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Can a touch of Satin bring a straight copper to his knees?

Detective Joel Hunter is on surveillance when he first lays eyes on Satin, the singer with the amazing voice, which is as beautiful as she is. But when the stake-out comes to an end, he can’t resist going back to the bar. He gets a shock when he learns what lies beneath the satin dress, but an even bigger one when he realizes he’s attracted to the owner of that sultry voice - Ross Dauntry.

Ross can’t figure out why the cop keeps coming back, even after he’s learned the truth. Is Joel attracted to him, or to Satin? Because the answer is important, and one way or another, Ross needs to know...

A standalone novella of satin and sensuality...

Although this story is in the same series as Lace, you will not find Dave and Shawn in these pages - Joel and Ross provide enough heat of their own.
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But this one is for Daniel Parry.

From its beginnings as we sat in Soho, eating pasta and working out the plot,

to its end, when he got me to look again at a very important scene.

You ROCK.

Thanks, babe, and welcome aboard.
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Chapter One


[image: image]


“Any sign of him?” Detective Constable Joel Hunter muttered under his breath as he retook his seat next to his partner.

DC Tricia Mortimer chuckled. “If there had been, don’t you think I’d have got you out here? The call of nature would’ve had to wait.”

After half an hour at the Paradise club and no sight of Tony Rose, Joel had figured he was safe to nip to the toilets. Besides, Trish was right: if the club owner had made an appearance, she’d have probably hissed so loudly into her mic, she’d have split his eardrum. Not that they were to apprehend Rose if he turned up—they were simply to call in if he did. The drugs squad would make the arrest.

Rose had been top of the Met’s hit list of undesirables for a long time. One way or another, he was going down, and his drugs network with him.

“Is CID sure he’s on his way here?”

Joel shrugged. “They’ve got that many coppers watching Rose, I think they’ve covered all eventualities.” He and Trish were working with a drugs task force in an undercover operation. Thus far it had been two long weeks of surveillance, and he hoped it was coming to an end. Sooner or later, Rose had to put a foot wrong, and then that would be that. There were police officers watching Rose’s every move, at his home and the various clubs he owned, and Joel had spent long hours at several locations. Not that Joel could complain about that evening’s venue. It was his first stint at the nightclub, and his colleagues had already told him it would be a pleasant stakeout.

Once he’d seen the interior of the club, Joel had to agree.

It wasn’t a huge space: there were maybe twenty round tables arranged on the main floor, with a bar to the rear, and a raised stage to the front, complete with lush burgundy velvet curtains and a gleaming black piano. Each table seated three or four people, and in the centre of each was a small table lamp with a gold shade, dripping with gold tassels around its edge. The chairs were comfortable, and that was a definite plus in Joel’s book: he’d been in far too many places where the seats appeared designed to be as uncomfortable as possible, undoubtedly so that you wouldn’t want to sit too long in them.

The lighting was subdued, with wall lights covered in the same gold shades, set against a heavy brocade wallpaper in red and gold. Tasteful prints—not too many of them—adorned the walls, and while the stage was empty, soft music played in the background. All in all the club had a rich feel to it. Most of the tables were occupied, and the patrons talked in low voices, some eating, everyone drinking, while waiters dressed in black circulated, moving gracefully like they were on casters.

Joel and Trish’s table was near the rear, far enough back that they could see most of the club, including both sets of doors.

“Isn’t it time for another act?” Joel wanted to know. They’d walked in during the last ten minutes of the previous artist, a guy who’d sung songs by Frank Sinatra.

Trish rolled her eyes. “We’re not here to watch the show, remember? Want another coke?”

Joel laughed quietly. “Why not? Let’s push the boat out.” He knew better than to drink while on duty, even if he was on a stakeout.

Trish signalled a waiter and gave her order in a low voice. When he left them and headed toward the bar, she twisted around in her chair to follow him with her gaze.

“I’ll tell Sam,” Joel teased. “I saw you ogling that guy’s arse.”

Trish arched her eyebrows. “How do you know I wasn’t checking him out for a concealed weapon?” Joel snorted. “And you can tell Sam whatever you like. After all this time, she knows better than to believe a word you say.”

“Yeah, I forgot you’ve got her well and truly hoodwinked.”

Trish buffed her nails. “What can I say? She loves me.” She leaned closer, her chin resting on her laced fingers. “And speaking of lurve... Been on any good dates recently?”

Here we go again.

Joel scowled. “We’re not discussing this.”

Trish pouted. “Aw, but we haven’t talked about your love life—or the lack of it—for so long.”

“That’s because you’ve been too busy flaunting your wedding plans,” Joel retorted. “You’ve been torturing anyone who’d listen.” He was joking, but he knew Trish well enough to know how she’d take it.

Trish’s face softened. “Only six weeks now. Can you believe how quickly the time has flown?”

Joel knew what she meant. He wondered whether it was a function of growing older that time seemed to speed up. Then he had to smile to himself. Listen to me. Growing older. I’m only thirty-four. To hear me you’d think I was this ancient wreck.

“You’re still coming, right?” Trish’s question broke through his musings. “To the wedding, I mean?”

Joel chuckled. “What—and miss the chance to see Sam make an honest woman of you?” He gave their surroundings a glance. Still no sign. “Is everything ready? The flowers, the dresses, the church?” No sooner had the words left his lips than he regretted them.

Sure enough, Trish’s serene smile faltered.

“I’m sorry. I forgot.” Joel cursed himself. The church had been the one part of Trish and Sam’s plans that hadn’t worked out. The one they’d originally picked out was a beauty, with a tall spire rising majestically through the tree tops, and bells that rang out their happy chorus.

Apparently, the bells weren’t allowed to ring for a pair of lesbians. At least, that was Trish’s theory. Joel thought it more likely that the main reason was they didn’t live in the correct diocese. Add to that, the church was always fully booked for weddings.

“It’s fine,” Trish huffed. “It’ll be a beautiful wedding. The venue is amazing.” She speared him with an intense gaze. “And don’t think I didn’t notice how you deflected attention away from your love life to mine.”

“That’s because there is genuinely nothing to tell. I haven’t been on a date since Gail.” And that had been six months ago.

“I don’t get it.” Trish paused when the waiter approached their table with the drinks. As he walked away, she gave Joel a frank glance. “You’re a good looking guy. And that’s coming from me, so you must be bloody gorgeous to women who actually fancy men.” She cocked her head to one side. “So how come you’re still single?”

“Who says I’m not happy being single?”

Trish snorted. “Because you keep going on dates, that’s why. Sometimes you even manage three or four dates with the same woman. Then just when I think you’ve cracked it, you break up with her.”

Joel regarded Trish for a moment. They’d been partnered for a year, and he really liked their working relationship. Trish spoke her mind, and he was fine with that, but this was the frankest Trish had gotten with him. Then he reasoned that their relationship was more than that of mere colleagues. Somewhere along the line they’d become friends. Because Joel knew none of his fellow coppers had received an invitation to Trish’s wedding.

That thought was enough to help him make up his mind to share a partial truth.

“It seems I don’t have what it takes to keep a woman’s attention,” he admitted in a low voice.

Trish blinked. “And what does that mean when it’s at home?”

He sighed. “I’m boring, apparently. A boring conversationalist, boring in bed...” He uttered the remarks casually enough, but they still stung. Of course, it wasn’t the whole truth, but he wasn’t about to admit that.

Trish raised her eyebrows. “You’re obviously having the wrong conversations.” She grinned suddenly. “Now, I know someone who is dying to go on a date with you.”

Joel narrowed his gaze. “If you say Aaron again, I’ll forget I’m a gentleman and do something you’ll regret.” It had to be the third time she’d brought up the subject. Aaron worked in forensics, and Joel had only met him once. Which clearly had been enough for Aaron, because he’d started badgering his friend Trish to set the two of them up on a date.

Trish studied him closely. “Are you dismissing the idea because he’s a guy or is it something else?”

Joel stared at her. “What do you think? It’s the ‘he’s a guy’ thing. Wrong sex.”

Trish leaned back in her chair and took a long drink of coke. “Mm-hmm. The only reason I keep suggesting Aaron as a possible date is that I see you when you’re people-watching, mister.” She wagged a finger at him, smiling wickedly.

Joel took a drink and gazed toward the stage where the pianist was arranging music on the stand. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

Trish smothered a snort. “Don’t you bullshit me.” She tapped him on the arm, and when she had his attention, she pointed to her eyes. “These miss nothing, mate. They especially don’t miss it when your attention is drawn toward a tight arse rather than a pair of tits.”

“You see too much.” Okay, so he and Trish were close, but he wasn’t about to discuss this. “Change the subject.”

Trish pouted again. “Aw, but we haven’t finished talking about Aaron.”

“Yes, we have. Change. The. Subject.”

She sighed. “Fine.”

A hush had fallen over the tables, and he glanced up. A single spotlight fell on the burgundy velvet curtains that parted slightly, and a slim figure in a long, halter-neck, red satin dress emerged. She paused at the microphone stand and lifted the mic to her lips.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I hope you’re all having a good time?” Her softly spoken words were greeted with appreciative calls and whoops. “Oh, that’s good. Well, I’m Satin.” She gestured to her tight fitting dress. “Kind of appropriate, right? I’m here to sing for you, so sit back, relax, and enjoy the show.”

Joel gazed at her with interest. Satin had shoulder-length, glossy, chestnut brown hair, parted in the middle. Joel squinted to get a better look, because from that distance the only impression he got was that her makeup was subtle. I really need to get my eyes checked. The dress clung to her torso, before spreading out in a wide skirt from mid-thigh downward. The bodice crossed at the neckline, leaving a slit of flesh visible from her collarbone to her waist. Satin had curves that were barely there, but a bigger cleavage on her slight form would have been wrong. Her arms were well toned, her hips slim.

The first notes from the piano told Joel exactly what to expect, and sure enough, Satin launched into Someone To Watch Over Me. Hairs rose up on his arms as Satin’s velvet voice filled the air.

“God, she can sing.” The pathos and emotion in her voice made it so easy to believe that she was seeking that one guy who she couldn’t forget. Joel listened, spellbound, as the piano’s notes and Satin’s clear, rich voice wove a beautiful harmony, riveting all who were ensnared by its power and seductiveness. The way she clutched the mic between her clasped hands, pouring herself into the song, bringing every line to life, spoke to him. It was as if she lived and breathed the music.

Every Time We Say Goodbye gave way to The Man That Got Away, and every note rang out. There was something about her, something that fascinated him and drew him in, until he was lost to everything else. He sat there, clinging onto every word, until—

Trish gave a cough. Then repeated it.

Joel surfaced, leaving behind the dreamlike state that had enveloped him, to find Trish regarding him with amusement.

“I hate to bring you back to the land of the living, but we’re out of here.”

“What?” His gaze darted to the stage, where Satin was taking a bow. “She can’t be finished. She only just got started.”

Trish shook her head. “She’s done four songs. What planet have you been on?” Then she tapped the phone on the table in front of him. “We just got word. Rose has gone to his place, most likely for the night, judging by the company he had with him.”

Joel scowled. “Another wasted night.” Was it too much to hope for one lucky break?

“Oh, I don’t know.” Trish’s eyes twinkled. “You seemed to be enjoying yourself. Plus it gave me the opportunity to tease you a little. I’m never one to turn down the chance to do that.” She got to her feet. “I’ll go pay the bar bill, then we can leave.”

Joel returned his attention to the stage, just in time to see Satin disappearing through the curtains. He caught a glimpse of red satin gleaming in the lights, then a swish of velvet took her from his sight.

What is it about you? There was something about Satin, more than the fantastic voice, only for the life of him, Joel couldn’t put his finger on it.

When Trish came back to the table, Joel had made up his mind. “I think I’ll sign up for another stakeout here. You okay with that?”

Trish sighed. “Fine. You can explain to Sam why I’m sitting in a bar and not cuddled up with her on the couch.” She grinned. “You do know she teaches karate, right?” Trish sauntered toward the door. “I’ll bring popcorn.”

Joel followed, his thoughts still focused on the singer.

Stakeouts had suddenly become a lot more interesting.
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Chapter Two
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Joel stuck his head around his Detective Inspector’s office door. “Good morning, sir.” It was part of his ritual to greet his boss, especially as most mornings they were some of the first officers to arrive at the station.

DI Jameson glanced up from his desk. “Joel. Glad you stopped by. You’re off the surveillance team.”

“Oh?”

“And before you ask, that’s not because you cocked up. On the contrary, the head of the drugs squad is pleased with your performance. But a lot went down last night, culminating in Rose’s arrest.” Jameson grinned.

“Seriously? That’s great.”

Jameson nodded. “We got Rose and three other members of his network, bang to rights, at his casino. Enough evidence to put him away for a long time—providing his slippery lawyer doesn’t get him off. Though even he would have a hard time explaining away the video footage.” He leaned back in his chair with a contented sigh. “God, it’s great when everything works out like it should.” He peered at Joel. “So, back to normal duties for you. And well done. This’ll look good on your record when you go for your sergeant’s badge.”

“Thank you, sir.” Joel withdrew and headed for the main office of the Criminal Investigation Department. Once there, he helped himself to coffee, then sat at his desk, feeling oddly subdued.

He was pleased Rose was off the streets. That was a no-brainer. But he’d enjoyed the stint at undercover work. It had been his first experience, and he definitely wanted to do more of it. Joel had made the move to CID after ten years working the streets as a constable. He’d loved being on patrol, but had been ready for a change when a colleague had suggested joining CID.

After five years as a detective constable, it was starting to feel like another change was on the cards. Joel liked the idea of specializing, and the undercover work had given him a taste for maybe Drugs or Vice. He knew his boss would be right behind him: Jameson was a good, solid officer who ran a tight ship, and was keen to see his officers advance.

Besides, Joel’s dad would be over the moon to see him promoted.

This is what happens when you come from a family of coppers. They want you to get as far as you can.

“Have you heard?”

Joel broke from his internal meanderings and smiled at Trish. “Yeah. Great news.”

She smirked. “Yeah, right. I’m betting there’s a part of you that’s gutted.”

He frowned. “About what? Bagging Rose? That’s the best news I’ve heard in months.”

“Wasn’t talking about Rose.” Trish’s eyes gleamed. “I was referring to a certain club? Going there was getting to be a habit.”

He knew what she meant. They’d spent a total of four nights at the Paradise club during the last two weeks, and he’d looked forward to those times. By now he knew all the acts, and Satin was still heads above the rest when it came to talent. And Joel was still no closer to working out exactly why Satin proved so fascinating to him.

Not that he was likely to get any further, now that the surveillance was over.

Joel couldn’t work out which news depressed him more—the end of the stakeouts, or the fact that he no longer had an excuse to visit the club.

Except did he really need an excuse? Now there’s an idea...

“I’d love to know what you’re thinking about right now.”

Joel glanced across the desk to where Trish was sitting, still smirking at him. “I don’t have to tell you everything. Allow me some mystery.”

She laughed. “Yeah, but you had this little smile just then. Very intriguing.”

Joel grinned. “Drives you nuts, right? Well, tough. I’m saying nothing.” He gestured to her side of the desk. “And you’ve got paperwork to do, so don’t let me stop you.”

“Bastard,” she muttered, before opening a folder and commencing to read its contents. “I’ll get it out of you, don’t you worry.”

Joel doubted that. There was no way he was about to share these plans with Trish. He wasn’t even sure why he wanted to return so badly, but he knew she’d have her own theories. And he had a pretty good idea what they might be.

Damn Trish’s intuition.

~ 0 ~

By ten-thirty, Joel had come to the conclusion that Thursday was Satin’s night off, because there had been no sign of the singer since he’d arrived at eight. Damn. The evening had been pleasant, but Joel knew he hadn’t come to hear the acts so far.

He’d come to hear Satin.

The club was about half full, and the air was filled with the hum of voices, as usual. All the waiters were hurrying to and fro, taking orders and serving drinks.

Joel finished his beer and stood up to put on his jacket. Just then the pianist took up position once more, and the spotlight hit the curtains. Half-interested, Joel stood by his chair, watching to see who was on next. When a familiar figure emerged in a just as familiar red satin dress, Joel shrugged off his jacket and sat quickly, his gaze glued to the stage.

Satin took the mic from its stand. “Good evening. Are you having a good night so far?” When a chorus of positive responses resounded, she beamed. “Great. Then I hope you’ll enjoy the next few songs.” The pianist began to play, and she launched into what Joel recognized by now as her theme song, Maybe This Time.

It wasn’t until she was halfway through the number that Joel was struck by a realization. Maybe what appealed to him so much was her choice of material. Yes, they were all torch songs, but the same undercurrents ran beneath them all—the theme of not being able to hold onto love, of being a loser when it came to matters of the heart, of wanting to find that special someone.

It could have been Joel up there, pouring his heart out through song. Satin’s words mirrored his deepest longings. He hung onto her every note, captivated by both her voice and the lyrics. It was as if she was singing only for him.

When her act came to an end, Joel rose to his feet and applauded until his hands were warm, relieved that he wasn’t the only one to do so. The curtains closed but the pianist remained, playing quietly.

Suddenly Joel was in no mood to go back to his empty flat. When a waiter approached, he ordered a final beer and then relaxed in his comfy chair, letting the soft strains of the piano waft over him.

Maybe he was kidding himself when he said he wasn’t interested in finding someone. Maybe he only said as much to cover his disappointment when successive dates failed to bring him what he truly sought—someone who understood him, who filled a void in his life that thus far he’d been great at denying even existed. Maybe—

“May I join you?”

Joel jerked himself back into the moment at the sound of the soft voice, and looked up to find—

Satin. At his table. What the hell?

Then he remembered his manners.

Joel lurched to his feet. “Please.”

Satin smiled and sat on the chair facing him. She gestured to a passing waiter. “A lime and soda, please.” Then she brought her attention back to Joel. “I didn’t think I’d see you in here again.”

He blinked. “Excuse me?”

Satin smiled. “Well, I thought you were done here. Your lot carted off my boss last night, right?”

Joel played dumb. “You’ve lost me.”

“You are a copper, aren’t you? Here on stakeout?”

He gaped, his inclination to lie forgotten. “How did you know?”

She laughed. “Oh, come on. That woman who was with you. No way was she your girlfriend or your wife. I figured she had to be your partner, because the two of you had absolutely no chemistry together.”

Joel smirked. “Very perceptive. As far as she’s concerned, I have the wrong plumbing.”

“Does that mean I have the wrong plumbing too?”

He frowned, uncertain of her meaning.

Satin smiled. “Besides, who do you think tipped off the police about Rose’s nasty little operation?” Her eyes sparkled.

Joel was back on more familiar ground. He thought back on the file notes. “Well, it wasn’t you. The anonymous caller was male, for one thing.”

Satin laughed. “Correct.”

That one word had the hairs standing up on the back of Joel’s neck. Because that was definitely a masculine voice...

“Ross Dauntry, at your service.” Ross extended a hand over the table, and Joel stared at it in confusion for a moment, before shaking it briefly. Ross cocked his head to one side. “You did know there was a guy under all this, didn’t you?”

Joel regained his composure. “I do now.”

Ross burst into a peal of laughter. “Call yourself a copper? You’re supposed to notice these things.”

Joel studied the man in front of him. Ross was maybe in his mid-twenties, his build slight. The makeup was subtle, a hint of pink on those high cheek bones, a touch of bronze on the eyelids to accentuate those deep brown eyes, and a touch of red lip gloss on full lips. His hair....

Joel had to know.

“Is that real?” He pointed to Ross’s glossy brown hair. Because if it was a wig, it was bloody good.

Ross smiled. “Every shaft and follicle.”

Joel shook his head. “My sister would kill for that hair.”

“Thanks for the compliment. Beer shampoo works wonders.” Ross winked.

Joel gazed at the red satin dress. “The outfit is amazing.”

Ross smoothed his hands over his abs and down his thighs. “I choose all my dresses. I don’t wear padding, so it has to look right without making me look like a guy in a frock.”

Joel peered at the upper half of the dress. “Do you have inserts or something?” Because Ross wasn’t flat up top. There was definitely curvature there.

He smiled again. “It’s all me under here. I work very hard on my pecs.”

It was then that Joel realized he sounded like a copper. “I’m sorry. I’m asking a lot of questions, aren’t I?”

Ross chuckled. “I figured it was part of the job. Ask away.” He leaned forward, chin resting on his laced fingers. “I thought I’d seen the last of you when we heard the news, so when I saw you from the stage, I was curious. I wanted to know what you were doing here. Unless you’re still on duty, officer... ?” His smile displayed white, even teeth.

“Hunter. Joel Hunter. And no, I’m not on duty.” Before Ross could ask about his presence at the club, Joel pressed on. “Are you a drag queen then?”

“God, no.” Ross straightened in his chair. “I’m a female impersonator.”

“Is there a difference?” Joel’s knowledge of such things was pretty sketchy.

Ross grinned. “Unlike a drag queen, I have talent.”

Joel winced. “Ooh, meow. Does that mean you don’t lip sync?”

Ross nodded. “I look after this voice. I don’t smoke—hell, I don’t even like spending time in a smoky atmosphere—I drink lots of water, I don’t talk too much, and I avoid songs that use the extremes of my vocal range. Drag queens are a whole other matter. Most of them are gay men, whereas you don’t have to be gay
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