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Prologue



If tenacity had a face, Lucy Sharpe was looking at it. A tornado of determination brewed in angry eyes. A defiant jaw set against anything that got in its way. Even her delicate nostrils flared as Sage Valentine leaned over Lucy’s desk and declared, “You owe me, Lucy. Big.”

A hundred responses echoed through Lucy’s mind, a thousand ways to say hello for the first time in thirteen years, a million ways to reach out to her sister’s daughter and close the chasm that time and blame had formed between them.

She remained as impassive as she would be with any other potential client being turned away. “I’m sorry. I can’t help you.”

“Can’t or won’t?” Sage crossed her arms and peered down at her aunt, tilting her head. “Big difference.”

Tenacity and attitude. Sage didn’t look like Lydia Sharpe, but she obviously had a few of her mother’s traits. “This job isn’t right for the Bullet Catchers,” Lucy said. “My company is a security firm.”

“I thought you did investigations.”

“Only as it relates to the security of our clients and the principals we protect.”

“Come on, Lucy.” Sage tapped the desk impatiently. “With all your contacts in government and law enforcement, after all those years in the CIA? You have to be able to get information I can’t.” She closed her eyes with a whisper-soft sigh. “I wouldn’t ask you if it weren’t important.”

Lucy almost smiled. “I did check the temperature in hell when you called.”

Sage dropped into the guest chair that she’d refused two minutes earlier, leaning elbows on the colossal writing table between them. “Proof that I am desperate.”

Proof that she was resourceful. Another trait of Lydia’s.

“Let me tell you what I have.” Inches from Lucy’s fingertips lay a file folder with details about www.takemetonite.com, a fantasy website run by computer nerds and supported by young women with more money than common sense. The file contained nothing that a dogged journalist like Sage couldn’t have figured out on her own. For a Bullet Catcher file it was remarkably thin, but Lucy’s sources had revealed enough to know that her niece was wasting her time seeking retribution and responsibility where there was none to be found.

“Takemetonite.com is a privately owned business set up to conduct mock kidnappings and subsequent fantasy rescues strictly for personal entertainment,” Lucy said. “They check out and are, for lack of a better word, legitimate.”

“So who owns it? Who does these kidnappings? Who polices this? How can it be legal? And who kidnapped my roommate the night she died?” Sage’s frustration was clear in the last question.

“The site is owned by a company called Fantasy Adventures, a division of a large software gaming company in Southern California. FA has about forty employees who staff four operations in the U.S., including one in Boston, with plans to open about six more in the coming year. They are profitable and private about what they do.”

Sage leaned back in the chair. “And what they do is kidnap women.”

“Yes. No doubt you’ve heard of thrill sites, where people can arrange to do or experience just about anything for a price?”

“Anything,” Sage said pointedly. “Including commit a murder.”

“True. Those sites are hidden deep underground and are most definitely against the law. But takemetonite.com is much more mainstream, a company that will arrange for someone to have the experience and adrenaline rush of a nonviolent abduction, followed by a rescue performed by handsome young men. And what these young women do to…thank their rescuer is paid for on a sliding scale.”

“So the men, the rescuers, they’re like prostitutes?” Sage’s expression was a mix of disgust and disbelief. “The last thing Keisha Kingston had to do was pay for sex.”

“She didn’t,” Lucy said. “Your roommate was never kidnapped. Her suicide appears to have been unrelated to the fact that she’d registered with the site.”

Those delicate nostrils flared again. Was that in response to this information, or the word ‘suicide,’ sitting between them like the proverbial thousand-pound elephant in the room, with all the same ability to crush them both?

Sage shook her head. “Keisha was one of the most intelligent, optimistic, and joyful people I’ve ever known. She’d be the last person to commit suicide.”

“Her death was thoroughly investigated and the autopsy was unambiguous.”

“Unambiguous as to how she died, not why. I want to know what happened while I was out of town for two months. I want to know what changed her life that much.” She narrowed her determined eyes again. “Signing up for this thrill site was way out of character for her. As soon as I found it on her computer, it felt like a lead to me.”

A lead. Sage was trained to sniff out a story, a cause, and a place to assign blame.

“Besides,” Sage added, “she left our apartment precisely at the appointed time of her kidnapping. Two neighbors saw her.”

“But she was found back in that apartment the next day,” Lucy reminded her. “With a suicide note in her own handwriting and enough ephedra in her body to kill a cow.”

“But she could have been kidnapped first,” Sage pointed out.

“She never showed, which is very common. As many as one out of four registered participants bail before the abduction occurs. Apparently, fantasy abductions and rescues have become the surprise gift to give among more adventurous women, but not all of them want that type of surprise.”

“But no one gave her this as a gift,” Sage insisted. “She registered herself.”

Lucy angled her head in agreement. “And the Boston operation of takemetonite.com confirmed that. However, she didn’t show for her appointment. The abduction and rescue never took place and their records are rock solid. Believe me, I checked.”

Sage released another frustrated sigh. “Lucy, you may not know this, but I’m an investigative journalist. If I could have just gotten past voice mail with that company, I could have figured out this much myself.”

“I have no doubt of that.” Lucy had followed her niece’s every move in the last thirteen years. She’d read every story Sage had ever published in any magazine or newspaper, saving them in the same file drawer where she kept Lydia’s work. But Sage didn’t know that. Or care.

Lucy picked up the manila folder and set it in front of Sage. “But I did get past voice mail and I’m confident their records are accurate. You may have this.”

Lucy resisted the urge to reach across the desk and touch her niece’s hand. The gesture would not be appreciated or reciprocated. Instead, she cleared her throat and masked her sympathy with a cool tone. “I know that this kind of death is very difficult to accept, but your answers don’t lie with that website. I suggest you let this go.”

Sage stood up and slipped her handbag over her shoulder. “I didn’t ask for your advice. I asked for your help. But never mind—I’ll get what I need myself.” Without bothering to take the file, she left the library. Lucy sat motionless while the voice of her new assistant floated down the hall, the front door to the estate closed, then a car motor revved and tires squealed out of the driveway.

Only then did Lucy take a deep and shuddering breath.

So that was it. Thirteen years of estrangement had come down to a six-minute meeting that ended with a thud. Well, there was no one to blame but…

Norman Valentine. And Sage’s father was long past the point of shouldering blame.

She opened the file and leafed through the few pages. Takemetonite.com was legal and she had no doubt that the operation had nothing to do with Keisha Kingston’s suicide, but she’d done a miserable job of convincing Sage of that.

Lucy closed her eyes. Her niece had grown to be as beautiful and spirited as her mother, even though she hadn’t inherited Lydia’s dark eyes and black hair, and her pale skin belied the Far Eastern coloring from previous generations. But she had inherited her mother’s nose for news and trouble and a story, along with that terrierlike quality that made Lydia Sharpe one of the best reporters ever to write for the Washington Post.

Lucy had no doubt of what Sage would do next, and she was powerless to stop her…but not powerless to protect her.

Any Bullet Catcher could do that, but she needed someone who could be believed in the role. Someone who wouldn’t demand to know who Sage Valentine was, and why she was receiving protection she didn’t want; someone who never, ever questioned Lucy’s judgment.

Johnny Christiano. Utterly trustworthy, blindly loyal, and every woman’s fantasy. Sage would never know who really rescued her…and Johnny would never know why.








Chapter 

One




Earbuds to block out any warning of approaching danger. Check.

Long flowing ponytail for an easy takedown. Check.

Low-slung runner’s shorts to give even the clumsiest rapist easy entry. Check.

A midnight jog, a vacant park, not so much as a key in hand for self-defense. Check. Check. Check.

Didn’t this woman have a mother to teach her any common sense?

Hey—not his problem. Johnny slipped deeper into the shadows of the Boston Public Garden and waited for Sage Valentine to make her next pass.

She approached at an impressive clip and he sank farther into a hedge thick with sickeningly sweet yellow flowers, gauging exactly how long it would take until Hot Legs got herself snatched. The first time she’d passed him he realized she was not only foolish, reckless, and irresponsible, but also fast. Following her at a safe distance, he matched her rhythm.

She rounded the pond, veered into the dim beam of a decorative lamp, then slowed down. Changing her mind? Rethinking her stupid plan? Just buying time? Johnny held back, waiting. She looked toward the footbridge to her right and the Charles Street gate to her left. Johnny, crouched under a low willow branch, saw her sports bra rise and fall with slow, even breaths. Fast, and not even winded.

A beam of headlights cut through the park and she whipped around, her posture suddenly transformed from clueless to alert. Then she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, fiddled with her iPod, and started into an easy jog.

He stayed about fifty feet behind her, just close enough to get hypnotized by the pendulum swing of her ponytail and mesmerized by the hip-hugging shorts that barely covered her marathon-toned ass. If Lucy had told him she was a runner, he might have planned this differently. But his boss had been short on particulars and long on demands. He only knew what to do, no clue why.

How hard up could a woman be for a cheap thrill? Well, not so cheap. The cost of a plain vanilla fantasy kidnapping and quick release was a thousand bucks. Fifteen hundred if you added a simple rescue. Two Gs for the “deluxe,” which he assumed included stud service from your white knight.

Evidently male strippers were so last millennium for today’s fun-loving girls.

Not his problem, man. He’d just do the job Lucy had given him. That’s what Bullet Catchers did. No judgments on the shortcomings of the principal.

She neared the gate and adjusted her earbuds, clearly back in her home state of oblivion. She now ambled slowly, bopping her head to the tunes, tightening her ponytail. Then she stopped, silhouetted against the pale beam that illuminated the swan-shaped boats moored in the pond. She bent over and stretched to touch her toes, her long, blond hair grazing the ground. On an exhale, she flattened her hands on the pavement, her body curled as gracefully as the swan boats behind her.

With a sudden jerk she straightened, squared her shoulders, clenched her fists, and walked directly to the open iron gate that led to Charles Street. Directly to her appointment with a kidnapper. Which either took the cake for stupidity or proved that somewhere in those sexy curves, she hid a set of titanium balls.

She lingered near the gate as a few cars passed the Beacon intersection, two blocks to the north. A white Audi zipped past on one-way Charles Street; otherwise it was as deserted as most of Boston’s roads at midnight on a Monday. She walked slowly, drumming her fingers against her bare thigh.

Johnny waited just behind the open gate, stealthy and quiet, but he wasn’t worried she’d spot him. Her focus was on the road. The muscles in her back tensed, though she was trying to act relaxed and unprepared. She glanced over her shoulder at the sound of a vehicle approaching. A van. Dark, older model. Parking lights only.

Showtime, baby doll.

She stepped to the curb, slowing near the crosswalk. Johnny counted to five, then broke into a light jog. The van veered into the left lane, dropped to about three miles per hour, then stopped just two feet from her.

She froze for a second, then broke into a light run, just fast enough to seem real. Johnny kicked up his speed as the van’s back door opened.

“C’mere, honey,” a man called. “I need some help.”

She hesitated for a moment.

“C’mere,” he repeated.

She took one step closer, then Johnny swooped in, grabbed her by the waist, and lifted her right off the ground, never missing a beat of his stride.

“Hey!” She squirmed in his arms and pounded him with one solid swat. “Not yet!”

He hoisted her higher and the man yelled from the van.

She whacked him again. “I haven’t been kidnapped yet!” She punctuated that with a knee that barely missed his own titanium set.

“Come on, princess,” he said as he charged toward the Camry he’d parked hours earlier. “This is how it works.”

He reached the car in fewer than ten strides, held her immobile with one hand, yanked the back door open with the other, and shoved her in as the van screeched back into the street to catch up.

“Not…” He slammed the door and barely heard her muffled, “Yet!” She pounded the window in protest.

Yes, yet.

The van approached just as he jerked open the Camry driver’s door. “Hey, asshole, what are you doing?” The angry voice from the van was as Boston as baked beans and Johnny didn’t take time to respond. He’d assumed that Lucy had prearranged this with the site, but even if there had been a communications breakdown, he knew what his job was. He slammed the car door and stabbed the keys into the ignition, but furious fingers seized a handful of his hair and pulled like hell.

“I can’t believe you did that!” she shrieked.

Shaking her loose, he managed to start the car, threw it into drive, whipped it in front of the van, and flew across three lanes to turn right on Beacon. The van didn’t follow. Still, the real rescuer could be close by with orders to find out who had just muscled in on the business. Just in case, he blew out of there.

She smacked her hand against the back of his seat so hard, he felt it in his chest. “That was too fast! I didn’t even get kidnapped! I paid to get kidnapped, you son of a bitch!”

He managed to snag her furious gaze in the rearview mirror. “You’re welcome.”

She choked and threw herself back. “That’s not what I paid for. I didn’t get a thing out of that.” She kicked his seat with a frustrated, “Ooh, damn it all!”

What the hell kind of buzz was she after? Climbing into a van with some creep for pretend danger? Was that really some kind of good time?

“You paid to get rescued,” he said, looking at her in the mirror again. He hadn’t seen a picture, like he usually did. On a normal job Lucy would have given him a dossier an inch thick, with every detail down to bra size. He adjusted the mirror slightly south. A decent—very decent—B-plus. “I am just doin’ my job, miss. Where to?”

“Where to?” She sounded incredulous. “I didn’t flag a cab to cruise Beacon Street. I paid to get abducted, thank you very much. And I did not get two thousand dollars’ worth of abduction services.”

“Two?” He coughed. “You bought the deluxe?”

Her eyes sharpened. “Don’t you guys communicate at that company?”

“I was told it was a standard rescue operation,” he said, hoping that would be the right term. “No deluxe.”

She crossed her arms, her cheeks flushed with fury. “I was very clear in the application. I wanted the most amount of time I could possibly have before the rescue. My contact promised me at least an hour of kidnapping. An hour with the guy who’s supposed to be the best there is.”

“An hour? For what?” The question was out before he could stop himself. He backpedaled fast. “I mean, isn’t the whole reason you sign up for this the rescue part? From a knight in shining…” He glanced at the dash and gave her his most endearing grin. “Toyota?”

She rolled her eyes. “I wanted the whole package.” She turned to the window, lost for a moment, then back to the mirror. “How long have you been doing this?”

“Awhile.”

“Do you do a lot of the rescues? Are you a regular?”

“Rescues? Oh, yeah, that’s all I do, sweetheart.” A bodyguard could certainly be considered a rescuer.

“And do you only work for takemetonite.com, or are you a freelancer for other operations?”

How many sites were there where chicks paid for fantasy adrenaline rushes? “Just this one.”

“Do you talk to them much? The girls you save?”

“If they want.” He had to give it more than this or she’d never believe he worked for the site. “I mean, I’ll talk if they, you know, bought the deluxe package.”

She leaned forward, pressing her fingers on his shoulders. “Let’s be clear here, pal. Is that deluxe business straight sex or something kinky?”

He tapped the brakes at a light and shrugged. “Hey. It’s your two grand, babe.”

“You need to turn the car around.”

“Huh-uh. No way. You’re not going back to that park. You’ve been rescued. The first part is over, whether it lasted long enough for you or not. No doovers.”

“I know the rules,” she said. “But you need to turn around anyway.”

“Where do you want to go?”

She smoked him with a meaningful look. “I live off Chestnut Street in Beacon Hill. These are all one-way streets past the State House.”

He zipped into the left lane to hang a U. “Home? You want to go home?”

“Yep. I want my money’s worth.” She reached back and whipped her hair out of the ponytail, shaking a thick blond mane around her shoulders, her expression fairly detached for a woman who’d just discussed straight or kinky with a perfect stranger.

Lucy had been uncharacteristically vague about this assignment, but it was a damn safe bet it didn’t include gigolo services. All she’d said was don’t let her go through with the kidnapping, and be sure she was safe. Nothing about the deluxe treatment.

“What did you say your name was?” she asked.

“My name?” He slipped into cover mode, like a trained actor. Tonight, he was a thrill specialist. He dropped a few extra dollops of sex and attitude into his voice. “It’s whatever you want it to be, doll.”

“Enough with the bogus endearments. What’s your name?”

“Johnny. Johnny Christiano. What’s yours?”

“Sage Valentine.”

“Sage.” He’d liked the name the minute Lucy had told him. “Tasty stuff, sage.”

“I’m not named for the spice,” she told him.

“Actually, it’s an herb.”

“Whatever. I’m named for wisdom.”

Oh yeah? She sure wasn’t demonstrating any of that tonight. He watched her closely, seeing the wary, worried look deepening her green eyes. Or maybe they were brown. Hard to tell in this light. But real pretty. Kind of tilted up at the sides and wide, with thick lashes and expressive eyebrows. Nice cheekbones, too. His mother always said you could tell a classy girl by her cheekbones.

Of course, Ma hadn’t met a woman who paid a couple of grand to be kidnapped, rescued, and screwed for a good time. On second thought, with that family? Maybe she had.

Sage leaned her head against the glass and closed her eyes. “I still can’t believe you wrecked my kidnapping.”

“Was it your first time, Sage?”

“First, last, and only,” she said with a sigh.

He couldn’t believe it—he actually felt guilty for saving her ass. “Maybe I can make it up to you.”

And he knew just the thing to put a smile on her face. It worked with every other woman he’d ever known. “Don’t worry, angel. I have something special in mind for you.”

 

At least one thing she’d read on the website had been true.

Guaranteed safe release courtesy of hot, handsome hunks specially trained to make your every rescue fantasy come true.

But she hadn’t waltzed half-naked through the Public Garden, skipped down Charles Street, and behaved like a ditsy blonde just for a rescue fantasy. And forget about the money. That was half her fee if she managed to sell the idea to an editor—which, without the chance to interview the “master kidnapper,” was probably moot anyway.

Worst of all, she hadn’t had the chance to find out anything about the night Keisha had been kidnapped. Now all she had was a boy toy who used pet names and had screwed up her only chance at getting some facts straight. Her only hope was to keep up the charade and try to get something out of him.

She studied his broad shoulders, the way his black hair carelessly fell over a dark shirt. Strong neck, but not thick. Gorgeous eyes. Keisha’s type? She’d liked them streetwise, but this guy was pushing that envelope to the breaking point. Still, had he met her roommate? Had he ever rescued her?

Would she actually have to sleep with him to find out? That last thought sent something scorching and unholy through her veins. She would do whatever it took, like she always did.

“You can park there, behind that Dumpster. You might get a ticket, but since the car’s a rental, who cares?”

He shot a surprised glance in the rearview mirror. “How do you know that?”

She pulled the Hertz card from where it had peeked out of the back pocket when she’d kicked his seat, and waved it. “Dead giveaway. I don’t own a car, either. If you’re smart, you don’t need one in Boston.”

He barely shrugged one of those impressive shoulders and zipped into the spot, getting out of the car before she could even figure out where the handle was. He opened the door for her with the flair of a limo driver.

Half a step above a male prostitute, but a gentleman.

She climbed out and rocked back on her Nikes, finally having the opportunity to see what they’d sent her. Yep. Truth in advertising. About six feet, rock solid, and built to please the most demanding customer. Brooding dark eyes, silky black hair, a full mouth, and a nose with just enough of a bump to prove he’d been in a fight or two, but healed well.

Too bad his timing sucked.

“Whaddya think?” he asked, a sexy half-grin lifting his mouth. “Will I do?”

If she’d shelled out cash expecting quadruple orgasms at the hands of a blistering, dark, dangerous stranger, yeah. He’d do very nicely. “We’ll see,” she said.

But would he give her what she wanted? Answers, information, a lead? She’d have to butter him up to get him to talk, take down his defenses.

She had paid for the deluxe package.

She indicated the street that crossed in front of the alley where he’d parked. “It’s just a few buildings down.”

He put a protective hand on her shoulder and scanned the empty streets. “Nice neighborhood,” he commented. “I like the gaslights and cobblestones.”

“Have you been to Beacon Hill before?” Like the night her roommate died? “Ever have any other customers here?”

“Hard to remember,” he said. “There are so many.”

She stole a glance to see if he was kidding, but his expression gave nothing away.

“Who do you work for?” she asked pointedly.

That got the flash of response she wanted. “Takemetonite.com. You know that.”

“I mean, at Fantasy Adventures. Who do you report to? Is there a hierarchy? Are you in, say, the customer relations department?”

He stifled a laugh. “It’s sort of a loose corporate structure.”

He wasn’t going to make this easy. She pulled a key out from the hidden pocket of her running shorts and paused at the three stone steps leading to the apartment. “So how long has that website been in business?”

“I couldn’t say.”

Stepping up to the door, she slipped in the key and hesitated. Was this the right thing to do? What if she…did whatever…and he didn’t answer her questions?

“You’re still not sure, are you?” he said, leaning a little closer.

He smelled sweet, like the flowers blooming in the Garden. Like he’d…hidden in the honeysuckle.

“Were you waiting on Charles Street?” she asked.

“I’ve been fifty feet behind you since you left home, about an hour ago.”

She sucked in a breath, her stomach flipping. “You followed me?”

“Down Chestnut, across Beacon—you shouldn’t jaywalk, by the way—around the Common, past the little group of homeless people you said hi to, through the Public Garden, all the way to your last stretch by the swan boats. You were never alone.”

She stared at him, unable to speak. He’d followed her, through the dark, through the shadows, through the night.

Damn, she hated the way her nerves tingled and her thighs tightened. Hated the way it thrilled her. Wasn’t she smarter than the women who signed up for this kind of thing? Wasn’t she smarter than Keisha, who’d ended up dead?

“What’s the matter?” He brushed her chin with his knuckle, hot as a matchstick on her skin. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you? ’Cause you don’t have to do this.”

“I’d just like to talk first. Is that okay?”

“Of course. Most women do.” He put a hand over hers to help her turn the key, and electricity zapped every nerve in her body. “And I like to do something else, first.”

Oh, God. “What’s that?”

He dipped so close that his breath ruffled her hair, his warm, possessive hand searing the bare skin between her running top and shorts. “It’s a surprise.”

She turned the knob slowly. “I hate surprises.”

“Really.” He nudged the door open and guided her in. “Pretty strange way to spend a Monday night then, trolling for an abduction.”

“I wasn’t trolling. I’m not in this just for an adrenaline rush.”

She’d left the apartment dark, and shadows ate up every corner. His hands closed around her waist, drawing her close enough to feel his chest, his stomach, his hips, and his thighs through her thin clothes.

“Then you’re in luck,” he whispered. “’Cause I deliver way more than that.”

She closed her eyes. She could do this, for Keisha. She could do whatever it took.








Chapter 

Two




“I gotta know something before we go one step further.” Johnny eased his grip on Sage’s slender waist but didn’t completely let go. He felt her gut tighten in anticipation. Or fear. Nah, not fear. Not a chick who buys stranger danger.

“No personal questions,” she said.

Oh, so she had rules now. “Do you have any garlic?”

She eased away and turned on a lamp. “Garlic? Did I accidentally click the vampire box on the website?”

He laughed, checking her out in real light for the first time. “I’m just thinking through my options,” he said, lingering for a moment on the glistening moisture beaded over her smooth skin, the taut nipples pointed through her runner’s bra. An athlete, definitely, but curvy enough to make it difficult to look away.

She curled one hand on her hip and pulled his attention back to her face. “Shouldn’t I be the one with options?”

“Absolutely. You’re the customer, sweet face, and the customer is always right.”

Behind her, a spacious living room seemed crammed with too much furniture in an array of muted colors. A carved marble mantel dominated one wall; on the other, a rounded bay of three windows opened to a clear view of the Common. He eased her aside and walked by her. “Where’s the kitchen?”

“Why?”

He turned and dipped close to her, purposely invading her space, testing her and smelling the fruit of her shampoo. “That’d be where you keep the knives, right?”

She crossed her arms and didn’t move an inch. “Are you trying to scare me?”

Someone should. Someone should teach a woman not to invite strange men into her apartment. Especially men who nabbed her on the street and threw her into a car.

But education wasn’t his assignment. He was here to keep her out of whatever trouble she wasn’t supposed to get into. He could think of two easy, appealing ways to do that. Only one would comply with the unwritten code of ethics of the Bullet Catchers. But the other might be what she was offering.

“Nope.” He continued toward a doorway that, sure enough, opened to a darkened galley kitchen. “I’m trying to feed you.”

He hit the fluorescents and cringed. “Whoa. I can’t work in that light.” He flipped them off, and she reached for an antique lamp in the corner of a tiny built-in desk area, illuminating paper clutter and a closed laptop computer.

“Work? What kind?”

The stove was ancient and, shit, electric. But there was decent counterspace and plenty of room. “No microwave? There’s hope for you yet, blondie.” He started opening cabinets. Dishes, glasses, coffee cups. “Pantry?”

She closed her hand over his forearm. “Are you serious?”

He slid his arm through her grip so that he could clasp her hand and pull it to his chest. “Tell me you have pasta, baby, and anything that resembles a tomato, and you’ll see how serious I can get.”

The corners of her very pretty mouth twitched. “In the fridge.”

“Fresh parsley?”

She gave in to the smile that she’d been fighting. “Of all the rescuers on that site, I get Emeril Freaking Lagasse.”

Dropping her hand, he relaxed into a cocky smile. “Not to put too fine a point on it, but I’m actually a little more creative than that guy.”

She searched his face, obviously unsure what to make of him. And while a little bit of mystery was a good thing, he didn’t want her asking a million questions, either.

“Let me ask you something,” she said.

Maybe he should kiss her. There might not be time to distract her with a pasta puttanesca.

“No personal questions.” He winked and touched her chin, tilting her face toward his in a provocative way. “Customer’s rules.”

She was having none of it. “Why did the guy in the van call you an asshole?”

So she’d heard that after all. “Because I…can be.”

“Do you know him?”

“Of course. We go way back.” In a quick move, he turned and tugged open the refrigerator door. “What do we have here? Red peppers? Oh, yes, darlin’, I can—”

“You can explain something to me.”

“Possibly. What do you want to know?”

“He didn’t expect you to cut into the kidnapping so fast, did he? Were you even the one who was supposed to save me?”

Johnny stepped away from the refrigerator and closed the door. Everything he knew about undercover work, he’d learned from an FBI agent who’d infiltrated his family. One of the best suggestions Dan Gallagher had ever made was that when you’re confronted with the truth, make it sound absurd.

He gave her a lazy, teasing grin. “Yep. You got it, hon. I was just strollin’ Charles Street at midnight and decided to roll you into my car for the fun of it.” When her eyes narrowed, he pointed playfully. “You’re onto me. I just happened to know that you were going to get kidnapped at exactly that moment and wham, I screwed up the whole thing so I could have you all for my very self.”

“Still,” she said warily. “Something was weird.”

He slowly slid his hand under her hair. A flurry of goose bumps rose over her flesh and the nipples he’d been admiring strained the thin cotton even more.

“What’s weird is that we’re still talking about it,” he said softly, pulling her closer. “That part’s over. Now comes your deluxe rescue. Mine happens to include a tasty little extra. Unless, of course…” His linen shirt grazed her breasts and her lips parted. “You want to skip the kitchen and go straight for the bedroom.” He tunneled his fingers deeper into her silky thick hair. “You call the shots, doll.”

She didn’t move, still scrutinizing him, still unsure. If he didn’t do something fast, she was going to put one and one together and come up with three. He lowered his hand, sliding over the bra strap and her skin, gliding to the luscious rise of her breast. Under his hand, her nipple pebbled and her heart slammed.

She put her hand over his, pressing him harder against her and molding his fingers over her entire breast.

“Don’t even think about it.” She removed his hand completely. “I’m starved.”

 

Sage still felt the weight of Johnny’s fingers on her breast and the wicked, wet tautness that it caused between her legs, when she locked Keisha’s bedroom door behind her one minute later. She closed her eyes and put her hand precisely where his had been. Damn. No wonder he did what he did. The gourmet hooker was good at his job.

“God.” She blew out the word with no small amount of self-disgust. What was the matter with her? Before he tried to mind-meld her with those eyes, she’d better do some checking on him. That van driver was pissed. Why?

She turned on Keisha’s laptop, tucked into a Queen Anne desk in the corner.

Waiting for the machine to come to life, she tapped the desk impatiently, refusing to sit, refusing to inhale Keisha’s perfume that still lingered a month after she’d died, right there, on that bed. Just being in this room gave her a creepy feeling. She hadn’t come in here since the day she’d found the name of the website and launched this private, fruitless investigation.

Sage glanced at the dance-team poster that took up most of one wall. Twenty-three of the most beautiful women in Boston, clad in next to nothing, displaying a zillion dollars worth of bleached teeth and surgically enhanced boobs, a blinding array of beauty, good bones, and a lifetime of dance lessons. And there was Keisha Kingston, dead center.

And now, just dead.

The Internet access page lit up and Sage typed in www.takemetonite.com. The home page appeared as an innocuous dating site promising perfect personality matches and the love of your online life.

Sage slid the cursor over a heart-shaped icon bearing the question, “Want to be taken?” in reversed-out type. With one click, she had the password screen, entered hers, then the page dissolved to reveal the black and red slash of the real site.

She clicked on “Meet the Rescuers” and the screen flashed as images of dreamy, shirtless guys filled the left side, with hot-pink squares around the names next to them. Dusty. Thorpe. Coulter. Lincoln. Ellis. Blaine.

She clicked to the next screen. A highlighted blond named Leander. A drool-worthy black man who went by Samir. A rakish soldier in torn camos named Slade.

No toe-curling cook named Johnny.

Although he certainly fit the bill, with pecs from here to there and a face born to break hearts. Still, she clicked again, but there were no other rescuers.

Of course, it was possible that he just wasn’t listed. It did say “some of our rescuers” on the first page. She flipped back and studied Dusty, Thorpe, and the gang. Instinctively she lifted her hand to graze the breast he’d just touched. Oh, yeah. Johnny Christiano could give any of those guys a run for their money.

But why wasn’t he there? And why did he crash her kidnapping long before he should have? And why did that driver call him an asshole? And what, if anything, did he know about what happened the night Keisha was kidnapped?

He tapped on the door. “I found a bottle of merlot, princess. You want some?”

She almost closed the page of the website, but changed her mind. Instead, she unlocked the door and opened it in invitation. “Why aren’t you on the website?”

He merely shrugged a shoulder. “Of course I am.” He stepped into the room and raised a glass of red wine. “To fantasies.”

She took the glass and set it on Keisha’s dresser with enough force to splash a drop. “I can’t find you there.”

He stopped in front of the poster. Which made him human and male, but she watched for any reaction other than the typical “Holy shit, you know these girls?”

“So where are you?” he asked.

“Sorry to disappoint, but I’m not a Snow Bunny.”

“No?” He gave her a sideways glance. “You into chicks?”

She almost laughed, but pointed to the stunning black woman with milk-chocolate skin and espresso eyes. “Keisha Kingston. My roommate.” She kept her voice neutral. “Ever meet her?”

“Your roommate, huh?” He frowned, peering closer. “I thought you lived alone.”

“Have you met her?” she asked again.

“Nope.” He paused at various stunning faces and bodies. “These are the cheerleaders for the new NBA team? The New England Blizzard?”

As if any guy in Boston didn’t know who the Snow Bunnies were. “Actually, they’re a dance team, not cheerleaders.” She indicated the laptop. “Why aren’t you on that site?”

It probably wasn’t easy to drag his attention from the wall of women, but he managed a casual glance at the screen. “Next page,” he said, his focus pulled back to the poster.

She clicked, but got the same second page. “You’re not there.”

“Here.” With strong hands he inched her aside and reached for the keyboard. His typing was fast, completed with long, steady fingers. She should have caught what he’d entered, but she was too busy admiring his hands, the dusting of a few dark hairs, the power in the breadth of his wrists. The man had exquisite hands. Exquisite everything, to be fair.

A fresh page flashed, and there he was. Bare chested, staring at some imaginary focal point, both arms above his head to showcase amazing biceps and the planes of a rock-hard chest. In the pink square, it said, “Johnny.”

“Oh.” She could hardly keep the disappointment out of her voice. She had no idea why, but she didn’t want him to be one of them. And that was stupid, because he was her only link to what had happened to Keisha. But he had such an underlying sweetness to him. Like he was better than some loser model wannabe who sold himself for cash and a good time. But, he wasn’t. “So you get your own page, huh?”

“Seniority has its privileges.” He tilted his head toward the poster. “So where’s your roommate tonight?”

The lie came easily: “She’s out. You know any of the other girls?”

“Should I?” He returned to the poster, his brows furrowed in scrutiny as he read their names. “Vivian. Diana. Pamela. Claire. Nope, haven’t had the pleasure.” He paused as he studied the redhead who Sage knew had been a regular at takemetonite.com. She’d been the one to help Sage register.

“That’s Ashley McCafferty,” she said. The camera had easily captured Ashley’s devilish smile, the dusting of freckles, the Irish-green eyes. It hadn’t captured the underlying sadness that seemed to surround the girl, though. “Stunning, isn’t she?”

His lifted a shoulder and an eyebrow in pure indifference. “Not my type.”

Surely these rescuers e-mailed or drank beers together and exchanged stories. He had to know something.

She casually picked up the wine he’d brought her and took a sip. “So, have you rescued any of those girls? They’re regulars on your site.”

He turned to her, a twinkle in his eyes. “I don’t kiss and tell.”

“But you do kiss.”

His lips curled up. “If that’s what you want.”

The throes-of-passion thing might work. Get him ready to burst at the seams, and he might at least lead her to the right guy. Not exactly what she’d learned in Journalism School, but it could work.

She put the drink down and beckoned him with one curled finger.

He looked a little surprised. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. Remember, I ordered de-luxe.” She purposely infused the word with a power punch of implication.

He took one step closer to her, his jaw clenching a bit. “We’ve got all night, sweetheart. I thought you were starved.”

“What I am is…” She wet her lips. “Out two thousand dollars for a kidnapping that never happened.” She reached for him and, like the pro he was, he came right to her, wrapping those incredible arms around her. He smelled like the park, fresh and hot from running after her.

“Listen, baby,” he whispered, putting his mouth over her ear. “You’re making a big mistake.”

She tipped her head back and stared at him. “I am?”

He traced her lower lip with a fingertip. His other arm pulled her even closer, and the ridge of one unmistakable erection pressed against her stomach.

“You don’t want to miss my puttanesca. It’s award winning.”

She drew back a little. “I paid for sex, not spaghetti.”

“But why not have both? Come on.” He tried to guide her to the door. “Let’s eat. Then, we’ll…”

“Now.”

The word elicited the softest grunt in his chest and a quick flicker of surprise on his face. “Sage,” he whispered. “We got all night.”

She tightened her grip on his upper arms, and his steel muscles clenched under her fingertips. “You want to know what I think?”

“Maybe not,” he said, half smiling.

“I think you’re a phony.”

“Yeah?” His long lashes brushed together as he squinted in disbelief.

“I think you’re a fake. As pretend as the kidnapping itself. You’re too nice to screw a woman you don’t know.”

“Is that what you think?”

She nodded. “It’s what I know.”

Before she could take one breath, he crushed her mouth with his, kissing her with so much force and competence that it actually felt like the floor was dropping out from under her.

“You don’t know nothin’, baby,” he murmured against her lips. “Nothin’.”








Chapter 

Three




Instinct took over. The instinct that makes a man do whatever a man needs to do not to wreck his cover. And then another, more primal instinct fought for control. This one shot fire into his already hard cock at the first contact with this sexy, willing woman and just flared stronger when he tasted her mouth.

He took a step toward the bed and she murmured, “No,” and pushed him to the door with one hand, the other already fingering his belt buckle in a way that most definitely did not match no. “My room.”

Oh, this chick was serious about getting what she paid for. But he was getting paid to keep her safe…not satisfied. His body and brain braced for war, but she tipped the scales with another scorching kiss and eager, demanding fingers.

Without separating an inch or breaking the collision of tongues and lips and hands and bodies, she guided him across the hall to another room, this one dark and shadowy. He smelled the city’s night air through the open windows, which sent the bodyguard in him on high alert.

But the man in him rocked into long, silky legs that wrapped around his. Round, firm, luscious breasts filled his hands. Blood surged through his body. Skin burned under his kiss. And two sex-charged bodies fell onto a bed that hadn’t been made and was about to get messier.

Johnny had absolutely no doubt that Lucy did not have this in mind when she sent him to ruin some adventurous female’s abduction fantasy. But his cover included stud service, and his customer expected the house special. Fast and furious, too.

She slipped her hand down his pants, closed a fist over his cock, and squeezed. He sucked in a breath, sliding into her hot fingers, as she finished the buckle with her other hand.

“Oh, look at you,” she cooed appreciatively when he burst free.

Yeah, look at him. Some protector of the innocent. His gun was in an ankle holster and his dick was in her hand. “Sage—”

“Shhh.” She kissed him quiet. “Let me. Let me.” She lowered her head; her hair was so soft and sexy between his fingers, the scent of exotic fruit making his mouth water.

He had two choices. Blow his cover, or…She closed her mouth over him.

“Oh, honey.” Forget it. He had no choice now.

Her lips enveloped him, so tight and wet and insane he damn near howled. He slid his hands under her arms to pull her up, but her skin was creamy and warm and pliant, and he had to dip into the strappy top to touch her breasts. Had to squeeze them and tweak the hard buds between his fingers.

She moaned with pleasure and rewarded him by urging his cock deeper into her mouth. Droplets of sweat formed on his neck as blood raged through his ears with the same rhythm she sucked and stroked. His lungs seemed to burst from ragged, shallow breaths. His lower back prickled with heat, his balls throbbed, his brain went blank, and every cell in his body vibrated with the rush of pain and pleasure.

Did she want him to come? ’Cause things were headed straight that way, fast.

“Baby.” He tried to pull her up but succeeded only in pulling the sports bra higher. She lifted her mouth off him and he almost growled with frustration and relief, but all she was doing was pulling off her top, giving him total access to her bare breasts as she went mercilessly back to work on his pounding erection.

She licked him once. Twice. Suckled his sac and flicked her tongue over his burning skin. He’d never…ever…last…another—

Wait a second. Who was the trick and who was the trick turner here?

He finally managed to draw her up, sliding her bare breasts across his shirt—which was still buttoned—lifting her so they were face-to-face.

“Listen, hot lips,” he said, his voice as rough as her breathing. “You gotta give me a chance or I’m going to explode.”

“You are?” Looking delighted, she cupped his balls and started to stroke him again. “Let me know when.”

He took her hand and forcefully removed it. “When.” He softened the gruffness in his voice by bringing her fingers to his mouth for a gentle, erotic kiss. “Hey, angel, who’s doin’ who here?”

In the shadows, alarm flashed through her. “You don’t like this?”

He snorted softly. “Yeah, I like it. But last time I checked, the de-luxe money flowed the other way.” He eased her back on the bed, his night vision strong enough to make out the shape of her breasts. The dark targets of her nipples. The narrow waist and delicate dip of her midsection. Her stomach rose and fell with tight, strained breaths, strained from arousal.

He ran a finger along the stretchy waistband of her low-cut running shorts. “So,” he managed with a soft, teasing laugh. “Deluxe…” He slid his hand inside, lower, down her flat belly to touch a tuft of glossy, feminine hair. “Means…” His middle finger stroked her mound. “This…” She was wet with moisture, slippery and ripe. “Is for you.” He dipped inside her, closing his eyes at the erotic sensation of her muscle grip. Hot and tight and magical, this perfect woman’s spot. “For you,” he repeated with a kiss on her mouth.

She sucked in a breath, lifting her hips. “No,” she whispered.

No? She wasn’t moving like no. She wasn’t breathing like no. She sure as hell wasn’t kissing like no. He moved the nub gently from side to side and entered her with two fingers this time.

Her body quivered. He lowered his head and suckled her nipple, rolling his tongue and gently nibbling that sweet, sweet bud before moving to her throat, licking the sheen of perspiration, tasting salt and woman. If he pleasured her, satisfied her, he wouldn’t break the unspoken code of ethics. The one that said you don’t screw your principal.

But, son of a bitch, he sure was thinking about it.

“No,” she murmured again. “Not me.”

He fluttered his fingers, making her muscles spasm. “Yes, you.”

Biting her lip, she breathed hard. “No,” she repeated, pulling his hand out of her shorts. “I…want…you. I want…you. I…”

“I get the message.” He laughed softly, thumbing her peaked breast with quick, tiny strokes. “You want me.”

She rose on one elbow and stared him down. “I want you in my mouth.”

How could he argue with that? “But don’t you—”

“Hey,” she said, tapping his chest. “The customer’s always right.”

She had him there. Her fingers closed over him again. She had him there, too. He swelled in her hand.

Once again, she disappeared below, covered his cock with her mouth, and vibrated it against her teeth with one long, slow moan.
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