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J. Kenner (aka Julie Kenner) is the New York Times, USA Today, Publishers Weekly, Wall Street Journal, and No. 1 internationally bestselling author of over seventy novels, novellas, and short stories in a variety of genres.


Though known primarily for her award-winning and internationally bestselling erotic romances (including the Stark and Most Wanted series) that have reached as high as No. 2 on the New York Times bestseller list, Kenner has been writing full-time for over a decade in a variety of genres, including paranormal and contemporary romance, ‘chicklit’ suspense, urban fantasy, and paranormal mommy lit.


Kenner has been praised by Publishers Weekly as an author with a ‘flair for dialogue and eccentric characterizations’ and by Romantic Times for having ‘cornered the market on sinfully attractive, dominant antiheroes and the women who swoon for them.’ A four-time finalist for Romance Writers of America’s prestigious RITA award, Kenner took home the first RITA trophy awarded in the category of erotic romance in 2014 for her novel, Claim Me (book two of her Stark Trilogy). Her books have sold well over a million copies and are published in over twenty countries.


Visit her online at www.juliekenner.com to learn more about her and her other pen names, and to get a peek at what she’s working on. Or connect with her via Twitter @juliekenner or through www.facebook.com/JKennerBooks.




Just some of the rave reviews for J. Kenner’s powerfully sensual and erotic novels:


‘Kenner may very well have cornered the market on sinfully attractive, dominant antiheroes and the women who swoon for them . . . Her characters’ scorching, scandalous affair explores the very nature of attraction and desire, redeeming and changing them beyond measure . . . Fans will no doubt love the games of power, overwhelming passion and self-defining relationship that Kenner has crafted, and come away eager for more’ Romantic Times


‘The plot is complex, the characters engaging, and J. Kenner’s passionate writing brings it all perfectly together’ Harlequin Junkie


‘In Julie Kenner’s typical masterful storytelling, nothing is as it seems. We are taken deeply into the plot twists and the danger of this erotic journey. The chemistry first felt by both Tyler and Sloane during their first encounter roars into an all-consuming fire neither one can put out . . . Take the same journey I did and you will not be disappointed!’ As You Wish Reviews


‘Wanted is another J. Kenner masterpiece . . . This was an intriguing look at self-discovery and forbidden love all wrapped into a neat little action-suspense package. There was plenty of sexual tension and eventually action. Evan was hot, hot, hot! Together, they were combustible. But can we expect anything less from J. Kenner?’ Reading Haven


‘Wanted by J. Kenner is the whole package! A toe-curling smokin’ hot read, full of incredible characters and a brilliant storyline that you won’t be able to get enough of. I can’t wait for the next book in this series . . . I’m hooked!’ Flirty & Dirty Book Blog


‘I loved this story! It had substance, lovable characters, and unexpected discoveries. And the love between Evan and Angelina was passionate, explosive, and utterly wonderful’ Part of That World


‘J. Kenner’s evocative writing thrillingly captures the power of physical attraction, the pull of longing, the universe-altering effect one person can have on another. She masterfully draws out the eroticism between Nikki and Damien . . . Claim Me has the emotional depth to back up the sex . . . Every scene is infused with both erotic tension, and the tension of wondering what lies beneath Damien’s veneer — and how and when it will be revealed’ Heroes and Heartbreakers


‘Claim Me by J. Kenner is an erotic, sexy and exciting ride. The story between Damien and Nikki is amazing and written beautifully. The intimate and detailed sex scenes will leave you fanning yourself to cool down. With the writing style of Ms Kenner you almost feel like you are there in the story riding along the emotional rollercoaster with Damien and Nikki’ Fresh Fiction


‘PERFECT for fans of Fifty Shades of Grey and Bared to You. Release Me is a powerful and erotic romance novel that is sure to make adult romance readers sweat, sigh and swoon’ Reading, Eating & Dreaming Blog


‘Release Me . . . just made the top of my list with Damien and Nikki . . . the way in which J. Kenner tells the story, how vulnerable and real Damien and Nikki feel, makes this story so good, and re-readable many times over’ In Love With Romance Blog


‘This is deeply sensual and the story packs an emotional punch that I really hadn’t expected . . . If you enjoyed Fifty Shades [and] the Crossfire books, you’re definitely going to enjoy this one. It’s compelling, engaging and I was thoroughly engrossed’ Sinfully Sexy Blog


‘I will admit, I am in the “I loved Fifty Shades” camp, but after reading Release Me, Mr Grey only scratches the surface compared to Damien Stark’ Cocktails and Books Blog


‘It is not often when a book is so amazingly well-written that I find it hard to even begin to accurately describe it . . . I recommend this book to everyone who is interested in a passionate love story’ Romancebookworm’s Reviews


‘The story is one that will rank up with the Fifty Shades and Crossfire trilogies’ Incubus Publishing Blog


‘Release Me gives readers tantalizing pages of sensual delight, leaving us reeling as we journey with this couple and their passions are released. Release Me is a must-read!’ Readaholics Anonymous
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All eyes are on us . . . and there’s nowhere to run.


Everyone has their own ideas about Dallas Sykes: he’s a reckless billionaire, a devilish playboy, a man who gets whatever he wants the minute he wants it. But I know the real Dallas behind the money, bravado and power – and he’s completely, blissfully mine.


We carefully guarded our secrets, and in each other’s arms we sought refuge from our dark past. Our pain became our pleasure, our control within the chaos. But we could only hide from the truth for so long.


Now we’ve let loose our inhibitions and are ready to face the future. And no matter what people think or say, coming clean is its own sweet reward.


Don’t miss the entire sexy Stark S.I.N. series: Dirtiest Secret, Hottest Mess and Sweetest Taboo.


Find out how it all began for Damien and Nikki Stark in J. Kenner’s hot and addictive bestselling Stark series: Release Me, Claim Me, Complete Me, Take Me, Have Me, Play My Game, Seduce Me, Unwrap Me and Deepest Kiss.


Return to the smoking hot Stark world with the Stark International trilogy: Say My Name, On My Knees and Under My Skin is the explosively emotional story of Jackson Steele and Sylvia Brooks.


Don’t miss J. Kenner’s sizzling Most Wanted series of three enigmatic and powerful men, and the striking women who can bring them to their knees: Wanted, Heated and Ignited.




She’d thought Dallas would be hers by now.


She’d thought he would understand that it was inevitable.


Was it her fault that she had to hurry him along? That she had to make him see?


Where love was concerned, a girl had to do what she had to do, and Dallas Sykes was a man with a flair for the dramatic. He liked a show. He liked to make a statement.


He might be angry at first; she understood that. Because her plan to clear the path to him was—what? Radical? Dangerous?


No. Imperative. She had no choice, really. He was, quite simply, hers. The world just didn’t realize that yet.


More importantly, Dallas didn’t realize that yet.


She didn’t understand how he could not know. Between them it had been special. It had been pure. Not like those sluts he’d drawn into his bed. Not like this ridiculous affair with his sister, all the more vile because it was splashed all over social media, their shame making headlines and turning stomachs.


She’d never considered him dim-witted, but maybe he was. Because he should know. He should understand. And yet he didn’t.


But that was okay. He would soon enough.


And then . . .


Well, and then he’d truly be hers.


Again.
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Gone Girl


“She’s not here. Goddammit, she’s not here.”


Dallas Sykes’s blood burned with dread and fear curled in his gut like acid as he stalked down the dark, residential block of Eighty-Second Street, his eyes scanning every nook and cranny, searching for a woman he knew wasn’t there.


This late, the street was deserted, the residents tucked safe in their beds behind the darkened windows of the Upper West Side townhouses that rose like the wall of an inescapable maze on either side of Dallas.


Where? Where the fuck was she?


The area was too damn dark, the few door lights far too dim to be any help at all. Instead, Dallas used the light on his phone to cut through the night as he scoured every damn inch of the street for some sign of Jane. A broken fingernail. A shoe.


God forbid, even blood.


He shuddered, trying to push back his terror. He wasn’t succeeding.


This was his fault, goddammit. His.


He’d hidden the truth from Jane, thinking he was making it better. That he was sparing her more pain. But those buried secrets had burst free, wild and vicious and dangerous. And now she was gone. Missing. Possibly dead—except she couldn’t be dead; the thought was too big, too horrible to even wrap his mind around.


But captive? Oh, dear Christ, what if she’d been thrust back into the horror of their childhood, and all because of him?


“Keep looking.” Liam’s voice—firm, controlled—filtered through the speaker. “I’m showing a signal.”


“Of course I’m going to keep looking,” Dallas snapped. “But she’s not here.” His voice rose, matching his escalating fear. “And neither is her damn phone.”


“Stay with me, Dallas. You can’t help her if you lose your shit.”


“Fuck.” A fresh wave of fear crested inside him, and Dallas had to tighten his grip on his own phone in order to fight the almost irresistible urge to hurl the damn thing to the ground. But he couldn’t. As impotent as his smart phone was at the moment, it was his lifeline to her.


Jane.


His heart. His soul.


The one person in all the world he craved, needed, loved more than any other.


And Liam was right—he couldn’t help her if he lost control. If he let himself drown in fear and memories.


So he wouldn’t. He’d stay on the street. He’d search. He’d follow every lead. But in the end, he would find her because no other option was even conceivable. He’d find her, he’d rescue her, and then he’d kill the fucking bitch who’d taken her.


Fighting a shudder, he once again looked at the image that someone had sent to him from her phone.


Jane. Beaten and battered.


Jane. Unconscious and helpless on a sidewalk. This sidewalk. Or at least somewhere near here, because Liam was tracking her phone to these coordinates. So where the hell was she?


Slowly, he drew in a breath, then exhaled with just as much precision. “You’re sure this is the location?”


“I’m sure. I’m logged in to her account. I can see the phone’s location on the map. And we’re looking at a circumference of about eight meters.”


Dallas nodded, trusting his friend because he knew damn well that he couldn’t rely on himself. He wasn’t thinking straight at all. The last thing he remembered with any clarity was standing in the new apartment that he shared with Jane, a little shell-shocked after she’d laid into him about the secrets he’d been keeping. She’d stormed out, and he’d forced himself to hold back, knowing that she needed to get her anger out of her system. He’d expected her to take a walk, maybe visit her friend Brody.


He hadn’t expected that she would be attacked. Taken.


He hadn’t expected a repeat of their goddamn childhood.


And he sure as hell hadn’t anticipated that his phone would ping with a text message showing Jane splayed out on the street, her eyes closed and her face battered.


That image had been horrible enough. But what really gave him chills was the carnival-style mask on the ground next to her prone form. A mask just like the one the Woman had worn when she’d entered their cell all those years ago. Like she’d worn when she took him away from Jane. When she’d tortured him for hours—days—on end.


His stomach twisted as his mind filled with images of what she’d done to him. Only this time, it wasn’t Dallas who was the victim of the Woman’s cruel abuse, but Jane.


No. Please, god, no.


“No mask, no Jane. Christ, Liam, where the fuck is she?”


“The guys are on their way. They’ll start going door to door. We’ll find her,” Liam said, but Dallas could hear the fear in his voice, too.


He turned in a circle as he examined the empty street in this quiet, residential area. Jane had to be somewhere, and maybe the Woman had dragged her into one of these brownstones. Maybe someone had seen something, heard something. But the street was empty now. Noah and Tony would go door to door looking for witnesses. But that would take time.


Time Jane might not have.


Her attacker could have taken her anywhere. But she could also be right there, just meters away. She could be watching from a window, her hands tied, her mouth gagged, hope fading as she saw him fumbling in the dark.


Fuck that.


Dallas took another hard look at the area he’d already scoured. No phone.


He stepped off the sidewalk and into the street. Same as it had been two minutes ago. Except . . .


“The gutter,” he said to Liam even as he dropped to his hands and knees, then thrust his arm in up to the shoulder. Absurd, really. If the phone was down there, it would be well out of reach in the storm drain, ready to be washed away with the next rain. He couldn’t get to it, not without—


“I have it.” Then he spit out a curse. Because so the fuck what? The phone wasn’t the woman, and he still didn’t have Jane. And now he knew with absolute certainty that she wasn’t with her phone.


Fuck.


“Open her photos,” Liam ordered. “There wasn’t any location information buried in the picture you received or the text. Maybe the photo was taken in another block. Maybe they attacked her somewhere else and ditched the phone here.”


“Already on it,” Dallas said, a spring of hope bubbling as he tapped and swiped the screen to get the photo to open. Sure enough, there was location information attached. He read the GPS coordinates off to Liam, his body tense as he waited for Liam to send him to a new location.


But all Liam did was whisper a soft “Goddammit.”


Dallas didn’t need to hear more. He knew what that meant. His last line to Jane had been severed.


He cocked his head, thinking.


Maybe not the last, after all.


“Colin awake?”


“Coming around,” Liam said. “We loaded him up with a shit-ton of tranqs, but they’re starting to wear off. I was about to dose him again. Keep him under until Quince can get here from London.”


“No,” Dallas said. “Let him wake up. I’m coming in.”
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In the Box


Dallas had known Colin West since he was five years old. He’d grown up around the man. He’d comforted Jane when Colin’s boneheaded decisions had put her in danger. He’d held her when Lisa, their mom, had filed suit to terminate Colin’s parental rights so that Eli—Dallas’s uncle and adoptive father—could adopt Jane, making Dallas and Jane full-blown brother and sister.


Dallas never had doubts that Colin could be a dickwad. After all, the guy had served jail time for insider trading, then followed that with a second stint for tax fraud. He’d made bad decisions and he’d run with the wrong crowd.


But Dallas had also seen the way Colin had comforted Jane after the kidnapping. When she was vulnerable and confused and needed to get away from her family. What had hurt the most was that it was Dallas she’d been trying to escape. Their connection—their passion—had sustained them in captivity. But it had been the one thing they absolutely could not take with them beyond those concrete walls.


So she’d left. Closed herself off. And turned to Colin for support.


Dallas had hated the distance, but he’d been grateful for Colin, who had seemingly put aside his hurt at having his rights terminated in order to be there for his daughter. So grateful, in fact, that Dallas and Colin had forged their own friendship as Dallas had moved into adulthood. And over time, Colin and his new wife, Adele, had become part of Dallas’s circle of friends.


Never once had Dallas suspected that Colin might have been the force behind the kidnapping of Jane and Dallas. Never once had it even crossed his mind that the man he’d grown up around—the man who Jane still loved like a father—had been the Jailer. The man who’d locked them in a room. The man who’d whispered to Dallas that he deserved every bit of agony he suffered in captivity.


The man who allowed the Woman to play her sadistic, sexual games on a fifteen-year-old boy.


Now he suspected it. Hell, now he believed it.


It made him sick, but he believed it.


And as he sped down the near-empty street on the classic Ducati Darmah he’d bought in college, all he could think was that he had to get to Colin. He had to find Jane. Because at the end of the day, she was the only one who mattered. And once he stepped into the room with that son of a bitch, there was no way Colin was getting out alive until Dallas had answers.


He made a hard right, then opened the bike up when he saw that the lane was clear. He was going too damn fast, and he knew it, but he couldn’t slow down. Not when memories of Colin still filled his head. Not when he was trying to escape the lingering memory of Jane’s face when she’d told him to go.


And certainly not when the Jailer’s voice still whispered in his ear, as fresh and hard as it had been almost eighteen years ago.


Do you think he’s going to come for you, that man you call your father? Do you think he loves you enough to pay the price to keep you?


You better hope so.


You better hope you’re more to him than just another fucking showpiece to set on his mantel. One more acquisition in the great Eli Sykes’s collection.


I’ll tell you a secret—I hope so, too. Because you aren’t worth the air you breathe. And if he doesn’t pay to get you back, I don’t know why the hell I should bother to keep you alive.


With a violent jerk to the handlebars, Dallas skidded to a stop two blocks from his destination, his breath coming hard. He sat a moment, looking down the street at a half-demolished East Harlem grocery store as he tried to push the memories back. Tried to get his shit together.


He wasn’t that scared teenager anymore. He was a grown man, and a powerful one at that. And he intended to wield a little of that power right now.


It was time to shove aside his goddamn memories.


It was time to get Jane back. Over an hour had passed since that horrible text had arrived in his inbox, and every second was like a knife in his gut. She needed him to be focused. Smart.


She needed him to find her, to protect her the way he’d always promised he would. And he damn sure wasn’t going to let her down.


Determined, he slid off the bike and then walked toward the building that Deliverance had purchased eighteen months ago, the ownership hidden behind an impenetrable wall of shell corporations and fake foreign investors.


As far as the public was concerned, the run-down market in the transitional neighborhood was being demolished and converted into a luxury residential project. And technically, that was true. It just happened that the conversion was going at a snail’s pace. And in the meantime, the project was perfect camouflage for the entrance to Deliverance’s Manhattan operations center.


Dallas had formed Deliverance with the hope of locating his and Jane’s kidnappers—their past kidnappers. Now five men—Dallas, Liam, Quince, Tony, and Noah—made up the ultra-secret, elite vigilante team that did whatever it took to locate and rescue kidnap victims. But never once had Dallas anticipated that he would use Deliverance’s resources to search for Jane, and the irony of that reality sat heavy in his gut.


Ironic or not, Dallas was grateful that Deliverance existed. It may have been his brainchild, but Dallas was only a small part of the reason the organization was so damned effective. He’d populated it with men he knew and trusted. And, more importantly, who were exceptionally good at their jobs. Right now, Liam was running the operation from inside the center. Noah and Tony were armed with fake police badges and going door to door on the Upper West Side street where Dallas had found Jane’s phone. And Quince—who was also an MI6 agent—was on his way back from London.


On any other mission, Dallas would want Quince in the interrogation room. The man had acquired a unique skill set, after all. But this time, Dallas was grateful his friend was away. Because all Dallas wanted at the moment was to curl his fingers around Colin’s throat until the fucker confessed to everything. Until he revealed who the Woman was and where she’d taken Jane.


Dallas kept his cap pulled low over his eyes as he hurried down the street and then into the construction zone. He crossed quickly under the cover of scaffolding, temporary walls, and construction debris until he exited into the airspace between the former grocery store and the building next door. Also owned by Deliverance shell companies, the six-story apartment building was undergoing renovations as well. Supposedly, anyway. He used a code to enter, then descended the stairs to the small basement before passing through a set of security doors to the operations center located in the concrete bowels.


Such precautions were probably not necessary, but Deliverance had remained completely anonymous for years, and part of its success lay in the strict rules and procedures that the team followed to the letter.


Dallas knew that.


He also knew that he was about to say a giant “fuck you” to those rules. He wanted Colin’s head on a platter. He wanted answers.


He wanted them now, and the rules be damned.


He moved through the tech center, barely noticing Liam working at the computer while he spoke into a headset. No, his focus was entirely on the interrogation room as he moved in that direction with unfailing determination.


The door was shut and double-sealed, a clear indication that this was the room in which Colin was detained. Just to double check, Dallas glanced up at the video monitors, saw the man he’d once called friend sitting gagged in the single chair, his ankles lashed to the metal legs and his hands tied firmly behind his back.


“Dallas?” Liam’s voice hardly registered. “Hold up, man.”


But Dallas didn’t even slow. Hell, he barely even broke his stride as he punched in the password, waited impatiently for the doors to open, then burst into the claustrophobic room and locked the door from the inside with his personal code.


A heartbeat later, his fist slammed hard into Colin’s jaw, and the older man crashed backward onto the floor, chair and all.


Dallas straddled him, one hand twisting his collar as his other hand ripped off the gag, leaving Colin gasping, his eyes wide and unfocused.


“Dallas?” His voice seemed thin. Weak. “Thank god. Get me out of here. These men. They’re—”


“Shut the fuck up.” Dallas yanked him up, righting the chair, then stood in front of the man who now cowered, as if sinking inside himself. “Who is she? The Woman? Who the fuck is she? And where the hell has she taken Jane?”


Colin’s head shook as an almost incoherent string of denials escaped his lips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please, Dallas, what’s going on? Why are you here? Why am I here? I don’t understand. Did something happen to Jane? Dallas, what’s going on with my little girl?”


The words were spilling out of him, fast and furious. Pain and fear and regret seemed etched into every line of Colin’s face, and for a moment—just a moment—Dallas hesitated. He wanted to believe that Colin was innocent. That his friend would never have hurt him. Would never have thrust Dallas and Jane into a concrete cell. Would never have starved and tortured them.


He wanted to believe, and that want felt like a fist around his heart.


But want couldn’t overcome the truth, and Dallas had seen too much. Knew too much. His team had done their job, and the evidence was clear.


Dallas clenched his fists at his sides in an effort to calm the rage that writhed inside him like a caged beast. “Who. Is. She?” The words came out hard between clenched teeth.


“She?” Colin blinked, his forehead creased in concentration. “Jane?”


Dallas lashed out, his heart hurting as his palm connected hard and fast with Colin’s cheek, sending the older man’s head twisting to one side as he cried out in pain and surprise.


“The Woman, you fucking lowlife. The bitch who worked with you in London. The one who tortured us, who—”


The words caught in his throat, choking him, and he realized with a start that hot tears had pooled in his eyes. With a violent move, he kicked Colin’s chair, then turned away, trying to gather himself. He couldn’t lose it. Not now. Not when he needed answers so badly. When she was missing. When he had to find her. Had to save her.


He drew in a breath and turned back to the man. His captive now, not his friend.


He bent over, then placed his hands tight on Colin’s shoulders, trapping the man and also controlling his own urge to lash out with his fists yet again. “Did you know we were closing in? Did you set the bitch on her? Did that vile excuse for a female take Jane so that you’d have leverage? Did the two of you plan it all out? Who the fuck is she, Colin? And where is she keeping Jane?”


“Dallas, Dallas, please. I don’t understand. What’s happened to Jane? I don’t—I don’t know what you’re talking about. Oh, god. Oh, god, what’s wrong with you? What are you doing?” He was crying now, his voice cracking as he pled. “I’d never hurt Jane. I’d never hurt you. You know that—how can you not know that?”


“You fucking liar. You goddamn psychopath. Did you really think you could just slide into our lives? Did you truly believe we’d never find out?”


“No, I—”


“Tell me,” he demanded, and now his right hand moved to Colin’s throat. “You tell me the truth right now—tell me where she is, tell me who the Woman is—or I swear this breath will be your last.”


He squeezed and watched as Colin’s eyes bulged. As his face turned red, then gray. As his mouth opened, not to speak, but to gasp for air that wasn’t going to come. Dallas wanted to do it. Wanted to rip the last remnants of life from him, to destroy the man who had destroyed him and Jane. To punish the man who’d let that bitch torture him so many years ago, and who was surely now tormenting Jane.


He clenched harder, some part deep inside of him knowing that he had to let the man go, had to let him speak. But a larger part—a more powerful part—had taken over. He needed to take Colin out. He needed to end it. He needed to punish. To destroy.


He needed Jane.


And goddammit, he didn’t know how to get her back.


“Dallas!” Strong hands grabbed his upper arms and ripped him backward, forcing his fingers off Colin’s throat. “Rein it in, man. You can’t kill him. We need him. We need him to find out who attacked Jane.”


“He did.” Dallas had to force the words out between gasps, he was breathing so hard. “Whether or not he was on the street, he’s the one pulling the strings, just like always.”


“Maybe.” The rage was starting to fade from Dallas’s ears. He recognized Liam’s voice, and realized his friend used the override code to enter. “But do you think she’ll forgive you if you kill him, especially if you kill him without letting her talk to him first?”


Liam’s strong hands still held him firm, but Dallas whipped sideways, freeing himself, his fear that Jane was already dead driving him.


“The bastard deserves every ounce of pain I can give him. He deserves to starve. To rot. For what he did? He deserves to endure the worst we can give him.” He met Liam’s eyes. “How can you not understand that?”


He saw the pain and regret flash across his friend’s face before he steeled himself again, then slowly shook his head. “I do,” he said flatly. “Dammit, Dallas, you know what I lost. But you haven’t lost Jane—not yet. She’s alive,” he continued, before Dallas could interrupt. “Did you hear me? Jane’s alive.”


The words sliced his legs out from under him, and Dallas crumpled, his knees no longer able to hold him up. “What?” he asked stupidly. “What are you saying?”


“I’m saying we’ve found her. Dallas, we’ve found Jane.”
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Sleeping Beauty


There is light, then pain. I’m confused—uncertain of where I am. Of who I am.


But then the world comes into focus, and I realize that this place feels safe. Good. I’d been fighting this awakening, this consciousness, because I feared what I would find when I opened my eyes. Dark, damp walls. A moldy mattress. A plastic bucket to use as a toilet. Stale crusts of bread to wash down with warm, brown water.


Instead, this room is welcoming. Simple, but filled with light. I am warm, not cold. And the woman beside me with tears in her eyes smiles at me with such love and tenderness that my fear and confusion fade; I have no room inside me for any emotion but joy.


This, I think. This is what it feels like to be born.


Dread replaced by wonder. Darkness swept away by light. And someone who loves you waiting at the end.


“Mommy?” The word feels like heaven against my dry, cracked lips.


“Jane! Oh, my sweet baby girl!” She clasps my hand and holds it tight. “Thank goodness you’re awake!”


“What happened?” Only now do I look around, searching the rest of the room, panic rising once again as I glance toward the windows to my left, then back to my mother who stands on the other side of my bed, the closed door behind her. “Where’s Dallas?”


It’s hard to speak past the hard knot of fear that clogs my throat, but I have to hear that he is safe. Intellectually, I know that it’s been seventeen years since we were locked in that filthy room. Seventeen years since we were cold and hungry, our passion our only reprieve from the horror. I know that—and at the same time, our kidnapping still feels fresh. Hard and cold and terrifying.


“He’s right outside with Daddy.” My mother’s voice is calm. As soothing as her warm hands folded over mine. “They’re talking to the doctors. They didn’t expect you to wake up so soon. You have quite a few sedatives swimming in your blood.”


That explains the muddle in my head, and I smile wryly at my mother. “It’s like iocane powder,” I say, referencing The Princess Bride, one of my favorite movies. “I’ve built up an immunity to every sedative imaginable.”


I’m being flip, but maybe it’s true. Over the years, I’ve taken a rainbow of pills to help me deal with the aftermath of the kidnapping. I haven’t relied on them lately, though. I have Dallas now, the man who fills my heart and makes me whole. Who is so vital it seems at times as if we are two halves of the same person.


I look at the door with longing; I want to see him so badly it’s like a physical ache. And yet at the same time I feel tense. Uncertain. And I don’t understand why.


Frowning, I adjust the bed so that I’m sitting upright, hoping that will clear my fuzzy head. I try to think back. I remember waiting for him in the apartment, feeling safe even though I knew that feeling wouldn’t last. And I remember that we’d argued. But about what, I don’t know.


I frown, looking up at my mother as I try to pull it all back.


“Jane? Sweetheart.”


“I can’t remember. I know something happened—when? yesterday?—but I can’t remember.”


“You were attacked. Oh, baby, you were left unconscious on the street.”


Her voice cracks, and her eyes leave my face, and I know my mother well enough to realize that if she continues to look at me, she’s going to cry. I gently pull my hand free and hug myself. Because what she says feels true. I close my eyes, trying to remember.


I was outside, walking fast. I was upset, I’m sure of that, but I don’t remember why.


I felt alone—so alone.


And then, suddenly, I wasn’t alone anymore.


Someone was following me.


A shiver rips through me, and my eyes fly open. I stare up into my mother’s concerned face. “There was a woman. Tall and thin and dressed all in red. And she had a mask.”


“A carnival mask, yes,” my mother says. “Like she was dressed for an old-fashioned masquerade.”
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