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      The Kings of the Underworld series is a multi-state interconnected series with the Kings of California, Kings of New York, and King of Nevada. While each book is a standalone, the characters from state to state will appear in other books. These are considered mafia light contemporary romances with dark elements. Some themes may be triggering with graphic violence, death, and in some cases abuse.
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      No one is more prepared to protect her than me.

      Protector is book 2 in USA Today Bestselling Author KL Donn’s Kings of the Underworld series.

      Odette Cavanaugh is forbidden. Out of bounds.

      Youngest daughter to the formidable Carmine Cavanaugh.

      The princess of New York.

      But she’s mine.

      In every way that matters.

      She just doesn’t know it yet.

      In need of a protector, I’m assigned to remain by her side.

      Odette has no idea what she’s in for.

      How obsessed I am.

      But I’ll show her.

      After I take down her enemy.

      Malice Sinclair is larger than life.

      Deadlier than a bullet.

      And my new watcher.

      I’m being bullied and my father thinks the answer is the tough guy who has ignored me my entire life.

      If Carmine knew his protector had his sights set on me, Malice wouldn’t be waking up in the morning.

      The problem is, I’m stupidly falling for the bad boy too.

      It’s a Romeo and Juliette situation that is bound to get one of us burned. Except, what if we like it? What if…we follow the flames.
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      Thank you Shakespeare,

      For Romeo & Juliet

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Odette

          

        

      

    

    
      Watching the clock three feet above the teacher's head as he stands at the front of the class talking about the importance of keeping history alive—good and bad—I wait for the bell to ring. I’ve already got one foot out the door, prepared to make a mad dash to my locker, then out the back exit by the gym and to the car.

      Margo James has had a bad day…a really bad day…and the entire school knows about it, which means I’ll be the one to suffer because of it. She hates me. I don’t really understand why since we have no classes together, no extras together, and we don’t have any friends in common. Mostly because I haven’t made many friends despite spending the last three years at Atalanta Prep.

      But one day, two years ago, her then-boyfriend, Drake Malloy, showed an interest in me, and when she confronted him about it, they broke up, and he tried asking me out—nearly every day for two months. If not for my sister Aura, I don’t think he’d have left me alone. Thankfully, she put him in his place, embarrassed him, and then I became the target of bullying.

      I’ve kept that to myself, nonetheless, because my sisters are older now and don’t live at home, and my father is usually busy with work. When he is home, he always appears to be grieving my mother, who passed away years ago. He’s been unable to move on.

      I loved her, too; we all did. She was one-of-a-kind, and when she died so violently, it was difficult to move forward with our lives. It was hard, her not being in the kitchen every night, making dinner and baking on the weekends, throwing colossal birthday parties, but my sisters and I have all found a way to start living again. Daddy hasn’t.

      The bell rings, interrupting the teacher, and I rush out the door at the back of the classroom. Sprinting to my locker, I turn the corner faster than I should, and when I see her standing there with Hayley, my other tormentor, both with scowls on their faces, I know I’m too late. I should have just left.

      “Oh, ugly duckling!” Margo sings, her voice shrill and filled with anticipation. Turning, I fully intend to run the other way but am stopped by one of her soccer friends, Steve Fox.

      “Going somewhere, Oddette.” I hate the way he misspeaks my name.

      “Home,” I squeak out, my body tensing.

      Someone comes up behind me, and I know it’s Margo before she says in my ear, “I had a bad day, duckling.” Swallowing, I keep my mouth shut as she fists my hair. “And I really, truly need to see someone hurt.”

      “No,” I gasp. They ignore me.

      “Steve here is going to provide my entertainment, aren’t you, Steve?” His eyes widen slightly with surprise before a sick grin contorts his face.

      “With fuckin’ pleasure.” Gripping my jaw in a meaty hand, his lips crash on mine. I try to fight him off, but he’s bigger, stronger, and I don’t stand a hope in hell of getting out of this. “Let’s go outside, away from prying eyes.” His suggestion has everyone laughing as they lead me out behind the school and across the soccer field below the bleachers, where Steve’s sidekick, David Hope, awaits.

      Caught like a wild animal, I must wait for my chance to strike. I’m shoved around, my clothes are torn, and before I know it, I’m half naked, and Steve is on top of me while Margo holds my arms down.

      “Don’t do this.” My face is covered in tears and dirt, and I can taste blood in my mouth from where Steve has bit my tongue.

      “Don’t worry”—he licks up my chest as Hayley and David take pictures and videos—“it won’t hurt.” Margo cackles, and I slam my eyes shut as Steve frees himself from his pants. His rigid length is against my bare thigh, and as he moves closer to my sex, my fight renews, and I scramble, throwing my legs and hips in every which way I can until I finally hear him howl.

      Shocking them all, I’m able to wrestle my way out of their grasp, but only for a second before I’m grabbed by the ankle and dragged to the ground. “You fucking bitch,” Steve seethes, his mouth on my ear as he proceeds to call me vile names before biting my neck so viciously that I scream, and I’m sure he’s torn the delicate flesh. It stings when he pulls away, and his weight is lifted off me.

      I only have a second of reprieve before I feel the first booted blow in my back. Hellfire rains down on me as the group takes turns, kicking at my body until my vision fades to black.

      As a final parting shot, I’m certain Steve and David piss on me, but I’m in too much agony to be sure. When darkness takes over, it’s a relief.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m telling you, she doesn’t do this. Odette doesn’t just take off without calling!” I hear my father shouting at someone as I enter the house several hours late.

      Blowing out a breath, I realize this is going to be bad when I see a dozen men standing in his office as I approach. Including the Sinclair brothers.

      Uncle Jermaine’s sons are the most intimidating men I’ve ever known—especially Malice. Although, we don’t spend much time together because he’s older. He likely has no interest in a girl like me.

      “Daddy?” All eyes turn my way as I attempt to hide behind one of the double doors leading into the private room. I don’t need everyone seeing me right now. “I’m sorry.”

      Several outbursts ring out as the men begin cataloging the injuries I wasn’t able to hide. Embarrassment creeps up my chest when my eyes land on Malice. He looks positively furious. His eyes, typically sky blue, are nearly black with rage.

      “Odette!” my father shouts, and the man he was obviously arguing with spins around to stare at me. A badge on his belt stifles my breath. “Where the hell have you been? What the fuck happened to you?” Normally, my father is the epitome of calm, cool, and collected. Tonight, it appears I’ve sent him over the edge of his very sharp cliff.

      “Uhm...” He’s remained in the dark about the bullying at school, but it’s also never been this bad before—mostly just name-calling and a few shoves here and there. However, the last few weeks have gotten progressively worse, and it’s become harder and harder to hide the bruises. Now, it’s impossible. “I, uh…” Swallowing is tough, and all I want to do is go shower. “I’m sorry,” I repeat and quickly retreat. I can’t even find a flimsy excuse to give.

      Running up to my room, I hear footsteps behind me, but I ignore whomever it is because all I want is an extremely hot and sanitizing shower. As soon as my door shuts, it opens and slams behind Malice Sinclair as he stands before me.

      “What the fuck happened to you?” he growls, his eyes roaming across my body like a warm caress. Storming closer, he backs me up into the edge of my bed until I have no choice but to sit. His fingers are surprisingly gentle as they explore the bruised flesh that’s exposed from my ripped clothes and messy hair.

      “You shouldn’t be in here,” is all I can manage.

      When I feel his touch over the spot where Steve bit my neck, I wince and pull back. Malice brushes my hair to the side, and his eyes blaze with a raging fire. “I want names.” I shake my head.

      I’m not nearly as stupid as my dad thinks I am. I know he does illegal things, and the men who work for him, like Uncle Jermaine and his sons, also do those unlawful things. Which means they wouldn’t hesitate to beat Steve and David to a pulp. I won’t be responsible for them possibly being arrested.

      “You’ll tell me.” Malice crooks his finger to lift my chin. “The longer I have to wait to get my hands on them, the worse their punishment will be.” That’s all the warning I get before he turns and leaves as quickly as he came.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Malice

          

        

      

    

    
      “Did she say anything?” Carmine asks as I slip back into his office, most of his men having left while I was with Odette, including the detective on the Cavanaugh payroll.

      My eyes bounce off each man in the room before settling back on the boss as I shrug.

      “Everyone out,” he instructs.

      My father, Jermaine, and older brother, Holy, remain seated in front of the desk Carmine stands behind. Arms crossed, a scowl on his face, and aged an extra ten years when Odette didn’t return home from school on time.

      He decided to give her more freedom for her senior year. A fucking mistake if you ask me, but I wasn’t asked. She needs to be locked up in a tower away from the peasants of the world. She’s too good to be sullied.

      “Out with it, Malice,” my father snaps.

      “She didn’t say a fucking word.” And this only incites my rage further. I can feel a thirst for murder rushing through my veins. The need to rip someone’s head off for causing her a single second of pain is nearly overwhelming.

      “Then what the fuck were you doing?” Carmine’s eyes narrow with accusation. He has no idea how little he scares me when it comes to her.

      “She won’t talk. Not to me, not to you, not to anyone.” I knew it before my first step to follow her upstairs, which I didn’t realize I would do until I moved.

      I had planned on waiting before letting her know how obsessed I am with her because of how precious she is. Today’s assault has changed my timeline.

      “Then what?” Holy asks, reading my mind, but he won’t give me away. Snapping his fingers like the idea is his, he grins at Jermaine and Carmine. “She needs a protector.”

      My lips twitch, but I remain impassive otherwise.

      “A bodyguard? At school.” Carmine mulls the idea over.

      “Someone you trust,” Holy tacks on. “Someone who could pass for a high school student.” All eyes focus on me. I’ve never outgrown my rebellious stage, and I’m easily misidentified as eighteen or nineteen.

      “Will you go back to high school, Malice?” Carmine asks, but the decision has already been made, he’s just giving me the illusion of it being optional.

      “I suppose I’ll have to.”

      When it comes to his daughters, Carmine Cavanaugh will break all the rules to keep them safe. When it comes to Odette Cavanaugh, I’ll do whatever it takes.

      Even go back to a school that I once nearly burned to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      She has no idea I’m here, following her around. My schedule was duplicated to match hers. AP Math, AP Bio, computer science, art, and working in the school’s café for extra credit. As soon as she discovers my presence, she’ll know exactly why I’m here and who worked it out.

      Odette is incredibly smart, and while she’ll be angry at first, I’m hoping she doesn’t blow things because I’m only here to help. Carmine told me to watch and report back to him. Not interfere if I could help it because whoever is hurting her may not be a legal adult yet.

      I told him I wouldn’t make any promises.

      Someone is hurting the sweetest girl I know, and I’d rather cut off my own hand than stand witness to it, especially suspecting that yesterday was much more than just bullying and beating. I think she was sexually assaulted. Given how skittish she was and the way her clothes were torn, there was no way she was just avoiding home.

      Walking out of the office with my schedule in hand, I head towards the math wing for the AP class. I don’t have a chance in hell of understanding half of what’s taught in there. I’m smart, but not like that. I’m more of a man of action, good with my hands and getting a point across. There’s a reason people steer clear of me, and it’s not because my parents named me appropriately. I’m a fighter—scrappy, I was once called—which fostered my violence, and now people hear my name and run the other way.

      There’s no doubt that some of these kids know who I am. They may not recognize me yet, but they'll be sure as soon as they hear my name. Which makes me want to claim Odette in front of everyone so there’s no mistaking whose protection she is under.

      Her father’s name should be enough to scare the shit out of them, but Carmine doesn’t deal with these kids, he interacts with their parents. And certainly, their parents won’t talk about their shady dealings with a bunch of kids, so it’s up to me and Holy to spread the word that the Cavanaughs aren’t soft. That there is more to fear than the old man.

      Blowing out a breath as the bell rings, I enter the class and hand the teacher a piece of paper from the office. Things happened rather quickly overnight, and no one was warned I would be here until thirty minutes ago.

      “Looks like we have a new student,” he begins, but I shake my head and move to the back of the class, where I see Odette sitting. Girls stare at me, lust in their eyes, while boys watch me curiously, debating if they’ll befriend me because of the way the girls are watching me or if they’ll try to challenge me.

      Dragging out the chair next to her, she doesn’t look up, but her chair scoots away as I sit down, avoiding contact. With all eyes still on me except hers, I drape an arm across the back of her chair and begin playing with the ends of her blonde curls. She’s using them to try to cover the bruises on her face and neck. Unsuccessfully to someone as obsessed with her as I am.

      “Don’t touch me,” she hisses, and I grin as the teacher begins writing on the board at the front. I don’t give a fuck about what he’s saying, and as is apparent, most of the students don’t either because I feel their eyes on us. Likely wondering who I am and what my interest is in the girl none of them care to know because it’s clear she hasn’t any friends in this class.

      Leaning over to her, I whisper in her ear, “Are you always so rude, Odette, or am I just special?” Her head whips around to stare at me so fast, I’m surprised she doesn’t fall out of her chair.

      “What are you doing here, Malice?” I register the panic in her voice, notice it in the way her eyes flit around the room to gauge who is watching us.

      I don’t care about any of it. “I’m here for you, my pretty little rabbit.” Caressing her jaw with a finger, I hear a sharp intake of breath from beyond my sight. It doesn’t phase me, though. Nobody else in this room matters to me as much as Odette. Nobody else deserves my attention, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Odette

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting by myself in the alcove behind the school, I breathe for the first time all day. Malice is here. In school. And it feels like he’s following me around everywhere. I don’t know if it’s true or not, but he’s always right on my heels.

      Getting away from him wasn’t easy and only happened through luck—the café supervisor wanted a word with him. I got the feeling they knew each other, and from the look on Malice’s face as I left, it wasn’t a good thing.

      As soon as I had the chance, I ran. I didn’t stop for anything and disappeared out here, away from everyone. I needed the space. After yesterday, I didn’t want to return to school, but I knew I’d have to tell my father what happened, and I wanted that even less. Now, that’ll never happen. It's probably why Malice is here. To report back to him, tell him everything that’s been going on, and I don’t know what to do about it.

      I only have a few more months until I graduate, then I can leave this place for good. I just don’t know what’s to follow. I haven’t applied to many colleges because I don’t know if I want to go, let alone what I want for a career, but I can’t stay here anymore. There’s so much pain, so many reminders of the life I hate.

      “I saw you running.” Steve Fox’s voice chills me to the bone as he approaches. I’m sure the others won’t be far behind. “Did you miss me, Oddette? We never got to finish our evening.” Reaching forward as he kneels in front of me, his hand grasps my ankle, stopping me from jumping to my feet and running away.

      Trapped.

      Again.

      “You need to leave me alone,” I seethe. I hate how afraid I am, how weak I feel in his presence.

      “Or what? What are you going to do to me, ugly duckling?” His laughter gets cut off.

      “It’s not her you need to worry about.” Malice stands behind Steve, a pocketknife pressed to his neck. “It’s me.” The muttered words feel like a punch as I see Steve’s face pale. “On your feet, big man.”

      “I’m sorry,” Steve whispers, his voice cracking.

      “You know who she is, don’t you?” Malice’s voice shifts from deadly to curious, but his eyes, oh, his eyes, they speak everything he is keeping inside.

      “Odette Cavanaugh.” Steve says my name right for the first time since I’ve known him, which is eight years.

      “Yes, but do you know who her father is?” Steve nods. “Then why, why would you torment a girl who could have you disappearing with the snap of her fingers?”

      Steve’s eyes flash at me in question, and I nod. “I didn’t know she could.”

      “And that makes it right?” He shakes his head. Releasing him, Malice comes to me, holding out a hand to help me to my feet. “Do you know who I am, Steve?” I watch the soccer player glance around before shaking his head no.

      Malice tips my chin with the knife he’s still holding, careful not to nick my skin. I should be afraid. In this moment, I should be running scared, but my body is on fire for him, dying to know what he’ll do next.

      Leaning forward, he brushes his lips across mine. Just the faintest whisper of a touch—enough to tease but not tantalize. “Tell him, little rabbit, tell him who I am.” His eyes are closed, his face looking pained.

      “Malice Sinclair.” His tongue peeks out to lick across my lips at the use of his name.

      Steve’s chin wobbles as recognition enters his eyes.

      “Tell him who you are to me, rabbit.”

      When his eyes open, they pierce me with their intensity, and I know what he’s inferring without saying a single word. “Yours. I belong to Malice Sinclair.”

      “That’s right.” Sucking on my lip, he wraps an arm around my back and pulls me into his body, holding me closely. “Do you know what I do to people that touch things that belong to me, Stevey boy?”

      His entire body shakes as he swallows. “No.”

      “Normally, I tear them apart. Piece by piece. But I know Odette wouldn’t like that—not because of her—so I’m going to have to get creative with you. How creative I get is up to you, though.”

      “How?” His fingers fidget with his pants now.

      “You can give me the names of every fucking person in this school who has done her wrong, and you can tell me their dirtiest fucking secrets.” Malice seems to wait until Steve looks up at him. “Including your own.”

      Before Steve can get out a word in protest or cooperation, the lunch bell rings loudly, piercing the moment. Without a thought, Steve uses the quick distraction to bolt. Like the chicken he is, he’s gone in seconds. Nonetheless, Malice doesn’t seem worried because a malevolent smile plays across his lips. I know exactly what it means, too. I’ve seen it on my own father often enough.

      He’ll pay for his premature departure.

      It’s also a reminder of who Malice is.
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