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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.




Praise for J. Kenner


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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No one can know about our love - and hiding only makes it hotter.


Dallas Sykes has a reputation. He is known for his parties, his money and the countless women on his arm. Yet the Dallas I know is a different man - darker, smarter and unbearably sexy. Just one look from him can leave me breathless; the anticipation of his touch can make me lose control.


Inextricably bound by our past, we keep each other’s secrets. And while there are people who have the power to hurt us, it’s the truth that threatens us most of all.


Dallas can be mine only behind closed doors, our passion as searing as it is forbidden. Yet nothing in this world has ever felt so desperately, deliciously right.


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.




For the Kenner Krew—you guys rock!




My earliest memories are of Dallas. Being with him. Laughing with him.


Loving him.


I don’t remember when I realized that it was wrong, when I truly understood that we had to keep our growing desire secret. I only know that it glowed inside us, a spark just waiting to burn. And that when the worst happened—when we were captive together in the dark—we no longer cared about rules and expectations, taboos or punishments.


All we wanted then was to survive. All we cared about was finding comfort in each other’s arms, the world outside be damned.


In some ways, those long, dark weeks were the best of my life. Terrifying and horrible, yes, but we belonged to each other. Fully. Completely.


After, in the real world, we were torn apart, everything we’d been to each other pushed aside. Buried.


A precious memory. A traumatic interlude.


A mistake.


Because we are brother and sister—bound as tightly by adoption as if we were tied by blood—and yet equally bound by need. By desire. By love.


For seventeen years, we fought a battle against our desire, but that is over now. Neither of us can fight any longer, and we have succumbed to heaven in each other’s arms.


It’s a forbidden love, a hidden passion.


It’s a secret, and it has to stay that way.


But secrets scare me, because things hidden in the dark have power.


Dallas and I know that better than anyone.


So even though I am happier now than I have ever been, I am also more frightened than I can ever remember. Because I fully understand the stakes now.


I know the power of secrets.


And I’m terribly afraid that our secret is going to destroy us.




[image: image]


Pretty Little Liars


The universe is completely unfair.


For four long, luxurious days this Southampton mansion had been my personal paradise. Here, my body had been adored. My skin stroked. My blood had burned with a passion that had been building over seventeen long years. I’d been touched and kissed and worshipped by the man I’ve loved my entire life, and I’d relished the freedom to explore every inch of him in return. My lips on his strong jaw, his tight abs. My tongue tasting the sweetness of his skin and the saltiness of his cock.


We made love tenderly, then violently, then tenderly once more. We curled together in each other’s arms. We watched late night television with our legs twined, until the sensation of skin against skin overwhelmed us and we muted the drone of talk show hosts, and explored each other again in the flickering light of the television.


We swam naked in the pool during the day, then walked along the beach in the moonlight.


Those days had been a gift. A reward.


A decadent, sensual heaven.


But all that changed this morning, and now this mansion that I love has transformed into hell. A luxurious hell with cool ocean breezes, a wet bar, liveried waiters offering sushi and canapés, and the man I love fondling the ass of a pert blonde with tits that are going to pop right out of that barely there dress if she so much as sneezes.


Bitch.


And I’m not the only one mentally plotting Blondie Bitch’s demise. On the contrary, I’m certain that every female in the vicinity would take her down in a heartbeat in order to take the twit’s place at his side. Dallas Sykes. The infamous billionaire bad boy. The man known publicly as one of the two heirs to the Sykes family fortune, and who women all over the country reverently refer to as the King of Fuck.


The man I love.


The man I can have in private, but never in public.


The man who is my brother.


Well, fuck.


The bitch leans closer to him, and as her teeth tug at his earlobe, I turn away—there’s only so much torment I can take—and make a beeline for the bar.


“Woodford Reserve,” I say to the bartender. “Two ice cubes.” I recall the way his hand cupped her rear. “Actually, let’s make that a double.”


“Sure thing, miss.”


Beside me, a runway-thin model-type with at least four inches on me takes a sip of red wine. “The hard stuff, huh? Guess you’re singing the same song I am.”


I glance at her, confused. “I’m sorry?”


Her mouth curves up in a way that makes her cheekbones even more prominent. She looks like a fairy with her pale skin and short dark hair. A devious fairy, I amend, seeing the glint in her pale blue eyes. “The Ode to Dallas,” she clarifies. “The siren’s song to make him ditch the bimbo and come straight to you. Or, in my case, me.”


“Oh. Oh, no.” My cheeks burn, and right then I’d totally welcome a natural disaster. A sinkhole, perhaps. Or a tsunami blowing in off Shinnecock Bay. “Me? With Dallas? That’s not even—”


I clamp my mouth shut before I get in a serious the lady doth protest too much situation. How the hell could I have been so obvious? Could she really see the lust in my eyes? Surely not? Surely I was more careful. Because I have to be careful. I’ve been careful my whole damn life.


Yes, but before you two weren’t together. Now you are. At least when you’re alone. But not here. Not in the world. Not where it matters.


Her smile is knowing. “Oh, come on. Don’t tell me that you don’t—wait.” She tilts her head, studying me, and as I watch, her eyes go wide, and she presses four long fingers over her blood-red lips. “Oh, shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t—”


“Didn’t what?”


“Didn’t recognize you. You’re Jane, right? You’re his sister. God, that was totally lame of me.” She drags her perfectly manicured fingers through her pixie-style hair. “I just saw you looking at him, and I assumed that you—anyway, never mind.” She draws a deep breath and extends her hand. “I’m Fiona. Did I mention I’m an idiot?”


I can’t help but laugh. “Honest mistake. Really. I was looking at him. But that was irritation you were seeing. Not lust.” That, at least, is half true, and I allow myself one deep breath in relief. Crisis averted. Bullet dodged.


But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that some tiny, screwed up part of me wishes that she’d called my bluff. That she’d felt the heat that burns in my veins for him—and that she’d figured it out.


Because as much as I love Dallas, I hate that we have to hide. And some rebellious, hidden, bold, stupid part of me wishes that we could be open and out there and real.


We can’t, though. I know we can’t. The law and our parents and the threat of public humiliation keep us trapped firmly in the shadows. And, honestly, I’ve never been too fond of the spotlight, so the idea of having tabloid attention focused on me because I’m sleeping with my brother really doesn’t sit well.


But it’s not just family and privacy and social mores that are keeping us apart. There’s Deliverance, too. Because as long as Dallas is Top Secret Vigilante Guy, everything in his life is going to remain hidden, including the man he truly is. A man so very different from the one he shows the public. A man that even I don’t fully know or understand, because we haven’t yet talked about how Deliverance operates or about its core mission to track—and presumably kill—the miserable excuses for human beings who kidnapped us both seventeen years ago. We need to, of course, but neither of us wanted that conversation to intrude on our four days of bliss. We only wanted each other.


“Hey,” Fiona says, her forehead creasing as she peers at me. “You okay?”


“Fine.” I force a smile, even though I feel like crying. Because for the first time it’s fully hit me. He’s mine. Dallas Sykes is absolutely, one hundred percent, totally mine.


And yet I can never truly have him.


Not in the way that counts. Not in the way that matters.


We’re living a lie that is shiny and perfect and wonderful in the shadows, but that shrivels and dies in the harsh light of day.


I love him. I do.


And even though we promised each other that we would make this work, I can’t help but fear that’s a promise we never should have made. Because it’s a promise that is impossible to keep.
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Rear Window


An hour later I’m finally alone and on my third bourbon. Fiona has overcompensated for her faux pas by prattling on about nothing and everything, which was good in that her constant attention kept my eyes from drifting to Dallas.


And bad, in that her constant attention kept my eyes from drifting to Dallas.


Even knowing I shouldn’t, all I want to do is watch him. And imagine him touching me. And seethe about the fact that he is spending the party touching everyone but me.


Apparently, he’s even touched Fiona.


“We went out a couple of times,” she told me, eyes sparkling. “Everyone knows he hardly ever sees the same woman twice, but, well, he saw me three times.” Her lips curved wickedly. “He saw all of me.”


My stomach twisted as I smiled politely and said something about my brother’s reputation and how I really needed to go take care of something with the staff. I escaped inside, hid out for half an hour, and when I returned, I didn’t see her at all.


Dallas, however, caught my attention right away.


Now, I’m leaning against the corner post of one of the pool cabanas trying not to watch him. Or, at least, trying not to be obvious about the fact that I’m watching him.


He’s moved on from the blonde. Now he stands next to a brunette with streaks of neon blue. Her long hair falls in loose curls over her back, bare in the designer halter she wears. She sports a tattoo on her shoulder—not a feminine one, but a skull against a blood-red background.


She wears a black leather miniskirt and five-inch heels, and I have no doubt that this is a woman who takes what she wants. I can tell simply from looking at her. I can also tell from the way she keeps leaning toward Dallas and running her tongue over the edge of his ear.


I’ve never met the woman, but I’m going out on a limb and saying that I don’t like her. Not at all. Not even one little bit.


I realize I’m staring again, and so I pull out my phone and make an effort to go through my emails. The attempt is futile—I see words, but they make no sense to me at the moment.


At least not until a text message flashes across my screen.


Watch.


It’s from Dallas, of course, and my body tightens merely from seeing his name. I react on instinct—my head lifting, my eyes going straight to where he stands with Skull Girl. He’s not looking in my direction, but I know that he is aware of me. He always is. Just as I’m always aware of him.


I stand, my feet like weights holding me in place as I watch the scene unfolding in front of me. Dallas and the woman standing near the pool, chatting casually with a few of the guests. Dallas’s hand, brushing lightly against her bare back. His fingers trailing down her spine, then over the halter’s tie at her waist.


I expect his hand to stroke the soft leather and cup her ass, but that isn’t what happens. Instead, his nimble fingers unfasten the button of her waistband, loosening it just enough so that he can slip his hand inside her skirt and slide it down over her ass. For just a fraction of an instant, he looks up, his eyes finding mine. Heat pours through me, turning me liquid, making me wet.


I know what he is doing—we’ve done this before. Him touching another woman. Me watching. And both of us pretending that he is touching me.


The first time, it was hotter than sin. I’d been alone in a bathroom, watching the scenario play out on video. We weren’t together yet—in fact we were doing everything to stay apart—and that moment had been a turning point for both of us. A bold—albeit completely fucked up—statement of just how badly we wanted each other. Of what we were willing to do.


Of how far we were willing to go.


I bite my lower lip and swallow, wanting to take what I know he is giving, but also wanting to run far and fast. My reaction surprises me—but at the same time it doesn’t. I don’t want this. Yes, it’s hot. Yes, it’s exciting.


But I really, really don’t want it.


Before, it had been my only option. Vicarious lust. Fantasy fucking. I’d allowed myself to get lost in a sensual haze while I watched him with another woman. I’d touched myself and come violently, over and over again, pretending that it was Dallas stroking me. Knowing it was me that he wanted, and that the woman with her mouth on his cock was nothing more than a poor substitute.


But back then, I wasn’t his. Not yet. Not really.


Now I am.


Now he can have me whenever and however he wants.


Except that’s not really true. Because he can’t have me now. He can’t touch me here in his own backyard. Not with all these people around.


He and I have to stay in the shadows. But he can fondle Skull Girl whenever the hell he wants to.


God. Fucking. Dammit.


I turn away, my skin still tingling. My breasts still tight. I want to watch—so help me, I do.


But I really, really don’t want to want to.


The door to the cabana is now right in front of me—our cabana. Where it all began between us, and where we finally, fully committed to each other, promising that we would somehow, someway, make this impossible situation work.


Memories flood over me as I move toward the door. I want to lose myself in them even if I can’t lose myself in the man.


I push the curtain aside, then stop dead. I don’t know the people on the daybed, but I know only too well what they’re doing. I watch, transfixed, as a fully clothed man with his fly down thrusts his cock into a very naked, very willing woman.


I make a small noise, my hand going immediately over my mouth to stifle it, but I make no move to leave. I’m hidden from their view, I think. From where I stand, I am mostly behind the man, at an angle to the daybed. There is the curtain behind me that leads to the pool deck, and also a solid sliding pocket door that I’m surprised they didn’t close and lock. Maybe they didn’t know it was there.


In front of me are two more layers of gauzy curtains, designed both for privacy and to repel bugs in the evening. The lighting is dim, and although I’m sure they would realize I was there if they looked closely, I know from experience that they would see only shadows. And that so long as I don’t move, they probably won’t even notice me.


I don’t move a muscle.


Instead, I stand perfectly still, lost in the hot, decadent scene that is playing out in front of me. I don’t care about these people, and I don’t want to. Instead, I’m imagining that it’s me on the bed, my body stripped bare. That it’s Dallas behind me, still dressed for the party, his fly down, his cock hard and thick and thrusting inside me.


He bends over, his hands cupping my hips, then my waist, then sliding up to grab my tits. He squeezes hard, the pain shooting all the way down to my cunt, making me even wetter, making my muscles clench ever tighter around him as he pounds inside me.


His cock fills me, his balls slapping hard against my ass as he fucks me from behind, harder and harder, riding me until I want to scream from pain and pleasure and the wild, frantic need for release.


I taste blood and realize that I’m biting my lower lip in an effort to stay quiet. I haven’t made a sound, but I have moved. My hand has slid down, brushing the thin cotton of my floral print skirt, easing it up slowly until I have to clutch tight to the material in defense against the overpowering urge to ease the garment all the way up.


I’m breathing hard, lost in my fantasies. I’m so wet now, and all I can think about is sliding my fingers under my panties and fingering myself.


I want to imagine it’s Dallas touching me. Dallas wanting me.


Me, goddammit. Not some tattooed bitch he grabbed as a prop and who now thinks she’s got a claim on him.


A warm hand falls on my shoulder and I jump, my cry stifled by the hand that is suddenly pressed over my mouth.


“Don’t startle them.” It’s Dallas, of course. His voice low, his lips so close to my ear that his breath makes me shiver. “They haven’t seen you. We wouldn’t want to interrupt the moment.”


I swallow, understanding that he doesn’t mean their moment, but ours.


His hand slides over my rear, cupping my ass through my thin skirt. Slowly, he starts to inch the material up, mimicking what I’d been on the verge of doing only moments before.


“Dallas,” I murmur, my voice whisper-soft. “The door—”


“Is closed.” He fists his hand around the thin strap of my thong panties, then yanks them off, forcing me to swallow a gasp in order to keep our secret. “Do you think I want anyone else to see this?” He lifts the back of my skirt up all the way and tucks it into the waistband, completely exposing my ass. “Do you think I want to share such an incredible view?”


I close my eyes, overwhelmed by the rough passion in his voice. In front of us, the couple has shifted. Now she is on her back and he is on his knees beside the bed. He’s removed his shirt, and her legs are over his shoulders. Her thighs are pressed to either side of his head, and her hips are writhing as he eats her out. No way can this guy hear a thing that we do. And the woman is too lost in the sound of her own moans to notice us at all.


“Does it turn you on to watch?” Dallas slides one hand between my legs as he asks the question. “I guess it does,” he continues, slipping a finger inside me. “Fuck, you’re wet.”


“That’s not from them,” I protest. “It’s from you.”


He bites the edge of my ear. “Bullshit,” he says, adding another finger and thrusting hard. “It’s all of it. Watching them. Me touching you. Knowing that at any moment we might be discovered. I closed the door, Jane. But did I lock it?”


“Dallas . . .” His name is a moan, because he’s right. I’m completely and totally turned on by everything. Excitement. Fear. Danger. And, yes, I know that he locked the door—I trust him too much to believe otherwise—but that doesn’t mean that the fantasy of getting caught doesn’t excite me more than it should.


“Tell me,” he demands. “Tell me how fucked up this is.”


“You know it is.”


“Tell me you like it.”


My body shudders as he teases my clit. “You know I do.” And so help me, it’s true. Being like this with him sets me on fire. I don’t know why—as a rule, I’m all about control, and right now I’m most definitely not in control of anything, myself included.


Maybe that should bother me, but it doesn’t. Right now my mind is too sex-blurred to even try to think analytically. I only know need. I only understand want.


I only crave him.


“Dallas,” I murmur, grateful that I have at least enough self-awareness left to keep my voice down. “Please.”


“Jane.” His voice beside my ear is an incantation, taking all of my senses to the next level. “Do you have any idea how much I’ve craved you tonight? How much I’ve wanted you?”


“Have you?” I retort, and though I’d meant for the words to be soft—a tease—I know that he has heard the hint of genuine uncertainty in my voice. I can feel the way his body tightens, and he hesitates, the gap in motion almost imperceptible. But not to me; I know him too well.


“Oh, baby. Don’t you know that I have?”


“Dallas, I—”


“Shhh. Let me show you. Let me prove it to you. Let me make you explode.” He slides his fingers back, stroking my perineum until he reaches my ass. His hand is slick with me, and I gasp as he slides his thumb deep inside me, then eases his fingers forward again until he slips his forefinger in my vagina, effectively finger-fucking me both ways.


I close my eyes, lost in pleasure, then reach out with my left hand and grab the wall to support myself as I push back against his hand, forcing him in harder. Deeper. Wanting everything he is willing to give, and then more.


“That’s it, baby. God, that’s so fucking hot.”


In front of us, the couple has shifted again. He’s fully naked on the bed now, and she’s riding him. His cock is deep inside her, and as she grinds against him, I mimic her motions. My hips gyrating. My stomach tight. My back arched.


“All of it,” Dallas whispers. He obviously understands exactly what I’m doing—including the fact that I’m imagining that his fingers are his cock. Something I want so desperately, but know that I can’t have. Not now. Maybe not ever. I feel my cheeks heat, because that’s not something I wanted to reveal, but he is unperturbed. “Touch yourself,” he whispers as he closes his free hand over my breast, pinching my nipple so that threads of pleasure zing from my breast to my core. “Stroke your clit and ride me.”


I don’t hesitate. How can I when I belong so fully to him? When I will do whatever he demands because it is Dallas asking, and because I don’t want this feeling to end.


My clit is hard and swollen and incredibly sensitive. But I’m so wet and slippery I can barely get enough friction. Even so the sensation is incredible, and as he thrusts his fingers deep inside me, I feel my body shudder. My muscles tighten to draw him in further, and my fingers play wildly over my clit, bringing me closer and closer.


He tweaks my nipple hard, then releases my breast and slides his hand down to press over mine. Now he is both guiding and following my actions, teasing my clit with me as his other hand fucks me so very, very thoroughly. He’s hard, pressed close so that I can feel his erection against my hip.


I draw in a breath and pull my hand off my clit so that I can twine my fingers with his. Then I move his hand to his cock. “With me,” I say, the words little more than a groan.


He understands, then strokes his cock with one hand while he fucks me with the other, and I take care of my clit myself.


It’s wild and wicked and crazy and it feels so right and perfect to be in his arms. Even like this. Even hidden. Even watching other people fuck from this place in the shadows and—


“Come for me, baby,” he says, thrusting hard and deep inside me. “Christ, sweetheart, come with me now.” He is pressed up against me, and I feel his body tremble as he explodes, and that sensation pushes me over the cliff as well.


“Oh, god.” The cry is ripped from me as I shatter, riding his fingers hard as my body buckles and breaks.


“Is someone there?” The girl lifts her head from where she’d been sucking her partner’s cock, our roommates having shifted into a sixty-nine.


“Just a noise,” the guy says, his back to us. “Forget about it.”


But she’s staring right at us. I know she can’t possibly recognize us from the shadows, but I duck my head anyway and start to smooth my skirt, tugging it down from where it’s hiked up in my waistband. I’m not about to say anything of course. On the contrary. I’m going to get my clothes straight and follow Dallas through the door before either of them decides to investigate.


“Who is that?” she asks. “Who’s there?”


I motion to Dallas that we should go.


Dallas, however, has a different idea. “It’s just me,” he says, and I immediately want to sink into the floor. First in embarrassment, then in horror. What if this girl asks who he’s with? What if she gets a good look at me?


I glare at him, but he just shakes it off, as if I’m the one being insane and unreasonable.


“Dallas?”


“Sorry to intrude, Christine. My friend’s a little shy, but she likes to watch.”


“Oh, really?” I can hear the lilt of excitement rising in her voice. “Billy likes to watch, too. Don’t you, sugar?”


“Absolutely.” Billy lifts his head long enough to bite Christine’s hip, then dives back down to her pussy.


I just stand there, not sure if I’m turned on or scared or confused or what.


“Well, since they both like to watch,” Christine purrs, “why don’t you come join me?” She pats the daybed mattress.


“Tempting,” Dallas says, and my gut twists a little because I honestly can’t tell if he means it. “But maybe some other time.”


“Suit yourself. Stay and watch some more if you want.” She strokes Billy’s hip as she aims a smile toward us. “I promise it’ll be quite the show.”


“We’ll catch the rest of the act some other time. But stay in here as long as you like. I’ll have someone bring you champagne.”


“Thanks, man,” Billy says, his voice muffled.


Dallas starts to turn, and I feel his hand at my back, ready to guide me out.


I’m breathing hard, shaking a little. And I don’t wait for him to take the lead. Instead, I walk past him, slide open the door, and escape into the night.




[image: image]


The Man with the Golden Cock


The party is still going strong as I scurry from the cabana, my mind in a jumble. I know I should stop and talk to Dallas—but the truth is that I don’t know what to say. What just happened in there was, well, absolutely fucking incredible. I can’t deny that I liked it. Hell, I loved it.


Or at least I did until the fantasy ended and Dallas talked to Christine. Christine. He knew her name. Why? Because he’d slept with her, of course.


Well, fuck.


This is hardly a revelation, and yet I can’t deny that it bothered me the same way that watching him touch the blond bitch or the tattooed brunette bothered me. Even though there’s something so incredibly hot about that game of ours—even though I know he was thinking about me and only me—the whole thing just felt wrong tonight. And now that wrongness is sitting in my gut. Raw and sour and festering.


And I can’t talk to Dallas about it, because the most wrong thing of all is that it didn’t bother him. To Dallas, it was playtime as usual.


To Dallas, nothing has changed over these last four days. But to me, the entire world is different.


Ergo, the running.


I keep my head down as I slide through the crowd, skirting the cabana and heading to the lush, manicured lawn. This section of the property isn’t well-lit in order to keep most of the guests on the pool deck, in the house, or on the temporary dance floor that’s been set up on the lawn closer to the residence.


Despite the dim lighting—or perhaps because of it—there are still a few people mingling about, but I soon leave them behind. By the time I reach the hedge maze that blocks this area from the more private family garden, I’m the only one around.


When Dallas and Liam and I were children, this maze was exceptionally easy to navigate, primarily because the hedge was only a foot high. Now, more than twenty years later, it’s eight feet tall, but I still remember my way through, and I’m clear in under five minutes and heading toward the garden shed.


As soon as I reach it, I collapse onto the small wooden bench that sits flush against the stone wall. I breathe deeply, grateful to be hidden from view. Away from the party. From Dallas. From everything.


Except I’m not. He’s followed me, of course.


I hear him first—the sound of his footsteps. Firm. Determined. Steady.


He’s not running, but walking quickly. Then he is standing in front of me. My head is down, so I see only the soft leather of his Brioni loafers and the cuff of his Dior Homme jeans. Casual clothes for a casual party. But there’s nothing casual about his manner. His stance alone radiates power, and though he says nothing, I know that he is worried about me.


Hell, I’m a little worried about me.


Slowly, I tilt my head up to look at him. I’ve stared at him for hours tonight, but despite my roiling emotions, I can’t help but be riveted by him now. Or maybe it’s because of those emotions. Because Dallas Sykes is beautiful. A living sculpture. A model of male perfection.


His legs are clad in the faded denim, tight enough to accent his muscular thighs, not to mention his semi-erect cock. He wears a plain white T-shirt under the thin gray cashmere sweater that I bought him for his birthday almost four months ago. He looks sexy as hell—like he just walked off the runway of a men’s fashion show. And it’s all I can do to still my fingers that want nothing more than to grab a fistful of cashmere and pull him violently toward me.


I don’t. Instead I continue my inspection, tilting my head back further to see his face. I expect the hard line of his jaw to be tight with frustration and his emerald green eyes to burn with irritation. I expect those lips to scold me—to ask what the fuck is wrong with me.


Instead, he says, “I’m sorry.”


I blink, the words as unexpected as a slap.


“I thought you’d like it,” he says. “Something hot. Something for us.”


“Something hidden. Something secret.” As soon as I say the words I regret them. “I’m sorry,” I say. “It was hot—incredibly hot. And I did like it. You know I did. It’s just . . .”


“We can’t be open,” he says, then sighs. “I know.”


He drags his fingers through his caramel-colored hair, and I watch as his expression hardens.


“It’s not just us, you know,” he says, moving to sit beside me. “Everything about these parties is secret. I’m playing a role. I know we haven’t talked much yet about Deliverance, but you understand that, right? I’m—”


“The man with the golden cock,” I say. “Yeah, I get that.”


He winces. “We both know that’s not true.”


“Dallas.” Shit. Fuck. “I didn’t mean—”


“I know you didn’t, and it’s fine.” He looks at me gently, his voice turning softer as he says, “I told you that I’m glad I’ve never actually fucked any of them. I only want you.”


His words warm me, but they don’t fully soothe. “I believe you,” I say, matching his soft tone. “But being glad that you haven’t fucked them is completely different from being glad that you can’t.”


He closes his eyes for a moment and nods, acknowledging the truth of my words.


I’d been shocked to learn that I was the only woman Dallas has ever penetrated—and that was seventeen years ago when we’d been captive and terrified. Before he’d been tortured.


Before he’d been broken.


Now he plays a game of smoke and mirrors, satisfying hordes of women, but never literally fucking any of them. And since no woman who’s romped in his bed wants to admit that he didn’t actually lay her out and fuck her hard, his reputation just keeps growing. And frankly, considering his skill in bed, I bet most women didn’t even realize he was never inside them; they were too busy wallowing in the aftershocks of multiple orgasms.


Honestly, it’s one hell of a marketing scam. All of it is, really. The playboy persona. The King of Fuck reputation. He flirts with, touches, and beds a procession of women because that feeds an illusion and serves his purpose—Deliverance. An elite vigilante organization dedicated to rescuing kidnap victims and punishing their tormentors.


Until I learned that Deliverance was essentially Dallas’s brainchild, I’d been firmly of the opinion that it was a dangerous group that needed to be stopped. I’d done enough research and written enough articles and books on kidnappings and vigilante justice to know that mercenaries often do more harm than good. But I know Dallas; I understand his motives. And, honestly, I’m not sure what to think now, at least not about Deliverance. And so I’m officially withholding judgment until I learn more.


That in-depth educational experience hasn’t happened yet. But I know enough to understand what he’s doing. Creating camouflage. Hiding in plain sight behind the facade of a man who is too much of a player to be a threat.


“I’ve been living a life built on secrets for years, Jane.” His voice is soft, pulling me back from my thoughts. “Secrets are familiar territory.”


“We said we weren’t going to have any more secrets.”


“Between you and me. Not between us and the world.” He draws a breath, looking away from me as if to gather himself before turning back to meet my eyes. “I’ll tell you whatever you want about how Deliverance works. You know that.”


“I do.”


“So, do you want me to tell you now?”


“No. Maybe. I don’t know.” I sigh, then run my fingers through my hair. “That’s not what’s bothering me.”


He nods. “Yeah. I know.” He stands again and starts to pace, obviously frustrated. “Tonight—this party—maybe I should have sent you back to New York. Maybe you should be at your own house tonight.”


I shudder, feeling suddenly cold. “You don’t want me here?”


“Oh, baby, no.” He stops in front of me and reaches down, taking my hands to pull me to my feet. “I want you with me more than anything. But I planned this party for one purpose only—I need to talk with Henry Darcy. I need to find out if he has any idea who’s behind Deliverance. And I need a woman on my arm when I talk to him.”


“Why?”


“Because I have to make sure he sees the playboy, not the man who might have set him up with Deliverance. I need him to talk to me, but I want his attention split. And a beautiful woman is an excellent distraction. This has been my camouflage for years, baby, and if I step out of character, I risk everything.”


“Which means the woman on your arm can’t be me.” The statement is rhetorical; obviously I can’t be the woman at his side. Even so, he opens his mouth to answer. I lift my hand to cut him off. “No. I get it. I do.”


About a year ago, Henry Darcy hired Deliverance to rescue his kidnapped daughters. He’d jumped through all of the hoops to contact the group, and as far as Dallas and his team knew, Darcy was ignorant of the identity of the individual players in the vigilante group. For that matter, he didn’t even know the name “Deliverance.” Or, at least, the team had assumed he didn’t. It was, Dallas explained to me, an internal code name only.


That’s the way all Deliverance operations work. Contact is made through a very complex system that Dallas hasn’t yet described to me. But the bottom line is total anonymity.


So when Henry Darcy revealed publicly that the vigilante group that had rescued his girls was called Deliverance, Dallas and the team were more than a little concerned. What else did he know? Was he a threat?
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