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        From USA Today Bestselling Author KL Donn comes an intensely emotional, age gap, friends-to-lovers, dark romance with a possessive alpha who will do anything for his broken heroine.

      

        

      
        Lake Sutton has had a chokehold on me since the day she was born.

        What was once a feeling of brotherly protection has turned into something more.

        Something deeper and more magnetic than my black heart has ever encountered.

      

        

      
        Everything changed when she was a teenager.

      

        

      
        She left for summer camp happy, bubbly, and full of life.

        She returned as a total stranger to everyone who loved her.

      

        

      
        At first, she wouldn’t speak to me.

        Then she would run from me.

        Now, she cries in my arms and hides behind my massive body.

      

        

      
        I’m her shield against the world.

      

        

      
        Slowly, her smile begins to brighten her face again.

        The humor she once possessed makes a comeback.

      

        

      
        Then it happens…

        The reason for her change shows up on our doorstep, and I’m forced to make a decision.

      

        

      
        Let her hide or force out the truth.

      

        

      
        They don’t call me Vicious Saint for nothing.

        Once I have answers, I’ll stop at nothing to give her the peaceful life she deserves as long as I’m at her side forever.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          LAKE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Diary,

        Diary… Confidante. Keeper of secrets.

        Secrets… I hold so many inside my heart.

        Pain. Loss. Regret.

        Love. Elation.

        Shame.

        So. Much. Shame.

        The incident that happened… What they did to me. How they touched me. Everything they stole from me that I can never get back.

        I lie in the early morning hours of the day and feel their hands on me. The nauseating skate of their breath across my flesh as if they owned me. The sensation of the rope burns on my ankles and wrists continues to linger, as does the suffocation of duct tape across my mouth and the way it would tug on my hair because they’d wrapped it all the way around my head.

        When I was discovered…

        I cried. I vomited. I begged for death.

        I ripped the knife out of Izzy Lewis’ hand after she’d found me and freed me from my bindings, nearly plunging it into my belly before my nude body was tackled to the ground. Screaming, I cursed her as she held me on the damp lakeside beach. Frogs ribbiting, birds chirping, the warm glow of sunlight kissing my skin as it slowly rose into the brilliant blue sky, not a cloud in sight.

        I.

        Wanted.

        To.

        Die.

        Every single day since that day nearly eight years ago, I’ve wanted to die. I’ve begged every God I could think of not to let me wake up from the previous night’s sleep. Imagine the disappointment as my eyes popped open at the same time each morning.

        1:18 a.m.

        Without fail, I wake up. There’s no sleep beyond that time. Locked in a nightmare, reliving the past until the moment I was rescued.

        5:43 a.m.

        My salvation time.

        Except it’s not.

        Dear Diary, please let me die.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Saint

          

          DESTIN, FL

        

      

    

    
      Sweat drips into my eyes as my muscles flex and shudder, protesting the damage I inflict. On myself. On the man across from me. The savage tang of blood overwhelms the air, but it doesn’t stop me.

      Nothing can stop me.

      Not Bishop lurking off to the side, concern etched into his dark gaze.

      Not the rowdy crowd of fans pleading with me not to kill my opponent.

      Not the flashes of Lake Sutton in my mind, crying in my arms and begging me to end her life.

      Nothing.

      I’m a man on a mission, ready for a kill.

      It’s what he wanted. A fight to the death. What he goaded me into until rage finally filled me up after hearing the cruel and brutal things he wants to do to my Lake. My sweet haven. The only slice of heaven I’ve ever found.

      “Come on, finish him!” someone yells.

      “Please don’t,” a feminine voice sobs.

      “Do it, do it, do it!” multiple people chant.

      My thirst for blood has always gone unmatched. Not even my father, who was the boogeyman of Florida for decades, understands the lust and rage I feel for the crimson liquid.

      It’s sick, I’m sick, but I was made this way for a reason: Five feet, three inches of pure innocence that was tainted while she should have been having the time of her life.

      She needs the killer in me. The psychopath without a conscience. The brute without feelings.

      Except where she’s concerned.

      Lake is the only thing I care about. I’ve been her protector from the day she was born. When she was assaulted in Texas, I burned the camp to the ground. When her brother Nolan’s wife, Bea, was found, we discovered a connection none of us expected.

      Once Luther and I received all the details, I smiled as I tore the head off Bea’s stepsister’s body. I’d have happily bathed in her blood, but it was the wiser choice to refrain from such terrifying actions because if Lake ever found out, she’d run from me.

      And I couldn’t have that.

      It’s unacceptable, and I won’t tolerate it.

      “Come on, big boy, come meet your maker,” my opponent taunts. He’s already beaten to a pulp, my fists broken and bloody from the thrashing I’ve dished out to him.

      Shaking my head, I lean against the cage where Bishop, Easton, and Hendrix stand, watching, waiting for the perfect opportunity to unleash my fury on the man nearly twice my size. I’m six four, where he’s six eight. He has 60 pounds on my 250. The difference is I’m built from solid muscle; a brick shit house is what they call me. Despite his confidence, the man doesn’t stand a chance.

      “Quit playing with him already,” Easton hisses in my ear. If anyone in the family harbors a bloodthirst similar to mine, it’s Easton and Holden.

      I can see the “officials” debating whether to allow the fight to continue. Even though a death match was agreed upon, I don’t think anyone expected me to win.

      I’ve been coming to fight in Destin for a little over a year now, needing the escape from Lake’s perpetually sad eyes, sucking me in until I can’t think straight because there’s nothing I can do to heal her. It hasn’t helped all that much, but at least I’ve found an outlet for this pent-up fury that inevitably flows through my veins like it belongs there.

      “Fuck him up.” Bishop finally grins.

      “Before Mia has my head.” Hendrix’s dry voice averts my eyes to him, looking down at his phone—no doubt texting his pretty woman all the filthy things he wants to do to her.

      “Does it work?” The question pops out as I give him my attention while an idea forms.

      All three men look at me like I’ve lost my damn mind. Maybe I have.

      “Does what work?” Hendrix asks.

      “The dirty texting.” My tone lowers, wanting no one else to overhear this conversation.

      Hen snorts but nods. “Yeah, it gets us through being apart, and when I finally get my hands on her, she’s begging for a deep, dirty fucking.”

      “And that…” I search for the right words. “Connects you both? Emotionally, I mean.”

      The three of them share worrisome looks.

      It’s no secret I’ve never been with a woman. Until Lake was old enough, I couldn’t understand why I never felt attraction before. I live and breathe for her. Have my whole fucking life. But she’s fucking broken, and I can’t seem to fix it.

      “What, uh, what are you thinking, Saint?” Easton hedges the question.

      “Lake is getting worse. The depression eats her day and night. She’s scared of her own shadow and screams when she’s lost in her head. I need to do something.” I feel exposed, growling these thoughts out.

      “And you’re going to do that with sex?” Bishop asks, confused. “Nolan might skin you alive.”

      I scoff at the warning. Nol doesn’t scare me.

      “Yeah…yeah!” Hendrix gets it. “I feel you, man. End this fucker, and we’ll figure this shit out.”

      Nodding in gratitude, I turn back around just as my furious opponent rushes forward. Side-stepping his advance, he slams into the cage where my friends stand and splits open a new wound in his head, blood trickling down his face on all sides now. He bares his teeth, while I stand limber and loose in the middle of the concrete-floored ring.

      I’m able to keep my cool until he lets out a sarcastic laugh and says the one thing he shouldn’t. “Bet I could get that little Lake Sutton after tonight. Deep dick that tight snatch until she’s screaming my name.”

      My eyes laser in on the bastard as my friends shake their heads, already knowing this fight is over, and so is his life. Hunching low, I bounce on my toes, awaiting his attack. Despite the rage pulsing through my heart, I won’t fuck this up.

      He charges, swings wide, misses, and I serve him an upper cut to the jaw that sends him stumbling back. Anger slices across his face that I dare get another shot in. When he charges again, I waste no more time and lay him out. Attacking from the top and pounding his face until it resembles minced meat, and there’s no movement. He may not be dead, but he sure won’t be getting back up.

      Sobs break out from the audience, but I don’t fucking care. I’d have let him live if he hadn’t kept mentioning my girl. Now, he’ll be on a ventilator for the rest of his life, and there’s not an ounce of remorse in my bones for the prick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Lake

          

        

      

    

    
      The clock flashes 5:43 in the morning as I awaken in a cold sweat, drenched from my hairline to my knees. I toss the blankets off. There will be no falling back to sleep for me, not once my brain registers the time.

      Time haunts me. Every morning. Every day. All night until exhaustion forces my body to rest. Nothing ever changes, though. Not with the help of sleep aids or anxiety medication. Not music, light, or meditation. I’m bound by time because it’s when my life ended.

      Fighting my way out of the tank top and sleep shorts, I toss them in the hamper in the corner of my room before slogging to the shower. Warm sweat slides down my body, making my skin crawl as I recall that hot, humid Texas night. Their fingers digging into my skin, bruising me with every touch. Their hot breath on my face as they taunted. The evil in their eyes, unmatched to this day.

      Turning on the cold water, I step under the spray and wash it all down the drain. My face pushes into the stream, whisking away the hot tears rolling down my cheeks, and I stay that way until the pinpricks of cold turn to tiny icicles stabbing my face.

      Lathering up my hair and body takes only a few minutes before I rinse, turn off the valves, and step out into the cool air.

      Despite winter having made an appearance in the majority of the country, Florida still remains warm. Sometimes, I hate it; I’d like to experience a proper winter for once, with snow, cold air, and frigid temperatures.

      Maybe that’s what I need…a change of scenery.

      Changes in my life.

      The idea has merit and takes root. I think, for once, it might be time to step out of my comfort zone and pursue something away from home, where my safety net has been my entire life. My dad will hate it, my brothers will object, and Saint…

      Saint can’t know.

      He would stop me. Or follow me. Possibly kidnap me.

      I’ll never understand why he’s so…enamored with me. I’m uninteresting, not that smart, and not so pretty, given all the scars I carry now. Running away from my troubles is something I can do. Since Texas, I’ve become a hermit, and a change doesn’t seem likely anytime soon.

      Once upon a time, I dreamed of becoming a social worker—helping the helpless. When Bea came into our lives, the idea resurfaced, and I’ve been thinking about it again. Even spoke to Hadley about it once. She was enthusiastic and encouraging, but I’m not sure if I have it in me to attend college. I only made it through high school because of homeschooling.

      Brushing through my thick hair, my eyes inspect the nude body reflecting in the mirror. The puckered white scars stand out starkly against my naturally tan skin. Much more than I’d like. Tiny ones, large ones, ones that look like beauty marks. They’re there, ever present, always mocking, nothing I can do about them.

      Setting down my hairbrush, I brush my teeth, then head back into my room. My eyes linger on my bed as I move past it to the windows and draw back the curtains. I freeze.

      There he is. The man I’ve dreamt about often. The man who will protect me at any cost. Saint Rivers stands in the garden behind our house, bruised, bloody, and looking partly deranged while he stares up at me.

      It’s hard to read him. What he’s thinking, how he feels. His mask is a second skin, and I’d love to know how to penetrate his thoughts. To catch a glimpse of what he thinks about the changes in me over the years.

      Before my world ended, I had a massive crush on him. I’d have handed my heart over if he ever asked for it.

      Raising a hand to the windowpane, I press all five fingers against the coolness, watching as his fists ball at his sides. Is he angry? At what he sees? Or that I won’t cover up?

      Glimpsing down my body, I attempt to view myself the way he must, and all I feel is disgust. The scars, the protruding bones, the outline of a body that could never satisfy a man like him. Nothing about me is attractive. My body is repulsive.

      Slamming my fists against the glass once…twice…I catch the alarm in his eyes as I do it a third time, and it shatters, nearly propelling me outward. Blood streaks down my hands and arms. I study it, utterly fascinated as drops spill freely to the green grass below my window. Falling, falling, disappearing when they land. Tempting me to climb onto the ledge of the window, wondering if I’ll disappear when I fall, as well.

      Pain belatedly penetrates the fog as there is pounding on my bedroom door before wood splinters and a roared protest pierces the silence.

      Hands encircle my waist, tugging me from the ledge, as my mom cries and my dad curses from somewhere nearby. But I can’t come back. I don’t want to come back.

      “Let me go.” The words are a plea from my soul.

      “Never.” It’s painful to hear Saint’s feral protest.

      He wants me to stay.

      I wish they’d killed me.

      “Oh, baby.” I open my eyes at Mom’s teary voice, as she places a blanket over my naked body. “Please.” It’s a bid for me to fight. To stay. To live a life I hate.

      “Please, Mama, let me die.” Vicious sobs crack me open, and all my strength vanishes as dad enters with towels for my hands and a phone to his ear as he speaks quietly to someone—probably Nolan or Uncle King.

      I shut my eyes and turn my face away from them. Handling their sadness, their worry, their disappointment with my actions is impossible right now. They have no idea how much breathing hurts. Not just physically, either, but emotionally. Being alive and waking up day after day is sheer agony and misery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Saint

          

        

      

    

    
      As the doctor bandages Lake’s fresh wounds, I pace back and forth at the end of her bed, growling low in my throat when the scent of her blood hits my nostrils again. The crude crimson stains my hands and shirt. I’ll suffer with it because I refuse to leave her side to wash it off.

      Her dad had called mine, King, and her brother, but I’ve refused to allow anyone in here except Luther and Ariel. She needs no audience for her misery, not when she’s already shutting down. More people witnessing her like this will only make it worse. Of that, I’m certain.

      Luther keeps one eye on me and the other on the doctor. He’s waiting for me to pounce and rip the guy’s head off or toss him out the window. In all the years since my feelings towards Lake have changed, I’ve never outwardly expressed my desires to the older men in our family. And until the fight last night, never so openly with the younger ones.

      I recognize that Lake needs more than I can possibly give her. I’m too violent, too unfeeling, too possessive of her. Knowing all this, I should let her go, but my every instinct screams to hold her closer. That my dismissal of her would be the catalyst for her ending.

      The only thing I’ve ever wanted to do was love and protect her. Do I truly know how to do that? Probably not. But no one on earth would try harder than me. Which means I need to learn how to help her. Gain a better understanding of what she’ll need to come back from this, because today was likely her rock bottom.

      I halt my pacing and clear my throat, asking nicely that everyone leave the room for a few minutes. The only person who will ever see my own vulnerabilities is Lake. She gets all of me, while everyone else can endure the monster.
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