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A deadly mission uncovers a lust worth killing for … in this breathtaking new novel from national bestselling author Cherry Adair.


PLEASURE WITH A PRICE.


A high-profile celebrity wedding in Monaco is the kind of A-list event security specialist Rand Maguire excels at. Everything goes like clockwork, until guests start inexplicably losing all their inhibitions… .


PAINFUL SECRETS FROM THE PAST.


Rand is no stranger to the effects of Rapture. His chemist father’s attempt at a cure for depression caused Rand’s mother’s death years ago, and put his father away for her murder. Now someone is circulating Rapture in a campaign of terror, intending to manufacture and sell it on a global scale. But with no leads, Rand feels the heat.


PASSION WITH NO LIMITS.


Sexy Lodestone agent Dakota North is sent to help Rand kick-start his search, armed only with her uncanny sixth sense. But what they discover in their race across Europe is more far-reaching and lethal than an erotic street drug. From a Barcelona bank heist to a million-dollar arms deal in Paris, Dakota and Rand give in to an insatiable craving for each other in nights of pure carnal delight, no senses left untouched. No Rapture necessary.
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“Exceptional!”—Romantic Times
“Enticing!”—Seattle Post-Intelligencer
“Spicy!”—Library Journal
“Heart-stopping!”—Publishers Weekly


Praise for New York Times and USA Today bestselling author CHERRY ADAIR, the “hot talent” (Romantic Times) behind these romantic suspense novels


HUSH


“Addictively readable … Testosterone-rich, adrenaline-driven suspense … Packed with plenty of unexpected plot twists and lots of sexy passion.”


—Chicago Tribune


“Gripping … Fast-paced and loaded with action.”


—genregoroundreviews.com


“Hot and steamy … The sexual tension is magnetic.”


—paranormalhaven.com


“Adair is a master of pulling together exciting adventure and burning passion to make a spine-tingling read!”


—Romantic Times


BLACK MAGIC


“Plenty of sex, and a hero who always comes to the rescue.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A hot new adventure.”


—Romantic Times


NIGHT SHADOW


“Smoothly blends sensuality and espionage.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Pulse-pounding … all the danger, treachery, and romance a reader could wish for… . Exceptional.”


—Romantic Times


“Cherry Adair … will make your pulse race and your palms sweat.”


—Fresh Fiction


NIGHT SECRETS


“Tremendous!”


—Romantic Times


“The night sizzles to new heights in these novels of romantic suspense.”


—Fresh Fiction


WHITE HEAT


“A steamy fusion of romance and heart-stopping suspense.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Heart-stopping adventure … spicy.”


—Library Journal


HOT ICE


“A relentless page-turner with plenty of enticing plot twists and turns.”


—Seattle Post-Intelligencer


“A very sexy adventure that offers nonstop, continent-hopping action from start to finish.”


—Library Journal


HIDE AND SEEK


“Cherry Adair stokes up the heat and intrigue in her adventurous thriller.”


—Romantic Times


“Outsize protagonists, super-nasty villains, and earthy sex scenes.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Gripping, sexy as all get out.”


—The Belles and Beaux of Romance


“A reason to stay up way too late.”


—The Romance Journal


KISS AND TELL


“A sexy, snappy roller-coaster ride!”


—New York Times bestselling author Susan Andersen


“A true keeper.”


—Romantic Times
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Monte Carlo


Rand Maguire could just see the headline now: XXX WEDDING HOLLYWOOD STARS BARE ALL!


One leak, one Tweet, one goddamned Facebook picture, and a hundred lives would be affected in ways no one could predict. The wedding had been, literally, a clusterfuck of gigantic proportions.


As security specialist to the stars, Rand’s job was to protect the celebrity guests from danger while they attended the destination nuptials of Tinseltown’s hottest young couple.


Possible hazards? Paparazzi, stalkers, ex-lovers, kidnappers. Hell, possibilities were varied and endless.


Not on the damned list of potential threats?


Aphrodisiac.


It was barely six the morning following the reception, and forty-plus of the major players—bride, groom, immediate family—gathered in the Presidential Suite of the Monte Carlo hotel, looking to Rand for answers. Why the hell wouldn’t they? However one looked at it, Maguire Security was responsible for the debacle. It was Rand’s ass on the line.


The only thing he and his men had figured out in the hours since the reception was that the drug had been added to the toasting champagne. Which meant all the guests had drunk at least a few sips. Within minutes all hell broke loose as everyone lost their inhibitions in a spectacular display of unbridled lust.


Clothes were ripped open or completely off as couples screwed where they stood, lay, or sprawled on a table or chair. The sophisticated formal wedding became a sexual free-for-all. A porn-movie orgy come to life.


Rand hadn’t had enough manpower to pull everyone, humping like dogs in heat, apart. Even when his crew tried, they were fought off as if the participants had to fuck or die. Whatever the hell the drug was, he’d never seen anything like it.


It had been a hellacious and exhausting couple of hours before he and his men managed to wrangle the hundred guests to their suites and lock them in for their own safety.


It was fortunate the wedding and reception took place on this floor for security reasons. Damned fortunate that it had been contained and not in the gardens as the bride had wanted.


Working with hotel management, he had the outside phone lines blocked, called in a team of doctors to minister to the guests, and started a full-scale investigation into the why and how of it. The local authorities were going to have to be called in, he knew. But for now, he had a couple of hours, tops, to figure this out.


He paused beside one of the ornate stone pillars, his back to the breathtaking, million-dollar view of the Mediterranean beyond the closed French doors. All the better to survey the bickering mass of celebrities and elite as they debated whether to lynch him now or save the ass kicking for later when the rest of the wedding guests showed up.


“… absolutely couldn’t control myself …”


“Favorite dress …”


The guests, gathered in small, feral knots, looked no further for a scapegoat than the man paid to protect them.


Glamorous actresses had skipped hair and makeup to put in their two cents before the other guests woke up and demanded his attention. Most, still feeling the sting of embarrassment, wouldn’t meet his eyes, and those who did make eye contact didn’t hold back the anger. Or fear.


The simmering tones in the suite threatened to boil over as Rand waited for everyone to find a seat. He’d better resolve this clusterfuck fast. If it became known that Maguire Security allowed something like this to take place on its watch, he’d lose every top-tier client he’d spent years cultivating.


He prowled the edges of the spacious suite, its Louis XIV furniture and 18-karat gilding gleaming in the sunlight streaming through the windows. He felt the weight and heat of a dozen pairs of eyes tracking his progress. Like a shark, he kept moving, eavesdropping on the conversations around him as he spoke quietly into his lip mic as his teams reported in.


“Anything?” he asked Walters, who was situated in the hotel security room. Like the rest of them, he and his splinter team had been at it all night, going through the hotel security videos from the previous evening. None of them had taken a break, let alone slept.


“Nothing solid yet,” Walters admitted, sounding as frustrated as Rand felt.


“Stratham and Rebik are following a lead—one of the waiters who, some-fucking-how, managed to get out before we locked everyone in,” Rand informed him as he prowled. “So far, that’s our best bet. Let’s hope to hell that pans out. Everyone else is accounted for.”


He headed for the buffet. The private chef had loaded the table with fruit, pastries, juices, and large pots of coffee. Clean. A day late and a dollar short, but Rand checked anyway. Not that it mattered now. The damage was done.


The cold clench in his gut had been there all night. Disaster brewing, escalating tempers threatening to erupt, and still no goddamned answers. “The natives are getting restless,” he said quietly into the mic as he scanned the restless group. “Find me something before it gets any uglier.”


“Will do, boss.”


Rand poured hot, fragrant coffee from a giant silver urn into a fragile-looking cup that barely held two swallows. He drank and filled it again, observing the milling guests behind him in the mirror over the buffet. Exhausted. Embarrassed. Pissed.


How in the hell had anyone gotten past his men to compromise security in such a spectacular way? Jesus. Compromised was an understatement. In this case, that was just a fucking euphemism for catastrophe.


Rand had achieved a certain amount of fame for his stunt work in the film industry before branching out into the security business four years ago. More balls than brains, some said. But they were wrong. He was always three steps ahead of the stunt. Yeah, he’d taken some ballsy risks, par for the course, but they were calculated risks. Back then he placed his own life on the line daily with barely a qualm. Now he was responsible for the security and well-being of clients who paid him shitloads of money to make sure they remained safe.


He’d fucked up.


He’d landed this job because his security company was one of the best. He knew the business, and he knew the players. He understood the need for safety, combined with the desire for privacy, important to celebrities, and difficult to provide. He knew how they ticked. And the current situation was a public relations nightmare for any actor, other than a porn star.


He had a lid on outside contact, so the press hadn’t got wind of what happened. Yet.


Early-morning sunlight spilled across the creamy marble floors and glinted off gilded picture frames, ancient tapestries, and plush, stylish furniture. The smell of stale perfume mixed with the heavy scent of hundreds of white hothouse roses in three-foot-high Carrara marble urns was stifling even with the air-conditioning on.


Rand was sorely tempted to fling open the doors and windows, just to get some decent air. Not that he would. All this situation needed was someone with a zoom lens or a directional mic. He had to keep a lid on Pandora’s box for as long as possible.


Walters’s voice buzzed in his ear. “Still nothing. Tover wants to know if they should come back to the hotel and help herd cats.”


“No.” Rand kept his voice low, his gaze moving around the room so he could keep track of all the players. “Cole should be back from the airport anytime now. Keep looking. One of those damn devices must’ve caught something.” He put the empty cup on one of the small tables, hoping his personal assistant was bringing more than reinforcements—what he needed was a fucking miracle.


Damn it to hell. His men were well trained and hypervigilant. How had they missed this? How had no one seen a damn thing until it was too late?


Walters rang off just as Ligg, another member of Rand’s security team, beeped in on the other line. Every team, every fifteen minutes. For all the good it was doing. Ron Ligg, with his four, had taken point on the audiovisual in Rand’s suite down the hall, a few doors away from the Presidential Suite where the reception had been held.


Armed with high-speed computers, they were going through all the data from every phone, camera, and video device confiscated from the guests the night before.


All of whom had meltdowns when told to give up their phones. His men had ultimately convinced them all that it was the only way to keep the all-too-damning evidence off the Web. Rand prayed he’d been in time. A picture was worth a thousand lawsuits… .


And just might offer a clue. “Anything useful?”


Ligg’s team was looking at every bit of footage, every image, taken between six yesterday evening, when the wedding ceremony started, and about eight, which was when all hell started breaking loose at the reception. Anything captured after the toasts at about eight fifteen would be completely useless.


Unless, Rand thought grimly, it had been filmed with blackmail in mind. Then someone was sitting on a gold mine.


“No, sir.”


“Keep looking. Record what we need and be sure you wipe the devices. Everyone gets their gear back clean.” Gut tight, Rand disconnected. He wasn’t taking any chances. He caught a brief glimpse of long red hair among the blondes and brunettes across the crowded room and felt a visceral, unwelcome clutch in his chest.


A moment later the illusion was gone, and he breathed more easily. It had been a trick of the light, a figment of his overtired imagination. He thought he’d gotten over reacting that way every time he saw a woman with that distinctive shade of red hair—but apparently not. He had more serious issues than revisiting a ghost from his past.


A dozen conversations were going on around him as he circled the room to gain a vantage point, preferably far from sharp objects and projectiles. As he moved, he felt the weight of collective gazes on his back, as if the guests were sighting collectively down a rifle scope.


“… but God help me, I was willing. More than willing!”


The back of his neck prickled—a sure sign of danger—as he passed the bride and groom sitting together on a sofa. The only danger left in this room was the fallout and repercussions from what transpired the night before. But he trusted that itch.


The danger was real and present, and while maintaining a calm façade, inside Rand was coiled and braced for the attack.


He saw his assistant, Cole Phelps, by the suite door. Ex-military, Phelps had ears that stuck out from his short sandy-blond hair, typical jarhead style. His square jaw and even brown eyes tended to project reliability—exactly what Maguire Security needed. At a fairly tame five eight, athletic rather than bulky, his physique wasn’t what made him a good security specialist. The man had a head for details—facts, plans, organization. He was Rand’s right-hand man.


Cole was caught in conversation with the redhead. Rand was certain there hadn’t been a ginger at the wedding. He’d remember. He had a strong aversion to them. The woman’s back was to him, yet every hair follicle on his body felt electrified, even though he knew she wasn’t who his body thought she was.


“Mortified!” He identified that shrill voice as belonging to one of the blond, heroin-chic bridesmaids. The well-preserved middle-aged woman she was talking to was related to the groom. Aunt, Rand remembered. She agreed wholeheartedly, “Outraged!”


The room was large enough to hold a hundred wedding guests, but with everyone agitated, vocal, and moving about, it seemed overly crowded with less than half that number this morning. Cole and the redhead wove their way through the masses, making their way along the back wall out of the traffic flow. It took willpower for Rand to pull his gaze from the unidentified woman.


Hotel security? Another doctor coming to check on the wedding party? He had no idea who she was, other than a distraction he couldn’t afford. It wouldn’t be so distracting if he could get a glimpse of the woman’s face to assure himself she wasn’t who he thought she was.


“My mother …”


“Not my fault, baby, I swear. Your sister …”


“… get tested, what if someone had …”


Rand lifted his head, his gaze skimming over the complainants and, like a filing to a magnet, back to the redhead just as she turned.


Ice-green eyes met his straight on.


Dr. Dakota North.


Impossible. Improbable. Incontrovertible.


It was that coppery hair that attracted him three years ago. But it was those pale eyes that had drawn an unsuspecting man like a moth to a flame. Windows to her soul, he’d thought back then. Cool, clear, and as refreshing as looking into a quiet pond. He remembered thinking her skin appeared luminous as if backlit. Glowing and silky smooth—


Seeing her here made something inside him go still—the quiet before the storm. Then he felt the impact of those familiar peridot-colored eyes like a physical blow to his solar plexus. A bomb of suppressed emotions exploded in his chest and splintered through him like shrapnel.


Bitch had cojones, showing up here. Now.


Rand kept his expression impassive, keeping a tight rein on his self-control so he didn’t betray even a flicker of what he was feeling. Too bad that self-control didn’t extend to his thoughts. He maintained eye contact for several more beats, giving her a cold look of inquiry.


Her chin lifted a fuck-you-right-back fraction of an inch.


Looking effortlessly hip in a simple white T-shirt tucked into dark jeans, completed with a black blazer fitted to her narrow waist, Dakota was thinner than the last time he’d seen her, her cheeks a little more refined.


Still so beautiful she made his mouth go dry.


He cleared his throat, tightening his resolve along with his jaw. He had no idea what the hell she was doing here or where she’d come from, but she could crawl right back.


She’d tied a mile of glossy red hair up in a just-got-out-of-bed untidy ponytail that hung over one shoulder and curled around her left breast before spilling like magma halfway to her waist. It was much longer than when he … they … than when he’d seen her last, but the color was seared into his memory. Fragrant living fire. Cool and impossibly silky to the touch.


In spite of, or hell, because of the situation, Rand instantly imagined all that wild red hair spread over her creamy naked body. Spread over his naked body. Even though he hadn’t drunk the mickeyed champagne, watching nothing but sex for hours straight left an imprint on his brain.


His body remembered hers. The taste. The texture. The heat. It all came rushing back in an unwelcome surge of muscle memory. His skin felt too tight, and he was annoyed to find his heartbeat doing calisthenics.


What kind of sick joke had put Dr. Dakota North and an aphrodisiac in the same geographical location? Someone up there must be laughing his ass off.


Rand glanced away. What was she doing here, halfway across the world from Seattle, anyway? Because having Dakota just show up out of the fucking blue was not only annoying as hell, it was a stretch.


Cole had gone to the airport to pick up Zak Stark’s handpicked Lodestone agent, and this was who he’d brought back? Even though Dakota was a chemist and could probably give him some insight as to what the drug might’ve been, she was a problem Rand didn’t want. They were done. Had been for two years. He wanted nothing to do with her. Not then, not now, not fucking ever again. She’d destroyed his family.


And nearly destroyed what was left of him.


He met his assistant’s gaze, telegraphing his feelings without a filter. Cole’s ass was grass for bringing her here.


He must’ve bumped into her at the airport, or—hell, Rand had no idea why she was standing there as if she had a gold-plated fucking invitation to stay.


Where was the Lodestone agent? Zak had assured him he was sending his best man for the job. Rand needed the guy now. Judging by the raised voices around him, he couldn’t wait any longer. They were edging toward hysteria, and it was time to take control.


Dakota’s shoulders stiffened as she started picking up and comprehending snippets of conversation.


“… make the Kardashian tapes look tame.”


“Paparazzi?”


They each had an embarrassing story, each more horrific and humiliating than the last, and everyone in the room started talking louder, determined to be heard. It was definitely time.


“Quiet!” Yelling “cut” might be more effective. Still, the decibel level dropped as Rand snagged their attention. “Take a seat and calm down. You all had a bad experience, but trying to top one another is counterproductive.” He paused. “Yes. You’ll be getting your phones and cameras back. I’d like to remind you that you all signed nondisclosure agreements, and it’s in everyone’s best interest to keep this situation out of the press. Let’s see what we know and go from there. One at a time.”


Everyone talked at once.


“Enough!” His volume barely changed, but this time the group shut the hell up as everyone swiveled to face him. Their expressions ranged from fury to humiliation to fear. If looks could kill, he’d be stone dead.


And this was eleven hours after the incident.


“Arguing and pointing fingers isn’t going to help us find the culprit.” Rand kept his voice low and even. “My team has already spoken with each of you once, and we’re going to go through it again now, one story at a time. You might not realize that you saw something that might help us with the investigation. Please be patient and wait for my assistant, Cole, over there.”


Cole raised his hand.


“He’ll come to you. Refreshments have been set up to make the wait easier. Thank you for your patience and assistance.


“And no, Creed,” he added as the award-winning director and godfather to the bride opened his mouth to speak, “we still don’t know if a wedding guest was responsible.” Rand’s people had grilled all of them like cheese sandwiches. And since no one had been allowed to leave the floor, the culprit was still there. They just had to figure out who that was, and/or wait for a blackmail demand.


“Then obviously it was one of the hires.” Seth Creed’s voice was tight and level. Rand started out as a stuntman, working his way up to stunt coordinator for the director. Creed was a lifelong friend of Rand’s father. Rand was pretty sure they weren’t gay, but they had an interesting relationship that was hard to define. One thing for sure, Rand liked Seth Creed a hell of a lot more than he did his father.


The director had guided his career from the start. Rand owed him a lot. Seth’s stamp of approval on his security company had garnered clients before Rand earned them on his own. It pissed him off that this was the way he was repaying his friend for standing by him for years.


He’d always admired the director’s even temperament. Creed didn’t get flustered, never yelled or threw temper tantrums. His calm tones tended to keep people on his sets on an even keel, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t pissed as hell right now. His fair skin was flushed all the way to his receding hairline. His narrowed eyes warned that when he lost it, it was going to be extremely unpleasant for everyone.


“One of your security people—” Rand raised a brow, and the director subsided on the brocade settee, his expression grim, his eyes telegraphing his frustration. Unlike the others, he’d obviously taken the time to shower, and was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved, crisply starched blue cotton shirt, buttoned to the throat. “Or one of the waitstaff,” Creed finished. “You haven’t found anything new?”


“I would have told you.”


“It bears repeating,” Brett Sing, royal pain in the ass and stepfather of the groom, stated flatly as he joined them, his voice rising as he cast an unfocused look around the room. He smelled strongly of sweat and booze. He was still wearing his tux pants and jacket, but somewhere along the way had lost his shirt. “Maguire’s shecurity screwed up. Bottom line—he’sh responsible for this deviant getting in here in the first fucking plashe!” Again—or still—inebriated, he shot out a hand to brace himself as he listed to one side, sending a plate of croissants to the floor.


Rand bet the man would drink until he drowned out the memory of fucking his stepson’s best man on the dais in full view of his family. “And I’m not saying any different,” Rand said, keeping his fingers in the front pockets of his black dress pants in a deceptively calm posture. “Despite the fact that everyone here was run through a background check—twice—I take full responsibility for what happened.” His gaze flickered to Dakota in the back of the room.


Her eyes narrowed as she too studied the room’s occupants. He wondered what she was making of it all, then reminded himself he’d stopped giving a shit what she thought two years ago.


It wasn’t nearly long enough.


With her expertise, she’d probably be of some assistance, he acknowledged. But given her track record, he didn’t trust her. When the chips were down, self-preservation was the name of her game. He looked away and returned to the matter at hand. He and his people had done an exemplary job checking every aspect of the security for this gig. Including, Rand thought as he stared at Creed and the others, the entire guest list, the waitstaff, and his own security people. None of them had been exempt from intense scrutiny. The only person he trusted one hundred percent was himself. Everyone else was subject to suspicion.


Some, he thought darkly, not glancing at Dakota, more than others. “We have a strong lead,” he briskly told the group. “We’re going over every dotted i and crossed t. Again. I assure you, we will find the person or persons responsible and they’ll be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.” Before they were all blackmailed into bankruptcy, he hoped. And he lost his ass.


He walked over to what should have been the happy couple seated together on one of the ornate sofas strategically positioned to take in the view. Amanda Bennett, the petite, ethereal-looking bride, was one of Hollywood’s new romantic-comedy superstars.


Judging by her wet hair, she’d showered before changing from her wedding dress into jeans and a baby-blue T-shirt; her feet were bare. She looked about thirteen. She blushed crimson as she burrowed under her new husband’s beefy, protective arm. Her big blue eyes filled with tears. Not the tears that had won her three Oscars, a Tony, and several Golden Globes. These were the real deal. “My mother …”


“The doctor’s seen her three times,” Rand assured Amanda gently. Sara Tucker, a successful character actress, was too humiliated to leave her room. None of these people were at fault. Whatever the drug was, it was so powerful no one had been able to resist. It was doubtful if any of the wedding guests had even noticed when Tucker tried to rip the clothes off the nearest waiter and, when he fled, capped her bare breasts with the remnants of the wedding cake as she impaled herself on the groom’s twenty-year-old brother.


Some people should never be seen naked.


One aspect of this job that he and his people handled extremely well, thank God, was that not a whiff of the wedding had leaked to the press. That in itself was a fucking minor miracle with two such high-profile stars. Coupled with the nondisclosure agreements that all of the guests signed before attending the wedding, it meant there was still a chance to keep a tight lid on the situation. Everyone was humiliated by what happened. They weren’t going to say a damn word when they returned home. Even if someone wanted the publicity and was willing to go public about the incident, he or she would be ostracized by half of Hollywood for doing so, and it wasn’t worth the risk. Salacious was one thing, but the events at the reception had guaranteed that nobody came out smelling like a rose.


Ligg and his team had better find something on the images. Walters would spot the bad guy on the hotel video. Or Stratham and Rebik would find the missing waiter… . They just needed a place to start.


“Your mother’s fine now, sweetheart.” Jason Dunham, groom and action superstar, rubbed his chin on the crown of Amanda’s head as he met Rand’s eyes. Like many of the people in the room, Rand considered Jason a friend. He’d doubled for him in a handful of successful movies in his time, and they’d remained friends even after Rand branched off into his security business.


“I have faith Rand. His guys will find the person responsible and bring them to justice. And yeah, it was all as embarrassing as shit, but nobody died. We’ll all go home, go about our business, and never mention it again.”


Amanda nodded from the safety of his embrace. He tightened his arm around his bride as he addressed the room at large. “Nobody can say we didn’t create the most memorable wedding.” He smiled his number-one box office, top-grossing actor smile, but Rand saw the strain around the new groom’s eyes. “And thanks to Rand and his team, we’ve managed to pull it off without the paparazzi getting wind. Of any of it.”


A soft chorus of voices rose in sour counterpoint to his little speech.


“… appalling.”


“I’ll never be able to face my friends again.”


“No way to keep this quiet once we all go home.”


“Monica will talk first.”


The bridesmaid who’d gotten up close and personal with the priest’s genitals bristled at the accusation. “I will not, you skanky bitch!”


“Nobody talks.” Seth Creed’s voice carried clearly as he rose from the sofa and faced the crowd. “Not only will I sue anyone’s ass who’s stupid enough to want to get a little publicity for themselves, I’ll see that you never work again. This was no one’s fault—we’re all victims, even Maguire Security, so shut the fuck up and listen to Rand.”


Rand tuned them out as his Bluetooth headset beeped in his ear. Give me a clue. Just one small fucking thing to go on so I can get this unraveled. “Talk.”


Oddly, with the one, curt word addressed to his caller, the room dropped once again into a thick silence. The tension was palpable, all eyes fixed on him. Unconsciously, Rand’s attention snagged on Dakota. While he knew it was only skin-deep, her beauty made his teeth ache. Her vibrancy assaulted his senses. She’d always been Technicolor to everyone else’s black-and-white. He scowled and turned away, pacing across the room to stare blindly out at the sparkling Mediterranean through the closed French doors.


“Found our missing waiter,” his section leader, Mark Stratham, informed him, crisp and to the point. “Dead. Hotel room’s been wiped. Ready for the address?”


“Go.” Rand listened, committing the unfamiliar street address to memory. “Stay put. I’ll be there ASAP.” He disconnected as he turned to address the room at large. “We have a lead. Everyone chill. Don’t leave this floor. And do not, I repeat, do not leave the hotel under any circumstances. And, yes, Mike, the no-outside-calls rule is still in effect.” The teenage brother of the bride had been bugging to get his phone back for hours. Teenage angst was the least of Rand’s problems.


He cut off the kid. “I don’t care who anyone wants to talk to stateside. If the paparazzi get even a hint of this, everyone is screwed. We don’t know if this was an act of terror, or if there was a specific target or agenda. This floor is secured tighter than Fort Knox. You’re self-sufficient up here with your own chef and staff, and members of my security team are stationed outside everyone’s doors. Nobody in or out until I get back with answers.”


He scanned the room, seeing the challenge in Creed’s eyes. “All the answers.”


The director gave an imperceptible nod; his eyes said, Don’t fuck this up, your ass is on the line.


Rand addressed Cole. “Make sure everyone has what they need. You.” He pointed at Dakota, who’d pushed away from the wall when he took his call. “Come with me,” he ordered in a flat, measured voice that brooked no argument.
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Dakota considered tall, intense, and surly for a heartbeat before following him out of the room. Rand hadn’t snapped his fingers, but his terse command was close enough.


Lovely. His loathing for her hadn’t diminished in twenty-five months. If anything, it looked as if he hated her even more; she hadn’t thought that possible.


The last time he’d talked to her, he’d called her some nasty names. She didn’t care what they said about sticks and stones and about words never harming you. She’d rather he’d struck her than have him believe half of what he’d called her and accused her of doing. She probably would’ve recovered faster.


She straightened her shoulders and kept up with him. Clearly, he hadn’t changed clothes since the wedding. His powerful legs were clad in custom-tailored tuxedo pants, paired with shiny black shoes, and a crisp white shirt with pin tucks down the front. The top two buttons were undone, the tie long gone. Rand never had liked formality, but God, he wore it well. He looked lean, and elegant and sexy enough to have all those little starlets looking at him with lust in their eyes.


This man, with his grim mouth, cold, intense eyes, and clipped speech was a stranger, and she’d treat him as such. Once, they’d been all heat and flash. Passion and need. Connection with little communication. When they’d been together she’d never seen him either cold or disinterested. Just the opposite.


Now …


Now she didn’t know him anymore. Maybe she never had.


Despite her jacket, Dakota shivered. A primitive instinct for survival screamed for her to run like hell. As far and fast as her legs—or a private jet—could take her. But she wasn’t going to run. Not from Rand Maguire, and not from what was happening here.


She’d fought hard to get her life on an even keel after he’d dumped her, but maybe if she’d seen this expression on his face when he’d done it, instead of just hearing his voice, she would’ve gotten over it faster. There was no room for interpretation, seeing the disdain in his eyes when he looked at her now. Rand wasn’t even making a pretense at civility.


So be it.


She’d be as polite and nonconfrontational as humanly possible, even if it killed her. The past was the past. Water under the bridge. The bridge blown to hell, Dakota thought grimly as she practically jogged to keep up with his ground-eating strides.


He was wearing a shoulder holster with a very large black gun in it. James Bond had nothing on Rand Maguire, with his dark hair and flashing eyes, and a charm that was sorely lacking at the moment. Even the new scar here and there on his face and hands didn’t detract from his sexiness. Probably added to his allure, Dakota thought as she matched his pace.


Just looking at him made her chest ache. She knew every dip and crag, every scar, intimately. She didn’t want to remember, but being this close to him stole her breath and made her foolish heart pound. Her body’s reaction to him hadn’t changed in the years they’d been apart. Annoying but true.


The spacious hallway was lined with expensive-looking objets d’art and buff, black-garbed, well-armed guys standing guard outside various doors. Dakota was impressed. His company had grown and he was doing well, very well. The non-grudge-holding part of her psyche was glad.


Nobody in the room they’d just left appeared to have gotten much sleep. She’d bet he had even less. But other than needing a shave, he looked as fresh and sharp as a newly laundered shirt. Heavy on the starch.


The only plus was that he’d been taken unaware when he’d first seen her. Small satisfaction under the circumstances.


His dark hair was too long; he never could be bothered to go to the barber. His long-lashed dark eyes seemed to bore into her brain as he glanced at her when she caught up with him, halfway down the carpeted hallway. She felt a small hum of irritation in the back of her throat.


Don’t let him get to you. This isn’t personal. Remember that. She’d been lecturing herself since she’d left Seattle.


Not. Personal.


He paused to examine her face with a dissatisfied frown, his anger running icy, not hot like hers. “What the hell are you doing here, Dakota?”


Since she was here to help him, his irritation pissed her off, but she said evenly, “You know that the drug everyone in there was given was DL6-94, don’t you?”


His frown deepened, the cold mask slipping for a fraction of a second as he grabbed her upper arm in the vise of his fingers. “What the hell are you talking about?”


The warm touch of his hand after so long was a shock. Dakota jerked her arm out of his grip and stepped back out of his unwanted magnetic force field. “The drug your father and I were working on at Rydell Pharmaceuticals.” She strove for calm, but her insides were in revolt. “The drug formula that was supposedly destroyed in the explosion. The drug that one of my lab assistants referred to as Rapture. That’s what your wedding party was dosed with.”


His face hardened. “First of all.” If his tone had been any icier, it would’ve caused permafrost on the crystal chandeliers overhead. “You were in that room for all of ten minutes, so you’re basing your diagnosis on an erroneous assumption. Unless you—”He gave her a suspicious glare from hostile, narrowed eyes. “When did you hit town, Dakota? Yesterday?” He took an aggressive step forward, invading her personal space again. “Was this a sick experiment? Did you do it as some kind of perverted form of payback because I broke it off with you?”


“Don’t be an ass.” Her temper caught fire, and she curled her nails into her palms to keep from hitting him. She wanted to. Hard. And often. She wasn’t surprised to discover that now Rand Maguire brought out the absolute worst in her. It hadn’t always been that way, but it was that way now.


Heart thudding erratically, she lifted her chin and glared right back. Damn. She’d forgotten how big he was. He towered over her even though she wore heels. She stood a little taller and stared him down. He might be in an awkward situation with his clients, but she wasn’t going to tolerate being intimidated when she was here—like it or not—to help him. “Cole picked me up at the airport and brought me directly here. Ask him yourself if you don’t believe me.” Pathological liar was the least offensive thing he’d called her in their last phone conversation. Slut, bitch, and opportunist had been some of the others. Based on what, she wasn’t sure. But he’d acted on his convictions by telling her he never wanted to see or hear from her again. Ever.


Since he lived in LA and she in Seattle, that hadn’t been hard to achieve. He’d refused to explain or to listen to reason. He’d rushed to judgment without a damned backward glance.


She’d learned a long time ago not to bother trying to explain herself to anyone. But it had hurt her deeply that Rand believed all those crappy things about her. She’d thought he knew her better than that. Obviously not.


She started walking—heading, she presumed, to the private elevator at the other end of the mile-long hallway. “You were the one who called Zak Stark and asked for help, Rand. I’m the best kind of help you have. I know what you’re up against.”


“I don’t need any more of your brand of ‘help,’ Dakota. Wasn’t killing my mother enough for you? Did you want to up your body count and kill off half of Hollywood as well?”


“I’m not even going to dignify that crap with a response,” she told him evenly. “You need me, and if you weren’t so pigheaded, you’d be grateful that I put everything on hold to come. I’m one of the few people left who knows everything there is to know about this drug.” She’d had nothing whatsoever to do with the drugs his mother had been given. Nothing. He hadn’t listened then, and she wasn’t going to try to convince him of her noninvolvement now. That wasn’t the issue at hand.


“DL6-94 is a fast-acting, powerful aphrodisiac. Less than a microgram is all it would take to get the reaction your guests had yesterday. Enough to cause a loss of all inhibitions. For most people, that dose would be a powerful aphrodisiac, but for some it will bring out equally strong emotions they’d be unable to control.”


He wasn’t looking at her as she spoke, but his strides slowed down, indicating she had his attention.


“It’s highly addictive and remains in the body. Eventually, if enough’s ingested, leading to death. And since I worked at Rydell, Zak Stark thought you could use my expertise. Believe me, he had to do a lot of convincing to get me to drop everything and fly here to help you.”


“How did he know what the fuck the drug was?”


“He didn’t.” She controlled her temper with some difficulty. “But since he knew I was a pharmaceutical chemist, he called and woke me in the middle of the night. We discussed the symptoms and what you’d described. I told him it might be Rapture. He asked me to come and help you. I told him in no uncertain terms that you wouldn’t accept any help I could give you. He insisted. I’m here. If you don’t need or want my help, I’ll be happy to have a vacation before flying back to Seattle.”


“How did Zak even know how to contact you?” his deep voice was soft and cold, his eyes hot. “Are you sleeping with him?”


Pigheaded ass. “I work for him.”


His brow went up. “Doing what? Supplying drugs to unsuspecting citizens?”


He knew which buttons to push, but she wasn’t going to react. “You don’t really think I had anything to do with drugging those people?”


Faster than she could blink, Rand had her pinned against the wall, his thick forearms bracketing her shoulders, the massive wall of his chest hard and unyielding against her breasts. Sensations assaulted her, the heat and smell of him yanking her inside out.


“I was talking about the past. But now that you bring it up—did you have something to do with what happened at the wedding?”


The familiar heated sparks in his eyes forced Dakota to turn her head, leaving him breathing down her neck, literally. She shoved at him with both hands. “Keep making ridiculous statements like that, and you’ll get your wish. I’ll leave so fast your head will spin.”


“It’s quite a coincidence that you just happen to be here right in the middle of this mess.” He allowed her to push him away. The wash of cool air was welcome and stunning after her close encounter with the man who was both her worst nightmare and her biggest fantasy. “Zak shouldn’t have sent you. You’ve been misinformed—this isn’t what you think it is. The doctors we brought in believe the guests were given a high dose of Ecstasy.”


The scientist in her had to know for certain if this was her drug or just something similar. Please God. Don’t let it be DL6-94. The wish, the plea, the prayer were all useless, she knew. She was just desperate to be proven wrong. “It wasn’t E,” she told him flatly, straightening her jacket and hitching her heavy tote back onto her shoulder. “I can tell you that even without knowing all the details. I need to see the blood work. I presume you had blood drawn for analysis?”


“Of course. We should have the results back in a couple of hours.” He took the jacket one of his men handed him as he passed and shrugged it on. “You’ll be picking up some rich guy on the beach by then.”


“Oh, I certainly hope so,” she murmured sweetly. A surge of raw emotion flooded her system. Anger. Grief. Fear. It was an unhealthy cocktail. “Have you contacted the local authorities?”


“Not yet. Eventually an alphabet soup of authorities will have to be called in. For now we’re keeping a tight lid on it, with as few people as possible involved. Right now we have nothing.”


“You have what the drug is. You know where it was first manufactured. That’s something.”


He didn’t so much as glance her way. “Based on your word.”


Which according to him was worthless. “Based on my expertise.”


“I’ll take your opinion under advisement while waiting to hear from the experts here.”


Dakota put her hand on his arm. A mistake. She felt hard muscle and tensile strength. She remembered … She let go, not wanting to feel the heat of his skin through the layers of his clothing. Not wanting to remember the strength of his arms. “News flash, Ace. I’m the expert. Be it in Europe or back in Seattle. Get me that blood work and I’ll confirm that it’s Rapture. We’ll go from there.” She forced herself to calm her erratic breathing.


It took several long steps before he noticed she hadn’t kept up, but when he turned back to look at her, there wasn’t anything sympathetic—or even open-minded—about his expression. “I hate to break this to you, Dakota, but this isn’t about you. I’ll have one of my men return you to the airport. Go back to Seattle. I don’t have the time to wait out one of your moody sulks.”


She was neither moody nor sulky, and she resented like hell being accused of both. “When did I ever behave like that?”


“When I repeatedly tried to contact you after my father was arrested.”


She’d been in the hospital, in a medically induced coma, which he would know if he’d been less of an ass. The old hurt stung like new, but this wasn’t the time or place to clear the air. If she had to explain that, she’d lose it.


“I can help you, Rand. If you’ll let me. If not—” She lifted her shoulder and let it drop. “I know how to keep myself busy.” Give me something, anything, and I can track this guy down. She could hunt down the guilty party, sure, but having Rand around would make what she had to do easier. And with his expertise—safer. Not that she’d ever let him know and give him that kind of leverage.


“I don’t need—”


“You told Zak Stark you needed a tracker,” she cut him off, remembering with bitter amusement when she’d found his stubborn side attractive. “Here I am. I knew as soon as Zak shared those few details you gave him that this was the drug we worked on at Rydell. I know it intimately, inside and out. I lived it, breathed it, dreamed about it for four years. This is the antidepressant we worked so hard to perfect. Our one massive failure. Trust me. It’s Rapture.”


Rand stared at her, his hands deceptively loose at his sides. She continued, hoping this once he’d hear what she had to say without being defensive and shutting her down. “Ecstasy and Rohypnol take ten minutes or so to act; both lower inhibitions, and often result in amnesia. From what I understand, all those people affected had no inhibitions, and they all remember in painful detail what happened.


“This can’t be allowed to spread across Europe, Rand—we’ve got to stop it. This drug is more addictive than meth, and worse, is lethal in larger doses.”


A muscle jerked in his jaw. “I told Stark the details in confidence.”


“A confidence that would be shared with the Lodestone agent he sent to help you,” she pressed, every bit as obstinate as he was. “Me. He knows I was a chemist, and we agree that I’m the best qualified to help you.”


“Was?”


She didn’t respond. Her life was no longer Rand Maguire’s business. “If DL6-94 is already in production, there’s a bigger problem than a handful of people getting their happy on. This has to be caught before it goes viral. This goes way beyond a few privileged wedding guests being embarrassed. It’s a matter of public safety. We’d better hope to hell that Rapture hasn’t gone into mass production, because if it has, we’re looking at a drug that will outsell crack, E, and everything else put together. There’ll be no stopping it. Right now I’m your best hope of finding whoever did this and finding out who’s behind it. I have the ability to trace this back to the source.”


“Alone?”


“Until I find who’s behind it, yes. Then Interpol will need to be called in.”


He cocked his hip, his gaze burning an acidic hole straight through her. “There can only be one person responsible for bringing that drug back into the mainstream, Dakota, and that’s you.”


“I’m not the only person who knew that formula.”


His laugh sounded rough. “First you make sure my father is accused of killing my mother. Now, when he’s securely behind bars, you’re accusing him of formulating this drug? Out of an Italian prison? Seriously? You’re crazy. And unwelcome. I don’t want you anywhere near my father. The trial starts in two weeks. If the press gets wind that you’re lurking about Europe, you and your crazy ideas are going to exacerbate the situation. Just leave.”


Dakota planted her feet, ready for a fight—one she had to win to prevent more innocent people from injury. “Like it or not, you need me. I have the skills to locate whoever assaulted the wedding guests. I’ll do what I need to do, with or without you.”


He gave her a cold look. “Like what?”


“Like none of your damn business.” She caught up with him as he started walking again, her footsteps muffled on the thick carpet. Her high heels put her eyes level with his mouth. His stern, well-shaped, annoying mouth. “Unless you’re willing to work together and keep things amicable, I’m not wasting time explaining anything to you.” She dragged her gaze back to his dark, unfriendly eyes.


“Would any of it be the truth?”


The truth would break you, you jerk. Her jaw hurt from clenching her teeth, and her fingers tightened around the handle of the heavy tote slung over her shoulder. Everything she’d brought on this trip was inside, as she’d purposely traveled light. “Go to hell.”


“Been there, done that, got the scars to prove it.”


He’d been a stuntman. The fool was covered with scars. “Who doesn’t.” After the lab explosion, she could match him scar for scar. “Do you really have a lead?” Not that she doubted his abilities; Rand always had a clear vision of what he wanted to do. When he decided on a course of action, nothing deterred him. He was the most decisive, focused man she’d ever met. He cared about those people back there, and he was going to deal with this disaster in the most efficient, expedient way possible. She’d been warmed by that caring once, until he froze her, cutting her out of his life without a backward glance.


Not that she cared anymore. She squared her shoulders. “It makes sense for you to fill me i—”


He held up one finger to silence her. “Ham called in a lead,” he said into his lip mic. “Nobody on or off the floor until I give the okay.” He barely changed tone of voice as he added to her, not slowing down, “I can’t wait to get Stark on the phone. He better have one hell of a good explanation for this.”


“Be my guest,” Dakota snapped. She hitched her tote more securely onto her shoulder as she kept pace. Zak, smart man that he was, had put two and two together, come up with six, and had his plane readied for her. Zak had both sides of the story. Rand’s and her own.


He’d believed that she was the only one he needed to send to Monte Carlo. Filled with hope that she could clear her name once and for all, she’d flown through the night to get to Monaco in time for breakfast. She hadn’t been offered breakfast, but hope sprang eternal.


Rand slapped a hand on the call button and the ornate elevator doors glided open without a whisper. Dakota followed him inside and fought the urge to touch the plush gold-and-black wallpaper to make sure she had enough room to breathe. Claustrophobia was her Achilles’ heel, and being in a small confined space with a large, angry male made breathing difficult. Being in the same space as Rand made breathing almost impossible.


She looked up as the door slid closed, feeling as if she were trapped inside a jeweled box with a Baccarat crystal chandelier. Only a few floors, she assured herself. She had enough issues to deal with without this anxiety kicking in.


Rand seemed to suck all the air out of the already airless space. His shoulder bumped hers, reminding her how large he was—not just in essence, but in physical presence. A good man to have on your side. A really, really bad man to have as an enemy.


She knew both from experience. Her heart picked up the pace, and she had the crazy urge to lean against him. She resisted burying her face against his strong, tanned throat and wrapping her arms around his waist by reminding herself that he hated her. Still really, truly loathed her, after all this time.


She backed away from his personal space until her ass hit the elevator wall, and she could catch her breath.


Her jaw set and her shoulders tightened. Claustrophobia be damned, she wouldn’t show weakness now. “I’m not leaving.” She met his eyes.


“Yes. You are.”


“You can’t force me onto a plane.”


His grim look promised he’d give it his best shot.


She put her ace on the table. “You can’t hunt down the bad guy if you don’t have a clue. I’ll find it.”


He pinched the bridge of his nose, a gesture he made when he was especially tense, and she was immediately transported back three years ago to when they met. A cocktail party, hosted by the lab where she worked with his father. One look and Dakota was sunk. She’d kept her hands to herself by sheer willpower. Just because she was civilized enough not to act on her impulse didn’t mean she hadn’t enjoyed the rush of sexual awareness pulsing through every nerve ending in her body. Chemistry at its finest.


She’d never in her life experienced anything like the intensity of lust at first sight. It had been new and intriguing and wonderful. He’d been at the party at his father’s persistent request, and she’d offered him an Advil after watching him wince with the pain of a tension headache. They’d gotten into a lively discussion over waiting out the pain versus the immediacy of man-made pain relievers. It rapidly progressed from pain to pleasure.


She’d thought it was real love, the kind that lasted forever. She’d been wrong. Unfortunately, she had some residual physical response to him after all this time. As long as Rand didn’t know about it, the fact that she was having heart palpitations just standing next to him was none of his business.


God. When Zak told her what happened at the wedding reception, Dakota prayed the drug wasn’t DL6-94. After hearing the details, spare as they were, there was no doubt in her mind. None. She’d wait to confirm it until she saw the test results, but she knew what had been used.


“In case you aren’t taking this, or me, seriously,” she told him quietly, “let me explain in layman’s terms just how bad the situation is. A person weighing one hundred and fifty pounds becomes addicted to DL6-94 after ingesting as little as five micrograms, be that one dose or five. It’s downhill from there, because the eventual outcome of continued use is death.”
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