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OVERVIEW

A girl abandoned to the streets. A brother brutally murdered. Can she find the killer before he finds her?
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Praise for Big Girls Don�t Cry...
�Sizzling Romantic Suspense at its best! As the danger rages, their passions flare!�
KDR

�Taking down an international drug ring? Solving a vicious murder? All in a day�s work for the sexy special agent. Taming an irresistible woman as tough as she is beautiful? Now that�s another story!�
L. Takamia

�She�s an accomplished martial artist as fierce as she is beautiful. He sees the wounded woman beneath her tough exterior and is determined to protect her no matter how hard she resists.�
J. John

�The blond haired beauty hits the streets to find her brother�s killer. In the sleazy cesspool of drug dealers, strippers and pimps, she closes in on the killer. But he�s out to get her before she gets him.�
Sneaky Romance Reader

�An edgy mystery thriller with pulse pounding action and steamy romance. Unforgettable characters that will capture your heart.�
Action Junkie





Prologue

The strains of Welcome to the Jungle pounded through the crowded bar. Lexie closed her eyes and gave in to the beat. The pulsating thump of the drums drowned out the sounds, even the smells and most of the sights of the shabby bar. She sauntered and shimmied across the stage, pretending that she was on a private walkway available just to her and the music. Only the occasional �shake it baby,� cut through her dreamy state.
The ruffie Maria gave her before she went on helped. Laughing a harsh laugh, Maria told her to give in to it. She�d winked. �Let the drug work. Hell, little girl, you�re gonna find that little pill makes a lot of bad shit okay. Maybe even fun.�
When the music shifted and the throbbing heat of Naughty Girl filled the air, Lexie leaned against the pole. She closed her eyes, trying to remember how Maria showed her how to work the pole. Right, pretend you are a cat climbing the pole. Tossing back her head, Lexie thrust her chest up high. She inched her hands above her head and spread her feet apart. Clinging to the pole, she kicked her four inch high heeled shoe up and over the pole. Maria said that she should do that a lot, that she had great legs. Lexie turned her back to the audience and bent over at the waist. Maria told her men liked to see your butt. Much as she hated showing it to them, the whistles and cheers got louder when she wiggled it. Guess Maria was right.
At the musical cue, she choked back a frightened gulp. This was it, time to �take it off.� Trying to gain time, she swayed her hips from side to side. Her fingers shook as she struggled to unhook the silver button holding the insignificant strips of satin covering her breasts. She reminded herself: Take a deep breath, don�t look at them. She whispered her mantra: It�s just you, Lexie girl, just you.
At the welcoming roar, when she stood up and faced the blur of the crowd, she breathed a sigh of relief. They liked it! They liked her breasts! Encouraged, she tossed her long blond hair over her shoulders and pranced across the stage, twirling the strip of scarlet satin over her head. From the sidelines she spotted Moses, her boss. His fat lips curled in a sneering grin. His beady eyes gleamed. He jerked his head at her as if he was pleased. Relief flooded her. Thank God. Moses told her that if the men liked her, he might give her a job, maybe even a room in the back.
As the music throbbed to the close, she turned away from the crowd and tugged at the strings holding the matching satin thong in place. She dreaded this part. She hated being naked, especially in front of all these men. Moses promised that once she pulled the strings and shed the scrap of material, the music would crash to a halt and the spotlights would go to black. She�d told Moses that she�d dance as many times a night as he wanted, as long as she didn�t have to face the screaming men naked. She couldn�t handle their ugly leers.
Just as she made a teasing show of tugging at the satin strings there was a crash of splintering wood and angry shouts from the back of the bar. The music screeched to a ragged halt. Horrified at her naked body, Lexie covered her breasts as best she could and stumbled back. At first, she thought it was a fight. But the huge man causing the ruckus was rushing toward the stage. He kicked over chairs as if they were toothpicks and knocked a table to the floor, glasses and bottles shattering in his wake. Saul, the mammoth bouncer, tunneled his way through the crowd to the stage. A tight knot of angry men surged forward, but the big man pushed them aside and charged the stage. Lexie cowered against his advance and for once didn�t mind Saul�s meaty fist gripping her arm.
The blond haired man grabbed the bouncer�s wrist and jerked him back. Saul roared and launched himself at the stranger. The man was as tall as Saul, but nowhere near the two hundred and eighty pounds of the beefy bouncer. The blond man feinted to the left and did the impossible. He drove his hip into Saul�s gut and threw him over his shoulder. Saul crashed against the stage, smashing his head against the ridged edge, blood spouting from his ear. The attacker closed in on him with a series of fearsome kicks and strikes and pummeled Saul in the gut, head, and face. He stepped back only when Saul lay on the floor, a quivering mass, blood streaming from his nose and mouth.
As Moses, the bar owner, and Panches, the other bouncer, muscled their way to the stage, the crowd stepped back, muttering in amazement. Moses reached out to seize Lexie when the stranger spoke. His voice was astonishingly calm, given the melee surrounding them.
�Touch her and it�s the last thing you will do.�
Moses� face flushed an angry red. He sputtered, �What the fuck!� but stepped back when the man leapt on the stage and strode toward him.
Encompassing Panches in his menacing glare, the stranger said, �You heard me. Either one of you touches her and you are a dead man.�
He locked his eyes on theirs, daring them to move. Stripping off his jacket, he eased toward Lexie and wrapped the fleece around her shoulders. Lexie gasped when he pulled her up next to him and put a protective arm around her. Through the din in her ears, she recognized his voice. She knew it, but refused to believe it was him.
Moses shrieked, sputtering with rage, �Who the fuck do you think you are? That�s my property you are manhandling. Let go of her now, you son of a bitch, or so help me God, the police will be here any minute and��
The man held up his hand and stopped Moses in mid-sentence. His voice was soft, threatening.
�Who am I? I am the man who is taking my sister out of this hellhole.� He added, �My sixteen year old sister.�
Moses paled. �What the hell? Hey, man, no way!�
He stared at Lexie. She cringed at his angry glare.
�Fuck, man, she told me that she was eighteen. She had an ID.�
He backed away from the big man and held up his hands.
�Christ, dude. You think I�m gonna take a chance like that? Ruin my whole fucking business hiring a little� p��
The ugly word died in his throat when the blond man grabbed him. Twisting his shirt front in a tight fist, he dragged Moses up close to him. Moses� face was purple, his eyes bugging out as he struggled helplessly to free the big man�s grip.
The blond man�s eyes were like ice, his expression savage. �What do I think? I think you�d hire a fourteen year old girl if she was desperate enough, hungry enough to shed her clothes for a bunch of perverted assholes who get off seeing vulnerable kids naked.�
Shoving Moses back against Panches, the man broadened his angry gaze to include the customers close to the stage.
�To be clear, I�m also the man who will kill anyone who stands in my way.�
Turning back to Moses, he glowered, �And, you, you disgusting piece of pigshit. Don�t bother to call the police. They�re on their way. A better idea is to call your lawyer. You better have a good one. There isn�t a court in this state that won�t shut down a skin joint that forces sixteen year old girls to strip.�
The big man half dragged, half carried Lexie off the stage. He looked over his shoulder, piercing the stunned bar owner with a fierce glare.
�In case, you�re wondering who is responsible for shutting you down, the name�s Beloi, Sergeant Anthony Beloi, Special Forces, U.S. Army.�
~~~
Anthony grimaced at her ragged jeans and dirty t-shirt. It was all he could find behind the makeshift stage. When he asked her where the rest of her things were, she just shrugged and refused to answer.
She hunched in the passenger seat, putting as much distance as she could between them. Looking at her out of the corner of his eye, Anthony almost grinned at her defiant glare.
His voice was soft. �Ah, Lexie, you�re as stubborn as you ever were, aren�t you, girl?�
She snapped. �Don�t call me that. My name is Alexis.�
He shook his head. �Sorry, honey. You�ve always been Lexie to me and you always will be.�
She tossed her head and said through clenched teeth, �Ha! I�m surprised you even remember my name.�
Anthony sighed. �Lexie, a day hasn�t gone by in the last six years that I haven�t thought of you. You�ve been at the heart of every prayer I�ve said.�
He glanced at her when she didn�t answer. He thought he saw tears in her eyes.
�God, Lexie, don�t cry. You�ll break my heart.�
She spit out an angry retort, �I don�t cry. I never cry!�
Anthony shook his head in disbelief.
�You used to cry when you were a little girl.�
She glared at him, defiance glittering in her eyes.
�I�m not a little girl anymore. And, I don�t cry. Ever!�
She turned away, her lips stuck out in an angry pout.
Anthony smiled. If it wasn�t so sad, he�d laugh. It was the way she looked when she was eight--furious when he took her bike or wouldn�t let her tag after him.
He sighed, trying to connect with her, to break through the hard shell that she�d built around herself.
�Lexie, you gotta know something. I�ve done some bad things in my life.�
For a split second, she looked interested then dismissed him. �Who hasn�t?�
He agreed. �You are right about that, Lexie. We both have. But, honey, the path you�re on is a steep one and it goes straight down. It doesn�t get any better.�
She tossed her head. �You�re wrong. I�m a good dancer. Moses says I am. If you hadn�t barged in and ruined it for me.�
Her voice rose and she glared at him.
�You spoiled everything. They thought I was eighteen. Some people even think I�m twenty. But, oh, no. You had to ruin it, didn�t you?�
Anthony�s voice was firm.
�You�re not eighteen or twenty or thirty-five, Lexie. You are barely sixteen. And, honey, those assholes didn�t give a rat�s ass how old you are. They�d have kept you until the drugs and the pimps took you down. Then they�d throw you back out on the streets and find another gullible fifteen or sixteen year old with big tits.�
He frowned, trying to squelch the anger rising in him.
�Do you think I don�t know all the stuff that�s happened since I left you? That I don�t have nightmares about it every damn day of the week? Do you think I�m that stupid, Lexie? That I don�t know what happens to girls and boys who run away from home, who live on the streets?�
When she looked at him surprised, he continued. �Yeah, Lexie, it happens to boys, too.�
She peered out the window and wouldn�t meet his eyes. Her face glowed pale in the flashing neon lights of the shops they passed. His heart clenched. The garish makeup smeared on her face couldn�t hide the vulnerable girl beneath.
�Lexie, let me tell you something, honey. And you better listen to me. If I do one goddamn thing right in my life, I�m going to make sure that from this minute on you�re safe. Do you understand?�
She sneered. �Kind of like you told me when you let the cops take you away. That you�d be back? That you wouldn�t let anyone hurt me?�
�Lexie, I meant those words. It�s taken me six years to find you. Ever since the army helped me get my head out of my ass, I�ve been tracking you. I�ve ploughed through child protective services in four states and finally got a bead on you.�
He continued, his voice stern, intense. �You understand, Lexie? I never stopped looking for you. But I�ve found you now and I will never let you go.�
They rode in silence.
Lexie glanced over at him. He was staring straight ahead. He looked upset.
�Where are we going?�
�To your new home.�
When they turned the corner, Anthony pulled into the driveway of a small house. It looked like it was connected to a low building that had a sign in Chinese.
Lexie sneered. �Oh great. Now, you�re gonna sic me on a bunch of Chinks?�
�Chinese, honey. The word is Chinese.�
She sniffed and looked away. She bit her lips to keep them from trembling.
�Are you�are you leaving me here?�
Anthony�s voice was resigned. �I�ve already overstayed my leave. I gotta head back to Afghanistan first thing in the morning.�
Lexie crouched against the door, trying to shove down her fear.
Anthony�s voice was gentle. �Listen to me, Lexie. Wan Li is a master martial artist. He is proficient in seven different forms of hand to hand fighting. He saved my life. He and his wife have offered to let you stay here until you are old enough to be on your own. All you have to do is help clean the dojo and not run away. Will you do that?�
He opened her car door and helped her out. She tried to pull away, but his grip was firm.
The front door of the house opened. An older Chinese man stood in the doorway. He bowed to her. �Good evening. You are Alexis?�
She sneered, �Maybe, maybe not. What�s it to you?�
Anthony scowled. �Lexie, please.�
Lexie gave a scornful snort. She pulled out a cigarette, lit it, and blew smoke at the older man.
The Chinese man frowned.
�We do not like smoking in our home.�
Lexie gave him an insolent smirk, �What are you going to do about it?�
To her surprise, a smile crinkled his stern face. Ignoring her, he grinned at Anthony.
�She will be a strong fighter, yes?� With a knowing smile he added, �When she starts training, she will stop smoking.�
Anthony returned his grin. �Yes, she will, if she wants to breathe.� His grin faded. His expression was solemn. �Teach her to protect herself, Master Wan.�
The Chinese man smiled. �The way I taught you, Anthony?�
Anthony bowed low. �Yes, Master Wan. The way you taught me.�
~~~
The next morning, Anthony slipped into the living room. Lexie was huddled in the chair she�d slept in all night. He wanted to say good bye. To reassure her that he would be back in six months, that he would e-mail every chance he got. Looking at her tousled hair and lovely face lined with fatigue, his gut clenched. She looked like the little golden sprite that had chased after him adoringly until their lives had gone to shit. Once again, he made a silent promise that no one would hurt her again. He wouldn�t allow it.
He tucked the blanket around her, careful not to wake her. Leaning down, he kissed her cheek and whispered, �Love you, Lex.�
The door closed softly behind him. Lexie swallowed hard and tugged the blanket tight up under her chin. No one had told her that they loved her for six years, since the last time she saw Anthony.





Chapter 1

10 Years Later 
San Francisco, Ca.

Fists and feet pounded the heavy bags. Flying bodies crashed against the floor and walls. The high pitched shrieks of the fighters ricocheted through the dojo. Lexie breathed in deep. These were the sights and sounds she treasured. She focused on the young Chinese girl standing in front of her, her worshipful eyes wide with admiration and excitement. Lexie smiled at her and motioned her forward. �This is it, Ming Su. One more week and you will get your black belt, yes?�
The young woman smiled tentatively, then frowning in concentration, she assumed a fighting stance. At Lexie�s signal, Ming Su shrieked a warrior cry and aimed a fierce kick at Lexie�s shoulder. Lexie feinted to the side and blocked the kick. But Ming Su spun in a circle and caught her on her hip. Lexie grinned and shouted, �Right on, girl! That�s the way to show up your sensei.� The young woman followed the kick with a flurry of strikes, all of which Lexie parried while grinning in delight. She allowed herself a moment of triumph at the young girl�s skill. Two years ago, Ming Li had been a frightened fourteen year old, a shadow of a girl cowering in the corner of the dojo. Now she faced her acknowledged master with determination and skill.
Ming Su ducked to the left and in a flying leap drove her heel into the side of Lexie�s head. The kick wasn�t hard, but Lexie was lost in her thoughts and didn�t see it coming. A blinding pain reverberated through her head and she fell to the floor. A wave of fury swept over her. Red haze blurred her sight. She rose from the floor with a shriek and aimed a ferocious kick at the startled young girl, knocking her to the floor. Lexie spun in a circle, her fists raised, preparing to launch a vicious attack, when a stern voice rang out.
�Jai Li. Stop.�
In a stupor, Lexie heard Master Wan�s warning and pulled back, her body shaking with the effort. Stunned, she focused on Ming Su, who crouched on the floor, her eyes wide with fear. The silence in the dojo was deafening. Fighting the wave of panic threatening to overwhelm her, Lexie broke through the fog and rushed to the young girl huddled on the floor. Ming Su�s eyes were wide, her lips trembling.
Lexie fell to her hands and knees and reached for the young fighter.
�Damn, baby, are you okay? God, Ming Su, I�m sorry, baby. I�I don�t know what came over me. Are you hurt? Tell me if you are hurt?�
Ming Su shook her head no. With a valiant effort she mumbled, �No, no. I�m okay. You just surprised me.�
Lexie helped her to her feet and frantically checked the young girl for injuries, murmuring apologies. Over and over, she said, �Baby, I�m so sorry. I don�t know what came over me.�
But she did. Even after ten years of concentrated effort, she still had flashbacks. If an uninformed fighter made the mistake of driving her to the floor, without warning, the strike could trigger a wave of panic. But she�d gotten better, she reassured herself, so much better.
Master Wan placed a firm hand on her shoulder. His voice was calm, but concerned. �You are okay, Jai Li?�
Lexie nodded. �Yes. I�I lost my concentration. I�I�thought she was�� Her voice trailed off. She didn�t need to finish her sentence. Master Wan knew only too well the demons she�d faced over the years. She leaned into his knowing comfort.
Master Wan pointed to the young girl, who had picked herself up and was smiling shyly at Lexie, �You see. Ming Su is fine. Okay. If I am not mistaken, she seems proud that she dropped Jai Li, the super star, to the ground, toppled the master.�
Lexie gave him a shaky, grateful smile, memories flooding her.
Ten years ago, a few months after Anthony brought her to Master Wan�s, she entered her first tournament, confident that she was now a martial artist. Her opponent was a young Chinese boy who came to Lexie�s shoulder. Before Lexie got off her first strike, the boy whirled in a circle, capturing Lexie�s feet and pinning her to the floor. Lexie struck out in a blind rage. It took three fighters to pull her off the terrified young man.
Master Wan carried her in his arms from the tournament. Over the years, his uncompromising belief in her extraordinary talent and his skill as a teacher helped her overcome the terrors that would have cowed a less indomitable fighter. Her trophies and awards lining the dojo wall testified to the determination of them both. Two years ago, Master Wan made her a full partner, adding the Chinese name they gave her to the dojo masthead. Most of her students called her Jai Li. It meant strong leader.
~~~
Later that day morning, Lexie corralled all the women for the final rehearsal.. Little girls from the age of six to elderly women seventy-five years old had practiced for weeks, excited to showcase their fierce moves and valiant spirits.
The celebration started at three. Anthony�s flight was due in at one p.m. and she wanted to be ready when he arrived. Once again, she breathed a grateful sigh. Two years earlier, Anthony had decided not to reenlist, choosing instead to join the Yuma Police Department. For the first time in their lives, Anthony was a regular presence. They saw each other at least once a month. He attended every one of Lexie�s tournaments, was her most ardent fan. He built the shelves and cases to hold Lexie�s trophies, groaning in mock dismay when he had to add yet another shelf. Master Wan laughingly said that they would need to build a larger dojo just to house her awards.
Lexie looked over the thirty women standing in front of her. Most of the women came from homeless shelters or safe houses and brought their daughters with them. In a life filled with uncertainty, they never missed their five times a week practice. For many, it was the only sane times in their lives.
Lexie smiled in delight, watching each group perform. The women came in all sizes, shapes, and levels of ability. Even in their stark white uniforms, few looked like martial artists--until you saw them spar. Whatever their ability or physical condition, they all shared the same fierce determination.
Shouting to Maribel, a corpulent woman who nine months ago could barely hoist herself from a chair, Lexie hollered, �Don�t hold back, Maribel! Punch! Kick! Punch! Sadie can take it.�
The rail thin woman sparring with Maribel grinned a toothless grin.
�Youse sure damn right �bout that, girl. I can kick her fat ass!�
�Not if I get your skinny ass first. I�ll wipe up the floor with you!� Maribel scoffed.
Lexie swallowed a laugh and exchanged a shrug with Master Wan. Their work with these abandoned women had lessened many of the telltale signs of the hard street life they lived, except for their language. Even in the dojo, where decorum was expected and enforced, the rough language was the last to go. Anthony always said, �Lexie�s �women� would make a platoon of soldiers blush.�
Turning to the group of young girls, Lexie chanted instructions as they moved in formation across the mats. �Kick, strike, turn! Kick strike, turn!�
When they reached the other side, their young faces glowing with the effort, they bowed low to Lexie and Master Wan. Shouts and applause rang out.
Lexie smiled at Graciella, at six, the youngest of the group, and Tanya, her seven year old sister. Both girls showed extraordinary promise. Lexie�s heart clenched. The girls looked so much like Jill, it was painful. Shoving down the ache, she focused on her gratitude. Somehow out of the tragedy, they had been able to save the two little girls.
Glancing at Jill�s picture in the center of the trophy wall, Lexie reminded herself how proud Jill would be of her girls. They were survivors.
Jill was one of the first students in Lexie�s women�s self-defense class. The phone call in the middle of the night was as clear, as chilling today as it had been three years ago. The nightmare woke her often. Jill�s frantic whispers, begging her to come. �He�s going to kill me, please come, Lexie�please...�
They didn�t get there in time. Jill�s husband beat her to death in front of their wide-eyed three and four year old little girls.
Lexie had planned to be a social worker, but after Jill�s death she decided she preferred a profession where she could carry a gun. From that moment on, her mission in life was the women and girls in front of her and the throngs of others that would constantly fill their ranks.
After each group performed and had been cheered by their admiring peers, Lexie pulled them together for last minute instructions.
�Remember, we will have lots of press people here today. We have three television stations coming and both newspapers.�
Tanya interrupted, her eyes glowing with wonder, �You mean we will be on television?�
Lexie, laughed. �You sure better be. That�s why we�ve been working so hard to get your routines perfect. Now, the reporters are going to ask you questions. Don�t be afraid, and don�t be shy. Tell them why you are here and show them all the things you are learning.�
An older woman, her face disfigured with an ugly scar that kept one eye permanently closed, interrupted, �No, Jai Li. They don�t want to talk to us.� She pointed to the trophy wall, �They want to talk to you. You�re the star.�
Lexie put up her hands. Her voice was fierce. �Oh, no, I�m not, Margaret! I�m your sensei. All of you, every one of you, is a star!�
She looked from woman to woman, holding their gaze. When she reached the young girls, she nodded to Graciella. �Even you, Graciella. You are a strong little girl.�
Turning back to the group, Lexie shouted, �What do strong girls become?�
The responding shout was as fierce as Lexie�s.
�Strong Women!�
At that moment, the two young men perched on tall ladders hanging a banner across the doorway let the banner unfurl. In big bold script it said �Strong Women Survive!�
A chorus of cheers broke out as the women gazed up at the banner that claimed their victory.
Lexie turned to the women, many of whom had tears in their eyes. A few were openly crying.
She chanted.
�What do strong women do?�
The chant came back.
�Survive!�
Lexie shouted again.
�What do strong women do?�
�Inspire!�
�Who are we?�
�Strong Women!�
�Who are we?�
�Strong women who survive!�
In the chorus of laughter and excitement that followed, Lexie permitted herself a flush of pride. The banner was her line in the sand. She swelled with satisfaction and determination, vowing as Anthony vowed to her, she would never let these women down. Never let anyone hurt them.
~~~
In the midst of the chatter, the door between the dojo and Master Wan�s home opened. The delectable smell of pastries filled the air.
Several of the little girls dragged on Lexie�s arm. Mindy pleaded, �Oh, Jai Li, please say there�ll be those puffy cookies with the sweet stuff inside at the party?� The other girls� shrill voices added to the clamor.
Lexie laughed. Madam Juen had been baking for two days in preparation for the celebration. The little girls had come to love the lotus paste pastries as much as Lexie did, preferring them to Oreos and chocolate chip cookies.
Lexie looked up in time to see Schen�s frown and turned to see Master Wan in the doorway. She stepped back, startled by his appearance.
She�d known his black hair had grayed over the years, but he looked ten years older. The pain on his face was so intense, so blatant that she struggled to find her breath.
Swallowing hard, she whispered, �Madam Juen?� praying with all her heart that it wasn�t.
Tears streamed down Master Wan�s face. He shook his head no.
The pain that had begun to grip her tightened, a vice squeezing every drop of blood from her heart. There wasn�t enough spit in her mouth to say the word. Lexie could only mouth it.
�Anthony?�
Master Wan closed his eyes and then nodded. He handed her the official looking document with the black and gold insignia across the top: Yuma Police Department.





Chapter 2

Jake slipped in the conference room in time to hear Chief Burton say �I�m sorry for your loss, Miss Beloi.� Even to Jake, the words sounded hollow. The tense young woman sitting across from the chief responded like he�d lobbed a gallon of gasoline on smoldering coals.
Her voice was incredulous, laced with fury. �You are sorry for my loss, Chief?�
Is that what you have to say to me? You are sorry for my loss?� She tossed her head and leaned forward, grasping the arms of the chair, her fingers white with the strain.
The chief squirmed. The slight flush on his cheeks and greasy sheen on his upper lip telegraphed his discomfort. Jake breathed in the heavy tension in the room, tangled with the smell of burnt coffee and industrial cleaner. The six men huddled around the scarred table looked as uncomfortable as the chief. Distinguishable only by the colors of their uniforms, they were a striking contrast to the blond woman in her fitted red suit glaring at the chief.
Her anger was harsh, unrelenting. �Who taught you to say that, Chief? Some shrink years ago told you that�s what grieving families wanted to hear? That you were sorry that they lost something? Like a dog or a cat?? How about if they �lost� a mother or a father or a child--or in my case, a brother? Did it ever occur to you, Chief, to change your script? To look the person in the eye and say to those shattered souls sitting across from you, �I�m sorry as hell, ma�am, that your husband was killed?� Or, �sure am sorry that your kid drowned, or hate like heck that your wife was murdered, sir!� Maybe, Chief Burton, that way you could establish the fact that they �lost� something important!�
Chief Burton breathed an audible sigh. �Look, Miss Beloi, I know what you are feeling��
Her voice shot out emphasizing the sharp crack of her hand on the table. The chief visibly jumped. �No, Chief Burton, you do not know how I feel. You cannot begin to know how I feel. And you don�t need to know. You don�t need to know what Anthony meant to me. You don�t deserve to know that. You don�t deserve to know that he was the finest brother anyone could have. The finest man I�ve ever known. But you already know that, don�t you, Chief? You know what kind of a man, a cop, Anthony was.�
The chief swallowed and leaned forward, the creases on his lined forehead knotted in deep crevices.
�Miss Beloi, I know you are upset. Can I get something for you, a glass of water, a cup of coffee? Maybe, it�would be better to have this conversation when you settle down��
The words weren�t out of his mouth when the woman leapt to her feet. She planted her hands midway across the table, her face inches from his. Her voice shook with anger. �Don�t you dare patronize me.�
The men around the table looked down. The sounds of uneasy coughs, shuffling papers, and chairs scraping against linoleum, filled the heavy silence following her impassioned outcry.
Jake took this moment to move toward the table.
�Mind if I join you, Chief?�
Relief flooded the older man�s strained face. He met Jake�s eyes with a grateful nod and motioned to the chair at the end of the table.
�Please, Jake, have a seat.�
Several men in military uniform rose as Jake approached. He waved them down with a flick of his wrist.
He stood behind the chair at the end of the table and waited until he had the young woman�s attention. He nodded to her. �Special Agent Jake Gardner, Army CID. Please, ma�am, sit down.�
She glared at him, transferring her palpable anger from the relieved police chief to him. She raised her chin defiantly and straightened her slim shoulders.
�Why should I?�
Jake allowed a slight smile to cross his lips.
�For one thing, protocol demands that I stay standing as long as you do.� He added, his drawl deepening, �And because my Grandmother Winnie Mae would have my hide if I sat down before a lady did.�

Lexie glared at the tall dark haired man at the end of the table. The bars and scrambled egg insignia decorating his camouflage signified his status. She knew she was close to losing it. Her heart pounded and she struggled to breathe. Her legs were shaking, a combination of stress and rage. The sea of faces blurred. Only the man�s piercing blue eyes holding her gaze made any sense. She realized with a start that he would stand as long as she did. With a dismissive shrug, she sunk down in her chair, wondering incongruously if real people had grandmothers with names like Winnie Mae.
Refusing to acknowledge the concern that she saw in his eyes, she snapped, �Why are you here? What does CID have to do with my brother�s death? Didn�t the army get enough of him for eight years, sending him to every hellhole in the world? Now you need to be involved in his death, as well? Or do you need to write up one of your fancy reports so that the army can close one more troublesome file like Chief Burton is trying to do.�
She ignored the gasps from several of the younger military personnel and the chagrin tightening the chief�s face. Agent Gardner threw the chief a quick glance, frowning slightly. Lexie refused to look away when he turned his full attention to her. His easy smile and southern tinged drawl were noticeably absent when he replied.
�In answer to your question, Miss Beloi, I am here because Anthony�s body was found on the base. This means that even though he was an employee of the Yuma Police Department at the time of his death, the army is directly responsible for finding his killer. I assure you that no reports, fancy or otherwise, will be written, or files closed by the army or the YPD, until the person or persons responsible for his death are apprehended and punished.�
Lexie was startled. No one had told her they found Anthony on the base. She stared at Special Agent Gardner for a long moment, surprised that he called her brother by his first name. She decided she would deal with him later. For now, she wouldn�t let him take the heat off the unfortunate police chief. She knew that she was being rude, challenging, but she refused to let these men push her aside, not answer her questions. To relegate her to the bin of grieving family members begging for information that never came.
She opened her leather portfolio and removed a sheet of paper with the YPD logo inscribed on the top. Ignoring Special Agent Gardner, she shoved it across the table toward the chief.
�I assume you are the Chief John Burton who sent me this letter. The letter indicates once again that you are �sorry for my loss� and goes on to say that to date you have no suspects or leads to the people who killed Anthony.�
The police chief�s ruddy face flushed a dangerous purple. He shook his head and rubbed his fists against his receding hairline.
�Look, Miss Beloi, I�ll admit, given the circumstances, that letter does seem �.
Lexie interrupted him with a fierce glare.
�Seems what, Chief? Not helpful? Dismissive? Thoughtless? But you didn�t let me finish reading. I was particularly interested in this last sentence.� She stopped and looked up at him and pointed to the letter her eyes flashing. �Here, where you say that �due to the lack of hard evidence, I do not expect to have additional information for you any time in the near future. Cordially, John Burton, Chief of Police, City of Yuma.��
A hushed silence fell over the table. Lexie looked from to man, but none of them met her gaze. Rather they peered at the table or began leafing through their large folders. Agent Gardner�s crisp voice broke the silence. �May I please see the letter, John?�
The chief rubbed his beefy hand over his jaw and reluctantly handed the letter to Deputy Nick Thomas, who gave it to Agent Gardner.
Lexie ignored Agent Gardner�s dark study of the letter and focused on Chief Burton.
The chief raised his hands with an aggrieved shrug.
�I know this looks bad. Like we don�t care about you or that we didn�t care about what happened to your brother. You don�t have to believe me, Miss Beloi, but Lt. Beloi�s death has torn this department apart. Every available man and woman we have is working the case. That letter was a mistake. It�s�it�s a fucking form letter. I apologize. You know your brother worked undercover. His job was dangerous as hell. I � I should have explained that we have to keep our investigation under wraps. The last thing we want is to let our investigation blow all the hard work Lt. Beloi accomplished.�
Lexie continued to stare at him, then agreed. �Yes, I know the kind of work Anthony did. But he never discussed his missions with me. That was his choice. He tried to protect me. He didn�t want his work to touch me, to affect me.�
Staring at her clenched fists in her lap, the hideous irony struck her. Anthony always worried that something bad would happen to her because of his dangerous work. The scum he chased. But they�d gone after him, not her. And he was right. The worst possible thing had happened to her. The person she loved more than anything in the world was dead. She looked up realizing that the chief was talking to her.
He pointed at the big man sitting confidently at the end of the table. �Special Agent Gardner here just came in from Fort Bragg. Since Anthony�s body was found on the base, we�ll be sharing jurisdiction.�
Looking to the special agent, the chief heaved an enormous sigh and shook his head. �Hell, Jake, I hope you don�t think for a minute that we aren�t damn glad that you�re on the case. That�s the only good news we�ve had in this whole mess. We can use all the help we can get. Christ, you get into the drug rings here and it�s like pokin� your head in a wasp�s nest looking for the one wasp with a green stripe on his ass instead of a black one.�
Lexie stood and began sorting her papers. She threw Agent Gardner an impervious nod.
�Please give me my letter. I need it so I am clear where I stand with the Yuma Police Department.�
Agent Gardner nodded in return and sent the letter back up the table. She didn�t thank him or even acknowledge him. Instead, as she had throughout the conversation, she turned on the Chief.
�I�m sure you are pleased that Special Agent Gardner has graced you with his presence. No doubt you men will have many long sessions--bull sessions--testing each other�s theories, looking for strengths and weaknesses in your arguments. Perhaps you will make charts, blueprints, and spreadsheets of all the important information you gather. In the meantime, while you are attending your meetings, preparing your various reports for each and every level of government trying to cover its ass, I will be gathering real information. From the only source that counts, the streets.�
She gave Chief Burton a frosty smile. She tapped on the table, a harsh rasping sound as if to get his attention. The huge man looked as if he didn�t dare look away.
�Tomorrow at 10:00 a.m. I�ll be back. Please have a list of the men who worked undercover with Anthony. I need their telephone numbers and email addresses. I also want all the reports that have been turned in to date, along with transcriptions of interviews with any and all witnesses.� She dropped her folio in her large canvas bag and slung it over her shoulder. �Oh, and I want a copy of the full autopsy report.�
Agent Gardner and the chief rose to their feet at the same time. Clearly flustered, the chief protested, �Now, listen here, young lady, you know very well we can�t give out that kind of information to a private citizen. This is an ongoing investigation.�
Alexis lifted her chin and said in a haughty voice. �Really? I understood from your letter that your investigation is at a dead end.� Before he could answer, she turned and walked toward the door. Looking back over her shoulder, she seared him with one last glare.
�Whatever you don�t give me, Chief Burton, I will find on my own.�
Agent Gardner moved quickly to the door.
�Alexis, wait, please. I will see you out.�
Lexie frowned, annoyed and surprised that he called her by her first name. The familiarity rankled. Clearly he was accustomed to issuing orders � even if they came dressed in southern chivalry.
She tossed her head and slanted him a glare as cold as those she�d showered on the chief of police for the previous hour.
�Don�t bother. I saw myself in. I can see myself out.�
He reached around her and opened the door, enclosing her between the door and his huge body. Looming over her, he took hold of her elbow and led her into the hallway. Pulling the door behind them, he said with a slight chuckle, �Grandmothers and all that.�
When the door closed, he turned to her with a serious expression.
�Alexis, I want to talk with you. Do you have time to come to my office? It is just around the corner.�
Lexie shook her head and stepped away. His presence was overwhelming. This big man made her nervous. Without dwelling on it, she knew it was his uniform. He wore the ACU camouflage that Anthony used to wear. The green beret visible in his pants pocket said it all. From the steely-eyed way he looked at her, she knew that she wouldn�t be able to push him around the way she had the chief. Unlike the police chief, Agent Gardner was quietly confident, not the least intimidated by her. He was looking at her, as if he had something important to say. It frightened her.
She wanted to leave. The meeting had taken its toll. The references to Anthony, hearing his name spoken by people she didn�t know, people she didn�t want to know, was painful. Each time she heard his name, the reality hit her, a physical blow. Anthony was dead. And tomorrow she would look at his personal things, his autopsy report. The experience with the eight men had shaken her foundation. She�d managed to put on a good act. But she could tell from the way her legs were shaking that she only had minutes before the panic flared. She needed air. Or to run. Anything to leave this building where death was a common topic of conversation, where grief stricken people sat in ugly metal chairs waiting to talk with the men and women who faced death and grief too often to let it affect them.
She glanced up to see Agent Gardner looking at her through narrowed eyes, knowing eyes. The kindness in his expression unnerved her, threatened her shaky reserves. It took her a moment to remember his question. He wanted to talk to her. Keep her longer, to talk about Anthony.
�No, I� I can�t. I need to leave now.� She stumbled as she backed away, and muttered to herself, �these damn high heels.�
He caught her arm, steadying her, and nodded as if he understood.
�I see.�
When she jerked away from his grasp, he added, �How about tomorrow when you come to pick up the things you requested from Chief Burton?�
Remembering the flustered police chief�s response to her outrageous demands, she gave a soft snort, �If he�ll give them to me.�
�I�ll see that he gives you everything that he�s allowed to give.�
Surprised at his calm acceptance of her demands, she murmured, �Thank you.�
His quiet certainty reassured her and disturbed her at the same time. This was a man accustomed to commanding. Strong men and women did what he told them to do and didn�t ask questions. She wondered what happened to his quiet authority when someone � someone like her�bucked his requests. When she looked up at him, she saw he had not moved. He regarded her solemnly, as if he was drilling down, beneath the hard shell she kept tightly sheathed around her.
�Tomorrow, then?�
She took another step backward, glancing over her shoulder at the exit that seemed far down the hallway. His knowing look threatened her �and annoyed her.
�I don�t know. It depends on how the meeting goes with the chief. And� my schedule, what else I have going on...�
She couldn�t believe the way that her voice trailed off. God, had she actually stammered? What was wrong with her? What was it about him that was so unsettling? Of all the people she had met in this hideous place, he was the kindest, the most competent. He actually could help her. But there was something about him that disturbed her. He would demand things of her in return, more than she was willing to give. He would want to know her, know what she was thinking, worm his way under the reserves it had taken her a lifetime to construct.
His quiet response broke through her jumbled reverie.
�I see.�
Then just as she knew in her gut that he would, he pressed, wanted more.
�I�m curious, Alexis. Have you ever read an autopsy report?�
She closed her eyes to shut out the gruesome memories. When she opened them he was frowning at her, his concern apparent. She looked him in the eye.
�I�ve seen my share of dead bodies, Agent Gardner. Does that count?�
�Jake.�
She frowned. �What?�
�The name�s Jake.�





Chapter 3

Jake watched her walk down the hallway. Even in those outrageous high heels, she had the loose animal grace of a sensuous cat on the prowl. Her long slender legs in the short skirt hovering several inches above her knees scored a second look from every man in the hallway. Their perusal didn�t stop at her legs. Her bright red suit in a sea of grey and brown showcased her curvy hips and high full breasts, capturing admiring glances and appreciative grins.
He remembered Anthony telling him that his sister was a martial artist. He saw it in her bearing, her fierceness. He shook his head, remembering the way she cowed that roomful of men. Hardened cops, military grunts like himself. He smiled, wondering when the chief would recover from the dressing down he�d received from the beautiful young woman half his size and half his age.
And, damn, she was beautiful. She reminded Jake of her brother. Anthony had been a strikingly handsome man. His sister was stunning. Her hair was streaked with myriad shades of blond, like sunlight skimming a golden pond. She�d twisted it up on the top of her head, held in a casual clip. Stray curls, wisps of gold sprung free, shadowing her face and neck. He wondered for a guilty moment what it would look like, hanging free, soft, and wavy around her shoulders.
Her skin was pale, fair, a natural rosiness highlighting her high cheekbones. Her lips were full, as though she bit them often in frustration or, he thought with a grin, more likely, annoyance. But it was her eyes that obsessed him. Shadowed by dark brows and lashes, they were stormy grey, almost black. Granted, most of the time they were flashing with anger that intensified the color. What haunted him as he walked back to the conference room was the pain that underlay the anger.
Jake grew up in North Carolina�s Smoky Mountains. He�d done his share of hunting as a kid. More than a few times, he�d freed animals from cruel traps other hunters set. Perilously near death, these animals stubbornly clung to life. He never forgot their eyes. They reminded him of Alexis: proud, angry, and vulnerable.
~~~
Jake strode into the conference room and grinned at the cluster of men huddling by the coffee pot poking through a box of tired looking sugary doughnuts. He motioned to the table. Without comment, all of the men hurried back to their places, joining the chief, who was comparing notes with his deputy.
Jake took his time refilling his cup, giving the men time to settle in. When the room was quiet, he walked back to his chair at the head of the table. He glanced at the chief, who silently conceded his authority to Jake.
Jake leaned back in his chair, a slight smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.
�Well, gentlemen, we have our work cut out for us.�
There were a few guffaws and appreciative mutters of �Hell, yeah!�
Jake shifted forward, waiting until he was sure that he had the attention of every man at the table.
His voice was low, intense.
�Anthony Beloi was my team mate, my friend. He had my back on more missions than I can count. In places and situations no human being should endure. He was the hardest assed fighter and most compassionate man I have ever known. He was no jump chump. He was the first one in and the last to leave. There wasn�t a man among us who didn�t like and respect him.�
Jake hesitated to let his words sink in and to control the painful emotions gripping his chest.
�I only saw Anthony a couple of times after he left active duty. But I know he was as committed to his work in the Yuma Police Department as he was with the Green Berets.�
Pausing for emphasis, he laid down his marker.
�I wasn�t talking out of my ass when I told that young woman, Anthony�s sister, that no report will be written or any files closed by the U. S. Army OR the YPD until the person or persons responsible for his death are apprehended and punished.�
All the men around the table nodded in agreement, their expressions as fierce as Jake�s.
With a heavy sigh, the chief jumped in.
�Hell, Jake, we�re all with you one hundred percent. Anthony was a fuckin� superstar. In all my years, I�ve never had a more accomplished undercover guy. Damn, he could move in the shadows like he was born in them. I�ve never seen a guy who could fit in the way he could, insinuate himself in any situation, whether it was a confab with a passel of gang bangers or a meeting with the mayor. He was a fuckin� chameleon. And you got my word that no one is gonna rest until we haul in the asswipes who killed our guy. I know he was a beret, but hell, he was also a cop. Our cop.�
A chorus of agreement rang out. Jake gave the men time to speak, to remember Anthony. The stories were poignant, some funny, some hardcore, all were heartfelt. He was gratified that Anthony affected the men in this police department the way that he had his team. When they turned back to him for orders, Jake knew he had their cooperation.
�Okay, men, I want every transcript, every piece of evidence, and every fucking clue, no matter how unimportant it seems, on my desk by 8 a.m. tomorrow morning. We�ll meet then. Lt. Morrison is my point man. Anything you need from me or to say to me can go through Clint. We�re joined at the hip. Oh, and while you�re at it, make a copy of those materials for Miss Beloi.�
The chief reared up. �Dammit, Jake, you know we can�t do that. This is an ongoing investigation into a fucking undercover operation. Antony was getting close, damn close. The last time we talked his eyes were gleaming. Said it would be a matter of days before we�d get a break in the case. We can�t have a private citizen, an overwrought young woman at that, sticking her nose in critical police business.�
Jake raised an eyebrow and drawled, �Unless I�m mistaken, and that �overwrought� young woman who raked you over the coals an hour ago, was an aberration, you don�t have a choice, Chief. I�ve got a feeling Anthony and his sister share more than looks. Anthony would grab a rat by the tail and wrestle it to the ground until he could read every entrail splattered there. My sense is his sister�s got the same instincts.�
He held up his hand, stopping the chief�s protest. �Give her what she asked for, John. Redact anything confidential. There�s no reason she can�t see the witness list. Hell, she�ll likely know everyone on it before end of day tomorrow.�
He added with a slight frown, �Hold back the autopsy report.�
The chief growled, �Christ, Jake, that�s the one thing she has a right to see.�
Jake shook his head. �I know that, John. But I want to be sure someone is with her when she reads it.�
No one at the table argued. Words weren�t necessary. They�d all seen the body.
~~~
Lexie hiked up her exercise bra and yanked on biker shorts. Unrolling a practice mat on the balcony of the shabby motel, she glided into the Kung Fu crane position. She forced herself to move slowly, gracefully, breathing into the demanding posture. She longed to drive her fists and feet into a punching bag, to find a sparring partner who fought as hard as she did. But she�d have to wait until she found a dojo close by, where she could go day or night. She didn�t know how long she would be in this dusty town, but even a day without a three hour strenuous practice left her with jangled nerves ready to claw out the eyes of the person closest to her.
She scoffed. Some martial artist she was. Calm? Centered? Detached? Like hell. She was wound tighter than a spring, every muscle twitching with the effort to be still. Her most difficult practice had always been the one she forced herself to do now. She breathed in and out, slow deep breaths, oohming the word, detach. But it was no use. All her years of work with Master Wan to focus her energy, control her anger, use it as a positive fighting force, was gone. It died when Anthony did. Even pounding through a five mile speed run after she left the police station hadn�t helped. She needed a place where she could bury her anger in the unrelenting weight of the bag and slam the blocks. Where the warrior shrieks and screams of fellow fighters might help to calm her surging soul.
She made it through five of the rigorous poses before she gave in to her need to begin her mission. Heading to the shower, she tried to ignore the dirty carpet and threadbare bedspread and towels. She wondered if she should drag every piece of linen to a laundromat and dump in a bottle of bleach. She chided herself. Like she hadn�t been in shit holes before. Damn, she�d spent most of her early life in one or another. They�d been her natural habitat for years. She realized now that the aberration, the lack of reality, were the years she�d spent with Master Wan and Madam Juen. What a fool she had been. She�d begun to think that good could overcome evil. That if you worked hard enough, practiced long enough, life could be somewhat safe. That maybe there was a God. What a fucking lie. What a massive joke the universe had played on her. And she had gone along with it. She�d even thought she could protect the Jill�s of the world. Fuck that! She couldn�t even protect the person she loved more than anything in the world.
Ignoring the chipped tile and disgusting mildewed grout circling the battered tub, she turned the water on full force. Knowing in crap joints like this that the hot water wouldn�t last long, she damn well intended to get every drop. Five minutes later, she began to relax. The scorching water was still beating a skin reddening pattern on her back and she�d rinsed her hair three times. Fortunately, she�d been smart enough to pack the soaps and lotions and oils her body craved. For a few precious moments, she ignored the ragged background and reveled in the smell of lavender, citrus, and lemon grass.
But the steaming water didn�t drown out her memories of the last two days. Master Wan had begged her to wait, to let the police do their jobs. She didn�t deign to answer him. Leaving the devastated old people without a backward glance, she�d hit the road driving from San Francisco to Yuma in less than ten hours.
She�d been amazed at how easily that she had commandeered the investigative team supposedly working on Anthony�s case. She�d left Chief Burton a message the night before telling him that she wanted to meet with the team charged with finding her brother�s killer. Damned if they didn�t all show up. Of course, the red suit helped. She�d used it before and it always worked. God, men were so predictable. But once they�d finished ogling her breasts and her butt and realized that she was a hard ass, not a cream puff, they began to take her seriously.
She had to admit, the real turning point was when Jake--she corrected herself--when Special Agent Gardner, showed up. That was when the chief began to come around. She�d know tomorrow when she went to get her materials if he was going to cooperate. She grimaced. It was a good thing she didn�t care if the police were forthcoming or not. As before, she�d depend on one person and one person only--herself. Anything else was an unexpected bonus.
No question, she thought with a disdainful sniff, she could contain the police and brow beat them with guilt. More dangerous to her mission was the blue eyed, dark haired hunk. And, God, he was a hunk. He had to be 6� 4�. In her three inch high heels, she stood five nine and he�d towered over her. Hovered would be a better description. She tried to squash the memory of him standing next to her, his kind eyes, gentle solicitous touch when she stumbled. And, damn, a grandmother called Winnie Mae. She shook her head with a grin, but quickly sobered. She knew the system better than anyone. The nice ones always disappointed, pulled out the rug, disappeared. At least with the scum, you knew where you stood. You knew you needed to protect yourself, never let your guard down.
Most difficult was the way Agent Gardner reminded her of Anthony. She closed her eyes tight, remembering big beautiful protective Anthony. She didn�t want another big beautiful protective man. She wanted Anthony. But he was dead. If she couldn�t have him, she would avenge him. She would find his killer and take him down as brutally as he took down Anthony.
~~~
An hour later, Lexie gazed at her reflection in the mirror with a satisfied smile. She turned and looked over her shoulder at her butt. The short swingy skirt flared just enough when she whirled to give an observer a teasing glimpse of her bare thighs. Her legs always looked good. Damn, they should. A minimum of twenty five hours a week of hard core training ought to do something. Of course, her knee high patent leather three inch heeled boots didn�t hurt either. The skin tight abbreviated tank top hugged her full breasts. She threaded the gold and silver dragon into her belly button ring and yanked the waistband of her skirt down over her hips. She�d learned years ago the power of her �assets� and never hesitated to use them to her advantage. But God help the man who misunderstood the rules of the game. That was when ten years of mixed martial arts training proved its power. Her motto: Assholes beware.
Smearing on one more coat of bright red gloss over her full lips, she shook out her long blond curls. They reached the middle of her back and swayed when she walked. The whole damn Yuma police force had been unable to turn up any clues. She gave herself a saucy wink. Maybe they didn�t have the right uniform.
Pulling the creaky motel door shut behind her, she scoffed at the laughable lock and traipsed down three flights of cement stairs. The moon was a golden crescent in the stark sky. That was one good thing about being away from her home refuge. Without a million city lights, every star in the sky gleamed bright, nothing competed with its sparkling light. Fingering the blade in the top of her boot and the one at her back, she hopped in her souped up Camaro and headed out to the streets to find Anthony�s killer.





Chapter 4

The meeting at Chief Burton�s office went better than she expected. At least his secretary had been cordial when she handed her a large sheaf of papers without protest.
�My name is Delores, honey. But most people call me Del,� the matronly looking woman behind the desk said with a kind smile. �You must be Anthony�s sister. Sheesh, you look enough like him to be his twin.� She frowned, the wrinkles around her eyes that years of smoking had planted, deepened.
�I sure hope you know, honey, how bad we all feel about your brother. He was the kindest man I ever met. Charmed us all. That smile. He was��
Lexie broke in. �Thank you, Delores. I mean Del. Yes, I know how my brother affected people. Is Chief Burton in his office?�
Delores�s face reddened and for a split second, Lexie was embarrassed. There was no need for her to be rude to this woman. She was being kind. But she didn�t want to talk about Anthony with anyone. The only reason she was here was to get the materials she�d asked for.
�Good morning, Miss Beloi.�
Lexie turned at Chief Burton�s greeting. The corpulent man stood in the doorway. His face was stern, unsmiling. He stepped aside to allow her to enter.
Lexie shook her head. Without retuning his greeting, she nodded at the papers Delores had handed her.
�I presume all the materials I asked for are in this folder?�
The chief looked surprised at her curt response.
�As much as I am permitted to give you.� He hesitated for a moment then added, �The autopsy report will be available tomorrow. Jake, Special Agent Gardner, has it, but said you could get it from him tomorrow.�
Lexie frowned. �Is there somewhere I can sit in private to review these materials? I want to see what is here and what is missing.�
The chief flushed. He nodded to Delores.
�Please show Miss Beloi to Lt. Angeles� office. She is out today.�
He turned on his heel and went back in his office, closing the door behind him.
An hour later, Lexie came out to the waiting room. Delores looked up with a questioning smile. Apparently not put off by Lexie�s earlier rudeness, she asked, �Did you find everything you needed, honey?�
Lexie pressed her lips together, trying to hide her annoyance.
�No, I did not.�
She handed Delores a sheet of paper with a list of eleven missing items.
Delores glanced at the list. Dismay crossed her face. �Golly, honey, the chief had to go to a meeting, or I�m sure he would give you these things you need.�
Not believing that for a moment, Lexie responded crisply, �I see. Please tell Chief Burton that I will be back tomorrow to get these items when I come to pick up the autopsy report.�
Discomfited at her rudeness to the woman who was clearly trying to be helpful, she turned at the doorway.
�Uh, thank you, Delores. I�I appreciate your help.� She added with a soft smile. �And yes, I agree, my brother was a charming man.�
~~~
Lexie had already decided that she would not seek out Special Agent Gardner. It was bad enough she would have to come back tomorrow to get the autopsy report. She gave a derisive snort. So much for making sure the chief gave her everything that she had asked for. He�d even shanghaied one of the critical documents for himself.
She was almost to her car when she heard him call out to her.
�Alexis, wait.�
Her hand was on the door handle and she fumbled with her keys. If she could get away without speaking to him, she would. But it was too late.
She turned to see him striding toward her across the parking lot. Tall, purposeful, and intent. Intent on stopping her
�Hey, Alexis, wait a minute.�
He was smiling a big generous smile that didn�t hide the concern darkening those astonishing blue eyes. When he reached the car, he stuck out his hand. When she refused it with a quick shake of her head, his smile turned to a small frown. He looked her over and apparently didn�t miss her resistance. When he spoke his voice was firm.
�Did I misunderstand? I thought you were going to stop by this morning after you met with the chief?�
Lexie tossed her head. �No. I �I said I would if I had time�if my schedule worked out.�
His gaze was like a laser slicing through her dissembling.
�And your �schedule� didn�t allow you to fit me in for twenty minutes?�
Lexie bit her lip, then shook her head and lifted her chin, a defiant gesture. �I didn�t want to talk to you � or anyone, and I still don�t.� She turned and put the key in the door wanting to leave, to go as fast as she could. She needed to get back to her room, to read through the reports, mostly to get away from this unsettling man. Her fingers were shaking and to her horror she dropped the keys.
Mortified by her clumsiness, she bent to pick up the keys that rolled under the car. She grabbed for them, but he was quicker. He reached under the car with one long arm and caught her with his other hand when she stumbled back. When they stood up, he was inches away from her. She tried to move back, to twist away from him, but he was too big.
Still holding her elbow with one hand, he reached down and tipped her chin up to meet his gaze.
�Alexis, relax. I�m not going to force you to do anything you don�t want to. If you�re not up for talking now, we can do that later, when you are.�
She wanted to tell him that she would never be ready to talk to him. But the words stuck in her throat. When he handed her the keys, she gave a grateful sigh and quickly unlocked the door.
He stepped back, but as she moved forward to get in her car, he gave a low whistle.
Reaching around her, he stroked the custom leather seat. He gave her an appreciative glance then stepped closer to run his hand over the solid wood dashboard. He peered inside, his large body filling the doorway.
When he stood up and turned to face her, a wide grin split his face.
�Damn, girl, this is one tricked up ride. Did you buy it like this? Or, don�t tell me you did this? Tell me you did and I�m a goner. I�m an admirer for life. Hell, more than that, I think I�m in love.�
Lexie stifled a laugh. He seemed genuinely bowled over. If he was putting her on, he had found her soft spot. She loved this car. She�d bought it with the money she earned her first year teaching in the dojo. It was barely drivable when she bought it. It cost almost as much to restore as it cost to buy. She�d spent months outfitting it, pouring over catalogues and searching the internet for genuine parts.
�First generation?� Jake asked, his eyes gleaming.
When she nodded, he persisted, �1967 or �68?�
He shook his head with a low admiring whistle when she responded. �1968.�
She watched him circle the Camaro, touching the door handles then reached down to run his hands over the rims. He looked up at her with a question, �Alloy?�
When she nodded yes, he gave a gleeful shout.
He rounded the car and ended up in front of her, his bright blue eyes twinkling.
�That does it. Now you�re having dinner with me for sure. Hell, I�m gonna bring a tape recorder. I want to know how a beautiful woman like you decided to buy a �68 Camaro and restore it like this.�
She stiffened, immediately her guard rose. �I�I didn�t say I would have dinner with you.�
He grinned. �You didn�t? Hmm, something must be wrong with my hearing. I could have sworn you agreed to let me take you to the finest, most authentic Mexican restaurant this side of the border. In fact, I�m sure I heard you say that you�d be ready at six.�
She felt her face heat. She shook her head clenching her fists at her sides. �No�no�I can�t.�
Jake�s eyes narrowed. His voice was soft. Once again, he reached out and grasped her chin in his big hand and gazed down at her.
�There�s a big difference between �can�t� and �won�t,� Alexis.� He smiled at her and reached in his pocket and took out a business card.
�Tell you what. My cell number is on this card. Let�s make a deal. If you decide that you don�t want to have dinner with me just call and let me know. Okay?�
When she nodded, he winked at her. �Here�s the rest of the deal. You can only decline for one of three reasons. One, because the last time you ate Mexican food you ended up in the hospital with hives. Two, because you�re prejudiced and don�t eat with southerners, or three--because you�re chicken.�
She gasped, too startled to respond.
He reached out and stroked her cheek.
�See you at 6 p.m. Wear something casual. It�s a family place.�
When he turned to walk away, she struggled to speak, to tell him no, to give him back his card. To her shock, the only thing that came out of her mouth, in a squeak at that, was, �But, you don�t know where I�m living.�
He looked back over his shoulder and shook his head. �You forget, Alexis. I�m an investigator.� He faced her, walking backwards across the lot. �Come prepared to talk, Alexis. About that hot car.� He winked at her again. She could hear his chuckle as he walked away.





Chapter 5

Lexie stood in front of the mirror glaring at her reflection. She was surprised her lips weren�t bleeding she�d bitten them so much. What could she have been thinking? Agreeing to go out to dinner with Jake? She reminded herself with a frown, she hadn�t agreed. He�d tricked her into it. The thought raised her hackles even more. First of all, she didn�t want to go out with him; second, she didn�t want to go out with anyone, and, most important at the moment, she had nothing to wear. She looked in disgust at the pile of clothes on the bed, all of which she�d tried on twice.
She�d left San Francisco so quickly that she�d thrown the most available clothes in her suitcase without any thought to what she�d need in Yuma. Stripping hangers thoughtlessly, she�d ended up with a mish mash of cropped tops, jeans, biker shorts and four or five short swirly skirts. And, of course, the red suit that she had consciously added to her jumbled wardrobe. Thank God, Madame Juen had helped. Remembering the sobbing woman daintily folding Lexie�s outrageous scraps of lacy underwear, Lexie�s chest tightened. They had barely spoken. There were no words to say. When Madam Juen brought out her collection of strappy platform sandals, ankle boots, and her special knee high lizard skin boots with a questioning look, Lexie had scooped them up and thrown them all in the suitcase.
Staring at the one sundress she�d tossed in at the last minute, remembering how blisteringly hot Yuma was, she decided it was her best bet. He said be casual. Damn, only a man would say that. Casual as in her biker shorts and an exercise bra, or casual like jeans and a t-shirt? The sundress had the swirly skirt she preferred, although it came to inches above her knees looking almost modest in comparison to her usual short skirts that rode up her thighs. Granted, the stretchy bodice didn�t do much to contain her full breasts, but she�d grown accustomed over the years to men ogling her. She�d given up any pretense of hiding them.
Glancing at her array of boots and shoes, she tossed her head and yanked out her four inch high heeled patent leather red shoes. They matched her dress, so why the hell not! She stood back to assess the results. She was mildly pleased with the woman in the mirror. She�d already wrestled with the never-ending question of what to do with her long blond hair. She eschewed the usual ponytail or casual twist, deciding to let it hang free. She was done fussing. Annoyed with the time and trouble she�d taken to look good, she reminded herself with a scowl, she�d been tricked into this evening.
Glancing at the pile of papers that she�d spent the afternoon memorizing, she acknowledged she could use a break. Her grumbling stomach reminded her she hadn�t eaten since the banana she had after a long intense practice on the miniscule balcony. Damn, she�d meant to find a grocery store to stock up on water and fruit, but the cockroaches she�d chased down with the heel of her boot made the idea of eating in the grungy room untenable. Tossing a sweater in her shoulder bag, she hurried out the door, intending to wait for Jake in the parking lot. She didn�t try to analyze why she didn�t want him to see the dilapidated place she was living in. She could barely stand it herself.
~~~
As she fumbled with the useless lock, she heard a low whistle and turned to see Jake looking up at her from the bottom of the three flights of cement stairs. The look on his face made her self-consciously press the flared skirt of her dress next to her thighs, certain he could see up her dress. When he gave her a knowing grin that made her gut clench, she almost reconsidered. She still could say no. Go back in her room and lock the door. But that was before she allowed herself to focus on the man ambling up the steps toward her.
Gone was the ACU camouflage. In its place he wore tight black jeans and a grey t-shirt. His tan combat boots with the rubber soles had been replaced by black ankle boots with enough chains and metal studs to put hers to shame. She couldn�t contain her gasp. She�d known he was an impressive man, handsome, overwhelming. But the casual jeans and t shirt showed off a body she�d only guessed at in his regulation dress. His t-shirt revealed impossibly broad shoulders and bulging biceps. Tucked in his belted jeans the shirt emphasized his tapered waistline and hard abs. His muscular thighs tightened as he took the steps three at a time.
When he turned the corner at the second landing, she managed to speak.
�No, wait. You don�t have to come up. I�I�m ready.�
He stopped at the landing and leaned back against the railing.
Grinning that disarming grin that made her stomach clench, he whistled again.
�Yeah, darlin�, you sure as hell are.�
She refused his hand and walked by him with her head in the air. His low chuckle raised the hairs on the back of her neck and she clutched the railing for support. In seconds, he was beside her, his big hand circling her arm. The skin on the place he stroked flamed at his touch.
His voice was a low rumble.
�Steady, now, darlin�. We don�t want you to break your neck or your ankles in those shoes.� He huffed. �I never have figured out how women wear those high heels.� He added with a chuckle, �I�m just glad they do.�
Lexie forced herself to take a deep breath and then another, but it didn�t do any good. She was a bundle of shrieking nerves. Furious at herself for agreeing to go out with this man, she whirled to face him. The tirade bubbling up in her chest hovered in her throat at the look in his eyes. His stormy blue eyes were dark with concern.
He reached out and stroked her cheek, the way you would an overwrought child poised on the edge of a tantrum. She was horrified that he read her so easily.
�Alexis, relax.�
His voice was quiet, authoritative. He squinted down at her. His expression was almost stern.
�Listen up. You and I are going to go out and have a nice dinner. You�re going to tell me all about that beast of a car you drive. I�m going to smother you with my southern charm. And if that was a tell-tale growl that I just heard from your stomach, you�re going to eat the first food you�ve had today or maybe in a couple of days. You got that?�
She hesitated, then mumbled, �I had a banana this morning.�
He shook his head with a dismissive nod.
�Good, then you�ll have lots of room for the food I intend to tempt you with. Hell, I might even force you to drink one of the best margaritas you�ve ever tasted just to see if I can loosen you up a bit.�
She tipped up her chin. �I�I don�t drink much.�
His eyes twinkled. �Good. A girl after my own heart.� He added, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. �Just what I like, a cheap drunk.�
Ignoring her startled frown, he smiled at her and bowed low. He swept his arm toward the dusty gravel parking lot.
�My lady, your chariot awaits.�
Lexie looked up in surprise at the gleaming black and silver motorcycle discreetly parked under the only tree in the pock-marked lot. She didn�t know much about motorcycles, but given what she did know, this was one impressive bike. It screamed power and money. Damn, she wouldn�t be surprised if Jake had dropped as much on this baby as she had in three years restoring her Camaro.
He laughed. �My one indulgence.�
She sniffed. �I�ll bet. But just so you know, I�m not much of a motorcycle person. How about we take my car instead?�
Jake stumbled back in mock horror. �And not travel down the open road with the wind in your hair and the sun in your eyes, driving every guy in his Buick sedan green with envy?�
Lexie hesitated, then blurted out. �They scare me. And�and I�ve never ridden on the back of one before. I don�t know how.�
Jake regarded her solemnly for a moment, then took hold of her arm and inched toward the machine glinting in the dappled sunlight shining through the palo verde branches.
�Somehow I find that hard to believe from a girl whose car is every guy�s wet dream. But I�ll take you at your word. That�s why your first ride needs to be with a guy who knows how to handle a girl on the back of a bike.�
Lexie felt her cheeks heat at the double entendre, but shook off her embarrassment, determined not to let him see that she was afraid.
He reached for the helmet strapped to the back of the bike and put it on her head, twisting her soft curls in his hand when he snapped the strap.
�Up you go,� He said lifting her up and over the padded seat.
Lexie was shocked at how easily he lifted her. Before she could stop him, he hiked her dress above her knees and with a wink tucked it up against the seat.
�These aren�t the most modest rides you�ll ever take but I promise you it will be one of the most exciting.� Seeming to see her fear, he added, �Alexis, all you have to do is hang on tight. I�ve been riding these crotch rockets since I was fourteen years old and have never had so much as a scrape on me or on the bike.�
With that, he swung his leg up over the seat and parked his tight ass about four inches in front of her. She mentally groaned as he unhooked his helmet and strapped it on his head. He hitched up in his seat and twisted toward her. With a quick snap, he lowered the protective visor over her eyes, then glanced at her fingers clutching the leather armrests.
He studied her for a moment, then gave one of those knowing nods that she knew would be followed by some down home wisdom. He didn�t disappoint.
�Alexis, riding on the back of a motorcycle is a lesson in cooperation. Now, yes, you can sit back in this comfortable seat stiff as a board and let the wind and the dirt pummel you as we tear down the road at sixty miles an hour. Or you can lean forward and hang on to me. Hell, you can even rest against me and let me take the worst of the wind. And then� then if you are as daring as I think you are, you�ll give into the joy of the ride.�
He chucked her under her chin. �Cooperate with me, sugar, or go it alone. It�s your choice, darlin�.�
Not waiting for her answer, he snapped down his visor and kicked the bike into gear. Turning in a tight circle, he headed out of the lot to the open road ahead. At the break in the traffic, he throttled down and with an impressive roar they sped onto the highway.
Sheer terror forced Lexie to throw her arms around Jake�s waist and hang on tight. It took her a full moment clinging to him to begin to let the roar of the bike enter her bloodstream. A thrilling flash of power inundated her. She�d come close to this feeling speeding down the highway in her Camaro, but this was different, raw, explosive. The wind whipping her hair in shiny streaks of gold against her visor and the sun beating down on her bare legs were exhilarating. She clung to Jake�s muscled back and breathed in the subtle mix of expensive cologne and strong man. It was a heady combination. The hum of the engine throbbed between her legs. A potent rush of sensation flooded her. She gathered her strength and squashed down the torrent of doubts and ugly visions from the past. With a supreme effort, she let go of her fears and took Jake�s advice. She gave in to the joy of the ride.





Chapter 6

Jake took one look at her face and breathed a sigh of relief. It could have gone either way. He took a chance and it paid off. Her shining eyes and flushed cheeks were all the evidence he needed that she was as stoked by the ride as he was. Hell, how could he not be? Having the most beautiful woman he�d ever seen wrapped around his back riding an Electra Glide down the highway on a gorgeous evening came as close to perfect as he could imagine. The only thing that made it better was that he�d have dinner with her � and more, if he could wrangle it. Just the thought made the bulge in his jeans swell. Not much he could do about it. He�d struggled to contain his reaction to her from the first time he saw her.
For the moment, the excitement in her eyes replaced the anger and fear he�d seen since he met her. He realized this must be the way she�d looked before Anthony�s death stole her joy. He prayed that he could keep the agony of the present at bay for at least a couple of hours. He�d give anything to erase the pain haunting her beautiful face. He pushed her in front of him and tossed Pedro the keys to the bike. The boy�s face lit with pleasure.
�Don�t say it, Mr. Jake. I know. I get one scratch on it and I am your slave for life.�
Jake laughed and tossed him a folded bill. �You know it, Pedro. And not more than four blocks either way, you hear? Your mama�s gonna kill me, as it is.��
Putting his arm around Alexis�s shoulder, he led her into the noisy cantina. The raucous shouts of the waiters and patrons greeted them along with the spicy smells of chilies and roasted meats. A huge woman with a smile as big as her ample chest bustled toward them.
�Ah, Mr. Jake. Too long, too long since we see you.� Peering around him, she gave Lexie a critical once over. Seeming to see the light in Jake�s eyes, a broad grin broke across her face. �Ah, now I see what has kept you busy, kept you away from us. Una mujer muy hermosa!�
Jake grinned and gave her a big hug. �Mama Rosita, you know I can�t stay away from you or Carlos. I languish in countries all over the world dreaming about your flan. Mama, this is Alexis, and Alexis, this is Mama Rosita, who makes the best pork taquitas in the world and tops it off with flan as close to heaven as I�m likely to get.�
At that moment, a wiry Hispanic man with dark hair and flashing black eyes came around the corner. His face lit up when he saw Jake. At the most, he came to Jake�s shoulder and Jake had to bend down to give him a hug.
�Mi buen amigo. Too long between visits.�
Looking over at Alexis, his face cracked in a smile as wide as his wife�s. He winked at Jake and gave a low whistle. �Mmm, muy hermosa, Mr. Jake!�
Alexis smiled a shy smile and Jake pulled her closer to him. After he had finished making introductions to the wait staff who crowded around them, Jake put a protective arm around Alexis� shoulders, who was looking overwhelmed and a little pale. He�d arranged ahead of time for a private table in the back corner of the patio and guided her through the noisy restaurant to the quiet table he�d commandeered. The subtle smell of desert sage mingled with the fragrance of the citrus trees banking the patio, flavoring the cooling night air with a mix of spicy fragrances. The sky was beginning to darken. A crescent moon hung over the patio, heralding the coming of a thousand stars.
Jake knew the chances that Alexis had eaten today were slim, but didn�t want to pressure her. He knew by now she was fiercely independent.
�Can I start plying you with alcohol?� he asked, winking at the waiter who stood expectantly to the side.
Alexis managed a shy smile that made Jake�s heart trip. He thought again how damned vulnerable she was. He could almost see the tight nerves she was working hard to control.
�I think I�ll try one of the margarita�s you told me about, but no salt please.�
Jake nodded. �Good choice. And Manuel, bring us one of those seafood platters Mama rustles up for me. And don�t forget the hot sauce.�
Turning to Alexis, Jake asked, �I don�t want to be overbearing, but you look as though you haven�t eaten in a while, am I right?�
She shook her head and looked down, then said softly, �I haven�t been hungry.�
He gave her a sympathetic nod. �Let me recommend the Boquia bass. It�s one of the mildest but tastiest fish you�ll find. Comes from a paradise in Columbia. Carlos ships it in. Don�t know of another place in the southwest that does.�
She asked hesitantly, a clear effort to make conversation, �Have you been there?�
�Lake Boquia? Yeah, I have.� He smiled at her. �I�ve been lucky. There aren�t many places that I haven�t been. Unfortunately, some of the most beautiful ones, like Columbia, for example, are the most troubled.�
He watched her closely throughout the meal. She sipped on her margarita and moved to Dos Equis beer when he did. She picked at her food, but at least she ate. He steered the conversation to safe topics, her car, his bike, and the places he had been.
At a break in the conversation, he said, �I understand you�re a martial artist.�
To Jake�s surprise, she pulled back. He saw her shield go up.
�How do you know that?� Her expression was tight, guarded.
He was surprised at her defensive reaction. He�d thought she�d be pleased to talk about her accomplishments. He gave a nonchalant shrug.
�I�m an inveterate snoop. Guess that�s what makes me a good investigator. And yeah, I like to check out a woman before I introduce her to Mama Rosita,� he added with a slight smile.
She frowned, surprising him more, but he pressed on.
�I�ll admit, I did a little investigation on you, but I didn�t have a week so I only skimmed all the tournaments you�ve won and the honors you�ve received. You are something, a true champion, Miss Alexis Beloi.�
When her frown deepened and she didn�t respond, he reached for humor.
�What�s wrong, Alexis? I can tell you, there�s nothing hotter to an army brat like me than a woman who could whip my ass.�
He thought for a moment he�d succeeded, but her guard went up stronger than ever. Her voice was hard, clipped.
�I don�t like people �investigating� me. If you want to know something about me, ask me.�
He quirked a brow in disbelief.
�Hmm, and if I did. Ask you? Would you answer me?�
She tossed her head, a gesture that was becoming familiar.
�Not likely.�
In the silence that followed, assessing her rigid body language, Jake decided he had nothing to lose. There were questions he needed to ask, things she needed to know about him.
He drawled, �Well, I guess I�ll take a chance and get my head bitten off. I do have questions, I�d like some answers to. I�m curious, Alexis. What do you hope to learn about your brother�s death on the �streets�?�
She stared at him, her eyes flashing with anger.
�I�ve already told you, I�m not interested in talking about my brother�s death with you or anyone else who is �officially� investigating his murder.�
�Hmm, but you will talk to the bouncers at Porters? Or the pimps on the corner of Cactus?�
Alexis arched up like an angry cat. Jake was surprised she didn�t hiss.
�What? You followed me? You tracked me last night? How dare you?�
She rose up in her chair reaching for her purse, her hands were visibly shaking. She gnawed at her bottom lip. �So� so this is why you insisted that I have dinner with you? So you could smother me with southern charm, ply me with alcohol, and then get all the information you can from me?�
Jake leaned back in his chair. He sighed and motioned to her.
�Sit down, Alexis.�
When she just glared at him, he nodded to the chair.
�That wasn�t a request, sugar. Sit down. Now.�
~~~
Alexis stared at him. How dare he tell her what to do? As though she was an insubordinate that he could dress down, order about. But something in those flashing blue eyes compelled her to sink down in her chair. Grabbing the edge of the table, she leaned forward, barely able to contain her fury. She started to speak, but Jake put up his hand to stop her.
�Lexie, we need to talk.�
She jumped at the use of her nickname. The name Anthony gave her.
She stammered, angrily stumbling over her words.
�How, how�do you know that? My nickname. Why? What makes you think you can insinuate yourself in my life? Look for secrets, for ways to compromise me, contain me? You�re no� no better than Chief Burton. No, damn you! You are worse! At least he doesn�t lie to me, pretend he wants to have dinner with me when all he wants is to worm information out of me. You are�despicable!�
Jake responded quietly, ignoring her angry outburst. He nodded as though he had come to a conclusion. �Lexie suits you. It�s softer, not as hard as you pretend to be.�





Chapter 7

�Lexie, Anthony was my friend. He was on my special forces team for eight years. He was one of the finest soldiers I�ve had the privilege to work with and one of the most honorable men I�ve known. We were together in more godforsaken places in the world than should exist. Of all the men I commanded over the years, your brother was the most admirable. If I had to choose anyone to have my back, no matter where or why, it would be Anthony Beloi.�
Lexie was startled. Jake�s expression was intense. He was sincere, clearly moved by his relationship with Anthony. But she felt betrayed, angry that he had kept his relationship with Anthony from her. She was just beginning to trust Jake. Frankly, she liked him. It hurt that he had tricked her into having dinner with him. He hadn�t even told her he knew Anthony. Before she could wrestle with her chaotic emotions, Jake continued.
�When I learned about Anthony�s death, I insisted on leading the investigation. I will not stop until we find his killer.�
His eyes were hard, fierce.
Lexie looked down at her hands, not wanting to meet his eyes. She didn�t want him to see her confusion.
�There�s something else, Lexie, that you should know, if you don�t already. You were the most important person in Anthony�s life. Whenever we got into deep conversations about what mattered to us, you were first on his list. You were the reason he left the army, why he came to Yuma, so he could be closer to you.�
Lexie felt her chest constrict. She couldn�t stop the words. She�d been thinking them too long to hide them.
Her voice was ragged, as tightly strung as her nerves. �Are you saying it�s my fault? That he wouldn�t be dead if it weren�t for me?�
Jake shook his head and took hold of her hands. She tried to pull away, but his grip was firm.
�You know that�s not what I meant. And you know it�s not true. Anthony�s chosen profession was as dangerous as any in the world. He could have been killed in any one of the missions we were on together. Hell, from the things he told me, his entire life was one near escape from death after another.�
Lexie was startled. Her face felt hot. She thought she might throw up.
�Did�did he tell you about me? All the bad�things��
Jake broke in, �He told me how he spent years looking for you and how his life changed when he found you.�
Choking back her anger, Lexie gave in to her sense of betrayal. She didn�t want Jake to know everything about her. She�d spent ten years closing doors to a past she never wanted to revisit. And now this unsettling man she thought she could trust was just one more well-meaning official who thought he could save the poor little abused girl. She didn�t want saving, and she didn�t want Jake. She just wanted to leave. But he was leaning toward her, his forearms on his knees, holding her hands. He pinned that hard blue gaze on her and wouldn�t let her go.
�Lexie, you need to understand. I promised myself I won�t leave this place until I find Anthony�s murderer. And I won�t. But there is something even more important to me. And that is you, Lexie. It�s dangerous out there. Once the killer or killers realize that you are Anthony�s sister, you will become a target. No matter how street smart you are. If we�re right about where this investigation is leading, it�s a hell of lot bigger than one young woman can sort out. Anthony would be furious if he knew you were out on the streets alone seeking his killer. If Anthony was alive, your safety would be his number one priority. Now it is mine. You were his responsibility and now you are mine.�
Lexie jerked her hands free and pushed her chair away from him. She was shaking so hard that she was surprised she could stand, but her fury fortified her. She made a wide circle around him, putting the table between them, and headed for the door.
Steadying herself, her hands on the back of the nearest chair, she glared at him.
Given the turmoil roiling in her gut she was grateful her voice was as calm as it was.
�That�s where you are wrong, Agent Gardner. You may command battalions and lead men in and out of dangerous life threatening situations. But you are not in charge of me or responsible for me in any way. I am responsible for myself.�
She tossed her head with a dismissive sneer, ignoring the dangerous glint in his eyes.
�So pack up that southern charm, Special Agent. Save it for someone who will appreciate it. Find another helpless woman to save, because that woman isn�t me.�
She was now several feet away from him and only inches from the doorway.
�Oh, and a little advice. When you take your next powerless woman out to dinner, tell her what you are really after. Most women, even pitiful ones, don�t like being lied to. Now, if you�ll excuse me. Don�t bother getting up. I�ll see myself out. And I won�t need a ride. I�m taking a cab.� She turned to go then reached in her purse and threw two twenty dollar bills on the table. �For my dinner.�
Threading her way through the main dining room, Lexie was shaking so hard she bumped into several tables. She grimaced. People probably thought she was drunk. She was. With rage.
When she got to the entrance, she said to the teenage boy who had taken Jake�s bike, �Will you please call me a cab or tell me where the nearest cab stand is?�
A gruff voice behind her said. �Don�t bother, Pedro. I�ll see Miss Beloi home.� Taking the keys the flabbergasted boy handed him, Jake added, �Please say good night to your mother and father. Tell them I�ll be back soon.�
He took hold of her arm and strode across the parking lot to the motorcycle planted within sight distance of the valet stand. It took Lexie three steps to keep up with one of his.
�I�m not riding on that with you. I...I�m getting a cab.�
He pressed his lips together in a straight line. �Be quiet.�
She gasped and stepped back, startled by the underlying anger in his usually contained expression.
He leaned back against the handle of the bike and glared at her, his eyes narrowed, gleaming in the light from the Cantina.
�Tell you what, sugar,� his drawl was noticeably hard, without a trace of teasing humor. �We have a saying where I come from. You dance with the one who brung you.�
Lexie rolled her eyes and shot him a defiant glance. Crossing her arms tightly in front of her chest, she scoffed, �Oh, great, more of Grandma Winnie Mae�s words of wisdom? In case you didn�t notice, we weren�t dancing.�
He smiled a tight hard smile. �Nope, that was Uncle Bobby Jo�s warning to me when I was thirteen years old and thought I knew everything about the world of women and he knew nothing.� He straightened up and moved toward her. �But darlin�, if it applies to dance partners, it sure as hell applies to the guy who took you out to dinner and is about to take you home.�
Lexie stiffened and looked over her shoulder, judging the distance to the door of the Cantina. Surely, he wouldn�t chase her if she ran. But before she could decide her chances, he flipped up the lid to the storage compartment and yanked out a black leather jacket.
He thrust it at her. �Here, put this on.�
�I told you, I am not riding�on��
The rest of her words stuck in her throat. Within what seemed like seconds, he deposited her on the back seat of the bike dressed in his jacket. He snapped on her helmet and pulled the strap tight.
Swinging his leg over the fender in one motion, he strapped on his helmet. He twisted around and smiled a grim smile when he saw where she was sitting.
She�d scooted back as far as she could and clenched her fists around the leather handles on the seat.
He actually grinned, infuriating her further, then dug around in the pouch on the side fender.
She shrieked when she saw the handcuffs. She fought him as hard as she could, but within seconds he�d clamped one cuff on her wrist then jerked her up against his back. He pulled both of her hands tight across his belly and snapped the other cuff in place.
�Damn you, Jake. What the hell do you think you are doing? Let me go, dammit!�
He chuckled. �What are you going to do, sugar? Call the cops? Oh, that�s right, you don�t believe in working with police officers.�
He revved up the bike, ignoring her impotent struggles to free herself. Instead, he yanked her up tighter to his back until she was plastered against him.
�Goddammit, Jake. Let me go. This is dangerous. What if we fall? I �I could get crushed.�
He snorted, �You, Lexie? The invincible one? The woman impervious to danger? To threats? Hang on, sugar, I�ll be getting you home just as quickly as I can.�
Lexie tried to pull back, but it was useless. The cuffs had no give. Struggling against her frustration, she let her manacled hands rest against his belly. Shocked at the corded layer of muscles beneath her fingers, she fought the urge to stroke them. It was his smell that drew her in. His spicy cologne and musky male smell broke through her resistance. Giving in to his powerful magnetic pull, she clung to him and buried her face against his strong back. Her anger got lost in the roar of the bike and she found herself clinging to him more tightly than was necessary.
When they rolled up in front of her motel, he unlocked the cuffs and stuffed them in the pouch. He swung his leg over the bike and picked her up and stood her on the ground. Without a word, he headed toward the stairs. The dark shadows around the motel made her shiver. She hurried after him, but he was at the top of the stairs before she cleared the second landing. He waited beside her door, his face unreadable in the dark, cold anger rolling off him in waves.
He held out his hand for the key. Lexie fumbled in her purse. She finally found it and handed it to him. He reached down in his boot and pulled out his Sig. He motioned her back against the railing then opened the door and went inside, flipping on the overhead light. She heard the click of the gun hammer and the bathroom door open and then the closet door. He came outside and tucked the gun at his back.
He walked by her without speaking, heading down the stairs. He stood for a moment on the landing, then came back up the stairs two at a time. Her heart skipped a beat when he strode toward her. He stood in front of her, studying her upturned face. After a long moment, he put his hands on the railing on either side of her, locking her in place. She could feel his vibrating tension. He pressed his hard body against hers. She swallowed, almost choking on her breath. He smelled strong, powerful. She shuddered, stunned at the sensations roiling her core. He leaned down, his lips next to her ear. His beard stubble rasped against her cheek.
His voice was husky, low. �Just to keep the record straight, Lexie. I asked you to have dinner with me tonight because I wanted to be with you. Get to know you. I wanted to show you my bike. I also wanted to feel your arms around me.� He gave a soft snort. �I didn�t think it would take handcuffs to do it.�
Even in the dark, she could see the hurt in his eyes and hear the strain in his voice. Before she could respond he was at the second landing. He looked up at her and said. �Lock the door. Put on the chain. You�re not safe here.�
She waited at the top of the stairs until she heard the roar of the motorcycle. Reluctantly, she walked into the shabby room. The bare bulb on the ceiling lit the room with an ugly glare. She locked the door and stood against the doorway trying to absorb what had happened, trying to sort out the frenzied emotions searing her.
Glancing around the room, her eyes rested on the desk. She�d sorted the reports the chief gave her in four piles, organizing them according to subject. Now they were in a single neat stack. She closed her eyes, shuddering, resisting the reality. Someone had been in her room. And it sure as hell wasn�t room service, she thought with a grimace.
She felt in her purse for Jake�s card. Even as she searched for it, she knew she couldn�t call him. She�d seen his anger, felt his disappointment. No, she was in this alone. Just as she�d said she wanted to be. Taking a deep breath, she worked the heavy dresser from side to side until it rested against the flimsy door. Self consciously, looking in the shadows, as though someone might jump out, she undressed. Slipping on an exercise bra and skimpy workout shorts, she went out on the balcony to begin her practice. She was unwilling to stay in the depressing room a minute longer.
After a long intense practice that did nothing to quiet her jangling nerves and chaotic emotions, she peered through the dirty glass on the sliding door. Looking at the empty room with its spooky shadows, the balcony seemed a safer place to sleep than the bedroom. She knew she was being foolish, but she could feel the intruder. She felt violated, compromised. She�d have to find a new place in the morning. She couldn�t stay here another night. Wrapped in the cleanest blanket she could find, she snuggled against the plaster wall on the balcony. She hugged the Glock that Anthony gave her next to her chest. She comforted herself with the thought that if nothing else, she�d have the advantage of hearing anyone who tried to get by the dresser wedged against the door.
She closed her eyes, knowing how unlikely sleep was. She finally drifted off, caught in the dream of flying through the starlit night holding onto Jake�s strong back. In her dream, he held her tight, protecting her from the wind. She was warm, safe.





Chapter 8

The big man hiding in the shadows below watched her fierce movements. It wasn�t quite as good as the peep shows at the Senora Traviesa. She was wearing too many clothes, he thought with a lascivious grunt. But hell, what a body. She was doing some kind of martial arts. The more he watched, the more entranced he became. Every kick and strike showed off her long legs and tight ass. He�d never thought that he�d get turned on by a fighter, but just the thought of her writhing over him perked up his dormant prick. He grimaced thinking how much better it would be if Blondie got it on with Bella. Yeah, now that was a fight he�d like to see. He liked to watch.
Safely hidden in the tangle of the overgrown bougainvillea and oleanders he laughed at the undercover guy lounging by the empty swimming pool. Like everything else in this dump, the pool was filthy, filled with years of dirt, weeds, and trash that had blown its way. The undercover guy looked like he belonged. His shaggy hair, and unkempt clothes, the familiar tattered garb of the homeless men who skulked in the shadows, made him blend in. He couldn�t remember his name, but he knew he�d seen the sneaky fucker around, at the station.
Furious anger washed over him at the thought of the mighty Jake Gardner coming in to solve the big case. He snarled thinking about the tall, blue-eyed soldier who rode in on his Electra Glide like he ruled the world. His blood boiled at the way Jake had plopped that gorgeous girl on the back like she belonged to him. The big guys, the important ones, the ones everyone noticed and admired, didn�t see men like him, even when they saw him every day. He was part of the background. Invisible. Not worth a second thought. Even when the invisible ones reared up and threatened the big guys� worlds, the assholes ignored them. They never thought that the indistinguishable ones could screw them over. How could they? Why would they? He growled. Oh, yeah, they recognized the threat and they were out to get to the source. But they�d never catch him. They didn�t know he existed. They never dreamed who it was in the shadows, taking them down one by one.
Remembering how easily he�d entered Blondie�s room, he guffawed. Christ, he�d waltzed in, practically in broad daylight, opened the lousy lock with a fucking credit card. He got a picture of every page of the report the chief gave her. Hell, he was in and out in five minutes. But not before he left a few telltale signs. He didn�t care what the boss said. He wanted her to know he was there. Freak her out. But he was careful, fastidious. He better be. He felt a shiver of fear. The boss was angry with him. Called him a fuck-up. Threatened him. Yeah, he had gone a little overboard, but hell, that fucking cop deserved it. Somehow, some way, the fucker had seen through the shadows. Seen him and knew who he was.
The girl would be easy. Just like the cop, she thought she was tough. But it wouldn�t take much to get hold of her. She was careless. He peered up through the bushes at the balcony. She was gone. The peep show was over. He buttoned his suit coat over his portly gut and backed out of the shadows. In minutes, he was one more anonymous, invisible man blending with all the others on the street.
~~~
Brady�s cell phone vibrated in the pocket of his ripped jeans. Yanking it out, he saw Jake�s number.
The voice on the other end was brusque.
�Anything?�
�No, quiet as hell. A couple of things that don�t look good, but as of now, everything is quiet.� He whistled softly. �Hey, buddy, you might want to tell your girlfriend not to do those sexy exercises of hers on the balcony. Every time that broken motel sign out front decides to work, it lights her up like a fuckin spotlight.�
He grinned at the string of expletives Jake muttered.
�Damn! Those are the longest, most beautiful legs I�ve ever seen. And fuckin Christ, those shorts. What do they call �em? Boy shorts? Damn, no boy I ever saw looked like she does in shorts. Mmm hm!�
�Cut the crap, Brady!� Jake�s voice was harsh, not amused.
�Can�t resist rubbing it in, big guy. Gotta entertain myself some way.�
Jake swore. �Dammit, Brady, what doesn�t look good?�
Brady heard the concern in Jake�s voice and got serious fast.
�Yeah, sorry, Jake. I know you�re worried. I�m thinking you got a reason to be. A couple of weird things we gotta be concerned about. I got here about seven thirty or so. I talked up some kids boarding on a make shift ramp out in the back. Said they�d been here a couple of hours. I gave them some money, told �em I needed someone to keep a watch out for me. Hell, Jake, all they could talk about was that bike of yours and that gorgeous woman climbing on the back.�
He chuckled. �Nuthin like putting impossible dreams in a couple of fourteen year old kids� heads. Hell, they�ll spend their lives trying to duplicate what they saw today. Can�t say as I blame them. Jesus, Jake! You get the girl and the bike? Damn, some guys have all the luck!�
�Brady, enough.� Jake�s voice was low, threatening. �Now. What do we need to be concerned about?�
�Okay, okay. I pumped the kids about what they saw. After a couple of fivers, they remembered seeing a guy coming out of one of the third floor rooms. He wore a suit, a business kinda guy. A big guy, heavy set. Black hair. He came down the stairs and headed out to the lot. They didn�t see him again. I didn�t think anything of it. Hell, this is a motel. But a little later I chatted it up with the guy at the reservation desk. I asked him how full it was. You know, how�s business, that kinda thing. He said the place was dead. He�d rented three rooms on two, and had one guy in the front and, of course, the �pretty girl� on three. I asked him if there was anyone else on three. He said no, that she was the only one perched up there. Sorry, Jake, not to rub it in, but he went on for fifteen minutes about the exercise thing she does on the balcony. He suggested I stick around, get a front row seat. Like I said, man, that girl of yours is adding more than a little excitement to this dump.�
Jake�s voice was hard, tight. �Don�t let her out of your sight, Brady. And I mean the whole fucking night! I�m going to get her moved out of there tomorrow. I�m arranging a place for her now.�
Brady grinned. �I don�t know, Jake. From the stories I hear told, that little girl is no pushover. Hell, I heard she practically decked the chief. She might be more of a handful than you�re accustomed to, big guy. You might�ve a little more trouble throwing your weight around, Jake. �
Ignoring Jake�s muttered expletive, Brady continued. �Not to kick a guy when he�s down, but she sure as hell didn�t look happy when you two got back here. Hell, neither of you did. Trouble in paradise? Come on, Jake, I�m sitting under a tree in clothes that Goodwill wouldn�t give their worst customers. Give a guy some hope!�
`Brady laughed out loud when Jake hung up without saying goodbye.
~~~
The next day, Jake sat in the parking lot waiting for her to return. When the red Camaro pulled in, he climbed out of the Army Jeep and swaggered over to her. He shook his head taking in her cutoff jeans and stretchy tank top. Her platform sandals laced up around her slim ankles added dangerous inches to her show girl legs. Down, boy, he warned himself. Not that it would do any good. He�d had a hard on since he met her. It was clear that he wasn�t going to get relief any time soon.
She was unloading grocery bags when she saw him. If he didn�t know better, he might think she was glad to see him. He huffed to himself, that wouldn�t last long. He was right.
�Don�t you ever work?� Her chin went up in the air as she narrowed her eyes at him.
He smiled a hard smile. �Yes I do. I�m investigating a murder. How about you?�
When she tossed her head and turned to walk away, he caught her arm and took one of the packages from her.
�Tell you what, sugar, let�s put this stuff in the Jeep.�
She flushed and glared at him. �Now, why would I want to do that, Agent Gardner?�
Jake shook his head. �You obviously didn�t pick up your messages. Or is it just mine you ignore?�
When she flushed and looked away, he continued.
�It�s not safe here, Lexie. I�m moving you, darlin�. This place isn�t safe for you.�
She frowned, then looked away, not meeting his eyes. Surprised that she didn�t protest, he decided to lay it out.
�Someone was in your room last night, when you were out with me.�
Her frown deepened, but again, she didn�t answer. With a shock of understanding, he realized she sure as hell didn�t look surprised.
The anger he�d tamped down all morning flared. His voice was hard, crisp. �But you knew that, didn�t you?�
When she looked up at him, her cheeks were bright pink. She bit her lip, then turned away, refusing to meet his eyes.
He moved toward her backing her against the car, purposefully looming over her.
�Goddammit, Lexie. You got back here, and knew someone had been in your room? And you didn�t bother to call me? You stayed in that fucking room all night long knowing that some intruder had been there? And chose not to call me? Is that what you�re going to tell me? �
She angled out from under him and threw him an angry glare.
�I�m not going to tell you anything. But�I� didn�t sleep in the room. I slept on the balcony.�
At the mention of the balcony, Jake�s vision blurred red. It didn�t help to know that she was too scared to sleep in the room and she still didn�t fucking call him.
His voice was sharp. �Go get packed. I�ll talk to the guy at the desk and clear out your bill.�
She jerked around and pressed her fists against her sides.
�I can take care of my own bill, thank you.�
Jake shrugged. �I wouldn�t be so sure of that, sugar. They�re already raking you over the coals. They�re charging you for an executive suite, double the cost of a basic, and aren�t giving you the military discount. I�ll put it this way. You can handle it or I will. Your choice.�
She hesitated then said stiffly. �Go ahead. You like to be in charge. Go for it!�
~~~
When she came down the stairs, he met her on the landing and retrieved her suitcase and duffle bag. She clutched her big shoulder bag and refused to give it up. She followed him across the lot, then walked over to her car.
She met his eyes and pressed her lips together in a thin line. �I don�t have much. I can put everything in my car.�
He squinted down at her. His voice was cool, crisp. �You can, but you�re not going to. You�re riding with me.�
He tossed her suitcase and duffle bag in the back of the Jeep and hauled the rest of the groceries out of her car. He grabbed her by the elbow and pulled her toward the Jeep.
Opening the door, he picked her up and deposited her in the bucket seat.
�Jake, this isn�t necessary.� Her voice was terse.
He shrugged and dropped his dark mirrored shades over his eyes and strode to the driver�s side.
When he got in, he held out his hand.
�Your car keys.�
She hesitated. Her hands shook, but she gave him the keys.
Ignoring her shocked gasp, he tossed them to the homeless guy sitting on the curb.
�Brady, bring her car over when you�re sure you�re not being followed. Check it over and make damn sure they didn�t put tracers on it.�
The scruffy man grinned and gave him a mock salute. �You got it, boss.�
The hobo glanced over at Lexie and gave her a slight bow. �Sure am glad you�re getting out of here, ma�am. This is a hell of a place for a woman like you.�
Jake nodded and cranked up the engine. Within minutes, they were on the highway leaving the horror of the motel behind.





Chapter 9

Lexie stole a glance at Jake. His jaw was set in a rigid line, his eyes shielded behind the mirrored lenses. He hadn�t spoken since they got in the Jeep. He�d flipped on the radio. The dulcet sounds of a sax wailed a bluesy tune that should have helped her unwind except that the tension rumbling between them made relaxation impossible. She thought of all the things she wanted to say to him, but his unwavering attention on the road and distinct withdrawal from her made her shrink further into herself. She stared out the window and took deep calming breaths that didn�t calm.
She had no idea where they were going and refused to ask. She�d decide when they got there whether she would stay. She reminded herself anything would be better than the filthy place they�d left. But she needed to make it clear to Jake that where she lived and what she did was up to her, not him. She choked back a grim laugh at her pathetic assertion of independence. For now, at least, he controlled every bit of her surroundings, including the wrenching silence between them.
He turned off the highway following the signs to the military base. The men at the gate stepped back and saluted when they passed through, a reminder of Jake�s station in life and her lack of one.
She forced her voice to be calm. �Is this place on the base?�
His response was curt, almost dismissive. �Yeah, it is.�
Lexie screwed up her courage, forcing her question to be as controlled as his response.
�Will I need permission to enter and leave?�
His lip curled in a slight sneer.
�No, Lexie. You are not a prisoner here. You may come and go as you wish at any time of the day or night. I�ve arranged a V.I.P. pass for you. It�ll get you on and off the base without any hassle.�
They passed rows of military housing lined up one after another. After a couple of blocks, Jake turned the corner and entered what looked like a private street. Lexie saw that the houses all had yards and were immaculately kept. All of them featured well-tended trees and flowering shrubs, lending a pleasant upscale ambiance to the secluded cul de sac. Jake pulled into the driveway of the house at the end of the block. He hit the garage opener in the Jeep and the garage door swung up. To her surprise, she saw Jake�s motorcycle on one side of the garage.
He opened her door and helped her down. Following her gaze, he nodded at the bike.
�I�ve been storing it here. I don�t like to leave it on the street. Too damn many eighteen and nineteen year olds around. She can only take so many stares and whistles before she starts getting nervous.�
Lexie tried to decide if he was making a joke, but his firm jaw was inconsistent with humor.
He added. �I�ll get it out of here by tonight.�
Without waiting for a response, he grabbed her bags from the back of the Jeep and motioned for her to go inside.
Lexie was startled at the interior. It was as welcoming as the outside. The d�cor was authentic southwestern, not the kitschy knockoffs that had swept the country. The broad beams and saltillo tile were common elements throughout the house. What looked like genuine Navaho rugs divided the living spaces. The living room had a comfortable sofa and matching overstuffed chairs. Bookcases lined one wall. A fireplace in the corner was stocked with wood and the ashes on the grate spoke of recent use. The kitchen was small, but had new appliances and a carved plank table that could have been in any Spanish kitchen in the last hundred years.
When Jake opened the refrigerator to put in her supplies, she saw that it was full of fresh fruit, water, and vegetables. He pointed down the hallway. �There are two bedrooms. You can use one as an office if you need it. It has a desk and wifi. The base is on a special server, but I left the passwords for you on the desk. They have maid service twice a week and bring fresh linens at that time.�
Lexie swallowed hard, then asked the obvious question.
�This is your place isn�t it, Jake?�
He gave her a dismissive nod. �It�s for visiting brass, and, yeah, I guess I�m considered one. You don�t need to worry. I�ve cleaned out all my stuff and moved in with a buddy of mine who served with me in Afghanistan.�
Lexie froze. �Jake, I can�t. You know I can�t throw you out of your home, your house. I�I won�t.�
He gave a harsh laugh. �Too bad, sugar. You already did.�
He ignored her pained look and continued pointing out various features.
She made her voice as firm as she could.
�Jake, no. I can�t. I won�t stay here. It isn�t right. I�m not even in the military, much less a decorated hero.�
Jake whirled on her. Some of the anger she�d felt from him since they left the motel boiled over.
�You just don�t get it do you, Lexie? Your brother, Sgt. Anthony Beloi, was a national hero. This whole base is stoked up tight over his death. Rage doesn�t begin to describe the reaction to the way he died.�
He paused. Lexie frowned waiting for him to continue. He stopped as if he had said something he wished he hadn�t. Lexie shoved against the icy chill that hit her.
Jake shook his head and said simply, �Later�
He walked to the door then turned back. �Listen up, Lexie. Everyone on this base will do anything they can to take care of Anthony�s family.� He added, �No matter how ungrateful they are.�
He opened the front door and pulled on his beret. He pointed out the door.
�Two blocks down this street and a block and a half to the west is the finest martial arts studio this side of San Francisco. It�s the reason half the trainees who come here beg to come back, has everything from mixed martial arts rings to enough bags and equipment for a small platoon. I arranged a pass for you. They�re open twenty four hours a day.� His expression tightened and he glared at her. �It�ll beat the balcony. At least there you can be reasonably certain that your audience isn�t out to do you harm.�
Lexie felt her face flame first with embarrassment, then a burst of righteous anger. So that�s what he thought? That she�d been on the hideous balcony to entertain the scum who lived in the area? Remembering huddling on the cold balcony throughout the night, afraid to go back in the motel room, she started to shake.
She heard a slight buzz and Jake reached for his cell phone.
�This is a text from Brady. He�ll have your car here in twenty minutes. He�ll pick up my bike while he�s here. I left the garage door opener on the kitchen counter.�
He opened the door and headed down the sidewalk.
Lexie stood rooted to the floor, her heart beating so hard she was sure he could hear it. She called after him, �Uh, thanks, Jake.�
He called back over his shoulder, �Don�t mention it. Have a good day, Lexie.�
~~~
Lexie closed the door and slid to the floor. Her legs wouldn�t hold her. She crouched in a ball, struggling to make sense of the emotions crashing over her. She was exhausted and hurt. Too tired to be angry herself, she despaired at Jake�s anger. She longed to hear his voice like it had been. Soft, sexy, funny. Not this stern humorless man who looked at her as though she disgusted him, as though he had given up on her.
She didn�t know how long she sat on the cold floor when she realized the clanging noise was the doorbell, not a distant echo in a dream.
With an effort, she dragged herself to her feet and opened the door. A too late warning flashed through her muddled brain. Never open the door unless you know who is there. To her relief, she saw the man Jake tossed her keys to. Over his shoulder she saw the welcome sight of her Camaro. The guy didn�t look nearly as scruffy as he had at the motel. His clothes were ragged, but he�d washed the grime off his face. His beard shadow and long dirt-blond hair tied back in a ponytail added to his bad boy vibe. It was impossible to miss his dancing green eyes or that damnable rock hard army body. Leslie grimaced. Did they all have to look like they stepped out of the latest Avengers cartoon?
�Uh, come in. I�I was�� She stopped. How could she tell the man with concern etched on his face that she wasn�t sure what she had been doing.
�Hey, there. I�m Brady, the guy who brought your hot car back to you. And I�m still wondering why I didn�t steal it when I had the chance. While I�m here, I�m gonna pick up Jake�s bike for him. Hell, from one rockin� ride to another. I must have done something right in my life. �
She tried to smile, but it must not have worked. He frowned and said. �Hey, are you okay?�
She hesitated, then blurted, �No� no�I don�t think I am.�
He looked startled, then nodded.
�Can�t blame you for that, Alexis. Hey, do you mind if I come in? I�ll be honest. You don�t look good. Jake would have my ass if I left you lookin� like a little puppy dog that lost her best friend.�
He must have seen the pain she felt on her face, because he shook his head and ran his fingers through his scraggly blond hair.
�Damn, I�m sorry. I�m makin things worse, aren�t I? Okay, let me try this again. Mind if I come in and hit you up for a soda or, if there is a god, maybe you have a beer?�
Lexie stepped back and motioned him in.
�I�m not sure what I have. I haven�t had time to�to know what is here or not.�
Brady walked in. He took hold of her arm and led her over to the kitchen table.
�Tell you what, you park that snazzy butt of yours in this chair and let me see what you�ve got in the refrigerator. Knowing Jake, there won�t be a thing you�ve been craving in the last year that won�t be around here somewhere.�
�He�s that competent?�
�Yeah. Without a doubt, the best friend or commander a guy could have. Or, in your case, a beautiful young woman could want.�
Lexie sunk in the chair, grateful that this impertinent, brash man was here. She didn�t want him to leave. Within minutes, he plopped a bowl of tortilla chips, some guacamole and salsa in front of her, along with two beers. Almost as an afterthought, he pulled a fruit tray out of the refrigerator and put it in front of her. Pointing to the chips, he said, �That�s for me. Guy food. But you look like you haven�t eaten in a while. Maybe you should start with this.�
Lexie smiled. �Thanks, Brady. Actually the thing that looks the best is the beer.�
He grinned at her, snapped off the top and saluted her with his bottle.
�Hey, a girl after my own heart.�
They sat quietly for several minutes. Lexie let the cold beer run down her throat. She wasn�t much of a drinker. She�d seen what it did to people, how it changed them. But as she quietly sipped the cold tangy brew, she looked forward to the numbing effect she hoped would come.
Brady stared at her, his concern apparent.
�You look pale. Sure you�re okay?�
She struggled to smile. �I�I�m just tired. Last night was a rough night.�
He tipped his bottle to her in agreement. �Yeah. It was.�
She looked up at him. �You were there? Did you see him?�
�No, he was there before I got there, while you and Jake were out to dinner. A couple of kids told me that they saw a man come out of one on the rooms on the third floor. Unfortunately, you were the only guest on that floor.�
Lexie trembled. �He� he went through my things. He did something with the papers, the reports, the chief gave me. They weren�t the way I left them on the desk.�
Brady looked thoughtful. ��Did you tell Jake that?�
She shook her head. �No. He wouldn�t� he was too angry with me to talk.�
Brady eyed her. �Hmm. Yeah, I noticed that.�
She peered up at him, afraid to ask, but she had to know. �You�you saw me up there� on the balcony? Doing my �my practice?�
�Yeah, I sure did.� He gave a low whistle. �That was quite a show, honey.�
She felt the heat flood her face. �You� you don�t understand. I couldn�t do it in the room, I couldn�t �go back in that room��
Brady interrupted. �Hey, kiddo. I�m not being critical. Hell, that�s the last thing I�d be. I�m just damn sorry what you�ve been going through. Christ, I know how hard it�s been.�
Her voice sounded distant, even to her.
�It was cold, so cold.�
He gave an aggrieved sigh. �You slept out there, didn�t you?�
She nodded.
�Yeah, I thought so. Well, if it makes you feel any better, I was there the whole time. From the time you got back with Jake until you went shopping this morning.�
They sat quietly for several minutes. Brady picked at the label on his bottle then asked, �I�m curious. You didn�t happen to tell Jake about all this, did you? That you slept out there, that you knew the guy had been in your room?�
�He� he seemed to know.�
Brady slammed his empty bottle on the table. �Oh man, that explains it. That�s why he�s got that stick up his ass. Hell, in all the years I�ve known him, I don�t think I�ve ever seen Jake so upset.� He looked at her appreciatively. �Whew. Never thought I�d see it. But, honey, you�ve got under the big guy�s skin in a big, big way.�
~~~
After Brady left, Lexie sat at the table for several minutes, then went into the living room. She took some of the kindling from the basket on the hearth and built a small fire. When it was burning brightly, casting a warm glow over the room, she went over to her suitcase and pulled out the stack of things that she�d wrapped in a towel. She knelt before the fire and one by one threw her lacey underwear -- silky bras, panties, thongs, and lace garters in the fire.
She couldn�t bear the thought of them against her skin. She�d seen the way he�d arranged them � in neat piles, all in order, by color.
He�d wanted her to know that he had touched them, played with them.





Chapter 10

Jake eyed the men at the table and had the uncomfortable feeling that Lexie would categorize their discussion as one more army attempt to cover its ass. Jake glanced from man to man. All but Dirk Reynolds, a man he�d known over the years, outranked him. All had been in the field in years past, but their jobs at this time were administrative. Jake was the youngest by fifteen years and the only member of the special forces. He also was the only one who�d known Anthony personally.
General Peters, the base commander, his firm jaw tightening, spoke for the group. �Don�t think for a minute, Jake, that we aren�t as concerned about what happened as you are. Master Sgt. Beloi was a decorated war hero. If he had been killed in action, he would have been one of the most decorated men in the whole fucking army. We�re damned glad that the brass in Washington sent you to head up the investigation. I pledge that you will have the cooperation of every soldier on this base.�
Jake murmured his thanks, but before he could speak, Major General Mac McCarty broke in.
�I second that, Jake. General Peters and all of us are squarely behind you. But we have to look at the facts. There is no evidence that anyone on this base is involved with Sgt. Beloi�s murder. That doesn�t mean that we aren�t responsible for his family and finding the fuckers who did this.�
Mike Pierce agreed. �The problem, Jake, is that his area is infested. These gangs are as ruthless, as brutal as anything you�ve seen in the worst shitholes in the world. As shocking as the sergeant�s murder was, it is commonplace among the rat infested gangs. The only thing more brutal is what they do to each other.�
Jake shoved down his annoyance, determined to keep his anger at bay. He tried not to dwell on the fact that none of these men had been in the shitholes Mike referred to for over twenty years. All of them were good men, but had chosen to serve stateside in relatively safe areas. But this base, just miles from the Mexican border, was as close to being in the field as any in the country. Jake admitted it gave them credibility. And, hell, he knew the cartels. He�d seen their evil first hand.
Before he could speak, Mike Pierce added, the creases on his face deepening. �You got to remember, Jake, your first loyalty is to the army. We don�t want a bunch of pansy assed senators and congressmen poking their nose in Army business. Thinking that for some reason we aren�t as tough as they are. Your job is to find the killer or killers as quickly as you can and make sure that none of the stench rubs off on the army.�
Knowing he needed their support and that it was shortsighted to alienate the brass, Jake refused to be cowed. He responded using Colonel Pierce�s first name underscoring that they were the same rank. His voice was soft with a razor sharp edge.
�You can rest assured, Mike, that I know my job and intend to do it no matter where the investigation takes me. I appreciate that all of you know this particular territory better than I do. But the reason the guys at Bragg sent me here is the fact that a highly decorated former soldier�s mutilated body was found on an army base. That fact cannot and will not be swept under the rug.�
Mike Pierce flushed an angry red. �Now listen here, Jake, no one is trying to cover up anything.� Visibly struggling to contain his anger, he glared at Jake.
Before he could continue, Dirk Reynolds spoke up. His tone was conciliatory.
�All we�re saying, Jake, is that as brutal as Sgt. Beloi�s murder was, it is commonplace among the gangs. They are merciless. Unlike the mobs, they don�t care who they take down. Poking a stick in the eye of the U.S. Army and all that entails, is an afternoon�s joy ride for them. Embarrassing or taunting the U.S government is their idea of a circle jerk. Mike is right. This incident could rile up the Saturday morning commandos in the U. S. Senate and give them one more reason to either cut our funding or fund some fucking piece of equipment that we haven�t needed for twenty years.�
General McCarty chimed in. �As far as we can tell, Jake, the fact that his body was found on base is a fluke or a deliberate act to turn the attention away from the perpetrators. Look, Beloi was an undercover cop. From everything we hear from the YPD, he was hot on the trail of a major drug consortium bringing illegal drugs into this country, something the gang cartels do every day of the week and twenty times on Sunday. No one wants to shut down your investigation, Jake. But the fact remains: it is a ninety nine percent certainty that Beloi�s body was dumped here to take the blame off the fuckers who killed him--the cartels.�
Jake had enough. He rose from his chair and looked from man to man. Focusing on General McCarty, he said, �I agree, General. No one will shut down this investigation. Indeed, it is just beginning. I only arrived four days ago. However, I disagree with your conclusion. If there is a one percent chance that this is something other than the cartel�s clumsy attempt to smear the army, that is the one percent I�m gonna be on tight as a tick on a hunting dog�s ass. I owe it to Sgt. Beloi. And I owe it to the U. S. Army.�
He saluted the men at the table, ignoring General Peters and McCarty�s wary expressions and Mike Pierce�s downright angry glare.
Nodding to the base commander, he said, �I appreciate your arranging this meeting, General. I�ll keep you informed of my progress.�
Dirk Reynolds jolted out of his chair and quickly saluted the men at the table.
�Jake, let me walk you out.�
~~~
�It�s good to see you, Jake. Hell, how long has it been? And, Christ, you get bigger and stronger every mission you�re on.�
Jake nodded to the trim grey-haired man with the slate blue eyes. He�d known Reynolds over the years and while they weren�t close, he liked the guy. �It�s good to see you, Dirk. I didn�t know you were in Yuma.�
�Yeah, I�ve been here for a couple of years. I don�t get back to Bragg much, so I don�t get to check in with you as much as I�d like. People think this is the armpit of the world. In truth, it�s a heck of a post. Great food, the women are hot, and the training missions coming in and out bring a lot of variety. I�m working up my rank. I�m on the path to make full bird early next year. �Course that doesn�t mean much to you. Aren�t you the youngest full colonel in the whole fucking Army?�
Jake waved aside the compliment.
�Good for you, Dirk. I�m glad you�re in a good spot. You and I chose different paths. Don�t know if I could handle sitting behind a desk, but if anybody does it well, it�s you. We never missed a single piece of machinery or a weapon part on any mission I commanded, as long as you were in charge of logistics. It�s men like you who give the guys in the field a fighting chance to come out alive.�
�Thanks, Jake. That�s high praise coming from a guy with your record. Hell, man, you are the gold standard!�
Again, Jake shook off the praise.
Dirk moved closer and lowered his voice. �Look, Jake, don�t get riled up over what happened in there. Mike Pierce is a hothead, always has been. But he has to deal on a regular basis with all the political assholes in Washington and he�s protective of the Army. In my opinion, a little too much, almost like he�s overcompensating. But, hell, I don�t envy him his job.�
Jake shrugged.
�Everyone�s doing their job, Dirk, just like they are supposed to. I�m also doing mine.� Jake held his gaze. �Look, Dirk, you know this place a hell of a lot better than I do. I�ll appreciate it if you�ll keep your eyes and ears open. I can use an inside guy who�s not afraid to look at all the angles.�
�Hell, yeah, Jake. I�ve got your back. But I gotta tell you from long experience, this mess has �Cartel� written all over it.�
�I don�t disagree, Dirk.� He paused for emphasis. �But a good investigator doesn�t come to conclusions until he�s seen all the evidence.�
He gave Dirk a cocky smile and didn�t try to keep the edge out of his voice. �And if I am anything, Dirk, I�m a hell of a good investigator. Keep sharing that fact with all the brass here and I�m sure we�ll get along just fine.�
~~~
Walt waited for the boss to respond to his telephone call. The fucker always made him wait. Rubbing it in who was in charge. Who called the shots. Walt was sick of being yelled at. He was as critical to the operation as the boss was. You�d never to know it to hear him. The phone rang. It wasn�t five seconds before the tirade began.
�Goddamn you, Walt. I�m telling you if you ever ignore my orders again, you are a dead man. I�m still cleaning up your mess.�
Walt tried unsuccessfully to keep from whining. �I�I killed him just like you told me to.�
�I told you to leave the body on the base?� The boss�s voice was close to a shriek. �Do you understand that because of your stupidity we now have the whole goddamned United States Army up our ass? I�ve had calls from two fucking senators already. And, fuck, they sent in the number one CID agent in the country to investigate. �
Walt complained, wiping the sweat off his forehead. �I�I couldn�t haul him out. I told you that. The fucker was in pieces. And�I thought because he was a former beret it would make sense that he might have been meeting someone on the base.�
The voice on the other end was silky, threatening. �No, Walt, you didn�t think. And because of your idiocy, we are in danger of blowing the whole enterprise apart. Do you have any idea who Jake Gardner is?�
Walt thrust out his chest. Maybe the boss wasn�t as smart as he thought he was. He tried to imitate the boss�s steely tone. �I don�t think he�s that great. Christ, it took me all of thirty seconds to get in Beloi�s sister�s room. If he�s such a hotshot, you�d think he�d take better care of the slut he�s shaggin.�
The harsh sigh on the other was audible. �Walt, I�m going to tell you something. You better listen up. The only people who think they can outsmart Jake Gardner are dumber than dirt. Hell, they�re dumber than you. Or at least I hope so.�
His voice was sharp, commanding. �We have the biggest shipment yet coming in this weekend. Make goddamn sure your girls are ready. And wear your fucking disguise everywhere except the station.�
There was a long pause. His voice dropped to dangerous level. �Walt, you fuck up again, disobey my exact orders, and you�re gone. One word from me and our friends in the Primo Huelga will make what you did to Beloi look like a fucking Sunday school picnic. And this time, my explicit order will be that they keep you alive until they light the match.�
Listening to the dial tone, Walt�s stomach heaved. Christ, it was all he could to keep the gorge from coming up. Dragging the soiled handkerchief out of his pants pocket, he mopped off his brow. Wasn�t much he could do about the damp stains under his arms. Looking at the clock, he still had three hours until the end of his shift and four boxes of evidence to catalogue. He needed a drink, bad.





Chapter 11

Lexie let the phone ring. She unwound from the end of the sofa, her knees aching at the effort. She turned her head from side to side, then in a slow circle, trying to relieve the stiffness. She hurt everywhere. She�d fallen asleep in her clothes. Didn�t have the have the energy to undress and crawl into bed. Jake�s bed, she reminded herself with a shiver. She dug her cell phone out of the crack between the sofa cushions.
�Lexie, the autopsy report is ready. I�ll pick you up at ten.�
Jake�s voice on the message was cool, just a hint of the southern drawl she�d come to savor. None of the hard anger she�d heard yesterday, but not warm or comforting. No, Lexie, girl, she reminded herself, you blew that one. Too bad, she could have used a friend.
Ten minutes in the shower relieved some of the tight knots in her neck, but did nothing for her throbbing temples. A little food wouldn�t hurt, she thought with a grimace.
For a moment, she allowed herself to imagine crawling into the big four poster bed with the puffy grey and black duvet. The pillows at the head of the bed were four deep. Inviting. She liked to surround herself with pillows when she slept. It was a habit she�d picked up when she was a little girl. It made her feel safe, protected. The pillows kept the witches under the bed from grabbing her ankles and pulling her down into the underground. When she told Anthony, he didn�t laugh. His ten year old face was serious. �Yeah, Lexie, they try to get me, too.�
Pulling her wet hair up in a ponytail on the top of her head, she grimaced at her pale face in the mirror. Damn, if her eyes got any bigger, they�d take over her face. Tugging a pair of low rise jeans over her curvy hips, she decided against the belly button ring. Went for her jeweled belt, instead. A cropped t-shirt, her studded jean jacket, and ankle boots were the best she could do. Hugging the jacket close to her, she tried to figure out why she was cold. The thermometer on the outside of the window was pushing 100 degrees. And it wasn�t even nine o� clock in the morning.
She huddled in a chair at the kitchen table, watching the minute hand on the clock tick by. Nibbling on a banana, she tried to be indignant that Jake assumed he would pick her up. That she couldn�t drive herself. But then she had to admit, she didn�t know where the hell they were going. She shivered, pulling the jacket tighter around her. She hoped it wasn�t the morgue. She chided herself. Surely, Anthony�s body was long gone from the morgue. She counted on her fingers. Five days. Five days since he�d died. No, he wouldn�t be in the morgue.
She remembered the first time that she�d been in a morgue. Her aunt insisted that she and Anthony see their mother so they would know that she was dead, that this time she was gone for good. Even at eight years old, Lexie knew. She didn�t need to see the emaciated woman on the steel cot with her stringy blond hair, splotchy skin, and the bruised tracks on her skinny arms to know that she was dead. Her aunt�s voice was triumphant. Satisfied. She�d sniffed. �You see, Lexie, it doesn�t matter how pretty you are, this is what happens to women like your mother.� Anthony growled, called her aunt a dirty name. The vicious woman yelled at them all the way down the long hallway, damning them both to hell for their rude behavior.
When her aunt died in a car accident a year later, Lexie wondered if praying that her aunt would die had done it. Killed her off?
She hadn�t thought her life could get worse, but it did. She�d stopped praying after that.
~~~
It took several loud clangs of the doorbell and the click of a key turning in the lock to realize that Jake was there. Entering the kitchen, he loomed over her, his brows pulled together in a questioning frown. He squinted at her with a side glance at her barely eaten banana.
His voice was soft, concerned, a contrast to his large muscled body. �Can I assume that�s the sum total of what you�ve eaten today?� His frown deepened. �Or yesterday?�
She tossed her head and mumbled, �I�I�m not hungry.�
Jake waited until she looked up at him. The beginning of a smile quirked his lips, but didn�t dampen the concern in his eyes.
�Damn good thing I am.�
He deposited a Starbucks cardboard tray on the table and handed her one of the steaming cups. Opening the paper bag, he took out three fragrant sugar crusted scones. She couldn�t decide which smelled better, the citrusy smell of orange flavored sweet dough or the spicy scent of sandalwood and cologne emanating from the big man crouching by her chair. His steely blue eyes were dark with concern.
�Listen up, darlin�. Unless you want me to sit you on my lap and feed you this bite by bite, you�ll take a big swig of that coffee and a bigger bite of that scone.�
Lexie felt the heat rise in her cheeks, her gut resisting the thought of food. Turning away from his formidable presence, she tried unsuccessfully to stifle the shivery feeling at the thought of him holding her on his lap. When he didn�t move, just kneeled beside her, his hand resting on her knee, she picked up the cup and sipped the spicy liquid.
�Now a bite of this,� he said, passing her the scone.
She took a small bite and managed to swallow the flaky pastry.
When she pushed it away, he tugged it back in front of her.
�Uh uh, sugar. The threat stands. Eat at least half of that or I�ll feed it to you.�
The smile died in his eyes. His expression was stern.
�Lexie, you need to eat, whether I am here or not. You need your strength. How the hell can you do that grueling practice you drive yourself through unless you have fuel � a lot of it?�
She frowned, wondering how he knew about her practice, then gave up. He seemed to know everything about her. On some level, she was comforted until her overwhelming need for privacy kicked in.
She shook off his arm and lifted her chin.
�I�ll eat it. You can stop hovering. It annoys me.�
He stood up, a wide grin cracking his face.
�That�s better, sugar. I prefer you spitting tacks at me. Hell of a lot better than being agreeable. That makes me nervous.�
He sunk down in the chair beside her and pierced her with an expression that she couldn�t decipher.
He sighed. �I owe you an apology, Lexie.�
She looked up in surprise. She couldn�t tell if he was serious or teasing her. The frown creasing his brow signaled the former.
�Look, Lexie, I acted like a horse�s ass yesterday. I have to admit I was mad as hell that you didn�t trust me enough to call me, to tell me about the fucker who�d been in your room.�
She hesitated. �It wasn�t that I�I didn�t trust you. But I knew you were mad at me for how I�left the restaurant.�
He scowled. �Yeah. You�re right. I was. But I didn�t have to take it out on you.��
When she didn�t answer, he said, �I�m sorry, Lexie. Hell, darlin�, I don�t know what�s wrong with me. I�ve never acted this way before with a woman. Like some possessive, over protective asshole. You�ve got me tied in knots, Lexie. I don�t know how to describe it. Christ, sugar, most of the time I wanna hold you and never let you go. The rest of the time I want to turn you over my knee and paddle your bare butt.��
Lexie gasped. She stared at him in shock. He was smiling at her through hooded eyes, but the smile didn�t erase the troubled look in his eyes. Grasping for distance, anything to stifle the sensations his provocative words triggered, she struggled for a saucy smile.
�You, Jake? At a loss for words? No Grandma Winnie Mae�s words of wisdom? Uncle Bobbie Joe�s corny admonitions?�
He quirked his lips, frowning as though deep in thought.
He gave her a diffident shrug. The teasing glint in his eyes confirmed that he�d found his usual equilibrium.
�I don�t know, sugar, about the closest I can come is my Uncle Clem. He always said Aunt Silvia made him as nervous as a long tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs.�
Lexie shook her head and groaned, but couldn�t hide her smile. She warmed seeing his answering grin. She took another bite of her scone and washed it down with the spicy latte, surprised at how easily she swallowed.
He nodded at her in approval, then shot her a wicked grin. He said with a low chuckle, �Damn, I was kind of hoping you wouldn�t eat that scone. Something about feeding you is downright intriguing.�
She gnawed on her lips and looked down at her clenched fists. He was teasing her, but she didn�t miss the suggestive undertone in his voice � or her reaction.
Certain that she was blushing, she took another swallow of coffee, then said in a firm voice. �It�s nearly eleven. We should go.�
Jake nodded in agreement. He stood up and moved to the living room. He checked the window locks and the sliding glass door, and then headed to the bedroom. He looked over his shoulder with an apologetic shrug.
�Sorry, sugar. Fifteen years of training.�
Coming out of the bedroom, Jake studied her with a quizzical frown.
�Didn�t want to try the bed, Lexie?�
When she didn�t answer, his voice was soft, husky. �You should. It�s a hell of a comfortable bed.�
He raked his eyes over her body and winked at her.
�Lots of times I wished I could spend the whole day in it.�





Chapter 12

�Is�is this the morgue?�
Jake�s heart squeezed seeing her frightened stare at the low stucco building. Damn, given how tough she was it always surprised him to get a glimpse of her vulnerable side, the frightened little girl hiding behind the hard-bitten woman who faced the world with a fierce glare.
�No, Lexie. This is where my office is.�
He opened the door to the jeep and helped her down. When she tried to pull away, he grasped her elbow tight and moved toward the building.
Several officers coming toward them stopped and stepped aside, saluting him. He returned their salutes with a curt nod and eased her through the tempered glass doors. Punching a code on the keypad, he waited until the heavy doors opened, then guided her inside.
A young soldier jumped up from behind the guard desk. He flushed and spun a smart salute to Jake. His voice was high pitched, nervous.
�Good� good afternoon, I mean� morning, sir.� He looked at Lexie and flushed brighter. �And� you too, ma�am. Welcome.�
Jake�s voice was curt. �Thank you, Private Moran. Did Dr. Chang arrive?�
�Yes. Yes, sir! He is in your office. Should I bring you coffee, sir, or sodas? Sir.�
Jake caught her gaze. When she shook her head, Jake nodded to the young soldier standing stiffly behind the desk staring at Lexie.
�Just water, Private.�
�Yes, sir. Right away, sir,� the private said with a start.
Jake softened his gaze. �At ease, Private Moran. Bring us several bottles of water and then see that we are not disturbed.�
The soldier bounded out from behind the desk, accidentally bumping a stack of folders showering a flutter of paper to the floor. He groaned and fell to his knees, grabbing at the papers.
Jake couldn�t hold back a grin. He shook his head at the embarrassed soldier and murmured to Lexie, �See the effect you have? Glad it�s not just me that you make nervous as hell.�
Taking pity on the scrawny soldier crawling behind the desk after the flyaway papers, Jake said, �Relax, soldier. It�s not every day that you see one of the most beautiful women you�re likely to meet.�
The private looked up from the floor and gave him a shaky smile. �No, no, sir. Thank you, sir, for understanding.�
Private Moran turned to Lexie, and visibly swallowed, his Adams� apple bobbing in his bony neck. �I�m sorry, ma�am. I � I didn�t mean to stare.� He finished with a rush. �But Colonel Gardner is correct. You are one of the most beautiful women I�ve ever seen.�
Lexie graced the young man with a soft smile and whispered, �Thank you, Private Moran.�
Jake was still chuckling as he guided her into the room at the end of a long hallway.
~~~
Lexie hesitated at the doorway. She looked up at Jake. His expression was serious, all traces of teasing humor gone. She saw him for what he was, a respected soldier, a commander. His gaze was solemn, but kindness radiated in his startling blue eyes. He waited for her, didn�t force her to enter. She took a deep breath. She pushed his hand away from her arm and walked into the room, her head held high.
An older Chinese man sitting at the conference table jumped up when they entered. He bowed to Jake and then to her.
When Lexie returned his bow and greeted him in Chinese, a soft smile spread across his face.
His voice was soft, tinged with the musical accents that never failed to calm her spirit.
�Ah, yes. Miss Beloi. I remember your brother told me that his sister spoke Mandarin Chinese.� He added, �And like your brother, you are a Kung Fu master, trained by Master Wan Li, yes? I have never had the honor of meeting him, but he is a famous sensei. You are fortunate to have trained with him.�
Lexie nodded in agreement, a twinge of guilt gripping her chest. She hadn�t called Master Wan or Madam Juen since she left San Francisco. She didn�t want to hear the pain in their voices. She didn�t think she could bear it.
Jake broke in, ushering her to a chair across from the solemn man with the haunted eyes. Even before Jake introduced him, Lexie knew Dr. Chang had seen much pain in his lifetime, but still allowed it to affect him. Unlike so many of the policemen and soldiers she met, he had not put up a wall to protect himself from other people�s raging grief. She was glad he was here.
Jake was speaking to her. �I invited Dr. Chang to join us, Lexie. He is the head pathologist on base. Dr. Chang can answer any questions you have that I can�t answer.�
Jake called out in response to a cautious knock at the door. Private Moran entered carrying a rattling tray of glasses and bottles of water. He stumbled against the doorframe, precariously tilting the bottles of water tingling against the glasses. His scarlet cheeks flamed brighter.
Jake gave a heavy sigh.
�Thank you, private. Just put the tray on the corner of the table. I�ll take it from there.�
The young soldier nodded, placing the tray next to Jake. His hands shook and a bottle of water fell on its side with a clang. Jake rolled his eyes and dismissed him with a flick of his wrist.
�At ease, soldier. You�re excused.�
As the door closed behind the hapless young man, Jake muttered, �Sure hope somebody warns me when Private Moran takes to the shooting range. I�ll make a point of being in Afghanistan.�
For a short moment, his small joke lightened the grim silence at the table.
Jake poured three glasses of water and handed one to Lexie and another to Dr. Chang.
Jake turned to face her. He leaned forward, his forearms resting on the table. He held her gaze, not letting her look away. The fear that had been gnawing at her for five days reared up. She thought she might choke on it. Jake�s stern expression catapulted her anxiety to new heights.
His voice was quiet, firm.
�Lexie, I need to give you fair warning.�
Glancing at the ominous stack of papers in the center of the table, he said, �This report is going to be difficult for you to read. Before you read it, I want to tell you the reason that I kept it back, held on to it for a couple of days. I have been meeting with the M.E., Dr. Chang, and the other pathologists pushing them to answer questions that I needed answered. I needed their best judgment on what happened to Anthony.�
Lexie tried to sort through his words. What was he saying? What was he going to tell her? She cast a wary eye at the report and looked away. She wanted to hear the answers from Jake, not some anonymous papers.
She heard his voice coming as if from a distance. �I�m glad we did, Lexie. I�m glad we persisted. Dr. Chang wrote this report. Contrary to the first report, Dr. Chang indicates with virtual certainly that the trauma to Anthony�s body was done after his death.�
She shuddered. Trauma? What kind of trauma? Her fear spiked, drenching her with icy cold. Her heart hammered painfully against her chest. When Jake started to respond to her unspoken questions, she held up her hand to stop him.
Reaching for the neatly bound report, she read Anthony�s name on the cover. Her chest tightened.
Flipping open the report, she began to read. At first it was dry, impersonal. It could have described any dead body. Then she turned the page and read the word �Traumas� at the top of the page. Ice crept up her spine. She forced herself to read the bulleted points, one after another, each more horrifying than the last. When she reached the bottom of the page, she put her head on the table, sucking in huge gulps of air, but not able to breathe. She put her hands over her ears as if she could prevent the words from reaching her brain. Over the din in her ears, she heard Jake�s voice at a distance, as if she was in a tunnel.
�Can you drink some water, Lexie?�
She jerked up, staring at him, then back at the page in disbelief. The words were still there. She saw them through a haze of red.
From a distance, she heard Jake�s chair scrape against the floor and felt him next to her, his knee pressed against her leg.
He took the report out of her hands and put it in the middle of the table. His voice was firm. �Breathe, baby. C�mon, darlin�. Take a deep breath.�
He rubbed her back until her gasps for air began to fill her lungs. When she could breathe without choking, she forced out the question. She didn�t recognize her voice. It sounded like a wounded animal caught in a vicious trap.
�Who�who could do this? Who could to this to another human being?�
Jake gave a harsh sigh. �That�s what we�re going to find out, Lexie. We�re going to find them.�
Her voice quavered. �It�s the gangs, isn�t it? This is the kind of thing they do.�
�It may or may not be.� Jake�s voice was sharp. �We don�t know, but whoever it is, we�re going to find them.�
Lexie felt the familiar blaze of panic overtake her. It caged her the way it always did. She struggled to breathe, fought helplessly to loosen its ugly grip.
From a distance, she heard Dr. Chang�s gentle words. She felt his hand on her shoulder.
�Miss Beloi, I regret more than I can say that you have to deal with this. Here is my card. Call me with any questions. I will leave now.�
Jake stood up and walked the diminutive man to the door.
Dr. Chang looked back at Lexie. His expression was grave.
�I can prescribe something for her, to lesson��
Jake shook his head, glancing at the immobile woman sitting at the table.
�No�she won�t take anything. I know her well enough by now. She�s going to want to face this with all her faculties in place.�
When the door closed behind Dr. Chang, Jake walked back to the table.
Lexie was sitting silently staring ahead of her. She looked frozen, as if she was in some kind of fugue state.
Jake pulled back her chair and reached for her.
�Come here, Lexie. Let me hold you.�
He pulled her out of her chair and held her. She stood in his arms, unbending, a wooden statue, frozen with grief.
For several minutes, he held her, whispering comforting words, rubbing her back and arms. Dropping light kisses on her the top of her head, trying to bring life back to her rigid body.
Finally, he whispered in her ear. �Let go, darlin�. Let it go,� he urged. �Sometimes it helps to cry, Lexie. It can make you feel better. And, hell, I have a shoulder broad enough to cry on �.�
She cut off his words, her voice was ragged, harsh. She glared at him.
�I don�t cry. Ever. I never cry.�
Jake�s horror at her words mobilized him.
He stepped back and lifted her chin, forcing her to look in his eyes. His voice was hard, demanding.
�Look at me, Lexie. I need you to understand. You know how strong Anthony was. Hell, he�s the only guy in my life that could get the better of me. Not every time we sparred, but enough so I know the kind of fighter he is. No one could have done this to him unless he was taken from behind. The fact that there were no defensive wounds--that bruise and gash on the back of his head confirms that he was unconscious. You need to hear this, Lexie. We�re convinced that the trauma��
Lexie reared up, shoving his hands away. Her face was a ghastly white. Her voice was a low contained shriek.
�Say it, Jake. Say what the �trauma� was. Give it a name. Say that every bone in his arms and legs was broken! That his hands � and his feet� were cut off, no hacked off! That his throat was slashed�and�and then� they cut off his head.�
Her voice died for a moment, then with a hard glare she faced him.
�And�and then after they had done all of that, they doused him with gasoline and set him on fire.�
Jake closed his eyes, blinded by her rage.
Her voice was a sharp knife.
�You�re telling me that happened after he died, Jake? Is that what you are telling me? And you are how sure of that, Jake? 90 percent? 50 percent? 99 percent? Tell me, Jake. How sure are you? Tell me, dammit!�
Jake�s voice was as ragged as hers. �Darlin� we�re as sure as we can be. There�s no sign of smoke inhalation in his lungs. No sign he was breathing at the time. My gut tells me ��
She broke in, fury raging across her face.
�Stop! I don�t want to hear. I don�t want to hear any of it! I�m not interested in your analysis. I don�t care what you think you know.�
She pushed away from him and grabbed for her purse.
�I want to go home. Please, Jake, take me home.�
He sighed. His voice was gentle but firm.
�I will, Lexie, on one condition. That for the next couple of minutes you let me hold you. You may not cry, but at least for a moment, let me hold you.� He added, �I might cry. Maybe you can comfort me, and let me try to comfort you.�
~~~
Jake rested against the kitchen counter, trying to coax a smile out of her. �I�m a reasonably good short order cook, Lexie. How about I make us something light for lunch? We can order up a video and crank up that man-sized television of mine. We can spend a quiet afternoon watching movies. Resting. I know you haven�t been sleeping.�
Lexie stood across the room, her arms crossed against her chest, her hands clenched in tight fists. Her pale face gleamed like porcelain, fragile, exquisite. Her voice shook with tension.
�Jake, you don�t understand. I need to be alone. The only way I can� survive, is by entering my practice space.�
As a lifelong Kung Fu practitioner, Jake did understand. More times than he cared to remember, he lay in foxholes in god-forsaken places, including a hideous six months in a POW camp. Entering the detached space where time and circumstance didn�t exist was the only way he survived. The desperation on Lexie�s face mirrored his memories.
He took two steps toward her.
�I understand, Lexie. Honest to God, I do. But let me help you. We can go to the dojo. I�ll get us a private room�we can spar�.�
Her voice was fierce, pleading. �No! No, Jake. Please. I need to be alone. I don�t want to be with anyone, including you, Jake. Please, I beg you. Please go.�
Jake stepped back. As much as he hated to admit it, the best thing he could do for her now was to leave. Brady�s team was on duty 24/7. There was no way anyone from the outside could get to her. But those weren�t the demons she needed to fight. The agony raging in her soul was her biggest threat. Jake grimaced. He knew that she was right. The best thing he could do for her was to leave her alone, let her battle the fears and screaming emotional pain racking her. The way to demonstrate that he was confident she�d win the battle was the hardest thing. He needed to go.
He moved toward her, trying not to be offended when she reared back, her face a protective mask. �Give me your cell phone, Lexie.� He took it from her trembling fingers and punched in a code.
He chucked her under her chin. �All you need to do, darlin� is hit the number one key. I�m never more than ten minutes away.�
He stood at the doorway. �Promise me you�ll eat? You need to keep up your strength. Just so you know, I�m going to be checking on you. If you are up to it, we can have a quiet dinner.�
When she put up her hand and shook her head, he gave her a soft smile. His voice was gentle.
�You�re the boss, Darlin��
He closed the door behind him and tested the lock. For several minutes, he leaned against the door, not able to leave. Brady, his repairman�s uniform providing the perfect cover for the quiet street, walked toward him from the vacant house they�d snagged for their lookout.
�Everything okay, big guy?�
Jake�s harsh groan said it all.
�She read the autopsy report.�
Brady stuck his ever present cigarette in his mouth. He never lit it, just kept it there in case after five years clean, he�d need to light it up.
�She�s tough, boss.�
�Sure as hell hope so, Brady.�
~~~
After five hours moving from one position to another, forcing her raging body through the complicated sequence of arduous postures, Lexie could breathe without gasping. The physical part of her practice was the easiest. What tested her the most was the effort to move to a time and space where her mind was quiet. Several times during the long afternoon, she gave up, violently attacking the wall, surprised that she didn�t drive her fists or feet through it. If it had been sheetrock, she would have. The fifty year old solid stucco withstood her fury.
During a long shower, her plan fell in place. If it was the gangs that killed Anthony, she needed to find out which one was responsible.
She�d spent several hours the night before walking the streets. Her skanky garb blended in with the regulars. It wasn�t long before she made fast friends with the drugged out women who owned the corners. The biggest operation by far, one shared by several of the gangs, was the Senora Traviesa. She smirked at the name. If there was one thing she�d learned over the years was how to be a naughty lady. The huge bar catered to the locals and most especially to men in uniform, from the generals to the thousands of men each year who came in for a three month training mission.
Lexie tested her costume in the full length mirror. She�d learned the Senora Traviesa was always on the lookout for new waitresses, especially those who weren�t shy about shedding their clothes in the exclusive titty bar in the back.
Throwing a saucy wink at her reflection in the mirror, she set out to audition for the part.





Chapter 13

The raucous music roared through the crowded bar. Shouts of laughter and stamping feet caught the beat and drove it through the roof. Lexie bided her time. It�d taken her all of ten minutes to capture the center of the dance floor. She was surrounded by eager, shoving men, most of them soldiers barely out of their teens and a sprinkling of locals sporting cowboy boots and Stetsons. Smiling at the circle of men begging to dance with her, she crooked a finger at one after another.
Her latest choice, a pimply kid who was lucky if he was old enough to drink, jumped into the ring, his eyes shining, his cheeks flushed. Lexie took him by the hand and pulled him up close wiggling her butt against his obvious arousal. A chorus of moans and groans signaled approval as the crowd jockeyed for position. The kid shoved next to her eagerly striving to capture her in his arms. Instead, she snatched the beer bottle out of his hand, put it to her lips and tipped her head back, letting the cool liquid drip down her throat. She handed him back her bottle and sidled up to him, licking her lips. Screams of �pick me, pick me� echoed through the bar.
A flurry of shouts yanked attention to the bar. Lexie looked up to see a girl who couldn�t be more than fifteen, maybe sixteen years old, clambering up on the bar. She was chubby, disheveled, and drunk. The dark haired girl grabbed a bottle of tequila that the bartender handed her and gulped it down straight. Lexie saw her stumble as she tried to dance. Her young face was puffy, her eyes glassy, confirming that she�d been stoking up on more than tequila. Lexie�s heart hammered, memories of dragging girls younger than this one from the kind of places that had exploited her by the time she turned fourteen.
Lexie sauntered toward the bar, the men clearing a path for her. Flinging her arm over the shoulders of the disc jockey, she whispered in his ear. A big grin spread across his face. In seconds, the strains of Honky Tonk Badankadonk filled the air. At the chorus of �Here She Comes,� Lexie paraded through the crowd up to the bar. With a dismissive jerk of her thumb she ordered the girl off the bar. Tossing her head, she nodded to the two men next to her. Stiffening her arms she shouted, �Up I go!� Each man grabbed one of her arms and lifted her nearly over their heads and planted her on the bar. The crowd roared its approval. She turned to the young girl and shouted �And, sweetheart, off you go!� as the young girl stumbled to the side and slid to one of the bar stools, then with a loud crash landed on the floor.
Lexie moved triumphantly to the center of the bar. She stretched her arms up high waving them and her hips from side to side in time to the strident music. Bending over, her butt to the audience, a glimpse of her lacy panties visible, she grabbed a shot glass from the end of the bar and held it up to the bartender. He gripped her ankle and pulled her next to him. He filled her glass, sloshing the pale liquid over the top. Lexie whipped around and in a show of her athletic prowess, she spread her feet wide and dropped into a backbend. One hand and both feet were on the floor. In her other hand she held the glass high in the air. Gingerly she placed the glass between her breasts and crab walked to the edge of the bar. She hung her head over the edge of the bar. Her long blond hair hung like a curtain of gold. With a provocative shimmy she inched the shot glass up her chest between her high firm pointed breasts. Amazed shouts urged her on. When it cleared her breasts and hovered on her bare chest, she arched her back, tossing the glass up in the air. To the screams of the men, she caught it between her teeth and tipped the glass, pouring the tequila down her throat.
Leaping up, she marched back to the bartender and held out her glass for a refill. She drained it and grinned at the audience as Redneck Woman rang throughout the bar. Each time the chorus hit, the crowd roared �Hell, Yeah� a drunken echo of the lyrics. It had been a long time since Lexie had drank as much, but she shrugged it off, convinced that her outrageous escapade demanded it. The alcohol had a loosening effect, drawing the music into her soul and pounding it out of her body.
When John Montgomery�s Be My Baby Tonight blared out, Lexie sashayed to the edge of the bar and snatched a cowboy hat from the nearest fan and planted it on her head. Stamping her cowboy boots and tipping back the hat, her gold curls swaying down her back, she singled out one then another of the eager young men. Bending over, brazenly displaying her luscious breasts straining against her skintight halter, she crooned with the music, �Would you, could you? Wanna be my baby tonight?� Shouts of �yes!� and �Damned straight!� almost drowned out the music.
As she pranced away from the hands grasping for her, she saw him. He was standing against the wall in the back of the room. His casual stance was deceptively lazy, his vibe both gorgeous and dangerous. The black t-shirt hugged his muscled chest, baring impossibly bulging biceps. His tight jeans, worn in all the right places, hung low on his hips, accenting his strong thighs. He gazed at her, his eyes dark and flashing. She stumbled in surprise, expecting anger. To her shock, a wicked smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. With an approving nod, he winked at her.
Whether it was the roar of the crowd or the abundance of alcohol she�d imbibed, her protective reserve snapped. The conflicting emotions that she�d been feeling for Jake crystallized in the heat of the moment. She tossed him a questioning stare. Seeing the blatant invitation in his eyes, she threw off her inhibitions and sauntered up to the edge of the bar. She thrust out her hips and with a saucy tilt of her chin, winked back. A flash of electricity sizzled between them. The shrieks from the men crowding at her feet only ratcheted her excitement higher.
Flouncing across the bar, Lexie held his gaze with a grin. She snatched a beer bottle from an adoring fan and turned to the side. She tipped her head back, displaying her long neck and throat in a sultry profile. With a teasing wink, she licked the phallus surrogate up and down, round and round. The outrageously suggestive display brought down the house. The roar of the crowd was deafening.
As the music ground to a halt, shouts of �mosh pit, mosh pit� were the only invitation she needed. With an acrobatic back flip, she flew through the air. A dozen hands caught her lithe body and held her up high, a glorious sacrifice to the gods of aroused desire, she thought with a grin. The rampant smell of booze, sweat, and testosterone was overpowering. Lexie slid to the ground. Dancing with excitement, she batted away the hands of her admirers. One large swarthy man grabbed her hair, winding the long curls in his hand and dragged her toward him. She frowned and tried to break away. To her surprise, the offender jerked back with an agonized shout, his arm twisted at a painful angle behind him.
A cool voice said, �You�re getting mighty familiar with my woman, corporal. I suggest you back off.�
The men around her fell back as if swept by a wave of authority.
The man who�d grabbed her, spoke for the group. Rubbing his shoulder, he bleated, �Damn, man, I� I� mean� colonel�sir. I�I�didn�t know she was your woman.�
Jake drilled him with a razor sharp glare. His voice was low, threatening.
�Now you do.�
~~~
Jake took hold of Lexie�s arm and pulled her up next to him, guiding her through the tangle of men. A chorus of disgruntled murmurs followed them.
One young lieutenant growled. �That damn Gardner. Him and that fucking bike of his.�
His friend glared at Jake�s back. �Shit, ain�t that the truth. The bike always gets the girl.�
Derisive feminine laughter broke out behind them. Several women lifted their bottles in a disgusted salute.
One curvy redhead nudged her rail thin friend. �What do you think, Sarah? Think it�s the bike that got her?�
Sarah said, frowning in mock ignorance. �Gee whiz, Steph, I dunno. If I was a betting woman, I�d bet that firm jaw, kissable lips, and bright baby blues might have something to do with it.�
Another woman pitched in from the side. �Course, it couldn�t be that tight ass or that they call him the �all night wonder,� right, girls?�
They burst out with shouts of laughter, ignoring the glowering men in front of them.
~~~
Lexie peered up at his stern jaw stunned by his possessive assertion. Her first inclination was to shake off his hand and call him out for the arrogant bastard that he was. But when he looked down at her, heat smoldering in his eyes, she gave into the flare of excitement racing through her.
He led her away from the crowd over to the disc jockey. Jerking his chin at the young man staring in rapt appreciation at Lexie, Jake asked, �Got any Lonestar?
The guy gave him a knowing grin.
�How about Amazed?�
Jake winked at the guy and drawled.
�That�ll do it. Thanks.�
Determined not to be outdone, Lexie tossed her head and purred up at the sweating D.J. �When you�re done with that, how about a little Toby Keith?� She lowered her eyes then cast an impish stare at Jake�s mouth. �Maybe� maybe�When You Kiss Me Like That? she finished in a rush.
Jake chuckled, a sexy rumble.
�You�re playing with fire, darlin�. But, then, you know that, don�t you? Jesus, I know I can�t dance like you did on that bar, Lexie. But with some different music, I�m willing to try.�
He tipped up her chin and gazed in her eyes. �Because, darlin�, dancing is just one of the things I wanna do with you.�
Lexie felt her cheeks heat. Her legs were trembling. She was sure he could hear her heart hammering. Forcing a light response, she gave him a pert shrug.
�You may not want to hop up on that bar and wiggle your ass, Jake, but I can tell you at least 90 percent of the women glaring at me sure wish you�d give it a try.�
Grinning at her impertinence, he tugged her toward the dance floor.
~~~
Their light banter came to a crashing halt when he pulled her into his arms tight up against his hard body. Lexie closed her eyes and gave an involuntary moan, startled at the flurry of sensation flooding her.
Jake growled. �Oh, yeah, sugar, that�s a sound I like to hear.�
Lexie shuddered at the clamoring sensations bombarding her. Jake leaned down and nuzzled her ear, his beard shadow tantalizingly abrasive against the soft curve of her neck. With unerring certainty, he sought out the pounding pulse in her throat and ran his tongue over it. Unsuccessfully trying to stifle her passionate moans, Lexie fought the urge to press up against him, harder. As if he knew, his hands skated down over her curvy hips and rested on her butt. With expert fingers, he massaged her tingling skin inching her up closer to him until she was resting against the hard bulge in his pants. She gasped, stunned at her agonizing need.
Breathing in her enticing fragrance, Jake�s heart squeezed. The smell of spicy perfume mingling with her feminine musk made his prick throb. There was no use trying to hide his arousal. Hell, no doubt every man in the room and probably some of the women were fighting the same physical reaction. Christ, she was sexy. He would never forget the sight of her prancing across that bar. How at the end she danced for him, and him alone. A possessive rush roared through him. At that moment, he knew that he�d kill any man who touched her. He chided himself. Territorial much? Damn straight, he answered his unspoken question.
She was clinging to him, her breasts plastered against his chest. The words of When you Kiss Me like That threatened what little restraint he had. Her soft whispery moans confirmed that she was as aroused as he was.
Pulling her up closer, his voice was a husky growl.
�Not here, sugar. Hell, in about one minute they�re gonna have to arrest us for indecent exposure.�
Jake ignored the inquisitive looks of the other dancers and the disappointed scowls of the young soldiers leaning against the bar. He unwound her arms from around his neck. Sheltering her with a strong arm, he ushered her past the curious onlookers.
Brady met him at the door. He quirked a brow at Jake�s conspicuous arousal and muttered, �Guess she won�t need a babysitter tonight.�
Jake just grinned. He tossed him her keys. He jerked his head toward the parking lot. �Get her car back � I�ll keep you posted.�
Brady shook his head in mock dismay.
�You�re one lucky son of bitch, Jake Gardner.�
Jake peered down at Lexie�s flushed face and tousled hair. He murmured, �You�re sure as hell right about that, man.�





Chapter 14

Jake half carried her over to his gleaming motorcycle. When she looked at him askance, he shrugged.
�Let�s face it, sugar. You�ve had way too much to drink to drive. Don�t know what you had in addition to the shots of tequila that I saw -- and those rather tantalizing gulps of some guy�s beer that I saw you drink. Brady will bring your car back.� He gave her a crooked grin and pulled her up close to him. �Besides, darlin�, I don�t want to be more than four inches away from you tonight.�
When she blushed and looked down, he took out his leather jacket and helped her put it on. He strapped the helmet on her head, then lifted her up on to the back of the bike. She trembled and slid across the seat grasping the handles for balance.
Jake frowned and then gave her a wicked wink. Reaching in the side pouch, he took out the handcuffs and twirled them. �Hmm, seems like you are a little unsteady, Lexie. Looks like we�re gonna need these. Sure as hell wouldn�t want you to fall off before I get you home.� He laughed out loud when she gasped and flushed.
He mounted the bike in one strong leap. When he reached out to grab her hand, Lexie held it out to him. He raised his eyebrows, clearly surprised at her acquiescence. When she put her other arm around him holding it out for the other cuff, she heard him grunt in appreciation. Looking over his shoulder he pinned her with a look that was pure lust. He murmured, his voice low, husky, �That�s a good girl, Lexie. You hang onto me as tight as you need to. I�m not letting you go.�
Lexie settled behind him, startled that she submitted so easily to his demands. Ever since the night he cuffed her to him, she struggled to understand why she let him restrain her. It had taken her years to retrain her reaction to being restrained from one of blinding fury to a more measured response. Her sparring partners knew better than to get on top of her on the floor. Her reaction was too unpredictable. But here she was, offering her hands to Jake. She knew part of it was that she was afraid of the bike. But it was more than that, she thought with a groan. Not able to smother the wave of heat that washed over her body, she silently admitted it. There was something about Jake�s overwhelming presence, his powerful male body that intoxicated her, made her want to submit to him. The cuffs ensured that she would.
By the time they got to her place, she was torn with conflicting emotions. Not able to ignore the intimate throb of the engine between her thighs, she was hot with need. Since she was sixteen years old and could protect herself, she�d never let a man near her. Now she was clinging to Jake as if she would never let him go. She knew the alcohol played a role. It lowered her defenses, made her susceptible to his powerful pull. She didn�t know what would happen when they got inside. But she wanted to know, needed to know.
~~~
Jake vowed to himself on the ride home that he wouldn�t touch her when they got there. Hell, she was drunk. He could just imagine the recriminations she�d have in the morning if he gave in to his raging desire. He knew some of her history from the things Anthony intimated. The haunted look in her eyes and her skittishness around him confirmed the rest. But even riding sixty five miles an hour down the dark road, he could feel her heat, smell her desire. He groaned. No, dammit, he was going to have to be the one who said no. He needed to be the White Knight, even if his dick exploded in protest.
~~~
Jake wrestled with the key. He couldn�t believe his hands were shaking. Holding this beautiful desirable woman in his arms and knowing that he couldn�t have her was killing him. Her body was soft, malleable. She melted against him, her breath coming in soft puffs of air. Closing the door behind him, he made the mistake of looking at her. A heated flush covered her chest and cheeks. Her hair was tousled, blown from the wind and her lips were full, swollen. When she looked up at him, wide-eyed, the lust that was storming his body echoed in her eyes. She closed her eyes as if to block out the sight of his passion. A soft whimper escaped her lips. The sound did it.
Before he could stop himself, he grabbed her and pressed her up against the wall. A raging torrent of desire flooded him. For the moment, he was powerless to stop it. Remembering her acquiescence when he cuffed her, his dick jerked to full staff. Oh, yeah. The dominant streak that colored his actions in lust and war flared. He captured her hands in one of his and held them against the wall high above her head. Holding them tight, he wound his other hand in her hair and lifted her face to his. His voice was low, a guttural rasp. �You like that, Lexie? You like me to hold you like this? � Her soft moan was his answer.
With his free hand, he tipped her chin back baring her neck to his mouth. He started at her ear, nipping the tender sensitive skin, then buried his tongue against the throbbing pulse in her throat. Her gasp and shiver drove him forward. From the first time he saw her, he lusted over her breasts. They were high, firm, and full--just the way he liked. He longed to touch them. Explore them. Taste her nipples, watch them harden, suckle her. He contented himself for the moment with slipping his hand inside her halter and cupping one full globe, stunned that it filled his big hand. He groaned, knowing that he was reaching the limit of his restraint. Grasping her nipple between his fingers and thumb, her passionate shriek was an electric shock to his prick. Murmuring in her ear he whispered, �Yes, darlin�? You like that? Oh, God, baby. What I could do with these. How I could make you feel! Jesus, Lexie, you are beautiful.� Before he could stop himself, he�d wedged his strong thigh between her legs, kicking her feet apart with one of his. With an agonized thrust, he lifted her fragile body up on his thigh, shoving his burgeoning cock against her crotch. Her passionate wail was his response.
Lexie was stunned. From the moment he pressed her against the wall, she was helpless against the sensations rioting through her. His beard rasping against her sensitive skin, his erotic words in her ear, opened floodgates of passion she�d spent a lifetime denying. His lips traced a track of flaming heat across her throat down to her breasts. When he grasped her nipple and rolled it in his fingers, she nearly doubled over with desire. But it was his strong thigh opening her, lifting her, pressing his hard erection up against her soft folds that did her in. She was shocked at the sounds coming from her, the moans, whimpers, and pleas. When he ground his hard body against her, intoxicating pleasure inflamed her tender flesh. She rose up and cried out wanting, needing more.
To her shock, with a hard groan, he put her down, pulled away. He still held her, but at a distance, as if he couldn�t, wouldn�t touch her. She was bewildered. What had she done? Why was he pushing her away? NO! She�she wanted more. She wanted him to hold her tight. And not stop.
She whispered, fighting back a sob. �What�s�what�s wrong? Did I�did I do something wrong?�
Jake thought his heart might break. Jesus, this was worse than he�d thought it could be. He was shocked at his rampant desire. Christ, he was minutes away from stripping off her clothes and taking her on the fucking floor. Only her response, so passionate, so needy, stopped him. He reluctantly pulled back, lowered her hands to her sides.
He murmured an agonized plea, �Oh, God, Lexie, I can�t�Baby, I can�t do this.� She was shaking, trembling like a reed in the wind. He longed to hold her, never let her go. He bracketed her face between his hands, trying to ignore the confusion in her eyes.
�No, darlin�. You didn�t do anything wrong. In fact, you are so �right� that it�s killing me to stop. But, honey, I can�t do this. Take you like this.�
His voice was husky with emotion. �The first time that I make love to you, Lexie, you are going to be stone cold sober. You�re going to be delirious, crazy with desire. You�re going to remember every goddamned thing that I do to you for the rest of your life. Do you understand, darlin�? Do you understand how much I want you?�
When she shook her head and didn�t answer, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her into the living room. Sinking down in the armchair in front of the fireplace, he held her on his lap. He felt her heart racing. It was only right, given that his threatened to hammer a hole in his chest and burst through.
He held her until she stopped panting, gasping for air. When her breathing settled to a more normal rate and he thought his legs were steady enough to hold him, he stood up and put her down in the big armchair. It dwarfed her slender body. She was shaking, trembling. He grabbed an afghan from the back of the sofa and wrapped it around her. No doubt the alcohol she�d drunk combined with his virtual attack was taking its toll. She looked fragile, vulnerable. He grimaced at the enormity of the mistake that he�d almost made.
Looking to the fireplace, he grasped for a distraction.
�How about a fire, darlin�? You look like you are freezing. But first I am going to put on some coffee and then I�ll make a quick fire. Okay, sugar?�
When he came back from starting the coffee, she was staring straight ahead and wouldn�t meet his gaze. His heart thumped. Damn, what he would give to pick her up and hold her in his arms. He resisted the impulse. He knew all it would take was one whiff of her intoxicating fragrance to undo all his good intentions.
He reached for the poker, scattering the ashes on the grate.
�I see you�ve already made a fire. Good for you. I like a fire at night, even in the middle of the desert.�
He frowned. Hoisting a charred scrap of lacy fabric on the end of the poker, he turned to her.
�What the hell is this?�
Her face paled, then she met his eyes and shrugged.
�It�s�it�s my underwear, Jake. I�I�burned it. All of it, after�after he�that man��
�What? What the hell are you talking about?� He stared at her for a long moment then shuddered at the implication of her words.
She stammered. �He�he touched them, Jake, I couldn�t bear to wear them, put them next to my skin.� She hesitated, then continued. �He�he laid them out in piles, in color coded piles. All the bras together, panties sorted from the thongs. Very neat, methodical, and frightening.�
He stared at her for a long moment. As the reality crashed over him, Jake clenched his teeth, biting back the words he wanted to shout, fighting to stay silent. She was too pale, too vulnerable. As carefully as he could, he spoke. Even he heard the silky danger in his voice.
�Lexie, why didn�t you tell me about this?�
She shrugged and looked away. After a moment of silence, she looked up at him and lifted her chin in the defiant gesture he�d come to know well.
�Because� because I knew you would be angry. Angry at me.� Her chin lifted higher. �And because you couldn�t do anything about it.�
He cleared his throat in an effort to remain calm. He moved toward her.
�Did it occur to you that we could have sent your underwear to the lab for analysis? For his fucking DNA? Or perhaps scanned the database for perpetrators who get off on crimes like this? Or, Lexie, do any number of things that investigators do when the victim is truthful with them?�
When she didn�t answer, just looked away, he struggled to contain his fury. As upset as he was with her, he knew the object of his rage was the man who did this, who had violated her. And, he thought with a gut clenching tremor, the man who knew who she was.
He walked over and stood in front of her. He forced himself to be calm. Being angry with her wouldn�t solve anything. Christ, she looked like a wounded deer. Taking a deep breath, he said, �Okay, darlin�, let�s talk about this later. Right now I don�t think I can have a civil conversation with you. And, damn, Lexie, you�ve had a hell of a day.�
When she nodded and looked down, he said, �How about something to eat? Did
you eat anything today after we left my office?�
She shook her head no.
�Dammit, Lexie, you�ve got to eat. Christ, no wonder that booze hit you the way it did.� Trying to erase any judgment from his voice, he added, �I know that you don�t drink like that.�
She glanced up and said with a defiant shrug. �I don�t. I needed to get my courage up.�
He stared at her for a minute waiting to see if she would add to that cryptic note. When she didn�t, he said over his shoulder, as he headed to the kitchen, �Let�s see what I can find for us to eat.�
She was dozing in the chair when he returned with a tray full of food. He pulled the coffee table over in front of her and put the overflowing tray on the table. Without speaking, he cut a huge sandwich in two and placed half on a plate for her. He added a variety of fruit and a small cup of soup. He sunk down on the sofa and heaped the rest of the food on his plate.
When he nodded to her, motioning her to start, she murmured, �Umm. I�m not hungry, Jake.�
His voice was stern, crisp. �Well, be hungry.�
He dug into the sandwich, realizing that he also hadn�t eaten since breakfast.
After several minutes, she looked at his nearly empty plate in wonder. �How do you eat so much, Jake?�
He shrugged scowling at her barely touched plate. �How do you eat so little?�
When she didn�t respond, he raked his eyes over her body. �Yeah, I�m hungry.� Not hiding either the lust or the anger roiling him, he grumbled, �I have to admit, this isn�t what I hoped to feast on tonight.�
Lexie blushed. She hesitated then said softly, �It�s probably just as well, Jake, that you�that we stopped.�
Her cheeks flamed brighter. She gnawed on her bottom lip, a habit that never failed to get a physical reaction out of him. But, he thought with a silent guffaw, there wasn�t much that she did that didn�t make him wonder how the hell his zipper would hold out.
�Jake, you should know. I can�t, I don�t know how�I don�t think I can��
He put his sandwich down and moved next to her. He reached over and put his finger against her lips.
�Lexie, be quiet, darlin�. I�m gonna tell you something. You better tuck this away somewhere where you won�t forget it.� He leaned in closer, holding her gaze. �This message is for the hottest, most beautiful woman I know. I am going to make love to you, Lexie. And, by God, sugar, you are going to love it. You won�t believe the things I�m going to do to you.�
When she gasped, he just smiled.� And do you know what? You are going to beg me for more. You won�t believe that life can be so good.�





Chapter 15

Lexie looked down, avoiding his piercing gaze. She didn�t want him to know how confused she was. Remembering how she felt when he touched her, held her against the wall made her shiver with a mix of fear and excitement. Her face felt impossibly hot. Jake�s promise that he intended to make love to her both thrilled and frightened her. But, she reminded herself, Jake didn�t know how damaged she was. If he did, she was sure he would be repelled.
But she had a more immediate problem. She needed to tell Jake what she planned to do. How she intended to find Anthony�s killer. She owed him that. She screwed up her courage, knowing how angry Jake would be. For a moment, she wished she could hide behind the numb glow the alcohol gave her earlier. But she knew from long ago experience that that didn�t work. It was worse when the numbness wore off. With a heartfelt sigh, she decided she may as well get it over with. He�d know soon enough.
�Jake, I need to talk with you, to tell you something.�
Jake pinned her with a hard gaze, his eyes narrowing. He settled back against the sofa and draped a casual arm over the back.
�I�m not sure I like the sound of that opening, Lexie. Considering that every damned thing I�ve learned about you, I�ve had to pry out of you. I can�t begin to imagine what�s so bad that you are warning me, rather than just doing it and annoying the hell out of me afterwards.�
Lexie was determined that she would not be put off by his certain anger. She took a deep breath and met his hard gaze.
�Jake, I�ve been talking with people�people on the street.� She looked him in the eye and continued. �Pimps, hookers, and the like.� She continued in a rush ignoring his deepening frown. �I�ve met people who knew Anthony, people who weren�t surprised that he had been killed. The word is that he was a familiar face at the Senora Travieste.�
Jake motioned her to continue, the only sign she saw that he was upset was a slight twitch by his eye.
�According to the pimps I talked to, the girls there are making a lot more money than they used to. Their pimps are angry. They�ve lost their hold on the girls. Three separate people told me there is a large scale drug running operation based at the club.�
When he still didn�t respond, Lexie squared her shoulders and lifted her chin, preparing for his response.
�The reason I was dancing tonight, the reason I wanted to make a scene was because I want them to notice me. I don�t know if you saw those three men in the back corner of the bar. The older Hispanic guy is the owner. His name is Sergio. I�ve been told that he personally hires all the waitresses at the club.�
She swallowed past the lump in her throat.
�I�I�m going to apply for a job as a waitress at Senora Travieste.�
Jake eyed her. His voice was soft, controlled.
�Senora Travieste is a front for a strip joint, Lexie.�
She was fierce. �I know that, Jake. If they put me on the stage, I�m going to do it. It�s the only way I can get the girls to trust me. To make them think I am one of them so that they will confide in me.�
Jake�s eyes were like ice, his expression oddly contained.
�You know I can�t let you do that, Lexie.�
She shook her head. �Unfortunately, it is not your choice. Not your decision to make. I�m twenty six years old and I make my own decisions.�
Jake made a visible effort to control his response. He leaned forward, his forearms resting on his knees staring at her intently. His answer surprised her.
�Let�s put aside for the moment how I feel about your meeting up with pimps and prostitutes and gang leaders. Instead, let�s discuss your findings. I�m impressed, Lexie. You�ve come up with some of the same information that I and my team have. You are correct. The Senora Travieste is the locus of what looks like a major drug relay point. The obvious source is Mexico given the nature of the drugs. And, yes, Anthony was getting close to identifying who the main players are. We know that because of his last reports. Like any good undercover operator, he didn�t share his findings until he was certain and until he was confident of the loyalties of those around him.�
He leaned closer. His eyes were dark, intense.
�Lexie, let us handle this. I promise you, I will keep you informed every step of the way. You don�t have to put yourself in any more danger than you already are.�
Lexie shook her head. She met his gaze and held it. She needed him to understand. She wanted him to support her even though she was sure he wouldn�t.
�I can�t, Jake. I can�t let you �handle� this. I loved Anthony more than anything in the world. I will not stop until I find his killer. You won�t either, Jake. You would never step aside and let someone else run this investigation. Don�t ask me to do something you wouldn�t.�
She stood up, wavering slightly. Jake jumped up, catching her. He held both of her arms and pulled her close.
�Dammit, Lexie. You can barely stand. You have to take better care of yourself.�
Lexie leaned against him. She wanted the comfort of his arms. She longed to hold him. Have him hold her. But she knew if she gave in to her need, Jake would not let up until she agreed. He was too strong, too powerful. She had to resist him. She pressed her hands against his chest and looked up at him, meeting his fierce gaze.
�Please, Jake. Please go. I can�t talk about this anymore tonight. I need to go to bed. I�I�m exhausted. I think I can sleep tonight.�
Jake peered at her pale face. She looked so fucking fragile. He didn�t know how he could let her go. Christ, all he wanted to do was pick her up and carry her in to bed�and crawl in beside her. He took a deep breath and nodded.
�Yeah, Lexie. You need to sleep. Promise me you�ll call if you can�t sleep? Promise?
�And, Lexie? This conversation isn�t over. Uh uh, sugar, we�ve barely begun.�
Lexie blushed. �Thank you for being with me today at�at your office. And thank you for tracking me down tonight. I appreciate it.�
She looked down, not able to meet his hard stare. She hesitated, �|I � I wish I could be the kind of person you want me to be, Jake. But�but I can�t�.�
Jake�s eyes narrowed. He shook his head and chucked her under the chin.
�Ah, darlin� you don�t have to change a damn thing.�
~~~
Closing the door behind him with a sigh, Jake nodded to Brady in the shadows.
Brady stepped forward, pinning Jake with a knowing glance and gave a low whistle.
�Damn, Jake. I dunno what to say. Sure as hell didn�t expect you out here so soon. Given that scene at the bar, I assumed this was gonna be an all-nighter.�
Jake shook his head and grimaced. His voice was strained, curt.
�Did you ever think that maybe I�m not as much of an asshole as you think I am?�
Brady frowned. He was quiet for a moment and then said solemnly, �I�ve never thought you were an asshole, Jake. You�re the most honorable man I know.�
Jake glanced up in surprise. He nodded and gave his friend a rueful smile.
�Thanks, Brady. I just wish I could explain it to my dick. He�s not into this honorable crap. Can�t figure out what the hell is going on.�
Brady whistled again. �It�s gotta be tough, big guy. That is some woman in there. Looks that have every guy in the room hitching up his trousers and a feisty attitude that�s gotta drive you crazy, especially a protective son of a bitch like you!�
Jake gave a heartfelt sigh. �I gotta tell you, Brady. She is driving me crazy. I don�t know what the hell is wrong with me. She�s got me ass over elbows and there�s not a damn thing I can do about it!�
He stopped for a minute then glowered. �Know what I found out tonight? That fucker not only was in her room at the motel, but he was pawing through her underwear! Playing with it! And he left it in a way to make sure she saw it, just to torment her.�
Jake hesitated trying to quell the red haze settling over him. His voice was whisper soft. �And she didn�t bother to tell me about it.� He added with a disgusted snort. �Oh, no, she just planned to handle it herself.�
Brady shook his head. �That�s hard, big guy. Not to pile on, but you haven�t exactly been approachable these last couple of days.�
Jake looked up, surprised, then shook his head in agreement.
�You�re right. I�ve been an overbearing prick. But, dammit, she won�t listen. She�s as stubborn as a mule after a fresh load of hay. She�s impervious to the danger. No matter what the threat, she�s convinced that she has to go it alone. Christ, Brady, you and I both know the message that perverted fucker was sending. Playing with her panties! They�ve marked her. She�s on their list.�
Jake�s stomach heaved. He choked back the bile rising in his throat. Fighting for calm, he shook his head.
�Do you want to know what that bar scene was about tonight? You ready for this, Brady? She�s putting herself out there. For bait. She�s almost at the place we are in the investigation. She knows Anthony was focusing on Senora Travieste and according to her �sources,� the pimps and hookers on the street, the drug operation is using the girls at the strip joint. She figures if she gets hired on at Senora Travieste, then she can get the girls to trust her.� Jake�s voice rose. �And then all by her little itty bitty self, all 120 pounds of her, she�ll take down the drug lords and whoever else killed Anthony and plans to kill her.�
Jake stopped his rant and ran his hands through his hair. Pacing up and down the sidewalk, he didn�t know when he had been more frustrated.
Brady gave another of his low whistles. �Well, if her goal was to get noticed, she was a stunning success. Hell, that little show tonight will be the talk of the base and the impetus for a hell of lot of jerk offs for months to come.�
He sighed and gave Jake a sympathetic grin. �Yeah, Jake. I don�t know when I�ve met a more determined, independent minded woman than that one. I�d say you more than have your hands full with that feisty little minx.�
Jake grunted, a deep frown creasing his brow.
�You�re right, Brady. Independent doesn�t begin to describe her. Damn. She puts that chin of hers up in the air and I don�t know what I want to do more, turn her over my knee and paddle her ass or take her against the wall.�
Brady quirked a surprised brow then said with a salacious grin, �Yeah, man. I can see where that would be a hard choice.�





Chapter 16

Ignoring the gasps and gapes of the men who parted to let her through, Lexie sauntered to the far end of the dojo, staking out the punching bag in the corner. Tugging on her leather practice gloves, she slipped off her sweats and tossed them on top of her duffle bag. She yanked on the bottom of her abbreviated shorts to make sure they covered her butt. She�d long ago eschewed the regulation gi. An exercise bra and shorts allowed the unrestricted movement she needed for her rigorous practice. No matter what she wore, the men around her ogled her. May as well be comfortable, was her theory.
All Jake needed to find her was to follow the line of military grunts with their tongues hanging out and their hands discreetly over their groins. Across the huge room, he saw her blond ponytail and headed her way. Standing at a distance, he shook his head in admiration. He didn�t see how that bag could hold up under the fierce barrage of her feet and fists. He was so taken by her skill that he could almost ignore the fitted exercise bra and boy shorts that had every guy he passed refusing to meet his eyes. He thought with a satisfied grunt, at least he had done something right last night. After that exhibition at the bar, he doubted there was a soldier on the base that hadn�t heard about his outrageous claim. He grimaced. Nothing like marking your territory. He knew he should be embarrassed, but looking at the gorgeous woman attacking the bag with fierce determination, he wasn�t. His claim stood. Glancing around, he dared any man to cross into his territory.
She was so absorbed in her practice that he was sure she didn�t hear him approach.
He chuckled. �As Grandpa Peter John used to say, �leave some of that bag for the buzzards, darlin�.�
Lexie spun around, startled. Jake didn�t miss the flush that flooded her cheeks or the flash of excitement in her eyes. It was a good thing, because within seconds that unintended welcome was displaced by a scowl.
Her voice was curt.
�What are you doing here, Jake? Are you following me?�
He grinned. �Yep. That�s exactly what I am doing.�
He moved up next to her.
�I came to spar with you.�
Lexie started and stepped back. Giving her head a dismissive toss, she turned back to the bags and said over her shoulder, �Too bad! I didn�t come to spar today. I�m working the bags.�
Jake arched a brow. His voice was soft. His eyes narrowed.
�That wasn�t an offer, sugar.�
He motioned to her duffle. �Get your things, Lexie. I�ve reserved a practice room for us.�
Lexie drew herself up to her full height and glared at him. Looking around, she saw the surreptitious glances of the fighters near them. Lowering her voice, she spit out a harsh whisper.
�Do you honestly think you can come in here and order me around like some flunky private?�
Jake flashed her a brilliant smile.
�The privates under my command are well trained. They rarely need orders. Now, you on the other hand�� He chuckled and reached for her bag.
�Let�s go, Lexie. The room is down the hall.�
She flushed, indecision warring across her face. She glared at him, then apparently deciding she couldn�t win, she reached over and grabbed the sweat pants out of her duffle.
Jake drawled, �Those aren�t necessary, darlin�.�
�Like hell they�re not,� she muttered as she pulled them on.
He grinned. �Too bad. Like every other guy in here, I�m kinda partial to those shorts of yours.�
He led her across the dojo to one of the private sparring rooms Master Wong set aside for training classes.
When they got inside, Jake closed the door behind him and leaned against it. Lexie�s eyes sparkled with anger.
�What are we doing, Jake? Why are you here?�
Jake studied her from half closed eyes. He worked hard to keep his anger at bay, instead said quietly, �Well, tell you what, Lexie. It�s like this. Since you�ve decided to take on the world single handed, I want to check out your skills.�
She stepped back in disbelief. �You want to test me? Fight me?�
He nodded with a teasing grin.
�Scared?�
He winked at her and dragged his t-shirt over his head baring a torso the likes of which she had rarely seen. She gasped and tried to swallow, but her mouth was long past spit. He was a perfectly proportioned male animal, muscular, hard -- and gorgeous. The black curly hair on his chest arrowed down his taut belly and below. The muscles on his chest and back rippled under his sun tanned skin. She couldn�t look away. She bit her lip, struggling against the sensations rioting over her when she saw the twinkle in his eye.
Tossing her head, she scoffed, �You really do think you�re hot stuff, don�t you?�
�Uh uh, darlin�, I don�t think it. I know it! Just like you know that you�re the hottest thing that�s been in this place since it opened. But, sugar, that�s beside the point.�
His grin faded. He moved away from the door toward her, a sleek dangerous panther.
�I�m serious, Lexie. You plan to prance into the world of murderers, drug lords, and scum of the earth? I want to see what you�ve got.�
Lexie glared at him, furious. Then her competitive gut clicked in. She jerked her chin toward the mat.
�You wanna fight, soldier? Fine. Prepare to get your ass kicked!�
A smile tugged at the corner of Jake�s mouth.
He kicked off his shoes and flexed his bare feet. He moved toward her and flicked his hand, motioning her to begin. Furious at his assumption to control the match, Lexie shrieked a fierce warrior cry and attacked. She spun in a circle and flew at him her heel landing a hard blow to his shoulder.
He grunted in surprise, then ginned in appreciation.
�Hot damn, woman! Let�s get it on!�
For the next five minutes, Jake evaded and deflected a fierce onslaught of kicks and strikes mixed with acrobatic flying leaps. She combined front and back flips with wild spins and vicious strikes. He was astonished at her aerial ability. Even among the Asian warriors he�d fought who made flying attacks their signature trademark, he had never seen anything like Lexie�s range of artistry. God, she was talented. And, it was a damn good thing that he was prepared and didn�t underestimate her because with any one of twenty different strikes she could have taken him down. But he knew the telling point was his superior strength. For most of the match, he played defense, only occasionally taking her on full force. Biding his time, he waited for a precise moment to catch her at a disadvantage. Turning one of her spectacular aerial leaps against her, with a practiced turn, he caught her high in the air, then flipped her over like a turtle on its back and pinned her to the ground.
She shrieked and fought against him. He saw the blind panic in her eyes, but rather than letting her go, he settled his large body over her and held her quietly not moving. He rested on his forearms his face inches from hers. She briefly struggled against him, then with a soft moan she gave up and relaxed into him. Jake felt her heart pounding wildly in her chest. He heard her soft raspy pants. Her cheeks and chest were flushed a rosy pink. There was no way he could hide his raging arousal. He didn�t try. Instead he went to the issue at hand.
His voice was hoarse. �You can�t stand to be pinned?�
She closed her eyes tight and rested her hot cheek against his hand. Her nod was barely perceptible.
He continued. �That�s what causes the panic?
She buried her face against his shoulder. �How did you know?�
He nuzzled her ear. His voice was soft, gentle. �I�m a country boy, darlin�. I grew up hunting animals. I know the signs of panic when a vulnerable creature thinks it�s the end.�
When she didn�t answer, he waited for a moment to see if she would respond, to see if she would confide in him. When she was silent, he pressed further.
�Does this always happen when someone gets you down on the ground?�
She hesitated. �Not like before. And�not if it is you.�
He allowed himself to settle over her for a minute, to let her feel his calming strength. It was no mystery what hideous events in her past caused her terror reaction. He longed to wrap her in his arms and never let her go. If he could he�d spend a lifetime hunting down and killing the animals who had done this to her, he would. With a soft groan, he rolled off of her and sat up. He lifted her up and sat her in front of him.
She swallowed hard, then looked up and met his gaze.
He reached out and stroked her cheek. His voice was firm. �Okay, Lexie, we�re going to need to deal with this.�
She nodded.
He got up and went over to a small cabinet and grabbed two bottles of water. �Here, sugar, drink this.�
She took a deep swallow and sat quietly sipping on the water.
He settled back down next to her. �Want to tell me about it?�
She shook her head fiercely.
�Okay, then. How about this? Did Master Wan work with you on it?
She murmured, �Yes. And Anthony did. I�m much better than I was. It only happens if I�m caught off guard. Then, sometimes � I�I panic.
�Then what?
�In�in the beginning it would take three or four people to calm me down.�
Forcing himself to deal with the issues before him, he persisted.
�So in a fight situation, as long as you are in control, you are okay?�
She nodded.
He got up and started pacing across the room. He motioned to her to stand up and come over to him.
He chucked her under her chin.
�First off, Lexie. You are one hell of a fighter. You have moves, talents I�ve never seen before. You are a formidable woman. The only way I was able to take you down is because I outweigh you by a hundred plus pounds and am nearly a foot taller than you are. Like you, I have been trained by the best. You�ll kill most fighters you encounter with your eyes closed. The problem is that three quarters of the grunts on this base are mixed martial artists like us. And every fucking gang member is not your average street thug. They are vicious, dirty fighters. They get a whiff of your panic and you�re dead meat.�
She lifted her chin dismissively. �So all I need to do is stay in control.�
Jake grinned at her defiance. Hell, no wonder she�s as good as she is. Nothing kept her down.
�Precisely. I�m gonna show you a few moves that are as dirty as any that will be thrown at you. I trained women in combat situations. Taught them self-defense moves to use against highly trained fighters twice their size. I�m glad to say that those moves saved more than a few lives.�
He waited a minute and when she didn�t answer, he said, �How about it, hotshot? Want to learn the dirtiest tricks in the business?�
She hesitated, then gave him an impudent grin. �Can I use them to beat off 6 ft. 4 inch hunks who annoy me?�
He held up his hands in mock defeat.
�Darlin�, you can take those guys down just by twitching that saucy ass of yours. It�s a guaranteed hunk killer.�
~~~
After four hours of rigorous training, Jake dropped her off at her house. As he turned to go, he called back over his shoulder.
�I�ll pick you up at eight o�clock.�
Lexie frowned, �What? What do you mean? Where do you�Where are we going?�
He gave her a hard look. �I�m giving you a ride to your new job. See you at eight.�
She stood in the doorway for several minutes, trying to absorb the enormity of his statement. Given his fierce attention to her fighting skills, she could only conclude one thing. He�d accepted that she was going to work at the Naughty Lady. Not only that, maybe he would help her. For the first time since Anthony died, Lexie dared herself to believe. Maybe she didn�t have to go it alone in this awful mission after all.





Chapter 17

The tense man sat at his desk musing over the scene at the dojo. He ran his hands through his short cropped hair. Overcome with fury, he thought about the tall dark haired soldier. His nemesis. He�d hated him for so long it was part of his DNA. He despised him for the way he�d skated past everyone, climbed over men twice his age. No one Gardner�s age should be a full bird. Maybe a captain or Lt. Colonel, but a full bird? Likely to be up for brigadier at any minute? No, way! The ignominy of it gnawed at his gut. Just because the guy was some kind of a fucking hero. He�d waited a long time for justice. But it wouldn�t be long now. Even heroes could be taken down, put in their place. Permanently.
He thought about the two of them at the dojo. Damn, the girl is beautiful. Shit, she does look just like her brother. And Gardner is obviously nuts about her. He flushed with pleasure. That made his work even more enjoyable. Nothing like taking that fucker down and letting him know what is happening to his woman before he dies.
Gloating over the thought, he turned his attention to the bank statements he�d just reviewed. Gardner could have his fucking glory. He was going to retire with more cash than twenty generals and even some of the shyster senators he dealt with every day. Those political assholes thought they were so smart, stealing from the public and making sure their crimes were legal. He scoffed. Penny ante horseshit. His nest egg was big enough now that he had off shore accounts in eight countries. He hadn�t spent his life overseeing special ops not to know where to hide things you didn�t want found. Like money. Or bodies.
He tented his fingers and turned his thoughts to Walt. Walt had been the perfect foil. On every base throughout the country where he�d set up his operation, he�d managed to find the Walts of the world. Drunks, discontents. The legions of men who never went anywhere in their careers and blamed those who did. Men who�d been shunted to positions that on the surface looked harmless, but for his operation were essential. Take Walt. Evidence clerk in the YPD. Couldn�t get less important than that. He chuckled. Unless you knew how many illegal drugs that insipid clerk catalogued in a day. This close to the border, it was a goldmine. It was easy to siphon off what he needed. He didn�t need much, just enough to cover his real source. In every transport plane carrying complex military equipment and supplies, there was always room to bury a belly load of drugs, if all the systems were in place. And he made sure they always were.
Hell, these locals thought the Columbian cartels were ruthless. They hadn�t messed with the Central Asian ones and the Eastern Block. And Afghani dust was the finest in the world. Nothing compared. At the rate they were selling it, compared to what they paid for it, they were making four times what they could with the local crap.
He groaned thinking about Beloi. The guy had been a lot like Gardner, too smart for his own good. Pressing, pushing. Never accepting anything at face value. In the beginning, drawing in the YPD had been a nice touch, took the focus off the base. If shit happened he planned to make Walt the fall guy. He knew from his contacts that Beloi was on to Walt. Figured Walt for the stooge he was and kept poking around, asking questions. Beloi wouldn�t let go. Couldn�t just accept that when drugs were involved it was the fucking gangs.
His stomach churned. The only person in the whole god damn army who was as smart as Beloi was his fucking commander, the mighty Jake Gardner. And thanks to Walt, the biggest fuck up alive, not only had he brought attention to the base by leaving Beloi�s body here, but they�d sent in wonder boy Gardner to solve the crime.
No question. Walt was history. He had to get rid of him. Walt was more of a liability than ever. He had one more job for the fucker then he�d give the order to take Walt out. One thing about the local gangs, as long as you stayed in their good graces, paid them the agreed cut, all you needed to say was, take him down. Their only question? How do you want it to look? In this case, he decided a scribbled suicide note would do nicely. One that described how Walt felt he had to kill Beloi, that he was afraid he would out him. Hell, nothing the press likes better than a cop killing a cop. That would take the heat off the base and his operation for years to come.
He looked up at the knock on the door.
He barked out a guff, �Yes?�
The young lieutenant saluted. �I have the reports you asked for, sir.�
He nodded, dismissing the soldier with an impatient flick of his wrist.
�Leave them.�
As the door closed, he turned back to the mountain of paperwork on his desk. Seeing the list of telephone calls he needed to return, he grimaced. Those fucking senators. He looked forward to the day when he�d never have to speak to an elected official again. Empty, pompous assholes. If you put all one hundred of them in a room with a couple of chimpanzees, the apes would win an IQ test with their eyes closed.
~~~
A sign on the outside of the door said: �I�m in the shower. Come in.�
Jake shook his head and growled an epithet under his breath. Brady and Clint chuckled behind him.
Jake unlocked the front door with his key and ushered his men in, hollering out as they entered, �Lexie, we�re here.�
She called, �I�ll be out in a minute. I�m getting dressed.�
Motioning his men into the living room, Jake grabbed three beers from the refrigerator and followed them.
Jake let Brady�s raunchy chatter and Clint�s appreciative laughter float over his head. Most of the time he enjoyed Brady�s off color humor as much as anyone, but tonight the ball of fear in his gut made joking impossible. He�d trusted his gut for so long that he didn�t have to analyze his anxiety. No need to wonder why. Use Lexie as bait? He�d have dressed down a subordinate for suggesting the idea. But here he was, the commander of the operation, deliberately putting a civilian in harm�s way. Not just any civilian. Lexie. He took a long pull off his beer willing the brew to settle his gut. It didn�t. He looked up when he heard her coming down the hall. When he saw her, the beer turned to acid in his mouth. He almost choked.
She stood in the doorway hopping on one foot trying to put a five inch red patent leather stiletto shoe on her other foot. The retro dance hall girl�s outfit was made to entice. Jake groaned. And that was before it went on Lexie�s body. A red satin corset laced up the front cinched in her waist, emphasizing the swell of her full breasts and curve of her hips. A flouncy skirt swirled when she moved, giving a tantalizing view of the scrap of red satin doing a piss poor job of covering her firm butt cheeks. She�d piled her hair on the top of her head, holding it with a careless clip. Errant curls teased the back of her neck and the side of her face. Jake was confident there wasn�t a red blooded man alive who wouldn�t want to snag the clip holding up her hair just to see it fall down her back in a curtain of gold. But it was her legs that had his nerves shrieking. Sheathed in thigh high black fishnet stockings topped by a black and red garter, she put Los Vegas showgirls to shame. A black velvet ribbon circling her pale throat completed the outfit, a blatant invitation to sin. The epitome of a �Naughty Lady.� She�d added a layer of bright red shiny goop to her already full lips and her flashing dark eyes lined in black and shadowed with sparkling color looked wider, more inviting than ever.
Brady let out a low whistle, speaking for all three men.
Lexie was startled when she saw Brady and another man sitting by Jake in the living room. They looked surprised at her appearance. Jake looked stunned. And pissed.
She nodded to Brady.
Shaking his head, he grinned at her,
�Hi there, hotstuff.�
Jake jumped up, glaring at her. His voice cracked.
�Fuck, Lexie!�
She tossed her head and put her hands on her hips, lifting her chin defiantly.
�Don�t tell me you�ve never been to the Senora Travieste. That you haven�t seen what the waitresses wear?�
He growled. �Yeah, I have. But I haven�t seen it on you.�
He ran his hands through his hair. His lips were pressed in a thin hard line. He shook his head in dismay.
�Damn, Lexie. I don�t know if I can do this.�
Irritation made her voice sharp.
�You aren�t doing anything, Jake. I am!�
She didn�t think his expression could harden any more, but it did. A dangerous glint flashed in his eyes as he advanced toward her. Taking hold of her arm, he pulled her up next to him and stared in her eyes. She could feel his anger, a palpable vibration. His voice was low, threatening.
�No darlin�. That�s where you are wrong.� He nodded to the armchair across from the men sitting on the sofa. His command was curt. �Sit down, Lexie.�
Jake took a deep breath and then another. Grasping for a distraction, eager to dampen the emotions rioting through him, he waited until she sat down. Her eyes flashed, a dangerous sign.
Seeking to lower the tension, he asked, �Want a beer?�
She frowned, then gave him a dismissive nod.
�Sure, why not.�
Jake grabbed four beers from the refrigerator. He�d known he would have trouble squaring their plan with his misgivings. But that was in the abstract. Lexie was anything but an abstraction. She was the sexiest woman he�d ever seen. She got to him at a base level. Just being in the same room with her was enough to tighten his jeans. Seeing her dressed in this shameless outfit guaranteed to tempt a stone, he had to physically remove himself to gain perspective. Quiet his gut. Control his dick.
He handed her a beer and placed the others on the table. Both Brady and Clint grabbed for the refills.
Jake pulled the other armchair up next to hers, turning it at an angle to keep her securely in his vision.
�You already know Brady.�
His shaggy blond haired friend tipped his bottle at her with a grin. He�d scrubbed off any signs of the homeless guy mask. Now in low slung jeans, a Grateful Dead t-shirt and gold loop on one ear lobe, he looked like a surfer dude. Jake grimaced. Like the good looking smart assed guy that he was.
He nodded to the older man next to Brady.
�This is Clint.�
Jake had known Clint for twelve years. He was amazed how one of the fiercest fighters on his squad could look so bland. With his hair graying at the temples and his nondescript sport coat and tasseled loafers, he could be any business man out on the town. No one would know the driving force that had made his one of Jake�s key men.
Clint smiled at Lexie. Jake was relieved to see her guard drop slightly and she smiled back. Clint had that kind of an effect. He invited people to like him, feel comfortable with him. Jake managed a slight smile, a direct contrast to the impudent Brady who was never happier than when he gleefully threw outrageous bombs in the conversation guaranteed to keep everyone on edge.
Jake caught Lexie�s attention.
�Both Brady and Clint served with Anthony and me in Iraq. Brady was also with us in Afghanistan. Like me, this mission is not only official, it�s personal. They�re the best undercover guys you�ll meet. They are my key men on our team.�
�So now we�re a team?� Lexie shot him an annoyed glance and added, �I don�t suppose I have a say in that?�
Jake nodded in agreement.
�No, you don�t. You don�t have a choice, Lexie. This is the team and you�re on it. Brady and Clint will be visible, not hiding their interest in you. There are more men in the shadows, both cops and my men. I�ll give you a code word. If any guy ever tells you he�s with me or has been sent by me and doesn�t know the code, take that stiletto heel of yours and drive it through his throat.�
He ignored her startled gasp.
�This is how it�s gonna go down, Lexie. You�re going to drive your car to and from the club. We�re gonna put a tracer on you.�
Brady unwound his long legs and leaned toward her with a salacious grin.
�That�s my job, hot stuff.�
He looked her up and down and drawled, �Don�t worry, Jake. I�ll keep searching until I find a place no one can see. There�s gotta be somewhere under those scraps of material that will take a tracer.�
Lexie laughed and shook her head. Then seeming to remember that she was annoyed with Jake, she gave him a frosty glance.
�I suppose you already have one on my car.�
His lip curled. �Yep. I put one on it that first day at the station.�
She frowned.
�Dammit, Jake, you have no right. I am a private citizen.�
�Relax, sugar. I�m bending about 900% of the rules I follow to partner up with you. This may be the hardest thing I�ve ever done. Just hope I don�t regret it for the rest of my life.� He stifled a groan and shrugged. �I don�t know how the hell else I can keep you safe.�
Drilling her with a stern look, he added.
�Remember. Lexie, we�re all on the same team.�
�Hmm. Too bad. I�m not much of a team player.�
He smiled. �You are now, sugar.�
He held her gaze until she looked away. He saw her indecision and pressed.
�Okay. This is your job. Do what you do best. Switch that little hot ass of yours around and get some attention.�
He huffed.
�Like it�s gonna take anything to make any man with a pulse notice you.�
She glanced up, and returned his glare.
�And then keep my eyes and ears open, right? Make friends with the girls? Let them think I am one of them. Act like I am new in town, right. Jake? Act like a waitress.
Don�t give away that I am a fighter. Act sort of innocent, but also a little hard��
Jake held up his hands and broke in.
�Okay. Okay. I concede. You know what you are doing.�
Lexie frowned, then gave him an impudent smile.
�One question. Who are you going to be? Everyone in the bar last night saw you with me. We can�t very well hide it.�
Brady took a slug of his beer. Dangling the bottle between his fingers, he turned to Jake.
�Ah, yeah, big guy. You two did make a bit of a scene last night.�
Jake felt his cheeks heat, matching the flush on Lexie�s face.
He frowned at Brady, then gave Lexie a hard glare.
�Yeah, we did. But we�re going to turn it to our advantage. I am going to act like the jealous outraged boyfriend. You can make it clear to the girls that you and I are on the outs. That I am too possessive, too demanding. That will allow me to hang around, but also not be with you. Think you can pull that off, darlin�?�
Brady guffawed.
�I don�t know, big guy. That�ll be a tough one. But don�t overdo it. If you can keep from growling when any guy comes within three feet of her, maybe they won�t throw you out.�
Jake pinned him with a combative stare.
�Make that maybe they won�t TRY to throw me out.�
Brady nodded in agreement. �Yeah, you�re right about that.�
Lexie scoffed and rolled her eyes at the macho interplay. But Jake leaned forward, his arms resting on his knees, and she found she couldn�t look away. He was so serious, so intent. She shivered, wondering for a short minute if she�d been crazy to think she could do this on her own. His eyes narrowed, and the slight smile on his lips didn�t reach his eyes.
Jake continued, his gaze never leaving hers.
�When your shift is over, Lexie, go to your car. At least two men will be in the parking lot. Get in and drive straight home. One of our guys will be behind you to make sure no one follows you. Park in the garage. Again, we have the house staked out. And one of us will be waiting inside for you.�
Gasping at the extent of their preparations, she had an insight into Jake, the commander, hard, detailed, and relentless. But she reminded herself before she shrunk into mindless acquiescence, she�d been taking care of herself for years now. For God�s sake, she was a world class martial artist. She raised her chin, determined not to be cowed.
�Can I assume that you�ve had it staked out since you moved me here?�
His smile broadened.
�Yeah, darlin�, that�s a safe assumption.�
Lexie shook her head disgust at his over protectiveness. She broadened her glare to include Brady.
�Et tu Brute?�
Brady�s guilty shrug said it all.
~~~
Jake and Brady stood on the porch watching her pull out of the garage without a backward glance. At the entrance to the cul de sac, she came to a brief stop, then gunned the Camaro and sped away, dust from the dry road wafting behind her.
Jake took a deep sigh and shook his head.
�Damn, Brady. This is killing me. I pray to God that Anthony would understand. Using Lexie as bait is the last thing I want to do. But even I accept the fact that if we don�t bring her in, she�ll be out there on her own.�
Brady punched him in the arm.
�Couple things, big guy. There�s no way you can control that little spitfire if she is on the team or not. She�s gonna do what she damn well pleases and you know that in your gut. I got a feeling the sooner you accept that reality, the better off you�ll be. Christ, you might even stop frowning seventy five percent of the time and get that lady killer grin of yours back on that Hollywood face.�
He faced Jake and for once, the insolent smile was gone. �And, yeah, she�ll be a hell of a lot safer with all of us watching her than she would be on her own. Finally, Jake, Lexie is a trained fighter. I pity the guy that tries to stop her. But you and I both know she�s playing in the big leagues now and doesn�t know it. So, rest your conscience. Anthony would probably kill us both if he knew what we are doing with his precious sister. But if he was here making the decisions we�re making, you can be damned sure he�d do the same thing. He knows her even better than we do.�
Jake nodded.
�Thanks, buddy. You�re right. I�I know all of that. And you know how rare it is for me to question my judgment. I don�t know what�s wrong with me, Brady. She�s got me tied in knots. I�ve never been this way with a woman in my life.�
Brady grinned. �Hell, Jake, the only experience I�ve had in this arena was with a love sick spaniel puppy. Sorry to tell you, but we eventually had to put him down. When the poodle he was lusting after ran off with the Airedale in the big house on the corner, he was too miserable to make it on his own.�
Jake managed a grin.
�It�s a great story, even if it isn�t true. And I get your point. But I�m not miniature spaniel, Brady.�
�No, Jake, you�re not, far from it. And not to stroke your ego, but the way that firecracker of a girl looks at you, I don�t think you have to worry about the neighborhood Airedales making off with your woman.�
Jake started to contest Brady�s description of Lexie as his woman. He chuckled to himself. May as well admit it. He was closer to that lovesick spaniel pup than he wanted to admit. And, yes, dammit. Lexie was his woman. Now he just needed to convince her of that.








Chapter 18

The Senora Travieste�s exclusive section anchored by the nightly strip show was hopping when Lexie hit the floor. Unlike the open area in the front that catered to the younger, less well-off crowd where Lexie had performed her outrageous bar top dance, the private area sought the well-heeled. The exorbitant cover charge was only the first indication that money (and lots of it) was the distinction between the two areas of the club. Lexie had spent a good bit of time in seedy nightclubs before Anthony rescued her, but the memories were never far away. The big surprise was how classy this club was. You could almost forget that the place was a strip club and more than likely a front for a thriving prostitution ring, not to mention a drug consortium. The drinks were expensive, the food was tasteful, and the d�cor understated.
Lexie decided there must be a pulchritude standard to be a waitress. She had never seen more gorgeous women in her life. Whoever hired the girls must also have designed the costumes they wore. She noted with a secret flush of pride that she could hold her own among the beautiful young women. While all the girls filled out the risqu� costume admirably, no one had her particular combination of long athletic legs and very generous breasts.
Compared to the front section she�d been in the night before, the crowd was definitely older and didn�t blink at either the cover charge or the outrageous prices for the watered down booze. Rings of tables surrounded the stage. According to Isabella, her trainer, the cost of a seat escalated, depending on proximity to the stage. Chairs close enough to touch the stage had a cover charge of $150. Lexie was startled. The money flowing in this understated desert town was surprising. And it wasn�t just the gangs who had money to burn. The only thing more plentiful than money was testosterone. The hard eyed men surrounding the stage and sprinkled throughout the audience had that �touch me and you will die� vibe that she�d seen in Jake and his buddies. These were men accustomed to danger, inside and outside of their role as fighters. They were adrenalin junkies. She should know. She was one of them.
Isabella was one of the most striking women she had seen. Her long black hair swung in a graceful shiny curtain when she walked. Easily four inches shorter that Lexie, her soft curvy body begged to be touched. Her dusky skin, a gift of her Mexican heritage, glowed. The expertly applied makeup highlighted her wide brown eyes and full pouty lips. She had an air of seductive innocence that made every head turn when she walked by. But Lexie had seen too many Isabellas in her work. She recognized the implacable gleam in the young woman�s eyes that revealed a lifetime of experience, much of it bad.
Lexie liked her immediately. Isabella was the kind of woman she resonated with. They didn�t have to explain themselves to each other. Both recognized a kindred spirit and relaxed in the instant familiarity.
�Call me Bella. That�s what my friends call me.� Isabella added with a pert grin, �It�s better than Izzy.�
Her chime like laughter attracted the attention of the men next to them. Lexie shook her head, knowing how easily both she and Bella attracted attention. Jake had sure been right about that. In the last three hours, she�d had over a dozen outright offers for sex and close to a hundred hands grabbing at her ass. It was a good thing she was a practiced flirt. She knew how to duck out of an outrageous grasp without crushing the sensitive ego of the perpetrator.
The two girls rested in the back of the room seeking momentary relief from the needs of the patrons. The show stopping stripper on the stage was good enough that even the jaded audience was watching with rapt attention.
Lexie took the moment to press Bella for information. She hoped their mutual attraction and comfort level would make her forthcoming.
�Looks like there�s a lot of money flowing in this place. Do we ever get any of it? Besides tips?�
Bella�s eyes narrowed as if considering her answer.
�You�re right. This little old town is flowing with money. But then for the savvy buyer, there�s lots to spend it on.�
Lexie recognized the overt come on. Bella was testing her. To see how street smart she was. She decided to play dumb. She had to be careful. Bella could be a goldmine of information. Lexie saw how skillfully she�d managed the outrageous overtures from drunken men. She was a pro, cleverly conveying the promise of more to come without acting on it. Lexie was impressed. From the things Bella said and the many patrons that she called by name, it was clear that she was a regular, and a knowledgeable one at that.
Lexie responded to Bella�s assertion with a wistful sigh. �Sure wish I could tap into some of that. It seems no matter what I do, I�m always scraping for my next dollar.�
Bella looked surprised. �Really? You seem like you�ve got it coming and going, girl.�
Lexie grinned, but let a little uncertainty color her voice.
�Yeah, I do. And I know how to put on a good act. I�ve been doing it most of my life. I�m not complaining, but let�s face it. Waitress wages and generous tips can go in a hurry.�
Bella�s gaze sharpened.
�Damn, girl, I hear you�re living with that hot guy, the colonel stud moving through. He must keep you in pretty good style.�
Lexie shook her head with a derisive snort.
�Hell, no! And I�m not exactly living with him. Besides, I�m done with him. He�s too possessive, too demanding. If I even look at another guy, he goes nuts. He�s getting to be a real pain in the ass.�
Lexie laughed to herself. At least some of what she said was true.
Bella regarded her cautiously.
�Hmm. Well if its money you need to get away from him, there�s lots of it floating around this joint.�
�Do you have to put out for it?�
Bella shrugged.
�You don�t have to unless you want to. But I can tell you, honey, some of the guys that hang around here are an eleven on a one to ten heat scale. Not as hot as that blue-eyed hottie you�re hanging out with, but some studly men pass through this club.�
Lexie frowned as if considering her suggestion.
�Do you get a lot more money if you do it?�
�No, not necessarily. The big money is in the �� Bella stopped short, clearly not intending to reveal any more information.
Lexie knew this was her moment. She could only play dumb so long.
�Huh? Oh, I get it. If it�s not sex, it must be drugs.� She added with a smile, �I could use a little of that myself right about now. That possessive bastard chasing me doesn�t do them, says he has to keep his perfect body pure.�
Bella cocked an interested brow.
�You use?�
Lexie tossed her head. �Yeah. Who doesn�t? Sometimes I can use a little lift. Just if I�m feeling down, that is. I�ve found half a ruffie doesn�t hurt. I�ve learned how to moderate it. Get the dose right so that it doesn�t take me down too far or get me too wild.�
A knowing smile crossed Bella�s face.
�Damn, girl. You may be just what we are looking for. Why don�t you come in early tomorrow, around seven? I�ll fill you in. Hell, girl, with your looks and experience, you could make a killing here.� She added with a satisfied smile. �If you play your cards right, you might be able to do what I�ve done.�
The harsh lines around Bella�s eyes tightened more. She looked fierce.
�I�m determined I�ll never be poor again, never knowing where my next dollar is coming from. I even have a savings account now. Someday I�m going to buy myself a house of my own. And when I do, I�m going to move my momma out of that rat-infested hovel we grew up in and show her how the rest of the world lives.�
Lexie agreed to come in early. As she walked away, her heart clenched with a familiar pain. Like so many women in her circumstances, Bella thought turning tricks and dealing drugs was the only way she could change her life. Unfortunately, Lexie acknowledged, for most of the women she�d tried to help that was true. It was the precious few that succeeded in climbing out of the hole that kept her going. Maybe with a hell of a lot of luck, her new friend Bella could be one of the lucky ones.
~~~
Later that night, Jake got up to leave. He�d spent the better part of an hour debriefing Lexie, adding in Brady and Clint�s insights along the way. After Brady and Clint left, Jake scooped up the armload of empty beer bottles from the coffee table and dumped them in the recycle bin by the back door.
Lexie was standing in the doorway to the kitchen, uncertainty clouding her beautiful eyes. He wasn�t surprised. As though he hadn�t spent the last fifteen years of his life expertly wooing women, he acknowledged to himself, he didn�t know what to do either. He was reminded of Grandpa Carl�s cryptic advice: �If you can�t race it or take it to bed, you don�t need it.� Problem was, even though he couldn�t take her to bed, he needed her like he�d never needed a woman. Guess that left his bike for comfort tonight.
Calling on his better self, he walked over to Lexie and chucked her under the chin. He saw her swallow and knew her mouth was as dry as his. Her little tremor echoed the one that hit him when he touched her.
He smiled down at her. �You were great tonight, Lexie. You had every man in the place eating out of your hand. And I�m glad to say that most of them looked as addled as I feel when I�m within ten feet of you. You are quite a woman, Alexis Beloi. Hell, woman, you are as sexy pounding a bag in sweats as you are in that harlot�s costume and those �fuck me� shoes. �
She blushed and looked down.
Then she smiled that shy smile that made his balls tighten.
�Thanks, Jake. You did pretty well yourself. You managed to glower in the corner and not pay attention to the fact that every waitress and stripper in the house was after your butt.�
Jake roared. Emboldened, he leaned down and whispered in her ear.
�The glower was real, darlin�. God help the man who touches you. He�ll be picking up body parts off the floor.�
Feeling her hard tremor, he pulled her up close to him, breathing in the tantalizing scent of mint and lemongrass. He held her for a moment, then stepped back. Reaching down, he tilted her face up to his and kissed her lightly on the cheek.
�Sleep well tonight, darlin�. Pleasant dreams.�





Chapter 19

Lexie was startled to see that the clock beside her bed read eleven o�clock. Shocked, she jumped out of bed. She couldn�t remember the last time she�d slept past six o�clock in the morning. And that was on the days she didn�t have to teach her five a.m. advanced class. She thought with a guilty smile, it must have been Jake�s parting words last night. She had slept well and her dreams had been pleasant; confusing, but very pleasant.
She dwelt for a moment on the big man who was turning her life upside down. She had to admit that there was something comforting about knowing that Brady and Clint and the others were watching over her, and, of course, Jake. But he wasn�t watching, she thought with a grin, he was damn well hovering. She tossed her head at the sleepy eyed woman in the mirror. Right, girl, I thought you didn�t want to get close to a man, especially one as big and controlling as that one. What had Bella called him? The blue-eyed hottie? She frowned, admonishing herself. If you know what�s good for you, girl, you will send that guy packing before you end up falling for him. She stripped off her thigh high nightie and headed to the shower. Oh, well, she reminded herself, winking at the flushed woman in the mirror, she never had known what was good for her. Maybe that was about to change.
~~~
Jake stood at a distance watching her practice. When she wasn�t at the house, he knew he could find her here. She was on the last form in the Kung Fu dragon sequence. He marveled at her grace and power. She was an astonishing woman, beautiful beyond belief and also amazingly talented. She was an enigma. He grinned at the thought of her temper, her fierce glares and sharp tongue. And then she�d smile that shy smile and look up at him her eyes as wide as a doe in the woods startled by an unseen hunter. Watching her graceful movements, he was struck that her body was all soft sexy woman on the surface with lithe taut muscles beneath. He smiled. An upside down metaphor for Lexie: tough as nails on the surface, soft and vulnerable underneath.
He waited until she finished, then came up beside her.
�Hey. Impressive practice.�
She whirled to see Jake standing a few feet away. A rush of heat flooded her. She knew from the twinkle in his eyes that he saw her reaction. Staring at the tall broad shouldered man with the smoldering blue eyes, she groaned. He was entirely too good looking. From the cocky grin on his face, he knew it, knew how he affected her. She would have loved to think of some smart remark to take him down a peg, but the only word that popped out was a soft, �Hey.�
He smiled at her.
�You weren�t at the house and didn�t return any of my calls. I figured you were likely here. How about a ride home?�
Glancing at the clock, she shoved down her immediate impulse to say no.
�Actually, after a four hour practice, a ride home sounds good.�
�Since you agreed so quickly, how about I up the ante? If I know you and I�m beginning to think I do, you haven�t had anything to eat today. Right?�
She shrugged.
�I don�t like to eat before I practice.�
�Hmm. Or much after, right? That settles it, sugar. How about I take you to a great truck stop I know that makes the best breakfast outside of my Aunt Maud�s and they serve it twenty four hours a day.�
Her guard immediately went up. That would mean riding on his bike, being close to him.
�I�I�can�t, Jake. I need to shower. I�m all sweaty.�
A flash of amusement flickered in his eyes. He stroked her cheek and drawled, �Darlin�, I can�t think of a better combination. Pancakes, bacon and sausage and a hot sweaty woman. Yum!�
Lexie laughed in spite of herself. As if her wayward body wanted to join the conversation, her stomach gave a noisy growl.
He grabbed for her duffle bag,
�That does it, Lexie. You need to be fed, woman. Let�s go!�
She hesitated, then nodded.
�But only if I can grab a quick shower here before we go.�
He frowned in mock dismay and gave her a wicked wink. �Okay. I�ll forego the hot sweaty woman for the moment, as long as you promise there�ll be one in the future.�
She groaned in mock dismay.
�You�re impossible, Jake.�
He chucked her under her chin.
�Yeah, I am. And I�m also impatient as hell. A gorgeous woman, the hottest bike made by man, and the promise of more food than you�ve eaten in a week? Damn, sugar, life doesn�t get any better than that!�
~~~
Jake smiled at her across the formica covered table in the crowded truck stop. Her cheeks were flushed from the ride. Wispy tendrils of blond hair escaped her ponytail, curving alluringly around her face and neck. Her eyes sparkled, dancing with excitement. He grinned in appreciation.
�I have a feeling your next purchase might be an Electra Glide.�
She laughed.
�No, I don�t think I can afford a boy toy like that, but I have to admit, I love riding on it.�
�That�s good, because I wouldn�t let you buy one.�
She frowned.
�Why not? I thought all you macho men liked women in leather.�
�Ah, sugar, we do. But we like them better when they�re wrapped around our backs hanging on tight.� He added with a wink, �Preferably in handcuffs.�
His jeans tightened at the thought. The flood of heat that pinked her cheeks didn�t help. Damn, just looking at her flushed and starry eyed was an aphrodisiac his unruly cock didn�t need. Thank God for the tabletop. Not that it was likely he�d settle down before they had to leave.
At that moment, the waitress arrived with their food. Lexie�s eye widened like saucers at the platter of food the woman plunked in front of her. Given that Jake had done the ordering, the woman winked at him. Her laugh was as brash as her bright red hair.
�I dunno, honey. I don�t think she�s eaten that much food in her life, let alone one meal.�
Reading the nametag pinned to her ample chest, Jake agreed. �I think you�re right about that, Trixie.�
~~~
Several hours later, Jake dropped her off at the house. He hopped off the bike and lifted her off before she could get down. He picked her up like she weighed nothing. He proceeded to take off her helmet and strapped it to the back of the bike.
He smiled down at her.
�Thanks, Lexie, for indulging me.� He stroked her cheek. �It was a great afternoon.�
She choked back a gasp at her flutter of excitement at his touch. She backed away quickly, needing distance.
�It�it was great, Jake. Thank you.�
His eyes narrowed, then he nodded as if he understood.
�Yeah, it was, darlin�.� He gazed at her for a long moment then added, �Brady�s going to come and get you tonight. I�m taking a different tack. But I�ll be waiting here for you when you are done.�
She nodded and almost ran up the steps. When she turned back to wave at him, he was watching her, a knowing smile quirking his lips.
Watching him ride off, Lexie struggled with her feelings. She had loved being with him. They�d laughed and talked as though they�d known each other for years. And she�d eaten more than she could remember ever eating at one time. The problem was the motorcycle. Pressed against him, drinking in his scent of leather and strong male almost did her in. From the way he�d taken her hands in his and pressed them against his taut belly, she knew he was on to her. She wanted to think she hadn�t given herself away, but his quizzical grin when he lifted her off the bike and the way he�d stroked her cheek confirmed if it was a secret, it was one they shared.
~~~
As they�d agreed, she met Bella at the club precisely at 7 p.m. It was virtually empty. Without the strobe lights and pounding music, it looked like a large dining hall. Hard to believe that at nine o�clock it would be filled with raucous laughter and hundreds of men and women out for a night of high stakes entertainment.
Bella ushered her in to the ante room to the back office. Lexie hoped her need for privacy meant that Bella was ready to talk. She decided to keep the conversation light to see if Bella was forthcoming.
�Hey, are we supposed to be back here? Isn�t this the boss�s office?�
Bella gave her a satisfied smile.
�Sergio doesn�t mind if I�m here. I spend a lot of time in this office.�
�Cool. Is he a good boss?�
Bella laughed. �I think so.�
Lexie grinned at her. �Sounds like you�ve got something going on with the big boss.�
�Hmm. You might say that.�
Lexie tugged on the brief panties to her outfit.
�I gotta tell you. I�ve worn some indecent costumes in my life, but this one beats them all. How the heck do you keep this thing from this thing from riding up your butt? �
�Honey, that�s the idea!�
�Who designed this thing anyhow?�
�That would be Sergio. He likes his girls. And the more you can see of them, the better.� She gave Lexie an appraising glance. �He�ll probably come after you next.�
Lexie put up her hands. �Uh huh. No way. I�m off men for a while. After this last guy that I�m still trying to get rid of, I�m done with men. They�re too needy. I need a break from men.�
Bella winked. �Well, honey, I can tell you, if you aren�t interested in that blue-eyed hottie, there isn�t a girl working here that wouldn�t lap him up in a second! That is one righteous man. Those eyes, and damn that butt. Tell me, honey, is he as hot in bed as they say he is? What is it they call him? The �all night wonder�?�
Lexie hid her shock. Both at the familiar way Bella talked about Jake and the flare of anger at the idea of any of the gorgeous women who worked here going after him. She frowned, �Please, let�s not talk about him. I�ve got enough on my mind.�
Getting control of her emotions, she focused on the mission.
�Bella, I don�t want to sound ungrateful because I�m so grateful that I got the job here.�
�You should be. Hell, girl, there a line a mile long of girls wanting to work here. In case you didn�t notice, every girl in this place scores at least a ten on a hot chick scale of one to ten.�
Lexie nodded.
�I know that. But I�ve run in to some bad shit lately and I could really use some cash. You�you mentioned last night that I might be able to get a little on the side.�
Bella was dismissive. �Hell, honey, I�m not talking about filling out your personal stash. Uh huh. This deal is bigger by a magnitude of about a thousand! Tell, me, girl, are you interested in making some serious money?�
�Damn! Who isn�t? But�I don�t want to put out. I�m in a bad place right now.�
�No, honey, I�m telling you this isn�t about sex. It�s about�doing business. If you know what I mean.�
Lexie hoped she looked puzzled.
�You mean drugs?�
�Yeah, honey, that�s exactly what I mean. But not your nickel and dime shit. This is the big time.�
Lexie gasped.
�Are you like�like a dealer?�
Bella sneered. �I prefer to say I�m a business woman. Me and the other girls here have walked into a goldmine. We tapped into an operation that is bigger than any I�ve seen. And I�ve seen a lot.�
�So�so� Sergio runs it?�
�Hell, no! He�s not involved. It�s people on the outside.�
Lexie gave her a skeptical glance. �You mean it�s happening under his nose and he doesn�t know about it?�
�Honey, I didn�t say that. There isn�t a damn thing that happens here that Sergio doesn�t know about it. But if he gets a big enough cut and distance from the crap if the cops find out? Hey, he�s sitting pretty. Same with the gangs.�
�You mean the gangs aren�t involved either? I don�t get it. The gangs are always involved. You know that, Bella.�
Bella shook her head impatiently.
�Hear me out. I�m telling you this is different. Of course, the gangs get their cut, but they aren�t running this. I�ll be honest, I�m not exactly sure who is. But we are selling some of the most righteous shit I�ve ever seen. This stuff is so pure that it melts in your mouth. And, honey, the beauty of it is that all we have to do is hook up with the thousands of hot little soldier boys who circulate through this town and introduce them to the best shit they�ve ever had.�
�Wow. It�it sounds great. How�do you think I could be involved?�
�Honey, with your looks and that killer body, you could be rolling in money within the month. Hell, I�m making more in a month than I did turning five tricks a night for a year. And you�re coming in at a great time. I got notice last night that the biggest shipment we�ve had yet will be here in a couple of days. All we have to do is get the parties organized and prepare to rake in the dough.�
Lexie frowned. �I�m not sure what you are talking about. I still don�t understand who�s running the show, but heck, what do I care? I just want in!�
Bella jumped up and gave her a high five.
�That�s the spirit, sister!� she hesitated. �There is one slight issue.�
Lexie groaned in disappointment. �Damn, I knew it sounded too good to be true.�
Bella laughed. �No, no. Nothing bad. The only problem is that the guy who does the interviewing is the most disgusting man alive. And let�s just say, he has an interesting interview process.�
�Who is he?�
�We call him the Watcher.�
�Why?�
�Because, honey, he likes to watch. And� to get him to notice you, you need to do a lap dance for him.�
Lexie shook her head trying to quell the fear churning in her gut. This was too close. Too close to some very bad memories. She took a deep breath and tried to sound annoyed, not scared.
�Oh great. I haven�t done that for a while. I�I�m rusty.�
�But you have stripped, right?�
�Yeah, over the years. But it�s been a while.�
Lexie didn�t even try to imagine Jake�s reaction. She reminded herself that she had brazenly told Jake if she had to strip she would. But a lap dance? It was too personal. Taking a deep breath, she shoved down her fear. It was like Bella said. This is business and if she has to do this to get on the inside, she will.
�Okay. I�m game. Where is he and when do I do it? The lap dance, that is?�
Bella grinned. �Just one small thing. You don�t do it with him. You do it with me.�
�What?� Lexie�s voice rose in a shriek.
Bella gave her a nonchalant shrug. �I told you he likes to watch. You done any girl on girl action?�
Lexie shook her head and tried to quiet the warning signals blaring in her brain.
�It�s a piece of cake, honey. Just do the kind of moves you usually do and keep bumping into me. That�s all he cares about. But if you don�t want to get sick, I advise you keep your eyes off what he is doing. Disgusting doesn�t begin to describe this guy. But, maybe we�ll get lucky. Half the time, he�s so drunk he barely knows we�re there.�
Lexie swallowed hard, hoping she�d have time to talk to Brady.
�When do we do it?�
Bella winked. �He�s waiting for us now.�





Chapter 20

Jake mused as he listened to the dial tone waiting for Dirk to pick up. He hated like hell to leave Lexie tonight, but he needed answers to some questions that were gnawing at his gut.
�Lt. Col. Reynolds.�
Jake responded. �Hey, Dirk. Jake Gardner here.�
�Jake. Good to hear from you. How�s your investigation coming along?�
�That�s what I wanted to talk to you about, Dirk. Do you have a few minutes? Or better yet, can I buy you a beer? We could meet at the officer�s club.�
�Yes to the beer, Jake. But I can go one better than the club. I�m at home now and was about to throw a steak on the grill. How about you join me? It will give us a chance to catch up. It�s been a hell of a long time since we�ve spent time together.�
�A steak sounds great, Dirk. What about Emily? Will she mind me barging in?�
�Nope. I�m a bachelor this summer. Emily and the girls are spending a couple of months in Europe. It�ll be just the two of us, unless you wanted to bring one of your men.�
�No, Dirk. The two of us sounds great.�
�That�s terrific, Jake. We live up on Stone Creek Road, a couple of miles from the crossroad at Pine and Stone Creek. A small sign that says �Private Road� leads to our driveway. You remember Emily. She always did like her privacy. How about 8 o�clock.
�Sounds great. See you then.�
~~~
Jake gave a low whistle as he turned onto the private road leading to Jake�s house. It was more like a scenic route winding up the side of the mountain than a driveway. From what he could see in the moonlight, the desert landscape was breathtaking. The lights from the city below added to the sense of exclusive privacy. He slowly drove up the road. The switch backs were sharp enough to make speed dangerous even on his bike which was a lot more nimble than his Jeep. At the last turn, he saw the house ahead and let out another low whistle. He tried to remember Dirk�s circumstances. Seemed like he remembered either Dirk�s family or Emily�s had money. But someone sure as hell did. The complex at the top of the mountain was a spread straight out of Architectural Digest.
He parked the bike alongside a sleek Porsche 911. Yep, Dirk was doing okay. Looking around, he saw the lights surrounding an Olympic sized swimming pool next to a tennis court. A deep wash surrounding the house provided a moat-like barrier around the house. As he was taking in the opulent surroundings, the twelve foot oak carved door opened and Dirk stepped out.
�Jake, c�mon in. Great to see you again. Trust you didn�t have any trouble finding us?�
�No, once I figured out you lived on top of your own private mountain, it was just a matter of making sure I didn�t land in that ravine below.�
Dirk smiled, then nodded at Jake�s bike. �I remember now. You always did go for the crotch rockets, like you need anything else to attract the women.�
Jake laughed. �I gotta admit, Dirk, I was into bikes long before I knew women were anything but an annoyance. But, hell, Dirk, this place is astounding. Looks like something out of Architectural Digest. Did you buy it or build it?�
�No, we built it. And as a matter of fact, we were featured in the Digest a while back.�
�Impressive. It�s a beautiful home.�
Dirk gave a nonchalant shrug. �It helps marrying a wealthy woman. The fact that I�m in love with her makes Emily�s family money all the sweeter. But c�mon in, I�ll give you a quick tour.�
After viewing the 7500 plus square foot complex, Jake stopped in front of an impressive wall of photographs. Most were of the family, but a couple caught his eye.
�Is that Helmand Province? I didn�t know you were in Afghanistan, Dirk.�
�Oh, yes. That is Helmand. I was there on a fact finding mission. We were having some logistical issues and I needed to get to the bottom of it.� He pointed to another photograph. �You probably recognize Nangahar as well. I was there on the same mission.�
�I sure do. I�ve been in and out of both places close to twenty times now. Hell, I think I even recognize those Afghan leaders. Isn�t that Mohammed Amir?�
�Damn, Jake. That is some memory you have. There�s no way I could remember all those people�s names. Hell, we must have met fifty so called leaders at the time.�
�Is that Mike Pierce with you?�
�Yes, Mike was along on the trip. But then he�s been there many times. Just so happened we connected on this one.�
~~~
Jake settled in a comfortable armchair on the extraordinary patio. They had a 360 degree of the surrounding area and watched as planes arrived and left the runway to the north.
�This is spectacular, Dirk. I think I would spend most of my time right here. Great view of the base and, hell, you can see for miles. And thanks again, I haven�t had a home cooked meal in months.�
�So that beautiful young woman you�ve been hanging out with doesn�t cook?�
Jake arched a brow in surprise.
Dirk quickly filled in. �I saw the two of you at the MMA Center yesterday. You looked like you were doing some heavy duty sparring, so I didn�t interrupt. She�s Beloi�s sister, right?�
�Yes, she is.�
Dirk seemed taken aback by his curt response.
�Sorry, Jake. Didn�t mean to pry. It�s just difficult not to notice such a beautiful woman. She�s enough like her brother to be his twin.�
�Yes. She is remarkably like Anthony, in looks and temperament. She shares his passion for justice. Which brings me to my reason to talk with you. I�d appreciate it if this conversation is off the record.�
�Hell, Jake. You don�t have to ask. Anything you have to say is in complete confidence.�
�Thanks, Dirk. I have some questions about Mike Pierce. I�m hearing through my sources that Mike is intent on shutting down my investigation. Apparently, he�s convinced it�s a fluke that Anthony�s body was found on the base. Now I agree there�s probably a 90% certainty that it was a fluke. The killers trying to implicate the Army. We�re an easy target. What I don�t understand is why Mike is so passionate about it.�
�Well, Jake. I�m assuming what I say is also confidential, correct?� When Jake nodded, Dirk continued. �Mike does seem bent on shutting you down. The most likely explanation is that we�ve been getting a lot of scrutiny from Congress. This immigration issue has every fucking armchair soldier in the Senate up our ass. We don�t need any bad publicity. A dead soldier � a mutilated one at that -- is something none of us wants public. On the other hand, Jake, I have to be honest. Mike seems to have a vendetta against you personally. I�ve been surprised at some of his statements in our senior staff meetings. He seems to have made it his mission to get you the hell out of here as fast as he can.�
~~~
Once more, Lexie tugged at the scanty underwear that kept riding up her butt. She reminded herself that it was no different than the thongs she routinely wore. But then she usually had pants or a skirt covering her thong, not just her bare ass cheeks.
She followed Bella into the private room, calling on her years of meditation and martial arts to calm her breathing. It wasn�t about to be calmed. She was sure anyone within ten feet of her could hear her heart thumping in her chest. Thank God that Nine Inch Nails gave her pounding heart some cover.
In the semi dark room, she saw a large man sitting in a huge armchair. He looked older, maybe in his fifties. His skin was an unusual color, the orangey kind you get from bad self-tanning creams. Rather than making him look younger or healthier, it just stuck in his creases making his face even more wrinkled. By far the weirdest thing about him was his glossy black hair and matching moustache. Damn, a reminder. Don�t buy over the counter hair dye at your local drugstore.
Bella sashayed in to the room and called out in a sweet, melodic voice, �Hi there, James. Sure hope you�ve been waiting for us. I have a treat for you tonight.�
She tugged on Lexie�s arm, pulling her up next to her, calling her the alias Lexie had used to introduce herself.
�Sarah, I�d like you to meet one of the most important men you�ll ever meet. This here is James Carter. He�s the man I told you about.�
Lexie stepped forward, willing her voice to be strong.
�How do you do, Mr. Carter. My name is Sarah Jane Riley.
The man frowned and squinted at her, his beady eyes almost closed shut.
�So that�s your name?�
His question was insinuating, close to a sneer.
A shiver ran up her spine. That knowing twinge of impeding danger that she�d learned to respect. Is there a way he could know her? Know who she was? Breathing deep, she reminded herself it was a small town. Her escapade with Jake at the bar last night hadn�t gone unnoticed. She decided to go for brazen.
Tilting her head, she flashed him a saucy grin.
�It is today. I�ve been around, here and there, stirred up a little trouble along the way. You never know who�s coming after you. A name change doesn�t hurt. A girl can�t be too careful.�
He studied her, disbelief apparent in his expression. She decided to take him on. What could she lose? Plus, if she was going to get hired, she needed to prove she was tough.
�Why, is that a problem for you?�
He ignored her question.
�Are the cops after you?�
She giggled. �Just in a couple of states.�
�What for?�
She winked at him.
�Oh, you know. Girl stuff. And I like recreational drugs now and then, but who doesn�t?�
He glared at her, clearly sizing her up. She returned his stare. Then tugging on her bottom lip, she did her best to add a sultry smile. That may have done it because he flushed under his orangey tan and grabbed a dirty handkerchief from his pants pocket. He wiped off his brow, capturing streaks of color along with his greasy sweat.
Bella sauntered over to a cabinet and pulled out a couple of glasses.
�James, do you mind if Sarah Jane and I have a bit of that Canadian Mist of yours before we start?� She nodded at Lexie and leaned closer to James. Giving him a conspiratorial wink, she whispered loud enough for Lexie to hear, �I think she�s a little nervous. Let�s see if we can help take the edge off. I�m looking forward to getting it on with her, but she needs to be loosened up.�
James tugged at his groin. Jerking his head at the chair next to him, he motioned to Lexie.
�Park your ass in that chair, girl. And be quick about it.�
Lexie pretended to hurry. So he got off on dominance, but couldn�t get it up with a woman? Lexie shuddered. From long experience, she knew that was a bad combination. Bad for the women who made the mistake of confronting him. She bit her lip and sunk into the chair, not meeting his eyes.
Lexie choked out a nervous sounding laugh.
�That whiskey sounds good, James. If you don�t mind, I think I�ll help myself.�
She poured herself a finger of the amber liquid and one for Bella. Noting that James� eyes were locked on Bella�s breasts, she filled his glass to the top.
Assuming a cheery pose, she raised her glass to them both.
�Bottoms up!�
To her relief, James didn�t look at the glass, just tipped it back and drained it. Exchanging a knowing glance with Bella, she leaned over and refilled his glass. Bella leaned forward, arching her back to better display the golden flesh that threatened to overflow her tightly laced corset.
�James, I think Sarah Jane will be a great addition to our team. You should see how the men in the club are lusting after her. She could get any one of them to go anywhere that she asked them to.�
He glanced over at her. To her relief, Lexie saw that his eyes were glazed as if he was trying to get her in focus. Without looking at the glass, he tipped it up and emptied it, then swiped a big paw across his mouth. Lexie leaned in closer to refill his glass. The stench of his sweat combined with alcohol was over powering. She swallowed her revulsion and smiled at him.
�I hear you throw good parties, James.� She laughed and tossed her head. �With a little ruffie to warm me up, I�m a genuine party animal.�
He leaned back in the chair and splayed his legs apart. Tugging at his belt, he growled at Bella, �You, now! You first.� He jerked his finger at Lexie. �And then both of you.�
Lexie closed her eyes for a brief moment to regain her composure. When she looked up, she was relieved to see Bella calmly walk over to the stereo and punch a button. When the acid tones of Ginuwine�s Pony blast out, she almost laughed. Refusing to look at the man sitting beside her, she giggled when Bella rolled her eyes, and said in a sweet voice, hiding her distain, �This is James�s favorite song, isn�t it, baby?� At his low grunt, she nodded and moved to the center of the room.
Lexie watched in admiration as her friend began a sexy dance. Her movements were seductive, practiced. But Lexie noted with her expert eye that Bella was not dancing for James. She was dancing for herself. It was as though he wasn�t there. Lexie gave a sigh of relief, remembering the lessons from long ago. You don�t dance for them, you dance for yourself. For a brief moment, she remembered dancing for Jake the night before. She saw him leaning against the wall, his thumbs tucked in his belt loops. His dancing eyes, his wicked wink, like a lean panther biding its time preparing to take down his prey: her. She quashed the memory, refusing to let the ugliness in the room pollute that glorious moment.
As Ginuwine thumped to a stop, and Nelly�s Hot in Here cranked out, Bella grinned at her and tweaked a finger, urging her forward. Lexie jumped up and joined her friend. She refused to see or hear the disgusting actions and sounds of the man in the chair. Instead, she focused on the music and on Bella. To her surprise, the music grabbed her. Imitating the flashy moves of her partner, and adding some of her own, she ignored the loathsome man and danced to her own beat.
Bella sidled closer pretending to press against her. She winked at Lexie and whispered, �Maybe we should give him a towel.� Lexie chortled and gave her friend a playful bump. Glancing over her shoulder, refusing to look lower than his face, she saw James squinting at her, trying to focus his glassy eyes. She spun away and gave in to the beat of the music and the trilling laughter of her outrageous friend.





Chapter 21

Lexie closed the door behind her and leaned back against the wall, trying to erase the hideous scene from her scarred vision. She looked up to see Brady sitting at one of her tables, his eyes dark with concern. She nodded to him then sauntered over to the bar and gathered up a several bottles of beer. She pasted a big smile on her face and strolled over to his table. With a sigh, she plunked herself down in the chair next to him.
Fortunately, her job description called for her to flirt with the customers and that included drinking on the job if she wished. Lexie leaned over and handed Brady one of the bottles of beer.
Picking at the label on her bottle, she murmured. �That was the most disgusting thing I�ve ever done in my life.�
Maintaining his practiced nonchalance, Brady murmured, �And what might that be, hotshot? Can�t get my head around you doing anything that is disgusting. Outrageous, yes! Disgusting, no!�
Lexie shook her head.
�No, what I did wasn�t disgusting, unless you call a girl on girl lap dance disgusting.�
Brady choked on his beer. Wiping the spit from his chin, he sat up straight in his chair, his eyes wide.
�Jesus, Lexie. Turn me on much?�
She shrugged. �It was in the line of duty. And, yes, since I�m sure you will ask, it was my first time. I�ve got so much to tell you. I made a real breakthrough�
Brady�s voice was low, a wicked smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.
�Yeah, I bet you do. But just for a moment, humor me. Details, woman! Don�t leave me hanging! A little more info on the every man�s favorite jerk off, the girl on girl lap dance.�
Lexie laughed out loud.
�Brady, you are awful. Listen. I�m telling you, this is important. The man, that awful man, is the guy who is hiring the girls. They call him the Watcher � for obvious reasons. Part of the �interview� process is a lap dance.� She shuddered. �Thank God it wasn�t on him. I�m not sure I could have done it. He was dreadful, Brady.�
Brady�s cheeks flushed and his eyes danced.
�C�mon, Lexie, we can talk big bad criminals anytime. Drug dealers? Pfft! But a fucking girlie lap dance? Oh, yeah!�
Lexie tried to glare at him, but his humor was infectious, especially after what she had been through. It felt good to laugh and joke around, helped make the repulsive memory more bearable.
�Fine! What do you want to know?�
�Ah, that�s better, hotshot. Now we�re getting to the crux of the issue. You did it with whom? Tell me it was that hot brassy Isabella and I will curl up and die from over- stimulation.�
Lexie shook her head.
�You are incorrigible. And, yes. It was Isabella and she was great!� She winked at him. �If I was into that sort of thing, I might have��
Brady threw up his hands in mock dismay. �Don�t even say it! I won�t be able to drive home.�
He added with a salacious grin. �Any chance you girls are up for a repeat? You know, just so I can make my report as accurate as possible.�
Lexie punched his arm, hard.
�Don�t you dare, Brady. This isn�t going in any report. But, seriously, we need to make sure Jake is at the house. I have a lot to tell him.�
She heard Brady mutter under his breath, �Yeah, honey. You sure do.�
~~~
�Bella insists that Sergio and the gangs are not involved. She also insisted that she doesn�t know who the mastermind is. The only one she knows is the guy she introduced me to tonight.�
Jake sat across from her at the kitchen table. Brady and Clint were at either end. He nodded thoughtfully.
�Do you believe her?�
�I�m not sure. I want to believe her, I like her. She is smart, Jake. Savvy. Street smart. She told me flat out that she and the other girls are dealing. There�s no reason for her to tell me the gangs aren�t involved if they are. She was adamant. Said both Sergio and the gangs are making more hands off than they could running it.�
�Okay. Let�s assume she�s being straight with you. Tell me about the �man.� What�s his role?�
�From what she said, he is the conduit to the mastermind. His job is to recruit the girls and set up parties to introduce their marks to both the girls and the drugs. Their primary target is all the guys coming through her on their short term training missions. She said more than a million people pass through this little town every year.�
�Yeah, I know that. She�s right. No question, there are plenty of opportunities to target potential users.�
�She also said the drugs are the purest shit she�s ever dealt.� Lexie shrugged. �She knows her stuff, Jake. She rattled off more statistics about heroin that I�ve ever heard.�
�Hmm. That�s interesting. You need to get some samples, Lexie. If it isn�t coming from Mexico like we�ve all assumed, we need to find out the source, could be the turning point in this investigation.�
Lexie grinned at him and reached in her jeans pocket and pulled out a baggie filled with white powder. Smacking it on the table, she said, �Your wish is my command.�
Jake whistled and shook his head, admiration written all over his face.
Brady guffawed. �Damn, hotshot, you had that in your pocket when we drove on base? I don�t know how else to put this. Girl, you�ve got balls!�
All three men laughed.
Jake handed the baggie to Clint.
�Take this over to the lab. Don�t talk to anyone except Dr. Chang. I�ll call and tell him you are coming. Reinforce that this is for his eyes only. I don�t want anyone to know that he is running this.�
Lexie was surprised and from the quizzical glance Brady and Clint exchanged, she wasn�t the only one.
Seeming to see their surprise, Jake was non-committal. �This stays among the four of us. That includes anyone on the base except Dr. Chang, as well as anyone in the YPD, including Chief Burton.�
Jake took a sip of his beer.
�Tell me about the guy.�
Lexie took a deep breath. She knew this was going to be hard. Her stomach hurt just thinking about him.
�He�He�s disgusting, Jake. Bella introduced me as a potential dealer. I guess his task was to see if I make the grade.�
�Did you?�
�I think so. At least Bella was pleased.�
�Go on�
�I gave Brady a full description. From what Bella said, he is there almost every night. The girls call him the Watcher. He�s creepy, Jake. And he doesn�t �match�.�
�What do you mean �match�?�
�His appearance. His skin is wrinkled. He�s at least fifty years old and he�s got all the markings of a hard drinker. And he was a weird color. Orangey. When he mopped off his face, I saw flecks of orangey color, like he was wiping off his tan. And for a guy his age, his hair was too glossy, too black. And his moustache is just not real.�
�So he�s wearing a disguise?�
�I�m sure of it, a bad one at that.�
�Interesting. Covering his real identity.�
Jake nodded to Clint. �Run it down. Talk to Chief Burton. See if Anthony mentioned a guy with his description.�
Lexie frowned.
�It was strange, Jake. He was drunk. Could barely focus. Bella said he�s that way every night. If he�s that important, why would the �mastermind� hire an over the hill drunk to be his middleman?�
�Good observation, Lexie. He doesn�t seem like a trustworthy interface. Gotta be a reason.� He turned to Clint. �It�s more important than ever we find out who he really is.�
Brady leaned back in his chair and crossed his hands behind his head. He shot Lexie a lazy glance.
�Aren�t you gonna tell Jake how you got close enough to figure out he doesn�t �match�?�
Lexie gasped then glared in disbelief.
�Thanks, partner.�
Jake looked from Brady to her and frowned.
�What�s Brady talking about, Lexie?�
Lexie glanced away from his perceptive gaze, then tipped up her chin and shrugged.
�The guy is the recruiter and he wanted to interview me. It�s just that he has a rather unusual interview process.� She shrugged. �And that�s it.�
Jakes voice was soft but with a razor sharp edge. �What do you mean, �that�s it�?�
When Brady shook his head at her and chortled, Jake pinned her with a hard stare. His tone was deceptively mild.
�What is the process, Lexie?�
She glanced down, not willing to meet his penetrating eyes.
�Well, first of all he asks lots of questions. He seemed suspicious when I gave him my fake name. I told him I use different names because I never know who�s after me. He wanted to know if I was wanted by the cops. I said yes. Implied that I turned tricks and did drugs.�
At his reproving frown, she added, �Damnit, Jake. I wanted him to hire me. I had to make him think I did those things.�
�Then what?�
Lexie huffed glaring at Brady. �Fine. He...he... makes all the girls he interviews do a lap dance.�
Jake�s eyes widened, then flashed dangerously.
Lexie stammered, �Not on him. He�s a freak, Jake. The girls call him the Watcher. He�he�makes you�Okay, dammit. He gets off on girl on girl stuff.�� She tossed her head. �So Bella and I gave him what he wanted.�
�You danced for him?� His voice was icy cold. His gaze held her as tightly as if he had clutched her arm.
Lexie felt her cheeks heat. This wasn�t fair. Damn Brady! But seeing Jake�s cold implacable anger she felt her own anger rise.
�No, Jake. I danced for Bella, and for myself. What did you want me to do? Blow the whole undercover operation because you have a stick up your ass? Just because you are playing the angry possessive boyfriend, you don�t have to act like one! What are you going to do? Track him down and beat him to death for messing with your woman?�
She saw Brady cock an eyebrow, then wink at Clint. Clint looked down, but not before she saw his lips curl.
She jumped to her feet. She pinned Brady with a scathing glare.
�I�m glad you think this is funny, Brady. It�s not. And this conversation was unnecessary. So much for treating me like a partner. I thought I could trust you. But, oh no, you have to run and tattle to daddy.� She turned to leave the room when Jake�s voice cut across the room. There was no mistaking the dark threat in his command.
�Come back here.� She whirled around, staring at him in surprise. He nodded. �Sit down, Lexie.�
When she stood in the doorway and raised her chin defiantly, he jerked his head toward the table. �Now.�
She hesitated. She was as angry as he was. Maybe more. This was unfair. But seeing his seething anger, she tossed her head and pressed her lips together in a hard line. She strode back to the table. Sinking noisily into her chair, she stared at the table, refusing to meet his eyes.
�You can trust all of us, Lexie, including Brady. In this instance, it was you who was unwilling to trust. To tell me what happened so that Brady didn�t have to. There are no secrets on this team. We are loyal to one another.�
�Really? So loyal that Mr. Smart Ass can�t keep his mouth shut? Don�t you mean, you are loyal to each other? And that, no matter what happens, no matter what I do, they�ll come running to you?� She snagged both Brady and Clint with her angry stare.
Jake�s voice was quiet, controlled. �I�m the commander, Lexie. I expect absolute loyalty from every member of my team.�
She turned on him, willing herself not to shriek. As angry she was, she forced herself to speak in a reasonably calm voice. �Then it�s a damn good thing I�m not on your team, Jake. I told you before. I�m not a team player. I run solo. I always have and I always will. What happened tonight confirms it.�
The crease between Jake�s eyes deepened.
�Those days are over, Lexie.�
When she started to mouth an angry protest, he held up his hand. His face looked lean, dangerous. �You are correct. What happened tonight does confirm it.� He drew a circle with his hand around the four of them. �You are sitting square in the middle of this team and that�s where you are going to stay.
�This is no small matter, Lexie. And yes, if I could, I would kill that man. I�m hoping I will have the opportunity to do so. In the event it hasn�t occurred to you, his description and MO are remarkably similar to the man who broke into your motel room.�
Dread ratcheted up her spine. Oh, God, he was right. Fear and anger warred inside of her. She felt the familiar caldron of anxiety churning in her gut. Unwilling to sit a minute longer, she jumped to her feet.
Jake must have seen something in her face, because he also stood. His expression was strained.
�We�ll finish this discussion in the morning.�
She narrowed her eyes and held his gaze. �No, actually we won�t. I�m done discussing anything with you.� She whirled on Brady and Clint, who also leapt to their feet. �Or with you! Or you!�
She marched to the door and jerked her head at the cluster of beer bottles and remnants of snacks on the table.
�Pick up your mess before you leave.�
She practically ran down the hallway to the bedroom, slamming the door behind her.
Jake started after her when Clint put a hand on his arm.
�Why don�t you give her some time, Jake? To get over her anger? I think she�s feeling a little outnumbered.�
Brady nodded. �Since there�s nothing I like more that an ass kicking fight, I regret that I must agree with Clint. She looked pretty damned devastated when she came out of that room, Jake. It couldn�t have been easy for her.�
~~~
Lexie took a long shower, determined to wash every remnant of the hideous scene at the club off her body and out of her mind. She refused to let herself think that Jake might be right, that the awful man was the same one who was in her motel room playing with her underwear. She stood in the shower so long that that the skin on her hands and feet were wrinkled. Exhausted, she couldn�t do more than towel dry her hair. She didn�t bother putting on a nightgown, just crawled in bed, desperate to go to sleep.
She didn�t know how long she�d laid there staring at the ceiling when her cell phone rang.
She saw it was Jake and debated whether to answer it. On the sixth ring, she flicked it on.
�Lexie?�
The deep timbre of his voice sent a flurry of unwanted sensations raging through her body. She struggled to keep her voice flat, unrevealing.
�Yes?�
�I�m sorry, Lexie.�
�For�for what?�
�For the way I acted tonight. Hell, sugar, you had a hideous experience and all I could think about was how I was going to kill the fucker. Insensitive bastard that I am, I didn�t even acknowledge what you went through. I�m sorry, darlin�.�
�Umm�okay. But�I�m still angry at you.�
�You have a right to be.�
In the silence that followed, Lexie allowed herself to revel in his voice, to acknowledge how glad she was that he called.
�Lexie, right now I have six men guarding your house round the clock. No one can get to you.� An undercurrent of steel laced through his quiet voice. �And, darlin�, just so you know, I will kill any man who so much as touches you.�
He hesitated and his voice dropped. �But I can�t lie. I gotta tell you, just the thought of you dancing for a repulsive prick like that makes me crazy.�
�Jake?�
�Yes, Lexie.�
�I�ve never danced for any man --- until last night when I danced for you.�
When he answered her, his voice was soft, husky.
�Thank you for telling me that, Lexie.�
There was a long pause.
�Lexie?�
�Hmm?�
�That�s not the last time you�re gonna dance for me.�
A massive shiver shuddered over her at the image his dark sexy voice invoked.
He murmured, �You know that, don�t you, baby?�
�Mmm. I�I. Yes. I know that, Jake.�
�Soon, Lexie. Very soon.�
His soft chuckle vibrated over the phone, causing a startling wave of heat to run through her. His voice was soft, deep.
�Good night, darlin�.�
�Good night, Jake.�
Lexie held the phone in her hand for several minutes. Not wanting to let go of the connection, she tucked it under her pillow and snuggled under the silky duvet. She wondered with a sigh as she drifted off to sleep which side of this bed Jake had slept on.





Chapter 22

Lexie stood in the bathroom stall listening to the girl�s voices from the adjoining dressing room. She recognized their voices as two of the waitresses, Dannie and Shelly.
Dannie�s nasal voice grated with irritation. �You know Bella is jealous. That�s why she doesn�t invite us to come along. Why should she be the only who gets to entertain them when they come in? Do you have any idea how much money she makes in one night?� She huffed. �What the rest of us make in six months!�
Shelly�s voice was tinged with worry. �But, Dannie, you know what they�re like. They�re insatiable. Just that couple of hours we spent with them when they came last month, I was sore for a week.�
�Hah. So what�s new about that? Yeah, they�re hungry bastards. What men aren�t? So? They have different ideas about women in their country. Damn, if I could make the kind of money Bella makes, I�d walk with a cane for two months. And, sister, they�re not exactly hard on the eyes!�
A soft giggle confirmed Shelly agreed. �Mmm, if you like tall, dark and handsome�and rough.�
�I�ll tell you one thing, if Bella invites that skaggy blond to meet them, I�m gonna go to Sergio. I know he�s not involved with those guys, but we all know how he feels about Bella. Maybe he can rein her in. You�d think she�s running the show. And I�m telling you, Shelly. I don�t like the looks of that blond. Something doesn�t check out. Nobody, even someone who looks like her, would let a piece of ass like the colonel slip away. I think she might play both sides. Have you seen the way she and Bella are holed up, chatting and laughing like they share some special secret?�
Shelly laughed. �I think you�re barking up the wrong tree on that one. Shit, since she arrived, I practically have to strip naked just to get a guy to notice me. They�re all panting after her, their tongues hanging out. But you�re right about one thing. If our �visitors� get a glimpse of her, we don�t stand a chance.�
Lexie strained to hear the rest of their conversation. She opened the stall door a crack to see them leaving the dressing room. She heard Dannie.
�From what Bella said, the shipment tonight is like none other. Not only in quantity, but she said if last month�s was pure, this month�s is supposed to be the epitome of the world�s market.�
Shelly giggled. �Maybe if we can�t get the men away from Bella and the blond, at least we can snag some great blow.�
~~~
Walt�s voice cracked. He tried to contain his horror.
�I�can�t. I can�t do that.�
The boss�s voice was cool, detached.
�You can, Walt. And you will.�
In the pause that followed, Walt tried to choke back his tears.
�But, you don�t understand. She�she loves me. And�I love her.�
The boss�s laughter and derisive snort cut to the quick.
�You pitiful piece of shit. Walt, you are more pathetic than I thought. You actually believe that beautiful young woman loves you? That she doesn�t find you as repulsive as I do?�
Walt shuddered at the disgust in the other man�s voice. It wasn�t true. It couldn�t be true. She danced for him. She�she was excited to see him. Always sat by him at the parties. Brought him presents. His special whiskey. No! He couldn�t do this.
He tried to keep from whining, snuffling. He couldn�t let the boss knew he was crying.
�Let me, let me do the other one. She is the danger. She...�
�Shut up, Walt. Do you think I don�t know who she is? What she is up to? No, Walt. I have special plans for her, very special plans. But your �friend� needs to go. She knows too much. She is too damned smart. And she�s greedy, Walt. She doesn�t know when to stop.�
�And Walt. Remember, I want it to look like it was the same person who killed Beloi.� He chortled, �Because it will be.�
Walt couldn�t contain his agonized groan. He gagged on the bile flooding his throat.
He could only whisper, beg. �Please�don�t make me do this.�
The boss�s voice softened. It was low, almost consoling.
�Walt, it�s nearly over. Almost done. This is the last thing I will ask of you. Your last job, Walt. And then you can move on. Take off for that Caribbean nest you�ve been building.�
Fear coursed through his body. Walt could barely breathe. �How�how did you know�?�
Again, the derisive laughter.
�Walt, I know everything. I know what you are doing from your first shit in the morning to the last drink you have before you puke up your guts and stumble into bed. And Walt? So do my enforcers. Don�t even think about disobeying me. As I told you before, what you did to Beloi and what you will do to the woman will be child�s play compared to what they will do to you.�
Walt didn�t try to muffle his sob. He let the cell phone slide from his ear. It landed on the table with a smack. His head felt too heavy to hold up. He laid his head down on the table next to the phone.
From a distance, he heard the boss�s wicked chuckle.
�And Walt, just so you know, I�m not a total monster. Setting her on fire isn�t necessary. Dismemberment will be adequate.�
~~~
Bella sidled up to Lexie with a sexy grin.
�How are you doing, girlfriend? Did you survive our little floor show?�
Lexie smiled at her and tossed her head. Matching Bella�s careless tone, she said with a wink, �Except for that disgusting man, I thought it was fun.�
She nudged Bella in the ribs. �Maybe we could put together our own little show for one of those parties you were telling me about.�
Heads across the room turned at Bella�s peals of seductive laughter. Grabbing Lexie�s arm, she nodded to the office and whispered, �Meet me in five minutes.�
Lexie waited until she thought no one was watching her, then slipped inside the office and closed the door behind her. Bella was leaning against the desk, a look of pure mischief on her face. Her eyes with dancing with excitement. She grinned at Lexie.
�C�mon in, you sexy thing, you. Girlfriend, you don�t know the half of what I have planned for us. Watching you last night? Damn, girl, you even turned me on. That body of yours is a billboard that screams, �Wanna fuck?��
Lexie felt her cheeks flush.
Bella shook her head.
�And then you get that little innocent look and there isn�t a guy in the room who won�t be creaming his jeans. I tell you, honey, I haven�t seen anyone dance like that in the most expensive joints in Vegas. How would you like to make more money in the next couple of days than you�ve made in your whole life?�
Lexie saw her excitement and hoped that hers matched. This was her chance to get inside the ring. She couldn�t blow it.
�Bella, I�m up for any damn thing you have in mind. And then some! Lay it on me, sister!� Before Bella could answer, Lexie screwed up her face in distaste. �Tell me, please, that we�re done with James. He is the most pathetic man I�ve been around and that is saying something!�
Bella laughed, then sobered. �He really is, isn�t he? I can�t figure it out. This is the biggest fucking operation that I�ve been involved in and they have some over the hill drunk as gatekeeper. It doesn�t make sense.�
She added with a frown, �I get the weirdest sense that he is a cop or something.�
Lexie startled. �You�re kidding? Undercover?�
�No, no. He isn�t smart enough. No, it�s more likely he�s rogue if he is at all. He just knows crap, details about the drugs that even I don�t know. He talks about titration rates, weight adjustments, weird stuff like that. Maybe he�s a lab tech, or, hell, who knows? One thing that�s certain is that he�s creepy and a drunk.� She shook her head. �Not at all like the rest of the team.�
�What�what are they like?�
Bella gave her a sly wink. �I won�t spoil it for you, honey. You�ll see for yourself. Let�s just say a couple of them might even give that stud of yours a run for his money. Gorgeous doesn�t begin to describe them.�
�Will I meet them all tonight?�
�Yeah. At least most of them. They come in once a month, regular as clockwork. But the word I got is that this is the biggest shipment yet.�
�So I�ll get to meet the guy in charge?�
Bella frowned. �Nope. At least not the top guy. He never shows. They call him �Mr. Boss�. But, honey, you won�t believe the other guys. Sexy doesn�t begin to describe them. Accents and all, they are righteous. Do have to warn you, they like it rough. And they like it to get it on together.�
Lexie swallowed hard and forced a nonchalant smile. Not for the first time, she acknowledged how naive she�d been to think she could do this alone. Even with Brady, Clint, and the others hovering around her, she felt naked, vulnerable. Only Jake�s overwhelming presence gave her the courage to proceed.
�Well, like I told you, Bella, I�m off men for a while.� At Bella�s frown she added with a saucy grin, �That is, unless the price is right.�
Bella shrieked with laughter. �Oh, honey, you are a girl after my own heart. Make the bastards pay through their teeth, right? And they think they are exploiting us!�
They exchanged high fives and a big hug.
Lexie pressed for details.
�Do they come here, to the club? Or do we go somewhere else?�
�No, not here. I won�t know until later where the big guys will be. There are at least seven parties scheduled and all are overbooked. Once I get the list, we�ll assign the girls to the various locations. The big guys all hang together. That�s the party you and I will do.�
�Do the other girls know that? That I�ll be with you?�
�Oh, yeah, honey. And they�re mad as hell. Spitting fire! But none of them comes close to you, Sarah. You�ve got something so special, you even make me jealous. But together we�re going to take these guys for all they�re worth.�
Her smile turned evil. �My goal is to get to the top, the very top. And once I get there? It�s where I�m gonna stay. I have so much on these guys, they won�t be able to toss me aside. I�ve been working my whole life for an in like this. And, honey, no one is gonna stop me now!�
Lexie silently prayed that Bella was wrong, that not only would she and Jake and the rest of the team stop her, but that they would save her life in the process.





Chapter 23

Lexie worked her way across the crowded club floor. Brushing off eager hands tugging at her abbreviated skirt, she softened her rejection with a wink or a shy smile. Sidling up to Clint�s table, she made a show of plunking down a couple bottles of beer. She tucked the fifty dollar bill he slid across the table in her corset, and sunk down in the chair next to him. To show her appreciation for the generous tip, she giggled and touched him suggestively on his shoulder and face, using the subterfuge to convey the information she�d received from Bella. Clint blushed at the attention, confirming for anyone watching that he was bowled over by the stunning young woman.
Sashaying back toward the bar, Lexie rounded the corner when she heard a harsh whisper.
�It�s you! It�s really you!�
She turned and saw a young blond haired man sitting alone at a back table. He was staring at her as if he had seen a ghost. Lexie frowned and started to walk by when he jumped to his feet and waved her toward him.
�Please�please, miss. Please, come here.�
Lexie would have walked by but his intensity drew her in.
�What can I bring you, honey?� she asked in her practiced come hither tone.
He held up his hands and shook his head violently. His voice was low. �No�no. I don�t need anything to drink. I�I need to talk to you.�
Knowing that Clint was only two tables away and Brady was lounging against the bar, Lexie shrugged and sauntered over to the man�s table.
Flashing him her brightest smile, she asked, �What can I do for you? Can I get you something to eat?�
When he shook his head no, she swept her hand over her body in a suggestive gesture.
�I�ll tell you up front, honey, this isn�t for sale. At least not at a price you can afford.�
He held up his hands and shook his head no. Motioning to the chair, he urged her to sit.
Reminding herself that help was close by, she gave him a pleasant nod and sat down in the chair across from him.
Expecting the usual indecent offer in some form or another, she mentally prepared her refusal. To her surprise, the young man pulled his chair next to hers. Looking from side to side as if to make certain no one was watching them, he leaned in closer. His words shocked her.
�I�I�have been looking for you. I know you are his sister.�
Lexie staggered back, a wave of anxiety sweeping over her. Who was this? She didn�t dare look to Brady or Clint. She couldn�t give away her cover, but her heart was hammering so loudly in her chest, she was sure the young man could hear it.
�Whose sister? Who are you?�
He leaned in closer. �I knew him. Anthony. He was my friend. He saved my life.�
Lexie swallowed hard. Forcing herself to be calm, still trying to maintain her cover, she asked, �Why do you think you know me?�
�You are just like him. I know you are Alexis. He showed me your picture many times.�
Fear gripped her chest, making it hard to breathe. She shook her head, wanting to leave, to get help, but she was mesmerized by the intensity in his dark eyes. She pulled herself together and glared at him.
�Tell me your name and what you want from me. Now. Or I will call the bouncer and have you thrown out.�
The young man flushed and shook his head fiercely. �No�no. Don�t do that. I am here to help you. I�I know who killed Anthony.�
If he�d intended to shock her, he achieved his purpose. A hard shuddering tremor shook her. Struggling to breathe, she gripped the arms of the chair. Her whisper was as low and harsh as his.
�Who are you?� She glared at him. �Speak or I will call for help. Now. Who are you?�
He shook his head and held up his hands, as though to reassure her.
�No� no. Please don�t be afraid. Your brother was my squad leader in Iraq. I would have died there, but he saved my life. He is�he was my friend.�
Lexie knew it was irrational, but his words and apparent sincerity struck the longing in her heart. The part of her that ached to know what happened to Anthony, that cried out for answers. Please, God, she prayed. Don�t let this be some hideous joke you are playing on me. Lexie forced herself to think, to speak calmly.
�Tell me what you know. Now. There are many people in this room. If I say the word, you will be taken away. I will press charges against you and you will rot in jail for all I care!�
He gazed at her as if making a difficult judgment. He reached in his pocket and pulled out a photograph. Without saying a word, he handed it to her.
Lexie gasped. A crazy kaleidoscope of color flashed in her eyes. The room spun as dizziness swamped her. The roaring din in her ears muffled his voice. It sounded as though her ears were stuffed with thick layers of cotton.
�No, no. Don�t faint. Be strong.� His voice dropped to a bare whisper. �People are looking at us. You mustn�t let them think something is wrong. Please, for Anthony�s sake.�
Taking the glass of water he placed in her shaking hands, Lexie managed to take a sip. Clutching the edge of the table she willed herself to be strong. Forcing one deep breath in and then out of her lungs, she took another. Slowly, carefully, she pulled air into her lungs and then pushed it out. When the routine task of breathing once more became somewhat automatic, she turned to the young man who crouched next to her.
�I�m sorry. So sorry, Alexis. I didn�t want to show you that photo. Please believe me.�
Looking down at the picture of Anthony�s mutilated body, Lexie asked in a voice that came from another part of her soul. �Where�where did you get this?�
He stared at her as if testing her ability to hear what he said.
�From the man who killed him.�
The roar in her ears drowned out all the sounds in the room except his quiet voice.
�How�how�?�
She couldn�t finish her question.
�Alexis, I must talk to you. I think they�re following me. If they see me with you, they�ll know that I saw them. We�ll both be killed. Do you understand? You are in great danger. As I am. I must talk to you. Alone, away from here. Somewhere we cannot be seen.�
Lexie shook her head. The warning dancing through her brain reminded her to trust her intuition. It had saved her life on more than one occasion. She shook her head and held up her hands.
�No, I cannot go with you. You must come with me. I can protect you. My team can protect you.�
His expression turned to stone. Then his eyes filled with tears.
�No one can protect me. If they find out I am with you, they will kill us both. I am a marked man.�
His voice shook. �I�m leaving now. Don�t follow me. Please.�
When he stood up, Lexie grabbed his arm. Rage took her breath. She would kill him herself before she would let him go without telling her what he knew.
�No! Don�t go. Please tell me how you got this picture. NOW!�
Something in her face must have convinced him because he slunk back down in his chair and faced her. Sweat beaded on his upper lip. A nervous twitch tugged at the corner of his eye. He stammered when he spoke.
�I was at a party. We were promised girls and quality drugs. I�I got stoned and fell asleep in a corner of a back room. When I woke, I overheard these men talking. A large man was bragging that he had done what they told him to. That the �cop� was dead. That Beloi would never bother them again. He showed them a photograph�I guess to prove he�d done what they said. I pretended that I was still passed out, unconscious. I lay on the floor until they left. When I tried to sneak out, I saw the big man with dark hair and a mustache sitting at the table--either asleep or passed out drunk. I saw the photo on the table. I�I�had to see if it was my friend.� He put his head in his hands, then looked up at her agony written on his face. �I�m so sorry.�
Lexie stared at him, struggling to make sense of what he was saying. Just for a second, she thought that she caught the slightest trace of an accent. She had a fleeting thought that he might be one of the men they would meet tonight. One of the dealers Bella told her about. But, no, he didn�t fit their description at all. Good God, he was blond. He was an American, she was sure. Dear God, how to get hold of Jake, Brady, anyone--without blowing their cover or hers.
As though he could read her mind, the young man whispered. �Please meet me. You must come with me. Alone. I will tell you everything I know. Everything I can about the man. But you must come alone. I can�t trust anyone and neither can you. If you do not, I promise you, I will plunge this knife in my heart, rather than face the wrath of these evil men who killed Anthony.�
Lexie glanced down at the flash of the blade resting on his knee. His expression was fierce, agonized. She hesitated, trying to assess his intent. But even as she hesitated, she knew she couldn�t take the chance. She had to know everything he knew. She nodded her agreement.
He breathed out a sigh and nodded. �I will be in the alley behind the club in five minutes. I will be hiding where you can�t see me. If you are not alone, you will never see me again. Don�t let me down, Alexis. You�re my only hope. I am a desperate man.�
He stood and bowed slightly to her, then turned and walked to the exit.
Lexie sat for a long moment considering her options. She wasn�t sure that she could stand, wasn�t sure that her legs would hold her or that she could walk from the room. Even though every fiber of her being shouted a warning, she knew she would meet him. Just as clearly, she knew that she would meet him alone. She recognized a kindred spirit. She was as desperate as he was.
The decision galvanized her, flooded her with resolve. Standing, she turned to see Clint staring at her, his expression stern, questioning. She plastered a big smile on her face and waved to him. Walking close to his table, she gave him a thumbs up sign and headed for the bar. Brady came out of nowhere and bumped into her. When she stumbled back, he caught her and pulled her close to him, his voice a harsh whisper in her ear.
�What the fuck was that about, Lexie?�
She smiled up at him.
�Relax, honey. That little boy wanted what they all want. To show me the prize he thinks no other man has.�
Lexie saw that angry concern had replaced his usual teasing humor. She punched his arm and said loud enough for the men at the surrounding tables to hear, �Now, stop teasing me or you aren�t going to be my favorite blond haired surfer dude.�
Pointing to the table in front of them, she pulled away from Brady and threw her arm around an unsuspecting youngster who choked on his beer and flushed bright red.
Putting more distance between her and Brady, she crooned to the blushing object of her attention, �What do you think, surfer boy? How about I get us both a beer and we get to know one another?�
The kid�s Adam�s apple bobbled in his throat as he croaked out something that sounded like agreement.
Ignoring Brady�s frown, she waltzed away, heading for the break room at the back of the club.
~~~
Breathing hard, Lexie stripped off her costume and yanked her clothes out of her locker. Refusing to look at the hideous photo, she buried it under the scraps of red satin.
Fortunately, today she�d worn sweats and boots. Some guardian angel must have been watching over her, she decided as she tested her kama blade that she always carried in her boot. She wasn�t crazy. She knew she was taking a chance. Tossing her costume in her locker, she slammed the door shut, engaging the lock. Staring in the mirror, she was struck by her eyes. They were as intense as the man�s she was meeting. She turned quickly, determined not to second guess herself.
At the doorway, she hesitated, looking both ways down the narrow hallway, half expecting to see Brady or even Clint lurking in the shadows. But the long expanse was empty. She forced herself to walk confidently when she longed to race to the end. There was just one blind corner to go before reaching the outside door. As she turned the corner, she suppressed a scream. The cold metal at the base of her skull and the ominous click left nothing to the imagination. Neither did the accent laden voice thick with distain.
�Well, well, well. Look what we have here.�
A large hand twisted her hair, viciously jerking her head back against the gun barrel. His voice was low, seductive in its evil.
�You are more beautiful than we were told. I�m glad to know that the Boss isn�t greedy. He always shares. After he�s had his fill, of course.�





Chapter 24

Jake glanced down at his phone as he took the steps into the club two at a time. Seeing Brady�s cryptic message �:hurry�, he searched the semi dark crowded room for his men. Spotting Brady lounging against the bar and Clint moving towards him, Jake�s gut clenched. He didn�t need the prickling nerve endings crawling up the back of his neck to know that something was wrong, very wrong.
Signaling the bartender for a beer, he grabbed the stool next to Brady and made a production of freeing up a space for Clint. The three of them made small talk as though meeting for the first time.
�Where is she?�
�I don�t know. I�ve been watching that fucking doorway to their dressing room for five minutes now and she�s still not back.�
The lack of a smart comment from Brady was more frightening than his words. Jake turned to Clint with a hard glare and a questioning jerk of his head.
Clint hunched over leaning his forearms against the bar�s slick surface.
�There was a strange guy, Jake. Couldn�t place him. He obviously upset her. She tried to hide it. The fact she couldn�t, scared the shit out of me. You know how smooth she is. He got to her. Somehow. Some way.�
Brady concurred. �Clint�s dead right. She looked like she saw a ghost.� He tipped his bottle up and took a lazy sip of his beer. �And, big guy, don�t wanna freak you out anymore, but she�s not answering her phone and I�ve sent her six texts. No response.�
Jake fought back the dread clamping a tight fist around his chest. Motioning to the doorway with his bottle, he asked in a loud voice, �Hey, that where the head is?�
Clint turned back to the bar and mumbled, �Yeah, buddy, I think there�s one down that hallway.�
Brady drained his bottle and clapped a hand on Jake�s shoulder in a show of semi-drunk camaraderie. �That�s a hell of a good idea, man. Gotta make room for the brew.�
Jake headed toward the exit, forcing himself to move casually, nodding politely to Brady to go ahead of him. When they entered the back hall, Jake grabbed Brady�s arm.
�Where�s the dressing room?�
Brady pointed to the left. �That hallway leads out to the alley. Dressing room is second door on the right.�
A shrill voice rang out.
�What the hell are you two doing back here? Can�t you read the sign? This area�s private, off limits.�
Jake turned to see Bella hustling down the hallway. Annoyance radiated off her small frame. She looked like a mother hen out to shoo away a flock of errant roosters.
�Absolutely no men are allowed back here.� She marched toward them, then stopped, surprise replacing her annoyance. Recognition flashed in her eyes.
Planting her fists on her curvy hips, she glared at Jake.
�That�s especially true for you.�
Jake moved imperceptibly toward her.
�Where is she?�
Bella jerked up her chin then stepped back. Her voice was less confident that it had been seconds before.
�She...she doesn�t want to see you. She gave strict orders. You need to leave now or I will have you thrown out.�
Jake pinned her with a hard glare. His voice was soft.
�You could try.�
Taking a half step toward her, forcing her back against the wall, he didn�t hide the threat in his voice.
�Where is she, Bella?�
Bella started, seemingly surprised that he knew her name. She visibly swallowed and pressed herself against the wall. His looming presence melted her resistance.
�I� I�m not sure.� She nodded at one of the rooms down the hallway. �I saw her go into the dressing room a while ago.�
Jake turned and moved quickly toward the room with Brady hard on his heels. The sound of heavy footsteps behind them signaled Clint�s arrival.
�Wait!� Bella�s voice was sharp. �You can�t go in there. That�s private. Absolutely no men are allowed in the dressing room��
Jake kicked open the door and called out. �Coming in.� His deep voice was calm, laced with steel.
Jake glanced around the empty room as Brady pushed by him striding toward the bathroom.
Jake motioned to Clint to come in. He heard Brady�s warning shout and stall doors slamming from the adjoining room. Seconds later, Brady, met his gaze.
�No one�s there. Empty.�
Jake whirled around to face Bella. His voice was soft, threatening.
�You have one minute to tell me exactly when you saw her last and who was with her. NOW!�
Bella stammered. �I�I don�t know. I told you, I saw her go in here about ten minutes ago. I assumed she had to pee. She never leaves the floor during a shift unless she needs a bathroom break.�
Bella paled, her face contorted with fear. �Why? Is something wrong?�
Jake nodded at the row of lockers on the wall.
�Which is hers?�
Bella pointed to the one three down from the end. Brady was there in seconds. He yanked at the handle then drove his fist into the flimsy metal, breaking the lock.
In two long strides Jake was at his side. He pulled out the skanky costume and started to toss it aside when what looked like a photo fluttered to the floor. Brady beat him to it, snatching it off the floor.
Brady�s face blanched. He looked up at Jake, his eyes wide with horror.
�Holy fucking Christ!�
His hands shaking, he shoved the photo at Jake.
Jake�s breath stuck in his throat, mingling with a torrent of gorge at the hideous sight. Imagining the pain Lexie felt seeing the picture, fury swamped him. Shoving Bella aside, he tossed the photo to Clint, who gagged at the sight, staggering back against the row of lockers.
Brady�s voice was thick with a mix of pain and revulsion. Pointing to the satin corset, he said,� Unfortunately, the tracer we have on her is buried in that. We have no way of following her unless she made it out to her Camaro.�
Jake�s years of commanding men in dangerous untenable situations kicked in. They had one task: to find Lexie and find her now. It turned out strategy was unnecessary. Before he could issue an order, he heard a distant scream. Followed by his men, he tore down the hallway begging a God he rarely called on that the piercing scream came from Lexie. And that it meant that she was alive.
~~~
Lexie struggled to break free from the man�s fierce hold, but only managed to tighten his cruel grip on her hair. Shards of pain shot through her neck and head. She leaned back against a massive body, trying to ease the pressure of the gun barrel against her skull. But it was no use. Twisting her long hair in his fist, he dragged her toward the door, the sharp metal digging in her scalp.
�Make a sound and I will kill you.�
There was no mistaking his harsh whisper as an empty threat. Evil emanated from him.
The door to the alley was open. He shoved her out in front of him, kicking the door closed behind him. To her horror, she saw the young blond man who had begged her to meet him. Only now his face was contorted with cold rage, not desperation. His mouth twisted in a hideous grin.
He stepped forward and spit on the ground at her feet. �You�you pitiful, na�ve woman.� He shook his head, disgust contorting his face. �Too easy. Too believing. I thought you were smart. Cunning like your brother. A worthy adversary. But you are nothing but a shameless, Godless whore.� This time he spit in her face.
Nodding to the man who held her in his grip, he barked, �Vadim, get her in the van. Tie her to the railing and gag her.�
Flicking his hands over her breasts, he sneered. �Don�t mark her. We will have much time to do that when the Boss is through with her.�
He rapped sharply against the door of the van. �Ahmed! Come out here.�
To Lexie�s horror, a huge dark haired bearded man emerged from the drivers� side of the van. He was easily six feet tall, but more than his height it was his girth that terrified her. He weighed at least three hundred pounds of solid muscle. To her practiced eye, his predatory movements confirmed a consummate fighter. She�d already sized up the blond man and gauged the strength of the coward holding the gun. Until she saw the giant tank sized man emerge from the van, she�d given herself two to one odds. When the big man circled the van and opened the sliding side door, she groaned. The two to one odds against her had now become ten to one. But, she admitted, she�d always been an optimist. More likely it was a hundred to one.
The blond haired man barked out orders in Pashtu. She didn�t understand the language, but had heard it spoken many times by the men Anthony had introduced her to. The large swarthy man nodded at her in agreement, his puffy lips curved in a lascivious grin. He didn�t need to speak. The lust flashing in his eyes was a universal language, one that she�d heard all of her life.
The blond turned to the man holding her.
�Vadim, you go with Ahmed. I�ll stay here and meet with Bella, make sure she has assigned all the girls.� He jerked his head at Lexie with a lewd grin. �Remember, no touching until the Boss is through with her. Given the size of those tits that may be a while.�
Vadim answered the blond in English. His heavy accent sounded like Russian.
�Is that wise, Mahmoud? Many people saw you with her. Once they know she is gone, you will become a �a, what do they call it? A person of interest.�
The blond seemed to reconsider then shook his head. �Don�t worry. I�ve spent the last five years fooling people who should know better.� He spat on the ground. �These ignorant Americans. They still think all of us look like Ahmed. They forget. Their soldiers and the Russians fought over our land for decades. Stealing our wealth, our customs, raping our women. You and I, Vadim, men like us, are the result of their pillaging.�
He sneered at Lexie. �Look how easily I fooled you. And you are supposed to be smart. But, then why should you not believe a soldier in your fucking army? Your brother did. Men from the lowest privates to four star generals think I�m a fucking hero. Of course having the protection of the Boss helps. �
Lexie glared at him. Anger surged, replacing her fear, galvanizing her. �So you are a traitor? To our country? To your own country? You betray your country for what? Drug money? A coward�s money? With whores on the side?�
Mahmoud stepped forward. His eyes blazed with demonic hatred. He drew his hand back and slapped her hard across her face. The ferocious blow knocked her to the side. Lexie saw stars and tasted the blood in her mouth.
The blow had one unintended result. It knocked her loose from Vadim�s grip. In the split second that followed, Lexie ducked away from the gun at her neck and stomped with all her strength on Vadim�s foot. His shocked scream and the satisfying crunch of bone meeting the steel plate on her boot heel confirmed the success of her strike. At the same moment, she drove her fist into Mahmoud�s solar plexus, driving him back. With a fierce warrior shriek, she spun in a circle using the momentum to land a brutal kick at his ribs. Again, unsuspecting bone met her weaponized boot heel and he staggered back, howling in pain.
Taking advantage of their confusion, Lexie spun again and drove her elbow into Vadim�s shoulder, knocking the gun from his hand. It skittered across the graveled pavement. Sensing rather than seeing Mahmoud surging toward her from behind, she ducked and rolled from between the men, slithering across the ground. Mahmoud plowed into Vadim, knocking him flat on his back. Lexie scrambled for the gun, but with a roar Mahmoud threw out a long arm and captured her ankle. Viciously twisting it, he dragged her toward him, his face flushed with fury. Lexie put her hands behind her shoulders and with all her strength arched up. In a move that had flattened fighters twice her size, she drove her foot up under his chin, a ferocious strike that shattered his jaw and likely his nose. He fell to the ground with a crash, blood pouring from his nose and mouth.
Lexie leapt to her feet seeing an enraged Vadim barreling toward her. Rather than backing away, she shrieked her warrior cry and did a back flip, once again using the momentum to drive her heel into his oncoming shoulder. Agonized pain mixed with fury flooded his face. His shriek as he came toward her was as fierce as hers. Hearing a roar that could only have come from Ahmed, Lexie jumped to her feet, then crouched in a defensive position facing the two enraged men. Their combined weight was five times hers and their fury was as dark and passionate as hers. She prayed to every god that she�d ever known and prepared to spring forward. Her warrior cry stuck in her throat when strong arms grabbed her from behind and tossed her high in the air. She flew through the air at least five feet and landed with an oomph in arms as strong as those that had thrown her. It took her a full five seconds to recognize that the man who caught her was Clint and that the roar she heard was not Ahmed, but Jake. She looked up in time to see Ahmed drive Jake backwards, knocking him to the ground. With an animal grunt, the enormous fighter buried her would be savior under three hundred pounds of solid muscle.





Chapter 25

To his dying day Jake would not forget the sight of Lexie in the dark alley captured by three trained killers. Seeing the gun pressed in her neck, he waved Brady and Clint back. Moving noiselessly, they crouched behind him in the doorway waiting for a break. He knew one false move and Lexie would be dead. In stunned admiration, his heart hammering in his chest, Jake saw her break free from between the two men kicking the gun across the ground. In a move he had never seen before, she drove the blond haired man to the ground with a kick to his jaw that possibly killed him, but definitely broke more bones in his face and jaw than the fucker knew he had.
The two men left standing were so intent on attacking her that they didn�t see him and Brady approach. Taking advantage of their focused attention on her, he flew from the shadows with a roar. Grabbing her from behind, he threw her to the safety of Clint�s strong arms and came face to face with the largest mass of human muscle he�d ever faced.
Thrown to the ground, buried under the crushing weight of the huge man, Jake managed to free one hand. He dug his thumb into the pressure point behind the fucker�s ear. Taking advantage of the fleeting moment of paralysis in his opponent, Jake thrust the giant to the side and rolled to his feet. Surprisingly, the massive man moved as quickly and easily as Jake did. They circled one another warily, waiting for the first move. In a brief moment of recognition that only men trained to kill understood, Jake sensed they both knew only one of them would survive. Knowing that in all his life he�d never had more to live for, Jake eased into that hallowed physical and spiritual space honed by years of relentless training and countless hours of meditation, the place where nothing but sheer killing might remained.
Jake feinted to the left, evading the huge fist aimed at his gut. He slammed his elbow into the man�s ribs at the same time, bringing his knee up sharply into his groin. The responding roar of fury was deafening. Encouraged by the blinding anger in the man�s eyes, Jake spun through the air driving his heel into his shoulder, aiming for the joint. The resounding shriek of rage confirmed that he hit it.
For what seemed like an eternity, but was only minutes, he jabbed, kicked, parried, and evaded the fierce fighter whose skill was almost equal to his own. The difference was the flying leaps that he and Anthony had crafted in grueling sparring matches. His additional advantage was his coolness in battle. Long ago, he carved out a sacred place where he fought, a place that didn�t allow anger, only resolve. Through the years, it became his most powerful weapon. The groaning man rose up on his hands and knees. As he came toward him, Jake saw the flash of the blade. He wasn�t surprised. There�d never been a question. One of them would die.
Lexie huddled in Clint�s strong arms, watching Ahmed attack Jake. Her heart pounded so hard that she was sure it would burst through her chest. Ahmed was too big, too strong, and an accomplished fighter. Afraid to watch but more terrified to look away, she forced her eyes forward. Little by little, astonishment replaced her terror. Jake was quite simply the most amazing fighter she�d ever seen. He was like a fierce tiger in the wild. Lithe, lean, stunningly agile. He leapt from place to place. Often, his feet and body cleared the top of Ahmed�s six foot frame, landing a kick or a strike from above or from Ahmed�s head level. She recognized some of Anthony�s trademark moves. If anything, Jake was more skilled, more powerful. More dangerous.
To her horror, Lexie saw the flash of the blade. She screamed out a warning, but Jake had already seen it. Grasping Ahmed�s wrist, the two huge men moved in a grappling circle. Jake clung to the wrist that held the knife while Ahmed struggled to twist it up into Jake�s chest. After several long minutes, when it looked as though first one then the other would break the deadlock, with a mighty thrust Jake slammed his heel at Ahmed�s kneecap. At the same time, he twisted Ahmed�s wrist using Ahmed�s own power to drive the blade up under his ribs, on a certain path to his heart. Whether the keening cry was a response to his crushed knee or a death wail, it was the last sound Ahmed made as he crumpled to the ground.
Well before, Brady had subdued Vadim with a vicious kick to the side of his head. Whether alive or dead, Vadim had not moved throughout the fierce battle between Ahmed and Jake. When Ahmed fell dead on the ground, Lexie freed herself from Clint�s arms and strode over to Mahmoud, who was lying face down in the gravel. At the sound of his tortured moan, Lexie kicked him over on to his back. The man�s shattered face was a gruesome sight. His breath came in traumatized gasps. Crouching down beside him, Lexie grabbed a hunk of his bloodied blond hair and jerked his head back, reveling in the hideous trauma to his face and jaw.
Lexie bent close to him breathing in the acrid smell of drying blood. �Tell me, Mahmoud? Did Anthony�my brother�really save your life?�
Mahmoud made a choking sound as blood bubbled out of the gash in his throat. He nodded and whispered, �Yes.�
Lexie stared into his eyes looking for some semblance of a soul. Seeing none, she tossed her head and allowed a slight smile to curve her lips.
�I see. That�s too bad, Mahmoud. But even a man as great as my brother made mistakes.�
She reached in her boot and yanked out her kama blade. She slashed the curved blade across his throat, carving a deep gash through tissue and bone.
Gasping in horror, Brady and Clint both dove for her, as if they could pull back the lethal blow. Jake reached her first. She glared up at him, daring him to reprimand her. He shook his head. His voice was harsh, cold.
�If you didn�t do it, I would have.�
He grabbed her by her arm and dragged her up next to him, holding her arm so tightly she knew she�d have bruises the next day. He snatched the knife out of her hand and first wiped the blade and then the handle on his pants. Stuffing it in his belt loop, he turned to Brady and Clint.
�Get their IDs. Hide them before the YPD arrives. I want to figure out who they are before it goes public.�
He jerked his head at Brady. Shoving Lexie at him, he ordered, �Get her out of here. Take her car. Make sure no one sees you leave. Go to the house. Don�t open the door to anyone except me.�
Brady nodded. Pulling Lexie close, he whispered, �C�mon, hotstuff. Let�s get you out of here. Not sure why. No one would believe that ninety percent of the damage to these guys came from itty bitty you. But we�re gonna keep it our little secret, right, big guy?� he said over his shoulder to Jake.
Lexie burrowed next to him, glad that his arms were so strong. The fierce tremor shaking her body threatened to bring her to her knees. She didn�t resist when Brady picked her up in his arms and hurried across the parking lot to her red Camaro. Never had it looked so inviting.
~~~
She stood under the steaming flow of water determined not to leave the shower until she washed away every trace of the hideous night. Shoving the picture of Anthony�s mutilated body deep in the recesses of her brain, she focused on the image of Mahmoud: his death gurgle, the blood bubbling from the gash in his throat. Revulsion shook her. She�d never killed a man. She�d wanted too. She would have many times in the past if she�d had a weapon. But that was a long time ago, before she learned to fight.
Forcing herself not to dwell on Mahmoud, she thought about Jake fighting Ahmed. She marveled at the memory of his powerful body, the ease of his strikes, his graceful deadly moves. He fought like a dancer, except that his stunning choreography was lethal. Like a sleek cunning animal, he seemingly chose his moves by instinct. The combination of sly finger thrusts to hidden pressure points, to unerring kicks and strikes to the most vulnerable places on Ahmed�s body, Jake was the consummate fighter. Unlike her when she fought, he moved peacefully, without anger. As Ahmed�s rage flared, Jake seemed almost serene, like he was fighting from a space that didn�t allow emotion, only deadly skill. Lexie recognized the lessons Master Wan tried to drill into her brain. Only rarely had she been able to achieve that level of detachment, to enter that place where Jake fought. Lexie thought with a grimace, she had a lot to learn.
She realized with a start that the water had cooled, was getting colder by the second. With a regretful sigh, she forced herself to leave the shelter of the enclosed stall. Energized by the bracing shower, she dried her hair then smeared gobs of her fragrant lavender and lemon scented lotion into every crevice of her body. Surveying her naked reflection, she was surprised to see few bruises or marks. Mahmoud�s hard slap across her face would definitely be bruised by tomorrow and she could see faint marks where Jake grabbed her arm.
She thought with a satisfied nod, she�d done a lot more damage to those hideous men than they�d done to her. She smiled at her reflection. She may not be the ultimate fighter that Jake was, but she sure as hell knew how to kick ass. She winked at her reflection. Three against one was nothing to sneer at.
She pulled on an abbreviated silky tank and matching hip hugging pajama bottoms and headed to the living room. Surprisingly, she was hungry. Starved, in fact. Adrenalin had that effect--among others, she thought with a grin.
Rounding the corner into the living room, she pulled up short. A surprised gasp escaped her lips.
Jake was sprawled on the sofa, his knees spread, his feet flat on the floor. Both arms were stretched wide across the back of the soft leather cushions. The fury raging in his eyes belied his casual pose. Taking a deep breath, she prepared to confront him. This was one angry man. And there was no question. His anger was directed at her.





Chapter 26

Jake gasped when he saw her coming down the hallway. He did his best to shove down the explosion of lust flooding him. Fuck. He should have known this would happen. He was no stranger to the testosterone laced after effects of a lethal battle. Killing and testosterone. It was a potent combination. There wasn�t a warrior alive who didn�t know its power. And the greater the rampage, the fiercer the need for relief.
Staring at the silky scrap of pink satin that barely contained her lush breasts and the matching low slung briefs, he groaned. Her long blond hair hung in a shimmering curtain of gold down her back. Her teeth gnawing at her lower lip betrayed her unease, triggering an even fiercer response in his groin.
Fighting for control, he glared at her.
�Dammit! Don�t you have a robe?�
She started in surprise then flushed, her eyes sparkling with anger.
�I�m sorry,� she said, heavy sarcasm lacing her retort. �I left home in a hurry after I learned my brother had been killed. I didn�t have time to pack �appropriate� lingerie.�
Jake unwound himself from the sofa with a heavy sigh.
�Look, Lexie. I�m sorry. I didn�t mean to sound like that.�
She tossed her head, clearly trying to seize the offensive.
�It�s not as though I knew you were here. You could have warned me you were going to sneak in here uninvited.�
Her smart assed answer spiked his anger.
�Like hell you didn�t.�
He moved toward her, refusing to let her fib stand uncorrected..
�You knew I�d be here. We have a hell of a lot to discuss about what happened tonight, sugar.� Lexie swallowed hard. His stern jaw line and corded neck muscles telegraphed his anger. His beard shadow and blazing blue eyes sent unwelcome shivers up her spine. Damn, he was gorgeous�and dangerous. But, she refused to let him intimidate her, overpower her.
She sauntered into the kitchen and grabbed a beer from the refrigerator. Snapping off the cap, she tipped it back and took a healthy swig. Marching around to front of the counter, she leaned back, determined to stare him down.
�Let�s do that, Jake. Let�s �discuss� what happened tonight. It�s relatively simple. Several men attacked me and I attacked back. I took on three men and probably could have finished them off. I had a knife and was close to getting the gun.� She sniffed. �I might not even have needed your help.�
His lips curled at her outrageous taunt.
�Is that so?�
He took a step toward her. His voice was silky, conciliatory, contradicting the anger blazing in his eyes.
�Let�s step back a bit, darlin�. Let�s begin this �discussion� with your decision to leave the club by yourself. To meet a man you didn�t know and had never met before tonight, to not tell Brady or Clint where you were going, to go off by yourself--a dangerous move at best, AND one against my direct orders.�
She tipped up her chin and gave him a dismissive shrug.
�I told you I wasn�t a team player. Maybe now you�ll believe me.�
~~~
Jake was quiet for a moment, studying her. His rage threatened to explode.
Grasping for control, he said, �This is probably not a good idea. I�m too angry to discuss this coherently.�
Her impudent smirk destroyed his last fragile attempt at control. He raked his eyes over her revealing pajamas. The miniscule scraps of pink were as innocent looking as they were hot. Not a good combination for a lust starved man. He didn�t know what he wanted to do more. Gag her and tie her to a post somewhere she�d be safe. Or fuck the hell out of her. It wasn�t a hard decision. He chose the latter.
�On second thought,� he said, as he moved toward her with a deceptively lazy grin.
He took the bottle out of her hand and placed it on the counter. Spurred on by her gasp of surprise and the sudden flush of heat staining her cheeks, he pulled her up next to him. Winding her hair in his fist, he tipped her head back staring at her luscious lips. They were puffy, moist and inviting. The scent of lavender and spice mixed with the heady odor of her arousal wafted over him, sending a flash of electricity straight to his rock hard dick.
He leaned down and murmured in her ear, reveling in her responsive shiver.
�Do you know how long I�ve wanted to kiss you, Lexie?�
She shook her head and whispered, �No. I�I don�t know. How�how long?�
�A lifetime, darlin�. A lifetime.�
Tugging on her hair, he lifted her face inches away from his. He looked into her eyes. They were dark, stormy, almost black. When she closed them her lashes fluttering against her rosy cheeks, he pressed a soft kiss against her lips, enticed by their supple moistness. He nipped gently at her puffy bottom lip eager to make it swell more. Encouraged by her tremor, he tugged at the corners of her mouth with his teeth. Smiling at her shocked gasp, he licked across her lips then gently bit the trembling flesh.
He teased the seam of her lips with his tongue urging her to open to him. At the sound of her moan, he slid his tongue inside the moist inviting opening. She gasped, then whimpered a tiny breathless sound. Tightening his hold on her hair, he tangled with her tongue, reveling in her taste. It was minty, fresh, coupled with the tang of beer. She leaned into him, pressing her breasts against his chest as if she needed his touch as much as he needed her. When she wrapped her tongue around his and sucked on it, he couldn�t contain his moan.
A blast of heat fired through him like a raging forest fire. He no longer wanted to be gentle. Hell no! With a groan, he pressed her against the wall. Grasping her hands in his free hand, he dragged them over her head and held them against the wall. Damn. He wanted her, to taste her, to capture her tongue and suck on it. Demand everything she was willing to give and then insist on more. He slid his tongue in deeper, more demanding, mimicking the motions of his body. At her soft whimper, he groaned, pulling her up closer, harder, no longer fighting the passion swarming over him. With a groan, he hoisted her up on his strong thigh, pressing his burgeoning erection up between her legs. When she cried out, it was all over.
With a harsh grunt, he dragged her over to the counter. Sweeping the bottles and glasses to the floor with a resounding crash, he laid her down on the hard surface. Holding her hands over her head, he moved fully on top of her, caging her between his strong body and the counter. Breathing hard, he urged her legs apart with his thighs, pressing his throbbing prick against her soft folds. She cried out again, her body trembling beneath his.
His voice was a husky growl. �Damn, Lexie. Do you have any idea how I�ve wanted to do this to you? To touch you? Taste you?� He ran his hand over her breasts then slid his fingers under the straining fabric searching for her nipple. Stunned by the fullness of her breasts, he groaned. Finding one nipple that had already hardened into a tight hard peak, he twisted the sensitive nub between his fingers and his thumb, reveling at her responsive shriek.
�Oh, God, darlin�. I knew you�d feel like this.� Shoving the halter up above her straining breasts, he gazed at the lush mounds topped light pink nipples. Burying his face in the valley between her breasts, he groaned. �Christ, baby. You are so beautiful. You take my breath away, Lexie. I�ve got to taste you, baby, suck on you.�
At the rasp of his tongue against her tender flesh, Lexie cried out. Shocked by the sensations racing through her, she arched up against his mouth. When he took her nipple between his lips and sucked on it hard, a starburst of sensation rioted through her. She fought against his hand holding hers over her head. She wanted to touch him, hold him. But when he murmured, �Uh uh, baby, you stay just like this. I�m in charge here,� a spike of heat burned over her. She pressed up against his hard erection, moaning, whimpering. Rising sensations bombarded her. It was as though she couldn�t get close enough, couldn�t get enough of him. His smell drew her in, a strong musky male smell that made the soft skin on her thighs tingle. He sucked first on one nipple then moved to the other. She sobbed, �Ooh. Oh my God�ooh, my god.�
She didn�t recognize her voice. It was harsh with need. She didn�t want him to stop. She needed more. Lost in the sensations pouring over her, she was shocked to hear herself begging him not to stop, to suck her harder, give her more.
His crooning murmurs urged her to feel, to let go, to give in to the pleasure. The sensations rose to unbearable heights. Just when she thought she couldn�t go any higher, feel any more, he grasped her nipple between his teeth and bit down hard. An indescribable burst of pleasure exploded through her. It was as though a storm broke flooding her with torrents of sensations that she had never felt before. Hot wild shock waves flooded her, jagged, intense, and powerful. As wave after wave of fiery heat shimmered over her, he held her tight, whispering soft erotic words, praising her, her body, her passion. When she finally could breathe without gasping, she wrapped her arms around his neck and tugged him down, wanting more.
His voice was gentle, soothing.
�Oh, yeah, baby. I knew you�d be like this. Hot. Responsive. Holy Christ, darlin� you came just by my sucking on your nipples.�
He stroked her with his tongue, nipping at the sensitive curve between her neck and shoulder. Loosening his grip, he freed her hands wrapping her arms around his neck. He whispered sweet sexy words in her ear, tickling the sensitive skin with the rasp of his beard.
Little by little, her moans turned to sighs and her breathing slowly quieted. He lifted her gently and stood her up on the floor. Holding her close, he murmured in her ear. His voice was husky, tight with suppressed desire.
�Lexie, listen to me, baby. I can�t take you like this. I�m on fire. Partly because of what happened earlier tonight. You don�t want to be around a man like me after a killing spree, sugar. I won�t be able to stop. To give you what you need. It�ll be too rough, baby. But it�s more than that, darlin�. When I take you, fully take you, make love to you, it�s gonna be in a bed, where I can have you over and over again. Do you understand?�
Lexie didn�t but she heard the pain, the desire in his voice. She nodded and leaned against him.
�Darlin�, I�m gonna pick you up and put you in bed. And then like an honorable man instead of the asshole I want to be, I�m going to kiss you goodnight and leave.�
As he spoke he lifted her up in his arms and strode down the hallway, holding her close as if he never wanted to let her go. He laid her on the empty bed and pulled the duvet over her. Leaning down, he kissed her gently on the lips.
Standing in the doorway, he gazed at her through narrowed eyes. His voice cracked with humor and another stronger emotion.
�Don�t get used to having that big bed all to yourself, sugar. This is one genie we�re not even gonna try and put back in the bottle.�
Lexie lay quietly reveling in the tremors still raking body. A slight smile crossed her lips. She sighed with relief and whispered to herself. Thank you, God. Now I know what it is supposed to feel like.





Chapter 27

Lexie huddled in a ball on the sofa, staring unseeing at the television. The dark haired newscaster could barely suppress her excitement, describing the horrific killing. Over and over, Bella�s beautiful face flashed on the screen with quick cutaways to the crime scene. As if in a dream, she heard snatches of Dannie and Shelly�s interviews. Their voices were as excited as the newscaster�s. The camera continued to scan from their heavily made up faces to their risqu� costumes. Dannie must have made a backroom deal with the cameraman. Every close-up managed to catch a full frontal view of her plentiful breasts. From her suggestive smirk, it was obvious she was enjoying her ten minutes of fame.
Lexie groaned at the spectacle. Talk about a made for television circle jerk. She could only imagine the news station executives licking their lips over the salacious story. Like sharks smelling blood in the water, they must be shrieking at their luck. A beautiful call girl killed inside the most prominent strip club in town? Not only killed. Mutilated, dismembered? And a cast of supporting players like Dannie and Shelly, only to eager to show off their nearly naked bodies for the camera. Occasionally, the screen went to shots of Sergio rushing into the club, his hands in front of his face. Lexie managed to grunt in approval. At least he had some decency.
�You fucking bitch! It�s your fault! Goddamn it! Bella�s dead and it should have been you! Do you hear me? It should have been you! Not Bella�not�not my Bella.�
Over and over, Lexie replayed Sergio�s message on her cell phone. Its shrill ring had wakened her from a deep sleep. His angry diatribe made her stomach heave, no matter how many times she heard it. She didn�t bother to get up, even when she felt like she might throw up. She�d already retched her guts out. There was nothing left. No need to crawl to the bathroom again. She�d rather lay here and watch the television glorify Bella�s murder than lay on the cold bathroom tile thinking that she might throw up when she knew she couldn�t.
Ignoring the clanging sound she heard in the recesses of her mind, she turned her attention to the television to see Chief Burton on the screen. Like Sergio, he held up his hands with a curt �No Comment� to the dozens of reporters shoving microphones in his face. Their excited questions and jostling bodies confirmed the sideshow was the one they�d been waiting for. The opportunity to make their careers. It was too bad Bella had been so beautiful, Lexie thought. Ugly victims didn�t get this kind of attention. She knew from experience that it was hard to get the press to pay attention to the ugly ones, the poor ones, or the ones that had been abused. That story had been done too many times to make it newsworthy. No, this was the kind of news story the vultures dreamed about, waited for their whole career.
~~~
�Lexie, where are you, darlin�?�
Jake unlocked the door and called out. He�d rung the bell at least ten times. It was clear that she hadn�t heard it. Or more likely that she didn�t want to answer it. From the doorway, he heard the television blaring. He almost didn�t see her crouched in a tiny ball on the sofa. Fuck. He wondered how much she knew. Probably everything, from the vacant stare he received. It was much like the frozen fugue state he�d seen when she read the autopsy report.
He shut off the television and kneeled down beside the sofa. The silence in the room was deafening. The smell of bile and traces of vomit on her rumpled t-shirt left little to the imagination. Her pale face and the haunted expression in her eyes underscored her pain.
�Oh, darlin�, let me hold you.�
Jake wedged next to her and dragged her limp body into his arms. He stroked her cheek, pushing her tangled hair back off her face.
�I�m so sorry, Lexie. So goddamn sorry. I know she was your friend. It�s hideous, baby. Wicked and hideous.�
She muttered something, but so softly that he couldn�t hear.
�Say it again, Lexie. I couldn�t hear you.�
�It�it was supposed to be me.�
Jake grimaced. How the hell did she know about the note? He�d only heard about it minutes ago from the chief.
�What do you mean, Lexie?�
�It�s my fault. It was supposed to be me.�
When he started to disagree, she shook her head and clicked on her cell phone. Jake groaned at the gruesome message, damming Sergio to hell in his mind. The fucker was going to be sorry, sorrier than he�d ever been in his worthless life. Nothing like attacking the innocent, not acknowledging the danger he�d ignored in his midst.
�Listen, baby. Sergio is striking out. He knows damned well what was going on under his nose. He let it happen. Didn�t care who got hurt as long as he protected his ass. He preferred to ignore it and get a monstrous payoff in the process. He�s a piece of worthless shit, Lexie. Don�t let him get to you.�
Jake debated whether to tell her about the note, but before he could decide, she broke in.
�I know who killed her, Jake. It�s the same person who killed Anthony. Isn�t it?�
Jake sighed. �Yeah, darlin�, it�s looking that way.� He muttered, �Or at least someone wants us to think so.�
She stared at him. Her eyes were dark pools of agonized pain.
�You don�t understand, Jake. I know who it is. It�s that man. The Watcher. I know it is. And Jake, he�he�might be a cop.�
Jake jumped to his feet, nearly knocking her off the sofa. Seeing the fear on her face, he did his best to stay calm. Not alarm her further.
�Okay, Lexie. That�s quite a bombshell. Tell me what you know, baby.�
A massive tremor shook her body. She buried her face in her hands.
�You don�t understand, Jake. I�I could have prevented it. It�s my fault Bella is dead. I didn�t tell you last night. If I had, she�d be alive��
Her voice trailed off to a grief-stricken whisper.
Jake took a deep breath then knelt in front of her. He bracketed her face between his big hands.
�Lexie, listen to me. Whatever you know, or think you know, you could not have prevented her death. Darlin�, Bella was killed while we were fighting those fucking drug lords in the alley. The cops found her when they answered our call. The chief didn�t call me until after I left here last night. I didn�t have the heart to come back and tell you. I hoped that I could get to you this morning before anyone else did. But somehow the fucking press got wind of it early and�well, you know the rest.�
He picked her up and stood her by the sofa.
�But, before you tell me what you know, we�re gonna take care of you.�
He steered her toward the bedroom, then on to the bathroom. He held her in his arms, hating how fragile she was. He tipped her chin up and gave her what he hoped was a reassuring smile.
�First, darlin�, we�re gonna get you cleaned up. Then you and I are going to have a long conversation. And while we�re doing that, you are going to sip on the tea I�m about to make and maybe even eat a piece of toast. Meet me in the kitchen, sugar, when you get rid of that smelly t-shirt. And wash your face.�
He laughed when her face flushed bright red. He pushed her into the bathroom and added, �You might want to put on a pair of jeans. I�m gonna get Brady and Clint and likely Chief Burton over here. As much as I like those black lacy panties, I don�t think the chief�s ticker could take the shock.�
Jake�s chuckle at her shocked gasp died after he closed the door and headed to the kitchen. He shook his head as he placed the call. Fuck. This promised to be a hell of an interesting morning.
~~~
Chief Burton�s frown bordered on a scowl as he glared at Lexie.
Jake interrupted what was sure to be a tirade.
�Look, John, nobody likes to think they�ve got a viper in the nest. Unfortunately, in my line of work, we always suspect the home team first. What Bella told Lexie were Bella�s suspicions with no corroborating data. Brady�s information is more compelling.�
Brady nodded. �Yeah, Chief. After Lexie turned us on to the fucker, we planned to be on the �Watcher� like white on rice. Unfortunately, for some reason, the Watcher didn�t show last night. The girls confirmed the fucker doesn�t miss his little personal fetish breaks, come hell or high water. Last night he did.�
Jake leaned forward, resting his arms on the kitchen table, putting a barrier between Lexie and the Chief. He kept his hand on her knee, gratified that she didn�t pull away. If anything, she�d moved in closer. He wished like hell that everyone was gone and he could wrap her in his arms and do what he could to erase the agonized pain straining her face and body.
But they had a murder to solve and a drug ring to bust. Jake�s neck was alive with prickling sensations. He was missing something, something big. And it was close. So damn close he could almost taste it. The chief shattered his reverie and brought the conversation to a standstill.
�So you�re saying this �Watcher� fucker is one of my men?�
Jake shrugged. �It�s looking like a good bet, John. There�s a quick way we can test it. Did anybody call in sick today or hell is just missing?
The Chief looked to his lieutenant. �Nick��
Before he could finish his sentence, Lt. Thomas was on his feet placing a call.
The chief focused a hard glare on Lexie, then looked to Jake. He jerked his head at Lexie.
�Any thought why the asshole who killed the girl said it was her who should have been killed�
Lexie gasped.
�Me? What�what do you mean, Chief? How do know that.�
Jake coughed and shook his head.
�Uh, John, we haven�t brought that up yet.� He sighed and turned to Lexie.
�I�d hoped I could avoid telling you this, but��
Lexie glared at him.
�Tell me what, Jake?�
Jake tried to take hold of her hand but she jerked it away.
�Lexie, there was a note by Bella�s body. It said, �It should have been you, Blondie.� Look, Lexie, I�m sorry as hell that you had to find this out�I�d hoped we could��
Lexie jumped to her feet. Her face was pale as a ghost, except for the two bright red splotches flaming her cheeks. She glared at Jake. Her voice was icy cold.
�The murderer wanted to kill me, but instead killed Bella? Is that what you are telling me? And you neglected to tell me that? �
Jake stood up and took hold of her arm, but she jerked it away.
�So much for being a team, right, Colonel? Apparently your concept of team is closer to mine than I realized. When it�s convenient � for you that is, we�re a team. When it�s not�poof--there goes the team.�
She tried to move around him, but Jake blocked her.
�Uh uh, Lexie. Sit down, darlin�.�
Jake ignored the chief�s snort and raised eyebrows at the endearment. He tightened his grip on Lexie�s arm and eased her back into her chair. His tone was crisp, unwavering.
�I admit it. I should have told you. I apologize. You were in bad straits when I arrived. I�d hoped we could figure out what the hell the note meant before we burdened you with it. And, yes, we do need to figure out what the fucker meant by the note.�
He hadn�t thought her face could pale more, but her soft skin could have been carved from alabaster. She shook her head, gnawing on her bottom lip.
�It�s him, Jake. The Watcher. He killed her. But he didn�t want to. If you saw the way he looked at her, you would know. He loved her.� She gazed up at him. �He�he wanted to kill me.�
�Damn, Lexie. You might be right.�
�But why? Why would he kill her if he didn�t want to?� Brady asked.
Jake quirked a brow.
�Because he was ordered to.�
The silence following his cool assertion was broken when Lt. Thomas came to the door.
�We have a hit, Chief.�
Chief Burton�s face grayed.
�One of ours?�
Lt. Thomas shrugged. �Yes, YPD, but not one of us. Walt Cochran didn�t make it in today.�
�Who the hell is Walt Cochran?� the chief blustered, his brows knit in a fierce scowl.
�Used to be active duty. A patrolman, low level traffic stuff his whole career. Couldn�t advance through the ranks. Ran into a major problems about five years ago. Went through several bouts of forced rehab. Never got clearance to go back on active. Been working as an evidence clerk for the last five years. I guess waiting out his retirement.�
Jake held Lt. Thomas�s gaze. �Description?�
�Matches. Except Walt�s hair is grey and he doesn�t have a mustache. Duty clerk said he didn�t come in today. Didn�t call in either. They didn�t think much of it. Seems he misses a lot of work. Sounds as though the rehab didn�t take.�
The lieutenant turned to the chief. �We have three squads on their way over to his apartment. A dump close to the barrio. Told dispatch to assume hostile. �
~~~
Jake leaned against the jeep, his one foot on the nerf bar and grinned at her. �Sorry, darlin�. Only big tough men with guns are going in. You�re going to have to wait in the jeep until we do a sit-rep.�
Lexie glowered at him, but sat back against the hard backrest next to Clint. She frowned at him.
�How did you get relegated to babysitting your team member, Clint? What did you do wrong? Not jump fast enough to wipe the big man�s ass?�
Jake roared. �Hell no, sugar. Clint never misses that opportunity. But two weeks ago, he forgot to put creamer in my morning coffee. That�s rises to the level of a court martial charge.
Clint smiled at her.
�No, Alexis. Being asked to stay with you means I�m at the top of the heap. You notice the big guy didn�t trust that insufferable surfer dude with you. I�m proud. Could mean a promotion is coming my way.�
Jake smiled to himself when Lexie�s cheeks flushed. She hadn�t missed the implication of Clint�s response. And hell, Clint was right. Being responsible for her safety was his number one priority and every man on his team knew it.
Brady and the Chief walked up. Both were frowning.
The chief spoke first.
�Guess the fucker likes to write notes. This one didn�t leave anything to the imagination. He explained how sorry he was that he had killed Sgt. Beloi and Bella. That was before he ate his gun.�





Chapter 28

�It�s over when I say it�s over, Colonel.� General Peters� tone and stern expression brooked no disagreement.
Jake met his gaze through narrowed eyes.
The general softened his tone.
�Look, Jake. I know this is hard. Sgt. Beloi was your friend, as well as your team member. Hell, do you think I don�t know how hard it is to let go of a guy that meant that much to you? But this investigation is finished. Done. They got the guy who did it. Turns out he was a crazy mixed up drunk, a psycho. Hell, he even cut up that stripper. And son, we can count ourselves damn lucky. I don�t mind telling you. We�ve all had some hard moments over this. For a while there, it was getting too damn close to the base�
The general looked around the table, including each of the men in his assertion.
�Hell, Mike here has practically gone without sleep for ten days trying to keep this investigation under wraps. You think he is an ornery son of a bitch, try him without sleep for twenty-four hours at a time.
Mike Pierce gave a snort.
�Who�s calling who a son of a bitch, General? But the general�s right, Jake. Christ, all you have to do is look at the way the press is raking the YPD over the coals. Hell, the only thing worse than a cop killing a cop is the army being involved in the death of one of its own, especially a war hero like Beloi. Fuck, can you imagine what the press would do to us? They�d fucking crucify us. Don�t want hurt your feelings, Colonel, but I won�t be sad to see you go.�
Jake quirked a brow.
�Somehow that doesn�t surprise me, Colonel. But what about the drug ring? None of you can be blind to the fact that if it was any closer, it�d bite every one of us on the ass.�
Dirk broke in. �Jake, this is what we do. It�s part of life on the border. Those gangs live to make us squirm. Let us handle it. This is what we do every damn day of the year. Take some time off. You deserve it. Take that beautiful sister of Beloi�s and go somewhere special. I�ve got a place in Belize that�s standing empty now. You�re welcome to it.�
�Thanks, Dirk. I might take you up on that.�
Jake surveyed the men in the room. He�d never stepped back from a fight in his life. But even he admitted, this dog wouldn�t hunt. Every one of these fuckers was counting the minutes until he was gone. May as well leave them with a bone to chew on. Hope they don�t choke on it.
�One thing you should know, gentlemen. I�ve requested a leave of absence from C.I.D. Looks like it�ll be confirmed quickly.� He grinned as he stood up, underscoring he was the one ending the meeting. �As you all know, rank does have its privileges.�
He stopped in the doorway.
�I�m posting with the YPD for the next several months. I�m not satisfied that we�ve reached the end of the road on this investigation. Chief Burton agrees with me.�
Mike Pierce�s ruddy face flushed dangerously.
�Fuck, Jake. Burton would do anything to take the heat off his guys. You know that. What�s got the bug up your ass, if it�s not too much to ask? Sure as hell hope it has nothing to do with the base.�
�It�s like this, Mike,� Jake grinned to himself when the colonel scowled at the use of his first name, �We Southern boys don�t give up easy. My uncle Peter Tom used to say even a blind hog finds a nut every now and then. And there�s enough loose ends in this investigation that convinces me we just might find a whole bag of nuts. In answer to your question, as I told you before, I�ll follow this investigation wherever it leads.�
General Peters voice was icy. �I�m with Mike, Colonel Gardner. Do you have specific information that you haven�t shared with us? By the way, your answer to that question damn well better be no.�
Jake gave him an easy smile. �No, sir. Nothing specific. Just the fact that neither Chief Burton nor I believe that Walter Cochran is smart enough to mastermind a snake pit this convoluted, one that has such far reaching implications. �
He added with a wicked smile. �And for better or worse, I have a tell-tale symptom that clues me in when something isn�t right. I�ve learned when those nerve endings on the back of my neck start to prickle or shriek the way they are now, I�m on to something.� He added with the hint of a threat, �And nothing and no one is gonna pull me off.�
Mike Pierce looked apoplectic. Jake thought if that vein at his temple throbbed any harder that the damn thing might explode.
�You are one arrogant son if a bitch, Gardner.�
�So I�ve been told.� Jake dragged his gaze around the table, then saluted smartly.
�Good day, gentlemen.�
~~~
Lexie waited for Jake outside of the MMA center. He�d tried to convince her to stay at home, but she knew herself well enough to know she�d go stir crazy staying all day in the empty house. Jake did convince her not to go into the club tonight. He said there were news people twenty deep in the parking lot. Eager to discover a new hook to keep the story alive, they virtually accosted anyone going in to the club. Apparently, the waitresses and the strippers were their primary targets.
She thought she�d been over her nausea until they started flashing the pictures of Walter Cochran. Giving him a name didn�t help, didn�t make him a person. Rather than a heavy set nondescript gray haired man, she saw him as he was--the man who�d killed Anthony and Bella. Looking at a mug shot, she tried to see in his eyes. To see how she�d missed the evil. She�d thought he was pathetic, disgusting. But she hadn�t seen the man who dismembered her brother and set him on fire.
She�d almost fainted when she first saw Bella�s face. But that was nothing compared to seeing Anthony. The first time his picture flashed on the screen, she screamed. He looked real, alive. Crouched next to an Army jeep, his dark brown eyes flashing and tufts of blond hair showing under his beret, he looked as he did the last time she saw him--vibrant, young, handsome. And now dead.
Jake rushed in the room when she screamed. He held her in his arms. For many long moments, she buried her face against his shoulder, listening to the voice of the television anchor breaking the news of Anthony�s death. Listening to the professional voices describing the way he�d been killed, as though they were reading from a menu in a restaurant, Lexie thought she might throw up. When she managed to pull away from Jake long enough to look up at him, she was struck by grief on his face. He looked as broken as she felt. The pain on his face, the tears in his eyes, reminded her that other than her and Master Wan, no one had been closer to Anthony than Jake. By mutual agreement, they turned off the television. Lexie didn�t know when, if ever, she would look at it again.
~~~
Seeing his Jeep pull up, she marveled at the rush of excitement she felt. His mirrored sunglasses added a rakish touch to his regulation camouflage. And the smile that broke across his face when he saw her made her heart skip a beat. God, he�d only been gone a couple of hours and she�d missed him, as though she hadn�t seen him for days.
He hopped out of the Jeep and came toward her, his grin broadening more if possible. He took hold of her arm and leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. She felt her cheeks heat, surprised at his open show of affection. But she didn�t mind. In fact, she wished she had the nerve to kiss him back. The memory of last night came flooding back. The horrific events of the day had blocked the memory of their tryst on the kitchen counter. But the smell of his subtle cologne and unique male odor sent shivers up her spine.
Jake must have been thinking about the same thing because he pulled her closer to him and said in a husky voice, �How about we get out of here, sugar, before we give those guys over there with their tongues hanging out more of a show than they already have playing in their minds?�
Lexie nodded startled at how shy she felt. It was impossible to believe that it had been barely a week since she met Jake. And now he was the most important person in her life. The realization was shocking.
Inside the jeep, he reached across and buckled the seat belt across her lap. This casual show of protective possessiveness should have annoyed her. It would have if it had been anyone else. But, instead, she thrilled at his touch, remembering with a start how she�d felt when he handcuffed her to him on the back of the motorcycle. When she looked up at him, trying to hide the jolt of desire zinging through her, his lips twitched in a knowing smile.
�I�ve been thinking, darlin�, if it�s all right with you, maybe we could stay in tonight. I�m not much up for a restaurant. But I sure as hell could go for some great Thai food and a bottle of wine. Let�s face it, darlin�, we�ve had a hell of a day. How about it, sugar? Think you can handle a horny guy who doesn�t want to share you with anyone, especially the vultures circling around anyone associated with the club?�
Lexie breathed a sigh of relief. The idea of going out where they were sure to meet curiosity seekers horrified her. Everyone on the base knew Jake. And, of course, after her escapade dancing at the bar, she had a following of her own. So far, her relationship to Anthony hadn�t surfaced, but she knew it was only a matter of time. She tried to decide if the twinge in her belly telegraphed fear or excitement at the thought of spending the evening alone with Jake. Seeing the wicked grin on his face, she decided it was some of both.
Determined not to let him intimidate her, she tossed her head and gave him a sly smile. �Sounds, great, Jake, I love Thai food.�
His laugh was low and deep. Words weren�t necessary. His smile and that soft sexy laugh said it all. Her body responded as if he�d kissed her. In a way he had.





Chapter 29

The alluring aroma of Thai food drew Lexie forward. Her mouth watered at the smell of curry, coconut milk and lemon grass. The silky spiciness of the subtle aromas was intoxicating. Just what she needed, she thought, with a shiver for a night alone with Jake. He was crouched in front of the fireplace, fanning the beginning of a small fire. He smiled at her over his shoulder.
�I know it�s ninety degrees outside, but this is why we have air conditioning, right? So we can have a fire in the middle of the desert in May. �
She smiled at him, intent on ignoring the way his uniform hugged his strong thighs and strained across his broad shoulders. She chastised herself. She had to keep her wits about her. She was already embarrassed that it had taken her over an hour to shower and dress, especially since the shower had taken no more than five minutes and the rest of the time she�d agonized over what to wear. She didn�t want to give away the trepidation she felt. How much she cared about what he thought. Seeing the appreciative look in his eyes as he looked her up and down, she was reassured. Apparently, the flirty short skirt and lacy camisole did the trick. The five inch platform sandals were over the top, but she�d seen the way Jake looked at her red stilettos. Clearly, the guy liked women in sexy shoes.
He stood up and slowly walked toward her. His penetrating blue gaze held her as tightly as if he held her in his arms. His voice was low, seductive.
�Have I told you how beautiful you are, Lexie?�
She tried to appear nonchalant, but her stammer gave her away.
�Yes. Um�yes, you have, Jake. But�but thank you.�
He stood a few feet away from her, a slight flush rising on his neck.
�And, sugar, I thought that Thai food I picked up smelled good, but it doesn�t hold a candle compared to you.�
He raked his eyes over her.
�How about we eat first and then decide what we want to do with the rest of the night?�
Lexie felt her face flame. But she managed to nod and walk by him into the kitchen.
She called out over her shoulder, �Shall we eat in front of the fire? I hate to waste it.�
�Great idea, sugar. Let me help. I just realized that neither one of us has eaten today. I hope you�re as hungry as I am.� He winked at her, underscoring the double entendre.
~~~
Jake kept up a patter of conversation throughout dinner. After they cleared away the plates and cartons, they lounged in front of the fire. Little by little, Lexie allowed herself to relax. They hadn�t had a conversation like this since that challenging night at the restaurant. She thought to herself how far they had come. She found herself telling him about the Strong Women Survive program. He asked a dozen questions, mostly interested in the kind of women she�d attracted.
�Damn, Lexie. You�re saving lives. I hope you know that.�
Remembering the faces of the women at the center, their pride in their accomplishments, let alone the skills they were learning, she nodded.
�I�I know that, Jake. I guess I should be more modest. But if you could see how far some of these women have come since I started the program, you�d be amazed.�
�Anthony told me that the FBI wanted to hire you?�
She was surprised that he knew that, but then remembered how proud Anthony had been when they approached her.
She said with a shrug. �Yes, getting my master�s degree helped, but more than anything, they wanted me to train other women. Maybe start programs like SWS around the country.
�You�re quite a woman, Alexis Beloi. No wonder Anthony was so proud of you. I know you both experienced hideous things when you were young. It�s a credit to you both what you achieved.�
She looked away, not wanting to let him see the pain on her face.
�Darlin�, just so you know, Anthony did tell me about some of the things you experienced, some of the men who took advantage of you being a kid.�
He held up his hand when she shook her head and frowned. �Hear me out, sugar. You never have to tell me a damn thing about what went on in those years that Anthony was looking for you. But if you do, if you want an understanding man who, like your brother, would kill anyone who hurt you, I�m that guy, Lexie.�
She looked down at her hands, realizing that she had ripped her napkin into small pieces. She took a deep breath and looked him in the eye.
�I�m much better than I was, Jake. Master Wan and Anthony insisted that I do counseling. And the martial arts made all the difference. I�m not defenseless any more, Jake.�
He laughed that infectious laugh that made her heart sing.
�You can say that again, sweetheart. I haven�t told you this yet because I was so goddamned angry that you went off last night by yourself, but I�ve never been more impressed with a fighter than I was watching you last night. One more thing, Lexie. I meant it when I said that if you hadn�t killed that motherfucker, I would have.�
He raised his glass and saluted her, then reached over and refilled her glass. When he turned to look at the fire, Lexie noted that the frown lines on his forehead were more pronounced. Even though he�d been talkative and a perfect dinner companion, she saw signs of distraction.
�You look tired, Jake.� When he glanced up in surprise, she added, �Maybe not tired, but you do look troubled.�
�Am I that transparent, Lexie?�
She shrugged. �You haven�t said. How did the meeting go with the generals?�
He nodded, confirming that she was on target.
�About what you�d expect. What did you call them? The �cover your ass� meetings the military are fond of? The best way to sum it up is that they pulled me off the investigation. As General Peters put it, �When I say it�s done, it�s done.�
�So�so is it over?�
Jake snorted. �Hell, no. And those fuckers damn well know it. But it�s over as far as the army is concerned.� He looked pensive.
�I can�t go into detail, Lexie, but I�m right on the edge of something that can only be termed a full scale bomb. If I�m right, it�s going to turn everything we�ve learned so far on its head. �
Lexie was shocked.
�Are you saying that that awful man didn�t kill Anthony?�
�No, darlin�, I think he did. But someone ordered him to do it.�
�Another cop? The gangs?�
He shook his head.
Her eyes widened. �Then that can only leave��
�Yeah, Lexie. You�re right. That leaves the US Army.�
�Damn, Jake.�
�Yeah, I�ve got three more pieces to fit in the puzzle. But I�m close. I hate to ask you this, Lexie, but, I�m hoping you�re willing to go back to the club tomorrow. I�m missing one critical piece that you can help me get. You won�t be alone. At least six of my men will closer to you than your shadow.�
�I�ll do whatever you ask me to do, Jake.�
~~~
They were quiet for several moments. Then Jake pinned her with a hard questioning gaze. She didn�t have to see the bulge in his pants to know what he was thinking. Taking a sip of his wine, he settled back against the sofa with a soft smile.
Lexie looked away, not ready to meet his penetrating stare. Even with the coffee table between them, she felt his looming presence. She took a deep breath to stiffen her resolve. In that moment, she knew what she would do. What she had to do.
�Jake?�
�Yeah, darlin�.�
�What I said earlier�about being a lot better than I was. I mean�about being around� men.�
He nodded encouragingly.
She met his gaze. �The counseling helped, and the martial arts. And Master Wan and Anthony��
She took a deep breath and peered at him. �But�but do you know what really helped?�
He shook his head. �No darlin�. What?��
She looked down, then peeked up at him shyly.
�You, Jake.�
His eyes narrowed and his lip curled.
�Are you telling me, Lexie, that after I threw you down on the kitchen counter last night and ravished you that you aren�t going to throw me out on my ass if I hit on you tonight?�
She swallowed hard and met his sexy smile. �No. No�.�
Her cheeks felt hot, as though she�d sat too close to the fire. She bit down on her bottom lip, trying to hide her nervousness.
�No. No, Jake. I�I liked it. A lot.�
Jake sat up straight, a serious look shutting down the twinkle in his eyes.
�Lexie, we don�t have to rush. We can take our time.�
His eyes narrowed and a wicked grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. He said in mock seriousness and jerked his head at the impressive bulge in his pants. �I think I still have a couple of days left where I can get my pants on without breaking this damn thing off.�
She smiled at his mock dismay.
�I�No, Jake. I don�t want to wait.�
~~~
Jake�s heart tripped a beat. Caution tugged at him, reminding him he had to go slow. Yeah, she was hot. Christ, the look in her eyes, the flush on her cheeks and chest practically screamed, �take me�. Damn, there wasn�t a thing he would rather do. But this was Lexie. He knew in his gut that last night was the first time she�d let a man near her. He grimaced. �Let� a man near her? Hell, he�d all but laid her out on the counter and took her. Ravished wasn�t too strong a word. No, he had to be responsible. But tell that to his dick. Iron hard didn�t begin to describe the bulge in his trousers. Nope, he�d teased his irresponsible member about up to the limit. With a sigh, he knew there was no turning back.
His concerns melted in a puddle of good intentions shot to hell when he saw the look on her face. The glint in her eyes said it all.
She stood up and put her hands on her hips. Her voice was sultry.
�You teased me last night, Jake. Drove me crazy. Then you stopped, left me at a fever pitch mumbling something about being honorable.�
She grinned and tapped her finger against her cheek thoughtfully, frowning, as though contemplating her options.
�Do you know what I think you need, Jake? What I should do for you? In the spirit of turnabout is fair play?�
He managed to choke out a reasonably cool response.
�Hmm. No, darlin�, I don�t know. What should you do for me? What do I need?�
�I think I owe you a dance, Jake.�
He flinched at the rush of sensation that swamped him. No need to wonder where it came to rest. His throbbing member threatened to weep if it didn�t get relief soon.
Jake sat up straight, encouraged by the saucy look in her eyes and drawled, �Well, I hadn�t thought of that, Lexie. But now that you mention it, I think that�s exactly what I need, among other things.�
She tossed her head and flounced over to the stereo. Rifling through a stack of CDs, she called over her shoulder, �How about you get up and sit in that chair. And, Jake? Relax. This isn�t going to hurt a bit.�
He laughed out loud and moved to the chair, never taking his eyes off her tight round ass and those killer legs.
She gave an affirmative murmur.
�Hmm, this might be just what I am looking for.�
She leaned back against the cabinet and quirked a brow.
�What do you know? Who would have thought a big tough guy like you, Jake, would have Donna Summers Love to love you. Baby? I thought only deprived women got off to this.�
Jake wasn�t surprised that his voice had dropped an octave. �No, sugar, I think that track qualifies as an equal opportunity jerk off--all sixteen minutes of it.�





Chapter 30

Lexie moved slowly, letting the music inch its way through her body. Catching the throb of the beat, she gave in to the heat and focused on Jake. He�d leaned back in his chair, as though following her admonition to relax. His tight jaw and flashing eyes belied his casual pose. His gorgeous face and body sent shivers of excitement through her core. She sighed, relieved. So this is what it felt like to dance for a man who just happened to be the most beautiful, sexy man she�d ever known. She gave herself over to the joy of pleasing him.
She raised her arms above her head and began to switch her hips from side to side in a sultry circle. She moved closer to him, smiling broadly at his soft groan. His lips pressed in a firm line. She ran her hands over her flat stomach, then made a production of sliding her fingers slowly over her camisole, until she reached the swell of her breasts. Holding the overflowing mounds in her hands, she pushed them toward him. Her nipples contracted, pressing against the flimsy material of her lacy bra under her camisole. At his sharp intake of a breath, she whirled away from him, flipping up the back of her short flirty skirt.
His muttered, �Damn� confirmed that he had seen the red and black garter high on her firm thigh. She wore garters the way other women wore jewelry. There was something about a fancy strip of lace encircling her thighs that had always intrigued her, especially when they matched her lacy panties or more often her thong. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Jake�s eyes widen and a lascivious grin spread across his face. Now she knew why she loved fancy lingerie. She did it to claim her sexuality, to make it her own. But seeing the open lust on Jake�s face, she had another reason. To make him want her way she wanted him.
She pranced away from him and kicked her leg high in the air, revealing her provocative black panties cut high on her butt. Smiling at his rumbled expletive, she hopped up on the coffee table, putting the top of her thighs at his eye level. She reached her hands over her head and swayed in a tantalizing circle, ratcheting up her writhing movements as the tempo swelled. Sauntering toward the edge of the table, her hands perched on her hips, she focused on the growing bulge in his trousers. She ran her tongue over her lips in a provocative swipe, then gave him a saucy wink.
He choked on his laugh and his face reddened. She laughed a soft tinkling peal when he adjusted his trouser with a corresponding wink. As the music drew to a close, she spun in a slow circle, then dropped to her hands and knees and crawled toward him switching her butt from side to side like a sinuous cat. With a sigh, she lowered herself flat on her stomach and kicked her legs up behind her butt. As the music stopped, she propped her chin in her hands and gave him a demure smile.
~~~
Jake groaned as he moved toward her. She laid there on the table her chin propped in her hands, nonchalantly kicking her legs. She was the perfect picture of innocence. If it wasn�t for her dancing eyes, mischievous smile--and her skirt tossed up over her butt.
He wanted nothing more than to roll her over on her back and take her. He didn�t know how he�d made it through her provocative dance. Every twisting turn of her round ass and curvy hips drove his lust to a fever pitch. Hell, when she licked her lips and practically dared him, it was all he could do not to yank off his jeans, drag out his prick, and tell her to have at it.
But under that outrageous display of wanton sexuality, he knew that there was an untried woman with hideous memories buried deep. And there was a bigger problem than her past. That was him. He was a rough lover, a demanding lover. Let�s face it, he was an adrenalin junkie. Sex and battling the bad guys were his outlets. In an odd way, he sensed that even with her past, Lexie was a lot like him. The way she�d surrendered to the handcuffs, let him hover over her in the dojo, made him think she might be the perfect partner for him. A strong woman so beautiful that she took his breath away, and one who would let him love her in the ways his body craved.
Jake decided he may as well find out now, while he still had enough control to stop if he scared her. Or if she was horrified by his needs. He studied her for a moment letting his gaze wander over her outstretched form. A faint twinge of unease clouded her lovely face and his dick jerked appreciatively at her nervousness. Without speaking, he strode over to the stereo cabinet and dug through his collection of CDs. He grinned when he saw one that caught his mood and inserted it in the disc player. His collection was rife with sexually suggestive music, but none topped that golden oldie, You Can Leave Your Hat On. Picking up the remote, he ambled back to his chair and sunk down. Leaning back, he crossed one leg over the other and gave her a casual grin.
Lexie perched on the low table in a cross legged position speaking to years of mediation practice. An uncertain frown pinched her brows.
�That was beautiful, Lexie. You took my fucking breath away. I�ve never been so turned on in my life.�
Her tentative smile egged him on.
�Stand up darlin�.� He motioned to a place in front of him. �Come over here. Right there,� he said pointing at the spot he�d indicated.
She hesitated for a moment, then smiled shyly and walked toward him. When she got closer, he shook his head.
�Uh uh. Stand there, sugar, where I can see you. I�m thinking I need a little more entertainment.�
She walked to where he pointed and stood still. For a moment, he thought that she might resist. But then she shrugged and said with a teasing smirk, �Getting into the lap dance mode, Jake?�
�Oh, yeah. And then some.�
He narrowed his gaze allowing his eyes to drift over her beautiful body, a body that had way too many clothes on it.
�Lexie. Take off your clothes.�
He reveled in her startled gasp, then the flash of excitement in her eyes.
�And, honey, in lieu of a hat, you can leave those �fuck me� shoes on.�
He clicked on the remote.
Lexie stared at him, then closed her eyes and whimpered when Joel Cocker�s sexy voice rumbled �Baby, take off your coat, real slow.�
Jake chuckled at her reaction. He crooned, �That�s right, baby. But you can leave your shoes on,� mimicking the instructions of You Can Leave Your Hat On.�
If he�d had any concerns about her reaction to his outrageous command, it was lost when she threw him a daring smile as she twisted away from him. She stood with her back to him then with slow sinuous movements, she eased her camisole over her head. With a saucy grin over her shoulder, she tossed it to him. He caught it and held it in his lap. When she turned in a slow circle to face him, he gasped at the sight of her black lace bra. A miracle of engineering, it dangerously pushed up her lush pale globes, but miraculously kept them from spilling over the top. Through the lacy fabric, he could see her pointed pink nipples hardening before his eyes. Her soft moan echoed his. Struggling to quash the rush of sensations threatening to render him speechless, he motioned to her skirt. His voice was a husky rasp. �Now, take off your skirt.�
She sauntered closer and slowly unbuttoned her skirt, then slid her hands under the clingy fabric. In exaggerated movements matching the silky tones of Joel Cocker�s husky croon, she slid her skirt over her curvy hips, then stopped when it reached the top of her panties.
Jake swallowed hard then motioned wordlessly to her to remove it. She closed her eyes, her dark lashes fanned against her cheeks. Inch by inch, she eased it down over the silk of her panties letting it slide to the floor.
Jake�s chest tightened, choking off his breath. The skimpy �meant to entice� black bra and panties looked even more risqu� in concert with the wicked garter cinching her glorious thigh.
He murmured, �Not sure my heart can take it, darlin�, but that bra needs to go.�
She flushed a rosy pink and gnawed on her lower lip. Her smile was tenuous, but she tossed her head and slowly flicked the clasp on the front of the lacy structure. Just as it opened, she turned her back to him and let the bra slide to the floor.
He growled. �Look at me.�
In what seemed like a lifetime, she turned to face him. Without instruction, she lifted her beautiful breasts toward him, a luscious offering. Her soft pink nipples hardened to firm buds.
His command was more a rasp than a request.
�Touch them, Lexie. The way I did last night. Make your nipples hard for me.�
She started and her eyes widened. Her flush deepened. She closed her eyes for a spilt second as she grasped the sensitive nubs between her fingers and thumb.
Jake didn�t know whose groan was more intense, his or hers.
Not relying on his voice, he pointed soundlessly to her panties. Once again, she turned away from him, but this time she bent over at her waist, a challenging move that had him gripping the arms of the chair struggling to control his breath.
In that provocative position, Lexie eased the fabric over her curvy ass, giving him a full glimpse of soft round cheeks and the enticing crevice splitting them. Again without his instruction, she turned to face him. She slid the panties down her legs and daintily stepped out of them. When she stood upright, he gasped at the sight of her bare mound with a narrow landing strip of soft golden hair pointing the way to the treasure trove below. His breath nearly strangled him.
�Jesus God, Lexie. You�you are bare.�
She lifted her chin.
�An occupational necessity, Jake. You�ve seen the costumes we wear at Senora Travieste. �Besides,� she added with a shy smile, �I�I like it like this.�
She held his gaze, then tossed the black lace panties to him. Jake caught them in one hand. With a low grunt, he held the damp lace to his face, breathing in deep. Inhaling the sweet spicy smell of her musk threatened his control. Lost in the heady fragrance, he looked up and choked at the sight.
Lexie stood before him, a pale lovely statue, naked except for the black and red garter cinching her thigh and her five inch high platform sandals. Her hair hung loose, a cascade of gold down her back. Gnawing on her bottom lip, her expression was a mix of anxious excitement. She tossed her head, a brazen move, but her tremulous quaver gave away her nervousness.
�Am� I�okay?�
Jake�s cock throbbed so painfully, he wasn�t sure he could stand. Tears stung his eyes. He stood back from her, frozen, too overwhelmed to move, to touch her.
He managed to murmur. �Lexie, you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. If I died at this moment, there wouldn�t be an angel in heaven that compares to you.�
She swallowed hard. With a slight quaver she lifted her chin and met his gaze.
�Jake, can I�can I undress you?�
Relief flooded him at her nervous attempt to turn the tables. His excitement flared.
�Yeah, darlin�, you sure as hell can.�
He toed off his boots and tossed his socks across the room. He stepped up next to her and spread his arms wide, an open invitation. He grinned at her.
�Have at it, sugar.�
She reached down and pulled his t-shirt out of his waistband, slowly scrabbling it up and over his chest. He ducked down so that she could pull it over his head. Like he had done, she held the fabric to her nose and breathed deep. Her face flushed at the smell. She stared at his chest and ran her fingers over the taut muscles. Jake watched her eyes widen and knew why he practiced martial arts twenty five hours a week.
Burying her fingers in the curly hair on his chest, she looked up at him with a dazed expression and whispered, �You are beautiful, Jake. The most gorgeous man I�ve ever seen.�
Biting on her lip, the nervous gesture he�d come to crave, she slipped the buckle prong out of the holes. With a quick swipe, she yanked the belt out of the loops. Swinging the belt in her hand, she looked up at him with a teasing smile.
�Maybe I should hang on to this--in case I need it�later.�
The saucy remark almost did him in. His dick jerked to attention. His voice was soft with the trace of a threat. �I like that idea, sugar. It might come in handy, depending on how well behaved you are.�
He smiled inwardly, thrilled at the flash of excitement in her eyes.
Her slender fingers tussled with the clasp fastening his jeans. He always went commando, so knew this would be a quick next step. Frowning, she tried to pull his jeans down over his hips but his burgeoning erection was in the way. She flushed bright red and grimaced.
With an exasperated sigh, she pointed to the obstruction.
�I �I don�t think I can get these off over �that�.�
Jake gave her a cocky grin.
�Well, sugar, �that� is one unruly guy who�s eager to meet you. I can�t vouch for him. Can�t promise he�ll behave. But we may as well let him out. There�s no keeping him down now.�
He slid his jeans over his slim hips and stepped out of them. When he stood up, his erection jutted out, pressing up against his stomach past his navel.
Lexis eyes widened. She stepped back, pressing her fingers against her lips.
�Oh.... Oh�my.�
Jake laughed, a deep infectious sound.
He pulled her up close to him, cuddling her soft body against him. He leaned down and nibbled on her ear lobe, smiling when her body trembled wildly in response.
He whispered in her ear.
�Lexie, I want to love you, to make love to you. Yes, darlin�?�
She whimpered softly and then nodded.
�Yes. Yes, please, Jake.�
~~~
The next several hours vaulted her into a new region of time and space. Lexie knew she could never turn back, never be the damaged woman who�d only known men who were vicious, angry predators. Instead, she willingly, eagerly let Jake lead her from that hateful place to a hallowed place, shattering the ugly memories with a bomb blast of sensations.
She knew that Jake would be a masterful lover, but nothing prepared her for the way he catapulted her into an erotic wonderland. His knowing hands, fingers, and tongue aroused sensuous hideaways that she didn�t know she had. Within minutes of scooping her up in his arms, he�d marched into the bedroom, stripped off the duvet, and laid her on the stark white sheets. He gazed at her the way a marauding warlord would look at a virginal sacrifice. The open lust in his eyes excited her and she found herself opening to him in a way that should have shocked her, but didn�t.
It was a space devoid of rational thought chased away by rioting sensations. Over and over, he whispered to her. �Don�t think, Lexie. Just feel.�
And she did. At first she was horrified when he insisted that he see, touch, taste, and smell her most intimate places. But he breached every defense she mounted. Not with force, but with glorious sensations. Who knew that the back of her knees were an erogenous zone, or that when he licked the pulse on her throat her breasts would swell. And her breasts! Good God, to think that she�d had these extraordinary sex organs all her life and had never known that his skilled tongue and teeth and vigorous suckling could bring her to an orgasm the likes of which she�d never imagined.
And then there were the orgasms. Last night, when he�d thrown her down on the counter, Jake had given her the first ever orgasm she�d ever had. But then he�d pulled back. Not tonight. He seemed determined that she would orgasm, not once or twice, but over and over. She demurred, begged him to let her breathe, protesting that it wasn�t possible to come again so soon. But he put a lie to her words. Again and again in the most impossible ways, he milked waves of excruciating pleasure from every part of her body.
His wicked whispers were as exciting as his touch. In his dark sexy voice, he described intimate parts of her body. She�d never dreamed his dirty, provocative words would be erotic, but they sent clamoring sensations bombarding through her. He whispered the outrageous things he would do to her, with toys and props she�d never imagined. Rather than frightening her, his shocking suggestions titillated her and drove her higher and higher up a pathway of fiery sensations.
She whimpered and moaned. At times, she wailed, stunned that the panting gasps and shrieks of agonized need came from her. At each sound, he urged her higher, not letting her stop until she exploded in a tsunami of pleasure.
His body was a stunning male masterpiece. The iron hard flex of his muscles, his impossibly huge erection should have terrified her. At first, it did. But somehow his skillful fingers and tongue drew copious amount of liquid from her intimate folds. When he finally entered her, she thought she might die from the pleasure. He was gentle, encouraging, easing the entry, but she refused to compromise. Fiercely hungry for his huge aggressive body, she begged him to fill her, not to hold back. When he let go and thrust impossibly deep inside her with a harsh animal roar, she knew she would spend a lifetime exploring this erotic playground with this man she loved.
Many hours later, he pushed the hair back from her face, then washed her face as though she was a child, planting kisses everywhere he touched. He washed the sweat from between her breasts, then carefully cleaned their combined juices from her succulent folds. His gentle ministrations to her sensitized body elicited renewed moans of pleasure. All the while, he crooned loving words of praise for her body, her spirit and the way she let him love her. She fell into a deep exhausted sleep, nestled in the safety of his strong arms, knowing that nothing and no one could ever take this away from her.








Chapter 31

�That�s her! The sister! Quick! It�s the dead guy�s sister! Get the blond!�
As she climbed out of her Camaro, a stampede of fanatical news people swarmed her, determined to get their quote, no matter who they ran down in the process. A pack of rabid braying hyenas smelling carrion at the side of the road, they shoved microphones and cameras in her face. Within seconds, Brady, Clint, and six other members of the team barreled through the crowd forming a phalanx of burley men around her. Their fierce glares stopped even the most zealous of the newsmen.
They knew entering the club would be a challenge. They�d already agreed this was her last night at the club. They�d hoped she could keep her identity secret one more night. No such luck. Some enterprising newsperson had discovered who she was and the word that they had a new �victim� to exploit created a frenzy.
Inside the club, the bouncers joined the protective squad and summarily ejected any customers with the rabid stench of a news person.
Once inside, Lexie focused on her mission for the night. Her goal was to learn what Sergio knew. Jake was convinced the club owner wasn�t a principle in the drug operation, but needed to know his role and what he knew about the mastermind of the operation. Sergio�s message on Lexie�s cell phone gave her an excuse to talk with him. But they�d agreed she was not to see him alone.
Manual, one of the bouncer�s, who had an obvious crush on her, caught up with her after she�d served a table and was heading back to the bar.
�Boss wants to see you, sweet cheeks.�
She frowned.
�I can�t, Manuel. I have four full tables. If I leave now, there�ll be a riot.�
The heavy set Hispanic man sneered. �Let �em try. I�ve been wantin� to kick some serious ass after that scene in the parking lot. You better get in there, sweet stuff. The boss ain�t the nicest guy under the best of circumstances. And, honey, these last couple of days he�s been anything but.�
Lexie hesitated, then decided to take him in her confidence. She�d promised Jake that she wouldn�t go anywhere by herself, but neither Brady nor Clint were in sight.
�I can�t, Manuel. I� I have to have someone with me.�
�Will I do?�
Lexie breathed a sigh of relief when she heard Clint�s firm voice.
Manuel looked him up and down. He must have seen something in the mild mannered man in the sports coat that made him pull back and settle for throwing him a hostile glare.
�What are you? Protection for sweet cheeks?� When Clint merely nodded, Manuel grunted, �How many of you are there? �
Clint�s quiet voice was laced with steel. �Enough.�
Manuel mumbled under breath. �You better hope so, dude. There�s a pack of trouble coming little sunshine�s way tonight, if what I hear is true. And it starts right here with the boss.�
He flung open the door.
�Here she is, Boss. But she ain�t alone��
Sergio glanced up, his swarthy face twisting with anger. He looked past her, glowering at Clint.
�Who the hell are you, her guard dog?�
Clint smiled slightly, his calm demeanor a striking contrast to the furious man glaring at him.
�Yes, I am here to protect Sarah Jane from the mad dogs surrounding your establishment. In the event you have not looked outside, your waitresses are passing through a veritable gauntlet to enter the club.�
Sergio eyed him, a deep red flush marking his dark skin.
�Cut the bullshit, asshole.�
He whirled on Lexie.
�Do you think I don�t know who you are? That I haven�t known since you flaunted that sexy ass of yours up on the bar? To get my attention? To make me hire you?�
His voice rose to shrill heights. �You think I don�t know who Jake Gardner is?� His voice dropped to a sneer.
�You ain�t fooling nobody, sweetheart. That little charade you�re playin�? Pretending to be on the outs with that big shot hero guy? Hell, if you two are fighting, I�d hate to see you when you�re making up! I know whose woman you are. Everyone in this whole goddamn town knows whose woman you are.�
Lexie saw the spit forming angry bubbles in the corner of his mouth. His eyes were red rimmed, the pouches under them swollen. He looked like he�d been crying. The half empty bottle of tequila on the desk spoke to the empties piled in the waste paper basket next to the desk. Six shot glasses were lined up like soldiers on parade waiting for their next order.
Bolstered by Clint�s strong presence, Lexie tried to reduce the tension, to reach the angry man.
�If you knew who I was, Sergio, why did you play along?�
�Because, pretty lady, I was doing the same damn thing you are and what that fuckin� brother of yours was doing. Trying to find out how much you knew about what�s goin� on.�
She kept her voice calm when her chest tightened painfully at his reference to Anthony.
�What is going on, Sergio. Where do you fit in this illegal drug running operation?�
When he didn�t answer, she took a chance. �Bella told me you�re not involved, just taking a payoff to stay out of the way.�
Her question hit the bull�s eye. At the mention of Bella�s name, Sergio�s face crumpled, as though the bones that should have held it together went on hiatus.
He ran his hands through his tangled black hair, further adding to his drunken, disheveled appearance.
With shaking hands, he filled a shot glass full of tequila, sloshing at least as much over the papers on his desk. Tossing it back, the look he threw her was ripe with pain. His voice was an agonized whisper.
�He killed her. Tortured her. Cut her up. My Bella. My beautiful Bella.�
His voice broke, caught in a harsh sob.
Lexie swallowed hard. At Clint�s imperceptible nod, she pressed. Vaulted
�I know that, Sergio. Bella was my friend. I know you loved her and that she loved you.�
She leaned forward in her chair and appealed to him.
�You�re right, Sergio. We�re working to find my brother�s killer and now Bella�s. Help us, Sergio. Don�t let them get away with it. We both know Walter Cochran wasn�t smart enough to mastermind this operation. You know that, Sergio. If Walt killed Anthony and Bella, he did it because someone ordered him to.�
She waited until he looked up at her, sure that she had his attention.
�Who are they, Sergio? Who attacked me last night in the alley? And who ordered Walt to kill Bella?�
Sergio shook his head as if he hadn�t heard her. He quaffed another glass of tequila and peered at her through bleary eyes.
He mumbled, �I warned her. I tried to tell her who those guys are. What they�re capable of. Fuck! Why do you think I wouldn�t work with them? I told her not to get uppity. Those guys don�t like uppity broads. She wouldn�t listen. I told we could make more on the sidelines then we ever could in the center. And it would be safe.� He groaned. �She would have been safe. But she wouldn�t listen. She was too smart, too greedy for her own good.�
Lexie went for the juggler.
�She didn�t deserve it, Sergio. No one deserves to be cut up like an animal at slaughter. This is as much about you, Sergio, as it was about Bella. They�re warning you, Sergio. Telling you what will happen if you get out of line.�
He buried his head in his hands and sobbed audibly.
Lexie walked over and put her hands on the desk and leaned over close to him.
�Help me, Sergio, please? Tell me who they are.�
Sergio shook his head. �I don�t know. The suppliers who come once a month are all foreigners. Come from Afghanistan, some from Chechnya. Bringing in the finest dust I�ve ever seen. Our local gangs are amazed, willing to buy it at an inflated price it�s so good.
Lexie pushed.
�But the man, Sergio, the man they call the Boss. Who is he?�
He whined, �I told you I don�t know. I�ve never met him. Neither did Bella. But she told me two nights ago that she�d told Walt that she wanted to meet him. She was sure she could wiggle her way to the top.�
He shook his head with a sob.
�The only thing I can tell you and you can take it to the man you�re shackin� with. Tell him he needs to look a lot closer to home. There ain�t no gang around here that has as big a reach as the U. S. Army. And that fucker, the Boss, he�s high enough up the totem pole that it�s gonna take a crane to blast him out of there. You know how them grunts protect one another? When your man finds him, tell him to cut off the bastard�s prick and feed it to him. And then cut him in pieces the way he did��
Lexie put her hands over her ears. She couldn�t bear to hear how Bella and Anthony died. She was saved when the door burst open. A grim faced Brady charged in, Manuel and two other bouncers at his heels.
Brady glared at the drunken man with tears running down his face.
He snapped. �Too bad you didn�t care enough to kick the fuckers out of here. Instead, you gave them a base to house their illegal enterprise.� Glancing back at the cadre of bouncers forming at the door, he turned on Sergio. �For what it�s worth, you�re better off siccing your hound dogs on the drug dealers you�re hiding than us. In about five minutes this place is gonna be swarmin� with military police and a few dozen squads from the YPD. You�re gonna find out, there�s no such thing as an arm�s length relationship in a drug operation this big. The only thing difference between you and the guys who are running it is that you�re an even bigger coward. And, you fuckin� asshole, I hope you go to your grave knowing that your woman was chopped to death because you were too cowardly to protect her.�
In the chaos that followed, Brady motioned to Clint and Lexie to follow him. He ran down the hallway to the back alley.
��Hurry. Got a text from the big guy. It�s who he thought it was.�
As they entered the alley, Brady turned to them his expression sharp, tight with concern.
�Unfortunately, the son of a bitch is already on his way out there. So much for promising to wait for us. I�ve alerted our contact at the base and the YPD. They�ll be right behind us.�
Lexie�s heart pounded with fear at the expression on Brady�s face.
�When did you get the message?�
�Ten minutes ago.� Brady�s voice was clipped.
Lexie dashed across the alley to where they�d moved her Camaro. She shouted at them over her shoulder, �My Camaro will be faster than the Jeep. I shoved a change of clothes in the trunk. Brady, you drive while I change.�
�Whoa! Hold up a minute there, hotshot.� Brady caught up with her and yanked her back. �Uh uh, doll face. Not a chance. Jake would feed our pricks to us if we let you come with us. Sorry, honey. This mission is gender specific. A dick is required equipment.�
Lexie jerked her arm free, seething. �Fuck you, Brady. I�m going with or without you. Decide. Remember, Jake briefed all of us. The team, remember? He gave us two locations, depending on who the Boss turned out to be. Now we know and that�s where this team is going.�
Brady put up his hand, his face white with anger. To Lexie�s surprise, Clint stepped in.
�She�s right, Brady. This is a team effort. She�s part of the team.�
Brady scowled, �Damn, Clint. Jake�ll kill us if we let her come.�
Lexie pierced him with an icy glare.
�Our commander is in danger, Brady, and is counting on his team for support. So are you going to stand there with your finger up your butt arguing with me or are we gonna haul ass and go help him?�
Brady ran his fingers through his blond waves with an aggrieved sigh. �Damn, Lexie. I wonder if Jake has any idea what he�s gotten himself into.�
He growled. �Fine, like I have a choice. Give me the fucking keys.�
As they roared down the highway, Lexie wriggled out of her sexy costume, dragging on her dark grey sweats. She tied her hair up in a ponytail and pulled a Giants cap low over her eyes, yanking her long blond tail through the hole in the back. Reaching into her bag, she pulled out her 9mm Glock and tested the safety.
Clint jumped at the click, his eyes widening in shock.
�Damn, Lexie, do you know how to use that thing?�
She tossed her head. �Do you think my brother would give me a gun and not teach me how to use it?� She tucked the gun in the back of her waistband. She reached in her duffle bag and pulled out her kama blade. She stuck it in her boot holster and grinned at Clint, enjoying the shock on his face.
�I�m almost as good with the gun as I am with this, Clint. Don�t worry, man, I�ve got your back.�
Brady guffawed, apparently over his pique at her insisting she come with them.
�Hell, Clint, you saw what she did to that haji yesterday. I�m starting to agree with you. She may be our strongest weapon yet.�
Lexie�s chest tightened. All the humor suddenly seemed irrelevant. For the first time, she allowed herself to focus on the fact that Jake had gone off on his own to take down the mastermind of a multi-billion dollar international drug ring.
~~~
Building on the work that Anthony had done, the pieces had fallen into place. He�d combed over Anthony�s reports. Much of the time, Anthony was talking in code, some of which Chief Burton understood, some Jake told him. It was so like Anthony; didn�t trust a fucking soul until he had all the pieces. The hardest thing for Jake was what must have agonized Anthony. That it was one of their own. And for Anthony, it must have been a double challenge accepting not only was the army involved but so was the YPD.
The first brick in the wall was the report from Dr. Chang. He confirmed that the shit that was coming in droves was not local. What few people knew was that every drug had its own unique stamp, as detailed as a genealogy chart. Dr. Chang confirmed that the high quality heroin was being imported from Central Asia, specifically from Afghanistan. There was only one way shipments the size that they were seeing could be coming to a place like Yuma. It required an organization with a built in transport capacity. Like the
U. S. Army.
After he met with Dr. Chang, Jake kept ploughing through the clues. The next step was the most critical. It was the difference between success or failure. He�d met with each of the two men with enough moxie to mastermind an operation this big. As he had all his life, he trusted the signals on the back of his neck when they fingered the culprit, gratified that his gut hadn�t let him down.
Laying on the ground, confident that his camouflage protected him from sight, he texted Brady the prearranged signal. Both Brady and Clint would be mad as hell he hadn�t waited for then. But given the massive activity already underway at the base following his bombshell, he knew that they had precious little time before the mastermind knew he�d been found out. His night vision goggles allowed him to survey the impressive grounds. It was eerily quiet. Jake could only hope that meant the guy was as cocky as ever. That he was alone, certain that he had covered his tracks and sent his goons to help unload the transport.
Jake inched forward, following his carefully conceived plan. Too late, he heard a twig snap. The pinch on the back of his neck was all too familiar. As was the crashing numbness flooding him. Wasn�t the first time he�d been hit with an ampi loaded dart. The first time was in Columbia and it damn near killed him. His last conscious thought was that he sure hoped that Brady got his message and, most important, that the men came alone, leaving Lexie protected as he�d ordered them to.




Chapter 32

Jake groaned at the sharp pain in his ribs. The ugly laugh from the burly man hovering over him when he kicked him again confirmed the source. Jake�s only thought was that at least he was alive, barely. Trussed up like a pig on a spit, he couldn�t feel his hands or feet. From past experience, he knew the drug wore off in stages. He thought with a grimace that, for now at least, the numbness was a blessing. Tasting the blood in his mouth, he could only imagine the fun that they had with him before they tied him up.
�That�s enough, Behnam. I want him alive and fully conscious. It would be a shame if he misses any of the delights I have prepared for him.�
Jake followed the voice to see Dirk sitting behind his impressive carved mahogany desk. The smirk on his face and demonic gleam in his eyes confirmed that this was a moment he�d been waiting for.
Steepling his hands in front of him, Dirk sneered. �Of course, a dose that should have put you down for at least an hour is already wearing off. Naturally, the mighty Jake Gardner would recover more quickly than the rest of us mere human beings.�
He barked a short laugh.
�You may soon regret your superior healing powers, my friend. A little numbness might be useful given Behnam�s prodigious skills.�
Dirk jerked his head at the two goons beside him.
�Bring him over here and tie him to this pillar,� He said, pointing to one of the columns on the archway.
�I want him standing up straight, fully exposed. Knowing you two,� he said grinning at the baboons next to Jake, �The larger the canvas you have to work on, the more impressive your torturous masterpiece.�
Jake stifled the groans that hovered in his throat as they secured him to the post. For as long as he could, he refused to let Dirk know the pain that was racking his body. Knowing that his only hope was staying alive until his men got here, he decided to engage Dirk, knowing the man�s hatred was so intense that he needed the opportunity to crow over his victory. The next words out of Dirk�s mouth confirmed his assessment.
�Humor me, Jake. What was the giveaway? The final clue? Tell me, how you knew that it was me?�
Jake willed his mouth to fill with spit, refusing to speak in anything less than his normal voice.
�Truthfully, Dirk, it was Anthony who put most of the pieces together. He figured out early on who Walt was. But he didn�t stop there. A third rate evidence clerk hiding in the basement of the YPD wasn�t capable of pulling off this enterprise. Anthony�s biggest insight was tracing the dust. We both spent enough time in Afghanistan to hear the raves about the quality of the opium. Once he determined the source, it was an easy step to trace it to the base.�
�So Beloi figured all that out. Why didn�t the YPD act on it.�
Jake shrugged, wincing at the pain the small gesture caused in his neck.
�Anthony was a secretive son of a bitch. Never trusted anyone. He made his notes in code. I guess your real downfall, Dirk, was that that you were unlucky enough to draw me into the mix. Unlikely that anyone else would have figured out Anthony�s notes.�
Dirk�s face twisted in an ugly grin.
�Ah, my friend, we will wait to decide which of us will experience a �downfall�.�
Dirk pursed his lips, and made a production of lighting a slim Cuban cigar. Blowing the aromatic smoke high in the air, he grimaced at Jake through half lidded eyes.
�But, Jake, that�s not enough. If Beloi knew all that, he would have gone to his superiors. Even that clown of a police chief might have been able to figure out the rest.�
Jake shrugged again, prepared for the stabbing pain crabbing up his back.
�No, Dirk. You killed Anthony before he uncovered the source.�
�So once again it was the mighty Jake Gardner who figured out the bad guy? How, Jake?�
Jake spit out a harsh laugh.
�The last thing I want to do, Dirk, is stroke your ego. But let�s face it. It doesn�t take a genius to figure out that an enterprise this big, this multi-national, had to be the master plan of someone damned high up in the food chain. And, hell, who could be better positioned to bring in scores of illegal drugs than the guy who oversees logistics for the U.S. Army.�
Dirk puffed on his cigar, thoughtfully.
�So you didn�t buy into all my carefully planted hints that it was Mike Pierce overseeing the operation?�
�Actually, Mike helped me put the final pieces together. I met with him this morning and told him my suspicions, showed him my evidence. He followed up and tonight confirmed the information we needed to bring you down. Seems that in every post you�ve had in the last five years, the local economy has been affected by the influx of high grade dope. Mike confirmed that Yuma was only the latest of your playgrounds.�
Dirk�s face flushed an ugly red. His voice was shrill.
�That traitorous asshole. I know he hates you as much as I do, but he was still willing to work with you to bring me down?�
Jake managed a derisive nod.
�Yeah, Dirk, as much as he dislikes me, he loves the army more, refused to let a fucking scumbag like you pollute his beloved army.�
Jake groaned when the goon beside him drove one fierce punch in his gut and followed it up with a slam to his jaw.
He was gratified that Dirk�s face had paled at the knowledge that he was outed. Now to figure out how to take advantage of what, at least as far as his future was concerned, was a small victory.
Dirk�s voice had lost its swagger, but the crazed hate in his eyes blazed as bright as ever.
�You think you�ve won, Jake? Oh, no. Not this time, asshole. This time I�ve outsmarted even you. Yeah, you might have brought down the drug ring. But you and I know it�ll spring right back up within the week. I don�t give a fuck. I got what I needed. Enough money for the best plastic surgeon in the world and expensive hideaways in eight countries. In several months Dirk Reynolds will be MIA permanently.�
The manic fire in Dirk�s eyes was matched by the spittle forming in the corners of his mouth, both signs of how close he was to madness. His voice was shrill, gleeful, gloating.
�The sound of that helicopter revving up is going to take me to the plane waiting for me across the border � just outside of U. S. jurisdiction.�
Dirk glowered at him, then nodded to his goons.
�As much as I will miss watching them beat you to death, Jake, I fear I mustn�t tarry.�
He opened his desk drawer and brought out a Sig Saur. Tucking it in his shoulder holster, a hideous grin crossed his face.
�One more thing, Jake. I don�t like to fly alone. I�ve arranged to have the lovely Miss Beloi accompany me on my journey. I regret that you won�t be joining us. I had hoped that your dying moments would be filled with the sights and sounds of my fucking her in more orifices that she knew she had.�
Jake couldn�t suppress a harsh cry. �No! God, no!�
�Ah, yes, Jake. My minions are bringing her now.� He glanced at his phone. �They should be here any minute.�
~~~
�Actually, I chose to come with a different escort,� a cool voice said from the doorway.
In the seconds that followed, a blast of gunshots ricocheted around the room. The goons beside him dropped first. As Dirk recovered from his momentary shock and drew his gun, pointing it at Jake, a flash of steel flew across the room, landing in Dirks� throat. But not before he fired his gun.
The last thing Jake knew before blessed unconsciousness deadened the driving pain in his chest was that Lexie was here. Dammit, someone was going to pay through his ass for disobeying his orders.





Chapter 33

Lexie rushed to his side, her heart in her throat. She cried out, �Help me! Help me get him down. Oh, God. Please, somebody help me!�
�I�ve got, him, Lexie. Stand back, honey, let me get him on the floor.�
Lexie watched in horror as Clint lowered Jake to the ground. Jerking off his jacket, Clint pressed it against the blood pouring out of the wound on Jake�s chest.
�He�s not breathing! Clint, he�s not breathing!� Lexie screamed.
The rush of footsteps and men�s voices filled the room.
�Medic, over here! Now!� Brady�s cry was as fierce as hers.
Terrified, Lexie fought against Brady�s arms pulling her back, out of the way of the two young men in uniform who knelt down beside Jake�s unmoving body. His skin was deathly pale.
The first man jerked back his stethoscope and said. �It got his lung.�
�No, God, no!� Lexie shrieked.
To her horror, the second young man opened his case and took out a tube like instrument with a sharp blade on the end. Drawing back his hand, he stabbed the blade into Jake�s chest.
The blood rushing in her ears drowned out the sound of her screams as the panic overtook her. First Anthony and now Jake, dead.
As the room spun in crazy quilt circles around her, she cried out, her voice a keening wail, �No! No! No!�
From miles away, she heard Brady�s shout. �No, Lexie! He�s alive. He�s still alive.�
Knowing that he was lying, she gave into the dark waters that swallowed her up drowning out everything except the knowledge that first Anthony and now Jake was dead.
~~~
�Lexie, please, drink this. C�mon, hotshot, you need to drink something.� Brady added, �Please, Lexie, at least let me help you wash off this blood.� His voice was pained, �Honey, you�ve got Jake�s blood all over your shirt.�
She shoved Brady�s hand away and continued to stare at the floor. She�d counted all the holes in the acoustical ceiling tiles and was working on the brown spots in the linoleum. It was an old trick she�d learned years ago when the present was too horrifying to bear and she couldn�t physically escape.
Brady�s voice cut through her focused task.
�Lexie, it�s the surgeon.�
She looked up to see the stern man in a knee length white coat standing in front of them. Several other men and one woman in similar garb crowded behind him.
Her chest clenched. Brady grabbed one of her arms in a tight grip, Clint took hold of the other. The three of them rose to their feet.
�I�m Dr. Simpson. You are?�
Brady spoke, �Lt. Colonel Schaefer, Major Morrison, Alexis Beloi, Sgt. Anthony Beloi�s sister.�
The grim grey haired surgeon didn�t waste words. �Folks, I�m not going to sugar coat it. Colonel Gardner is in critical condition. But he is alive. It was touch and go for much of the surgery. At one point, we lost him, but he battled back. He�s as strong a man as I�ve seen. The bullet missed his aorta by less than an inch. It�s a hell of good thing that his assailant missed his mark. With a better aim, we wouldn�t be having this conversation.� He peered at Lexie. �I understand it was your knife that brought down the guy who shot him. You saved Col. Gardner�s life, Miss Beloi.�
Ignoring his praise, Lexie was startled at the sound of her voice. She sounded like a wounded animal. �Will he live?�
Dr. Simpson held her gaze.
�The next several hours are critical. We�ll know more then.�
~~~
Three days later, Lexie rested her head on the bed, her hand on his thigh. She hadn�t left his side since they�d moved him from intensive care. To rest his heart, the doctors had put him in a drug induced coma. They�d stopped the drugs several hours ago and expected him to wake up at any moment. According to the surgeons, once he woke, it would be just a matter of time until he was sitting up in bed and even walking with help.
Looking at the pale man lying in the narrow bed, Lexie marveled that he was still beautiful. His three day beard growth highlighted the pallor of his skin, but made him look more gruffly potent, if possible. Even swathed in bulky bandages, with tubes in his chest, IV�s strung to his arm, and sensors attached to every part of his body, he was still powerful, powerful enough to survive an assault that would have been fatal to anyone without his reserves.
The clicks and suction sounds from the various machines underscored the monotonous beeps confirming that his heart was beating strong.
Knowing that he would be awake at any time, Lexie strengthened her resolve. For seventy-two hours, she�d sat by his bedside, leaving only to go to the bathroom. She couldn�t remember the last thing that she ate. She didn�t change out of her blood stained clothes until the doctors confirmed that there was a one hundred percent chance that he would recover.
Looking in the bathroom mirror, she was shocked at her appearance. Her hair fastened in a tight ponytail hung limply down her back. Her eyes took up a third of her face and threatened to take over the rest. The deep hollows in her cheeks put her high cheekbones in sharp relief and accentuated her pallor. If she�d had any pride left, her appearance would have cinched her resolve. But that wasn�t necessary. She knew what she had to do. Now.
What few minutes of sleep her exhausted body grabbed over the last three days were shattered by the ghastly dreams. The images were always the same. Anthony�s tortured corpse flared up in all its hideousness, only to morph into Jake�s blood stained body. The images swirled together until they completed one gruesome whole. When she could no longer tell them apart, she woke with tears streaming down her face soundlessly sobbing into the pillow by his head.
She�d stopped examining her decision. No longer listened to the fierce woman inside her begging her not to be a coward, to be brave, strong. But she�d made up her mind. She couldn�t live with the terror of knowing that at any minute he could lose him. She�d rather live her life numb than face the pain of losing him. For that reason, she had to go.
Brady met her at the door, his eyes dancing with excitement. He grabbed her and whirled her around in a dizzyingly circle.
�I just got the news, hotshot! They said Jake�s gonna wake up any minute. Clint�s on his way and, hell, even Chief Burton is hauling his ass over here to celebrate.��
As though seeing her face for the first time, Brady grimaced.
�Never thought I�d say this, hotshot, but you look like hell. How about I commandeer one of the staff showers and you go do those things that women do when they say they�ll just take a minute to freshen up.�
Lexie gave him a wan smile.
�I�I can�t Brady. I�m leaving. Take care of him, please.�
Brady reared back, shocked. �What the hell are you talking about, Lexie? What do you mean you�re leaving? Goddammit, Lexie, he�s going to wake up at any minute and the first thing he�s going to ask for is you!�
�I�I know.� She handed Brady a note. �When he does, give him this.�
Ignoring the horror on Brady�s face, she added, �And please, Brady, tell him how much I love him.�





Chapter 34

Master Wan refused to let her practice in the dojo until she started eating. She was shocked at how weak she was. But as she forced herself to eat, little by little she began to regain her strength. By the second week that she was home, she was physically healed, although she still hadn�t regained the ten pounds she�d lost.
The first three days, Brady left three or four messages a day. She deleted them without listening to them. On the fourth day, the message came from Jake�s telephone number. She tried, but couldn�t force herself to delete it. She couldn�t listen to it, either. The next day, a beautiful orchid arrived. She insisted that Madam Juen keep it. The following day, a bunch of pink tulips were delivered to her door. She sent them home with Marybel.
To the delight of her students, each day a messenger arrived at the studio with a gift. Some days it was flowers, other days a note. Several times there was a box. She gave the flowers to the students, but didn�t open any of the boxes or the notes. She knew if she did, she�d lose her resolve. He�d overpower her, shake her resolution. She vowed not to let that happen.
Ignoring the disapproving looks from Madam Juen and the tittering from her students that quickly stopped when she entered the studio, Lexie threw herself into planning the Strong Women Survive celebration. She was determined to present the celebration that was cancelled the day Anthony died. Her students were thrilled. Each day, they came to practice surprising her and surprising themselves with their dedication.
Each night, when all the students were gone, Lexie fled to the studio and immersed herself in hours of long practice. Many times, she didn�t leave until dawn, glad that she could skip the pretense of sleep. The night before the celebration, four weeks after she left Yuma, Master Wan met her in the empty dojo. Before she could begin her practice, he motioned her to sit. He sunk to the floor in front of her.
Lexie drew her protective shield around her. She�d been surprised then grateful that other than insisting she eat, Master Wan had not confronted her about her decision to return home. The quiet expression on his face signaled that her reprieve was over. He smiled at her and bowed.
�Do not look concerned, Jai Li. I do not intend to chastise you or give you any advice. You can relax.�
She breathed easier and returned his bow.
�Thank you, Master Wan. I appreciate that you respect me enough to acknowledge that whatever I decide to do with my life is my decision.�
She knew her voice was curt, cool, but she couldn�t help but feel defensive.
�Ah, Jai li, it is not respect for you that keeps me from giving you advice. It is the certain knowledge that you are not open to receiving it.�
She frowned, not clear what he was saying, but not willing to pursue it.
�No, Jai Li. If I thought you were willing to listen to me, I would appeal to the young woman who lived in your body before Anthony was killed. The young woman that over the ten years I have known her has battled and survived more demons than anyone I have known in my long years of working with damaged souls. No, I would appeal to that young woman to be clear about her actions. Because you see, Jai Li, unlike the demons you fought in the past that were real, the demons you are fighting now are not. They are figments of your imagination.�
Lexie felt her cheeks heat with a flash of anger. She should have guessed that Master Wan would try and convince her, to shame her, to call her a coward.
She started to rise, but sunk back down at the appearance of his frown.
Refusing to be cowed by his gentle but overwhelming presence, she tossed her head and glared at him.
�Why don�t you say it, Master Wan? Why don�t you say that you think I am a coward, that I�m running away from my problems? Say it! Say what you are thinking!�
He smiled at her.
�I could not say that, Jai Li, because I know that you are not a coward. You are one of the bravest people I know. As for running away from your problems, those are your words, your thoughts, not mine.�
Lexie fought against angry tears.
She whispered, �You don�t understand.�
�Ah, Alexis, my beloved daughter, but I do.�
Lexie looked up in surprise at his use of her given name and endearment. The tears stinging the backs of her eyelids threatened to fall.
�Jai Li, I do understand and I have great faith in you, that when you are ready, you will see the difference between the demons that are real and those that you create in your imagination.�
When she started to protest, he held up his hand. Leaning over, he kissed her on her cheek, then rose gracefully, the movements of a man of twenty not one nearing seventy.
At the doorway, he turned and bowed to her.
�Don�t practice too long tonight, Jai Li. You will have a big day tomorrow.�
~~~
The next afternoon, the studio was buzzing with excitement. Lexie worked with each group of presenters. From the little girls to the older women, their excitement was palpable. So much so that at times she couldn�t hide her exasperation.
�Graciella, for goodness sakes, I know this is a big day, but you have to concentrate, pay attention. You almost knocked Clarice down. Think how that would look on television!�
She shook her head in mock dismay when the little girls just giggled harder. She took a deep breath and decided that she needed a break, someplace quiet, private, where she could prepare for the festivities. Turning the students over to Master Wan, she went to her quarters.
~~~
Grateful for the heat of the steaming shower, she struggled to deal with her rioting emotions. Perhaps the celebration had been a mistake. Perhaps it was too soon. She had hoped that concentrating on preparations for the event would take her mind off the awful events in Yuma. Off of Anthony. Off of Jake. But it hadn�t. Of course, Jake�s daily messages and gifts made it impossible to forget him. He refused to be gone, she thought with a grimace.
Not like Anthony, who was gone.
Lexie stopped cold. Leaning against the shower wall to keep from falling, she allowed herself to think about what she had just said. For a moment, she refused, but then with a sigh, she recognized the truth. Anthony was gone, dead. Jake was not. She pushed down a flutter of annoyance at Master Wan. Damn him, she thought with a wry groan, why did he always have to be so wise.
Stepping out of the shower, she faced herself in the mirror. She was glad that for once she felt like putting on makeup, curling her hair. Tying her hair up in a high ponytail she took several of the orchids Jake had sent that she�d retrieved for her room and wove them into her hair, making it more festive, more fitting for the occasion. Tugging on her stark white fitted halter and matching high cut shorts, she surveyed herself in the mirror. She�d wanted to look special, calm, focused, so everyone would stop fretting about her. She and Master Wan planned to close the celebration with a demonstration of how expert warriors sparred. They�d been practicing together and wanted to give their students a sense of what they could achieve.
Pulling her gi trousers over her costume, she walked into the entry way, surprised that all of the students were already inside. Shrieks of laughter rang from the dojo. Lexie shook her head. So much for settling down. Oh, well, she thought with a smile this was their big day, they had a right to be excited.
As she neared the doorway she heard Clarice yell out, �Now me. It�s my turn, throw me now!�
A deep familiar voice answered, �Why, so it is. And you have been a very patient little girl. What do you think, Clarice? Do you think you can go as high as Graciella did?�
Lexie barely heard Clarice�s answering shriek. �Yes, yes I can. Higher!�
Her legs turning to rubber, Lexie stumbled back against the wall. She struggled to keep from falling. When she�d regained some strength in her legs, she took a tentative step toward the dojo. Grasping the doorway for support, she peeked inside.
Jake looked over his shoulder and called out, �Hello, Lexie. Excuse me for a minute, darlin�, Clarice has been waiting forever for her turn, right, Clarice?�
Lexie watched stunned as Jake tossed the little girl high in the air then caught her in his arms and swooped down low and set her on the mat. The group shouted its approval, clapping loudly and cheering.
The noise in the room was a distant din. Lexie clung to the doorway, feeling faint. She watched him come toward her as if in slow motion. He was taller than she remembered and he definitely was leaner. But he still had the broad shoulders and strong torso that took her breath away. A slight smile tweaked the corner of his mouth, but his eyes were dark, midnight blue, and serious. She struggled to catch her breath, but couldn�t. She gasped when he reached out and took her hands in both of his and pulled her up close to him.
�You�re�you�re here,� she stammered.
�Yeah, Lexie, I am.�
His serious tone sent shivers up her spine. She took a deep breath and clung to his hands for support.
�Are you� okay?�
He pulled her closer, then tipped up her chin and looked deep in her eyes.
�Yeah, darlin�. Now I am.�
At that moment, Niansu rushed in, his eyes wide with excitement.
�They�re here! The TV people are here!�
~~~
Over the next hour, Master Wan and Lexie stood at the side of the dojo bowing to each group before they performed and after. Everything went off as planned, except that Graciella bowed so low that she fell over bringing a shout of welcome laughter from the audience.
When all the groups had performed, Master Wan stepped forward and took the microphone.
�Jai Li and I had planned to demonstrate to our students and all of you what you can achieve if you practice hard and believe in yourself. Unfortunately, I think that I pulled a tendon in my calf this morning.�
Lexie was startled. Master Wan hadn�t said anything to her. Then she saw him wink at Jake.
�However, we have another Kung Fu master with us today. Colonel Jake Gardner, our beloved Anthony�s commander and best friend, has joined us. Jake, may I impose on you to take my place.�
Jake bowed. �It would be an honor, Master Wan.�
Lexie started, then flushed. She hadn�t thought to wonder why Jake was wearing a gi, but now she knew. She marched over to Master Wan and hissed in his ear.
�You set me up! You knew, didn�t you? How?�
�Ah, Jai Li, Colonel Gardner has been very kind to Madam Juen and me. He called us every day that you were in Yuma to report on your progress and on you. There was no reason to discontinue our daily calls just because you returned. Of course, I knew he would be here. Why wouldn�t he? If Anthony could have come, he would have. Jake could and did.�
Lexie felt her face flame. Tears sprung to her eyes. Before she could answer, Jake tugged on her hand and pulled her to the center of the mat. He leaned down and whispered, �You lead. I�ll follow.�
She managed a watery reply. �That�s a nice change.�
He chuckled and brushed her ear with his lips. �Don�t get too used to it, darlin�.�








Chapter 35

For the next five minutes there wasn�t a sound in the room except for the soft thud of their mutual landings and the gasps of the crowd.
Lexie had never �danced� a Kung Fu match but intuitively this is what she and Jake did. As though they had programmed it, they moved into a synchronous dance that capitalized on their strengths. Lexie flew through the air in double and triple flips and never wondered if Jake would catch her. He always did. They feinted and parried, a virtual pas de deux of Kung Fu postures, with mock takedowns and escapes.
After a stunning series of acrobatic leaps, kicks, and strikes, he whispered, �The finale, darlin�.�
She backed up against the wall and headed toward him, flipping from front to back and to the front again. Jake caught her on the third revolution. He spun in a circle, holding her high in the air staring up at her, then slowly brought her to the floor. They stood for a moment meeting each other�s gaze. Holding hands they turned to the audience and bowed.
The audience roared in approval. Master Wan bowed to them both and didn�t try to hide the tears on his face. He wasn�t the only one crying.
Her students rushed forward, surrounding them both. The little girls looked up adoringly at Jake. Lexie wasn�t surprised to see the women crowding around him as well.
Marybel sauntered up to her, her eyes dancing with mischief. In a pretend whisper, she said loud enough for all close by to hear, �Are you telling me, Girl, that this hunk is the man that has been sending you daily presents that you haven�t opened?� She nudged Lexie aside and sidled up next to Jake.
�Hey, handsome, if this little princess doesn�t come around in the next few minutes, I want you to know that there are plenty of pickings among the rest of us.� She added with a grin, putting her hands on her ample hips in a suggestive gesture. �Now, if you like a little more flesh on her bones, I got just the woman for you!�
�Oh no, you don�t!� Sadie forged forward. �I�se can tell, he likes his wimmen slender. So, Marybel, accept it. This is between Jai Li and me!�
Jake�s infectious laugh filled the room. Not letting go of Lexie�s hand, he grinned at the adoring group.
�You flatter me. But I�m a taken man.� He gazed down at her. Pulling her into a protective hold, he gazed down at her, �It�s as simple as that, isn�t it darlin�?�
Before she could respond, several of the news people shoved through the crowd, microphones in hand.
�Excuse me, Col. Gardner. Aren�t you the man who broke the case in Yuma? You brought down an international illegal drug operation and solved two murders?�
Jake shook his head.
�No, it wasn�t me, it was my team. The strongest, most accomplished group of warriors you�ll ever meet. As a matter of fact, I wouldn�t be here today, if it wasn�t for one member of the team, Alexis Beloi. You know her as Jai Li, the woman who founded Strong Women Survive.� He pulled her closer to him. When she looked up at him, shocked, he continued, �Lexie is the bravest, most courageous woman I know, and the most accomplished. She took down a mass murderer, broke a multi-national drug ring, avenged her brother�s death, and, not incidentally, saved my life.�
Lexie felt her cheeks heat, stunned that Jake would make such a public statement. But to her horror, he wasn�t through.
Holding up his hand he said, �As much as I would like to answer your questions, I have a more pressing mission. That is to do my best to convince this young woman to marry me.� He looked up and nodded to Nianzu who stood in the doorway. �I understand that our ride is here, so if you will excuse us, we�ll be leaving now.�
At the surprised laughter and cheers from the crowd, that even included some of the press, Jake muscled through the group, his arm around Lexis�s waist, carrying her when she stumbled in surprise.
At the doorway, Lexie saw the Electra Glide parked in the driveway.
Too stunned to protest, she allowed Jake to clamp on her helmet and deposit her on the back of the bike. He mounted the bike, and threw her a wicked grin.
�Are we gonna need the handcuffs, darlin� or can I depend on you not to jump off?�
Lexie buried her face against his back to hide her tears.
He pulled her hands around him.
�Hold on tight, darlin�! This promises to be a hell of a ride!�







Afterword

Thank you for reading Big Girls Don�t Cry. I hope you enjoyed reading it as much I enjoyed writing it. I love all my characters � their strengths as well as their weaknesses. I worried a lot about Lexie in the beginning. Let�s face it, a lot of abused kids never recover. I was concerned how she would react to a dominant alpha male like Jake who�s used to running his world and everyone in it! Fortunately, Lexie was more than strong enough to take him on and he was smart enough to let her. In the end they came together in a way that strengthened them both and in my view bodes well for their future. Phew!

If you loved their story and the supporting characters, do know that Brady has been �texting� me regularly. He�s confident my readers will love his story which is as complicated as he is. I think he may be right! Keep watching!

P.S If you enjoyed Big Girls Don�t Cry, do me a huge favor. Go back to www.Amazon.com, and please leave an honest review. Authors live and die by their reviews. The few extra seconds it takes really helps us authors out. Thank you!
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If you enjoyed Big Girls Don�t Cry be sure to check out Taylor Lee�s NEW Historic Romantic Suspense, Aces Wild (Angel�s Avenger�s Book 1).
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They call him Angel but every woman he meets sees the devil in his eyes

Praise for Aces Wild (Angel�s Avenger�s Book 1)...
"If they needed men smarter than hell and as violent as their adversaries, even the mob turned to Angel's Avengers"
KDR

"She's temptingly innocent; he is savagely sexy. Neither one plans on falling in love."
Lisa Takamiya

"When the infamous Tong leader's family is threatened by a vicious killer, he turns to Angel's Avengers. As the danger escalates so does the attraction between the would be-savior and the young woman he's hired to protect."
David Adams

Overview:
At the poker table or in the cesspools of the underground, no one dared be on the wrong side of the Ace Angel.

Until he tangled with a haughty young Chinese woman as accustomed to ruling her world as he was his.

Can't get enough of Sarah McCarty and Shannon McKenna and Lisa Marie Rice' s dangerous, seductive heroes and gripping suspense? Grab Aces Wild and prepared to be addicted!

To purchase Aces Wild, simply click here.
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If you enjoyed Big Girls Don�t Cry you�ll LOVE The Grandmaster�s Legacy Books 1-4, Specially Priced Box Set HOT Historical Suspense!
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A bargain at any price � A STEAL at this price!

To purchase The Grandmaster�s Legacy, simply click here.
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Louisiana chief of police who oozes sensuality--a man who always gets what he wants.

An insurance investigator determined to put his thieving cousin behind bars...or lose her job.

An explosive attraction neither can ignore.

Two lovers...caught between duty and desire...

To sample or purchase Catch Me if You Can, click here.

~~~

[image: ]

As broken bodies pile up in back alleys, a disgraced Mixed Martial Arts champion is the prime suspect.

Can a rookie detective use her beauty and fighting skills to seduce the truth or will she pay the ultimate price for believing in him?

To sample or purchase Full Body Contact, click here.

~~~
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Take one devastatingly handsome movie star. Add one outrageously sexy female private eye with a penchant for food-word obscenities. Mix in a dose of mistaken identity and a handful of Russian mobsters...

And they're all In Deep Shitake.

To sample or purchase In Deep Shitake, simply click here.








About the Author
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