



[image: Cover Image]








[image: image]


[image: image]







Copyright © 2016 Julie Kenner


Excerpt from Hottest Mess copyright © 2016 Julie Kenner


Cover photo © Ashraful Arefin/Arcangel.


Cover design www.isitdesign.co.uk


Author photo © Kathy Whittaker Photography


The right of J. Kenner to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Published by arrangement with Bantam Books,


an imprint of Random House,


a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.


This book contains an excerpt from the forthcoming book Hottest Mess by J. Kenner. This excerpt has been set for this edition only and may not reflect the final content of the forthcoming edition.


First published in this Ebook edition in 2016


by HEADLINE ETERNAL


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978 1 4722 3899 3


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headlineeternal.com


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About the Author


[image: image]


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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It was wrong for us to be together, but it was even harder to be apart.


The memory of Dallas Sykes burns inside me. Everyone sees him as a notorious playboy for whom women and money are no object. But to me, he’s the one man I desperately crave – yet can never have.


Dallas knows me better than anyone else. We bear the same scars from the darkness in our past. I thought I could move on by staying away, but now that we’re drawn together once more, I can’t fight the force of our attraction or the temptation to make him mine.


We tried not letting ourselves give in to desire, and for so long we’ve told ourselves no. But now it’s finally time to say…yes.


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.
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If I could change it, I would. The wanting him. The craving him.


I close my eyes at night and touch myself, imagining it is him. His hands stroking me. His fingers penetrating me.


I do this, and I hate myself. Because my desire isn’t warm and soft, but twisted and wild and wrong.


We destroyed each other, he and I. Even now, after so many years, we’re still cracked and broken.


And broken we’ll remain, because without the other, we can never be whole. And yet we can never be together. Not again. Not like that.


Our desire has teeth, after all. We survived once, just barely.


But push our luck, and it just might swallow us whole. . . .
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The King of Fuck


Even by Southampton standards, the party at the nine-thousand-square-foot mansion on Meadow Lane reeked of extravagance.


Grammy Award–winning artists performed on an outdoor stage that had been set up on the lush lawn that flowed from the main house to the tennis courts. Celebrities hobnobbed with models who flirted with Wall Street tycoons who discussed stock prices with tech gurus and old-money academics, all while sampling fine scotch and the season’s chicest gin. Colored lights illuminated the grotto-style pool, upon which nude models floated lazily on air mattresses, their bodies used by artisan sushi chefs as presentation platters for epicurean delights.


Each female guest received a Hermès Birkin bag and each male received a limited edition Hublot watch, and the exclamations of delight—from both the men and the women—rivaled the boom of the fireworks that exploded over Shinnecock Bay at precisely ten P.M., perfectly timed to distract the guests from the bustle of the staff switching out the dinner buffet for the spread of desserts, coffee, and liqueurs.


No expense had been spared, no desire or craving or indulgence overlooked. Nothing had been left to chance, and every person in attendance agreed that the party was the Must Attend event of the season, if not of the year. Hell, if not of the decade.


Everyone who was anyone was there, under the stars on the four acre lot on Billionaires’ Row.


Everyone, that is, except the billionaire who was actually hosting the party. And speculation as to where he was, what he was doing, and who he was doing it with ripped through the well-liquored and gossip-hungry crowd like wildfire in a windstorm.


“No idea where he could have disappeared off to, but I’d bet good money he’s not pining away in solitude,” said a reed-thin man with salt-and-pepper hair and an expression that suggested disapproval but was most likely envy.


“I swear I came five times,” a perky blonde announced to her best friend in the kind of stage whisper designed to attract attention. “The man’s a master in bed.”


“He’s got a shrewd head for business, that one,” said a Wall Street trader, “but no sense of propriety where his cock is concerned.”


“Oh, honey, no. He’s not relationship material.” A brunette celebrating a recently inked modeling contract shivered as if reliving a moment of ecstasy. “He’s like fine chocolate. Meant to be savored in very limited quantities. But so damn good when you have it.”


“More power to him if he can grab that much pussy.” A hipster with beard stubble and a man-bun wiped his wire-rimmed glasses clean with his shirttail. “But why the fuck does he have to be so blatant about it?”


“All of my friends have had him.” The petite redhead who pulled in a six figure wife bonus smiled slowly, and the flash of her green eyes suggested that she was the cat and he was the delicious cream. “But I’m the only one of us to enjoy a second helping.”


“All your friends?”


“How much pussy?”


“At least half the women here tonight. Maybe more.”


“Man, don’t even ask that. Just trust me. Dallas Sykes is the King of Fuck. You and me? Mere mortals like us can’t even compare.”


Three floors above the partygoers, in a room with a window overlooking the Atlantic Ocean, Dallas Sykes sucked hard on the clit of the lithe blonde who sat on his face and writhed with pre-orgasmic pleasure. The blonde’s cries of “yes, yes!” mingled with the throaty moans of delight coming from the curvaceous redhead who straddled his waist while he finger-fucked her hard and deep.


They’d surrendered to him, these women, and the knowledge that they were his tonight—for tenderness, for torment—cut through him. A wicked aphrodisiac with an edge as sharp as steel, and at least as savage.


He was drunk—on sex, on scotch, on submission. And right then, all he wanted was to get lost in pleasure. To let all the rest of the shit just melt away.


“Please.” The redhead’s muscles clenched tight around his fingers, and a tremor ran through his body, his need for release now so potent that it crossed the line into pain. “I’m so close, Dallas. I want you inside me. Now. Oh, god, please. Now.”


He could barely understand her words, lost as they were in the wet sounds of his mouth on the blonde’s sweet pussy. But he heard enough, and in one wild, rough movement, he rolled the girl above him to the side, so that she stretched and trembled

on the bed, her nipples hard and her pussy slick and open and inviting.


Dallas felt his body tighten with need. With desire. But only for release. He didn’t want either of these women. Not really. Their company, yes. The escape they offered, sure. But them?


Neither was the woman he craved. Neither was the girl who had both saved and destroyed him. The woman he wanted.


The woman he could never have.


And so instead he sought pleasure and passion in the violent rapture of hard, hot sex.


“Sit back,” he said to the blonde as he pushed away his dark thoughts and regrets. He reached for the crystal highball glass and downed the last of the Glenmorangie, relishing the way it burned his throat and buzzed his head. “Back against the headboard. Legs spread wide.”


She nodded, moving eagerly to obey as he urged the redhead off his waist. “Fuck me,” the redhead begged. Her green eyes flashed, her expression pleading. Her lips were swollen, her skin flushed. She smelled of sex, and the scent—so familiar, so dangerous, so goddamned compelling—made him even harder. “I want you to fuck me.” Her words were a pout—a plea—and Dallas almost smiled in response.


Almost, but not quite.


Instead he lifted a brow. “Want? Baby, this isn’t about what you want. This is about what you need.”


“Then I need you to fuck me.”


His lips twitched. He liked a woman who knew her own mind, that was for damn sure. And the redhead truly amused him. He’d plucked her from the crowd downstairs because he’d liked the way she’d filled out the flirty black dress that was now crumpled in a heap on his bedroom floor. That, and the fact he happened to know that she had a cousin who worked for a government official in Bogotá, and that connection might prove handy one day.


As for the blonde, Dallas had no particular agenda with her. But he appreciated her limber little body and quiet obedience. Right now, she was sitting exactly as he’d told her, her legs wide apart and wonderfully vulnerable. She wasn’t moving a muscle, but the beat of her pulse in her throat telegraphed her excitement at least as much as her tight nipples and hot, wet pussy.


He met the redhead’s flashing green eyes, then nodded toward the blonde. “You want to get fucked. I want to watch. And I promise you, she wants to do whatever I say. Sounds like a perfect recipe, don’t you think?”


The redhead dragged her polished white teeth over her lower lip. “I’ve never—”


“But you will. Tonight.” He met her eyes. “For me.”


She licked her lips as he slid off the bed and stood. She was still sitting, her knees pressed into the mattress as she sat back on her heels. He leaned forward, then took her in a long, slow kiss. She tasted of strawberries and innocence. He wanted to devour the first; he wanted to erase the second. “Hook your legs around her waist and kiss her deep. Suck her tits. Touch her however you want to. But she’s going to fuck you with her fingers while you and I both imagine it’s my cock. And, baby? You’re going to come harder for me than you’ve ever come for anyone.”


“And you?”


He could hear the tremor of excitement in her voice and knew that he had her. “I’ll be right here,” he said as he took her hand and urged her toward the blonde, who was flushed pink with anticipation. He moved behind the redhead, cupping her breasts as she put her legs around the blonde’s waist, then he squeezed her nipples hard as the blonde’s fingers slid into her core.


Pressed against her back, he could feel every tremor of pleasure, every quickening in her pulse. And as she started to shake with a series of little convulsions, he slid his hand between her legs from behind, dipping his fingers into her wet pussy. As he did, his hand brushed up against the blonde’s, whose sensual moan shot straight to his cock.


Next, he slid his now-slick finger up to tease the redhead’s ass as she bucked against him, her body clearly on fire from this dual assault. “Dallas,” she moaned as her body shook with release. “Oh, god, Dallas, this is so fucked up.”


“That’s the way I like it, baby,” he said. “That’s the only way I play.”


It was true. He liked his sex dirty. Wild. He wanted to be reminded of who he was. What he’d become.


The King of Fuck. He’d heard what they all called him, and he had to appreciate how apt—and ironic—the moniker was. Because god knew he was fucked up. His whole goddamn life was an act. A facade.


He was damaged goods. As broken as a man could be. But he’d turned that shit around. Claimed it. Made it his own.


Maybe he would never again have the woman he craved in his arms, but if that was his reality, he was going to damn sure make the most of it.


With his free hand he reached down to stroke his cock. The sensation of his sex-slicked palm moving rhythmically over the steel of his erection mingled with the wild, almost feral sounds of the two women. He closed his eyes, imagining another place. Another woman.


He thought of her. He thought of Jane.


But not like this. Not fucked up. Not like a goddamn evening’s entertainment, as fungible as a night at the movies and at least as unimportant.


Except everything was fucked up. Him, most of all.


Goddammit. He needed to shut it down. These thoughts. These wishes.


All these damn regrets.


The sharp trill of his cellphone startled him from his thoughts, and he slid back away from the redhead who cried out in protest.


“Sorry, baby.” His voice was tense, his chest tight. “That’s the one ringtone I always answer.” He grabbed his phone off the bedside table, lightly brushing both women’s skin before turning his back to them and taking the call.


“Tell me,” he demanded, expecting the worst. His best friend, Liam Foster, wasn’t due to report in until the next morning. If he was calling now, it meant something had happened.


“It’s all good, man,” Liam said, his voice as close to excited as his military training would allow.


“The child?” Dallas had sent his team to Shanghai to recover the eight-year-old son of a Chinese diplomat who’d been kidnapped ten days prior.


“Fine,” Liam assured him. “Dehydrated. Malnourished. Scared. But he’s back with his family, and physically, he should make a full recovery.”


Physically, Dallas thought, the word sounding vile in his head. Because that wasn’t all of it, was it? Not even close.


He shoved the thoughts aside, forcing himself to focus. “Then why are you—”


“Because the German asshole who grabbed him tried to trade freedom for intel. He knows, Dallas. This dickwad Mueller knows who the sixth kidnapper was.”


The words were simple. The impact on Dallas wasn’t. His blood turned to fire. The room turned hot and red. He wanted to beat the shit out of the sixth man. He wanted to curl up into a ball and cry.


He wanted to finally know the truth.


There had been two in charge of the six fucks who had snatched them—and surely this sixth man could identify his employers. First, there’d been the main guy who sat back, keeping his hands clean, but who was dirtier than all of them. That man lived in Dallas’s memory only as hints and impressions. He’d been smart. He’d kept his distance. But he’d been the puppeteer, the one who’d hired the six and pulled all the strings.


Dallas and Jane had come to think of him as the Jailer, and he’d spoken directly to Dallas only twice. He’d told Dallas that he deserved it all—every moment of agony, every pang of fear, every prick of humiliation.


And then there was the Woman. She was supposed to feed and tend to Dallas and Jane, but instead she brought pain and fear along with a twisted darkness and a bone-deep shame that hadn’t faded even after Dallas was free of the confinement of those mildewed walls.


But he wasn’t fifteen anymore. He wasn’t locked in the dark, tortured and hungry and helpless.


He might be damaged goods, but he had money and power and he knew how to wield both like a goddamn medieval mace.


“We’re getting close to ending this thing,” Liam said. “We use this douchebag’s intel to grab the sixth. We interrogate him. Get him to tell us who hired him. It’s the last puzzle piece, Dallas. We get that, and you can finally say that it’s over.”


Dallas closed his eyes and drew in a breath, soaking in the words. Liam was wrong, of course. It would never really be over. But he couldn’t deny the anticipation that was building in him. The fantasy that he really could end this.


For himself.


For his sanity.


But most of all, for Jane.
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Once Upon a Time


Seventeen Years Ago


“You’re a bloody git, you know that right?” Quince Radcliffe leaned casually against the doorframe as Dallas hurried to shove his feet into his sneakers. He’d already pulled on a pair of threadbare jeans, having stripped out of the sweatpants he’d been wearing as he laid in bed reading Nietzsche instead of working on tomorrow’s calculus assignment. He’d tackle the five problems in the morning; tonight, he was too engrossed in Thus Spake Zarathustra. Or he had been until he’d gotten her call.


“Dean Phelps is going to have your head on a pike.”


“I’m pretty sure that would violate at least a dozen school rules.” Dallas turned in a circle as he spoke, scowling at the room in general as he searched for a clean shirt. He was fifteen years old and knew how to do his own laundry, but that didn’t mean he bothered very often.


He found a faded black T-shirt under the small, book-covered desk. He yanked it up, sniffed it, then pulled it over his head. He took another sniff, then hoisted it up so that he could reach his underarms with the deodorant. No time now for a shower, and he regretted not bothering earlier.


“Fine,” Quince said. “Whatever. But if you get caught . . .”


Dallas pressed his hand to his heart as his suitemate trailed off. “Oh, Quince, I didn’t know you cared.”


Quince narrowed his eyes, then slowly turned his hand until his middle finger was displayed. Dallas barked out a laugh. “Quit worrying. We’re just going to hang out for a few hours. I’ll be careful. You’ll cover for me. And no one will know I’m gone.”


They better not, because although Dallas wouldn’t admit it out loud, Quince was right. He was taking a hell of a risk. His dad had pulled serious strings and forked over serious dough to get him into St. Anthony’s, one of the most prestigious boarding schools in Europe, if not the world. At the time, Dallas had been royally pissed—and he sure as hell hadn’t wanted to be shipped off from the States to the UK—but now, after a year, he had to admit he liked it here.


Or, he had to admit it to himself—he wasn’t about to tell Eli and Lisa the truth. Not yet. Maybe not ever. He loved his parents. He did. But there was always that thing between them. That distance. Maybe because he knew too much about who he was and where he came from. Maybe kids weren’t meant to know the truth about themselves. Maybe they just couldn’t handle it.


He thought of Nietzsche’s favorite motto: Become what you are. And he thought of his own corollary: Figure out what the fuck you are before you start to become it. Not to mention who you are.


Well, he was trying, wasn’t he?


He’d been working hard, playing by the rules. More or less, anyway. Doing all the shit he was supposed to. He couldn’t take back the months of drugs and stealing cars and sneaking out at night and generally acting like a fucking asshole, but he could stay here, do the work, and become the man he wanted to be. The man he knew he could be.


Any other night, he would have stayed in and studied.


Or, more accurately, he would have stayed in, amused himself with books or videogames, then spent ten or fifteen minutes before class finishing his homework or studying for a test.


Not tonight.


Tonight, she was here.


Tonight, Jane had called from the station. “I took the train from London. Everyone thinks I’m spending the night at my friend Donna’s, the one who moved to London last year when her dad took the job at the embassy.” Her words spilled from her, fast and furious, as if she had to get them out before she lost her nerve. “But I’m not with Donna. I’m here. And I really want to see you tonight. You know. Before it gets crazy. Before it’s more than just us. So I’m coming. Right now. And I don’t care if you think I shouldn’t. I’m coming, and you can’t say no.”


She was coming; she was really coming.


And, of course, he couldn’t say no.


“Don’t go,” Quince said as he peered out the window toward the canopy of a nearby willow tree and the common area below. “I’ve got a bad feeling.”


Dallas patted his back pocket to make sure his wallet was there. “Give it up, man. I’m going. I mean, come on. What’s the worst that can happen?”


Quince turned to face Dallas, and as he did the moonlight through the willow’s fronds cast shadows on his face. “Oh, gee, let’s think. Expulsion?”


“As much money as my dad pumps into this place? I don’t think so.” The words came easily, but he didn’t really believe them. Despite the family fortune, Eli Sykes had to fight to get Dallas admitted to the Academy. Apparently Dallas wasn’t the model of decorum that the school usually accepted. And it wouldn’t take much for Phelps and the administrative board to decide they should never have caved in the first place.


Didn’t matter. Even if it meant living at home and getting his damn GED, he’d do it. He’d sneak out.


He had to see her.


“You’ll cover for me?”


The shadows moved over Quince’s face. “I still don’t like it. It’s going to get all fucked up.”


“Q, come on, man. Back me up here.”


Quince sighed. “Fuck. You know I will.”


Dallas flashed a wide grin—the one that would put him on the cover of GQ and Esquire in later years. A decadent, knowing smile that promised sin and redemption all wrapped up together.


“I owe you big-time,” Dallas said.


“Hell, yeah, you do.” Quince cocked his head toward the window again. “She’s down there. Go. And for god’s sake do it quietly.”


He’d had plenty of practice sneaking down the back stairs of Lancaster Hall, and Dallas was out of the room, down the corridor, and through the fire escape door in less than three minutes. He hesitated just long enough to make sure none of the guys with too-tight neckties and sticks up their asses had reattached the alarm trigger, but all stayed quiet.


He crept through the moon-dappled dark, through the shadows casting patterns on the damp ground. A small tributary of the Thames ran through the school property, dividing the common area between Lancaster and Wellington Halls. Jane had never been here, but he knew where she would be. Hadn’t he written her enough emails describing the campus and where he liked to go to sit, to think?


And, yes, to curse the fact that the girl he wanted—the girl he loved—was the one girl he couldn’t have.


The path curved to reveal the bench. It was plain enough, the paint faded from years of exposure to the elements despite the limited shelter provided by a majestic oak that was undoubtedly older than the school that had been founded three centuries ago.


He hurried toward it, his chest tight. She wasn’t there. Had she changed her mind? Surely she hadn’t changed her mind.


Then the shadows near the bank of the river shifted, and there she was, just standing there looking out at the ghostly reflection of the moon on the water. Her back was to him, and he stood perfectly still. But she must have heard him. Or maybe she just sensed him.


She turned. And when she smiled it was like the rest of the world just fell away.


He took a step toward her, and then another and another until they were standing only a breath apart.


He reached for her, and she did the same, but both pulled back the second their fingers touched.


Her mouth quirked into an embarrassed smile, and she dropped her gaze.


The moment turned awkward, and he didn’t know how to erase the thick unease that seemed to fill the air between them. All he knew was her. All he wanted was to touch her, hold her.


He wanted to kiss her, wild and hot, and so much deeper than the one gentle kiss they’d shared over a year ago. And, dammit, he didn’t care if it was wrong. He wanted it. Wanted her.


He always had.


But there were promises between them. And so he held his arms firm to his sides, forcing himself not to move. Not to reach

out. Not to touch despite the need that curled through him, a longing so intense and pure and strong that he didn’t understand how it could be wrong. More, he didn’t understand how he was able to resist.


“Jane.”


She looked up, but still didn’t quite meet his eyes. “I know. But—” She cut herself off and her shoulders rose and fell. He held his breath, hoping she was less strong than he was, because if she capitulated, then he would, too.


He should have known better, and when she lifted her head and finally met his eyes, the awkwardness was gone. There was no uncertainty. No embarrassment. He saw only resolution. And regret.


“I had to see you,” she said. What she meant was, “The most we can have is to see each other.”


“I know,” he said. “Before everyone gets here. I get it.” One more day of classes and then it was spring break. His parents were in London, his father accompanied by his key staff members and their families. The plan was that Dallas and his mom, Lisa, would travel to Oxford. Dallas might only be fifteen, but his grades and test scores were such that he had a good chance of being admitted, and the various appointments his parents had lined up all but filled his short vacation.


While Lisa and Dallas did Oxford, Eli, his father, would stay in London and visit the new Sykes department store that had opened last year. And since Jane was doing an afterschool internship in the marketing department through her private school back in the States, she’d be in London with Eli while Dallas was in Oxford.


If they were going to see each other alone, now was the time. Thank god she’d called. He wished to hell he’d had the nerve to call her first.


“I’m glad you came,” he said. “I’m so damn glad you came.”


Her smile reached her eyes, making her already beautiful face radiant. She’d always been a pretty girl, but she was fifteen now, too, just a few months younger than him, and she was growing into a stunning woman. She wore her dark hair long and parted simply in the middle so that it cascaded to her shoulders, so lustrous that it shone in the moonlight. Her brown eyes were wide, and her eyebrows angled slightly, giving her an expression of permanent amusement, as if she saw how much the world was askew even if no one else did. Her pale skin was luminous and though her face was round, her stunning cheekbones added an air of runway model elegance to an otherwise girl-next-door visage.


All in all, she was perfection. But it was her mouth that caught and held his attention. Her lips that he dreamed about. That he wanted to touch. That he wanted to taste. He imagined the heat of her mouth pressed against his, the softness—and he felt himself get hard in response.


He dropped his eyes, hoping she couldn’t see the evidence of how much he wanted her. He was still a virgin and pretty damn inexperienced, too. But he could fantasize well enough, and right then his mind was churning with the scent of her, the feel of her, warm and naked against him, and—


Shit. Stop.


He drew in a breath and forced himself to think of non-sexual things. Calculus would be good. Or statistics.


He shuffled his feet, then looked back up at her. “So, um, did you walk from the train station?”


She shook her head, her gaze mostly on the ground, too. God, weren’t they a pair? “I took a cab. I—I wanted to get here as fast as I could.”


The words lit a fire inside him. “Yeah? I’m glad.” He exhaled loudly. “Right. Um, what do you want to do?”


He was looking at her as he asked the question, and even in the darkness, he could see the blush rise on her cheeks. His insides twisted, and his cock that had calmed down at the thought of differential equations stiffened again.


Man, they were so screwed. They were both so damn screwed.


“I saw a flier in the common room about a midnight concert in the park,” he said quickly. “It’s probably totally lame, but that’ll just make it more fun. Some guys doing covers of Beatles songs to celebrate the somethingth anniversary of some album or other.”


She laughed. “Music is so not your thing.”


“But it’s yours.”


Her sweet smile just about gutted him. “Yeah. It is.” She dragged her teeth over her lower lip and his pants were suddenly way, way too small. “And it does sound lame.” She took a step toward him, then nudged his foot gently with her toe. “And I think it’ll be a blast.”


“Yeah?”


She nodded, looking excited and happy, as if they were about to set out on a grand adventure.


He started to lead the way toward the park, and she fell in step beside him. The silence was comfortable, and right then there was nothing he’d rather be doing, and no one he’d rather be doing it with. So naturally, he had to go and toss cold water all over their good time. “Eli’s going to shit a brick if he finds out you’re here.”


“He’s the one who decided to bring an intern to London with him,” she said lightly. But then she grimaced as she shot him a quick glance. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you call him Dad.”


He cocked his head as he looked at her. “Do you think I should? Never mind,” he said before she could answer. “It’s not important. I shouldn’t have even said anything.”


She studied him as if trying to figure out what he wasn’t saying. “Are you still pissed he sent you over here? I mean, boarding school is one thing, but he shipped you halfway around the world.”


He shook his head. “If you tell him this, I’ll deny it, but no. I was fucked up back home. All that shit I was into. And—”


He cut himself off, then shoved his hands in his pockets. He’d been about to say, “You.” And he really didn’t want to go there.


She came to a stop, taking his hand and making him halt beside her. “Am I making it worse? Should I not have come?”


“God no.” The words came out too fast, revealed too much. He looked down at their joined hands, then back up at her. “Maybe,” he whispered.


Their eyes met, and even though it was a cliché, he felt it. The power. The heat. Right there between them, and so much stronger than them both.


“Dallas.” That was all she said, and he didn’t know if she spoke in protest or invitation.


He wasn’t about to wait to find out.


In one motion, he leaned in, his palm cupping the back of her neck as his mouth closed over hers. She tasted like honey. She tasted like home. And when she gasped, the sound opening her mouth just a bit more, he took advantage, exploring with his tongue. Tasting, taking, deepening the kiss until there was nothing separating them. Not air, not skin, not the goddamn world that said they shouldn’t be doing this. That it was crazy.


That it was wrong.


Breathless, he drew away, suddenly afraid that he’d taken too much. That he’d pushed too hard.


Terrified that when she opened her eyes he’d see fear. Or, worse, regret.


But her face was soft, her pale skin almost angelic in the moonlight, and when she opened her eyes and looked at him, he saw his own desire reflected right back at him in her wide, brown eyes.


“We shouldn’t,” he whispered.


“I know.”


Neither one of them moved. They stood there, only inches apart, and he could feel her breath on his face, minty and tantalizing. He thought he could hear her heart beat; he was certain she must be able to hear his.


And then, as if pulled together by the weight of their connection, they stepped forward at the exact same time. Mouths came together, hard and fast. Hands grappled, fingers stroked. He’d never been so hard in his life, even in all the times he’d laid in bed, his hand down his briefs as he imagined her. For a moment, mortification washed over him, but then she made the softest noise, and he realized that it was his name. And it was so full of need and desire, that it was a wonder he didn’t come right then.


“Jane, I—” He didn’t know what he’d intended to say, but it didn’t matter. His words were cut short by her scream, sharp as a knife and brutally short.


Someone had her. Two black-clad men stood on either side of Jane, their faces hidden by ski masks, their grips locked tight on her arms as they dragged her away from him, her head lolling to one side.


“No!” It seemed like forever before he bellowed the word, before he tried to lunge forward to help her. But he realized in the moment that not even seconds had passed. And that he couldn’t help her—he couldn’t even help himself. He was caught, too.


He struggled, managing to break the hold on his left arm, and he spun to the right, trying to get free—trying to see whatever he could before they grabbed him again and held him fast.


Four men. Two holding him. Two standing beside them, one with a cloth in his hand.


And then the two who had Jane.


That made six men altogether. Six attackers.


Six kidnappers.


Six, he repeated to himself as he fought fear, battling it down and forcing himself to listen to their voices. To judge height and weight. To study their eyes and fight the terror and think even as the man with the cloth came toward him and pressed the chloroform-soaked rag over his mouth and nose.


And as the world faded from beneath Dallas, he held fast to his mental image of those six dead men. Because that’s what they were. Dead. No matter how long it took for him to make them that way.




[image: images]


Deliverance


“Dallas? Shit, man, you still there?”


He realized with a start he’d been clutching his phone as if it was the sixth kidnapper’s neck, so tight it was a wonder the damn thing didn’t shatter in his hand. Irritated, he pushed his memories aside and focused.


“Where are you calling from?”


“The jet,” Liam said. “In transit from Berlin to the safe house in Mendoza.”


Dallas frowned, wondering how Argentina played into the mix as he walked naked onto the balcony so that he could speak freely. Below, at the party, a few women nudged each other as they looked up and pointed. He barely noticed them. “I’m listening.”


“Mueller pulled the kid from his private school in Shanghai and managed to smuggle him to Europe. We finally caught up to the bastard in Germany. Quince did a fine job getting him talking,” he added. Dallas’s boarding school roommate was now officially an MI6 operative and unofficially one of the core members of Deliverance, the handpicked covert team that Dallas had put together over a decade ago.


He’d started the organization as a way to find—and destroy—his tormentors, but it had evolved into so much more than that. Deliverance had become a powerful force, doing whatever was necessary to rescue kidnapped children, and its select, discreet clientele found their way to the organization through word of mouth and referrals. And no client could point the way back to Dallas or any of the other men.


Deliverance pushed the envelope, it bent the law. Most of all, it got the job done.


Dallas took a breath, just to ensure that his voice was steady. “So you’re saying that Mueller told you about the sixth?”


“In the course of the interrogation, yes. We went through the standard questions to determine if he knew anything about your kidnapping.”


“And he did.”


“The son of a bitch is a goddamn rabid dog in service to anyone with a tasty enough bone.”


“Any reason to believe that Mueller was actually involved?” It was a stretch, but maybe Mueller was the sixth, now trying to obfuscate the facts. Hell, maybe he was the goddamn Jailer.


“Negative,” Liam said. “He was serving time in a German prison for six months before and eighteen months after you two were snatched. He wasn’t involved—I’d bet my reputation on it. But he’s still a source, and potentially a key one. He knew about your kidnapping and a shit ton of others.”


Dallas clenched his fists as he drew a breath, forcing down the fury that threatened to overwhelm him. “How’d he know about mine? Word on the street?”


If so, that was interesting in and of itself. Eli Sykes had kept the kidnapping secret—he hadn’t told anyone except his closest circle. Not the press, not the FBI, not Scotland Yard. Nobody. He’d taken matters into his own hands, hiring mercenaries,

arranging to pay ransom. And above all, keeping it very, very quiet.


To this day, Dallas wasn’t sure if his father had done too much or too little. Yes, he and Jane had gotten free. But the price they’d paid was brutal.


Even now, almost two decades later, the world believed that Dallas Sykes, the screw up son of billionaire retailer Eli Sykes, had left his posh boarding school for a stint in a private hospital. As for Jane, the press hadn’t noted her disappearance at all, and she’d kept it a closely held secret.


When he’d recruited for Deliverance, Dallas had told his team the truth. They needed to understand the purpose, after all. Besides, each man had his own reason for being dedicated to Deliverance and its mission. More important, Dallas knew he could trust them.


But even they knew only about the kidnapping. They didn’t know the worst of what happened inside those dank, locked rooms. Hell, not even Jane knew the worst of it, and she’d been in the dark with him.


“Not street gossip,” Liam confirmed. “Our target’s name is Silas Ortega. He was the sixth, and he’s got a rep for doing pretty much anything if the pay is right. He’s also got a rep for keeping his mouth shut, but I guess the thrill of bragging about how he screwed over the great Eli Sykes was just too much even for him. He told someone, and Mueller got wind.”


“And he traded that intel to us.”


“You could say that,” Liam said.


A thin smile touched his lips, but Dallas didn’t press. He didn’t need to hear what Quince had done to Mueller in order to extract the intel. Every member of Deliverance did what they had to do. Hell, the group was named for its mission to fuck the bad guys in the ass.


“And check this out,” Liam added, a hint of excitement coloring his businesslike presentation. “Mueller said Ortega would have known who he was working for. Said he isn’t the kind of asshole who works for a voice with a bank account. He’s loyal and he’s brutal and he’s damn effective, but he only works for people he knows.”


Hope curled in Dallas’s gut. Not soft, but as hard and as harsh as the bastard he was chasing. The bastard who Ortega could identify. “And Ortega’s in Argentina?”


“He owns a vineyard there. Security’s intense, but Quince is on it, and Noah’s providing support from the States.”
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