Four. Three.


  Warm breath caressed her cheek. 


  A rush of heat flooded her veins. “I hate that I can’t stop wanting this,” he rasped inches from her.


  Biting back the cry that struggled to escape, Izzy opened her eyes and this time the cry escaped. His blue eyes glittered intensely. His nostrils flared like the predator he was. The way his features tightened with unleashed power stirred her soul. Every inch of her cried out for succor.


  A strong arm slipped around her bare waist and yanked her hard against his chest. His lips hovered just above hers. “I can’t get you out of my head,” he said, anger edging the words.


  Swallowing hard, Izzy held his stare. Despair swirled in the blue depths of his eyes. Desire she couldn’t ignore. They had a cosmic connection. Neither one of them wanted it, they’d both fought it and they’d both lost. He had been no more able to erase her from his mind than she had him. Still, they were where they had begun two nights ago. Nothing had changed except the date and time. Izzy had no hope that once this video was shot, he wouldn’t walk out the door again.


  So let this charade play out, and when it was over she would double her efforts to put this man out of her mind. Closing her eyes, she mentally prepared herself for this. Slowly she opened them, holding his intense gaze. Sliding her shield firmly back in place, she smiled seductively.


  “I’m so happy you came home with me,” Izzy breathed, running her hands up his hard chest. Damn, he felt good. “I want to do bad things to you, Special Agent Ryker.”


  Chapter Twenty-one


  



  Izzy tugged Flynn’s tie, loosening it. Leaning into him, she pressed her lips to the base of his throat. His fingers dug into the small of her back. His other hand slid down the back of her thigh. The effect went straight to her core. She didn’t want to respond to his closeness the way she did. She wanted to feel nothing. But when both of his hands slid down to her ass and grasped her, pressing her into his erection, her breath hissed from her lungs at the contact.


  “I want to do bad things to you, too, Wild Style,” he whispered. 


  When he lowered his lips to hers, she turned away, not wanting to give that part of her to him. His fingers tightened against her skin.


  Laughing, she shook her head in an attempt to shake off the fever that burned through her. Moving back onto the bed, she pulled him with her. “Kissing is for suckers, Special Agent Ryker. I want to get down to business,” she said, her voice low, but challenging. 


  As he leaned over her, she grabbed his shirt and pulled it apart, the buttons popping off. It took monumental control not to slide her hands along the hard planes of his bare chest. Closing her eyes so that her desire wouldn’t be captured in the video, she turned away from the cell phone’s camera.


  Flynn lowered his nose to her cleavage and inhaled her scent. Her heart thumped against her rib cage as her body flushed with a soft sheen of perspiration. A whimper escaped her lips.


  He looked up at her, his blue eyes fierce with desire. Trembling, she tried to control her reaction to his touch. Even knowing they were being filmed, she couldn’t.


  Brushing his lips across her ear, he softly said, “Relax, baby, you can do this.”


  Biting her bottom lip, she nodded, then turned to the camera with a sultry pout and said, “You have too many clothes on.”


  He grinned and moved back off the bed and stood, taking his shirt and tie off. Tossing them onto the floor, he leaned over her and said, “I have something I want you to try before I strip you down to those heels.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a small clear vial with white powder in it.


  “What is that?” she asked, surprised. The guys hadn’t said anything about a drug video. But then it made more sense, didn’t it? A sex video didn’t go nearly as far as a fed snorting coke with a stripper did.


  “Bolivian blow. Primo shit.”


  “I’ve never done drugs—wait, aren’t you a cop?” she asked, catching on quick. 


  Flynn smiled and traced a finger down between her breasts. “It’s a nice little perk of the job.”


  “Where did you get it? What if you get caught? Would you go to jail?”


  Taking the vial between his teeth, he pushed her back into the mattress. His strong hands slid along her thighs to her hips. Dropping the vial to the bed beside her, his lips trailed from the bottom of her bikini top to her belly button. He looked up at her and said, “You ask too many questions, Wild Style. Just relax and trust me.” He nipped her skin. “I’m untouchable.”


  Squirming beneath the heat of his lips, Izzy, tried to remind herself this was fake. The blaze in his eyes was fake, his gentle reverent touch was fake. It was all for the camera. 


  “You taste like bubble gum,” he said, licking around her belly button ring. “I just want to eat you up.”


  “I want you, too,” she moaned, fighting her body’s impulse to undulate.


  He grinned. “Soon, Wild Style, just as soon as we kick things up a notch.” He picked up the vial and opened it. “Don’t move, baby.” Then, expertly, he drew a line of what appeared to be cocaine along the top swell of her right breast. “I don’t know what looks sexier, you or the coke.”


  He reached back into his pocket, pulled out his wallet, and slid out a bill. With his shield in plain view, he set it down next to her cell phone. Rolling the bill up, he leaned over her, put it to his nostril and then snorted the line. He jerked his head back like he had done it one hundred times before.


  Rubbing his nostril, he looked down at her and drew a line on the inside of his left forearm. Handing her the bill, he said, “Your turn.”


  Taking the bill, she looked up at him and said, “I’ve never done coke before.”


  “There’s a first time for everything, sweet cheeks. That’s primo powder right there, doesn’t get any better.” He raised his forearm to her. “Go ahead, I have plenty more where that came from.”


  She did. When she was done, he took the bill and tossed it to the floor, then pulled her hard into his arms, and said, “Now, real slow, take everything off, except the heels.”


  Izzy hid her surprise. Surely he wasn’t going to take it that far. Was he? Without blinking, Flynn said, “Do it now.”


  Nodding, she reached behind her neck to unhook the bikini top just as Flynn moved back against the nightstand, knocking it and everything on it over.


  Putting his finger to his lips he shook his head, then said, “Now take the bottoms off.” Quickly he tossed the pillows off the bed onto the floor where the cell phone lay screen down.


  Izzy looked at Flynn. “Is it covered?” she whispered.


  “Yes. Get dressed.”


  “But Boris is going to want to listen.”


  “We’ll leave it running where it is. If he jacks you up about it, tell him you tried to get to the phone, but I wouldn’t let you off the bed. When you could get to it, I was gone. He won’t care once he sees what’s on it. He’ll think he hit the jackpot at Caesar’s.”


  “Okay,” she said feeling oddly out of place in her own bedroom. More odd, she felt let down. She had really wanted to go there with Flynn, even if they were being recorded. She knew then she had to backpedal fast and far.


  Flynn picked up his torn shirt and tie. 


  “I’d offer you one of Charlie’s shirts, but you’re too big,” she said lamely, knowing she should just exit the room.


  He shrugged the shirt on. “It’s not a big deal.”


  Once he was dressed, Flynn stood immobile for a long minute staring at her. 


  The heavy silence and his penetrating gaze made her more uncomfortable. “Okay, well, I guess I’ll change, I don’t want Justin or Maddox to see me like this.”


  “It’s nothing they haven’t seen before.”


  Her head jerked back and tears stung her eyes. “You’re not a very nice man, Flynn.”


  Jamming his fingers through his hair, he shook his head, and clamped his jaw shut. “I shouldn’t have said that.”


  “You’re right, you shouldn’t have. I’m sorry that you have such a nasty side to you. I thought you were better than that.” She moved to walk past him into the bathroom, but he caught her arm and pulled her back around to him.


  “Look, Pi—Isadora, I’ve never—damn it, I’ve never been in this situation before. I don’t know how to handle it. Obviously.”


  “What situation are you talking about, Flynn?”


  “This,” he said, motioning between them. “Thing between us.”


  “What thing?”


  “The 'I can’t stop thinking about you’ thing.”


  She straightened and pulled her arm from his hand. “This thing,” she motioned between him just as he had, “between us, was over for me the minute you drove away from my house last night.”


  Marching into the bathroom, Izzy shut the door firmly behind her, and locked it. Not because she was afraid he’d come in while she showered, but because she was afraid if he asked her to come out, she would. And she couldn’t. Not to him, a man in so many ways like her father. She was good enough to fuck, but not good enough to go public with. All he saw was a cocktail server with big tits who happened to tickle his fancy at the moment. 


  No, as much as she was drawn to Flynn, she wasn’t going to sacrifice her self-worth only to be objectified by him.


  She didn’t know who she was more disappointed in—him for being so much like her father or herself for falling for him, knowing he was cut from the same cloth.


  Leaning up against the door, she exhaled loudly.


  “I’m not like him, Pink,” Flynn said from the other side of the door.


  “Yes you are.”


  “Open the door.”


  “No.”


  “Are you afraid of me?”


  “I’m afraid of my weakness for you.”


  “I’m just as weak for you.”


  Izzy squeezed her eyes shut. God help her, but she wanted to open the door and let him in. All of the way. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”


  “Will you give me another chance not to be such a dick?”


  Izzy smiled, but her heart ached because she knew the answer. “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because you are who you are and I am who I am. I know how you truly feel.”


  She turned and opened the door. He stood there so big and strong and…vulnerable. Her heart broke; she wanted him so much at that moment. But she was already one man’s dirty secret; she wasn’t going to be another’s.


  “I don’t want to be your dirty little secret, Flynn.”


  “You wouldn’t be.”


  “I don’t believe you. Besides, it doesn’t matter if you took an ad out in the Chronicle telling the world you’re my guy, because it would be a lie. We both know it.” When he didn’t argue, her heart fluttered. She had challenged him to fight for her. And he hadn’t. “I want you to stay away from me.”


  “I don’t know if I can do that.”


  “Find a way.” She reached past him, grabbed her robe from the coatrack, and slid it on, quickly tying the sash. It was the same sash she had used to tie Flynn’s hands to her headboard.


  Heat shot through her at the memory. God, that had been a glorious night. Moving to the pile of pillows on the floor by her bed, she knelt down, and slipping her hands beneath the pillows she found her iPhone. Feeling for the On/Off button, she pressed it. After a few seconds she withdrew the phone and handed it to Flynn.


  “I can tell Boris it ran out of battery, and that he’s going to have to be happy with what we gave him.”


  She walked past him and opened her bedroom door, then strode out to the living room where Justine and Maddox were seated. They stood in unison when she entered.


  “I think we did a good job,” she said brightly as if she made fake videos every day.


  “Take a look,” Flynn said handing it to Justin. Justin tapped the video icon and it opened.


  Justin nodded when Flynn looked like he was snorting the coke. “Very believable,” he said.


  “Shouldn’t Flynn have acted drugged?” Izzy asked Justin, suddenly remembering that detail.


  Justin shook his head. “It’s more damaging this way. If you’re questioned, shrug it off and say you tried but he didn’t drink the drink. Then push the fact that he was stone cold sober snorting coke off your body.”


  Once the video ended, Justin looked at them and said, “Great job.”


  “With your permission, Miss Fuentes, I’m going to e-mail the video to myself. Once I verify receipt and quality, I would like to delete it from your cell phone. Once back at the office I’ll make copies and edit your copy to make it look authentic. I’ll download it to a thumb drive, which you will give to Sorlov.”


  “Okay,” Izzy said.


  Justin got right to it. 


  While he was doing his thing, Maddox handed her the file folder he’d been holding earlier. “I want you to memorize the names and faces of each one of these photos. I want to know when they come in, who they talk to, and how long they’re there. If any of the girls leave with any of them, document who and what time and day.”


  Izzy nodded. “Okay,” she said, setting the file folder on the coffee table. 


  “Pink,” Flynn said, “any time this becomes too much for you, all you have to do is walk away. Do you understand that you are in no way obligated to do any of what they’re asking of you?”


  Biting her bottom lip, Izzy looked at Justin, who was focused on his laptop, and then at Maddox, who stood silently beside her. She nodded. “I understand.”


  Several minutes later, with the video downloaded and deleted from her phone, Maddox said, “Once you have the thumb drive, it goes into Boris’s hands only. Under no circumstances give it to Andre.”


  “Okay, but why not?”


  “Because we don’t want to chance him freelancing it himself.”


  “Okay.” Izzy nodded, her hands trembling as the gravity of what she was involved in hit her. This was it. The real deal. Life and maybe her death. 


  Maddox took her shaking hands into both of his. “We’ll have eyes and ears in the club while you’re on the clock,” he said, trying to reassure her. “We’ve got a lot of manpower at our disposal. I’ll be there, and I promise I won’t let you out of my sight.”


  “Okay.”


  Justin snapped his laptop closed, and standing, he jammed it under his arm. “Then we’re done here for now.”


  Maddox squeezed Izzy’s hands and said, “Thank you for your cooperation, Miss Fuentes.”


  “Yes, thank you,” Justin said. “Lives will be saved because of your bravery.”


  “You’re welcome,” she said softly, not feeling brave at all.


  “I’ll walk you out,” Flynn said on his way to the door. 


  Izzy knew from his tone and Maddox’s glare when Flynn said the words that fireworks were going to be going off on her porch. As the door closed behind the three of them, she started to shake uncontrollably.


  What happened if she screwed this up?


  Chapter Twenty-two


  



  Pink was being used as bait in a fish tank full of piranhas. Frustrated and angry, Flynn was on the verge of a meltdown. He felt like he was tied up in a straightjacket, watching others manipulate a situation he wanted to control. Halfway down the sidewalk, he called out to Justin and Maddox. “Is that thumb drive going to have ears?”


  Turning around to face Flynn, Maddox said, “You’re not involved, Ryker.”


  “I’m involved. Now answer me, will it have ears?”


  Justin, who had stopped and also turned around, nodded. 


  “GPS?” Flynn pressed.


  “Yes,” Justin said.


  “You have a court order?” Flynn wanted every detail.


  “We will. The paperwork is in process. We’ll have one by the time she goes to the club Thursday night,” Maddox said, clearly irritated with the questioning.


  “If she gets hurt, I’m hurting you.”


  “Ryker,” Maddox, exasperated. “I get that you care about her, and because you do you’re letting that get in the way of this operation, that’s why your request to join it was denied. Your feelings aside, you know this is a golden opportunity. It’s the right thing to do.” 


  Flynn swiped his hand across his face, ignoring the logic behind Maddox’s words. “Do you think for one minute Sorlov doesn’t have a bug sweep?”


  “The one we’re going to use is state of the art. Undetectable. Bad guys haven’t figured it out yet,” Justin assured him. It didn’t. “If it wasn’t, we wouldn’t take the chance with an inexperienced CI.” 


  Grasping Flynn’s shoulder, Maddox said earnestly, “Look, we’re not going to let anything happen to her.”


  “Why not use an undercover officer?” Flynn asked.  “Someone trained for this shit.”


  “We’ve tried,” Justin said, “a dozen different officers over the course of nine months. Couldn’t get in.”


  Flynn pondered that. “How did Fuentes get in?”


  Maddox slapped him on the back. “Have you looked at her, Ryker? None of our sworn females look like that.”


  And none of them were as motivated as Pink. Or as lucky. Until now. “Fuck this all to hell,” he muttered.


  “Just how involved are you, Ryker?” Justin asked pointedly.


  Flynn held his stare. “Enough,” he said, his meaning crystal clear. 


  “I’m not as sharp as you FBI boys,” Maddox said, tapping his chin with his forefinger, “But from what I’ve observed of Miss Fuentes, she’s given you your walking papers. So if you’re involved? I’m betting you’re the only one who thinks so.”


  “Don’t get in my way, Price,” Flynn growled.


  Maddox put his hands up as if he were under arrest. “I don’t poach, brother, but when this is all over, if she says she’s not involved, I’m going to involve myself.”


  “That’s cold shit right there, man,” Justin said shaking his head.


  “Are you kidding me?” Maddox said as he looked from Justin to Flynn, who was a half a step away from punching him. “She’s a knockout. And smart, too. I loved the way she handled Jackson today.” He threw his head back and laughed. “Priceless.”


  “Stay away from her,” Flynn commanded.


  Maddox smiled that million-dollar smile women swooned over. Shaking his head, Maddox said, “All’s fair in love and war, bro.” He stalked off, leaving Justin staring at Flynn like he didn’t know him.


  “Maddox is yanking your chain, Ryker. All of that aside, I’ve never seen you like this.”


  “Like what?”


  “Scattered. Out of control. Edgy. What’s going on?”


  Flynn glared after Maddox, who strutted down the sidewalk like the cock in the henhouse. They didn’t call him Mad Dog for nothing. Dude looked for trouble just for the hell of it. He’d use Pink up so fast her head would spin.


  Turning his attention back to his friend, Flynn shook his head. “Nothing I can’t handle.”


  Justin nodded, but didn’t move. Instead he continued to stare at Flynn. 


  “What?” Flynn asked defensively.


  “Price might be messing with you right now, but he wasn’t shitting you. If that girl isn’t clearly marked when this comes to an end, he’ll do the honors.”


  “She’s not a bitch, Jus,” Flynn said, looking at the house, longing for the woman behind the door.


  “There’s an old Chinese proverb I recently heard,” Justin said. “It went something like: A man unwilling to fight for what he wants, deserves what he gets.” Justin grabbed his shoulder and squeezed it. “I don’t know why you’re hanging on the ropes, but you had better get in the ring, my friend, before there’s nothing left to fight for.”


  With those words, Justin strode to the nondescript Government Issue white four-door that he and Price had driven over in.


  Long minutes after they had driven away, Flynn stood staring at the empty space the car had occupied. An uncertainty he had never experienced in his life gripped him. He wanted Pink. In a bad way. He didn’t care about her past. In all fairness to Pink, it never did.


  Didn’t matter though, because she’d made it clear she was done with him. His ego refused to accept it. She wanted him, at least physically she did. She’d admitted as much in the bedroom. Even had she not verbalized it, her body screamed it. It had taken an enormous amount of self-control in that bedroom not to strip her down and make her his again.


  Jesus. The sex was incredible. He wanted more with her. So much more. He wanted to explore every inch of her while he pushed their boundaries. His dick swelled just thinking about her digging those nails into his back as he pushed her over the edge.


  Swiping his hand across his face again, Flynn turned and strode up the sidewalk to the porch. She wasn’t going to like his proposal, but he wasn’t going to take no for an answer, either.


  As Flynn strode through the door, Pink was coming in from the short hallway that led to her and Charlie’s bedrooms. She was dressed in a cropped Berkeley T-shirt with denim Daisy Duke shorts. Pink-tipped hair framed her fresh scrubbed face in a sexy halo. Air lodged in his chest. She looked so young and innocent. Charlie was right, Pink was pure as the driven snow. And he’d stomped all over it. He swallowed hard, not knowing how to fix it.


  Barefoot, she padded past him, her bubble gum scent wafting behind her, to the sofa where she sat down yoga style. Looking up at him, she asked, “Do you have any words of wisdom to impart before you go?”


  Her hand trembled as she reached for the manila envelope on the coffee table.


  “Are you afraid?” he quietly asked.


  “I’d be foolish if I weren’t.” Opening the folder, she asked, “Are you? Afraid for me?”


  If he told her the truth it might freak her out, and that was the last thing he wanted to do, but—he also wanted her to come home with him. “A little.” Moving around the table, he sat down on the sofa next to her. “Sorlov is a dangerous man. I’m afraid in your zeal to get the answers you want from him, you might do something that could get you hurt.”


  “I’m not going to do anything but tell Andre that I’m only going to give Boris the thumb drive. Besides, I’ve already tried to break into his office a few times, but it’s always locked up as tight as Fort Knox.”


  “Jesus, that’s the last thing you should be doing! If you got caught, you’d disappear without a trace just like your sister.”


  Her brows crinkled. “I was careful.”


  Flynn’s stomach constricted. She was going to be the death of him. “What about the party?” he asked grimly.


  “Party?”


  “The private party at Sorlov’s?”


  “Oh, I forgot to tell Maddox about that! Do you think he’ll want me to go? Maybe wire me up or something?”


  Flynn shook his head. “You’re not Mata Hari. The less involved you are in the actual maneuvers of this operation, the safer you’ll be.”


  “I can hold my own. I’ve been doing it for three months with no one having my back.”


  Flynn pursed his lips, looked down at his shoes, then over at Pink. Flecks of gold sparkled mischievously in her sea green eyes. The urge to dig his fingers into her hair and bring her mouth to his was overwhelming. When she licked her top lip, he inwardly groaned.


  Clearing his throat he said, “I think you’re smart and brave, but that’s not enough anymore. Not when you’re up against someone as deadly as Sorlov. The stakes have gone up. The blackmail video and the van assault this morning. I’ve got a bad feeling.” He raised her chin with his fingers. “I don’t like you home alone here. You’re vulnerable. Exposed. They could be watching you right now. Is there somewhere else you can stay for a few weeks?”


  Her brows scrunched along with her pert nose. “I could go to Santa Cruz with Charlie and Steven, but I wouldn’t be able to work and I need the money. So, no. I have nowhere to hide out.”


  Flynn nodded. He’d figured as much. Had hoped for it, truth be told.


  “Then I’d like you to consider coming to my place. I—”


  “No.” It was emphatic.


  “Look, I have three damn floors. We won’t have to see each other if you don’t want to. It’s safe, off the grid. I go back and forth to the city several times a week. I don’t mind dropping you off at the club or picking you up.”


  She stood, shaking her head. “Not going to happen, Flynn, so stop.”


  He didn’t stand. Keeping his cool was paramount right now. He didn’t want to fight with her. But he wasn’t going to take no for an answer either.


  “Give me one good reason?” he asked, looking up at her.


  “I don’t need to give you a bad reason. I said no, and that’s that.”


  Flynn stood, moving within inches of her. “Are you afraid of being around me?”


  “Of course not. I’m around you now.”


  “Are you afraid we’ll be intimate again?”


  “Hell no! That ship sailed,” she said, although not with the conviction she intended.


  “Do you want to be?” he asked.


  Hissing in a breath as if he’d touched her intimately between the thighs, she looked at him as if she was staring at headlights. “It doesn’t matter what I want. Remember the deal breaker? Or do I have to remind you how you treated me after our encounter with Allen Stiles, Sunday night?”


  “You knew who he was?”


  “Who doesn’t know who he is? He’s got his fingers in every tech pie in Silicon Valley.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me you knew him?”


  “I don’t know him, I know who he is. Would it have changed anything? He’s just another arrogant rich white guy who thinks because he has more money than God he can throw it at anything he wants and get it.”


  Frustrated, Flynn began pacing. He wasn’t used to being disobeyed. “You’re being stubborn because of your pride,” he said. “You’re in jeopardy, Isadora. You’re being foolish for not taking appropriate measures to stay safe.”


  “Yes, I’m being stubborn,” she shouted. “Not because of my pride, but because I don’t choose to stay within the same four walls with someone who thinks their shit doesn’t stink and mine does because I’ve stripped to pay my rent and he hasn’t!” She walked to the front door and jerked it open. “Please take your judgmental self from my house and don’t ever come back.”


  Flynn stood his ground. “I don’t give a shit if half of California has seen your tits, Isa,” he shouted back. The words shocked her, judging by the stunned look on her face. He lowered his voice and slowly said, “I have a problem that you’re going back to that dump and shaking them for the other half, even if it’s taking it for team Chastain. A team that doesn’t give a fuck about you!”


  “So what?” she screamed at him. Slamming the door shut, she moved toward him, getting into his personal space. “What does it matter to you,” she demanded, poking her finger into his chest, “what I do or why I do it?”


  She was spitting mad. But so was he. He wanted to grab her and shake her and make her promise she would never let another man see what he had seen. Not for all the rent money in the world, not even for her sister. But for him, because he asked her not to. And because damn it, he—was fucking it all up.


  He had no right to ask her to stop.


  But he could protect her, not up close like he’d prefer, but from afar. He owed her that, and even if he didn’t, he would because she meant something to him. Putting his hands up, he said, “It doesn’t.” 


  Her jaw dropped. “I hate you,” she whispered.


  “I wish I could say the same thing about you, but it would be a lie.” He walked to the door and grabbed the knob. “Lock this. Look up OPD’s dispatch number, plug it into your phone and call it instead of nine-one-one if you have a problem. You’ll get a quicker response.” He opened the door and walked through it. Before he closed it behind him, he looked at her. His chest tightened with emotion. She stood proud and defiant, the tears sparkling in her beautiful eyes belying her stance. How did he tell her she meant something to him without giving her hope? 


  How did he explain that he had no confidence in love? Once the honeymoon was over, the drudgery set in. Then the resentment followed by divorce. With the exception of Kat and Simon, who were still in the honeymoon phase, Flynn could not name one single married couple he knew where one of the two wasn’t miserable. Pink deserved a man who believed in love. He cared enough about her to admit he wasn’t that man and because he wasn’t, he shut down.


  “I’m just a phone call away.” He turned, shut the door behind him, and walked to his car feeling like he’d just tossed something precious away.


  Chapter Twenty-three


  


  Izzy lay staring at the ceiling, the drone of the windup alarm clock on her nightstand the only sound that penetrated her brain. The traffic outside had quieted and the unexpected rain had stopped. The cadence of the tick-tock tick-tock of the clock reverberated in her ears. 


  Reminding her of time lost. 


  She’d spent the last thirteen years of her life building a wall, honing her armor, and insulating herself from men exactly like her father. Her mother’s pain, she swore, she would never endure. And yet, here she was, hopelessly hung up on a guy who took what she offered with no regard to her feelings. 


  Moist heat stung her eyes. Swiping away a tear, Izzy snuggled into her pillow. How had this happened? Was she so desperate for—what? Love? Acceptance? Belonging? She didn’t understand herself, much less the reasons for what she felt right now. She just knew she wanted Flynn. She was a head case for sure.


  There had been guys in college who would have jumped at the chance to be with her. Good men who would have treated her like a queen. A few she’d hung out with, to see if maybe she was missing out on something. She wasn’t. At least not with any of them. 


  From the moment she’d laid eyes on Flynn at the club, it was as if invisible hooks had sunk deep into her chest and reeled her in to him. She’d never felt so alive. So desired. So happy. What she felt was real. That’s what hurt so much. It was real. To her.


  Was she being fair to Flynn and herself? They had been willing partners. Good God, she had desperately wanted what he gave her. Even now, as hurt as she was, she would not undo it. It was amazing. It had spoiled her. Flynn would be the benchmark by which she measured all men who came after him.


  Just thinking about the way he touched her, warmed her from the inside out. The only consolation she could take away from her time with Flynn was that as much as he fought his inner demons, it was clear to the woman in her that the man in him still wanted her. At least physically. That wasn’t enough for her, though, not when she felt the way she felt about him. There was no way she could separate the sex from what her heart wanted. Even after he kicked her to the curb because his ego couldn’t handle what she had done, she still had feelings for him. Was it just a crush because he’d taken her virginity? No, there was more to it than that. Even after he dropped her off last night, her yearning for him had deepened. 


  The heart wanted what the heart wanted, and it wanted all of Flynn Ryker.


  Sighing heavily, Izzy opened her eyes and looked toward the window. The streetlight shone through the slits of her blinds, the raindrops sparkling as shadows moved across the pane. 


  Was it fair of her to expect Flynn to be okay with what she would continue to do if she had to? She’d told Andre no more lap dances. That had gone in one ear and out the other, because he expected her to dance at Boris’s private party.


  She would if it meant finding Alex. How did she expect a man like Flynn to handle that? He wouldn’t. He’d made that clear. Or maybe, just maybe that was his excuse. Charlie said men like Flynn didn’t know how to love. That he would need the patience of someone who saw he had love to give and who would nurture that part of him until he saw it for himself.


  He wanted her. Had asked her to let him start over. It was her own fear of being rejected again that had pushed him away when he had reached out to her. She had done the same thing to Alex, and look what happened. Flynn was a once-in-a-lifetime guy. She wanted a chance with him. Was she willing to take it?


  Reaching for her phone, she stopped halfway. He needed time to think and she needed to sleep on her revelation. Not that she would change her mind, but to let it simmer. And tomorrow put together a game plan.


  Rolling over, she punched her pillow. It was almost two a.m. and she hadn’t slept a wink since the previous night. She needed to sleep. Reaching to the nightstand, she grabbed the windup clock and stuffed it between the mattress and box spring. It had been driving her crazy. 


  Closing her eyes, she sighed and started to count backward from one hundred…
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  Parked in his SUV across the street, drinking coffee, Flynn watched the shadows move around Pink’s little house. When the bedroom light went out, he imagined her creamy naked body slipping between the cool sheets. He wanted to be there. To feel the soft warmth of her skin against his. Stroke her silky hair, kiss her lush lips, and caress her bodacious breasts. He wanted the quiet time to hold her. Fall asleep in her arms and wake up inside of her.


  His dick swelled in his pants as he imagined her arching into him, her hungry lips parted, her pearly white teeth biting her bottom lip as she hissed in a long luxurious breath.


  Jesus Christ, he could not remember wanting anything as badly as he wanted her. Want collided with need. She was as unique as a snowflake. And as perfect. He should march right into her house and demand she take a chance on him because he was willing to take a chance on her.


  What if it didn’t work out? He didn’t want to hurt her. It had never occurred to him that she might be the one to walk away. Feeling gut-punched at the thought, Flynn shook his head. He’d go insane if she walked out of his life for another man. Just the thought of her with Mad Dog ate at him.


  Give him a gun and turn him loose in a room full of bad guys with bigger guns and he had no fear. Ask him to make a commitment to Pink and he ran for the hills. 


  The reel repeated itself in Flynn’s brain all night. When the sun rose over the little house, he stretched. Jack was on his way. He was going to take the day shift. Simon would relieve him around two, then Flynn would be back at nine. Pink might not think she was in danger, but Flynn knew otherwise. Whoever was behind the white van incident was behind the previous incidents. They were persistent and they knew where she worked and where she lived. What bothered Flynn the most about the incidents was that his gut told him they had nothing to do with Sorlov. They had begun last year before she knew the Surf’s Up club even existed. There was something else lurking behind the shadows…
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  Izzy woke to the rain. For a long time she lay in bed listening to it, thinking how much more she would enjoy it if Flynn were lying beside her. She smiled; or better yet, under her. Stretching, she forced herself out of bed and into the bathroom. Slogging her way to the kitchen she fixed what was left of the coffee. As it brewed, she opened the fridge and scowled. She needed to go to the store. The provisions Flynn had brought were just about gone. There was enough for a decent breakfast, but nothing more.


  It was pouring outside. If the weather let up some, she would walk to Casper’s, the little neighborhood market, a few blocks away. They were organic certified and while a little costly, it was worth the splurge.


  Sitting at the kitchen table, she sipped her coffee and booted up her laptop. Flynn was prominent on her mind. She’d dreamt of him. He was her first thought before she opened her eyes and the last one when she had closed them last night. She thought of him now. Sitting at the table eating breakfast. Smiling at her dumb jokes. Brushing her bangs from her face as he told her how much he loved touching her.


  Her chest tightened. Did he, she wondered, have any idea what he did to her? How he had made her feel? As alive as he had made her feel, she felt empty now. Her confidence last night in her ability to win Flynn’s heart with patience went by the wayside. Who was she kidding? He didn’t need anyone, he had himself.


  Izzy remembered the big Anatolian shepherd, Turk, her father had brought home to guard the house when she was eight years old. Turk had the run of the property. No one got past the gate. He had been a handful, a dangerous animal, and her father had warned her to stay away from him. But Izzy was drawn to the big rough-and-tumble dog. She was patient with Turk. Eventually his loyalty to her rose above his loyalty to the rest of the family. The night she was kicked out, Turk sensed something was terribly wrong. He’d fought his way out of the house to run after her and her mother. 


  When her father commanded him to return from the driveway, Turk looked over his shoulder, but stayed loyal to Izzy. Crying, she had buried her face in his fur as she told him to go. He refused even as she screamed at him to return home, pointing to the house. Steadfastly he refused. It was harder walking away from that big protective boy than it had been to leave her sister, who didn’t blink when the shit hit the fan. Turk stood loyal. It wasn’t until her father leashed him and told her to get out of his sight and never darken his doorstep again that she was able to leave.


  All these years later she could still hear Turk’s pitiful howls for her return.


  He didn’t understand why she left. If she could have taken him with her, she would have. But he wasn’t hers to have. 


  Sighing heavily, Izzy thought Flynn would be a lot like Turk if she was as patient with him. What if after all her efforts she was the one left alone and howling on the driveway?


  Rubbing the heels of her palms into her eyes, she groaned. Izzy couldn’t live the way her mother had. Miserable because the man she loved had broken her heart. Izzy wasn’t the type of person to dabble. She was either fully committed or she was completely out. It was the only way she knew how to do things. Nothing halfway. It had gotten her through college and into law school.


  It would be the same with Flynn. In or out. Rinsing her coffee cup, she set it in the sink. Last night the answer was simple. Now she wasn’t sure. Not of her feelings for Flynn, but of her feelings for herself. She’d suffered enough pain, humiliation, and rejection for a lifetime. 


  Going all in for Flynn was a gamble. If she hit the jackpot, the rewards would be priceless. If she rolled the dice and lost, the cost would be disastrous.


  As the day wore on, Izzy changed her mind every five minutes. Each time she did, she was sure she had made the right decision for her mental health and well-being. 


  When she slipped beneath the sheets that night and closed her eyes, her head hurt. In the recesses of her mind and in the depths of her heart, Izzy knew she could not pass up the chance to win Flynn’s heart. On that note, the rain started to come down again. Smiling, she drifted off into Flynn dreamland…


  …Izzy started, her eyes popping open. A sound had woken her. Her body tightened. There it was again. From the kitchen door, the scrape of metal on metal as if someone was picking her lock and not caring if she heard.


  Grabbing for her cell phone, she stifled a cry when she realized she’d left it on the charger in the kitchen. The creak of the kitchen door slowly opening propelled her from her bed across the hall to Charlie’s room, where she knew he had a big wrench he used to weigh down his Brad Pitt blow-up doll.


  Grabbing it, Izzy pushed Brad out of her way when he bounced in front of her. 


  There was a loud crash in the kitchen, followed by the sound of a fist meeting flesh and bones. Then a grunt, another crash; this time it sounded like her kitchen table had splintered into pieces. More grunts. 


  Who the hell was fighting in her kitchen? And why?


  Flattening against the wall, wrench clutched like a club in her right hand, Izzy inched down the hall. It sounded as if the fight had moved from her kitchen outside to the side porch. The steady rain muffled the sounds. 


  If she could just get to her cell phone on the counter. 


  Standing still, wrench over her head, Izzy listened. For a long minute she didn’t hear anything but the rain. The house was dark. This was her chance.


  Taking a deep breath, she decided to go for her phone. As she darted for the counter, an arm grabbed her. She screamed and swung the wrench around, clunking her assailant on the head.


  The arm loosened. “Christ!” The man she hit dropped to his knees.


  “Flynn?” she cried, turning on the light.


  When she turned back to him he was on his back, soaking wet, blood streaming down the side of his head.


  “Oh, my, God, Flynn!” She dropped to her knees and touched his head, recoiling as she touched warm blood. “Oh, shit, I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was you!”


  His dazed eyes opened. “Bad guy’s on the driveway…Lock the door. Cops on their way.” Narrowing his eyes, he stared at her for a moment as if collecting his thoughts. “Are you okay?”


  “Bad guy? What bad guy?” she shrieked. Frantic, Izzy stood up, grabbed a wad of paper towels from the counter and dampened them, then pressed them to his head, trying to stem the flow of blood.


  “The one I just caught breaking into your house.”


  Izzy’s body shook violently. “I—I’m, yes, okay.”


  “Good.” He closed his eyes.


  “You’re bleeding bad, Flynn, I need to call an ambulance,” she sobbed. 


  Opening his eyes, he shook his head, some of the daze gone. “One on the way. I beat the shit out of that guy.” He grinned despite the pain he must be suffering. “Never knew what hit him.” Holding the paper towels to his head, Flynn moved to sit up, groaning as he did. 


  “Stay down. Wait for the paramedics.”


  “I’m good. Just help me up.”


  Knowing that arguing with him would be futile, Izzy slid one hand under his armpit and grasped his hand with her free hand, and pulled him toward her. He was big, and had he not done most of the work, he would have remained on the floor. Slowly, he stood with her help. Guiding him to the one chair left intact, she helped him into it. “How did you know someone was here?”


  “I’ve been parked out front all night. It was too quiet for my liking so I decided to do a perimeter check. When I came around to the side of the house, he was just going into the kitchen. I got him as he was headed for the hallway.”


  Her heart thundered against her chest. She could have been killed! “I was sound asleep. But something woke me. When I realized someone was trying to break in and I didn’t have my phone with me, I ran into Charlie’s room and grabbed his Brad Pitt wrench. I’m sorry, I had no idea it was you.”


  “It’s okay. I’d take a dozen more if meant keeping you safe.”


  Despite the shock of what had just happened in her house, Izzy’s heart swelled at his words. “Thank you,” she said softly.


  Instead of nicely saying, you’re welcome, he scowled and said, “If you had listened to me in the first place, none of this would have happened.”


  Distant sirens wailed closer. 


  Flynn was pissed. He stood slowly and tossed the bloody towels onto the counter. “You could be dead or worse, Isadora! I’m not going to take no for an answer again, you’re coming home with me and that’s where you’ll stay until this is over.”


  “I’m sorry, Flynn,” she said. He was right. She’d been foolish to stay here alone, but when he’d asked, going home with him wasn’t an option.


  He touched her cheek with his fingertips. “You scared ten years off my life. Don’t do it again.” He turned and strode out the door to meet the arriving cavalry.


  Izzy moved to the doorway and listened as Flynn let loose a string of expletives.


  “He was out cold, right there,” he said to the approaching cop, pointing to the driveway. “Motherfucker got away.”


  “We’ll put a BOLO out,” the cop said.


  “Get a dog out here stat. If he’s on foot, we’ll get him.”


  The uniform called for a K-9 unit. Then Flynn gave him a description. White male, age late twenties early thirties, six two, two eighty, dark hair, eye color unknown, only disguisable mark was a deep scar that ran from chin into the bottom lip, dark pants and sweater. Flynn squatted and peered at something in the damp grass. 


  “Get me a bag,” Flynn commanded the officer. 


  Flynn pulled his cell phone out and made a call. As the police officer came back with an evidence bag, Flynn picked the item up with it, and sealed it. 


  “My guys are on their way in. I’ll hold on to this,” he said to the uniform.


  “Less paper for me,” the cop said. “K-9 en route.”


  Flynn glanced up at Izzy and waved her back into the house. Only because she was dressed in a T-shirt and panties and didn’t want to give OPD a free show did she do what he commanded. 


  She watched Flynn hold out his hands while a tech swabbed his hands. He walked to his SUV and took out a bag. Striding back to the house he gave short curt orders. A tech handed him a large paper bag. Flynn proceeded into the house and into her bathroom. Several moments later he emerged dressed in sweats, a tee-shirt and running shoes, carrying the paper bag with his clothing in it.


  “Why did you change?” she asked.


  Holding up the bag, Flynn said, “Could be transfer DNA from the bad guy. If there is, the lab will run it through CODIS and hopefully get a hit. Go get dressed,” he commanded. 


  He was awfully bossy.


  Izzy put on a bra, changed into yoga pants, and was making her way back to the kitchen, when Flynn intercepted her. “Your house is officially a crime scene. Pack a bag, call your roommate and tell him to steer clear until further notice. We’re leaving.”


  “But I can’t—”


  Moving her against the wall with his big body, Flynn lowered his head and said firmly, “Of course you can. Now stop arguing with me.”


  “I’m not going to stay with you.” It just came out. She wanted to stay with him, but now that she’d said it, she couldn’t take it back. Besides, he needed to know he couldn’t boss her around this way.


  “Then stay at a hotel.”


  “Fine,” she said and strode to her room to pack a bag. As she packed her bag, she cursed her temper. She’d just blown the perfect opportunity to be with Flynn. Not only that, she had no way of paying for a hotel. She barely had enough in her account to pay her half of the rent next month.


  When she walked into the small living room, Flynn was seated on the sofa with a very cute female paramedic tending him. Her ample bust was level with his mouth as she bent over his head. It irked Izzy. It must have shown on her face because Flynn grinned. Whatever.


  “Doesn’t look like stitches, Flynn,” the paramedic said, “It’s the head and it bleeds. But you could be concussed. I strongly recommend that you let us give you a ride to the ER to get checked out.”


  “I know the signs. If I feel the need I’ll take myself in,” he said, brushing aside her concern.


  When she stepped back and caught sight of Izzy, she made a little frowny face. Yeah, Izzy couldn’t blame her. Flynn had the same effect on her.


  A few minutes later, she and Flynn exited through the front door. The rain had started up again, heavier now. Numerous cop cars and unmarked cars were stacked up in the street. There were people in her kitchen and around her house with flashlights, along with the sound of a barking dog she spotted in the back of a police car.


  From what she’d overheard while she was packing, the dog had picked up the scent, even in the rain, but it stopped behind the house that backed up to hers. The bad guy must have come that way through her back neighbor’s yard, having parked his getaway car there.


  “Isn’t all of this a bit of overkill?” she asked. “We were due to get hit.” Breaking and enterings in Oakland were not unheard of; in fact, in her neighborhood they were the crime de jour. It was just a matter of time before they got hit.


  Jaw tight, hand on her elbow, Flynn steered her across the street to his SUV. Taking her bag, he helped her in, then tossed the bag into the backseat on his way around to the driver’s door. As he got into his seat, he turned the key and she was sure that if it wasn’t raining so hard, he’d have peeled out.


  “Do you know what I found in the grass, next to where I left the intruder?” Flynn asked, his voice clipped


  “His wallet?” she joked.


  “A syringe. Mostly likely filled with enough tranquilizer to knock you out for several hours.”


  She gasped. 


  “I told you, you have a target on your back, Isa. Do you believe me now?”


  As she realized the thing the bad guy wanted to steal was her, she started shaking. “Yes,” she said, then looked up at him. “But why?”


  “I don’t know. What do you have that makes you worth kidnapping?”


  “I don’t know! I keep to myself.”


  “Could it be that Andre or Boris is on to you?”


  “No. Boris rarely comes in. Other than the one time I served him and his cronies drinks in his office, we haven’t been in the same breathing space. And Andre, he looks out for us. I’ve never given him any reason to want to hurt me.”


  “Except not delivering the video and asking questions about Jasmyn, a stripper who disappeared from the club.”


  She shook her head vehemently. “By your description it wasn’t Andre. I promised him a new video if my phone didn’t turn up.”


  “You also told him you’d only turn it over to Boris. Doesn’t mean he didn’t hire out his dirty work. Maybe Andre has some side action of his own.”


  “I don’t see it, but—” She choked back a sob. “I guess anything is possible.”


  “You’re damn right it is.”


  For the next few minutes they drove in silence, until she realized where they were headed. Piedmont. “There’s a little motel right off Route Thirteen. It’s called the Hideaway, I think. Please take me there,” she said calmly.


  “That place is infested with prostitutes and dealers.”


  “It’s all I can afford.” She couldn’t even handle that. She’d just have to work double shifts at the club to pay for it.


  “I’ll take you to the Claremont.”


  “I can’t afford that!”


  “I can.”


  “No, Flynn, I don’t accept.”


  “It’s either the Claremont or my place.”


  “I—why do you get to decide where I stay?”


  “Because I know what’s best for you right now.”


  Fifteen minutes later as they pulled into his garage and the heavy door came down behind them, Izzy panicked. If she went in there willingly, she was giving herself permission to let down every single wall she had constructed around herself. “I can’t go in there.” Not yet.


  Flynn opened his door and said, “Suit yourself.” Slamming it, he proceeded to take her bag out of the backseat and go into the house, but not before turning the garage lights off.


  Chapter Twenty-four


  



  Izzy woke to a symphony of birds happily welcoming in the new day. She hadn’t heard birds singing in the morning like this since… She popped up in the bed, blinking back the streams of sunshine blazing through the open French doors that led to a balcony. This wasn’t her room.


  Far from it. This one sported twelve-foot ceilings, six-inch carved white wood molding, steel gray walls, sleek dark brown furniture, and a lovely crystal chandelier. The rich oak hardwood floor was mostly covered in a thick, fluffy, white area rug that matched the wispy white of the billowing curtains. Although partial to quirky, colorful décor, Izzy had to admit that the traditional-contemporary mix worked; it had serenity to it. Stretching, she luxuriated beneath the smooth, soft sheets that she was sure cost more than her entire bedroom set.


  If she didn’t instinctively know where she was, Izzy would have known Flynn was connected to this space. His scent lingered on the linens. Closing her eyes, she brought them to her nose and inhaled. Crisp and clean like the ocean.


  As she imagined the hard warmth of Flynn’s body against hers, the night came flooding back to her. The intruder. The syringe, and Flynn’s injury. She shivered hard. To say she had been stunned by what had almost happened to her was a major understatement. Tightening the sheets around her, Izzy fought the urge to hide under them as the trauma of what would have happened to her had Flynn not come to her rescue sank in. He’d saved her from something horrific. So horrific she would have prayed for death. 


  Glancing at the closed door, she remembered their argument about coming here. He’d taken her from the home she no longer felt safe in, insisting they go to his home. She’d refused at first. Her reasons escaped her at the moment. Pride probably. It had a habit of getting in the way of her better judgment when it came to the Special Agent. Her pride aside, she knew she would be safe here. She’d fallen asleep in the car, in the garage.


  Then there was the fear. The fear of uncertainty. The fear of rejection. The fear that she wasn’t brave enough to give Flynn her best shot because she was afraid of failure. It was all too much, too fast. Now here she was, in his house, in his guest room bed. Her nerves were shot. She wasn’t quite ready to face Flynn in his home where anything could happen.


  Giving herself a few minutes to take it all in, Izzy looked around some more.


  Seeing the balcony, she knew she was at least on the second floor. Warmth infused her as she imagined Flynn gathering her up in his arms and carrying her from the garage, up the winding stairway, and settling her here. She must have been sound asleep, because she didn’t remember anything after closing her eyes and resting her head back in the SUV after the lights went out. 


  The only thing missing from her person was her shoes. They were neatly placed beside her overnight bag on the floor by the open French doors. Her purse was sitting on the nightstand next to a full bottle of water. 


  Settling back into the mass of pillows, Izzy contemplated Flynn. She had her work cut out for her. His actions were contradictory and confusing. His signals mixed. The emotional roller coaster she found herself on careened along its own turbulent course. Hanging on could kill her, but so could jumping off. Her plan of action was to remain cool, aloof, give him just little pieces of herself at a time. It would be a testament to her willpower if she could maintain the “steady as she goes” course. 


  How would Flynn be this morning? Feeling like he had made a mistake bringing her here? Had the trauma of last night pushed her here too fast?


  Oh for crying out loud. Stop with all the back-and-forth, Izzy. Go downstairs and see what’s up.


  Flinging the covers off, her she heard the chirp of her cell phone. She had a message.


  Digging in her purse for the phone, she grabbed it and pulled it out. Two messages. One from Charlie: Must. Have. Update. Now.


  Izzy smiled and texted him back: You don’t even want to know. Just don’t go back to the house. I’ll call later. I’m ok and so is Flynn. Xoxox


  The second one was from Lover Boy, aka her handler, Maddox. Izzy smirked at the name he had assigned himself.


  “That will ensure that when I boss you around like an overprotective boyfriend, if someone takes a look at the texts, it’ll appear normal caveman behavior when in fact, it’s instructions,” he had told her as he programmed in his number.


  Flynn had stood silently by, not saying a word, but Izzy saw the proverbial steam coming out of his ears. Hesitating, she thought about that. It was obvious Flynn didn’t like the fact that Maddox acted comfortable around her, and wasn’t threatened by Flynn. If Flynn didn’t care for her in the relationship way, why act all possessive? Trying to understand Flynn was an exercise in futility. She had never met a more complex human being than Flynn Atticus Ryker.


  Confirm you did not inflict grave bodily harm upon Special Agent Ryker’s person. Also confirm my CI is ok.


  Confirming I did not inflict grave bodily harm upon Special Agent Ryker (just a big lump on his head which actually served to diminish his gigantic ego). Your CI is fine. TY 4 asking.


  As Izzy tossed the phone back into her bag she wondered why Maddox would text her. All he had to do was ask Flynn how he was. Maybe he didn’t want to rock the boat.


  Her phone chirped that she had a new message.


  Charlie: O.M.GAWD! Plz tell me you are safe and sound with Special Agent Stud?


  Xoxox I am. 


  Le sigh


  Maddox: 10-4 stand by later this afternoon for an update. Delete this thread.


  Yes, sir!


  Setting the phone on the nightstand Izzy smiled. The texts from Maddox and Charlie warmed her heart. They cared about her. She liked being cared about. Why couldn’t Flynn put aside his issues and relax around her? As complex and frustrating as Flynn was, he was the one who was there last night. Had he not been, there was a good chance she would not be alive this morning. Izzy owed him her life. She owed him a little patience, too.


  Her feelings for Flynn aside, it was past time to call a truce. Accept that while he had his issues with her, none of which she cared for, she could live with them. That was the easy part. The hard part was getting a grip of her feelings for him. Flynn was one of a kind, he’d gone where no man had gone: straight into her heart. 


  He was a magnet to her steel. Law of attraction personified. She could kick herself for letting him get under her skin. Life was so much simpler with no complications. 


  On that note, Izzy stretched again, then checked out the bathroom, did her thing, and washed up. Feeling slightly more prepared to face the storm that was sure to be brewing somewhere in the house, she went in search of Grumpy Man.


  She found him in the solarium off the kitchen. His back to her, he was barefoot, dressed in a white T-shirt and gray sweats. Her fingers twitched, wanting to run across the wide expanse of his shoulders. Silently, she walked across the tile floor to him. 


  “There’s coffee on the sideboard, and eggs and bacon on the counter,” he said, looking up at her as she moved around the small table he was seated at. He closed his laptop and looked straight at her. 


  Suddenly she was nervous. Her tummy did a little flip-flop. She didn’t stand a chance. Morning stubble darkened his face, and his dark hair, usually neatly styled, was mussed. The planes and valleys of his muscles were clearly defined beneath the T-shirt. Those cobalt blue eyes of his burned bright. Warmth pooled low in her belly. She suspected morning sex with him would be phenomenal. 


  Biting her bottom lip, Izzy tried to steer her thoughts away from his body and how compatible it was with hers. “I—ah…” she stuttered. Glancing at the coffeepot on the buffet, she hurried to pour herself a cup. After she added the cream and stirred, she lifted the cup to her lips and sipped. “Mmm, Jamaican Blue Mountain. My favorite.”


  Taking another sip, Izzy picked a piece of bacon off the plate on the counter and moved to the table and took the chair across from Flynn, who quietly watched her. Feeling uncomfortable under his silent regard, she set the cup down and nibbled the bacon. When she looked over at him, he was scowling.


  “You do that a lot,” she said, setting the half eaten piece of bacon down.


  “Do what?”


  “Scowl.”


  “A lot makes me unhappy lately.”


  Nervous energy rolled through her. “I’m not going to apologize for who I am or what I do, Flynn. That it makes you unhappy is on you.”


  “I didn’t say you made me unhappy.”


  His remark surprised her, but Izzy was smart enough not to go down that road with him again. It would end up in the same dead end it always did. Baby steps. Instead, she said, “I will however apologize for not thanking you last night for saving my life. Thank you. I really appreciate it.”


  He reached for his cup of coffee and took a sip. Her eyes riveted on the sensual fullness of his lips and the sheen of coffee on his upper lip. Hard shards of desire jabbed at her core. Squirming in her seat, she tried to suppress the craving. Didn’t work.


  “You’re welcome,” he said, and took another sip.


  “How is your head this morning?”


  “Tender.”


  “I’m sorry for whacking you with that wrench.”


  “Apology accepted.”


  When he didn’t offer more conversation, Izzy sat quietly and tried to enjoy her coffee. Having him so near, looking sexy and acting so aloof did the opposite of what it should have done. It made her want to engage him, not push him away, damn it! What she wouldn’t give to get inside this complicated man’s head. It was futile, though. He’d wrapped himself up tight.


  “So, don’t you have a job to go to or does the FBI keep banker’s hours these days?”


  “I had some time coming, so I took it.”


  It was on the tip of her tongue to ask if he took time for her, but she squashed it. Even if he had, he’d make it not about her. Seriously, she needed to move forward with her plan instead of waiting for him to throw her a crumb.


  When she snuck a glance at him, she found his brooding gaze still focused on her.


  Biting her bottom lip, feeling like a germ beneath a microscope, Izzy looked around the solarium and smiled. There in the window was a pink Gerber daisy planter. Beaming, she looked at Flynn. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”


  Shrugging it off, he said, “They were selling them at the store. I thought you might like it.”


  Raising her brows, she fought down the grin she couldn’t fully control and said, “You thought I might like it?” 


  Abruptly, he stood and walked over to the buffet and poured himself another cup of coffee. “Yes, you.”


  Why did he have to make it so hard? Her smile receded as the urge to poke at his feelings for her enticed her. It wasn’t like she had anything to lose. Why not find out where she stood, or could have? Not, she told herself, that it would matter.


  It hit her like a sledgehammer that she had made a mistake. Flynn’s demeanor this morning left no doubt to anyone who was paying attention that he wasn’t interested. There was no sign of the man who’d brought her home last night. This man was cold. Disengaged.


  “Do you think if we had met before I started working at Surf’s Up, things could have been different between us?” She wanted to hear the words, not speculate.


  Flynn nearly choked on the coffee he’d just swallowed. Stunned, he looked at her. “What?”


  Pointedly, she said, “I didn’t stutter.”


  Flynn stared at her for several long seconds before he said, “I told you the night we met, I don’t do the commitment thing.”


  “Why is that?”


  He shrugged. “I just don’t.”


  “Neither do I, but at least I’m honest about why I don’t.” She set her cup down and stood up. “Especially with a man like you.”


  “Is this where you insult me to make yourself feel better?”


  “No.” Setting her hands on her hips, she elaborated. “Actually, it wouldn’t make me feel better. I feel pretty crappy because I wish you weren’t you. If you weren’t, then maybe I would break my rule and try.” Since she had nothing to lose, Izzy let him have the truth. “I would have put aside everything that scares me and let you in. For you, and only you, I would have been brave enough to try. To see what all the fuss was about. I was willing, Flynn, to give you a part of me I’ve never given anyone else. And I’m not talking about my hymen. But you threw it in my face, treated me like something you scraped off your shoe.” Tears stung her eyes now. “You didn’t even give me the chance to show you who I was, you just made assumptions, and your ego couldn’t handle them.” She moved in on him. “That’s the person I wished you weren’t. Because that other guy? The one who showed me the light? Who promised to help me, who cooked breakfast for me, who took me on a fabulous ride to the coast and introduced me to champagne? The guy who made me feel safe, the one who made me laugh? That guy? That’s the guy I would have given it all up for. But he never gave me a chance.”


  “That second guy, the good one? He doesn’t exist,” Flynn said, standing. “The first guy is who I am.”


  Izzy shook her head, dismayed by his refusal to sack up. “For such a badass, you’re the biggest coward I know.”


  Sliding his chair under the table, Flynn speared her with keen blue eyes. “I know my limits, there’s nothing cowardly in that.”


  “Your cowardice comes from hiding behind that first guy.”


  He stood silently staring at her for what seemed like hours, but was in all actuality less than a minute. “You deserve better than me.”


  Izzy laughed. “Is that supposed to make me feel better or you?”


  “Neither. It’s the truth.”


  Nodding, she looked up at him. “You’re right about that. I do deserve someone better than you. I deserve a guy who’s not willing to live without me.”


  Lifting her chin, clenching her jaw and fists, Izzy strode toward him. His eyes widened. Oh, what she wouldn’t do for the honor of punching him! Hard. Make him feel something, damn it! Stopping inches from him, she stood up on her tiptoes and got in his face. “I only have one regret. Do you know what that is?”


  He shook his head. 


  “I wish I’d never met you.”


  His eyes darkened as his lips pulled tight. His only tell, slight as it was, that she had gotten to him was the slight acceleration of his breath pattern. In that one simple observation, Izzy realized he wasn’t made completely of stone. Sadly, it didn’t make her feel better. He had feelings all right, just not for her.


  Running her fingers through her hair, Izzy shook her head. She needed to get out of here, because with each second that ticked by, she realized she was subconsciously giving Flynn the chance to change his mind. He wasn’t going to. Feeling gut-punched, she turned away. “I’m going for a run. If you insist on shadowing me, fine, but I’m going with or without you.”


  “Isadora,” Flynn called as she walked away.


  Shaking her head, fighting to keep calm, Izzy turned and put her hand up. “Don’t,” she said slowly, forcing her voice to remain level, “apologize for being you, Flynn. I certainly won’t apologize for being me. I get it. We all have our things. I just wanted you to know where I stood or would have, that’s all. It’s done, so just let it go.”


  Izzy hurried back to her room, not giving him the opportunity to argue or explain himself, because it wouldn’t matter. She wanted something from him he wasn’t able to give her: the guts to try.


  Chapter Twenty-five


  



  By the time she closed the bedroom door behind her, Izzy couldn’t decide exactly how she felt. Hurt? Absolutely. Like there was a hole in her chest. An emptiness she couldn’t fathom. Rejection hurt like hell, especially after you laid your heart at someone’s feet like she just had. But she could take some satisfaction from standing her ground. She hadn’t settled for being Flynn’s fuck buddy. She wasn’t like her father or mother in that regard. She honored her feelings even though she guarded them like a momma grizzly guarded her cub. She’d end up despising herself if she settled for anything less than what she deserved: a man who cared enough about her to accept her good, bad, and ugly, who was willing to go all in. She wasn’t asking for the fairy-tale happily ever after. She wasn’t sure it existed. But she knew she wasn’t fuck buddy or mistress material. So she was back to where she had always felt the safest: Alone. And here she would stay.


  Straightening, Izzy pulled the shirt over her head and unclasped her bra, tossing both onto the bed. She was brave, too. Stripping her pants and panties off, she gave herself a mental pat on the back. She’d taken a chance and lost. Damn if she didn’t take it. That was saying a lot more about her character than Flynn’s. He just refused to take one step in her direction.


  Now she needed to find a way to move on and not continuously look over her shoulder. Choking back a laugh, she wondered how one erased feelings from their broken heart.


  Izzy took a quick, cold shower and dressed in her running attire. Taking a deep breath, she grasped the doorknob. Rolling her neck and shoulders, she opened the door and with a bounce in her step she didn’t feel, she headed down the hall and then trotted downstairs. Flynn was waiting for her at the front door. He’d changed into a white, Dri-FIT tee that had the faded words Federal Property across the chest. The material accentuated each ripple of his chest, arms, and back. His black running shorts matched his black running shoes. Swallowing, Izzy wished there was a way she didn’t have to be subjected to his hotness in such an in-your-face way. His scent wafted toward her. Why did he have to smell so damn good, too?


  Putting her ear buds in, Izzy cranked up her archaic iPod and stepped out onto the front porch, where she began her stretches. Taking her time, she didn’t rush through them. She couldn’t afford a pulled muscle in her line of work.


  The slow beat of “Earned It,” came on, the song she had lap-danced to the night she met Flynn and his cronies. Closing her eyes, Izzy let the music sink into her soul, and as it filled her, she slowed the cadence of her movements. In her mind’s eye she saw herself dancing seductively for Flynn the night she met him. He had been so virile. So receptive to her. God, how her body had blossomed for him. There in front of his friends and later at her house. 


  He had made her feel things she never thought she would ever feel. Didn’t know existed. It wasn’t fair that he took all of that away from her! Was he a sadist? Her muscles tightened as she opened her eyes and caught his hot stare riveted on her. Smugly, she turned away from him, bending over and touching her toes, giving him a nice view of the ass he’d never touch again. When she stood, she reached high over her head, clasping her hands and stretching. 


  From the disruption of the shade behind her, she knew Flynn had moved closer to her. Turning she caught her breath as his chest nearly collided with hers.


  He reached up and took one of her ear buds from her ear. “Flash that sweet ass of yours my way again, Pink, I’m going to slap it.”


  Her jaw dropped. “You wouldn’t dare!”


  “Try me.” It was a challenge she so wanted to take.


  “And hand over the goodies?” She snatched her ear bud from him. Putting it back in her ear, she said, “Not on your life.”


  Not waiting for Flynn to follow, she jogged down the sidewalk to the street. Once she hit her stride, she took comfort in knowing that Flynn was just two steps behind her. He could probably run circles around her, but he kept to her pace, ever diligent.


  As the tension began to leave her, she let the music take her away. If she could have closed her eyes and just run, she would have. Running was the one place she could totally escape. 


  Her pace picked up. She wanted to run away from everything and everyone. From Flynn. From her life. Anger churned within her. Anger at Flynn for not being the guy she desperately wanted him to be. She hadn’t lied when she told him she wished she’d never met him. He’d totaled her. She didn’t know how to make the longing go away. With that truth, the truth about her mother dawned. Finally, Izzy got it. Now she understood how hard it must have been for her. To live under the same roof with the only man she had been intimate with. The only man she loved, would ever love, right there within reach, but untouchable. Except when he went to her. And her father had gone to her mother over the years. Giving her hope only to snatch it away.


  Her mother was beautiful. Sweet, loving, and she never turned Izzy’s father away. It didn’t matter to Izzy that her father wasn’t worthy of her mother’s love, it only mattered that her mother loved him. Unconditionally until the day she died. Understanding her mother’s feelings a little better, now that she had experienced them herself, Izzy didn’t feel so harshly about her choice.


  Unlike her mother, Izzy didn’t have to rely on the benevolence of others to make her way. Izzy had options. She was a citizen, she was educated, and she’d learned several harsh life lessons early. From the day her mother died, Izzy had not depended on anyone for anything. She was an island. Or she had been until Flynn had dropped anchor on her shore.


  As she turned left on Bellevue, she stumbled. Tension tightened her muscles. Just down the street on the left was the house where she had spent the first eleven years of her life. The house where her father still resided. The house Alex still called home. 


  Her pace slowed as the imposing iron gates leading to the Chastain estate slowly opened. She felt Flynn’s presence much closer to her now, his shadow running alongside hers.


  A blacked-out black town car rolled out from behind the gates. As it decelerated near the street, Izzy slowed so as not to collide with it. Her eyes were riveted on the open back passenger window.


  Anxious tension constricted her heart, causing her to gulp for breath. 


  From the inside of the car, her father’s handsome face stared at her. As the car turned right, coming her way, he continued to stare.


  “Daddy,” she whispered.


  “Don’t,” Flynn said, taking her arm, pulling her away from the man who stared blankly back at her.


  When recognition sparked behind the sea colored eyes she had inherited from him, hope swelled in Izzy’s heart. She reached out, moving toward the car.


  Her father looked forward, dismissing her as he had all those years ago. The window slowly closed as the car accelerated and was gone. 


  Gulping for air, Izzy bent over, feeling nauseous. God, it hurt. Why had she stopped? She’d made peace years ago with the fact that she would never be more than a dirty secret to her father. That there was no place in his life for her. There never had been. There never would be. She hadn’t meant to reach out to him. She despised him! Why had she done that only to be rejected? Again.


  Flynn’s big hand slid across her back and up between her shoulder blades. “I’m sorry.”


  Still gasping for a deep breath, Izzy shook her head as anger seeped deep into her. Not at Flynn or her father, but herself. She was a fool to think even for one second that her sperm donor would give her the time of day. She’d been foolish to think Flynn would, too.


  “Are you okay?” Flynn asked. 


  “I’m fine,” she said, gasping for breath. Nausea rolled through her again, the acid of the coffee rising in her throat. “I just need to catch my breath.”


  The firm soothing pressure of Flynn’s hand on her back, as he rubbed her tense muscles in an effort to comfort her, made her want to cry for completely different but oh so familiar reasons.


  Rejection stung.


  Why she had opened herself, exposing her gooey vulnerable self, stymied her. Had she become her mother? The thought instantly gut-checked her. She could almost hear the clank of the metal walls as they dropped down around her heart. It would be a long time before she allowed anyone to get as close as Flynn had. Maybe never. The pain that followed was too steep a price for the precious little time that felt good.


  She needed to suck it up. Get back on track by focusing on herself and finding Alex. Once she was found, Izzy could sleep at night knowing she had done the right thing, even if she never saw her sister again.


  Fortified with new determination, she straightened and swiped away the mingled sweat and tears from her cheeks. Taking a deep, shaky breath, she managed a big smile. “Let’s wrap this up. I’m hungry.” She took off, leaving Flynn to catch up. When he did, he ran beside her stride for stride. By the time they made a full circle, she was emotional and physical toast. Burnt toast. No good for anything except pigeon feed, and even that was being optimistic.


  Mustering some bravado as Flynn held the front door open for her, she said, “I’m going to jump in the shower.”


  Wordless, he nodded when she passed by him. Minutes later Izzy stood beneath the hot spray. Putting her arms out, she placed her palms against the smooth cool tile and let the pressure of the water work the pain out of her muscles and the ache from her heart. When she found herself crying, Izzy didn’t fight the tears. She let it go. All of it. The yearning of a little girl for her father. The years of longing for the sister she loved to love her back. Her mother’s death. Reliving the day she was taken from the tiny Oakland apartment as the coroner zipped her mom up in a black body bag had been horrific. 


  Sliding down the shower wall, Izzy pulled her knees up to her chest and rested her cheek against them. Her time as a ward of the state had been a blur. She’d been placed with strangers who, while they were polite, weren’t family. They didn’t even try to be. Those first weeks were terrifying. She’d found solace in reading and school. The day she turned eighteen, she walked out the front door, not bothering to let anyone know she was leaving. She doubted they ever noticed she was gone.


  Here she was six years later, still struggling to define herself when everyone connected to her either died or rejected her. Who was she? What did she want?


  Hell, she wasn’t one hundred percent sure she wanted a law career. Her motivation had been to flip her father the bird by saying, ‘Look at me, I can get into your alma mater, Stanford Law, too, and I didn’t need my rich parents to grease the wheels.’


  None of it mattered, she realized, because no matter what she did from this day forward, she was going to do it for herself. No more trying to prove herself worthy of the Chastain name. She was a Fuentes, and it was time she owned it. She’d survive today and tomorrow because she was a survivor. Damn if she wasn’t going to survive well. 


  Raising her head to rub her swollen eyes, Izzy froze. Flynn stood on the other side of the open shower, his stormy eyes catching and holding hers. He was still dressed in his running attire, the material clinging to his sweaty body so tightly she could see the rise and fall of his chest with each breath. 


  Without so much as a word, he grabbed the towel she had set aside, reached above her head and turned the rain shower faucet off, knelt down and wrapped her in the thick fluffy towel. He took her into his arms and carried her like a baby into the bedroom.


  “He doesn’t deserve one tear, Pink.” He settled her onto the bed. “You’re ten times the individual he could never be.”


  She sucked back a sob as fresh hot tears burned her eyes, damn it. Where was her strength? Why, when Flynn touched her, did she melt? “I’m a fool for hoping for something that will never happen.”


  Taking her face into his hands, he forced her to look at him. “You’re not a fool, you’re brave. With a pure heart. Always willing to see the good in people when they are inherently bad.” He smoothed back her damp hair. “We could all take a lesson out of your playbook.”


  It took all she had not to press her cheek into his big warm hand. This Flynn was the Flynn she had fallen for. “My mom loved him with every ounce of her being. His name was the last word she spoke before she died. He used her up, and let her die of a broken heart.”


  Pressing his lips to her forehead, he said, “I’m sorry.”


  “Me, too,” she murmured. For so many things.


  With the adrenaline spike Izzy had experienced when she saw her father now fully subsided, a deep-seated exhaustion stole over her. So much had happened in such a short amount of time; her ability to cope with it all wavered. “Let me sleep,” she murmured, closing her eyes, and finally—with no thought of what he would do or feel—Izzy melted into Flynn’s strong capable arms, deciding to savor this last stolen embrace.


  Chapter Twenty-six


  



  Several hours later found Flynn pacing a culvert into his kitchen floor. Pink had slept the day away. Was she sick? She had to be hungry. He’d showered and eaten twice since he tucked her into the big bed, nearly breaking his jaw to keep from pressing his lips to her smooth, creamy body as he pulled the sheets over her nakedness. 


  He stopped his incessant pacing. Clasping his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling, Flynn cursed. She had been through the wringer. Why should he be surprised she’d mentally checked out? Sleep was a great way of ignoring one’s reality. And Pink’s was pretty shitty at the moment. “No thanks to me,” he muttered, feeling like the guy who had kicked the kitten when he should have been the guy who picked it up, loved and protected it. 


  He could give himself some credit. He had picked her up and brought her here. To his house. Not home, because it was just a place he crashed. But here, she was out of harm’s way.


  As for loving her? He didn’t know how to. Didn’t want to learn. He’d witnessed firsthand the backlash of that emotion. Many years ago, Flynn had made the conscious decision to lock his heart and swallow the key. He wasn’t willing to put himself out there. The minute a woman even looked like she was going to suggest they become more than what he wanted, he bolted. His heart, his rules. It worked for him. He had no regrets. Except with Pink.


  His protection track record wasn’t that great, either. He couldn’t protect his mother from his father or his sister from that asshole she insisted on marrying. Under his watch, Pink had been two steps from being kidnapped. Now she was an emotional train wreck and he had been the one to derail her long before her father had this morning. He didn’t know how to undo what he had done without giving her hope. And that he couldn’t do. Not after last night.


  Glancing at his watch, Flynn decided she had slept long enough.


  “Pink,” he called from the hallway.


  When she didn’t answer, Flynn nudged the door open with his foot and stopped at the threshold. She was still in bed, wrapped up tight in the sheets like a butterfly in a cocoon, sound asleep.


  His heart made a weird thump against his rib cage. Setting the tray with the lunch he had made for her down on the dresser, Flynn moved around the side of the bed. Her long black lashes glistened with recent tears. She made a sound like a baby did after a hard cry. Somewhere between a sob and a sigh. His heart squeezed with emotion he could no longer deny. 


  She did something to him. Caused an ache so deep in him it kept him awake at night. How was that possible? He’d known her less than a week. It felt like he’d loved her a lifetime, though. 


  When she’d called him out this morning after telling him how she felt about him, he had never been more miserable. He should have been elated. Jumping for joy because damn it, he felt the same way. All those hours sitting outside of her house, he had nothing but time to think. About Pink and how much he wanted to be a part of her life. He had come to the decision that when this case was closed, he would pursue her until she couldn’t run from him anymore.


  That had all changed last night, when he’d come around Pink’s side yard and saw the kitchen door open. He’d never experienced the paralyzing fear that he had at that moment. He panicked when his imagination ran wild with visions of what the intruder would do to her. He’d seen it before. Vicious, bloody crime scenes. He couldn’t bear thinking of what could have happened if he hadn’t gotten to her in time. Thank God he had.


  That panicked fear, that loss of control, that brutal pain of possibly losing Pink still ate at him. If this was how it felt when she survived, how would it feel if she didn’t? How would he feel in thirty years if he lost her after she had become his everything? He didn’t want to find out. 


  It was that ache that fortified his determination not to get further involved with her. If he touched her, he’d cave. It killed him not being able to take her into his arms and comfort her when that prick of a sperm donor rolled up his window on her. Fucker knew who she was, too.


  Flynn felt like a colossal dick when he realized he’d done the same thing to her as her father had. For different reasons, true. That didn’t make it right.


  Grabbing the chair from the small desk in the corner, he sat down in it and let out a long sigh. He’d never felt so out of sorts or so unsure of himself. If he was half the man she needed, he’d fess up and step up. Fear paralyzed him. 


  Her soft breathless voice, roughened from crying, called out for him. He moved to her side, realizing she was still asleep. He brushed the pink tips of her bangs away from her face, marveling at the softness of her hair and skin. His body warmed as the desire to touch her more intimately took hold of him. Not ravage her, but hold her close to him, caress her. Kiss her. Protect her. Each one of those urges was new to him. He’d never felt any of them for a woman.


  The only women who had mattered before Pink were his mother and sister, whom he’d always tried to shield from his father’s insensitivity. He’d protected them both as much as an adolescent and then a teenage boy could. In the end, his father’s flagrant philandering with fast women killed his mother and Genny took up with a lowlife gold digger who walked out on her and their two kids after he’d drained Genny dry and Dad refused to fund him any longer.


  Pink was right. He was a coward. This little Wild Style had bigger balls than he did. He smiled. Couldn’t help it. She was something else.


  Bending toward her, Flynn pressed his lips to hers, tasting the saltiness of her tears. She was warm and supple, her bubble gum scent faint. 


  Her eyelids fluttered open as a soft sigh of contentment slipped past her lips. His heart thudded painfully against his rib cage. Her sleepy eyes widened. “Hey, Sleeping Beauty,” he murmured against her lips. “I brought you lunch.”


  Color pinkened her cheeks. Inwardly Flynn groaned. She was making it damn difficult not to drop to his knees and beg her for forgiveness. He moved back and stood up, retrieving the tray from the dresser. As he turned with it, he caught a glimpse of her breasts when she rearranged the sheet around her. When she caught him staring, she cocked an eyebrow, but didn’t say a word. Silently she wrapped it snugly around her chest as she sat up against the pillows.


  He set the tray down on the nightstand. “I made you a grilled brie and tomato basil croissant.”


  “Thank you,” was all she said as he handed her a napkin and the plate. 


  “I wasn’t sure what you wanted to drink, so I brought you bottled water and a Gatorade.”


  “Thank you,” she said as she bit into the sandwich. “Mmm,” she hummed, closing her eyes. “This is really good.” She chewed slowly, savoring it.


  Flynn smiled. At least he got that right. She liked his cooking. And he liked cooking for her. He moved back to the chair and was silent as she made contented noises as she ate. When she was done, she took a long drink of Gatorade. The sheet had loosened. When she reached to place the bottle back to the tray, it slid along the voluptuous swells her breasts, her nipples managing to catch the edge.


  Heat simmered in his veins and his dick thickened. Flynn cleared his throat when she didn’t pull up the sheet. 


  Raising her chin, she looked directly at him and said, “We need to talk, Flynn, and I need for you to hear me.”


  “If it’s about you leaving here, we’re not going to discuss it.”


  “Listen to me, please.”


  He gave her a curt nod. He’d listen, but he wasn’t changing his mind.


  “I cannot thank you enough for what you did last night,” she said quietly. Her eyes softened. He wanted to touch her cheek, run his fingers along the high curve and into her hair. Then kiss her so she wouldn’t say the words he didn’t want to hear. “You saved my life, Flynn. I can’t ever repay that. I appreciate your further concern and opening your home to me to keep me safe. It means the world to me. I wish there was some way I could repay you.”


  “But?” He knew where she was headed and the thought of her leaving here caused a knot to form in his gut.


  “But I don’t want to stay here. I want to be alone.”


  He knew why she didn’t want to stay. It wasn’t fair of him to try and force her to. “You can’t go back to your house.”


  “I know. I was thinking, maybe I’d take you up on the hotel offer, not the Claremont, something much less expensive, so long as you promise me you’ll let me pay you back.”


  He scowled. “By stripping?”


  “No, not stripping. I have other means of support that don’t involve the club. Just not at the moment.”


  “I have a better idea. Why don’t you stay here? I’ll camp out at a buddy’s house until this case blows over.”


  “I don’t think you understand, Flynn. I don’t want to see you again. Ever. When I walk out that door, the one and only contact we’ll ever have again is when I mail you the check to cover the hotel.”


  Had she rammed a hot knife into his chest and turned it, he would have suffered less of a shock. For a split second his brain couldn’t process what she was saying. Until it did. He’d never see her again. 


  He blinked. “I don’t want that,” he said.


  She pushed out of the bed, allowing the sheets to fall away from her body. Just a foot away from him, she stood proudly regarding him in all her magnificent naked glory. “It’s what I want.” Then she strode past him and into the bathroom, soundly shutting the door behind her.


  Flynn sat still. Stunned. Rooted to the chair unable to process what this meant. If she refused to have him near, how could he protect her? She was vulnerable. Someone was gunning for her. He wanted to know who and why, then exterminate them. 


  Then there was the matter of Boris and Andre. She wasn’t safe at the club. 


  When she reemerged, fully clothed in those tattered jeans and a midriff black tee, she moved past him to snatch her cell phone off the nightstand.


  She tapped it open, made a few motions, then said, “There’s a text from my handler asking me to have you call him asap.”


  She tapped Lover Boy’s number and handed Flynn the phone.


  “Hey baby,” Maddox said.


  “Hey baby, my ass,” Flynn groused.


  “Ah, Ryker. Is our girl in earshot?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then step away.”


  Flynn put his hand over the phone and said, “Give me a sec,” then moved to the other side of the room. “Go ahead.”


  “We’re putting the brakes on the thumb drive for the moment. We’ve hit a snag with the court order.”


  “How is that? It’s straightforward.”


  “Judge is asking for more just cause.”


  “That’s bullshit.”


  “Agreed. But until we get the green light, that exchange is no-go.”


  “Then she calls in sick until you get the signature,” Flynn said. It wasn’t a question.


  “We want her inside.”


  Flynn moved out into the hallway, closing the door behind him. “Fuck that. She shows up without that thumb drive, there’s no telling what Andre will do to her. I won’t risk it.”


  “The only reason I’m even discussing this with you, Ryker, is because I know you’ve got a hard-on for her. So listen up: We’ve got it from a good source that Miroslav Bushnik, Sorlov’s Russian liaison, is coming in from Ukraine. Our intel is unclear if he’s already here or on his way. Regardless, we need Miss Fuentes to be our eyes and ears in the club. If he shows, we want her to drop a bug on him.”


  Flynn nearly blew his top. “Not going to happen.” 


  “You don’t have an official voice in this, Ryker. Either stand down or I’ll slap an obstruction charge on you so fast your head’ll spin.”


  “You’re not using her as bait.”


  “We don’t lose CIs. We’ll have the place filled with UCs.”


  Flynn gripped the phone so tightly, his knuckles whitened. 


  “Flynn,” Maddox said, “I give you my word, I’ll stay close. Those pricks will have to get through me and twenty other guys to get to her.”


  “I don’t like it.”


  “Neither do I, but until we get the drive in Sorlov’s hands, ours are tied. Getting the goods on Bushnik would be a huge blow to Sorlov’s operation. ”


  Flynn exhaled. The thumb drive was more than it appeared. It was a GPS and listening device that could be remotely activated without the possessor’s knowledge. Why a judge wouldn’t authorize it was beyond Flynn unless… “Hold up a sec, how did you get the go-ahead for the device to plant on Bushnik, but not for the thumb drive?”


  “I wasn’t going to chance Saduki kicking another one back, so I went to Madsen. He signed it right off.”


  “Don’t you think it’s a little odd that for this particular investigation, and it being such a routine request, that any judge, especially one like Saduki who is always proactive so long as you give him just cause, would hold you up on this? It’s a legit warrant. Even a hard case would have signed off on it. There’s only one reason Saduki would drag his feet.”


  “You think Sorlov has him in his pocket?”


  “Yup. I’ll bet he has dirt on the judge and is using it to blackmail him for tip-offs and information. Just like he’ll do to me when he sees the video.”


  “If Saduki tipped off Sorlov—”


  “We’re fucked. I don’t want Miss Fuentes anywhere near that place, not if Sorlov is on to us.”


  “We don’t know that for sure.”


  “Until you know one way or another, she’s not leaving my house.”


  “On that we’re agreed. Sit tight until I have more intel.” Maddox hung up. 


  Flynn stared at the cell phone for a long time before he walked back into the bedroom. Pink was packed and patiently sitting on the chair he had vacated earlier.


  Flynn handed her her phone. “There’s been a development, Pink. It’s unclear what the repercussions are, so for the moment, you’ll stay here.”


  “What development?”


  “I can’t discuss it.”


  “Ah, well let me guess. That thumb drive is more than it appears. A listening device, perhaps?”


  Flynn scowled.


  “And you can’t get a warrant signed to use it as such?”


  Flynn didn’t say a word. 


  “We don’t need it,” she said. “The video is enough. Let me show it to Sorlov and wait until he calls you out with his demands. Then snatch him up. If he cries entrapment or coercion, he won’t have a legal leg to stand on in court. It was a video given to him; he chose to use it for illegal purposes. Case closed.”


  Flynn stared at her in shock. Not only was she right, but how the hell did she know that?


  “I can’t speak for the task force’s motives or strategy, Pink. For now, I’ve been instructed to keep my eye on you until I receive further instructions.”


  She stood. “I don’t need a babysitter.”


  “Yes, you do.”


  “I don’t want a babysitter.”


  “Not your call.”


  “You can’t force me to stay here.”


  “Yes, I can.”


  “That’s against the law!”


  “I am the law.”


  Pink’s jaw dropped, and when it did, Flynn was overcome with the urge to snatch her to his body and shut her up with his lips on hers.


  When she started to dial a number on her phone, Flynn snatched it away from her. “Hey!” she cried, lunging against him, grabbing for her phone. He held his hand high over her head. Jumping for it, she dug her nails into his forearm. “Give me my phone, you big bully!”


  The warm softness of her body sliding up and down his chest and hips as she tried to get to her phone was Flynn’s undoing. Grasping her around the waist with his free hand, he hoisted her up against his waist and wrapped his other arm around her shoulders, imprisoning her against him.


  “Stop acting like a two-year-old, Isa. You’re in danger. I can’t protect you if I can’t see you.”


  “I don’t want your protection!” she screeched, twisting against him. “I’d rather be dead than spend one more minute with you!”


  Digging his fingers into her hair, Flynn grasped the back of her head and pulled it back so that her fiery eyes glared up to his. “Then I guess I’ll take advantage of your last minute.” His lips swooped down onto hers, the shock of their contact electric. Blood slammed through his veins, straight to his dick. 


  Holy fuck. Hungrily, Flynn’s lips ravaged hers. He gave her no quarter. There was nothing gentle about the way he ate at her mouth or the way his tongue licked against hers. She tasted just like he knew she would: hot and sweet. Sexy and defiant.


  Her body softened against his, her hands no longer ripping at his arms. Instead, her fingers grasped his shoulders. The kiss deepened. He couldn’t get enough of her. Starved for her, he couldn’t stop. Didn’t want to. What he wanted, she would never concede to. 


  Take her down the hallway to his room, lay her down on his bed and make slow, sweet love to her until he depleted her.


  Flynn pulled her head back breaking their connection. Their breaths were hot and hard. Fast and furious. Catching her gaze, he lowered his lips to hers, and just before he brushed them across the swollen buds, he whispered, “You’re still alive. You’re going to stay that way, no matter if I have to fight you myself to make sure that happens.”


  Breathing heavily, she licked her lips, slowly.


  “Oh, no, baby, don’t do that or you’re going to hate me more.”


  Her swollen lips lifted in a flirty smile. “I already do.”


  Flynn’s heart pounded against his rib cage. Slanting his face across hers, he lowered his lips to hers and said, “I guess all bets are off, then.”


  Catching his bottom lip between her teeth, Pink sucked it slowly into her mouth, running her tongue along the edge. Flynn’s heart rate accelerated. His dick swelled painfully in his shorts. When she released him, he pressed more intimately into her. There was no mistaking his raging erection.  “All bets are back on, Ryker,” she whispered. “I’ll stay under one condition.”


  “Anything.”


  “You don’t touch me unless I need CPR.”


  Her words were like ice water in his veins. “Seriously?”


  “As a heart attack.” She grinned and licked his lips before pushing out of his embrace. “Take it or leave it, Special Agent.”


  She didn’t leave him with much of a choice. Reluctantly he let her feet slide to the floor. When she moved across the room, he felt empty. The emptiness settled in with a hard thud when he realized she was right. What the hell was he thinking? Obviously he hadn’t been thinking. At least not with the head on his shoulders. It was frustrating to no end not to act on his attraction for the tiny dancer.


  He had no choice and even if he did, it wouldn’t matter because she was adamant. Extending his hand, he said, “Deal.”


  She smiled so sweetly, his heart thumpity-thumped. “No touching.” But she extended her hand toward him and did an air shake. “Deal. Now I’d like my phone back.”


  Flynn picked it up from the bed where he had dropped it and tossed it to her. Dropping it into her purse, she looked up and smiled a smile that he knew was going to end with them both in trouble. “I want go for a ride on your motorcycle.”


  “How are we going to do that without touching?”


  “I never said I couldn’t touch you.”


  As she pranced out of the bedroom, Flynn shook his head and followed her scent. He was so screwed.


  Chapter Twenty-seven


  



  Twenty minutes later they roared north on 13. The day was cooling as it wound down. Fog rolled in from the city; soon it would blanket the entire east bay. Izzy was swimming in one of Flynn’s leather jackets. He’d refused to let her mount the bike without it and the helmet. Wearing the helmet was the law, of course, but the jacket was huge and heavy, and if they took a spill it would protect her skin. She shivered as streams of cool air jettisoned up the sleeves, suddenly grateful for Flynn’s insistence she wear it.


  Izzy held on to Flynn’s narrow waist as they banked right onto the 24 on-ramp.


  There was something supremely primal about sitting behind such a strong, virile male as he expertly handled almost a thousand pounds of vibrating steel. This was a first for her. She’d never been on a motorcycle before. She’d thought she would be afraid. She was anything but. She had complete confidence in Flynn’s skill as a driver. Moments later, as they exited 24 onto Grizzly Peak Boulevard, Izzy threw her hands up in the air and laughed. 


  For the second time with Flynn, she felt the exaltation of speed, and freedom. Flynn reached back with his left hand and grabbed her behind her left knee, securing his hand there, fortifying her balance. His gesture tugged at her heart. It was thoughtful, and protective. 


  Even if it did violate her no-touching policy, she loved it.


  It was instinctual with him, she realized. Something that just came naturally to him. He protected her with the dedication and ferocity that Turk had. She felt special. Safe. 


  The jealous bone she didn’t know she had, poked at her pride. Was he like this with all of the women he had dated? She suspected he was. It was part of his DNA. Not that they were dating, that had been clearly established. It was too damn bad though, because their ridiculous attraction to each other hadn’t waned. If anything it had grown. When he’d kissed her earlier, she came oh so close to separating him from his clothes and mounting him. Yeah, it had taken all she had not to make a fool out of herself. 


  Their kiss had served to remind her how vulnerable she was. When he touched her, her willpower vanished. She needed not to engage with him, hence her condition of not touching her. She laughed, once again finding sick humor in the fact that she was glued to his ass, arms wrapped around his waist, her legs tucked behind his and his hand riding her thigh. 


  He squeezed her thigh in acknowledgment of her outburst. As they began to wind up into the foothills, Flynn released her leg to put both hands on the handlebars.


  She relaxed, enjoying the scenery, the brush of the cool air on her face and the feel of Flynn against her. Each time she thought of Alex, her mom, seeing her father earlier, and what she wished could be with Flynn, she pushed the thoughts from her head. Instead, Izzy thought of the positives in her life. She was alive, she was healthy, and she had a plan. Giving herself permission to push her boundaries, to be afraid but brave, and most of all to just be who she was, excited her. Izzy didn’t have to hide behind who she thought she should be, but stand proud for who she was now.


  She was free! Free to be whoever she wanted to be. No boundaries. Warmth infused her body as she realized what that meant. Unconsciously she tightened her arms around Flynn’s waist, tucking her hands beneath his leather jacket. Her hands were cold, but his body was warm.


  As they wound higher up in the Oakland hills, Izzy looked to her left. The sun was setting, almost completely obliterated by the thick rolling fog. Flynn slowed, turned left onto the other side of the road, and stopped at a vista point. In all of the years she had lived in the east bay, Izzy had never been up here. Sprawling before her was an unobstructed view of the entire bay, all the way to San Francisco, that was engulfed in a huge bank of fog. Flynn cut the engine, and helped her off. Hanging his helmet off the right handle bar, she unstrapped her helmet and hung it from the left one.


  “My God, this is amazing, Flynn,” she said, walking to the edge of the wall.


  He stood behind her, his tall body protectively shadowing hers. “I come up here to think,” he said. “It doesn’t matter what time of year, day or night, I’m always able to clear the cobwebs.”


  The view was endless. Awe-inspiring. The magnificent bay, strong and powerful, deadly even, but like all living things, vulnerable.


  Turning around, Izzy looked up at her complicated Special Agent. His still waters ran very deep. Flynn wasn’t heartless; his heart, she realized, was encased with scar tissue. If anyone could understand his reluctance to love, it was her. The pain of love lost, of rejection, of longing for something that would never be, ate at a person. It left deep wounds that festered. They never healed; instead they slowly became encased in armor. Acknowledging the pain and the reasons for it didn’t make it better. Neither did accepting it. Acceptance made it worse. Accepting an unreachable heart meant you were content to exist in a loveless life. How sad for Flynn. 


  Izzy didn’t want that life. She wanted love. Mad, passionate, I’m-on-fire, love. To give it and receive it. She wanted a man who would fight with her and for her. A man who every time he looked at her saw his moon and stars. A man who wouldn’t back down from her fire, but continuously ignited it because the same fire burned in him.


  He stared past her to the horizon, his jaw tight, his eyes slightly squinting. He hadn’t shaved, the dark stubble on his face more pronounced than it was this morning. He was all badass male. Clad in black T-shirt, black jeans, black boots, and a black leather jacket, jet-black hair punctuated by his stunning blue eyes. Izzy’s herculean efforts to remain distant and uninterested in him were in vain. Flynn Ryker touched her on a basic, primal level. When his male spoke to her female, there was nothing her sensibilities could do to prevent the inevitable sparks that blazed between them. He was desperately attracted to her, no matter how hard he fought it, same as her. While Flynn had no problem giving in to the physical aspect of their attraction, he refused to emotionally engage. 


  Slowly she smiled. Had he ever been challenged to let go? To drop his walls and take a chance on a relationship? Izzy bet he’d never given anyone the chance to get to him, much less get to know him. Well, she had the chance. She had gotten to him. Had nothing but time with him. 


  While Flynn might think he wasn’t relationship material, Izzy knew he was. Once he committed, he would be the kind of man who would remain true until the day his woman died.


  Emotion swelled in her chest, constricting her airflow. To be loved so completely by this man was as terrifying as it was exhilarating. For the first time in Izzy’s life, she wanted something more than to be a Chastain. 


  She wanted Flynn. She would fight for him. And she would win.


  When Flynn’s gaze dropped to hers, her smile widened. His eyes narrowed. “What’s going on in that head of yours, Pink?”


  “Hah, wouldn’t you like to know!”


  He reached up to touch her, but stopped mid reach. The breeze buffeted her hair around her face. Pushing it back, she continued to look up at him. “What’s your favorite food?”


  “Bubble gum.”


  Laughing, Izzy swatted him and turned around to gaze at the bay that twinkled below. “Bubble gum isn’t food, Flynn. It’s candy.”


  “Candy can be my favorite food.” Warmth from his breath caressed her ear. “I like Pink bubble gum the best.” 


  Shivering because it was cold, not because his words stirred her, Izzy wrapped her arms around herself. Flynn removed his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders over her jacket. Smiling at his thoughtfulness, she stared out at the bay. 


  “The wind is cold,” he said. “You should have worn layers.”


  Turning, she continued to smile at him. “You know you like me.”


  “That’s the problem.”


  It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him why it was a problem, but she didn’t. She knew why. “Let’s get out of here, I’m hungry.” Handing him back his jacket she stepped past him.


  As he walked toward his tricked-out, sleek black Harley, he said, “A woman after my own heart.”


  Strapping her helmet on, Izzy said, “I know a place on Adeline.”


  Flynn straddled his bike, waiting for her to get on behind him. The seat was small. “This bike wasn’t designed for passengers,” he had told her in the garage. “You’re going to have to sit close and hang on tight. You okay with that?”


  She had assured him she was. And boy was it. She liked the feel of his big warm body against hers. Besides, she’d never said anything about her not touching him.
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  Jimmy’s was a local collegiate haunt with traditional pub grub that was cheap and decent, with two-dollar beers and karaoke. Grabbing Flynn’s hand as they dismounted the bike, Izzy dragged him into the loud and crowded pub.


  Stowing their helmets and jackets with the hostess, they proceeded into the lively establishment.


  “Hey, Iz, where the hell have you been?” Nick the bouncer called as she negotiated her way toward the three-deep bar.


  “Working!” she called, continuing toward the stacked bar. “Jimmy,” she called, waving to the bartender and owner. “Dos Patrons por favor!”


  He grinned, showing big white teeth. “You got it, Pinky.”


  Flynn’s hand tightened at Jimmy’s pet name for her. 


  Turning with a big grin, she said, “You’re not the only man in my life, Flynn.”


  He didn’t look at her; he was too busy glaring at the affable barkeep. Grabbing the two shots, Izzy handed Flynn one. When he took it, she clanked her glass to his and said, “Bottoms up, baby.” Then threw it back. The warmth of the liquor spread through her chilled body. She slammed her shot glass down on the bar and Jimmy didn’t wait to be asked, he refilled it. Izzy laughed, feeling comfortable in her element.


  Before Flynn had drunk his first shot, Izzy threw back her second. “Drink up,” she said over the din of the crowd. Throwing the shot back, Flynn set it on the bar, but put his palm over the top, indicating he was done. 


  “Party pooper,” Izzy said, and then pulled him further into the pub, past the karaoke stage to a small table on the fringe. For as crowded as the pub was, most everyone stood, so there was always a table or two open. 


  Just as they sat down, a perky little server named Dolly set menus down on their table. “Drinks?” she asked.


  “Two waters,” Flynn said.


  “And a shot of Patron,” Izzy added.


  Flynn scowled. “You won’t be able to ride back with me if you’re drunk, Pink.”


  “That’s what cabs are for.”


  His scowl deepened, but he didn’t say another word about it. Instead he asked, “You come here often?”


  “I used to, when I was an undergrad.”


  “Undergrad?”


  “Yes, commonly known as a person who is working toward their first degree?”


  “You graduated from Cal?”


  “Summa cum laude, baby.”


  Flynn nodded. She could see by the way he stared at her that he was dying to know more. When Dolly set the waters down, she also set down two menus. “Your shot will be right here. Jimmy said not to forget your deal.”


  Izzy smiled. “Tell Jimmy thanks for the reminder.”


  Grinning, Izzy opened the menu, holding it up so that Flynn couldn’t see her face. She giggled when Flynn’s finger pushed the menu down, forcing her to look at him. “What deal?”


  “Just some bartering we did a few years ago.”


  “Out with it, Pink.”


  Setting the menu down on the table, she said, “You know far more about me than I do you. Do you think that’s fair?”


  “You Googled me, you know everything there is to know.”


  “I want to know what’s going on inside there.” She tapped his forehead. “And here.” She pressed her hand to his heart. It beat strong beneath her palm. 


  He stopped himself when his hand reached for hers. 


  Giving him no quarter, Izzy kept it there. “Why have you closed yourself off to love?”


  “You don’t mince words, do you?”


  “You know me well enough by now to know that I don’t. Now answer me.”


  “I don’t have an answer.”


  “What are you afraid of, Flynn? Of loving and not being loved in return?”


  “My life isn’t conducive to a relationship.”


  Sitting back, she considered his answer. It was lame. “Why not?”


  “I move around. I could be transferred halfway around the world at a moment’s notice.”


  “So?”


  “So it wouldn’t be fair to leave someone.”


  “Did it ever occur to you that the person you would be leaving behind would love you enough to go with you? To follow you to the moon if that’s where you were assigned?”


  “I wouldn’t do that to someone.”


  “That’s not your call.” 


  “Yeah. It kind of is.”


  She frowned. She supposed it was, in a way. If he guarded his heart fiercely enough, he’d drive anyone away. It had worked easily enough with her. Almost.


  Dolly approached, cracking her gum and carrying Izzy’s shot. “You decide whatcha wanted?” she asked as she set the tequila down in front of Izzy.


  “How about one of Jimmy’s famous meat samplers?” Izzy said. Men loved meat, and so did she.


  “Sides?”


  “All of them.”


  “For reals?”


  “For reals.”


  “Okay, girlfriend, you got it.”


  As Dolly sashayed away, Izzy raised her glass to Flynn. “Slainte.”


  His brows furrowed. 


  “Stop being such a bore, Flynn,” she said after she drank it. “Loosen up. Have some fun. You’re always so serious.”


  “I want you to slow down.”


  She stood up and bent down, pressing her face close to his, and said, “I’m just about to rev it up, Special Agent.” Then gave him a quick peck on the lips. She laughed at his stunned look. “Priceless, Special Agent, priceless.” 


  With that she headed for the bathroom just as the DJ announced, “It’s open mic tonight, lads and lasses. Check out the updated playlist, Jimmy the tightwad finally sprang for some new tunes!”


  Izzy smiled. She loved karaoke even though she couldn’t carry a tune to save her life. Maybe Flynn could sing. She’d give her right arm to see that happen.


  Chapter Twenty-eight


  



  Sitting back in his chair, Flynn kept a sharp eye on the hallway Pink had just walked down. The pub was loud and crowded, but Berkeley was a college town and the place was full of college students. His lips quirked. Pink was just full of surprises. 


  “We’re going to do things a little different tonight,” the DJ announced over the throng. “I’ll announce the track, first warm body to the mic gets to perform.”


  From the spattering of applause, the crowd didn’t seem interested.


  “Let’s give it up for some ‘Uptown Funk’!” the DJ announced holding out the mic toward the tables.


  Flynn shook his head and sipped his water. No takers. He perked up when Pink emerged from the hallway. As she passed the stage, the DJ reached out and grabbed her. “We have our first singer!”


  Pink laughed, shaking her head. Not taking no for an answer, the DJ pressed the mic into her hand and drew her up to the stage. Flynn watched with keen interest. If she refused again, and the guy insisted, he’d intercede, but if she was cool with it, so was he.


  The music started. Looking at Flynn, Pink smiled and shrugged like, here-goes-nothing. Grinning, Flynn gave her the thumbs-up. 


  Throwing her head back, she laughed and started to tap her foot to the beat. When her hips began to swing back and forth to the doo-wop sound and she ran her fingers through her hair, Flynn’s blood stirred.


  When she started to sing, he sat up straight. Her clear breathless voice struck straight to his groin. It wasn’t perfect, a little off key, but a hell of a lot better than he could sing. It was her smile and the way she danced, throwing her chin out, shaking her head, and turning with the tempo that hit every one of his buttons. She was having fun with it. The crowd started to clap, cheering encouragement.


  Some random guy jumped up on stage and began to dance with her. If Flynn wasn’t the jealous type, he’d enjoy the way they moved in sync as if they’d practiced the moves. But he’d discovered he was the jealous type. When Pink spun around and sang the words, “I’m too hot,” and touched the tip of her index finger to her ass, then pulled it away like she was burned and shook it at her singing partner, the guy grabbed her hand and blew on her fingertip. She looked right at Flynn when he did. 


  The quick beat didn’t give room for mistakes and damn if she didn’t look like she was a natural. He found himself thoroughly enjoying her moves. Especially when she did a few James Brown spins. Wasn’t like she hadn’t picked up a few moves watching the dancers at Surf’s Up. He didn’t let that thought irk him. He had been working hard to get past the fact that dozens of men had seen her half naked and dozens more still might.


  As the song ended, the crowd erupted. Laughing, Pink made her bows, handed the mic to the DJ, then curtseyed to her partner. He was in the same age range as Pink, tall, clean-cut, good-looking kid. The adoring lap dog type. The polar opposite of Flynn’s hard dog. Flynn didn’t like the way the little lap dog casually slung his arm around Pink’s shoulder. The gesture was familiar. Something Flynn wasn’t allowed to do.


  Grabbing his hand, Pink raised it up over their heads and called to the crowd, “Give it up for my man, Jamie O’Grady!”


  “Pinky and the J man!” the DJ said, “Let’s get it on with some ‘Blurred Lines’!”


  Pink laughed, shaking her head and moving toward their table.


  “Hey, hey, you know you want it!” Jamie said, slipping his arm around her waist and guiding her back onto the stage.


  Retrieving the mic, she looked over her shoulder to the crowd and said, “Do you want it?”


  The pub erupted. Flynn couldn’t help whistling encouragement with the rest of her adoring fans. She was something else. She owned every person in the place.


  Pink turned the prompter toward the crowd and held out the mic toward them. “Only if you all sing with me!”


  The crowd roared and when Pink turned around and shook that sweet ass of hers to the beat, Flynn squirmed in his chair. Shaking his head, he couldn’t help but whoop-whoop along with the crowd. She was beautiful, and lush, and knew how to work it. As Jamie belted out the provocative lyrics, Pink strutted around him like a peacock, shaking her finger at him each time he reached out to touch her. Playing the suffering male, Jamie rolled his eyes and grinned, following her helplessly around the stage.


  The lyrics were apropos. Pink was a good girl. But when Flynn had unleashed the animal in her, she had shocked them both. Domesticated she would never be. She was a wild spirit who needed to stay free. The man who tried to cage her would lose her.


  Flynn swallowed hard. In his way, he had attempted just that. Put her into a nice neat little package, selfishly releasing her when it suited him. He wasn’t lying to her when he told her she deserved a better man than he. A better man wouldn’t even think about holding her back. He’d let her fly, stoking her wild fire, confident in her love for him.


  Flynn wasn’t that man. He refused to suffer the way his mother and sister had. The way his sister-in-law continued to. He’d seen it happen so many times, he didn’t give infidelity a second thought. It was just what people did.


  Flynn loved his life. He loved his job and he loved that he had no ties or accountability to anyone but himself. There was no one to tell him what he could and could not do. How to behave or what to wear. No one to hurt him. No one for him to hurt. He was free to be himself. 


  His gaze narrowed on the innocent temptress who captivated the entire place with her sexy moves, her sweet breathless voice, and the simple joy of what she was doing. Singing and dancing, not one inhibition keeping her from just being who she was. He might love his freedom, but he longed for the free spirit singing and dancing before him. He was a better man when he was with her. Because of her. 


  Pink turned, shook that ass he loved at him, and over her shoulder blew him a kiss as she sang the chorus, “You know you want it.”


  Flynn grinned, nodding, and pointed to himself as he mouthed the words, “You know you want this.”


  With each turn and twist, each shake of her bottom, Flynn envisioned himself up there with her, laughing and carefree, not a goddamn care in the world. His world was fraught with life-and-death scenarios. There wasn’t a place or a time where he could let his guard down. Not when he knew the danger that lurked around every corner.


  The song ended, and for the second time, Pink bowed to the cheers of the crowd. Jamie took her hand and kissed it then exited the stage. This time when she tossed the mic to the DJ, Pink ran from the small stage across the dance floor to their table, where she plopped breathless into the chair beside him.


  Beaming happily at him, she grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “Note the day and time! Special Agent Ryker is smiling!” He scowled and she pouted. “Aw, I knew it was too good to be true.”


  Controlling the urge to pull her onto his lap and lay a big wet kiss on those pink bubble gum lips, claiming her in front of her adoring crowd, Flynn switched gears. He’d been so captivated by her performance, he hadn’t noticed the table was covered with food. Brisket, corned beef, pulled pork, hot links, fries, onion rings, slaw, and fried pickles. “Let’s eat,” he said.


  They both dug in. Flynn nodded in approval when Pink didn’t pick at the food like most women. She ate like she did everything else, with gusto. 


  “So tell me what you bartered for all those years ago?” Flynn asked.


  She popped a fry into her mouth and Flynn watched as she slowly chewed it. “My body in exchange for food and tequila.”


  Flynn choked on the piece of corned beef he’d just swallowed. “Liar,” he croaked. He took a sip of his water. “Truth, Pink.”


  “Jimmy’s son Jamie was struggling with his math. Since I was a starving student, I tutored him.”


  “The same Jamie who just mauled you onstage?”


  Laughing, she dunked an onion ring into ranch dressing. “The same.”


  “So what kind of math did a molester such as he struggle with?”


  “Statistics.”


  Wow. “What did you major in?”


  “I double-majored. Art and legal studies. I start law school in the fall.”


  You could have knocked Flynn over with a feather. 


  “Where did you go after your mother died?” he asked.


  “The foster system. I booked the day I turned eighteen.”


  “You put yourself through college?”


  “Yup.”


  “I’m impressed.” Beyond impressed. She’d been dealt a shitty hand, and instead of allowing it to drag her down, she’d kicked its ass. Never once had she complained to him about her life’s hardships. She had just rolled up her sleeves and gotten to work. He was not worthy.


  “You should be, I’m not just a ding-dong cocktail server at a strip bar.”


  He reached for her hand, then retracted his, remembering her “no touch” condition. “I never thought you were a ding-dong.” He chuckled. “But I did meet you at a strip club.”


  “Indeed you did, and I’m damn good at what I do.”


  “You’ll get no argument from me on that.” Flynn set his fork down and asked the burning question. “Do you like it?”


  She smiled, her dimple popping. “Maybe a little.”


  “What parts?”


  “Knowing I have something men want but can’t have. Then there’s the part of me that gives my father the single finger salute each time I put that bikini on. I make no apologies for those feelings.”


  “You shouldn’t.” His comment surprised him, but he meant it. That was part of who she was. To tamp it down would be akin to trimming a bird’s wings.


  “Tell me about your mom and dad,” she said.


  For a long moment Flynn thought about whether he would answer her and if he chose to, how. Then he decided that if he were going to, he might as well tell her the truth. “My mother died of a broken heart. My father, who is still alive, is living as if she never existed.”


  “What did he do?”


  Flynn laughed, the sound caustic. “He liked his women a little on the wild side. Strippers, to be exact. He brought them home, forced my brother, sister, and I to sit at the same table with them while my mother cried upstairs.”


  “Oh, Flynn, I—that’s awful.” Her head snapped back. “You must really despise me.”


  Was she crazy? “Why would you say that?”


  “Because we met in a strip club and I stripped?”


  Flynn reached for her hand and this time he didn’t stop himself from touching her. “You’re not like those women. Those women were predators. They came on to Mal and me to get more out of my father.” Running his fingertips along her knuckles, he continued, “You’re not self-serving, selfish, or conniving.” He brought her hand to his lips. “You see the bad in people like me and yet,” he pressed his lips to her skin, “you still believe we have good in us.”


  “You’re not a bad guy, Flynn,” she breathed.


  “I want to do bad things to you, Isa.”


  His groin tightened when her nostrils flared and her fingers tightened around his.


  She swallowed hard and licked her lips. Flynn groaned. “If you let me do all the things to you that I wanted to do, I’d never let you go, and you’d hate me for that.”


  Pink nodded, her eyes full and dark. Her pulse beat wildly in her neck. The urge to press his lips to it was almost overwhelming. “I’m going to pay the bill, Pink. I want to go home.”


  “And then what?” she asked, a raspy edge to her breathless voice. His dick strained against his jeans. 


  “The bad guy wants to take you to his bed and strip you down.”


  “And the good guy?”


  Flynn grinned. “He wants to take you to his bed and strip you down, just more politely.”


  Pink’s lips formed a silent “Oh.”


  Flynn stood, dug for his wallet, pulled out several bills, and tossed them onto the table. He grabbed her hand, and said, “Don’t let either one of them near you.”


  Chapter Twenty-nine


  


  Izzy didn’t. Let Flynn’s angel or devil near her. Saying good night to him and walking down the hall from where he stood at his bedroom door watching her had been ridiculously hard. That it was so hard confused her. Her yo-yoing feelings, should she or shouldn’t she, confused her. She accepted how she felt about Flynn, God help her; she wished the attraction would lesson, but no, every minute she spent with him made her want to spend more minutes with him. Intimate minutes. She craved his hands on her. She wanted him to smile for her and her only, and tell her he would lasso the moon and give her the stars if she but asked for them. She was, she realized, falling head over heels in love with a man who refused to feel.


  She was hopeless, and yet, hopeful. Afraid. If she threw herself at him, he would take what she was offering, just as her father had taken from her mother. Flynn never gave her what she wanted in return. Not even a crumb. Izzy couldn’t, wouldn’t, live like that; in a constant state of yearning for a man who didn’t care enough to give part of himself to her.


  Flinging the sheet from her restless body, Izzy listened to the wind build outside. A March storm was rolling in. The winds had begun to pick up as they rode home from Jimmy’s. A branch scratched along the glass of the French door. Izzy started. The dark shadow of it looked like a large arm reaching over the railing. The scratching grew louder, rain pelted the glass. Mesmerized by the gyrations of the tree branches as they were tossed around by the wind, Izzy’s imagination ran wild. What if the guy in the van had followed her here? Did Flynn have an alarm system? Yes, he did; there was a large control pad just inside the garage door and one at the top of the wide stairway. Had he armed it? Of course he would have. Flynn was diligent that way. He probably slept with a loaded gun.


  A loud thump against the French door shook it, the handle moving up and down as if someone was on the other side, trying to force it open. Izzy leapt from the bed and ran down the hall to Flynn’s room.


  “Flynn,” she cried as he came walking out of what she assumed was his bathroom. “I think there’s someone on my patio!”


  Wordlessly, he grabbed his gun and phone from the nightstand and ushered her into the bathroom. Before handing her the phone he pulled a number up on it. Handing her the phone, he said, “Lock the door. If I’m not back in two minutes, call this number.” He turned without waiting for a reply and headed out into the hall.


  Izzy shut the door and locked it, then counted down the seconds.


  With five seconds to spare, Flynn called to her. “It’s me, Isa, open the door.”


  Relieved, she unlocked the door and stood shaking, unable to move. She wasn’t cut out for this stuff. “What was it?”


  “Branch broke from the big eucalyptus out back and landed on the door, jamming the handle from the outside.” He caught her chin in his hand and notched it up to look at her. “If anything you’re safer now than ever. No one is getting into your room via the balcony.”


  Still shaky, she nodded, not trusting her voice. She wanted to cry. Like a little girl. If she had a blankie and a stuffed toy, she’d want them, too. 


  “Do you want some water or something?” he asked.


  Shaking her head no, she dropped her gaze. “No thank you. I’m just going to go back to my room. Sorry for disturbing you.” 


  As she moved past him, he reached out and gently took her arm, pulling her back toward him. “You didn’t disturb me.”


  “Okay.” She didn’t know what to say.


  “Come on, I’ll walk you back to your room.”


  When he moved past her, Izzy stood rooted to the floor. Suddenly, she didn’t want to go back to her room.


  Flynn set his gun down on the nightstand and continued toward the door. He stopped at his doorway and turned around to face her when he realized she wasn’t following him. “What’s wrong?”


  “I’m afraid,” she blurted.


  His features tightened, but he nodded and approached her. “How about if you sleep in here tonight?” he quietly asked her.


  “In your bed?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where will you sleep?”


  “I’d like to sleep in my bed, too.”


  “But—”


  “Look, Isa, I’m not an animal. I can keep my hands to myself if you promise to keep yours to yourself.” His eyes twinkled playfully. Problem was she didn’t like either one of those scenarios.


  “Okay.”


  He walked her to the right side of his king-sized bed and pulled the covers down for her. She was wearing a pair of pink thong panties and a white midriff T-shirt. Flynn looked up at the ceiling when she pulled her legs up and in, then he covered her up to her chin.


  Her predicament wasn’t much better. He was bare-chested, wearing a pair of light gray drawstring pajama bottoms. The thick outline of his penis clearly visible. He turned the lamp off and slid into the bed. A soft glow from the outside lights illuminated the shadows. The only sound other than their breathing was the storm raging outside. It didn’t come close to the one raging in her lower extremities. If there were no consequences, Izzy would slide over and take a ride on Flynn’s wild side. 


  As she lay staring at the ceiling, Izzy’s heart thudded wildly against her chest. Blood pumped through her veins. Her nipples tightened. “If we had sex tonight what would happen tomorrow?” she asked.


  “We’d probably want to do it again.”


  “That’s what I thought.”


  Long minutes passed. Rain hit the windows like bullets. The wind howled furiously. The tempest inside of her whipped itself into a frenzy. Squeezing her eyes shut, Izzy fought the battle between her body, heart, and brain. She was not her mother, she told herself. Sex with her had strings. Without them, she would end up in an emotional free fall.


  “So we’re not having sex?” Flynn asked.


  Izzy punched him. 


  “So that’s a no?”


  Angry, she rolled over facing him. “Why do you bait me like that?”


  “Me bait you? I was minding my own business when you asked me what would happen if we had sex tonight.”


  “Okay, you’ve got me there.”


  He smiled, his white teeth glowing in the dimness of the room. “It’s not where I’d like to have you.”


  Izzy stepped over her self-imposed line. Knowingly. Willingly. In a court of law she could not claim coercion. “Tell me where you’d like to have me?”


  He scooted toward her. Barely a foot separated them now. “Are you sure?”


  Swallowing hard, she nodded.


  “On one condition,” Flynn said.


  “What’s that?”


  “You take off your panties and shirt.”


  “Okay,” she whispered. The sharp intake of his breath when she agreed, stirred her blood. Arching, Izzy pulled the shirt over her head. Her nipples were already stiffly aroused. Turning to face him, she caught her breath at the hunger in his blazing eyes. 


  “You’re fucking gorgeous.”


  Warmth spread through her at his praise. When she lifted her bottom to slide her panties off, she watched his jaw tighten. Laughing, she sling-shotted them across the room.


  Flynn’s gaze slowly trailed up from her smooth mound to her belly, over her breasts to her lips, then her eyes. “You’re not getting those back.”


  “I have more.”


  Moving toward her, he lowered his head to her belly, not touching her but close enough that she felt his body heat. As he moved lower, Izzy parted her legs just enough to give him a peek. She was a wanton. So what?


  “You smell good enough to eat, Isa,” he breathed, his hot breath teasing her mound. 


  She squirmed, the movement catching the edge of his chin. Izzy groaned at the contact. Flynn moved back and on his side, with his hand holding up his head, and said, “If I could touch you, Isa, first I’d slide my fingers through your hair. It’s so soft. I love the feel of it against my skin.”


  Izzy slowly ran her fingers through her hair like he described. “Like this?”


  “Yes. Then I’d trail my fingertips across your brows, then your eyelids, over your nose to those lush pink lips I could kiss all night long.”


  She trailed her fingertip along her brows, then her eyelids to her nose and down along her parted lips. “Like that?”


  “Just like that.” 


  “Then what would you do?”


  “Lower my lips to yours, slide my tongue into you, taste you.”


  Sliding her tongue along her bottom lip, then her top lip, parting her lips, begging for his. “Like that?” she breathed.


  “Yes, just like that.”


  “I like it when you kiss me,” she admitted.


  “I like kissing you, too.”


  Izzy’s eyes closed as she imagined Flynn moving over her and kissing her deeply.


  “As I was kissing you, my hands would gently stroke your breasts, tugging at your nipples, making them hard. Making you arch and beg me to suck them.”


  Izzy’s hands slid up to her breasts, cupping their heavy firmness. Her back lifted off the mattress when she pinched her nipples, eliciting a low moan from her and from Flynn. “Like this?”


  “Yes, baby, just like that, I’d squeeze and lick and suck those beautiful tits of yours until you cried for me to stop.”


  “I’d never want you to stop,” she rasped.


  “My mouth is sliding down to the dip in your belly, your pussy is dying for me to give it some attention. “


  Imagining him doing just that, Izzy’s hips rose as her hands slid down her belly. 


  “When my lips lock on your clit, you can’t stand the pleasure of it. You cry out, begging me to suck you harder.”


  Izzy made a small animal sound of pleasure at his words. Her fingers swept to her clitoris. In a slow swirl she touched it, biting her lip as shards of delight riveted through her.


  “Flynn,” she breathed, “like this?”


  “Yes, baby, just like that.” His breath brushed along her belly and the top of her hand. “Spread your thighs, I want to look at you.”


  Swallowing, Izzy parted her thighs, and as she did, her fingers slid down her slick cleft.


  “You are so wet and pink. I want to kiss you there. Lick you, suck you, slide my fingers deep into you.”


  Arching again, Izzy slid a finger into herself. Her body clenched around her. “I wish it was you,” she gasped, slowly moving it in and out as her other hand rubbed her swollen clitoris. There was something insanely erotic and intimate, knowing as she gave herself pleasure she was giving him pleasure, too. In many ways, baring herself this way was more intimate than intercourse. If only he would do the same…


  Opening her eyes, she caught Flynn’s fiery gaze. By his movement, she knew he was stroking himself. Unable not to look, her gaze dropped. His big hand was wrapped around his thick erection. The veins of his hand were as pronounced as the thick veins of his penis. Heat sluiced through her veins like quicksilver. “That’s so hot.” 


  “You make me this way, baby. I can’t look at you without getting hard.”


  Biting her bottom lip, Izzy pushed back into her pillow and stroked herself faster. Her eyes locked with Flynn’s. A thin sheen of perspiration glistened on his forehead as his hand moved faster. Izzy’s kept pace with his. The air became heavy, her breathing labored as frissons of desire built within her. 


  “Scream my name when you come, Isa,” he commanded softly.


  “I’m coming,” she gasped and closed her eyes.


  “Open your eyes, baby. I want to see you come.”


  Izzy opened her eyes. Flynn bit his lip, sucking in a deep breath. “Fuck, I’m there.” His body tightened and Izzy couldn’t help it, she looked down and watched his big beautiful cock erupt in his hand. The muscles in his arms and neck corded as semen poured from him. “Isa,” he said roughly. “Damn you.”


  His words pushed her over the brink. Pushing back into the mattress, her body exploded from the inside out. “Flynn!” she screamed as the tension shot through her. Oh, God that felt so good. Wildly her body gyrated as she came in an outrageous, wanton, uninhibited flourish.


  Fighting for breath, her body twitched as residual shock waves shimmered through her. The storm that raged outside didn’t compare to the one that raged in her heart. Her hand twitched at her side. When Flynn’s big warm one grasped it, she caught herself from rolling over to him. 


  “I can’t believe I just did that,” she said, breathless, gulping for air.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “Yes.” Turning to him she asked, “Are you?”


  He smiled and said, “I’ll let you know in a minute.”


  He reached with his right hand to the box of tissues on the nightstand and cleaned himself up. Then he pulled her into his arms. When she resisted, he said, “I think we’ve gone a little past your conditions, Pink.”


  Lifting up to look at him, she flashed him a sheepish grin. “That’s not what I’m worried about.” His dark brows rose in question. She elaborated. “I like it when you touch me. Too much.”


  His full lips twitched. “I like touching you more than I ever thought I’d like touching a woman. So we’re even.” He pulled her against him.


  This time she snuggled against his warmth. Running her fingertips through the dark hair of his chest she said, “This doesn’t mean we can have sex.”


  “Explain what just happened?”


  “I don’t know, but it wasn’t sex per se.”


  “I came, you came, that’s sex.” He rolled over onto her, his warm naked body making all kinds of suggestions to her very much aware body. “Have you ever done that with a guy?”


  “Masturbate with him?”


  “Yeah.”


  “No!” Her eyes narrowed. “Have you?”


  He grinned. “No, I’ve never masturbated with a guy.”


  “With a woman!”


  “No.”


  Izzy smiled. “Correct answer.” Then she asked, “How many women have you had sex with in this bed?”


  His dark brows jammed together. “Really?”


  “Yes, really.”


  Exhaling, Flynn rolled over onto his back. She wasn’t letting him off the hook; she wanted to know.


  “Until tonight, zero.”


  “What? I thought you were Special Agent Stud.”


  “I don’t bring women to my house.”


  “Afraid they won’t leave?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why are things different with me?”


  “You’re not here under romantic conditions.”


  Ouch. “I see; I’m just something to pass the time with.”


  Scowling, Flynn shook his head. “Don’t put words in my mouth. You’re here because I want you here.”


  “So you can keep an eye on me.”


  “It’s more than that, but yes.”


  “And some mutual masturbation on the side is okay?”


  He rolled back toward her. “I didn’t start this, Isa. You opened the door; I walked through, now you want to condemn me for it? Why ruin this?”


  Yes, damn it, she wanted to condemn him for it because it had meant something to her and she wanted it to mean something to him, too.


  “I don’t want to ruin it, I guess I just want to understand it.”


  “What’s to understand? We’re two healthy human beings who happen to have a crazy attraction to each other. When two people have a mutual attraction they act on it.” He ruffled her hair and kissed her nose. “I get it that sex is different for women than men, but why are you so opposed to us being intimate when it’s obvious it’s what we both want?”


  Izzy held her breath, deciding on how much of the truth she should tell him. All of it.


  “Cancer killed my mother, but she had died of a broken heart years before. I didn’t know it until years after we were kicked out that up until the night before we left, my father still went to my mom. She gave him every part of her, but all he wanted was her body. Until she died, she hoped for what he would never give her.”


  “I’m sorry,” Flynn said.


  “I am, too. My mom was a good woman. Hardworking. Orphaned at five, she lived in the streets of Mexico City until she managed to find a way north. At seventeen, she came to this country illegally, looking for a better life. My father took advantage of that.” 


  Pressing his lips to the wild pulse in her neck, Flynn kissed her. “I’m not your father, Isa.” His big body moved over hers. “And you’re not your mother.”


  “I know that, but—”


  “Stop fighting it.”


  “But—”


  “Give in to it. God knows, I tried to fight it and lost,” he confessed. 


  Izzy inhaled, her breasts digging into his chest. Flynn’s penis swelled against her leg. Desire shot straight to her core, catching her off guard. She stared at him. How could he affect her so deeply when she knew, knew he wasn’t going to stick around?


  The hard planes of his body tightened. His lips dropped to hers, where they hovered. “If you knew how much my dick hurt for you right now, Isa, you would let me in.”


  Her ache was just as deep. Squeezing her eyes shut, Izzy held her breath. Her body shook with want. All she had to do was open her legs and let him in. The wild rush of sensation as he filled her swept through her memory banks. Breath rushed from her lungs catching a soft moan when her hips moved, undulating softly.


  The body wanted what the body wanted. Just this once…


  Flynn took her face in his hands and as he kissed her, her body opened for him. He slid deeply into her, the sensation so sublimely erotic, tears stung her eyes.


  “Jesus, God, Isa, you feel so fucking good.”


  Suddenly she couldn’t catch her breath. Her flesh clung to him, the nerves filling with blood, pulsing wildly. In a slow grind, he seated himself deeper into her. Impaled by him, she felt panic seep into her as an orgasm flared deep within her. She was going to come and he hadn’t even—“Ahhh, Flynn,” she sobbed. Her body spasmed around him, fisting his cock tightly. 


  When he moved, she cried out for him to stop. “Don’t move,” she sobbed again, digging her nails into his back as her body continued to come undone around him. “Please, please, I can’t—” she gasped, the orgasm peaking, then, like fine crystal slamming onto a stone floor and shattering, she broke into thousands of tiny pieces. 


  As her body quaked beneath him, the residual waves of the orgasm spread to the tips of her toes and the ends of her fingers. The scope of the orgasm and how, with virtually no effort on Flynn’s part, she had come like a sex-starved slave shook her to her foundation. He hadn’t moved a muscle since she begged him not to. He was granite hard inside of her. 


  What had she done? Terror gripped her. She couldn’t draw a breath.


  “Pink?” he said, “You okay?”


  “No,” she sobbed, pushing his chest. “I need to go. I can’t do this.”


  Flynn shook his head, still not moving as she slid from beneath him and ran from the room to hers, slamming the door behind her.


  She had knowingly and willfully trapped herself in the same prison her mother had been trapped in. She had become an addict. A slave to Flynn’s body. The depths of her desire for him terrified her. Not just his body, but his heart and soul.


  The door flew open. “What the hell just happened?” Flynn demanded.


  Izzy turned around to face him. He stood furious in his naked glory at the threshold. Every inch of his hard body screamed sex. His cock glistened with her wetness.


  “I need you to leave me alone,” she cried, pulling the sheet off the bed and wrapping it around her nakedness.


  “I need you to tell me what the fuck is going on, Isadora!”


  “I don’t know!” she screamed hysterically. “I don’t know! I’m just—I can’t—” Petrified is what she was. Her emotions out of control. She was being irrational, she knew. Schizoid was a better term. One minute she was screaming Flynn’s name as he gave her a momentous orgasm and the next minute furious with him that she had enjoyed it. 


  “How could you take advantage of me like that?” she demanded.


  “What?”


  “You knew how vulnerable I was,” she accused.


  “Hold on a minute, you seduced me for Christ’s sake! What did you think I was going to do? Ignore you?”


  “You should have resisted me!” He was the one without feelings. Not her.


  Jamming his fingers through his hair, he looked at her like she was crazy. Because she was. “Do you know how impossible that is?”


  “You’re the one with all the experience, Flynn,” she sobbed. “You know how I feel. You should have stopped it.”


  “What about how I feel? Did you ever consider I might have something to say about this?”


  “You have no feelings!” she cried accusingly. “You just take and take, giving nothing back. Just like my father did to my mother!”


  He nodded. “Okay, you’re right. I don’t give a shit about anything except fucking you.”


  He walked to the door and grasping the knob, he said, “And now, I officially don’t give a shit about that either.”


  He slammed the door shut behind him. Izzy threw herself on the bed and cried.


  Chapter Thirty


  



  The storm that continued outside had nothing on the storm that raged within Flynn. Standing at his window, he watched as a car pulled up in front of his house and before it came to a complete stop, Pink ran out to it. 


  He didn’t run after her. He didn’t try to tell himself it was better this way because it wasn’t. If it was, the yearning for her would be gone. He wanted her, damn it. Here, in his bed. On his terms, not hers.


  He was hurting. He wanted to be where Pink was. Flynn realized it didn’t matter where that place was as long as she was beside him. Her energy infused him. Made him feel like Superman. 


  Swiping his hand across his face, Flynn backed away from the window. He walked down the hall to the room that was still warm with Pink’s scent. Picking up the sheet from the rumpled bed, he pressed it to his face. As he inhaled her sweet bubble gum scent, his dick thickened. He’d fucked it up good. Just like he knew he would.


  He knew she had been confused, afraid, all of the things that go along with the fear of being emotionally wrecked. He recognized those same emotions in himself. Instead of pulling her into his arms and admitting he felt all of those things, too, he’d made sure she’d never want anything to do with him again. Pushed her away with lies.


  He looked around the room, every trace of her removed except her scent. It was hours away from sunrise, he should go to bed, but he knew he wouldn’t sleep.


  He grabbed his cell phone from his nightstand. There was a text from Maddox: Package safely delivered.


  Thnx Flynn texted back. 


  When Maddox had called him over an hour ago and told him Pink had called, begging him to pick her up, Flynn stood down and let him. Away from him she was safe from him hurting her more. 


  As he poured himself a cup of coffee, Flynn looked down at the trashcan. The pink daisy he had bought when he thought he’d never see Pink again was in pieces at the bottom where she must have thrown it on her way out. He reached down and picked up the fragments of the clay pot and wilting petals. Gently he set them down on the buffet. There was no putting them back together. The pot was in too many pieces and the stem torn from the root base.


  The irony struck him and with it he made a decision. Once this case was closed and Pink no longer in danger, he was putting in for a transfer. He was due. He’d spent the last several years in the Oakland field office and had begun to feel antsy since last year. Meeting Pink had put the brakes on his urge to move on, but for both their sakes it would be the best thing. Out of sight, out of mind. He would do his thing and she would go to law school and do her thing.


  Why, he wondered as he sat down at his desk, didn’t that make him feel any better? Booting up his laptop, Flynn sipped his coffee. He trusted the task force guys to do their job, but he didn’t trust them to watch out for Pink like he would. To that end, he would watch over her, but from afar and she would never know. There was peace for him in that. 


  When his cell phone vibrated, his stomach flipped. Was it Pink? Had she changed her mind?


  It was Maddox.


  “Ryker,” he said.


  “Miroslav Bushnik just touched down at a private airstrip in Marin. Word has it he’s meeting up with Sorlov at the club tonight to pick up girls. I’m telling you this, Flynn, as a courtesy because Miss Fuentes has agreed to go in tonight and plant the bug on him.”


  Flynn clenched his phone so tight his knuckles hurt.


  “You there, Ryker?”


  “I’m not sitting this one out,” Flynn said. The last thing Flynn wanted was for Pink to go back to Surf’s Up. Maybe if he hadn’t let her go, she’d listen to him, but he knew how determined she was to find her sister and how stubborn she could be. He didn’t stand a chance. All he could do was stay close and protect her.


  “As long as you don’t make her, we welcome the extra eyes and hands.”


  “Any evidence that the sister was shipped off?” Flynn asked. It was his worst fear.


  “A few bits of info trickling in, but nothing concrete. In all probability she went out with the shipment three months ago.”


  “So what’s the plan to get her back?”


  “We’ve got eyes and ears everywhere, Flynn, but we keep hitting walls. Sorlov’s network has infiltrated every department in the state. He’s got more money than the California budget.”


  “I think Chastain’s daughter might have seen or heard something she shouldn’t have. If that’s the case, she wasn’t shipped off, she was offed.” As Flynn vocalized what had been niggling at him from the beginning, his stomach churned. How could he tell Pink her sister was dead? He wouldn’t, unless he had indisputable proof.


  “You’re probably right. It makes Miss Fuentes all the more valuable to us. She’s smart, Flynn, and willing to do what has to be done to see this thing through.”


  “And you’re just chomping at the bit to throw her to the wolves, aren’t you?”


  “Have some confidence in me, man. I care about what happens to her just as much as you do.”


  “Not even close, Maddox, not even close.”


  Flynn hit the end icon and tossed his phone onto the desk. Jealousy and worry ate at him. Had Pink gotten under Maddox’s skin, too? Was he there with her now? Consoling her? 


  Swiping his hand across his face, Flynn headed down the hall to his gym. The heavy bag had Maddox’s name on it today, and it was going to get its ass kicked.
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  Later that evening when Izzy stepped out from the hotel, she was surprised to find Maddox leaning against a concrete column near the roundabout.


  “I thought I was supposed to go about business as usual?” she said. “For me that’s taking BART into the city.” Not that she was complaining. The minute she laid eyes on him, relief flooded her. She was still emotionally raw from her encounter with Flynn. Shaky and unsure of herself in a way she had never been before.


  From the day her mother died, Izzy knew exactly what she wanted. With tunnel vision focus, nothing had gotten in her way of achieving her goal of a degree, then getting accepted to Stanford Law. Once she made the decision to find Alex, nothing had stood in her way. Until she met Flynn. Then everything she had worked so hard for didn’t seem to matter any more.


  Part of her was so angry she could spit; the other part of her was so depressed she didn’t care if she woke up tomorrow morning. She’d never felt more alone than she did when she’d gotten into Maddox’s car this morning, looked up and saw Flynn’s silhouette in the window. He knew she was leaving him and he let her go. All hope was gone.


  “I’m not letting you out of my sight, so get used to seeing me,” Maddox called to her.


  Izzy couldn’t help but smile. He looked funny in the black spike wig and bright Hawaiian shirt. He was also wearing white shorts and tennis shoes. She gave him a long appraising look.  “It’s a good thing you have nice legs, otherwise you’d totally look redic.”


  “I’ll fit right in with the regulars.” He escorted her to a nondescript Taurus. 


  As they drove over the bridge, Izzy said, “I appreciate the ride, but I could have taken BART.”


  “It’s no problem. I live in Berkeley and was going your way.”


  She was more than a little nervous about tonight. Not only would she have to face Andre for the first time in nearly a week, but she also had to get close enough to a very dangerous man to plant a listening device on him. “Are you going to be there all night?”


  “I’ll be watching you like a hawk over a spring chicken every second you’re in there.”


  “Thank you.”


  Pointing to the cup holder, Maddox said, “The bug is in that envelope. All you have to do it take it out and slip it into Bushnik’s pant’s pocket.”


  Izzy picked up the postage-stamp sized white envelope and slipped it into her bag.


  “Before we get there,” Maddox continued, “I’d like to go over a few things with you so we’re on the same page.”


  “Okay,” she said, keeping her voice casual. It was hard not to let the fear creep into her voice. She could admit to herself she was scared. No, more like terrified being a pawn in this subtle game of cat and mouse, in which if she made the wrong move, she could be off the board. Permanently. 


  “First, let’s establish a distress signal.”


  “A sign for when I feel threatened?”


  “Exactly. It also applies to any info you think I should immediately be made aware of. For example, if you recognize any of the men in the photos we went over earlier, including Bushnik, I want to know pronto.”


  “Okay, how about if I rub the back of my neck like this?” She rubbed her right hand behind her neck and realized as she did that it was shaking. Making a fist, she set her hand in her lap. If Maddox knew how nervous she was, he might pull her and that was the last thing she wanted.


  “Perfect.”


  “Andre is going to be angry when I don’t give him the thumb drive.” 


  “We’re aware of that, but it can’t be helped. For reasons unknown, we haven’t gotten the clearance to use it, so we’re going to use what we have, the device for Bushnik.” Maddox looked over at her, his eyes serious. “If you feel that you are in any peril at all, Miss Fuentes, remove yourself from the situation or signal me and I’ll remove you.”


  “My name is Isadora.”


  “Isadora, promise me you won’t try to be the hero.”


  “If I leave, then we all lose.”


  “We’ll find another way.”


  “Now you sound like Flynn.” Just saying his name made her tear up. For the hundredth time today, her heart broke when she thought of what could have been. The two of them together would have been epic.


  “He’s a smart guy. If he hadn’t been sitting on your place the other night, I guarantee you, we would not be having this or any other conversation right now.”


  Shivering, realizing once again how close she had come to dying, Izzy rubbed her hands up and down her arms. “I’m forever in his debt.”


  Maddox nodded as they exited the bridge. 


  “How long have you known Flynn?” Izzy couldn’t help asking. Despite everything that had transpired, she wanted to know more about him.


  “A few years.”


  “Is he always so… distant?”


  Maddox glanced over at her. “He’s pretty intense. Damn good at what he does, though.”


  “He is that,” she said, mostly to herself.


  “Not that it’s any of my business, and feel free to tell me to butt out, but are you two involved?”


  “No.” She sighed wistfully. “Apparently neither one of us are much when it comes to committing.”


  “Most feds aren’t. The single ones anyway. They never know when they’re getting reassigned. It’s easier to go when you don’t have someone to leave behind.”


  Izzy nodded. If only it were so simple. All he would have to do was ask her to go with him. Stanford Law School didn’t hold the allure it once had. She could go to school anywhere.  None of that mattered, though, because she didn’t matter enough to Flynn.


  “I guess,” she said as they turned down O’Farrell. 


  “I’m going to let you off here so that we aren’t seen together. I’ll park and watch you go in, then head in myself.”


  Izzy thanked him, slid out of the car with her bag in hand, and walked the block to the club. It opened at six, but usually didn’t start to fill up until ten or later. She was due to hit the floor at nine. She had exactly one hour to get her Wild Style on.


  Andre’s barrel chest greeted her when she walked into her small dressing room.


  “Give me video,” he demanded, holding out his huge hand palm up.


  “I don’t have it, Andre.”


  He backhanded her so hard her head snapped back, hitting the doorframe.


  Shocked by his attack, Izzy cried out as pain radiated from where her skull had hit the doorframe to her mouth that had connected with his hand. Covering her face as the copper taste of her blood filled her mouth, she looked up at the furious giant. “Andre, what are you doing?” she sobbed. He had never touched her or any of the other girls like this before. Had he lost his mind?


  “Give me video,” he said again. The tone of his voice held a hard menacing edge. Fear seeped deep into her. Her hand trembled as she touched her swelling bloody lip.


  Moving back into the corner of the small room, bracing herself for another hit, she said, “Please, Andre, I told you, my phone was stolen. It hasn’t turned up yet.”


  He hit her again, this time making contact with her hands. Pain shot through her fingers protecting her face to her arms, reverberating along her spine. When he raised his hand again to strike her, something inside of Izzy snapped. She was done being pushed around. No more would she allow anyone, not even this giant of a man, to bully her or make her afraid.


  Lowering her hands, she straightened. His eyes widened as his fist tightened. “Touch me again, Andre, and you’ll never get the video!” she hissed.


  His eyes narrowed. But he didn’t strike her.


  “Do you know what’s on that video?” she asked, her accusatory tone implying he was a moron.


  His lip curled as he mentally considered the possibilities.


  When he didn’t answer, she told him. “That fed snorting coke off my tits. Him talking about how it was primo shit and there was lots more where it came from.” She moved into his personal space. “How do you think Boris is going to like you beating me up and making it so that I don’t want to come back to work? If he knew what was on that video and that you fucked it up for him, he might fuck you up a little!” 


  She’d never been so nervous yet so confident in her life. The tables had completely turned. Shoving past him, Izzy sat down at her dressing table. “Now get me some ice so I don’t have to walk around with a fat lip all night.”


  When he stalked out of the stuffy room, Izzy let out a long sigh of relief. Her hand shook when she touched her bloody lip again. Hurt like hell. She was cut, and it was swelling. Great, her tips were going to be crappy tonight.


  Crystal brought her an ice pack a few minutes later. Avoiding eye contact and wordless, she handed Izzy the ice, then hurried from the room.


  Placing the pack to her lips, she hissed. It stung. After ten minutes her lip was numb, still swollen, but not bleeding. It would have to do. Once she had morphed into Wild Style, Izzy stood and donned her uniform. The pink string bikini. Tonight when she put it on she did it slowly, not relishing anything about what she was going to walk into. Her focus was unwavering but her willingness to submit to the pawing and pandering that went on out in the club had diminished. She was over it. Not even for one hundred percent of her tips was she willing to continue donning the bikini. 


  With that clarity came a decision: The night she handed Boris the thumb drive would be her last night here. It was time to step back and let Flynn, Maddox, and Justin do what they did best. Catch the bad guys and find her sister.


  Once Boris blackmailed Flynn, they would have the leverage to get the info on Alex. Izzy believed that with all her heart. She was also afraid. Even knowing Maddox was out in the club keeping an eagle eye on her. She was in danger here and would be foolish to continue working the club after she handed over the thumb drive. Because then there would be no more use for her. It didn’t take a genius to know what the Russian mafia did with items that no longer served them.


  Hopefully, tomorrow night would be the last night she had to don the pink bikini and blue wig. Taking a deep cleansing breath, Izzy dug into her bag and retrieved the little envelope that contained the metal listening device. Opening it, she slid the tiny disc out onto her hand. Maddox had told her it would be remotely activated at nine o’clock tonight. The same time she stepped out onto the floor. All she had to do was get close enough to the big ugly Russian named Bushnik to slip it in his pocket.


  Peeling off the small piece of double-sided tape that was on the backside of the envelope, Izzy stuck the device on it, then pressed it on the inside of her bikini bottom. Smoothing it out she looked down. Not even a hint of what was taped there.


  Glancing at the clock on the wall, she nodded at her image in the mirror. It was show time. Throwing her shoulders back, Izzy strode confidently into the club. 


  Chapter Thirty-one


  



  It was loud and crowded, unusual for a Thursday night. Immediately Izzy looked for Maddox and found him at the bar facing the dressing rooms. He looked past her, giving no clue that they knew each other, and sipped his drink. 


  Her heart pounded in her chest, suddenly she couldn’t breathe. Sitting next to him was Flynn. He made no effort to conceal his identity or his displeasure that she was working. When they made eye contact, she quickly looked away only to find Andre’s dark eyes on her. He looked over to where Flynn sat, then back to her. His eyes glittered.


  Izzy quickly made her rounds. Approaching the bar, Andre pulled her aside.


  “You have admirer,” he said, inclining his head toward Flynn.


  “I told him not to bother me here.”


  “Let him bother. I get you pill.”


  “No more pills, Andre.”


  He grabbed her by the arm. “You give pill if I say you give pill.”


  She yanked her arm from his grasp. “No more pills.” Then she hurried past him and gave Dave the bartender her orders. An hour passed. Flynn nursed a drink while Maddox appeared to be getting tanked. She didn’t make contact because her tables were on the opposite side of the club from where they sat at the bar.


  She noticed one of her front tables nearest the stage that had just been full of visiting Japanese businessmen had been cleared. She was sure the party wasn’t done; she had just refreshed their drinks. Andre came up behind her and said, “Special guest come. You dance on table. Gift from Boris.”


  Her jaw dropped. While it wasn’t unheard of, and actually encouraged because table dances went for five hundred dollars a girl, the girls were expected to take everything but their bottoms off. The special guest, she suspected was Bushnik. 


  “Whe-when is he coming?”


  “Ahhh,” Andre said, smiling. “He comes now.”


  Izzy looked past Andre to the back of the club where there was a private entrance for VIPs. Surrounded by several men in dark suits, strode the big blond Russian, Miroslav Bushnik. He looked far more intimidating person then he did in the photographs she’d been shown.


  Izzy slid the device from her bikini bottom, her hand sweaty from nerves. Please don’t drop it. As the entourage approached, she grabbed Andre’s arm. “He looks mean.”


  Andre pushed her hand from his arm. “Is very mean. Do as told, no problems.”


  As the man approached, his arctic blue eyes swept her from the tips of her peekaboo stilettos to the top of her blue-tipped head. His nostrils flared when she raised her chin, not flinching from his cold stare. He said something in Russian to Andre, who grabbed her by the chin and made her look down as the Russian approached. 


  “Show respect, dancer girl.”


  Izzy twisted out of his grasp and when she did she lost her balance and fell against Bushnik.


  He caught her, his big hands cool. He looked down at her, the silver striations in his ice blue eyes pulsing. “Do you know who I am?” he asked in perfect English.


  “Do you know who I am?” Izzy asked.


  The Russian stared at her, shocked by her impertinence.


  Andre grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the guest of honor. “My apology, I get different girl.”


  “No, no, my giant friend,” Bushnik crooned. “This one will serve me very well. Let her go.”


  Reluctantly, Andre did. Bushnik pointed to Izzy’s lip and asked her, “Did you talk back to Andre?”


  “Yes.”


  Bushnik sat down in the chair one of his flunkies held out for him and patted his lap, indicating she sit down there. Shaking, Izzy did as instructed. Rigidly, she sat on his hard lap. Bushnik was big, he was ugly as hell, but he was in great shape. His thighs were hard as oak beneath her bottom. He grasped her chin and turned her face to look at him. “You ever talk back to me, I will cut your lips off.” He shoved her off his lap, then snapped his fingers. “Vodka, then dance.”


  “You heard, vodka, now!” Andre bellowed to Izzy. She hurried off to the bar. When she looked for Flynn, her stress level skyrocketed. He was nowhere to be found. Maddox had moved to a table closer to her side of the room. She saw Justin and a few others she was sure were undercover cops. Their presence should have reassured her, but unless they were right on her, Bushnik could break her neck with a snap of his fingers before any of them got close enough to stop him.


  Izzy pulled it together. She could do this. Keep calm and carry on.


  With her tray full, Izzy strode back to the table like she owned the place. “Good evening, gentlemen,” she said cheerfully, placing a chilled shot glass in front of each of them, “Welcome to Surf’s Up, where for a dollar, the tits always shine.” Grasping the bottle of subzero vodka from her tray, Izzy filled each glass, starting with Bushnik, then poured one for herself. Grasping it, she raised it and said, “Выпьем за то, чтобы у нас всегда был повод для праздника!”


  The shocked look on the men’s faces was priceless. “What?” she said, “You can’t toast to more reasons to party?”


  Bushnik laughed heartily and threw back his shot, then slammed his glass down, calling for another round. Izzy poured several more rounds before she picked up her tray and started to move away from the table.


  Andre grabbed her arm and yanked her toward him. “Where you go?”


  “I have others tables to serve.”


  “Only one table you serve tonight. Time for dance.”


  “Get someone else,” she said, looking around the room for help. 


  “You do it now or I break arm.”


  She wasn’t going to do it. Not again. Not even for Alex.


  “Please, Andre, ask someone else.”


  “Miroslav want you and only you.”


  “I don’t want to,” she said her voice higher now, catching the attention of other tables.


  “Boss say give guest whatever guest want. He want you, I give you.”


  “I’m not for sale, Andre,” she said, not backing down. She wouldn’t get up on the table and strip.


  His hand squeezed her arm tighter and twisted. “You are if I say so.”


  “Andre, you’re hurting me!” she cried.


  “Take your hand off her.” It was Flynn.


  Izzy bit back a cry of surprise. Flynn was going to blow her cover and his!


  All of her work, all of her plans would be for nothing. Alex would die if she wasn’t dead already.


  “I’m okay,” she said to him, moving into Andre.


  Izzy’s next words lodged in her throat when she looked up into a pair of murderous blue eyes. There was no doubt in her that if Andre didn’t release her, Flynn was going to kill him. 


  “Butt out, cop,” Andre said, turning to Flynn, taking her arm with him.


  In a lightning quick move, Flynn jabbed his fist up into Andre’s throat. The effect was immediate. Andre released her arm and grabbed for his throat as he fought for breath.


  In the next instant, with an absurd amount of force, Flynn brought his elbow around and slammed it hard into Andre’s solar plexus, dropping him to his knees.


  The table of Russians behind her stood, nearly turning the table over with their zeal to get to Flynn. He pulled Izzy behind him as he took a step toward them. “Her shift’s over,” Flynn bit out. Grasping her hand, he pulled her away from the writhing giant and the table of pissed-off Russians, through the front door of the club where Maddox stood waiting.


  Tightening his grip, Flynn led her around the back of the building, stopping beneath a security light. Gently, he took her chin in his hand and lifted it for a better look. He brushed his thumb across her split bottom lip. As light as his touch was, it smarted. She winced. “When this is all over, I’m going to kill him for that,” he said roughly.


  Without another word, Flynn handed her off to Maddox, who had followed them, then strode from the parking lot.


  “I need to get my things,” Izzy said, shaking as she watched the rigid line of Flynn’s back and the long angry strides that took him farther away from her.


  “Let’s get in and out before the giant and those goons come looking for you.”


  “Is Andre going to be okay?” she asked, wondering why she cared. Andre had showed his hand. And it was ugly.


  "His pride is going to suffer the most,” Maddox said, following her into the back door of the club.


  Unseen, Izzy slipped into her dressing room.


  As she assumed, Andre was nowhere to be found; luckily, neither were Bushnik’s men. She didn’t bother changing; she just grabbed her bag and headed back outside with Maddox and hurried down the street with him, her heart pounding a mile a minute.


  Once they were safely crossing the bridge back to Oakland, Maddox reached over and grabbed her cold hands. “You okay?”


  “Yes. No. I think so.”


  “You did great, I’m just sorry we didn’t get the bug planted.”


  Izzy grinned. “What makes you think I didn’t plant it?”


  Maddox looked over at her. “Did you?”


  “Of course I did. When I pretended to stumble I slipped it in to his pants pocket.”


  “Why didn’t you say something!” Maddox quickly called in to his task force confirming the device had been activated and was receiving properly.


  “Hot damn,” Maddox whooped, “we’re already receiving intel.” When he hit the ‘End’ button, he grinned widely. “You were pretty amazing in there, yucking it up with those guys.”


  Maddox’s excitement calmed her nerves a little. “I was scared to death. I just wish Flynn hadn’t had to step in. Going back with the thumb drive will be hard.”


  “Flynn did what needed to be done. If it hadn’t been him, it would have been me. There’s no getting around what was out of our control. Andre would have broken your arm unless you climbed up on that table.”


  “Will I have to go back?”


  Maddox nodded. “I don’t think what happened tonight is a deal breaker for you and Andre. If anything, he’ll have a hard-on for Flynn’s takedown. With the video, that’s a guarantee.” He smiled, though it wasn’t a happy one. “It’ll all come down to how you sell it, Isadora.”


  Chapter Thirty-two


  


  Two hours later, after Maddox had walked her to her room and instructed her not to open the door for anyone except him, Izzy managed to get a handle on her nerves. Well, as much as one whose life was completely turned upside down and inside out could. Still jumpy, she hopped into the shower, wondering if they had been followed back to the hotel and if her life would ever go back to its pre-Surf’s Up, boring normal.


  Just as Izzy stepped out of the shower there was a knock on her hotel door. Stifling a cry of surprise, she stiffened, standing silent, afraid if she moved, whoever was at the door would kick the door down and come after her. Her cell phone was in the bedroom. It was almost three in the morning and the person knocking on her door had to be up to no good. 


  Only thing to do was get her phone, call Maddox and lock herself in the bathroom until he got to her. 


  Tiptoeing to the nightstand, she grabbed her phone.


  “Open the door.”


  Her heart thudded and she nearly dropped the phone as if it was a hot coal. 


  Flynn.


  “Go away,” she said, her voice so shaky she didn’t recognize it. Adrenaline pumped through her by the gallon. Her hands shook and she felt nauseous. She didn’t have the stomach for this cloak-and-dagger stuff and she didn’t have the stomach to fight with Flynn again.


  “I’m not leaving until you open the door,” he said.


  She believed him. Emotionally, she was in no condition to talk to him. She was drained. So much heartache in such a short period of time. She was so tired of feeling irrelevant. Between the adrenaline rush and the emotional exhaustion, her body began to shudder uncontrollably. If she could disappear from the crazy, close her eyes, and sleep for a month, it wouldn’t be long enough.


  Yet, despite it all, the one person’s arms she wanted wrapped around her as he told her it was all going to be okay was the one person who had hurt her the most.


  “Isa,” Flynn said. “Please. Let me in.”


  Her belly did a slow roll as a fresh shot of adrenaline rushed through her. God, why did he make it so hard for her? Why was she going to open the door and make it harder for herself? Slowly she opened the door, and when she looked up at him, her heart ached for him. He looked as miserable and as broken as she felt. Closing her eyes, she said, “Please, if you care about me even a little, just go. I can’t do this, Flynn.”


  Silently he stared down at her. Frustration swelled, but she forced it down. He wasn’t going to get to her again. No more. She attempted to push the door shut, but he stiff-armed the door, stopping her.


  “Why are you here?” she asked.


  He looked past her as if he suspected her of having someone in her room.


  “Really, Flynn, do you think so little of me?”


  He continued to stand silent, staring at her. If she didn’t know any better, she’d say he was afraid of something. But that was impossible. Special Agent Flynn Ryker wasn’t afraid of anything. He’d proved that when he handled Andre earlier. She was still amazed at how swiftly he’d reduced the giant to a writhing pile of Russian gruel. So again she asked him, “Why are you here?”


  Seeming at a loss for words, he simply said, “I don’t know.”


  The thud of her heart as she watched him struggle with some inner demon made it difficult to breathe.


  “I—can’t—” Raking his fingers through his hair, he looked straight at her. His blue eyes had darkened dramatically. “Nothing has been the same since you walked into my life.” He dropped his hands to his sides, and stood humbly before her. “Everything is wrong with it since you walked out of it. I can’t stay away.”


  It was an admission that cost him by exposing his weakness. Weakness, to a proud man like Flynn, must be terrifying. Izzy’s chest tightened as she tried to breathe. She gripped the door so tightly, her fingernails dug into the paint. When she thought she could speak and her voice wouldn’t tremble, she finally said, “I let you inside me physically and emotionally and you disrespected that.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “So what are we going to do about that?”


  “I don’t know,” he said hoarsely. 


  Izzy’s heart swelled with emotion for him. Every fiber of her being wanted to wrap her arms around him, press his head to her heart, and tell him it would be okay. But she couldn’t. She wanted more than his admission that he couldn’t stay away from her.


  “What do you want, Flynn?”


  “You.”


  “What parts?”


  “All of them.”


  Izzy’s heart thumped painfully. “What are you willing to do for that privilege?”


  “Anything I have to.”


  Stepping back into the room, she motioned him in. “Then I think we have some things to talk about.”


  When he walked past her, she closed the door, locking it.


  Tightening the sash around her robe, she moved to the edge of the bed and sat down to face Flynn, who stood gazing out the window.


  “Flynn?” she said softly, prompting him to talk to her.


  He turned around and she held her breath. He looked like he’d lost his best friend. Was he having second thoughts? Just the thought of it made her sick to her stomach. There were no guarantees, was it right to expect them?


  “Hurt me with the truth, Flynn, I can take it. Please respect me enough not to lessen the sting with a lie.”


  Swiping his hand across his chin, he looked hard at her, and then said, “I admit I have a problem with the fact that some of my friends and coworkers have seen you half naked. And yes, I’d give my right nut for you not to go back to the club for any reason.” He shook his head and looked to the ceiling before looking back her. “But that’s not why I’ve been such an ass, Isa.” He stepped toward her, and knelt before her. Taking her hands, he said, “When Stiles offered you money in public and I saw what it did to you—it tore me up. I just wanted to tear him apart for hurting you like that. It scared the hell out of me that one; I could feel that and two; I had no clue what to do with it. I still don’t.”


  “Are you afraid of your feelings for me?”


  “Terrified.”


  “Why?”


  “Because just the thought of losing you makes me sick to my stomach.” He dropped his head to their clasped hands. 


  “I didn’t think you were afraid of anything.”


  Raising his head, he tightened his jaw. “The other night, Pink,” he rasped, emotion clogging his throat, “when I saw your kitchen door open, I about lost it. I knew someone had breached your house. I knew what they were there for. I couldn’t bear the thought of you being hurt. Or worse. That fear will haunt me for as long as you’re alive.” He shook his head. “After you left my house, I went into your room and it hit me how empty it was. How empty I felt. It scared me, too. Feeling that way. I don’t want to feel that way. Ever. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  “So at your core, you’re really a wuss?” she asked, smiling, trying to lighten the intensity of the conversation.


  “Yeah, a big, fat, scaredy-cat wuss.”


  Izzy straightened. “So you’re not embarrassed by me?”


  “Hell no.”


  “And you have no problem taking me out in public?”


  “None.”


  “No problem taking me to events or social gatherings where some of your friends and or coworkers who were at the bachelor party will also be in attendance.”


  “No.”


  “You’re a liar.”


  “I told you, it bothers me. More than a lot. But I’m not embarrassed by you. I’d be proud to have you on my arm. The guys I work with know better than to be disrespectful to you or give me a hard time.”


  “What about their women?”


  “It’ll be what it’ll be, Isa. We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”


  Sliding her hands from his, she moved back on the bed and sat yoga style. “All of that aside, you’re afraid of losing me?”


  “Terrified.”


  “But Flynn, there are no guarantees. What if, I don’t know, things didn’t work out for one of us?”


  “We try very hard to make that not happen.” Grasping her hands again he said, “Look, I am who I am. You are who you are. I promise not to allow my fear to control my actions. I want you to fly, Isa, I want to fly alongside you. But I’m going to need some patience along with a huge learning curve to get started.”


  “I need you to promise not to walk away from me when things get hard.”


  “I want the same promise from you, because I’m not an easy man.”


  “You’re a grumpy man.”


  “Tiny dancer, I’ve never done this before, I’m afraid I’ll fuck it up. Throw me a bone.”


  “Oh, I’m sure you’ll fuck it up a time or two. But I like a challenge.” 


  “So you’re in?”


  “Yeah, I’m in.”


  “Good answer,” he said, pushing her back into the mattress.


  Lowering his lips to hers, he said, “Since we’re being honest with each other, tell me why you ran away after your orgasm?”


  Swallowing hard, Izzy knew she had only one option. “Because you could do that to me, so easily. Because it felt so good, I craved it again as soon as it was over. Because I was afraid of all of the emotions you stirred in me. Because I was afraid of how much I wanted you, I ran.”


  “Don’t ever run from me again, Isa.”


  Chapter Thirty-three


  



  “I won’t,” Pink whispered.


  Emotion churned so deep within Flynn’s body he ached. The need to take this amazing woman into his arms and protect her from all the bad in the world overpowered him. She’d burrowed herself deep into his heart. Afraid of the power of his feelings for her, Flynn swallowed hard.


  “Flynn,” she said softly, rising on her toes so her lips touched his. “Stop looking at me like that.”


  Fathomless ocean colored eyes stared up at him in wonder. His heart pounded painfully against his rib cage. What a paradox she was to him. Innocent, sweet, and soft as a kitten on one side. Turn her over and she was bubble gum scented sensuality with a quirky sense of humor and more attitude in her little finger than most women had in their entire bodies.


  What a fool he’d been to walk away from her. Not once but twice.


  Her name meant a gift from the gods. That was what she was to him. A gift. And she had given him the greatest gift of all, her trust. He wasn’t going to mess it up. “How do I look at you?”


  “Fierce.”


  “That’s how you make me feel, Isa. Fierce. God help the person who tries to come between us.” He brushed his lips across hers. “I’ll kill them.”


  Her small body trembled beneath his. The intensity of his words stilled him. So did the truth. Never had he felt the deep-seated bloodlust to destroy as he felt at that moment. Not even when he’d watched his father slowly kill his mother. Not even when he’d arrived at brutal crime scenes had his duty to protect and serve incited his passion the way Pink did now. 


  He would kill for her. Without hesitation. Without remorse. Whatever it took to keep her safe, he’d do it gladly.


  “Come home with me,” he said, gathering her in his arms.


  “Okay,” she answered.


  He smiled and kissed her forehead. “Like you had a choice.”


  Looping her arms around his neck, she pressed her body into his, and slid her tongue along his bottom lip. “I’m going to rock your world, Special Agent Ryker.”


  “You already have,” he said. “Now let’s go home.”


  Flynn let her go. In a mad frenzy, they packed her up and were in his car heading back to Piedmont in record time.


  The fifteen-minute drive would have felt more like fifteen hours, but for the fact Pink had her tongue stuck in his ear and her greedy little fingers stroked his raging erection. 


  “I’m going to lick every inch of your body,” she teased. “You’re going to be so hard and so ready you won’t be able to control yourself.” Smiling against his jaw she softly added, “I can’t wait to touch your—hmm, what shall I call it? Cock? Penis? Or do you have a name for him?” 


  “I don’t care what you call it, just never ignore it.”


  Pink laughed. “Never. How could I?” Pressing her lips to the throb at the base of his throat, she stroked him. His knuckles whitened on the steering wheel. “You have a spectacular penis, Flynn. It’s so big and thick and warm.” Her strokes became bolder. “I love how all I have to do is look at you and it says hello.”


  She slid her hand beneath his shirt. “I love the way your body feels. Hard, sleek and powerful, like a jungle cat.”


  Leaning across the console, she slid her tongue along his clavicle, and then bit him. His cock jumped against the denim of his jeans. 


  “Pink,” he warned. “Don’t make me pull over.”


  She bit him again, and he nearly lost control. “I dare you.”


  Holy hell, she was going to get them both killed. They were two minutes from his house. He gunned the Vette, taking the corner tight and fast. The garage door yawned open. Flynn passed beneath it, shoved the car into park, flung off his seat belt as she flung off hers and yanked the little sexpot across his lap even before the garage door came down behind them.


  His lips slammed down onto hers, ravaging their softness like a starved man at a feast. Opening the door, Flynn pulled her out with him. Standing, he hiked her legs around his waist, and still kissing her, strode into the house. 


  Just two steps inside, he turned with her and pressed her back against the wall. Yanking his lips from hers, he tore her shirt open and said roughly, “I need inside you now, Isa.” 


  Pulling off her shoes, he pushed her yoga pants down one leg. He hissed in a breath. “You are a very bad girl.” She wasn’t wearing panties.


  “Shut up and kiss me,” she commanded.


  His lips swooped down on hers as his arm tightened around her waist, holding her straining body against his.


  Pink, moaned beneath his lips as she wrestled her shirt off and then her bra.


  Yanking his shirt open, exposing his chest, she pressed her bare breasts against him, as her busy hands shoved his jeans and boxer briefs down his thighs. His engorged cock thrust up between them, the head sliding along her sweltering seam. 


  “You are soaking wet,” he moaned. Greedy for her, he lifted her and in a slow sweet glide, Flynn guided her down onto his throbbing cock head. Then he exhaled a long hissing breath as he filled her balls deep, savoring the hot rush of pleasure her tight warmth gave him. 


  “God damn, Isa, you feel good.”


  “Flynn,” she breathed. “Don’t ever stop wanting this.”


  Smoothing her hair back from her face, he lifted her chin so their gazes met. Emotional lightning struck him hard in the gut. Her stormy eyes were so dark they looked black. In their depths, her essence revealed itself. A fractured soul, but not a broken one. Pink’s true beauty wasn’t her exotic features or her voluptuous curves. It was her spirit that resonated the most with him, only he’d been too arrogant to see it at first. She had hid behind her blue wig and false eyelashes. Her smart mouth and pride. Thinking she was a down-on-her-luck stripper with an agenda because of his prejudice, he’d been too blinded by his ego to give her a chance to prove him wrong.


  All along, Isa possessed an innocent belief in the human spirit, despite her rough start. That was what defined her.


  Now, connected to her like this? Their bodies so perfectly melded? This meeting of mind, body, and spirit was the most natural thing he had ever done in his life. This house alone would never be a home, he realized, because it wasn’t about walls. It was about flesh and bones. Heart. Home was here, where Pink was.


  “As long as I draw a breath, Isa, I will want this with you.” He brushed his lips across her parted ones.


  Tears welled in her eyes. 


  “No, no, baby, don’t do that.” He swiped the moisture away with his thumbs. “Smile for me.” He moved against her. 


  Her eyes widened and her lips curved up. 


  “Yeah, that’s the look I want to see.” He thrust into her, she caught her breath, and fire flared in her eyes. “You look like a sexy angel right now. So pure and yet so hungry.” He nipped her bottom lip and thrust into her again. “I want to consume every inch of you, Pink. I want to keep you all to myself.” He thrust into her again and again, each time drawing a low, satisfied moan from her. He loved that he did that to her. Loved that she surrendered all to him.


  “I broke all my rules for you, Isa,” he rasped. “I want you to break all of yours for me.”


  “My walls came crashing down the moment I laid eyes on you at the club,” she confessed. 


  Possessive fire burned through him.


  “Flynn,” she breathed. “I’m going to come.”


  He smiled and pressed his lips to her ear. “That’s the point, isn’t it?” He punctuated his question with a deep grinding plunge. Her velvet muscles clamped down around his pulsing cock, and as she came apart, so did he.
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  Kicking his shoes and jeans off, Flynn carried Pink upstairs to his bedroom. By the time he laid her down on the bed, she was snoring softly.


  He smiled at her. One leg of her yoga pants was still hanging on her leg; the rest of her was naked. Gently he pulled the pants from her and covered her with the sheet and tucked her in.


  Long moments ticked by, but Flynn didn’t move from where he stood. A maelstrom of emotions crashed inside his chest. If he could get away with it, he’d lock her in this house and only allow her to leave when he was with her. He understood his obsessive fear of losing her was unhealthy. If he allowed it to control his actions, he’d push her away. She would come to distrust and ultimately despise him. He was like the kid with the best toy in the playground. Everyone was going to want a turn and he wasn’t going to allow anyone to touch it for fear of it getting broken or stolen. His fear wasn’t born of jealousy. He trusted Pink. She wasn’t the type of girl to look at other men or lead one on, once she gave her heart. Hell, he knew men would always look at her. She was strong, and their connection so fierce he knew she would fight for it and him, too.


  It was the fear of the bad guys he knew prowled the streets and lurked behind corners. It was pieces of shit like Boris Sorlov who preyed upon women, and that dick Andre who liked to smack them around, that laid the foundation of his fear. Because for all that Pink thought she was a badass, she wasn’t. Not even close.


  Swiping his hand across his chin, Flynn chastised himself. Fear aside, she wasn’t a possession, she was a human being. Damn it, he was falling hard for her. That was a lie; he’d already fallen. He was in deep emotional shit.


  Shucking off his shirt, Flynn tossed it into the hamper in his bathroom, then grabbed a pair of flannel lounge pants. Giving Pink a quick check, he headed downstairs, then to the garage, and grabbed her bag and his cell phone from the console.


  Ignoring the fact that the sun would be rising in a couple of hours, Flynn checked his phone and scowled.


  Messages from Maddox and Justin.


  Justin’s were furious rants, calling him out for what he’d done to the Russian giant. Your inability to contain your temper has seriously jeopardized this operation. Stand down or lose your shield.


  Do what you gotta do, Barbieri, Flynn texted back. But she’s done. Make your case without her.


  Maddox’s texts would be more of the same, but something told Flynn to read them.


  Barbieri is heated and headhunting. I’ve got your 6. Would have done the same thing.


  Flynn grunted and texted back. Copy


  Maddox immediately responded: Did he tell you that we got a line on the missing person? And that the warrant came through?


  Negative x 2


  MP presumed alive and stateside. 


  Details?


  Will divulge on secure line. We want the UC to drop the drive tonight.


  Negative


  Is that her stand as well?


  Leave it alone.


  The case dies w/o her


  Then bury it. Gn


  Flynn turned his cell off and as he strode back into the house, he stopped abruptly. Pink stood at the end of the hallway in one of his white dress shirts looking sexy as hell. Halfway buttoned, he could make out the valley between her breasts; she’d rolled the French cuffs haphazardly, the tails hitting her knees. Her soft smile caught and held his heart.


  “I’m hungry,” she said sheepishly.


  Flynn’s stomach growled in agreement. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast the day before and that wasn’t much. Having worked himself into a frenzy, he’d lost his appetite for everything except the woman standing before him.


  Setting the bag down on the floor and his phone on the hall table, Flynn smiled and walked toward her. He gathered her into his arms, reveling in her soft bubble gum scent. “Me too.”


  She pressed her lips to his chest. “Hmm, I could snack on you first.”


  His dick swelled. Giggling, Pink pressed her hips into him. “You’re a walking hard-on.”


  “I can’t help it, baby doll. The body wants what the body wants.”


  Looking up at him, she grinned. It lit up her face. His heart tightened.
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  Twenty minutes later, sitting side by side at the small table where they’d drunk coffee just days before, Izzy dove into a stack of fluffy banana pancakes. Closing her eyes, she made a deep, satisfied sound as she slowly chewed. The combination of the banana in the mix, butter, and maple syrup was orgasmic.


  Izzy smiled and opened her eyes when warm lips brushed along her bottom lip, followed by a warm tongue. 


  “Mmm, you had some syrup on the edge of your lip,” Flynn whispered. Pressing his lips to hers again, he opened her mouth and softly delved in with his tongue. “You taste delicious.”


  Izzy sighed against his lips. Stabbing a piece of pancake with her fork she raised it to his lips and fed him. They’d almost made it halfway through their stack, taking turns feeding each other, when Izzy set her fork down on the plate, eyeing Flynn’s full bottom lip. A drop of syrup lingered there. Leaning into him, she licked it and said, “You missed a spot.”


  “Hmm,” he murmured as he unbuttoned her shirt. “I think…” He dipped his fingertip into the pool of syrup on her plate and drizzled it down her chest, then ran his fingertip along the high swells before circling each nipple.


  Sliding the shirt down her shoulders to her elbows, fully exposing her breasts, Flynn smiled. “I think,” he said, lowering his lips to one impudent nipple, “you need some help cleaning up the mess I just made.” As he slid his tongue along the trail of syrup, Izzy hissed, arching and leaning her head back, offering him all of her.


  Hot lips captured a nipple and sucked, his wicked tongue flicking and swirling. 


  The way he turned a simple meal into a sexual smorgasbord shouldn’t have surprised her. Flynn was carnality incarnate. He was as much a creature of the senses as she was. He was shameless and virile, his hunger for her matched only by hers for him.


  Taking the other nipple into his mouth, Flynn sucked hard. Her eyelids fluttered closed as he drew moans of satisfaction from her lips. As he tortured her nipple, he dipped his finger into the syrup again and drizzled it down her belly, then between her thighs.


  Izzy shook with such intense anticipation, her teeth chattered.


  “I love how you love this,” Flynn whispered against her flesh. “How hungry you are for me and how uninhibited you are.” His fingers trailed along her belly to her thighs, which he gently parted. His lips followed the path of his fingers, nibbling on her hips, across her belly button, toward her smooth mound.


  “No shame. No hesitation. Just honest desire.”


  His big body moved to the floor where he knelt before her. He pressed her knees further apart, revealing her pink glistening core.


  His thumbs slid along her swollen lips. Seeing him looking at her with such awe and respect left no room for shame. When his eyes lifted to hers, Izzy’s heart seized with emotion. Power. Flynn bit his bottom lip as he gazed reverently at her. “You’re so fucking beautiful, Isa. I can’t believe you’re all mine.”


  When his gaze dropped to her again, her womb clenched, triggering the release of her warm arousal.


  “Amazing, Isa. I wish you could see how your body looks right now. Swollen and lush. Pink and creamy.” He slid his thumbs along her wet seam. She clenched against him, wanting to press into him, but she held her breath, tempering her intense need. She wanted this to last. When she came, she wanted him to draw it out, and drive her crazy.


  “I’m going to suck your sweet little cunt, Isa, and take you to the edge, but not push you over.” He looked up at her, his eyes on fire. “Can you handle that?”


  Not trusting her voice, she nodded.


  “Scream as loud and as long as you want, but you won’t come until I’m ready for you to come.”


  Flynn’s tongue darted out, catching the swollen head of her clit, licking hard around it, and then releasing it.


  Izzy struggled to keep her moan of shocked pleasure silent. He would use it against her. Slowing his torturous seduction to the point of insanity.


  “Do you trust me, Isa?” he demanded, his warm lips brushing across her clit.


  “Yes,” she breathed.


  “Do you know I would never hurt you?”


  “Yes,” she breathed again, barely able to answer because of the things he was doing to her body with his skilled fingers and lethal tongue.


  “I want you to give yourself completely over to me. Right now.”


  “Okay,” she barely managed to eke out.


  “Good,” he crooned against her torrid flesh. “Because, I’m going to do very bad things to you.”


  “I want you to, Flynn,” she hurried to say, afraid that if she didn’t, she wouldn’t have the guts to. 


  Fingers dug into her thighs as a wild growl emanated from his chest. Ravenously he took her swollen pussy into his mouth and thrust his tongue deeply inside her.


  Grasping the chair arms, Izzy groaned loudly, forcing her hips down to keep from slamming hard into him. Just as quickly as his assault began it ended.


  “No!” she cried. “More.”


  Flynn drizzled more syrup down her belly, and they watched together as it slid slowly down, then paused at her soft mound before separating and dripping in long golden teardrops into the crevice around her swollen clit.


  “I want to fuck you so hard right now,” he whispered, lowering his lips to her. “But I’m going to eat you for breakfast first.”


  In long, slow, deep, licks, he tongued her to the verge of insanity. Izzy arched, aching with need for his hands to be on her breasts, for his tongue to go deeper. Begging him with her body, she spread her legs wider for the penetration she so desperately desired. With the exception of his hands holding her thighs steady, the only part of his body that touched her was his crafty tongue.


  “Flynn,” she begged. “Give me more.”


  His tongue slid deeply between her folds, tunneling into her. It still wasn’t deep enough. As he withdrew, he circled her clit, and then his lips closed around it, and sucked. She cried out as the building orgasm flared. She screamed when he released her and pressed his lips to the inside of her thigh, licking her syrupy wetness.


  “You taste better than candy, Pink,” he said, before sucking the sensitive skin at the juncture of her thigh and core. In a long slow slide, he licked her from the bud of her bottom to her clit.


  Just when the pressure began to spike again, he released that wanton part of her and moved up her belly. When she tried to wrap her legs around his shoulders, Flynn pushed her thighs down. “No, no, baby,” he said as his lips trailed around a hard nipple. Digging her hands into his hair, she tried to force him harder on her breast.


  “You’re misbehaving, Pink,” he said sternly. Grabbing the cloth napkins from the table, he deftly tied her wrists to the arms of the chair.


  He raised his head and smiled down at her. “I told you, I was going to drive you mad.”


  Breathing heavily, Izzy looked up at him. He stared at her like he was going to devour her. Muscles rippled beneath his smooth toned skin. The rise in his bottoms left nothing to guess at. He wanted her. She was tied down to a chair, the shirt she had slipped on, unbuttoned and pulled down to her elbows. Her thighs were spread and her bottom at the edge of the seat in offering. 


  Leaning over her so that she had to look up to see him, Flynn grasped her jaw and forced her to look up even higher. His lips dropped, just hovering above hers. “You look so fucking hot right now, Pink. Your hair is all mussed, your eyes soft and dreamy. Your lips swollen. And your pussy is steaming. I’ve never seen anything like you before. Sex personified. I want a picture of you like this.”


  “I want you to video us.” Unlike before, this video would be something private and sacred, for their eyes only.


  His lips cracked into a smile. “Really?”


  “Really.”


  He moved away and returned with his cell phone. 


  First Flynn took a picture and smiled as he looked at it, then showed her.


  Izzy was shocked. The woman in the picture looked like a sexy siren, but that wasn’t what shocked her. What shocked her was the look on her face. The look of a woman in love.


  Chapter Thirty-four


  



  “Take your jammies off, Flynn,” Izzy said, sounding as if she’d smoked a pack of cigarettes and drunk a fifth of whisky the night before. The violent ache Flynn had created within her screamed for succor. If he wanted edge play, it was going to go both ways.


  The muscles in his body flexed as he set his cell phone on the table, the lens facing them. Once it was propped up, he slid his hands beneath the flannel at his hips and slowly pushed it down. Izzy caught her breath when his luscious cock sprang eagerly toward her. A tiny bead of moisture glistened at the tip. Unconsciously she licked her lips, wishing that she could taste him. Her response elicited a low groan from Flynn. He moved closer to her as he stepped out of his flannels.


  Raising her eyes to his, she fought down a triumphant smile. His eyes burned with the intensity of a laser. Flynn’s sensuality was deep, dark, and seething. Supreme in its arrogance. He recognized the power of it, and had no shame using it to get what he wanted. 


  Right now, the way he bit his bottom lip, his gaze focused on her parted lips…He wanted her. Not breaking their gaze, he wrapped his fingers around the root of his shaft. In tandem, they made the same low-pitched carnal sound, born of the same need.


  When he began to stroke himself, Izzy’s core tightened. Swallowing hard, she wrestled back the need to beg him for a taste.


  “The first time I saw you bite your bottom lip, like that,” he said roughly, “I got hard. I couldn’t get the vision of those lips wrapped around my dick out of my head.” He smiled and her eyes followed his free hand as he dipped a finger into the syrup and drizzled it on the lush head. 


  Izzy strained against the ties. Breathing hard, she licked her lips, biting back the words that she so desperately wanted to say. Because if she begged, he’d make her beg harder. Longer. She wanted him now.


  He was only inches from her, his hips at eye level, his lovely cock thick and eager for her mouth.


  “What do you want, Isa?”


  “You, in my mouth.”


  “You happen to be in luck, because that’s what I want, too.”


  Straining to meet him, she parted her lips and licked toward him. When he slid the swollen head across her lips, he groaned when she caught the fleshy part of him between her lips and sucked.


  The taste of him mingled with the syrup was good. As she sucked him deeper into her mouth, her tongue swirled around the head lapping the sticky sweetness from him.


  Holding his shaft, controlling how much she could have of him, Flynn sank his fingers into her hair. With her at his mercy, he played an erotic game of cat and mouse with her lips and his cock.


  Wild desire raged through her. Low moans of want sighed from her lips as her hips jerked in urgent undulation. In wanton offering, she spread her thighs wide.


  “My God, woman,” he groaned, “you’re going to be the death of me.”


  As he said the words, he thrust deeply into her mouth. Ready for him, Izzy sucked hard, her cheeks hollowing. She loved giving him this. The sensual sounds he made, the way he hung on the verge of letting go, of him thinking he was in control when it was she who had him, not in the palm of her hand but her mouth. If she had her hands free, all she would have to do was grab his ass and force his hips into her as she sucked him to his knees.


  He tugged her hair as he rocked his hips back and forth. She wanted to feel his skin, cup his balls, control the tempo. 


  He swelled in her mouth, the thick veins outlining his shaft, hard and smooth. His body quickened. Just when she clamped her lips as firmly as she could around him and sucked hard, he cursed and pulled out of her mouth.


  Pulling her head away from his throbbing cock, he groaned. “Oh, no. You’re not going to turn this around on me.” He pushed her head back so that she was looking up at him. He stepped in to her again and with his hand guided his cock between her parted lips. 


  When she took all of him into her mouth, his eyes rolled back. “Damn, girl,” he said, and slowly exhaled. 


  His words, his hard body, and the way he responded so ardently to her was as much of a turn-on to her as if he was actually sucking her body parts. There was something sublimely primitive about what they were doing. She was tied to a chair; her thighs spread wide, her pelvis grinding the air begging for the magnificent cock in her mouth. With Flynn, every inhibition she had ever had evaporated. That they would be able to watch the video another time and revisit this erotic escapade didn’t, even for a moment, shame her. She felt the opposite; she couldn’t wait, and when they did, Flynn was going to find himself restrained while she did all kinds of naughty things to him.


  “Do you like the taste of me?” he asked roughly.


  Not willing to release him to answer, she nodded and hummed, “Ummhumm.”


  “Do you like me in your mouth?”


  “Ummhmmmm.”


  “Why?”


  “Mmm” was her response.


  “Tell me,” he demanded.


  Regretfully, she released him from her lip lock. Though before she told him all of the reasons why she loved him this way, she licked the wide glistening head and sucked him deeply into her mouth one more time for good measure.


  “Christ,” he growled, digging his fingers into her scalp. The pain mingled with the wild rock of his hips went straight to her pulsing core. When he tried to pull away, she used her teeth to hold him.


  “Oh, you are going to pay for that.”


  Reverently, Izzy tongued him as her lips sucked his hot thickness.


  “Fuuuck,” he groaned.


  Izzy smiled, and in that instant, he slid out of her mouth. Quickly, he untied her and hoisted her up into his arms. “We’re taking a shower. Then I’m chaining you to my bed for the next month.”


  Hot water sprayed them in the big walk-in. Wordless, because no words were needed, Flynn lathered her up, and while he made every effort to keep his actions platonic, so that he could make love to her in his bed, Izzy had other ideas. Her body ached with a need so powerful she nearly wept with frustration. When Flynn’s hands slid along her breasts, she moaned and turned to face him, grasping his shaft in her hands, and slowly stroked him.


  “You never answered my question, Isa,” he said, sliding his hands down the curve of her back to her bottom.


  Licking his hard nipple, she gazed up at him and had to think through her sex-induced fog.


  “Why do you like my cock in your mouth?”


  “I love how you taste.” Running her fingertips along the underside of his scrotum, she smiled when his eyes narrowed. “I love how you respond to me.”


  Her hand wrapped around his impressive erection. Slowly she fisted him. Air hissed from his lungs.


  “Me too.” Prying her fingers from around him, Flynn turned her around. “But you’ve forgotten, I’m in control this time.” As punishment for her impudence, he lathered her from behind and slid his cock between her butt cheeks and plucked her swollen nipples. 


  “Flynn,” she mewed. “Stop torturing me.”


  Pressing her to his chest and hips, he lowered his lips to her ear. “First rule you need to learn, love, is patience.”


  He caught her ear between his lips and sucked. “Spread your legs,” he commanded. She obeyed instantly.


  Lathering up a soft cloth, he moved around to face her. “Don’t move,” he sternly said, then dropped to a knee. Her body quivered despite the warm rush of water. “If you move, I’m turning off this shower and you’ll sleep alone tonight.”


  Mutely, she nodded, trying valiantly to stand still. While he slathered up her legs, his fingertips sweeping along her engorged lips, Izzy bit her bottom lip to keep from making a sound. Squeezing her eyes closed, she stood ramrod stiff, afraid that if she looked down at him, all bets would be off.


  “Good girl,” he crooned, coming to a stand. Warm water glided across her body. He moved her thighs apart and changed the water flow from rain shower to firm pulse stream. 


  Taking the hand held part of the shower head, Flynn directed it along her shoulders in long soothing strokes, then down her back, slowly around her hips, and up between her breasts. He then circled each nipple. The warm steady pulse pummeling her erogenous zones pushed her back to the edge. When he moved down her belly to the rise of her mound, she steeled herself. 


  “You should see yourself, Isa. Your breasts are so lush and your nipples so swollen, craving my lips on them.” He moved into her space, lowering the showerhead, the spray catching the edge of her clitoris.


  “Ahhh,” she breathed. “Please.” He moved it lower, to her sensitive lips. “Flynn, please!” she begged.


  “How close are you, sweetheart?”


  Opening her eyes, she bit her lip. His eyes were molten with desire. “On the very edge.” He smiled and turned off the water.


  Swooping her up into his arms, he strode with her, both dripping wet from the shower into the bedroom where he tossed her onto the bed.


  Wide-eyed, Izzy stared at him. His body glistened with moisture, his muscles tight beneath his tanned skin. His erection was dark, swollen and hungry. As her eyes traveled along his flat abs to his wide muscular chest, then to the firm set of his lips, she held her breath staring into his fierce eyes. Swallowing, she moved back on the bed, parting her thighs just enough to give him a glimpse of what he so badly wanted.


  “What are you waiting for, Special Agent? An invitation?”


  “If I get into that bed with you and we make love—” 


  When the words didn’t come, Izzy finished for him. “Once I make you mine, Flynn, there’s no going back.”


  “I won’t let you go,” he said.


  “I won’t let you.”


  He stepped to the edge of the bed. Raising her arms to him, she lay back into the mound of pillows and smiled. 


  His body moved over hers. His fingers slid into her damp hair. Cupping her head, he kissed her. Slowly, worshipfully. Izzy closed her eyes, never feeling more cherished.


  Breaking his kiss, Flynn asked softly, “Why did you pick me?”


  Eyelids fluttering open, she gazed at his limpid blue eyes. They told her everything she needed to know about how he felt about her. She answered from her heart. “Because I knew the moment I set eyes on you, you’d change my life.”


  A rush of breath hissed from his lips. “I thought the same thing when I looked across the room and saw your bubble gum smile.”


  “I have that effect,” she teased.


  “Isa,” Flynn whispered against her lips, “I don’t know what you’ve done to me, but I never want you to undo it.”


  Smiling, she pressed her heart to his. “You’re stuck with me, missing pieces and all.”


  Pressing his knee between her legs, Flynn gently parted her thighs. “I’ll find the pieces, baby, and put you back together again.”


  “You’re the only missing piece I wanted to find.” Moving forward, she caught the head of his penis, and pressed herself onto him. “Now that I’ve found you, I don’t need anything else.”


  He slid into her aching void, filling her in a way that no other human being could.


  Slowly, he moved within her, seating himself deeply. Then, rocking his hips in an unhurried swirl that reignited the simmering fire he had started in the kitchen, Flynn made love to her.


  Hungrily, her body embraced him. So tightly she could feel the thick veins of him slide against her sensitive lining.


  “I can feel your heart beat in every part of me,” Flynn murmured against her lips.


  “Your body is so soft and tight, Isa. I’ll never get tired of the way it responds to me.” His lips collided with hers. The coiled heat flashed, and as Flynn’s body burrowed into hers, hitting deep, Izzy boiled up and over.


  “Flynn,” she sobbed. Like a rogue summer storm, thunder and lightning flashed inside her, she screamed from the overload.


  In the distance, she heard the echoes of her name being shouted as the fire crackled through her veins, lighting up her nerve endings.


  “Flynn,” she sobbed, digging her nails into his back. “Flynn!”


  “I’m here, baby, right here.” His voice was so raw it didn’t sound like him. Izzy opened her eyes as the last furious waves of the epic orgasms racked her. The earth moved within her as she beheld the awestruck eyes that gazed at her. He didn’t try to conceal the depth of what he felt.


  His body slowed, cradling hers as she reentered the earth’s atmosphere.


  Unable to collect her breath or control the emotion that filled her, Izzy shook her head, squeezing her eyes closed. She didn’t want to feel so much, but couldn’t imagine not feeling it with Flynn. God help her if she lost him.


  Chapter Thirty-five


  



  In that dreamy space between sleep and consciousness, Izzy idly ran her fingers through Flynn’s thick hair. His cheek was pressed to her heart, his warm breath teasing her nipple. From the heaviness of his body and deep even breaths, she knew he was asleep. She should be too, but she kept mentally pinching herself, afraid this was all a dream. A grand illusion her subconscious had concocted.


  She was living a fairy tale. Whisked away to the handsome prince’s castle, where he made crazy beautiful love to her, all whilst protecting her from the big bad Russian ogre.


  Izzy had never felt as safe as she did in Flynn’s bed. She could stay here forever. Wanted to.


  Sighing heavily, she traced her fingers along his muscular arm and smiled when she realized where his hand was. Even in the unconscious depths of sleep, he possessively cupped the juncture between her thighs.


  An emotional tremor passed through her. Her walls had simply crumbled when he pushed against them. She’d never had a chance. Not that she’d wanted one. Life with a man like Flynn wouldn’t ever be easy. He was headstrong, possessive, protective, and a controller. 


  The battles that lay ahead would be epic, and, she smiled, so would the making up. 


  Her thoughts abruptly shifted direction when she thought of her mother and how much she would have liked Flynn. Then she thought of Alex and her mood darkened.


  Izzy refused, despite the danger she might be in, to abandon her sister now.


  Did Justin’s team have any information on her whereabouts yet? How could Alex have simply vanished into thin air?


  As much as she didn’t want to, was terrified to, how could Izzy not go back to the club? It was the only link to Alex. 


  On the other hand, Andre would be furious if she returned, and would most assuredly demonstrate that via his fists. Damn if she’d be his punching bag. Worry snaked through her. “Where are you, Alex?” she whispered. “Give me something to work with.”


  The key, she realized, was getting that drive into Boris’s hands. Then she’d have to patiently wait for him to contact Flynn and make him an offer Flynn couldn’t refuse. Extortion and blackmail were serious crimes, and even with a slick attorney, Boris would have difficulty slipping out of some prison time. With that being the case, knowing he was going away, Justin could pressure him for information on Alex. But without the warrant, there would be no way to—wait, why not just hand over a drive without the listening device? Would it matter, so long as the end result was that Boris blackmailed Flynn?


  Knowing Flynn would never agree to her returning to the club for any reason, even surrounded by an army of agents, Izzy made the decision not to discuss it with him. She would call Maddox and push him to that end on her own. Because despite the wonder that was her relationship with Flynn, her quest to find Alex had not been abandoned. If anything, she was more committed. Her gut told her that every minute Alex was gone, was a minute she might be closer to death.


  Gingerly she slid from beneath Flynn’s heavy body and hurried into the bathroom. A few minutes later, having attended the usual morning tasks, she headed down to the kitchen wearing one of Flynn’s T-shirts. 


  Her bag was where Flynn had left it by the hall table. Digging her phone out, she scowled when she pressed the power button. It was dead. Instead of digging through her duffel for the charger, she strode into the kitchen and used Flynn’s on the counter. After she plugged the phone in, she grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge, opened it, and took a long draught. The cold wet felt good going down. Her stomach growled. She was hungry. Again. The way she and Flynn went at it, she wouldn’t have to watch what she ate. Hell, she could eat like a horse and not gain an ounce.


  Taking a banana from the fruit bowl, she started to peel it as she walked to the table, but stopped when she saw Flynn’s iPhone still positioned on the edge of the table, facing the chair they’d had so much fun in. Heat shimmered through her. Would she ever tire of Flynn’s touch? She loved how he just put it all out there. He was a shameless sexual adventurer. Because he was, she let go.


  Trust was a powerful aphrodisiac. So too would be watching the video. Izzy quickly removed the dishes from the table and set them in the sink. Then she came back to the table and picked up Flynn’s phone. Anticipation ratcheted up her heart rate. She was dying to watch Syrupcapade.


  But the phone was locked.


  “Damn it,” she whispered. She really wanted to see the video. Sitting back in the chair, Izzy set the phone down. She ate the banana, never taking her eyes off the phone.


  After finishing her snack, Izzy washed her hands. Coming back to the table, she picked up the phone, held it up to the overhead table light at an angle, and studied the prominent touch marks on the screen. Hmm, same numbers as her birthday. She hoped Flynn wouldn’t mind if she watched without him. Especially since she was going to take his phone to the bedroom and wake him up with her lips on his spectacular cock.


  She unlocked the phone on the first try.


  Sitting down, she smiled as she looked for the video. His notification light flashed, and she could see he had several text messages. Work, no doubt.


  Yawning, Izzy looked toward the kitchen window and the grey light of dawn that had begun to infuse the room. She smiled when she noticed the daisy stem from the planter she had angrily thrown in the trashcan sitting in a shot glass full of water on the windowsill. Her heart lurched painfully against her chest. Even when Flynn thought all was lost, he’d tried to save the pink daisy. Yeah, they had it bad for each other. 


  The sun was coming up and if she didn’t get some sleep soon, she’d be useless later. She needed to contact Maddox, and the kitchen was a mess from the pancake adventure. And she really wanted to see the video and then wake Flynn up and show it to him. Just the thought of it had her squirming in her chair.


  Finding the videos, she warmed when she saw the one she had made the first night they met. Resisting the urge to watch that one, she scrolled past it to the syrup encounter. As she tapped on the icon, the phone chirped with a notification. 


  A text from Maddox, and—Izzy caught her breath—the viewable first line read: Are you going to handle her—


  Izzy couldn’t read the rest of the text without tapping on it and she felt that if she did she was crossing the trust line. The phone chirped again. Another text from Maddox. 


  She’s the only way—


  Izzy knew who she was. Maddox was right; Izzy was the only way to get deep enough, even after what happened last night, to get the goods on Boris.


  Swallowing hard, Izzy tapped the icon and read the thread that began the previous morning. Right after Maddox texted Flynn notifying him she was safe at the hotel. 


  He’d watched her go, knowing all along Maddox would check in with him?


  As she continued to read, her heart stuttered to a stop and her jaw dropped. 


  Oh, dear God! Alex was alive? She was alive! Izzy’s heart swelled with such happiness she couldn’t take a breath. 


  “Thank you, Lord,” she whispered. “Thank you.”


  As the news settled within her, Izzy’s smile slowly receded.


  And Flynn knew?


  How could he keep this amazing news from her?


  Why?


  “Did you find what you were looking for?” Flynn’s deep voice asked from the doorway.


  Izzy jumped, his voice startling her. For an instant she couldn’t speak, because if she did the words that would come out would forge a wedge so deep between them there would be no coming back. She couldn’t not say them. Not if her self-respect meant anything to her.


  Angry tears stung her eyes. “I trusted you,” she whispered.


  “I haven’t betrayed that trust, Isa,” he said, stepping closer to her.


  “You did!”


  “How?”


  “You knew they found my sister, and you didn’t tell me! Why? Why didn’t you tell me?”


  Wordlessly, Flynn reached for her. Izzy shook her head vehemently, backing away. 


  “She’s my sister! I know how you feel. You don’t approve. But that gives you no right to cut me out of her life or her out of mine! You’re not in charge of my life, Flynn! How could you?” She was hysterical, losing it. He’d lied to her. The man of her dreams had lied to her!


  “Isa,” he warned. “Settle down.”


  “No, I won’t settle down!” she shrieked. “I can’t stay here with you. I won’t stay here with you.” She turned to run.


  “Do not run, Isa.” Flynn commanded.


  He grabbed her by the arm and spun her around to face him. “You promised me you wouldn’t run when shit got hard.”


  “And you promised never to lie to me!” She pounded his chest with her free hand. “You ruined everything!” she screamed. She scratched his bare chest. “I hate you for ruining everything! I wish I’d never met you!”


  Wrapping his arms around her, Flynn let her vent as heartache poured out of her. She could never forgive him. He’d lied. “You lied to me,” she sobbed. 


  “Isa,” he said, quietly. “I didn’t lie to you.”


  “You know where Alex is, and you didn’t tell me!”


  “We don’t know where she is, only that she’s presumed alive.” His arms tightened around her. “Listen to me, damn it. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want that imagination of yours to go crazy with scenarios. I didn’t tell you because if the intel didn’t pan out, I didn’t want to see you hurt again. I didn’t tell you because I knew if I did, you’d insist on confronting Boris.” Flynn paused for breath, then said, “I didn’t tell you, because damn it, I love you, Isadora Fuentes, and I can’t bear the thought of losing you like you lost your sister.”


  Her world stilled.


  He loved her?


  Alex was only presumed alive?


  “Hate me all you want, but I stand by what I didn’t tell you. I’d do it again. A thousand times. Your safety comes before anything, including your sister’s well-being.” He notched her chin up. She could barely see him through the haze of her tears. “Do you understand that?”


  “I understand that you feel you have to protect me, Flynn, but you can’t keep me out of the loop. You can’t make my decisions for me.”


  “I can when your safety is threatened.”


  Exhaling, feeling drained, Izzy nodded that she understood, and moved out of his arms. She needed to process this. If he was touching her, she’d give in to his physical persuasion.


  Straightening, she kept her eyes level with his, realizing he was butt naked. 


  “Why were you going through my phone?” he asked bluntly.


  “I wasn’t snooping, I wanted to look at the syrup video, but Maddox texted you, and—” She should have felt validated because of what she discovered, but she didn’t. “I shouldn’t have.”


  “As you figured out, my code is your birthday. I have nothing to hide from you, Isa.”


  Shaky, she sat down at the table. “I need time to process all of this.”


  He shrugged as if as far as he was concerned there was nothing to process. That was the problem! He strode to the sink where she had put the dishes and started to rinse and stack them in the dishwasher. 


  It concerned Izzy that she was actually considering conceding Flynn his points. What if she was justifying his bad behavior so that she could stay with him? What would happen the next time he kept important information from her? Would she justify it away again and so begin the journey on the no-trust road?


  “Stop overthinking it, Isa,” Flynn said. “My reasons were legit. My only motive was your safety and peace of mind.” He put the last dish into the dishwasher, dried his hands, and took a bottle of water from the fridge. “I’m not a liar, I’m not a cheat. I gave you my word I’d help you find Alex. I haven’t backed away from that. I’m doing all I can, but I swore to myself that the minute you were in physical or emotional danger, I was pulling the plug. So I did.”


  Pushing the phone across the table toward him, she said, “You can’t control me through your fear. I want you to call Maddox.” 


  As if he didn’t hear her, still standing at the counter, Flynn opened the bottle of water in his hand and chugged it. Once it was empty, he set it down onto the counter. Then he leaned back and crossed his legs at the ankle. Raw strength emanated from every pore of him. 


  Her gaze dipped down his contoured chest to the dark hair that gathered at his navel and traveled south, pointing to his beautiful penis. Though he wasn’t erect, he was swollen and he looked good enough to eat. Shaking off his come-to-me-now pheromones, Izzy grabbed the phone from the table and walked toward him. She wasn’t, she decided, overanalyzing this. He was wrong. But she understood his motivation. A man like Flynn didn’t change overnight. In this regard he might never evolve. She wasn’t going to give up now though. Not when she had worked so hard to get here.


  Smiling, she said, “So, you love me, huh?”


  His eyes darkened. “A little.”


  “Just a little?”


  He shrugged, not budging. He was going to make her come to him, was he? Well, she’d see about that.


  Extending the phone to him, she said, “I think you love me more than a little.”


  When he refused to accept the phone, she leaned into him. Instantly, he swelled. “I’m sorry for saying I hated you. I’m also sorry for going through your phone.”


  “Go through it, I have nothing to hide from you.”


  Izzy exhaled, preparing for the next round of truth or consequences. “Since we’re putting it all out there, were you going to tell me Maddox got the warrant for the drive?”


  “No.”


  Argh! “Why not?”


  “Because it’s irrelevant.”


  Pushing off him, she set the phone on the counter. “It’s very relevant!”


  “Not as it pertains to you, it’s not.”


  “How so?”


  “Because it isn’t.”


  Putting her hands on her hips, Izzy was flabbergasted. Hadn’t they just—Good God, the man was infuriating. “Who decided that?”


  “I did.”


  “Just because we’re having sex doesn’t give you the right to make my decisions, Flynn.”


  He laughed. “Oh, we’re having more than sex, Isa. We passed the sex marker that afternoon when I took you from behind on the balcony in Half Moon Bay.”


  “I didn’t mean to minimize what’s between us, Flynn, I know what we have goes beyond sex. It still doesn’t give you the right to make my decisions for me, especially when you don’t even discuss them with me.”


  “I explained my reasons why I did what I did, Isa. None of that has changed. Get it through that pink and blond head of yours: On this particular matter, there is nothing to discuss. You’re not going to back to the club. You’re not going to have any contact with anyone associated with it. End of story.”


  “Not end of story! It’s the most important part. The part that only I can pull off. I’m the only one who can give the drive to Boris and you know it.”


  He grabbed her upper arms. “Listen to me: I don’t give a fuck about the damn drive or Boris. I give a fuck about you. You’re not one of Justin’s disposable informants. He’s either going to hope he gets something off the device you slipped Bushnik, or find another UC, because you’re retired.”


  Izzy stood her ground. She heard him loud and clear. He was afraid. Got it. But she was determined to bring that Russian scumbag and his cronies down. “Flynn, I understand your fear. I’m afraid, too. But I need to do this, for my sister, for all the women who have suffered and who will suffer. For myself. If I don’t, I know in my gut I’ll never see my sister again.”


  “It’s too dangerous.”


  Placing her hand on his bare chest, she almost lost focus. He was warm, and hard. Their sex scent clung to him and it smelled good. 


  “I’m not asking you for permission to do this, Flynn.”


  His jaw tightened.


  “I have to.”


  “No, you don’t.”


  “I do, and you need to understand that this is nonnegotiable. We’re going to hear Maddox out. As much as I don’t want contact with Boris, I’ll make it, to give him the flash drive. A simple means to an end.”


  Flynn swiped his hand across his chin and stared up at the ceiling. A muscle twitched along the left side of his jaw. Finally he looked down at her. “Do you trust me?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then trust me when I tell you, if you go back into that club in any capacity, you’re going to get hurt. I can’t protect you if I’m not with you, and if you show up with me they won’t buy what you’re selling. See how that works?”


  “I think I might have an idea that could work. Call Maddox and arrange a meeting.”


  “I’ll call him on one condition.”


  Izzy was about to tell him the only condition was hers, but she let him speak.


  “If I don’t like it, and I’m telling you up front that I won’t, then you don’t go in.”


  Izzy smiled despite the seriousness of their argument. Understanding Flynn’s possessive nature came a little easier knowing that once he calmed down and thought past his fear, he would, albeit reluctantly, do what had to be done because there were no other options. He wasn’t being selfish, he was being protective. It worked both ways, though, because while she would do the same for him, she was also doing what had to be done for her sister. 


  Standing so close to his hot naked body was distracting. His anger had his color up and something else was on the rise. “So noted.”


  He pulled her against him, his fingers digging into her arms. “Don’t do this,” he said huskily, his lips brushing across hers.


  “Don’t use sex to force me into compliance, Flynn.”


  He fisted the hem of the T-shirt, pulling it up and exposing her backside. He smacked her right cheek. 


  “Ow!” she cried out, more surprised than from pain.


  His palm soothed the warm flesh. Damn if she wasn’t getting wet.


  “I would never use sex to force you into anything, Isa.” 


  He spanked her left cheek, immediately smoothing his big palm over it. A deep tremor quaked through her body in anticipation of where this shameless sexual adventurer was going to take her this time.


  “But I will use it to make you scream my name.”


  Chapter Thirty-six


  



  Flynn nipped at her bottom lip and spanked her again. “And I’ll use it to make you come.” She moaned against his lips. “Multiple times.”


  His words stirred the whirlpool of heat churning in her belly.


  “I don’t like to be told no, Isa,” he said roughly.


  “Me either.”


  A low growl rumbled from his chest. “I want to turn you over my knee and spank your pretty little ass, pink.”


  “Go ahead,” she said, challenging him.


  He yanked her into his arms and strode with her to the formal living room down the hall. Sitting down on a studded gray leather ottoman, with her on his lap, he grasped the back of her neck and repositioned her so that she was belly-down across his lap.


  “Grab the legs and don’t let go,” he commanded. 


  Izzy grabbed the wide wooden legs and held her breath. Her T-shirt had bunched up past her breasts and her exposed bottom was still warm and sensitive from his slaps. She knew she was soaking wet and—he spanked her right cheek, his hand instantly caressing the sensitive skin, soothing the sting and stirring her desire. Izzy gasped in pleasured surprise.


  Running a wide fingertip along her wet seam, Flynn said, “You never cease to amaze me, Isa.” 


  She made an embarrassingly needy mewling sound as he dipped his finger into her. 


  Her muscles clenched possessively around him. “Such a greedy little pussy,” he whispered as he bent over her and pressed his lips to the sensitive place he had just spanked. 


  Izzy had never felt more exposed or more carnal than she did at the moment. One minute they were fighting over her sister, and the next, Flynn was making her forget everything except him.


  “I don’t want to fight, Isa.” Flynn said, his voice low. “I need to feel you like this. Alive and safe.”


  His words stirred her more deeply than his touch. How would she feel knowing he was going into a dangerous situation? Terrified. She’d hold on so tight he would suffocate. She got it. They would always battle when it came to the other’s safety. But they would always work it out, too.


  “Flynn,” she whispered, “I don’t want to fight either. But—you can’t control me or use sex to change the subject.”


  Flynn’s finger slid tortuously slowly, in and out of her. Good God, he was fiendish! He understood the sexual power he wielded over her. How right now, she’d capitulate to anything just to have him to spank her again.


  When he brushed his thumb along the rosebud of her anus, Izzy squeezed her eyes shut. Was there any boundary he wouldn’t push? She prayed not.


  “I would never use sex to change the subject,” Flynn said. “But I would never hesitate to use it as a reminder how good it is between us.”


  He spanked her again. Thrashing her head back, Izzy hissed, digging her pubis into his lap. “That’s for leaving the bed.” He brushed his palm along the sensitive flesh. He dipped a second finger into her burning pussy. 


  “Ahhh,” she exhaled. That felt so good. Using her wetness as lubricant, he rubbed his thumb along her anus again. 


  Another slap. “That’s for driving me crazy.” His palm soothed the sting. She got wetter.


  He spanked her other cheek. “That’s because each time I spank you, you cream.”


  Izzy bit her bottom lip to keep from sobbing. What he did to her was brazen, audacious and utterly shameless, and she loved every part of it. 


  When he slid his hand beneath her waist and hiked her bottom up, he spread her thighs. “Your pussy is soaking wet, Isa,” he said roughly. “So pink and tight.” He withdrew his fingers and then slowly spread her nether lips. “I want to taste you.”


  A squeak slipped out of her mouth. When his lips caught her there and the bottom part of her clit and slowly sucked her into his mouth like a raw oyster, the tension she’d managed to hold in up to that point released in a long throaty moan.


  Everywhere he touched her had the same effect. The obsessive need for more overtook her. He gave her more. Holding her up with one arm, his free hand teased her clit as his tongue tunneled deep inside her.


  Despite the odd angle of her body across his, the angle of his mouth was perfect and dear God, she bit her bottom lip as an orgasm flashed, then ripped through her. Just as she was coming down from it, he spanked her hard. Another orgasm tore out of her along with a scream.


  A wet writhing mass of flesh, she shook in his arms, the orgasm continuing into another one. Flynn pulled her up and with her back to him, he set her down on his waiting cock. 


  “Oh, God, Flynn, that’s so deep.”


  “Don’t move,” he rasped against her ear. The swell of him pulsing inside her sensitive flesh went beyond sublime. 


  Breathing so heavily, she couldn’t help her body’s inherent movement, Flynn’s body tightened steel hard.


  He was so close. On the edge. She felt it in his heartbeat, in his hot breath against her neck and in the rigid throb of him inside her. Instinctually, her body clamped and unclamped around him, milking him with a will of its own. “Ah, damn,” he cursed. Grasping her hips, he held her still as he thrust up into her, his orgasm like lightning striking them both.


  Izzy’s body jerked and shuddered as it was racked with one intense surge after another. Her nails dug into Flynn’s thighs as she thrashed, impaled in his lap.


  Had he not held her so tightly against his chest, she would have launched herself right off him. He bit the tender flesh of her neck, his hips grinding madly into her from beneath. His one arm was banded so tightly beneath her breasts, Izzy could scarce breathe, the other low on her belly, his fingers pressed firmly against her arousal.


  Held a virtual prisoner to his thrust, Izzy cried out, unable to control the wild wanton shock waves crashing through her body.


  It was too much and God help her, her ravaged body wanted more even before it had calmed from the lightning strikes still pulsing through her.


  Hanging like a rag doll in his lap, Izzy was sweaty, sticky, breathless, and hyperaware of every inch of Flynn’s body in and around her.


  “I think,” she said breathlessly, “that I like make-up sex.”


  Nuzzling his nose against her neck where he had bitten her, Flynn asked, “Did I hurt you?”


  “Mmm, no.”


  “You sure?”


  “Yes.”


  “I told you at the beach that I wanted to push the envelope with you.”


  “I never knew a spanking could be so sexy.”


  “If I push too far, Isa, you have to tell me.”


  “I will.”


  “With you, things have gone to a whole different level.”


  “You’ve never spanked a woman before?”


  “None have pushed my buttons like you have.”


  She was insanely happy to be that woman in Flynn’s life. “So you did it to punish me?”


  “No, punishment hurts. I think it was a control thing, and maybe I wanted to see if you got off on it.” His hand slid down her belly to her slickness. “You really did.”


  “I know. I—” She hesitated, feeling a little embarrassed by the truth. Was what they just did normal?


  “You what?”


  “It was sexy, bad, and you did it just right. I liked it a lot, does that make me a sex freak?”


  He hugged her slick body to him and said, “As long as it feels good and we’re both good with it, it makes you hotter than hell in my book.”


  Izzy smiled. “Good, because you are the devil.”


  “You’ve worn me out, baby. The sun’s up and I haven’t slept more than a few hours in the last forty-eight. Let’s take a shower and get some sleep. I have a feeling you’re going to earn a few more spankings before the end of the day.” He kissed her neck. “I need to be prepared.”


  Izzy giggled, but then was suddenly sober. “I need to go back to the club tonight, Flynn. I’m scheduled to work. I think I should just show up like nothing happened and go from there.”


  “And have the giant take another shot at you? I don’t think so.”


  “Andre won’t touch me once he knows I have the drive.”


  Flynn didn’t immediately respond. Izzy could see the wheels turning in his head as he processed what she’d just said and the probability of its accuracy. “We’ll see,” he said, then gently slid her off his lap before picking her up, and lovingly, as if she were a newborn baby, carried her up to his bed.
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  “It’s a lock, Flynn,” Maddox insisted. “We’ve got the go-ahead to use the drive, and we’ve got Bushnik confirming his meet with Sorlov at the club tonight. The key players under one roof. The only piece missing is Isadora. Only she can give Sorlov the drive.”


  “Do you think after last night, the giant is going to trust her?” Flynn asked, not liking where this conversation was headed.


  “He will if I tell him we got into a huge fight because of what you did and that I kicked you to the curb,” Pink said, coming into the kitchen where Flynn sat with Maddox and Justin. All three men stood as she entered the room. Flynn’s jaw tightened. She was wearing one of his black ribbed workout T-shirts and a pair of his running shorts. Both garments were too big for her tiny body, but damn if she didn’t look fuckable just the same.


  Her hair was mussed, her hooded eyes still sleepy and—his gaze raked her from head to toe—she looked like a sexy little kitten looking for some loving. Sheepishly she smiled, running her fingers through her hair, and said in that breathless voice of hers that never failed to shoot straight to his groin, “Hi guys.”


  “Hi,” Maddox said, his lips quirking.


  “How are you, Miss Fuentes?” Justin asked.


  “Hungry, anxious, wishing this was all behind me.”


  “It will be soon. I promise,” Justin assured her.


  “And then will you tell me where my sister is?”


  Justin looked down at his shoes, then back to Pink. “I don’t know where she is.”


  “But she’s alive?”


  “Presumably.”


  “How can you presume she’s alive when you don’t know what happened to her or where she is?”


  “I—“ Justin looked to Flynn for some help, but Flynn stood with his arms crossed over his chest and shook his head. 


  “In cases like this, a variety of information is culled from numerous sources,” Justin explained, “once we start matching the info we start to get a picture. Right now the info would strongly suggest she’s alive, likely still in the US, but we don’t know where.”


  “Or, as Flynn once told me, if you told me you’d have to shoot me?”


  Justin smiled. “I would never shoot you, but for your own protection and to maintain the integrity of the case, I can’t divulge any information.”


  “Then I won’t help you tonight.”


  Flynn choked back a laugh. She had moxie.


  “You have to,” Maddox said, looking at Flynn for help, receiving as much as Justin had. “Without you to hand over the drive, we’ll never get the leverage we need on Sorlov.”


  “Tell me how you know my sister’s alive and I’ll do it.”


  Maddox shook his head and stepped back, handing this complication over to his boss. 


  “Miss Fuentes,” Justin started. “I need for you to try and consider the gravity of this case. It goes beyond Sorlov and Bushnik. They’re just the tip of the iceberg. When we get them, and we will with your cooperation, we gain access to their labyrinth of criminal activity that runs through the state and over its borders. I cannot by law divulge classified information to someone who doesn’t have the clearance, and even if you did, I wouldn’t. You’re emotionally involved and inexperienced. Your ignorance is bliss, trust me on that.” Justin looked at Flynn and Maddox to back him up.


  “I don’t care about your iceberg, I care about my sister!”


  Justin shook his head. “Unfortunately, in this case, one leads to the other.”


  Grudgingly, Flynn unlocked his arms, reached out for Pink and pulled her into the protective circle of his arms. He didn’t give a damn that Justin and Maddox’s eyebrows shot to their hairlines. If it wasn’t obvious that she was dressed in his clothes and that they were a couple, then both men needed to go back to the academy.


  Looking down into her trusting eyes, Flynn’s heart lurched. With his fingertips, he smoothed her bangs away from her face and said, “You know my position on going back to the club. That being said, Justin’s reasoning is solid. There isn’t much to know, Isa, except that there is a high probability she’s alive. Only by wringing Sorlov and Bushnik dry will we get the info we need.”


  She nodded, and turning in his arms, she said, “What exactly can you tell me about tonight?”


  “Pink,” Flynn said. “Why don’t I take your bag up to the bedroom so you can change. You’re too damn distracting dressed the way you are. I’ll fix you some breakfast and while you’re eating, we can discuss strategy.”


  “I hope you don’t mind that I borrowed your shirt and shorts.”


  Clearing his throat, Flynn said, “I don’t mind.”  He looked over her head and scowled at Justin and Maddox. From their grins, they didn’t mind either.


  “I can take my bag up,” Pink said. Before she did, she took her phone off his charger. Flynn had noticed her notification light flashing and heard the phone chirping regularly. It had taken an enormous amount of restraint not to look. Not that he didn’t trust her, but he had a strong suspicion it was Andre.


  Eyebrows creased, Pink scrolled through her texts. “Crazy ass Russian,” she said shaking her head.


  “What is it?” Flynn asked.


  “Andre. Screaming and yelling at me, but also begging me to come to work tonight.”


  Justin held out his hand. “May I?”


  Pink shrugged and handed him the phone. His face broke out into a smile as he scrolled through the numerous texts. “Perfect.” He looked at Pink and said, “I’d like to hear the voice mails he said he left.”


  Pink took the phone and tapped the voice mail icon, put her phone on speaker and hit Play.  “Vilde Style in big trouble with Andre. Call back, now,” he shouted.


  The second one: “You don’t call me back now, I come find you.” His voice had lowered considerably. To menacing.


  The third message: “Okay, little girl, forget last night. Mr. Bushnik come back tonight and you dance for him. Private. Please, little girl. You dance. We live.”


  His texts were more of the same.


  Flynn swiped his hand through his hair and shook his head. He didn’t like it. Not one fucking bit.


  “Talk amongst yourselves, gentlemen, while I get dressed,” Pink said, then twinkled out of the room.


  Once she was gone, Flynn slammed his hand down on the counter. “She’s not dancing for that asshole.”


  “Flynn,” Maddox said, “all we need her to do is give Sorlov the drive.”


  Jamming his fingers through his hair again, Flynn gave them one way in and one way out. His way. “She calls the giant when she comes back down, demands a meeting with Sorlov at the club, prior to her clocking in. Once she hands over the drive, she makes her exit and does not return under any circumstance.”


  Justin looked at Maddox who nodded, then back to Flynn. “We can live with that.”


  “Good, because that’s all you’re going to get. That goes without saying that the place will be crammed inside and out with UCs.”


  “Of course,” Maddox said. “I’ll be inside and close.”


  Justin smiled like the cat that just swallowed the canary. “When she calls Andre, she tells him you roughed her up and that she’s afraid to come to work. He’ll promise extra security. She agrees. Face-to-face with Sorlov, she tells him that in exchange for the video, he has to tell her what happened to her sister. Of course he’ll agree. She hands over the drive; he watches it with her there to be sure he has something. Thinking he has a gold mine, he’ll feed Miss Fuentes a line of bullshit. She’ll act appeased, then offer to make another video of one of your friends for some serious cash. If we can get him to agree, we’ll have him on intent alone, but it’ll be weak. Regardless, she makes her exit. Then we wait for him to make the call to you, Flynn. And pray he makes you an offer you can’t refuse.”


  “We wire her up to keep tabs on her in case something goes awry,” Flynn insisted.


  “Done,” Justin said.


  “What if none of it goes according to plan?” Flynn asked.


  “We’ll punt.”


  “Not with her as the football you won’t.”


  “He’s not going to hurt her. If anything, he’ll arrange to hand her off like he most likely did the sister, but we’ll be one step ahead of him.”


  “If he does, I want to go with it,” Pink said striding back into the kitchen. “I want to ride this out all of the way to the end.”


  Clamping his jaw, Flynn rubbed his suddenly throbbing temples. He was doomed. Unless he physically restrained her, she was going through with this dangerous charade.


  God help them all.


  Chapter Thirty-seven


  



  “Hello, Andre,” Izzy chirped.


  “Oh, little girl, so happy you call!” Andre said, relief heavy in his voice.


  “I wasn’t going to call you. I still haven’t decided if I’m coming back to work.”


  “Please, you must!”


  “I want a raise.”


  “How much raise?”


  “Twenty an hour and seventy percent of my tips.”


  “Seventy percent! I cannot do.”


  Izzy hit the end icon.


  Maddox and Justin jumped out of their chairs. Flynn just smiled. 


  Her phone rang. “My percentage just went up five percent, Andre. Tell me no again and it goes up another five.”


  “You are bitch.”


  “And you hurt me, Andre! How could you do that?”


  He sighed. “Under much pressure. I apologize. I won’t hurt again.”


  “Promise?”


  “Yes, little girl, I promise. Now, you come to work tonight. Important mens coming.”


  “Do you agree to my pay increases?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is Boris coming in tonight?”


  “Why you want to know?” he asked suspiciously.


  “My phone was turned in at my gym. I downloaded the video onto a flash drive. I want to personally put it into Boris’s hand.”


  “Give me drive and I give to him.”


  “My hand to his. Not negotiable, Andre.”


  “It no work that way.”


  She hung up again.


  Flynn grinned. He wanted to hug her. She was playing it so cool. And so damn hard.


  Her phone rang again.


  “Andre, stop calling me.” She hung up.


  “Isadora, please” Maddox pleaded. “You’re killing me.”


  The phone rang again.


  She answered and before she could say a word, Andre said, “Okay, yes, Boris coming!”


  “Aww, thank you. You know, for a grumpy giant you have your moments. I want to meet Boris at eight. At the club is fine. I’m not due to hit the floor until nine.”


  “Where is boyfriend?”


  “He’s not my boyfriend. Even though he acts like it. Do you know what he did to me last night? He put his hands on me when I told him to disappear. I have a few bruises, but I can hide them with makeup. I want your promise that if he shows up tonight, you’ll handle him.”


  “I vill be ready this time.”


  “I hope so, Andre, because you folded like an accordion last night.” Pink hung up and set the phone on the table, smiling.


  “How was that?”


  Maddox stopped pacing and Justin wiped the perspiration from his brow. “You gave me a dozen gray hairs over that, Miss Fuentes.” He grinned.  “But it was the perfect setup.”


  Flynn shook his head, proud of her chutzpah, but dreading her going back to the club.
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  Hours later, after Justin and Maddox had left, Izzy luxuriated in the spa-sized tub. It had taken forever to fill, but settling back into the silky smoothness of the bubbles was worth the wait. She and Flynn had gone for a quick run late in the afternoon. This time when she passed her childhood home, Izzy kept her eyes forward and for the first time since she was kicked out, didn’t feel the emotional sting of not being welcome in her father’s house.


  His loss. Frankly, she didn’t want a man like him in her life.


  Life since she’d met Flynn had changed irrevocably for her. She wasn’t the scared little girl looking for love or trying to prove herself to a family that didn’t want her. The drive to surpass their academic honors and social standing no longer held sway over her. With that, Izzy wondered what she was going to do. Because it occurred to her, now, that she didn’t want to be a lawyer. She’d only gone for it to prove to her father that she could. 


  “What’s going through that complicated head of yours?” Flynn asked from the doorway.


  Looking up she smiled. He was soaking wet, clad only in his gym shorts and tennis shoes. He was un-taping his hands. She’d left him in his gym punching the crap out of a heavy bag.


  “I don’t think I’m going to go to law school.”


  He tossed the tape into the trashcan and came over to the tub and sat on the edge. “Why not?”


  “I never really wanted to be a lawyer. I’ve secretly always wanted to do something more artsy. Hence my art and legal studies double major.”


  “Then do it. Do whatever makes you happy, baby. “


  “Hmm, what if that art was interpretative dance?”


  He shrugged and stripped off his shorts. “Go for it. I could watch you dance for hours.” She couldn’t help the slow burn that flared between her thighs when his fine ass flexed.


  “Naked interpretive dance.” 


  He turned so fast, Izzy cracked up.


  He stepped into the big tub. “The only naked dancing you’ll do is for me. In private.” He pulled her into his arms and smeared his sweaty forehead across hers.


  “I’m serious!” she cried as he slid his nose along her throat and nibbled her skin. 


  “Fine, I’ll quit my job and dance naked with you.”


  “Oh, now there’s an idea.”


  Settling into his arms, Izzy looked up at him and smiled. “If you couldn’t be an FBI agent, what would you do?”


  Exhaling, he lay back against the tub. “I never thought about it. I love what I do.”


  “What do you like the most?”


  “The rush of the hunt. The final stand against the bad guy. The victory.”


  “The infatuation of peril. Great, my boyfriend is an adrenaline junkie.”


  He laughed. “I love pushing it, Isa.” He kissed her shoulder, then lifted her up and turned her around so that she faced him. “I love your body more.” 


  Keeping his straining lips from her eager nipple, Izzy held him at bay. “What happens when I’m no longer a challenge to you?”


  He blinked like she had just asked him to cut his head off. “You? Never be a challenge to me?” He smiled slowly. “I highly doubt that day will ever come to pass, but if it did?” He slid his fingers along her collarbone. “I’d have to cut you loose.”


  She smacked him and he burst out laughing, hugging her to him. “Isa, there are going to be days in our future where we very well may want to kill each other.” He brushed his lips across hers. “But I’m not letting you get away from me, even if you want to run. We’ll figure things out as we go. And we’re going to have fun doing it.” 


  Stilling at his words and the sincerity of his tone, Izzy searched his dark blue eyes for any hint of a lie. All she found was determination, and—her heart melted— love.


  “What happens if you get fired because of me?”


  He kissed her forehead and sat back. “I’m not going to get fired. Reassigned to a boring desk job in Anchorage, perhaps, but fired, no. I’m too valuable to fire. “


  “Anchorage?”


  “Yup, we’ve got a field office up there.”


  “Aren’t there polar bears in Alaska?”


  “Yup.”


  She shivered. “How long would we be there?”


  He grinned. “As long as it took to get back into the Bureau’s good graces.”


  Izzy slid her aroused breasts along his slick chest. “Hmm, then I guess we should start practicing our generating-body-heat methods now.”


  Flynn’s hands slid around her waist, lifting her so that when she moved back against him, his thick heat filled her.


  “Good God, Flynn,” she moaned. “I will never not love the way you feel sliding into me.”


  Cupping the back of her head with his hand, he brought her lips to his and said, “I will never not love sliding balls-deep into you.”


  Chapter Thirty-eight


  



  At seven o’clock sharp, they pulled up in front of the MacArthur BART station in Flynn’s SUV. It was decided that Izzy should go through the motions of her regular routine. Boris was a free criminal for a reason. He was smart. With the meeting set, it was assumed he was alerted as to what Izzy possessed, and with that knowledge, she’d be on his radar. When she surfaced across the bay at the Powell Street BART station, the guys had no doubt there would be eyes all over her.


  “You ready?” Flynn asked.


  Izzy nodded. She didn’t tell him she was so nervous she could barely swallow or that she was terrified of going into the club without him beside her. It would only upset him and knowing Flynn, he’d pull the plug despite it being the exact opposite of what she wanted.


  The drive was tucked securely in her bra and the belly button ring Maddox had given her to switch out with the little crystal one she wore was her “wire.” They would be able to hear everything going on around her. If she ran into trouble? Her code word was vodka.


  “It’s undetectable if they sweep you, and because you’re known to wear a belly button ring, this shouldn’t raise suspicion,” Maddox had told her when he gave it to her. 


  “There are two dozen undercover personnel inside the club, and we’ll be in the next building, at the Red Door, with our ears on,” Justin assured her.


  “How can you hear in there? ” she asked. It was another strip club.


  Justin grinned. “OSHA shut them down for violations this morning.”


  “How coincidental,” Flynn said dryly.


  “The long arm of the law reaches far,” Justin said. 


  Izzy looked between all three men. “You can do that? Just shut down a business for investigative purposes?”


  “They were in violation of several building and safety codes. The building has been ‘condemned’ until further notice,” Maddox said. “All of it legit.”


  Izzy pursed her lips, amazed at what they were able to accomplish. It gave her the boost of confidence she needed. If she ran into trouble, the cavalry was next door, and two dozen more cops and agents would be inside.


  Flynn leaned across the console pulling her toward him. “You got this, baby.” He kissed her hard. Not a lingering I-may-never-see-you-again kiss. It was a hurry-the-hell-up-so-we-can-get-on-with-our-lives kiss.


  Izzy appreciated that. Grabbing her bag from the backseat, she let herself out and didn’t look over her shoulder. Because Flynn was right, she had this.
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  Flynn stepped on it. Pink would beat him across the bay. There were cops on the platform, on the train, and one would be sitting beside her and she wouldn’t even realize it. It was Flynn’s deal-breaker condition: A man on her every step of the way.


  He called in. “UC en route,” he said.


  He made it across the bridge and into the parking lot adjacent to the Red Door in record time. Every minute that ticked by, Flynn’s muscles tightened more. By the time he strode down the alley and into the condemned building, Flynn was on pins and needles. 


  Pink had just made her way onto the bus that would stop half a block from the club.


  He put a set of ears on and wished he could talk to her. Tell her how proud of her he was and how much he loved her.


  His heart stumbled when he realized she was humming “Earned It.” 


  The air brakes of the bus signaled its stop. 


  “Getting off the bus, boys, and headed to the club,” she said, and then resumed humming their song.


  Her cell phone rang.


  “What, Andre?” she answered, irritated.


  Flynn looked to Justin.


  Andre’s voice came through loud and clear. “Boris say you come meet at his house now.”


  Flynn stood up so suddenly the chair hit the floor.


  “That’s not going to work for me, Andre,” Izzy said.


  “You want raise, you go,” the giant insisted.


  “But if I don’t work tonight, I don’t get paid!”


  “He pay for time and video.”


  Flynn threw his ear buds off and said, “No fucking way,” bolting for the back door. As he opened the door, he turned to Justin and quickly said, “Call my cell and put yours on speaker. I want to hear every bit of what’s going down until I get to her.”


  “We’ve got eyes and ears on her, Ryker!” Justin called, but Flynn had already tuned him out. Panic, anger, frustration, and fear collided like huge lead balls in Flynn’s gut. If Sorlov got a hold of her, she’d end up where her sister had, or worse. While Flynn didn’t have confirmation, his gut told him she’d been sold off into the white slave market. Probably chained to a wall in some sex dungeon. It was one of the reasons he had kept the news of Alex’s presumed alive status to himself, as well as any speculation to where she might be. He’d stake his reputation on his hunch.


  His cell rang. “Ryker,” he answered, as he turned the corner and watched a big bald guy grab Pink and usher her into the back of a black town car. Flynn gave them the plate number. Before he could get to her, the man was in the driver’s seat and pulling away from the curb.


  “Got it,” Justin said. “Our girl is keeping cool.”


  Flynn pulled his ear buds from his jacket pocket and fitted them into his ears, then inserted the plug into his phone and adjusted the controller. “How much distance do we have before we start to lose transmission?” Flynn asked.


  “Fifteen miles as the crow flies.”


  Flynn exhaled. If they stayed within the city limits, chances were they could keep contact without having to move equipment.


  His gut wrenched when Pink’s voice came through loud and clear. “Hello, Mr. Bushnik,” she chirped. “I appreciate the ride to Mr. Sorlov’s house, but I really need to work tonight. A girl has bills to pay, ya know,” she said nonchalantly as she chomped on gum.


  Flynn had parked in the adjacent lot. He jumped into his SUV and turned down O’Farrell in the same direction as the town car.


  “We did not have a chance to get better acquainted last night, Wild Style,” Bushnik said suavely.


  “Yeah, about that. That guy that coldcocked Andre? He’s a fed, so I wouldn’t mess with him.”


  “An FBI agent?”


  “Yeah.” She popped her gum. “A possessive one. If he knew I was in this car with you right now, he’d blow a gasket.”


  “Is this FBI agent your boyfriend?”


  “Heck no! He’s crazy. And rough. See what he did to my arms after he decked Andre?”


  Flynn shook his head as he imagined Pink sliding up her shirtsleeve and showing him the makeup bruises. 


  “He blamed me for what Andre did.”


  “How did you meet this agent?”


  Pink chuckled. “I gave him a lap dance. I guess he liked it, coz I can’t shake him.”


  “I was disappointed last night that you left us so abruptly. I hope that you will allow me to show you how hospitable a Russian gentleman can be.”


  Flynn cringed. Then slammed his fists on the steering wheel when the town car made the light and he was stuck behind several cars at the red. Each second that ticked by was a second she moved farther away. San Francisco was a congested labyrinth of narrow one-way streets. His best bet was keeping the town car in sight. Hopefully Pink would remember to give them verbal clues to assist with her location.


  “That will depend on how my meeting with Mr. Sorlov goes.”


  “Perhaps I can ensure your success.”


  “Oh. You can do that?”


  “I can do many things.”


  “I’m confused, I thought you were an out-of-town relative of Boris’s.”


  The Russian laughed. “Often things are not as they appear. Take you, for example.”


  “Me?”


  “You are like a fresh breeze in a smoky bar. A fish, as you Americans like to say, out of water. I think you are far more intelligent than you let on. Why is that?”


  “Most men don’t like a smart woman. It makes them feel insecure. Being the smart girl that I am, I dumb down when the occasion warrants.”


  “I am among the minority, then. I have high regard for an intelligent woman. Equal regard for a beautiful one.”


  “I appreciate that, Mr. Bushnik. I like a smart man in a nice wrapper myself.”


  “Are you in a relationship?”


  “I will be, with my professors.”


  “A college girl?”


  “Law school in the fall.”


  “I am impressed, Wild Style.”


  “You can call me Izzy.”


  “You may call me Miro.”


  Flynn clenched his jaw so hard, he swore it was going to crack.


  “Ah, here we are,” Bushnik, said.


  “Interesting that Mr. Sorlov would live next to the Russian consulate.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Um, Mr. Bushni—Miro, I hate to be the one to break this to you, but Boris is a crook.”


  The Russian laughed. “You are quite charming, Izzy. Nicolai, wait here. Now come, Izzy, let’s go see this Boris the crook.”


  “Did you get that, Justin? She’s next to the consulate on Green. Black town car out front.”


  “We’re rolling, Ryker, fifteen minutes out.”


  “Wow, this is really nice,” Pink said. “Are all Russian doormen as big as him? He makes Andre look like a boy.”


  Good girl, keep giving me the lay of the land.


  “Not all of them, but the people who ensure my safety are.”
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  Izzy felt suddenly alone as the heavy door closed behind her. Trepidation scraped an icy finger down her spine. The fine hair on the back of her neck rose. This place gave her the creeps.


  The mansion was large, and dark, the lingering scent of women’s perfume and cigar smoke hung oppressively in the air. Instinctively, she knew Alex had walked through the same doors.  How had she left? “Presumed alive” was one thing; on her own two feet was another.


  Praying with every fiber of her being, Izzy hoped that her belly button ring transmitter was still in range and that Flynn knew where she was and was close by. She had tried to keep the conversation with Mr. Bushnik light and as truthful as she could while at the same time pulling information from the Russian.


  He was a slick one. His congenial act didn’t fool her, though. He was as deadly as a Siberian tiger.


  “Your jacket, Izzy?” he asked, though it wasn’t a question.


  Izzy slid it off her shoulders and handed it to him. Her skin crawled as the Russian’s icy eyes slowly swept down her body, then back to her eyes. Izzy cocked a brow, challenging his ungentlemanly perusal.


  “As a rule, Izzy, I don’t care for American women. I abhor vulgarity in a woman. I also despise women who would prostitute themselves for a dollar.” He placed his hand beneath her chin and lifted it up so that he held her gaze. “But you, you are the exception.”


  Izzy jerked her chin from his grasp. “Thanks, I think.”


  Hiking her bag over her shoulder, she looked past him and said, “Where is Boris? We have some business to attend to.”


  “You’ll find him up the stairs, second set of double doors on the left.”


  Izzy swallowed and started carefully up the stairway in her heels. Flynn had insisted she wear stilettos in case she needed a quick weapon. They were hell on her feet, though.


  As she topped the wide staircase and looked down toward the dim entryway, she found Mr. Bushnik and two of his giants staring up at her. She smiled and forged onward. 


  “I hope you can still hear me,” she whispered. “Including Miro, there are three men downstairs. One at the door, the other midway down the front hall.” She came to the double doors and, taking a deep breath, she knocked.


  “Come in,” a deeply accented voice commanded. Boris.


  Izzy exhaled. “Show time,” she whispered. When she opened the door, she caught her breath. Red velvet covered the fifteen-foot walls. At least half a dozen large flat-screen televisions were mounted on them. Circularly arranged around an eight-foot-wide red velvet pedestal was black leather studded furniture. Anchored in the middle of the pedestal was a shining chrome pole that ran up into the elaborate tin ceiling.


  A private strip club. 


  So this was where Boris had his notorious parties. Swallowing hard, Izzy looked past the small stage to Boris, who stood behind a large ornate black leather and wood desk to the right of a long black leather mahogany top bar that ran along the back wall of the room. He wasn’t alone.


  His nephew Maks and Andre flanked him. Andre’s eyes narrowed, while Maks gave her a long appreciative look. She was dressed in black skinny jeans that hung low on her hips, a soft curve-hugging pink shirt that offered a hint of cleavage as well as a peak at her belly and belly button ring, and black suede stiletto heels. She looked sexy as hell in the simple rags. But then she had dressed deliberately to thrill.


  “Mr. Sorlov, how are you?” she nervously asked. “Maks, Andre.” 


  “Vilde Style, I understand you have something I may be interested in viewing?” Boris said, not wasting time on perfunctory greetings.


  Fine, she had no problem getting to the point. Easy in, easy out. “I absolutely do, but before I show you, I need you to understand that it comes with a price.”


  Boris scoffed. “A price? Really?” He looked to Maks, then to Andre. “Look around you, you little bitch. You’re in no position to be making demands.” 


  Izzy gasped at his threat.


  He held out his hand. “The drive.”


  Chapter Thirty-nine


  



  Anger snaked through Izzy as she tried to maintain her composure. “First of all, I’m not a bitch. Secondly, you should be thanking me for coming to you instead of hawking this video to the Italians in South Beach. Thirdly, I undertook the job with the condition that we meet and in exchange for the video you give me information. With your reputation preceding you, I had a feeling you might pull something like this, so I didn’t bring it.”


  Boris growled and with a nod of his head toward her, indicated that Andre and Maks were to find out.


  “Don’t come near me!” she shrieked, momentarily losing her composure. “I swear, you’ll never see what’s on the drive.” Her instinct was to shrink back and protect herself, but Boris didn’t respect fear, he respected strength. Izzy pulled herself together and stepped boldly toward Boris, ignoring the two other men. “I’m good at what I do. I guarantee you, you will be happy to give me what I want in exchange for what’s on the drive.”


  “What do you want?” he bit out.


  “Information on a dancer named Jasmyn. She disappeared almost four months ago. I know she was here. What happened to her?”


  Boris’s eyes flickered with recognition the minute she said Alex’s stage name. His eyes narrowed. He knew where she was! “Tell me where she is and I’ll give you the key to the FBI.”


  “Remove your clothes,” he commanded.


  “What?” she asked nervously, backing away.


  “Remove your clothing.”


  Oh God. He was going to rape her. “No.”


  “Andre, take her bag and go through it. Maks, help her undress and go through her clothing.”


  Izzy stood completely still, trying hard to get a grip on her rising panic. It was just a naked strip search. Put up against being raped, it wasn’t the worst thing that could happen. She supposed she should feel grateful, but she didn’t. It was still a violation. Izzy threw her bag at Andre and turned to a smirking Maks. “Keep your damn hands to yourself.”


  She undressed quickly, making sure she kept the drive wrapped in her bra, then set it down on the carpet so it wouldn’t be exposed. While Andre dumped the contents of her bag onto the desk and rifled through it, Maks began to paw through her shoes and clothing. Izzy stood naked and proud as Boris walked around her. He ran his fingers between her butt cheeks, then through her hair. He pointed to her belly button ring. “What is that?”


  “What does it look like?”


  “Is same ring she wears,” Andre said, looking up from the desk.


  When Maks bent down to pick up her bra, Izzy raised her hands high and said, “See, nothing under my arms. Or my tits.” The drive tumbled to the floor as Maks stood, and in a smooth move, she stepped on it, the thick carpeting acting as a cushion. They were so focused on her boobs they didn’t bother to look down. Dumbass men.


  When it was determined her clothes were clean and she wasn’t wearing a wire, Izzy snatched her clothes back. She dropped the jeans to cover the drive while she put her bra and panties on. Carefully she picked up her jeans feeling for the drive. Pulling them on, she maneuvered the drive into her back pocket then quickly put her shirt on as she slid her feet back into her shoes.


  “Now tell me about Jasmyn,” she demanded.


  As the words left her mouth, Miro strode into the room flanked by his two giant bodyguards. “Wow,” Izzy tsked, shaking her head. “Six big Russians to make sure the one-hundred-and-ten-pound dancer doesn’t hurt them.”


  Miro looked past her to Boris, who said, “She’s clean, but no drive.”


  “My dear Izzy,” Miro crooned. “I am so disappointed.”


  “The drive comes with conditions, conditions Boris refuses to accept.”


  “What conditions?” Miro asked.


  “Boris tells me what happened to Jasmyn, I give him the drive.”


  Boris chuckled, the sound dark and demonic. “We do not negotiate with strippers. You will give me the drive because I asked for it.” 


  Izzy shook her head, standing her ground. “In America, when you give someone your word it means something.” She turned to Miro. “Mr. Sorlov said he would give me the information in exchange for the drive.”


  Miro leaned against the edge of the desk and contemplated her statement. “We are not American.”


  “But I am. And we’re in America.”


  “Show us the video. If it is golden as you claim, I will give the information you ask for,” Boris said.


  Miro shot him a look and Izzy wasn’t sure what it meant. Not taking any chances, she said, “Deal!” Then she dug into her back pocket, retrieved the drive, and handed it over to Boris. 


  Boris looked at Maks with contempt. Deliberately, he walked around his desk and slapped Maks hard across the face.


  “How did you miss this when you checked her clothing?”


  Maks rubbed his flaming cheek. “It wasn’t there, when I checked.”


  Boris slapped him again, this one more violent than the first. “If you had stopped looking at her tits you would have found it.” Grasping Maks by the face, he shoved him away in disgust.


  “You are useless to me.”


  Dismissing his hapless nephew, Boris inserted the drive into the laptop on his desk, but the images sprang up on the flat screens surrounding the room. There in living color was Flynn snorting coke off her boobs.


  Izzy’s skin warmed when she watched him smiling at her, and his fingers linger on her body. Her heart thumped wildly in her chest and she prayed that they would be given the chance to build something together.


  Miro did the slow clap. Boris was beaming. 


  “Bravo, Izzy, Bravo,” Miro said. “Most ingenious.”


  She didn’t like the way he said it, as if he knew it was a setup. “Tell me about Jasmyn,” she said to Boris, who looked to Miro for the okay. The icy Russian nodded.


  “She was sold,” Boris said.


  Oh, please God, no. Her worst fears were realized. Nausea roiled through her, the urge to retch so strong, Izzy covered her mouth forcing the bile down. “Sold? Sold how, to whom?”


  “I don’t know the name of client, he was quite adamant about remaining anonymous,” he said, shrugging off her questions.


  Disbelieving him, Izzy pushed. “Surely you vet your ‘clients.’ ”


  Boris speared her with a glare. “We vet cold hard cash. Who it comes from is irrelevant.”


  “You’re lying to me.” Frantically, she looked to Andre, who refused to make eye contact, and then to Miro. “Please, she’s my sister. She needs me.”


  “Get me another video,” Boris said, “I’ll give you the name of the client that referred him.”


  “That wasn’t the deal!” Izzy cried. She had lost her leverage the moment she handed over the drive. Turning to Miro, she pleaded. “Please, Mr. Bushnik, make him to tell me where she is. I just want my sister back. I won’t tell anyone what happened to her.”


  Ignoring her plea, Miro walked over to the laptop, pulled the drive, and pocketed it.


  “That belongs to me,” Boris said.


  “All that is yours is because of my efforts,” Miro replied coolly.


  Miro turned slowly and looked at Izzy. His arctic eyes shone with a glacial chill. “Jasmyn was special. Just like you, Izzy. A rare jewel in a pile of rocks.” He moved to the bar and poured himself a drink. “We had a full house here that night. Bidders from all over the country. A dark, scarred, tattooed man outbid them all for her.”


  Miro smiled and tossed down his drink. “That was that.”


  “Bidders? An auction? For what? Like a prostitute?”


  “For as long as the buyer wishes to own his newly purchased property.”


  Izzy’s jaw dropped at his casual demeanor. “You sold my sister to another human being? Like a slave?” She hoped the guys were getting all of this because she wanted to kill these guys. Who did they think were taking someone against their will and selling them?


  Miro nodded. “I was tempted to keep her for myself, but . . .” He shrugged. “There was a man who wanted her more.” He raised his empty glass to her. “As I said, Jasmyn was spectacular. I have never seen men so determined to outbid one another for a woman.”


  “Why did you tell me this?” she asked, fearing the answer.


  “Even if Boris is not a man of his word, I am. It is your part of the bargain. So now you know. Not that it matters, because Jasmyn is gone to parts unknown.” He checked his shiny gold wristwatch. “In two hours we depart for mother Russia.” He smiled, the gesture frosting his eyes. “It is your choice whether you voluntarily accompany me as my guest or are dragged from here like a slave as your sister was, four months ago.”


  Every hair on Izzy’s body spiked. The nausea roiled higher. She’d kill herself before she’d leave with Bushnik.


  “Miro, think of the bigger picture,” Boris said, stepping toward him. “She’s worth three times her weight in gold if she stays here and makes more videos.”


  With no pause to consider Boris’s plea, Miro said, “Boris, sit down and shut up. This is my decision and mine alone.”


  “You’re only thinking of yourself, not the organization. What do you always tell me: Look ahead five years!” Boris spewed. “No woman is worth what you are willing to sacrifice!”


  Miro graced Boris with a chilling smile. “It’s done.” 


  “Nyet!”


  The tension level in the room shot through the roof. One small step at a time, Izzy began to back away. She prayed they would start fighting and she could slip unseen out of the room. “I need that vodka now,” she said, hoping the guys heard her code word for get me the hell out of here!


  Miro shook his head, slid his hand into his suit jacket, withdrew a gun with a long silencer, and shot Boris twice in the chest.


  Izzy screamed. Maks pulled a gun and before he could level it at Miro, he was shot where he stood. Shocked, Maks grabbed his chest, stumbled backward, and slumped to the floor. Miro looked at Andre, who had not moved.


  “You are smarter than you look, Andre,” he said.


  Andre’s dark eyes looked to where Boris lay. “Boris is fool.”


  “Congratulations, my giant friend, you have just replaced Boris at the club.” Miro poured himself another drink and thoughtfully sipped it. “I take seventy-five percent gross from the house, the rest is yours.”


  Izzy’s stomach tightened as she stared at Boris’s bloody body and lifeless face. Maks had fallen to the side of the desk and all she could see was the scuffed bottoms of his shoes.


  Bushnik’s two men stoically flanked him. When she turned horrified eyes to Andre, his narrowed as if telling her to keep cool. Slight as it was, it was his only tell.


  “I’m not going to Russia with you,” Izzy whispered, afraid that if she said it too loudly, he’d shoot her, too.


  Bushnik laughed, finished his drink, set the glass on the desk, and smiled at her. “Izzy does not befit a woman of your beauty. What is your given name?”


  “Isadora,” she choked.


  “Ah, meaning ‘a gift’. A most befitting name.” He extended his arm to her. “Come, Isadora, we have a long flight ahead of us, and I’d like some dinner first.”


  “I can’t just leave!” she said, trying to stall him. “I have family. A job. School and bills to pay and a crazy FBI Agent stalker who will hunt you down!”


  Bushnik’s eyes narrowed. “Take my hand now.”


  Wanting to live a few minutes more, Izzy took it. When she did, he smiled and tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. “I have a lovely villa overlooking the river in St. Petersburg I think you will find most comfortable, Isadora.”


  “I don’t like water or villas.”


  As the two thugs preceded them, opening the double doors, Bushnik purred. “I think you will come to love all things Russian, my precious gift.”


  As they entered the hallway, Izzy fought down the bile rising in her throat and the urge to scream at the top of her lungs. Please, Flynn, I hope you’re listening.


  As they approached the landing, Izzy realized it was tomb quiet. Had Flynn lost her? Had her team as well? 


  “Which airport are we going to?” she asked nervously.


  “A private one,” Bushnik answered, pulling her close. “My aircraft is large with a sumptuous bedroom suite. I expect we shall spend most of the flight there as I teach you Russian.” He chuckled at his joke. 


  Izzy’s knees buckled.


  Chapter Forty


  


  The terror in Isa’s voice would have enraged most men, causing them to charge like a fireman into a burning house. It had the opposite effect on Flynn. It calmed him. Gave him the laser focus he needed to destroy the threat and retrieve the single most important thing in his life. The one thing he’d gladly walk into a bullet for.


  All his years of training had prepared him for this moment. Failure was not an option.


  He drove past the residence, noting the beefy bald driver on the porch and the sleek black town car out front. Pulling over, three houses up, he advised the task force, “Three-story red brick with the town car.”


  “Hold your position until backup are on scene! I repeat, hold your position!” Justin ordered.


  There was no time to wait, Bushnik would be coming out the front door with Pink any minute and once they left the house, it would be more difficult to control the situation. Flynn was going in.


  He tucked the cell into his breast pocket without responding, but kept the ear buds in place, continuing to receive critical intel via Pink’s transmissions. Flynn knew she was terrified, he wished there was a way to calm her without giving his position away but that wasn’t possible.


  Turning off the SUV, Flynn reached up and turned the dome light switch off. He opened the car door, got out, and then quietly eased the door almost closed. Crouching, he moved around to the front of the vehicle on the sidewalk side and observed the house. The driver hadn’t moved.


  Maintaining a low profile, Flynn hugged the neatly manicured hedges and fences of the quiet residential street, careful not to trip over the few newspapers littering the sidewalk as he made his way just in front of Boris’s home. The big driver held the high ground on the small porch atop a wide stairway. Flynn quickly devised a little neighborhood shock-and-awe plan.


  Backpedaling, he retrieved one of the newspapers, and then advanced on the brick house. Tossing the paper to the far side of Boris’s yard, Flynn momentarily distracted the driver’s gaze and rushed the porch. Taking the steps two at a time, Flynn ascended to the next to last step as the man spun to meet him and lunged forward. Lowering his shoulder and propelling himself forward, Flynn collided with the hefty man mid-thigh and, thrusting upward, flipped him over his back and onto the stairs. He could hear the thuds as the body rolled down to the sidewalk behind him.


  Grimacing, Flynn rotated his banged-up shoulder as he turned to observe the still body of the driver sprawled out cold across the pavement below. The cavalry rounded the corner. There was no time to wait.


  Pulling his pistol from his waist holster, Flynn crouched and slowly opened the front door.


  He was immediately met with gunfire. Dropping to the floor, Flynn rolled, shooting one of Bushnik’s bodyguards, and then the other.


  Isa’s screams alerted him to her position. Looking past the still bodies, down the hallway next to the staircase, he saw Bushnik dragging her, kicking and screaming, behind him.


  “Bushnik!” Flynn yelled, standing and rushing past the dead guards, giving chase. “Let her go and I let you go!”


  The Russian moved faster, dragging Pink with him. Flynn hurried after them. As he reached the end of the hall, the unmistakable sound of automatic machinegun fire erupted, bullets tearing into the wood and plaster of the wall and molding to Flynn’s right.


  Ducking back around the edge of the stairway, Flynn waited for Bushnik to either reload or keep moving. 


  “Let me go, you Russian asshole!” Pink screamed. “Or I’m going to bring hell down on you!”


  Gun at the ready, finger on the trigger, Flynn flew down the now-empty hall and rounded the corner, only to find himself alone in an unlit kitchen.


  “Bushnik have no place to go now,” Andre the Giant said from behind Flynn.


  Flynn spun around so quickly, he slammed into the wall behind him. Arms extended in a double grip, he looked down the barrel at the giant Russian.


  “Hands up, now! Let me see your hands!” Flynn commanded.


  “No gun,” Andre said, lifting his hands for Flynn to see. The giant looked past him to the doorway.


  “How do you know Bushnik has no way out?” Flynn asked.


  Andre casually stepped past Flynn and led him through the dark kitchen to the back door, where he looked out. “Is big yard, but no way out. Stairs to basement under porch. Basement walled off. No out. I think Bushnik go there, da?” Andre’s meaty paw crossed in front of Flynn as he motioned to the door.


  “Why should I trust you?” Flynn asked, not lowering his gun.


  “Bushnik kill Boris. Boris was friend.” His eyes narrowed. “I like your Pink lady, too.”


  “Put your hands on top of your head and slowly walk back to the front door. Don’t open the door. Wait for the cops to do it and follow their orders. Do whatever they say or they’ll shoot you,” Flynn directed.


  “Sure,” Andre said, placing his hands on top of his head and slowly padded his way out of the kitchen.


  Flynn peered into the backyard through the curtains of the window next to the door as he listened for any clues from Pink. She was eerily silent. Dropping down, he slowly opened the door and listened. It was quiet. Deadly quiet. Unlacing his shoes, he removed them and set them aside as he crept onto the porch. Scanning left, then right, then left again, he made his way out.


  The enclosed backyard was large with high shrubs bordering the walls and a large spruce tree dead center. Decorative benches and potted plants punctuated the area. Flynn noted the height of the walls and realized Andre had been right. With no adequate hiding place in the yard, Bushnik would have taken Pink down the basement stairwell.


  Flynn descended the stairs and looked for the basement access. Locating the well, he moved into position and took a quick peek. Moving back to safety, he processed what he’d seen in the darkness. A steep stairwell leading to a door.


  Another swift glance confirmed his initial assessment. Gun first, Flynn entered the stairwell and slowly took it one silent step at a time.


  Above him in the distance, Flynn heard the muffled order “Get down on your knees!” being shouted at Andre.


  Reaching the bottom of the damp stairwell, Flynn noted the broken windowpane and wished he had left his shoes on. In a crouch position, he inched the door open and scanned what he could of the expansive room. Old furniture, the furnace, and stacked cardboard boxes competed for space. Too many hiding places. 


  Once again, motionless, he listened.


  Only the low hum of the furnace disturbed the silence.


  Moving to the hinged side of the door, avoiding the broken shards of glass, Flynn entered the room.


  He waited momentarily, allowing his eyes to adjust to the darkness. The LED control panel of the furnace gave off an eerie illumination that helped him navigate the room.


  “I have the girl,” Bushink abruptly announced, deep in the darkness. “I will not hesitate to kill her.”


  Moving sideways to slide behind a large armoire, Flynn called back, “There’s no way out, Bushnik. Give it up while you still can. There’s no reason for anyone, yourself included, to die tonight.”


  As he spoke, Flynn covertly adjusted his position to the other side of the armoire. He could just hear Bushnik and Pink’s last movement to the right of him under the noise of his reply.


  Pink’s muffled warning under Bushnik’s hand was enough to clue Flynn in that Bushnik was moving them closer, into the dim light of the furnace to his right.


  “I don’t plan on dying tonight, Special Agent.” The Russian laughed arrogantly and asked, “Can you live with the death of your girl?”


  The soles of Bushnik’s shoes and Pink’s heels shuffled closer to the furnace. Flynn could barely make out the top of the Russian’s head. Just a few more feet and he would be able to see them more clearly. And take his shot. Flynn raised his weapon, using both hands for optimal control, aimed it toward the furnace, and waited.


  Long minutes dragged out. The only sound was his heartbeat in his ears and Pink’s muffled cries.


  He needed a distraction. Something to divert their attention from his position, while pushing Bushnik into the light. His eyes fully adjusted now, Flynn could better make out his surroundings.


  He quietly opened the flaps of a nearby carton and reached inside. Books! Perfect. Lifting one from the box, he placed it on the floor, and then slid it across the room to his left.


  Bushnik moved away from the sound and into the light, where Flynn could clearly see that Pink was being held in front of the bastard as a human shield. Bushnik’s left hand was wrapped around her mouth, and her body was pressed against him by his forearm and elbow across her chest.


  His gun hand was extended over Pink’s right shoulder, gripping an AK as he moved it from left to right and back again, waiting for an opportunity to light Flynn up.


  With Pink covered as she was, and the light quality poor, it was impossible for Flynn to take a shot.


  Heavy footsteps moved across the kitchen floor above. Andre must have pointed the team in his direction.


  Time had become critical. The open door and the stairwell behind it were a fatal kill zone from Bushnik’s position. Any returned fire would hit Pink first.


  Leaping to his feet, Flynn took a two-handed grip on his gun and aiming at the Russian, shouted, “It’s over, Bushnik! Let her go, now!”


  Unflappable, Bushink shook his head. “Drop your gun or I kill her first, you second.” The Russian was cool, calm, and collected. Flynn was anything but.


  “No deal. Give it up.”


  “Then say good bye to your lovely gift.”


  Flynn could barely make out Pink’s shoulder dipping from the sudden increased pressure of Bushnik’s extended arm.


  Stay still, baby!


  Unexpectedly, she bit the hand over her mouth and when Bushnik instinctively pulled it away, freeing her arms, she reached up with both hands, her left pushing the gun away while her right grasped Bushnik’s forearm. The gun exploded and the muzzle flash temporarily blinded Flynn. Then Flynn heard the telltale sound of metal clicking repeatedly on metal: Bushnik’s gun was jammed.


  Blinking, trying to focus, Flynn started for Isa. With both of her hands now firmly gripping Bushnik’s extended arm, Pink gave it a sharp downward yank atop her shoulder. The snap of bone followed by Bushnik’s scream of pain was the sweetest sound Flynn had heard that day.


  Isa shoved the screaming Russian away from her, running straight to Flynn, who quickly passed her off in the direction of the door as the team stormed down the stairs.


  Flynn strode toward the furious, disabled Russian. Bushnik dropped the AK and went for the gun tucked in his waistband. Flynn kicked it out of his hand, then kicked him in the chest, forcing him back into the wall, which he hit with a loud thud and a curse. 


  “Hands over your head and down on your knees.”


  Without a word, Bushnik attempted to comply. But his right arm hung at an unnatural angle and it was impossible. “On your stomach. Arms and legs spread,” Flynn commanded.


  The Russian cursed loudly in his native tongue as he slowly complied. Flynn took great satisfaction in the fact that the Russian groaned loudly in pain as he assumed the position.


  “You should have taken that tiny dancer at her word when she said she’d bring hell down on you,” Flynn said, shaking his head, amazed by her act.


  “Only I know where Jasmyn is. And I will never tell,” Bushnik promised.


  Flynn squatted down in front of him and said, “If you know what’s good for you, Miroslav, you’ll tell me right now where she is.”


  “What is good for me is my lawyer.”


  “You don’t have the same rights as me, Bushnik,” Flynn said, then nodded to Maddox who moved past Flynn and with no compassion for the man’s broken arm, hooked him up.


  When Flynn turned around, he found Justin trying unsuccessfully to keep Pink from heading back into the fray.


  “Let me go to him, Justin!” she shrieked, shoving at him.


  “Isa,” Flynn said softly.


  She turned and screamed his name, tearing herself loose from Justin and catapulting her body into his.


  He caught her to him, hugging her tightly.


  “Thank God!” she cried, wrapping her arms around him as his tightened around her.


  “It’s over, baby. All over. You’re safe,” he whispered, unable to get her body close enough to his. “Never gonna let you go,” he rasped. “Never gonna let you go.”


  Tears streamed down her cheeks. Flynn bent his head and kissed them away, trying hard to keep the sting of moisture in his eyes from showing.


  “Flynn,” she sobbed. “I was so afraid I was never going to see you again. That I was going to be gone forever, and Bushnik’s thugs were going to kill you, and—” She kissed him, their tears mingling. “I don’t ever want to lose you.”


  “I’m not going anywhere,” he said trying to soothe her fears.


  “Did he tell you where Alex is?” she asked, hope lighting up her face.


  Shaking his head, Flynn said, “No, but once he understands he’s never leaving this country, he’ll offer information to knock years off his sentence.” He kissed her forehead and hugged her close. “I know that’s not what you wanted to hear, baby, but know Justin won’t go easy on him. And we’re still looking. We’ll never stop looking.”


  “I need to speak to my father,” she said against his chest. “I want to look him in the eye when he tells me he doesn’t know what happened to her. I want to see how he reacts, because I have this bad feeling he’s somehow involved in all of this.”


  “We’ll do it together.”


  Isa looked up at him, love beaming in her eyes. “I was hoping you would say that.” 


  “You’re going to have a hard time getting rid of me.”


  Her lips broke into a bright smile. “I was hoping you would say that too.”


  Flynn hugged her tightly to his chest. Adrenaline pumped through his body. That had been too damn close.


  “I’m proud of you, baby, you kept your cool, gave us good info so we could keep you in our sights, and then broke Bushnik down.” He pulled away and looked down at her. “Where did you learn that over the shoulder move?”


  “Kick boxing,” she said like it was no big deal.


  “You really are a bad ass.”


  Raising her lips to his, she said, “Don’t you forget it.”


  Epilogue


  



  



  Four weeks later


  



  “She’s beautiful,” Izzy whispered, leaning into Flynn as they stood.


  He smiled down at her, his fingertips brushing pink strands of her bangs from her adoring eyes. It was a simple gesture, but a reverent one. Flynn said more with that gentle touch than any words could ever convey. “You’re right,” he smiled, “You are.”


  Nudging him with her elbow, she inclined her head toward the beaming bride as she walked down the aisle on Simon’s arm. 


  “The bride.”


  “I only have eyes for you.”


  Izzy rolled her eyes. But his answer pleased her.


  Since the night they’d met, when the boys had tried giving the groom one last chance of freedom, her life had changed irrevocably. 


  The fairy tale continued.


  Her Prince Charming was dressed in a sharp black suit, crisp white shirt, and pink paisley tie. His new favorite color. He wore it often. He smelled clean and fresh like the ocean that roared softly in the background. His handsome face and loving eyes focused solely on her. He had not let her out of his sight since that terrible night she had learned her sister’s fate. 


  “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  “Nothing.”


  “Liar. A shadow just passed across your face.”


  “I was thinking of Alex.”


  Squeezing her hand, he nodded. He understood. She worried about her sister a lot.


  When Simon and the bride approached the handsome groom and the very pregnant smiling matron of honor, Izzy sighed. It was all so perfect.


  Jack and Stevie, whom she had met several times over the last month along with Simon and his lovely wife Kat, seemed to have it all. They had embraced her with warm friendship, the guys teasing her about turning Flynn into a flamingo because of his newfound love of Pink.


  All her worries that the ladies would look down their noses at her evaporated the first time she met Kat and Stevie at a small, intimate, spa day bridal shower in the city. She was shocked by the invitation, knowing it was only because she and Flynn were a couple that she was included. 


  “Go, Isa,” Flynn had encouraged her. “Stevie is a pistol and Kat’s the sweetest genius you’ll ever meet.”


  Izzy knew that if she were going to really be a part of Flynn’s life, she would have to get over her issues with his friend’s wives. 


  When she walked into the glamorous spa, she was shown to a private dressing room where she was served champagne and given a silk-lined robe to change into.


  Ten minutes later, Izzy was escorted into a lovely room with fountains and the laughter of several women who were stretched out on massage tables, drinking champagne. Except Kat, who reclined in a big fluffy chair, sipping water, her feet up on a padded ottoman.


  “Isadora!” Kat chirped happily. “I’m so glad you joined us. Hop on a table, the massages here are wonderful.”


  As she did, Stevie raised her champagne glass and smiled. “I’m happy you’re here.” Then she introduced her to the four other ladies, and just like that, Izzy became one of the girls.


  Now she stood beside the man of her dreams at a lovely coastal wedding, surrounded by the men and women he worked with, feeling like she belonged.


  As they sat at the minister’s command, Flynn’s fingers wove between hers. They couldn’t get enough of each other. Mentally, emotionally, physically, spiritually. 


  They were so into each other, they started apart when the minister cheerfully proclaimed, “I now pronounce you husband and wife!”


  The guest list was small, maybe forty, but the cheers that went up sounded as if hundreds were in attendance.


  Jack bent Stevie over his arm, and kissed her long and hard. So long and hard, the guys started drumming on the back of the chairs, calling for them to get a room. Izzy laughed at their revelry. When the newly married couple broke apart and Stevie fanned herself with both hands and rolled her eyes, the cheers were even louder.


  Following the happy couple into the solarium where the reception was being held, they heard a familiar voice. Izzy turned to see Justin and Maddox striding toward them. Both men looked exceptionally handsome in their dark suits. Justin was as tall as Flynn, with dark brown hair and brooding dark eyes, while Maddox, God help the woman he fell in love with, was equally as tall, surfer blond with mischievous hazel eyes. But there was an edge to him that could not be denied. 


  They all had it—Jack, Simon, Flynn, Justin, and Maddox. That unique command presence. They were leaders, not followers. Protectors. There was no doubt that no matter where they were or what they were doing, they would destroy any threat to the ones they loved.


  Izzy felt supremely safe. Humbled and special that she was part of this elite group of human beings.


  “I know it’s a day to celebrate,” Justin started, “but I wanted to tell you that I got a call from the lab right before the ceremony. We got a CODIS hit on the guy who broke into your house, Iz.” He glanced at Flynn. 


  Flynn’s arm tightened around her waist. “Who is it?” he asked. “What kind of priors?”


  “Jerome Michael Larson. B and E mostly, loosely affiliated with an outlaw MC, up north. We’ve got an BOLF out on him now.”


  “Kidnapping is quite a jump from breaking and entering,” Flynn said.


  “We’re thinking the same thing,” Maddox replied.


  Izzy stood silent for a moment, processing the information. “So there’s no connection to Boris or Bushnik?”


  Justin shook his head. “There doesn’t appear to be, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t.”


  Izzy suddenly felt nervous. “If there’s no connection, then this was something else?”


  Flynn’s arm tightened around her. “Let’s not jump to any conclusions, Isa.” He looked at Justin. “I’m betting there’s a link between Larson and the senator.”


  Izzy gasped. “What are you saying, Flynn?”


  “What I’ve been thinking for a while now. Alex’s disappearance is tied to your old man. Sorlov may have had something on him, I don’t know. But I knew the night Larson broke into your house that it wasn’t connected to the Russians.”


  Izzy looked at all three men. “Can’t you force my father to speak to you?”


  “No, not unless we arrest him, and even then he’ll lawyer up.”


  It had infuriated Izzy that when Justin and then Maddox had gone to speak to him several weeks ago in an official capacity, they were instructed to contact his attorney.


  Izzy had convinced the guys to allow her to try on a personal level. She was turned away at the door. When she tried again several days later, this time at his local office, she was slapped with a restraining order the following day.


  What was her father hiding and why? 


  “Can you bring a picture up of Larson?” Flynn asked Justin.


  “Sure.” He pulled the cell phone of his pocket and tapped the screen a few times and then showed it to Izzy and Flynn.


  Izzy’s stomach buzzed. The man in his early thirties had dark hair, a nasty scar that ran from his chin through his bottom lip, and from the mug shot, every inch of visible exposed skin was tattooed.


  “Miro said the man who bought Jasmyn was dark haired, scarred and tattooed. Larson is too,” she said looking at Justin who nodded.


  “I made that connection as well. We’re looking under every rock for this guy. We’ll get him.”


  “He’ll surface, Iz,” Maddox said. “We’ll be waiting when he does.”


  This Larson guy was the link to Alex. In her heart of hearts, she knew Alex was alive, and for the first time since that horrible night a month ago, Izzy felt hopeful that they would be soon be reunited.


  Flynn caressed her cheek then kissed the tip of her nose. “There’s nothing we can do right now. So let’s go in and celebrate with the bride and groom.”


  “Drinks on us,” Maddox said, slapping Justin on the shoulder and propelling him forward, toward the booze.


  Izzy wanted to do something. The “being patient” part of this process drove her crazy. Flynn was right, though. There was nothing to be done at that moment. It was time to kick back and celebrate. 


  “Do you think Larson will tell us where Alex is?” she asked.


  “I think once we find him, we’ll have enough leverage to make him talk. Then we’ll follow the bread crumbs.”


  Hugging her to him, Flynn kissed the top of her head. “We’ll find Alex, Isa. I swear on my life, we’ll find her.”


  “I know you will,” she said. “I know you will.” Emotion swelled in her chest. She loved this man. So much it hurt.


  “I love you, Flynn,” she said softly. “Promise me we’ll grow old together?”


  He chuckled and kissed the top of her head again before moving her so that he could look in her eyes. The breeze blew her hair gently around her face and he automatically brushed it away from her eyes.


  “Old and gray and wrinkly.”


  Izzy smiled as she imagined them just like that.


  “I’m still going to spank that sweet ass of yours.”


  The breeze carried her laughter out to the ocean, where the sun edged toward the horizon. Tucking her hand into the crook of his arm, Flynn smiled at her and said, “How does ‘Mrs. Flynn Ryker’ sound to you?”


  Izzy laughed harder and said, “I was just going to ask you the same question!”


  Flynn picked her up and hugged her tightly to him. “God damn woman, I love you.”


  “I love you, too,” she said as their lips met and they melded into one, just as the sun committed to the sea.


  



  



  Tune in April 2016, for THE HARD WAY, where Alex’s fate will be revealed…


  Available April 2016 THE HARD WAY, where Alex’s fate will be revealed…
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  Introducing you to Lucifer’s Legion MC, The Hard Way, book one in the Lucifer’s Legion MC series available now for pre-order!


  “When a man is denied the right to live the life he believes in, he has no choice but to become an outlaw.” ~ Nelson Mandela


  So begins the saga of the outlaw motorcycle club, Lucifer’s Legion.


  Alexandra Chastain fights for her life when she is sold off to the highest bidder by the Russian mob. She fights for her soul when the notorious Legion boss, Hunter, the man who bought and paid for her, refuses to relinquish her.


  Pre-order today!


  Did you miss Simon and Kat’s story? The Chronicles of Katrina is now available in a complete edition:
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  THE DARE


  Dr. Katrina Winslow has always known who she is: an elite scientist, a certifiable genius and ultra-reserved when it comes to love and relationships. So when a simple game of truth or dare offers the cool doctor the opportunity to shed her lab coat and glasses and put on a pair of sexy stilettos, she accepts the dare. But will shedding her inhibitions fulfill her every desire and help her discover if she can be truly daring or will it cost her everything?


  Two men, one a sexy stranger, and a night of no holds barred passion.


  DOUBLE DARE


  Since The Dare that changed her life, Dr. Katrina Winslow has hooked up, broken up, hooked up again, and run like hell, but her drama’s just getting started. Not only does she lose her job, but unpredictable and sexy-as-hell cop Simon insists they have fantasies left to explore.


  Will the prim and proper scientist resist the sexy cop? Or will she allow Simon to strip her bare and guide her closer and closer to what she truly desires?


  THE TRUTH


  Since meeting the enigmatic Simon, Katrina’s life has been one roller coaster ride after another. Deep down, she’s certain the man who rocks her world in bed just might be the one to save her career and earn her love. But with not just one but two women pulling him away, Kat fears the man with all the answers will never give her the most important one--that he’s hers and hers alone.


  THE CONSEQUENCE


  They have been dared and doubled-dared, and they’ve flirted with the truth, but as Kat and Simon tumble deeper into their sexual odyssey, their love for one another blooms magnificent and fierce. Soon their love is threatened but Kat’s certain nothing can tear them apart. Then duty calls and Simon’s betrayal is revealed.


  Will Kat run again or will she finally stand and fight for her man?


  The Chronicles of Katrina, Bad Boys of Bay Book One


  Catch up with bad boy, Special Agent Jack Thornton in Breaking Bad, book two in Karin Tabke’s latest hot cop series: Bad Boys of the Bay.
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  Detective Stevie Cavanaugh is one tough cookie…with a sexy but vulnerable secret…


  Law enforcement royalty, Stevie Cavanaugh’s fate was determined before she was born: follow her father’s lead, retiring only after becoming Sheriff. But as capable and strong as she is, one man dared to awaken her dark sensuality, only to leave her aching for more. Now he’s back, the baddest cop in the whole damn town, distracting her from the most important case of her career—capturing the Cain killer.


  For Special Agent Jack Thornton, like Stevie, police work is in his blood. So is Stevie, the woman he left behind after just one perfect night. Now he’s forced to work with her to catch a killer. Only he wants more of Stevie, too.


  According to Stevie, she’s not interested. But Jack knows her deepest darkest sexual secret—that while she’s a woman used to giving command, she also takes great pleasure in submitting—to him. Despite how things ended seven years prior, Jack is determined to take Stevie to the next level.


  When the fire between them becomes an inferno, they’ll both savor the burn…


  Enjoyed Kat and Simon’s adventures? Don’t miss the Christmas Chronicles short story:


  [image: ]


  An old enemy plays Grinch to Simon and Kat’s first Christmas together


  Watch gonna do when he comes for you…


  [image: ]


  Sergeant Vaden Holbrook and widow Olivia Connor’s chemistry is off the charts hot, but incredible sex isn’t enough for Olivia. She wants it all.


  Vaden Holbrook has met his carnal match in Olivia Connor. He wants her all to himself but knows that can’t be. Not when he finds himself at the center of an IA that could ruin them both.


  Will Vaden’s inability to commit push her into the arms of another man? Or can he overcome his past to become the man Olivia needs, the man he wants to be?


  If you like sexy hot cops, BAD TO THE BONE is for you!
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