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      I was thirteen years old and begging on the street the first time I saw her.

      Anyone who knows me now would be shocked that I used to sit on the subway station steps with a frayed wicker basket balanced on my knees, asking for change. It wasn’t by choice, though. It was never by choice. And as humiliating as it was for me to humble myself in front of strangers, day after day, I learned some valuable lessons about human nature.

      When a parent yanked their child to the other side of the steps so he or she didn’t touch me, didn’t get too close, that child learned in that instant to see me as something filthy. Something dangerous. Something other. They never get rid of the notion, either. It’s instilled too young. Then over time, I just became invisible to them. A piece of scenery, instead of a scared kid whose father will hurt his mother if he doesn’t bring home enough cash.

      In all those years I spent begging, there was one child, only one, who was yanked in the opposite direction of me—and resisted.

      And she would become my reason for living.

      “He’s probably on drugs,” the man leaned down and whispered in the little girl’s ear, trying to pull her out of the station, probably toward the park or a toy store. A place regular children got to go. “Arya, let’s go.”

      “No. He’s hungry.” Her big, chocolate brown eyes filled up with tears. “We can’t just leave him here.”

      The man was exasperated. “He’ll be fine. He’s not our responsibility.”

      “But we have lots of food at home! We could give him some!”

      “Arya,” the man grated. “Don’t make me carry you.”

      He was very lucky he didn’t try to do that.

      I would have murdered him.

      The moment she chose to defy the man and argue on my behalf, she became mine.

      Arya, who couldn’t have been more than seven, crossed her arms, the porcelain skin of her face turning red. “I’m not moving.”

      “Oh, Jesus. Not here.” The older man actually sounded panicked, sweat beginning to appear on his forehead. “Please don’t throw a tantrum here.”

      “Give me the orange in your pocket.”

      “No, Arya—”

      “Give it to me!”

      It took a lot to pause foot traffic on a New York City sidewalk. It took even more to make me laugh, but she managed to do both. Because the sound that came out of this tiny, angelic girl was straight from the pits of hell. She meant business.

      Finally, she man relented, handing over the orange.

      She smiled, the picture of innocence once more. “Thank you, father.”

      He sighed. “Be quick about it.”

      When she started walking in my direction, my heart wormed its way up into my throat. My hands shook. I felt a million things at once. Shame over the dirt on my face, over the fact that I was a beggar. I felt humility over being defended by this tiny child who owed me nothing. I felt like the sun was shining on my face for the first time in my life. But above all, I felt love.

      I loved her, even then.

      She gave me a conspiratorial look, as if we’d won a shared victory, and placed the orange in my hand, not bothering to keep our fingers from brushing. As I unpeeled the orange hungrily, she twisted one end of her braided chestnut pigtails in her hands.

      “You don’t have to sleep here, do you?”

      I cleared the emotion from my throat. “No.”

      “Oh, good.” Her shoulders relaxed, but her lower lip trembled slightly. “If I had my own house, I would let you come stay with me. As long as you wanted.”

      I swallowed hard. “I think you would.”

      “I’d have lots of puppies to play with, too. My dad is allergic, so we can’t have any but I want one so bad,” she whispered, eyes beginning to sparkle. “Do you like puppies?”

      I’d never owned or even pet one, but I was worried about making her even more sad on my behalf. I never wanted her to be sad again. “Sure, I like them. Who doesn’t?”

      My answer made her smile and it was so pure, so kind, I forgot about the orange in my hand. “What is your name?”

      Whatever you want it to be. “Damian.”

      “I’m Arya.”

      Her father called her name impatiently.

      Arya glanced back over her shoulder and wrung her hands, looking like she actually wanted to stay. To talk to the beggar, instead of going somewhere fancy in her pretty blue dress. A few seconds later, I stopped breathing when she leaned down and kissed my cheek. “You must be very brave,” she whispered, just beside my ear. “And the brave people in my books always win in the end. That’s how I know everything is going to be all right for you.”

      Unable to speak, I just nodded, watching her father sweep her away.

      It was the first time I’d ever been encouraged or given a compliment. Holding the orange in my hand, I felt…renewed. With her whispered words in my ear, I could take on the entire city, make it mine and rule it with an iron grip.

      And I did.

      Making her mine came next.
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        Eleven years later

      

      

      

      We were just about to cut the cake when the shooting started.

      As much as I’d begged and pleaded for my eighteenth birthday party to have a puppy theme, my mother insisted we go with something more grown up.

      To reflect that I’m a woman now.

      I don’t feel like a woman.

      It has been six months since I left the five-story palace in the sky I call home—and only for a doctor’s appointment. Before that, it had been a year. The only people I come into contact with are my tutors, seamstresses and personal trainer. How can I call myself a woman if I’ve experienced so little of the world? In many ways, I’m still a coddled child.

      So I should be excited about the rooftop pool party, even if most of the attendees are friends of my parents. Right?

      Don’t be ungrateful. So much work went into this.

      I’m pretty sure it wasn’t my parents who did the work, though. My father is never here and my mother just returned from a three-month trip to the Mediterranean. This is the first time I’ve been in the same space as both of them since…well, I can’t even remember. But they did remind me via text to be extra polite and dutiful with so many of their friends here tonight.

      Forcing a smile onto my face, I adjust the strap of my pale blue bikini and watch our chef, Huxley, bury the knife in the center of the three-tiered cake. Everyone is crowded around, talking excitedly over the tropical music that started blaring from the speakers as soon as they’d sung Happy Birthday. The sun is beginning to set between the buildings that make up the Manhattan skyline and tiki torches are lit up all around the edge of the pool, supporting mother’s luau theme.

      I scan the faces of the people huddling together, drinks in hand. I notice a couple of my father’s business associates watching me under the hoods of their eyelids, their gazes drifting down and over my bikini bottoms. One of them even leans to the side, seeming to assess my backside. My father is on his fifth or sixth drink and doesn’t appear to notice. Or care. Feeling trapped, my heart starts to pound—

      A gunshot splits the night air, traveling straight through the cake and frosting flies everywhere. Huxley drops to his knees with a hole in his neck and my mother screams.

      The guests scatter, most of them running for the exit, others diving for cover.

      I’m rendered immobile, my eyes fixed on the sniper just above the doorway, crouched down behind a brick piling. The muzzle of his gun is aimed directly at me.

      Time slows down, my pulse pumping methodically in my ears, and I’m reminded there are valid reasons I’m never allowed out of the house.

      My father is the Manhattan District Attorney.

      His enemies are countless, especially since he’s made organized crime his target.

      The threats to my life started happening in my early teens. Kidnapping attempts, threatening letters, shots fired at me in the park. For some reason, they come after me, not my father. They must believe it will hurt him more.

      So they locked me away.

      Unnecessarily.

      See, I have a guardian angel. My parents think I’m ridiculous for believing so, but I know it’s true. Every attempt that has ever been made on my life, he’s been there. A righteous blaze through the shadows, hood drawn up to hide his face, smelling of oranges.

      Something is always triggered in my memory, but I can’t place why he’s familiar.

      I only know that he saves me, every single time. And tonight will be no exception.

      Goosebumps travel up the flesh of my arms and I close my eyes, heat percolating the lowest, most feminine points of my body. He’ll be here. It has been so long. Too long. I’ve started getting urges, confusing ones, and apparently they connect to him because little pulses tick in my wrists, between my legs, just knowing he’s near.

      I can already smell the oranges.

      The red light from the gun’s scope travels across my belly and I quell a frisson of fear.

      A split second later my faith is rewarded when a muscular forearm wraps around my waist, my feet leave the rooftop and I’m suddenly traveling through the air, narrowly missed by the bullet. I land in a strong set of arms, enveloped in citrus, and I look up, finding a pair of intense green eyes glittering down at me from inside a black hood.

      “Just can’t stay out of harm’s way, can you?”

      I blink up at my guardian angel. That voice. He’s never spoken before. There’s something about it that calls to the furthest recesses of my mind, but I can’t place it. Surely if I’d heard this rasping baritone before, I would remember exactly where.

      “Happy birthday, Arya. This is going to be one you never forget,” my guardian angel mutters, gathering me close to his body and striding across the roof. “Over the doorway. Take him out,” he shouts to someone I can’t see. “There are more waiting in the stairwell. Put a bullet in every last goddamn one of them. Come find me when it’s done.”

      Just like that, we’re locked in the dark cabana located at the roof’s edge. A place for guests to change or leave their possessions. There are a couple of lit candles flickering—Hawaiian scent—casting shadows on the wall. The atmosphere would almost be romantic, if it wasn’t for the pings of bullets passing through silencers out on the roof, although I can barely hear any of it over the frantic pounding of my heart.

      “You’re here,” I murmur, burying my face in his neck. “You came.”

      A shudder wracks his wiry frame, the sinew of his arms flexing beneath me. Lethal is the word I would use to describe him. Strong, tall, angular. His body is a finely tuned instrument.

      A weapon.

      In contrast, he sets me on my feet gently, his palms skating down my arms, over my hips. “She’s not hit,” he breathes, as if reassuring himself. “She’s not hit.”

      “You wouldn’t let me be hit,” I whisper, wrapping the front of his jacket in my fists, pulling him close, closer, until his lips settle against my forehead. “I knew you would come. Please don’t disappear again this time. Please.”

      “I’m done leaving you, sweetheart.” His tone is made of iron. “You go where I go now.”

      “Really?” Warmth, happiness and relief crest over me. “I want that.”

      “You’ll be getting anything and everything you want.”

      I bounce a little on the balls of my feet and he groans, pressing me against the wall of the cabana, his hands bracing over my head. “Can I see your face now?”

      Pain laces his low chuckle. “You’ll agree to come with me, even before knowing what I look like?”

      “I don’t care what you look like, I just want to see you when…”

      A beat passes. “When?”

      “When I kiss you for the first time,” I say in a rush, my cheeks heating drastically. “I’ve wanted to kiss you since I was fourteen and you stopped that man from pulling me into his car outside of the church on Park Avenue.”

      He bristles against me, as if physically offended by the memory. “No one is ever going to touch you again, Arya. No one but me.”

      I slide my hands beneath his jacket and run them up his hard packed stomach, his chest. “And then again when I was fifteen and that man tried to drown me in the health club pool—”

      “Sweetheart, stop,” he chokes out, his mouth laying hard, fast kisses down the side of my neck, across my shoulder. “I don’t want to think about those times. They almost killed me.”

      “I’ll stop talking about them when you kiss me—”

      He throws back his hood and I’m only given a too-brief glimpse at my wildly handsome, if rough around the edges, guardian angel, before his mouth lands on mine. It’s wetter and more adamant, demanding, aggressive than I could ever have imagined—and I love it. My senses wake up from a slumber and cheer. He kisses me like he’s been craving me since birth, his hands wrestling with my hair, his tongue raking over mine, rubbing sensuously, the stubble of his chin scuffing mine. Low, tortured sounds rumble from his throat and his hips…

      Oh, his hips.

      This is another part of kissing I didn’t anticipate. How much our bodies would be involved. There is something hard inside of his jeans and he drives it up between my thighs, lifting me off the ground, slamming me against the wall repeatedly, growling brokenly. My butt cheeks slap against the wall and oh God, oh God, the rigid fly of his jeans is creating friction in a place I didn’t realize I needed it. But I do. I need it so bad. So I open my thighs and get more, encouraging him to thrust harder, so hard I’m worried the cabana is going to collapse. “Wanted to take you so many fucking times, Arya.” His words are almost indiscernible, muffled and slurred into my neck. “But had to wait until you were old enough. I wouldn’t have made it five seconds with you under my roof. And I’m not that kind of criminal.”

      I don’t understand his meaning, but I trust him. I trust this man with my life.

      He doesn’t have to explain himself to me.

      “Wait,” I whimper when he gives me a particularly hard pump, his teeth burying in the side of my neck. “W-what is your name? I need to know what to call you.”

      His tongue laps at the sting of his bite. “Damian, sweetheart. That’s the name you cry out for now. You’re going to cry it all kinds of ways. In happiness, in lust, in frustration when I’m banging you blind for the eighth time that day. Damian. The last name you’ll need to know.”

      A light goes off in my head.

      That Bronx accent, the green eyes, the shape of his face…

      He’s the boy from the subway steps.

      The boy I never stopped wondering about. Worrying for.

      I go still with shock and he lifts his chin, that masculine jaw tight enough to crack, letting me study him closely. “Damian. I-I went back and looked for you when I was old enough,” I whisper, heat pressing against the backs of my eyes.

      “I know,” he says gruffly. “I’ve known every step you’ve taken.”

      My fingertips run down the side of his face, eager to memorize. “I wish I’d known you were out there. I’ve needed a friend so badly.”

      “A friend?” He levers me up with his hips, grinding that hard ridge against my sex, and his eyes turn molten. “I’d have been no friend to you, sweetheart. I still won’t be one.”

      My guardian angel being unkind is so unexpected, I flinch. “But…”

      “I’m going to be a lot more than your friend, Arya,” he explains, searching my face with growing concern. “Do you understand what that means? Or have your ridiculously inept parents not explained what happens when two people love each other.”

      Confused, I shake my head.

      He drops his forehead to my shoulder, unwinding my legs from around his waist with unsteady hands. “Jesus Christ,” he rasps. “I must be scaring the shit out of you.”

      “You could never scare me,” I protest, trying to pull him back. Closer.

      There’s a knock on the door of the cabana. “All clear, boss.”

      “We’ll be out in a minute,” he shouts back, refocusing all that intense, restless energy on me. “We’re going to have a little farewell meeting with your parents, sweetheart. Then I’m taking you home.”

      “Wait. Permanently?”

      When he said you go where I go I’d been in kind of a stupor. Elated to see him again after so long.

      But the possessive way Damian wraps me in his jacket and scoops me up into his arms makes me wonder if this is the last time I’ll ever see my home. It also makes me wonder why I’m not even the slightest bit sad about it.

      Still… “I-I don’t think they’ll just let you take me, Damian.”

      Laughing, he kicks open the door of the cabana. A dozen men wait for us outside by the pool, some of them splattered in blood. “Sweetheart, I might not be the kind of criminal who kidnaps a minor, but I am a criminal. A goddamn good one. And I don’t have problems getting what I want. Especially when it’s what I want most in this world.”
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      Control yourself.

      It’s easier said than done when I’m finally, finally, holding Arya in my arms. Watching her in that blue bikini from the rooftop’s shadows was hell on my cock. Although truthfully, my body has been in a constant state of turmoil since hers started changing. Since her tits grew a little too big for her B-cups, but she kept right on wearing them. Tormenting me.

      I would love to put her on the edge of her idiotic father’s desk and make him watch as I untie her bikini top and suck on her nipples. Make her whimper again. Entice her thighs to open, welcoming me home. Make the fucking fool who didn’t guard Arya well enough watch as we lose our virginity to each other.

      He’d deserve it. For not recognizing the treasure that was his daughter.

      Six attempts on her precious life—six—before this motherfucker decided she was valuable enough to keep her under lock and key.

      Even if her life wasn’t in constant danger because of her father’s profession, I would have watched her, though. As obsessive with this girl as I am, I had no choice. As soon as I had the means, I bought a condo right across the street from their home, my bedroom window directly facing Arya’s, so I could track her movements closely, be aware of the rare times she left the building. And if that failed, if I happened to be out on the rare occasion she left, the tracking device in her phone would have signaled me.

      Call it wrong, call it illegal. I don’t give a fuck.

      She’s been mine since she handed me that orange eleven years ago—and I’m about to officially claim her. Finally. I’ve waited so long to share my home with her. To have her shaking and moaning beneath me. To see her smile before the sunrise. So goddamn long.

      The way she went soft when she realized my true identity, the boy from the subway steps, will knock the breath out of my lungs forever. Every time I think about it.

      Up ahead, I see some bodies lying motionless near the poolside. “Put your face in my neck, sweetheart,” I say quietly, gratified when she does as she’s told.

      With my men following us closely, weapons ready just in case, I carry Arya down a flight of stairs and into a private corridor that leads to her parents’ penthouse, not bothering to wait for an invitation before striding inside. The idiot mother and father are in hysterics, shouting at a police operator, who is on speakerphone. I nod at one of my men and they divest Arya’s mother of the phone, smashing it against the wall. The rest of them leave to search the penthouse for any remaining guests that aren’t dead or didn’t flee to safety.

      “Hey!” Arya’s mother screeches, the giant diamonds quivering in her ears with indignation. “What…who are you? Please don’t kill us! Please! We have money!”

      “Oh, Arya,” her father says, looking green. “Thank goodness, you’re okay.”

      “Why weren’t you out there looking for her yourself?” I ask through my teeth. “After all, it was one of your enemies that showed up to the party with a rifle.”

      “You don’t know that for sure,” he complains.

      “Yes, I do.” He’s about to find out that I make it my business to know everything that could possibly touch his daughter. “Let’s speak in your office.”

      “Thomas,” her mother says, backing away from my men nervously. “Why is he holding our Arya like that? Tell him to put her down. Make them leave.”

      Before I can speak, Arya responds for me. “This is my guardian angel, mother. I told you he was real. And he just saved my life.” She nuzzles her face against my shoulder and sighs. “Again.”

      “I told you to stop spouting that nonsense,” Thomas blusters, but his mouth snaps shut when I spear him with a look. “What do you want to discuss in my office?”

      “The fact that I’m taking your daughter home with me. Where she belongs.” I jerk my chin at the door located on the right side of the corridor and he pales. That’s right, I know where your office is. I know every room in the house. I know every hair on her head. “After you.”

      Thomas’s throat bobs and he stomps off toward the office.

      “Don’t let her make any calls,” I say, referring to the mother. Then I step over the broken pieces of her phone and follow Thomas, Arya’s sweet body still locked in my arms. I’m not letting her out of my sight ever again. Where I go, she goes. End of story.

      Arya’s father takes a seat behind his desk and I settle us into a chair facing him.

      “Am I to understand that you know who was responsible for the…the…” He uses a handkerchief to mop the back of his neck. “The massacre that just took place on my goddamn roof?”

      “You’ll find out eventually. The bodies upstairs won’t have any identification on them, but you’d piece it together.” I shrug. “Or I could make your job easier, tell you now. As long as you don’t try and stand in my way when I take your daughter.”

      He scoffed. “I can’t do that. You and your associates are criminals, too, just like the men lying dead above our heads.”

      I incline my head. “That is true.”

      “And acknowledging that, you think I’d willingly relinquish my own child to you.”

      “In a minute you won’t have a choice, so I’m advising you to think carefully.”

      While he’s sputtering, I give in to my need to check on Arya, tucking my jacket in around her so she stays warm in the air conditioning. Her cheek is pressed to my shoulder, her beautiful doe eyes serious, maybe even a little nervous over the nature of the discussion I’m having with her father. But she stays in my arms, trusts me, doesn’t try to leave me—and her loyalty twists my stomach into a pretzel. God, I love her, I love her so much it burns.

      “You’re mine now,” I whisper, leaning down to kiss her soft mouth. “You’re mine now and everything is going to be okay.”

      She nods trustingly. “I knew you’d grow up to be brave,” she whispers.

      Christ, now I can’t swallow. Is it going to be like this all the time now?

      It was hard enough keeping a semblance of composure when she was across the street or nearby in public. Holding her, having all that sweetness at my disposal twenty-four seven is going to fucking kill me. At least I’ll go with a smile on my face.

      Unfortunately, I’ll need Arya to understand that I might worship the ground she walks on, but I’m not a good man.

      I’m a very bad man, actually. I kill people when necessary, I extort, I make deals with the many devils in this city. It’s how I built my empire, so I’d have something to offer her. A place to keep her safe. I worry what she’ll think about me, if she’ll change her mind once I’ve laid everything out bare, but that’s a tomorrow problem. Her father is today’s.

      “Here’s a better question, how did you know these men would be attempting to assassinate my daughter tonight? Maybe you’re responsible.”

      It’s kind of amusing how proud of himself he is. “Any time you lock someone up or sanction one of the crime families in this city, I find a mole. Whether I pay one of them to talk or insert somebody myself, I find a way to get information before it’s even available. For instance, I know you’re two steps behind every single one of your conquests. But not me.” I let my fingertip travel over Arya’s knee, slowly up the outside of her thigh. He watches me, his cheeks puffing out, but he correctly senses he can’t stop me. “I can protect this girl a thousand times better than you can. I have been for years.” I lean down and kiss her mouth, licking the seam of her lips slowly until she starts wiggling around in my lap. “Understand me when I say that I allowed you to keep her until she finished high school and turned eighteen. But it’s over now. She’s going to be my wife as soon as I take my edge off.”

      “You’re vile.” His face is mottled red now. “How dare you talk like this to me about my daughter! Arya, get off his lap immediately.”

      I run my thumb back and forth on her inner thigh. “You’re going to pack up everything you own, Arya,” I say without taking my eyes off her father. “You’re not coming back here.”

      “Will I still be able to run my dog adoption website?” she whispers up at me.

      “Of course you will,” I assure her. It’s remote, requiring no actual contact with real life people who could do her harm. I’ve watched her run the operation through the window of her bedroom for years, my pride in her almost melting me.

      “This is outrageous!” Thomas explodes, picking up his phone. “I’m calling the police.”

      With a sigh, I take an envelope out of my pocket and slide it across his desk. He eyes it warily for a moment, then picks it up. When he sees the pictures inside, the blood drains from his face. They are photos of him barbequing with the secret family he has stashed away upstate. A wife and two sons. Just another thing to distract him from protecting my future wife, like he should have been. I have no sympathy.

      “Don’t try and stop me from taking her. If you do, or if you try and lay a finger on my organization, those will find their way to every news station in the city.” I stand with Arya in my arms, giving in to a little temptation by settling her butt on the edge of the desk, fisting her hair and tilting her head back. I slide my tongue into her mouth and French her perfect little unkissed mouth while letting her father know with my eyes, in no uncertain terms, who she belongs to now. Who she’ll belong to forever. “Mine,” I growl, rocking against her pussy once, before scooping her back off the desk. “After we leave, Thomas, you’ll wait five minutes, then call the police. Tell them the gunmen turned on each other. The cameras have been out for hours, so when you tell them I was never here, they’ll have no choice but to believe you. And your daughter is perfectly safe at a friend’s house. Do I need to repeat anything?”

      Thomas clears his throat, still staring at the pictures. “No.”

      I turn and walk out.

      Holding her in my arms, knowing she’ll sleep beside me tonight, I feel whole for the first time in my life. But there’s one component to claiming Arya I didn’t anticipate.

      Now that I’ve made her mine, I’m terrified out of my mind of losing her. Or her being hurt in my care. And a million other little things. It’s like my heart is suddenly walking around outside of my body and I can’t sew it back in.

      No. No, she’ll never be hurt on my watch.

      I won’t allow it.

      But what if the universe doesn’t care about my rules?
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      Just like that, I’m out of my glass prison.

      Honestly, even after having my parents basically ignore me for the last eighteen years, I feel a little guilty when Damian carries me out of the house. All my mother and father can do is stand there looking dumbfounded watching my guardian angel’s men wheel my luggage out in charged silence.

      At least, they’re silent until right before we step into the penthouse’s personal elevator.

      “You don’t know what you’re getting into,” my mother calls, her mouth in a bitter twist. “Just wait until she gets upset. She won’t seem like such a prize then!”

      Shame burns my face and I bury it in Damian’s chest.

      My mother is right.

      Ever since I was a child, I’ve thrown terrible tantrums. Loud, whopping destructive ones that are probably the reason my parents pawned me off on paid staff. It’s why I can’t be too mad at them for leaving me alone so often. It’s hard enough to deal with the emotional outbursts—I can’t imagine what it’s like to be on the receiving end.

      I’m not a spoiled brat. If someone tells me I can’t have something, I don’t get upset or demand to get my way. It’s when there’s something truly important on the line that my muscles seize up, my throat turning raw until I can’t do anything but scream in frustration.

      For instance, if one of the puppies on my adoption website has a new owner all lined up, but they change their minds at the very last minute, I have been known to rip down curtains, smash picture frames and hiccup cry until I pass out. I’m not sure where the frustration comes from, but apparently there is a very deep well of it. It hasn’t run dry yet!

      A man opens the back door of an SUV for Damian and he sets me carefully on the white leather seat, getting in behind me. There is a hulking driver in the driver’s seat with an earpiece and he stares straight ahead, even when I say hello.

      “They don’t speak to you,” Damian says, pulling me up against his side and draping an arm over my shoulder. And he doesn’t elaborate.

      “Um, Damian? About what my mother said—”

      “You don’t have to explain, Arya.”

      “I feel like I should.” I turn as much as possible in his embrace. “Since we’re going to be living together.”

      He tips my chin up, brushes his thumb across my lower lip. “You won’t have reasons to get upset now that we’re living together. It’s irrelevant.”

      “Oh.” I watch through my periphery as the driver steers the SUV into a tunnel. “Where are we going to be living together exactly?”

      “The Hamptons.” His rapt attention is glued to my mouth, his body crowding closer, and that suspicious tingle between my legs is happening again. Like it always does when I smell oranges. Or when I know he’s near. “I’ve never lived in this place. We’ll be moving in for the first time together.”

      “Where do you live normally?”

      He visibly debates for a moment. “Across the street from your family.”

      My jaw drops. “All this time? You were right across the street?”

      “Yes.”

      “Damian?”

      He hums his response while reaching up to press an overhead button, raising a partition between us and the driver. Along with the tinted windows, the sudden privacy makes the spacious back seat feel like its own world. And when he reaches over and steals his jacket back, leaving me in nothing but my blue bikini, the atmosphere seems to clench in anticipation. Of what? I don’t know. But with him fully clothed and me in nothing but a few strategic triangles, I’m suddenly short of breath and achy in odd places.

      “What did you want to ask me, sweetheart?” he prompts, running a finger from the hollow of my throat down, down, not stopping until he can circle it around my belly button.

      “Uhhh…” I wet my dry lips. “Ummm…oranges. You always smell like them. That’s not because I gave you one all those years ago. Is it?”

      His hand spans my ribcage, squeezing, testing. “Why wouldn’t that be the reason? Arya, you changed my life that day. Made me feel like…I could be worth a damn. Why wouldn’t I eat half a dozen oranges a day to remind myself of you?”

      The center of my chest feels funny, along with those secret parts of me and it’s almost too much. Too overwhelming how he…commands me, body and mind. “I only sort of liked oranges when I was a kid, but…the first time you rescued me when I was thirteen, I started craving them again.”

      “I don’t think oranges are what either of us is really craving.” Slowly, his big hand wedges beneath my knee closest to the window and pulls, pulls it toward him until I have no choice but to flop back on the seat, gasping as he suddenly looms above me, settling between my thighs with a loud groan. “I should have left you wrapped in the jacket. Feel how hard you’ve made my cock in that flimsy little bikini? Christ, I could eat you alive. I fucking might.”

      My cheeks flame at his use of the word cock.

      I’ve never heard it used before, especially not in a hoarse, masculine growl, but with his thickness rubbing sensuously against my core, it’s easy to understand what he’s talking about. “I-is that what…do you mean your…?”

      His heavy breathing catches and he stops moving, regarding me under heavy eyelids. “What do you know about sex, sweetheart?”

      “Well…” What is that wet sensation between my folds? What if he notices? God, I would die. Maybe I can talk until it dries. “I was pretty young when my parents decided to home-school me. Right before high school. And I didn’t really have many friends to ask about…things. A lot of the kids I went to school with, their parents worked in trading and no one wants the DA paying too close of attention, right? So the other girls stayed away and…well, I know the general shape of a man’s part…” My cheeks flame at the word part. “And that women and men have to sleep in the same bed to make babies. They have to do more than kissing, right? I just don’t know what that something is.”

      In clear disbelief, he searches my eyes. “What about books you’ve read?”

      “I read mostly fantasy. They don’t go into much description, if any.”

      “The internet?”

      I slap a hand over my face. “I look at puppies.”

      For long moments, he doesn’t move or say anything, then the breath he’s been holding shudders out and he pins my wrists overhead, diving into my neck and attacking the sensitive slope with his teeth. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.” He suctions his lips to my skin and sucks, sucks hard until I cry out, my heels coming up to dig into his ass. Yank him closer, push him away, both. “I’ve been mentally fucking you for so long, I forgot what an innocent little thing you are. My cock, Arya…” He looks down between our bodies, groaning, watching our lower bodies connect, roll together. “My cock is the part of me that’s going to fit nice and deep inside that pretty virgin pussy and pump until you’re pregnant. Do you understand?”
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      Again, I have to remind myself to slow down.

      Control the lust.

      It’s just that my need for her has been building and building for so long, it’s at a fever pitch now. So chaotic that I feel like I’m going to snap. I just want to be trapped inside her goodness, as deep as I can go. I want to drown myself in her. I want to feel her virginity give way and see the knowledge in her eyes that I’m the center of her universe now. That there is nothing and no one else. Just me. Just us.

      If I fuck her now, I’m going to scare her.

      In the weeks leading up to her eighteenth birthday, I didn’t jerk off once. I wanted to save every drop of it for her pussy. But it was a mistake. A big one. Her innocence is turning me on even more than I anticipated and my dick is wrestling for space in my jeans. Damn, damn, damn. If I put it inside her now, there will be no going slow. What I want to do to that tight hole between her legs would be downright abusive.

      Wait. You have to wait.

      My question still lingers in the cool air of the backseat.

      “Do you understand?” I prompt her, snaring the tie of her bikini top between my teeth and pulling until her nipples pop free. My breathing turns ragged. “Do you understand that I’m going to get you pregnant, sweetheart?”

      I panic when she hesitates to answer, but I will get what I want. I’m getting every inch of her. She’s had ownership of me for years and she’ll have it for the rest of her life. All I’m asking for is her to reciprocate immediately. Now. My madness dances on the razor’s edge when it comes to her. Does she realize that? Desperate to convince her, I close my mouth over one of the stiff little buds and rub it with the center of my tongue.

      She gasps, her wrists jerking in my grip above her head. “D-Damian.”

      I lick across to her other tit and give it the same attention, gratification storming through me when she writhes, her back arching off the seat. “Yes, Arya?”

      “Am I…” She squeezes her eyes closed and blurts, “Am I supposed to be…wet?”

      Christ. It takes the deepest reserve of my willpower not to flip Arya over and give her a rough fuck when she says that. I’ve never had intercourse, but I’ve studied enough to be prepared for this girl and my body always responds most intensely to the thought of Arya on her hands and knees, crying out as I thrust into her from behind. Goddamn. The things I’m going to do to this girl. Everything from making love to her in front of our fireplace to pounding her like a little toy against the hood of my car. And I have to stop thinking about that now or I’m going to act before she’s ready. Before I have control of myself. “Yes. It’s a very good thing, sweetheart,” I rasp. “Your body is making it easier for me to fit.”

      She exhales with relief. “Oh, thank goodness.” I circle my tongue around her nipple and she seems to be enjoying it even more now that I’ve explained it’s a positive thing to be wet. Her ass shifts around on the seat, her teeth sinking into her lower lip. “That feels so g-good.”

      I have to know how wet she is.

      Just need to touch. To taste.

      I’ve let go of her pinned wrists and my hands are already fumbling with her bikini bottoms, my fingers shaking in my haste to get them off. This is a risky move when my cock is a stiff missile and precome is lubricating the tip, but I’ll never make the rest of the drive without seeing her pussy up close. Without meeting the part of her I plan to worship day and night and the hours in between.

      She tries to close her legs out of shyness and I snarl at the nervous reflex, ripping the nylon down the center with my bare hands. “No, no, no, Arya. We do not play keep away with this pussy.” I spit and watch the moisture from my mouth travel down the perfect slit of her hairless sex. “It’s mine and I decide what to do with it.”

      Her chest expands. “W-what are you going to do with it?”

      “Right now, I just want to look.” The scent of her has reached me and I have no choice but to grind my cock against the seat, it’s so light and virginal. “I’m going to touch it and give it a kiss, too. I have no choice. It’s just too sweet.”

      Arya’s thighs tremble as I settle my face between them, laying easy kisses along the moist valley that has yet to open and reveal her completely. Christ, I doubt she’s even fingered herself or used a tampon because I have to gently saw my tongue up and down several times before her lips will even part for me. And when they do, she whimpers, her honey dripping out in a slow rivulet that travels down toward her perfect, puckered asshole. I try to catch as much as I can with my tongue, licking her moisture back up and coating her pussy in delicious juice.

      My God, my God, my God, this is what heaven tastes like.

      She’s sugar and vanilla and musk and I’m never getting enough.

      The seat rocks underneath us from the force of me humping the bench, and that swaying motion brings her up and back against my mouth. She’s sobbing, trying to lock her thighs around my head, but my hands keep knocking her knees wide, my mouth keeps diving deeper, sucking on her inner thighs, motorboating her swelling bud, giving her thorough licks of my tongue, asshole to clit and back for more.

      “Tasty little girl, aren’t you?” I growl, wedging my tongue partway into her entrance and jiggling it, listening to her breath catch, her hands grabbing fistfuls of my hair.

      “Damian. What…what is happening? I feel like I’m going to burst.”

      I can’t stop to explain it to her. She tastes too good. My lower body is slamming into the seat now and I pretend she’s face down on the front lawn of our estate. Her hair is wound around my fist and I’m showing her everything I’ve toiled for, just so I could give it to her one day. And she’s opening her legs in lust, in love, in gratitude, eager for the pleasure only I know how to give her right. Jesus yes.

      Now, her pussy starts to spasm around the tip of my tongue and she makes a sexy mewling noise, her hips lifting off the seat. “Oh my goodness,” she moans.

      “Come on, sweetheart,” I groan, worrying her clit with the pad of my thumb. “Let me carry you over the threshold of our home for the first time with your come all over my chin. Let me carry you inside looking like you just got drilled.”

      Her body seizes and she screams, a shocked, euphoric sound that I want to hear every second for the rest of my life. Her cream sluices out and I lap at the source with my tongue while squeezing her taut little ass cheeks in my hands. I rub my nose side to side against her clit, then slowly suction my lips over the top of it, suckling gently and pushing her into a deeper orgasm, turning her scream to a hoarse chant of my name.

      Everything I dreamed she would be…has far been surpassed.

      There are parts of being with Arya I didn’t know enough to imagine. The silkiness of her inner thighs on my cheeks, the way she reaches for me like I’m the cure for everything. The addictiveness of her whimpers. Even her come is exquisite—and it’s all mine. I’m the only one who will ever experience the warm rush of this girl on his tongue.

      My lower abdomen twists violently with the need for release, but I push my own need to the side and pull Arya up into my lap sideways, tucking her head beneath my chin. She pants, her eyes unfocused, and I kiss her mouth over and over again, telling her I love her.

      “Damian, that was…that was…the best thing I’ve ever, ever felt.” Her head lolls against my shoulder, a smile playing around her lips. “Do you…get to feel like that?” she says shakily, testing my erection with a twist of her butt in my lap. “Do you, Damian?”

      “Yes, sweetheart,” I say hoarsely, stilling her hips with a firm hand. “You’re going to do things to make me feel that good. Frequently. You’re going to wrap your pretty mouth around my big bad cock so often, it’s going to taste like home. You’re going to ride it, get ridden, get it up your tight ass and no matter what I do, you’re going to cry for me to go harder.” She looks up at me with lust banking in her brown eyes. “But not until you’re ready. Until then, I’ll find a way to take care of…” I blow out a breath when yet another wave of hunger slams into me. “I’ll find a way to handle it.”

      In hindsight, I’ll have wished I’d chosen my words more carefully.
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      I wake up in the middle of an unfamiliar bed, more boneless and comfortable than I have ever been in my life. There is a mirror on the ceiling and my reflection is unrecognizable. I’m naked and my dark hair is spread out around me in disarray. Red marks decorate my neck and throat and shoulders. Are they the result of Damian sucking on me?

      The last thing I remember is falling asleep in his arms in the back of the SUV, his stiffness wedged between the cheeks of my backside. He was in pain. Somehow I sensed that, but I didn’t know how to free him of it. Nor did he seem inclined to explain it to me, shushing me with hard kisses every time I asked.

      My fingertips trail up and over my sensitive nipples. I gasp when there’s a corresponding tug between my thighs. Have those two body parts always been connected? I once found a big floppy toy in my mother’s sock drawer and wondered what she used it for. After Damian’s explanation, now I know. She put it inside herself to simulate…sex. And in doing so, she must have experienced that same mighty tide of relief Damian gave me with his mouth. Otherwise, why would she do it?

      Why do people do anything unless that hot whiplash of relief is the end game?

      Wow.

      Wow, it was amazing.

      I want to feel it again.

      More, I want to give that release to Damian.

      Where is he?

      I stretch my arms up over my head and sit up, yawning as I take in my surroundings.

      Geez, this bedroom is even nicer than mine back in Manhattan. There is a huge window overlooking the ocean and a gentle breeze lifts the light blue curtains, sending them reaching toward the bed like elegant fingers. A ceiling fan turns lazily overhead and the bed, my God, it’s enough to fit eighteen people, let alone one. Everything is decorated in blue and white and turquoise, the plush rugs and furniture designed for comfort.

      Eager to find Damian and see the rest of the house, I swing my legs over the side of the bed and go to the closet, finding a short, white silk robe with an A embroidered on the pocket. The wings of my heart flap in my chest at Damian’s thoughtfulness. At everything he’s done to bring me here. To make me feel wanted and safe.

      Maybe moving to a strange place with a self-proclaimed criminal who blackmailed my father should make me nervous. But he’s been such a huge part of my life, even while silent, for years, that this journey feels inevitable and right. I’m where I’m supposed to be. The steady beat of my heart is telling me so.

      I belt the robe around my naked body and turn to leave the room—

      That’s when a terrible thought occurs to me.

      On the ride to the Hamptons, Damian said he needed to feel good.

      That he would find a way to handle it until I’m ready.

      But…I’ve never been able to make myself feel good by myself.

      Does that mean he has to find another woman until I’m ready?

      Jealousy spikes in my chest and the tantrum comes on before I can stop it.

      One second, I’m the calmest I’ve ever been. The next, I’m seeing red.

      My fingernails dig into my palms and pressure shoves outward from the center of my throat, leaving me right on the precipice of screaming. And I do scream, I let it out loud enough to shake the chandelier above the bed when I picture another woman’s hands on my Damian.

      I stomp out of the room and pick up the first breakable item I can find—a vase on a pedestal—and throw it down the hallway, letting it smash on the marble floor.

      “Damian!”
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      I’m pacing the floor of my office when I hear breaking glass, followed by a scream.

      My heart stops.

      I lurch toward the door with unthinkable visions in my head. Arya hurt. Arya bleeding. Fuck. Fuck! Did someone get into the house? I’ve made it impossible. Every inch of the grounds is surrounded by fifteen-foot-high wrought-iron fences and patrolled by ruthless guards toting semi-automatic weapons. There is no way. No one could have gotten to her.

      That’s what I tell myself, but I’m gasping for sanity by the time I get up the stairs, my blood frozen in place. If she’s hurt, I’ll throw myself from the roof. I won’t be able to live knowing she was injured or worse in my care. Please, no, please let her be…

      She wheels out of the hallway, a righteously pissed off angel with a vendetta and I rock back on my heels, sucking down droves of air. She’s okay, she’s okay, she’s…

      Mad as hell.

      That makes two of us.

      “Why would you scream like that, Arya?” I shout, storming toward her. Not only to chastise her for giving me a heart attack, but to touch her, reassure myself there isn’t a single nick on her skin. “I thought you were being hurt!”

      “I am! You are hurting me!”

      Hurting her? No. I almost drop to my knees. As it is, I double over, a dagger of denial twisting in my stomach. “What? How?”

      “Is there another woman here?” She lunges for a statue resting on the landing bookshelf, picks it up and hurls it—at my head. “I will kill her. I will kill her!”

      “What the fuck are you talking about, Arya? There has been no woman in the house but you.” My mind spins. “Are you actually jealous? I live for you. I built this house for you. I’m being burned alive every second of the day for you.”

      “You said you would find a way to feel good without me,” she sobs, tears clouding her eyes. “How are you doing it?”

      “The same way I’ve been handling it since you became a woman, Arya.”

      She stomps her foot. “How?”

      With an angry bellow, I stoop down and throw her quivering form over my shoulder, striding back toward the bedroom. She pounds her fists on my back and I don’t try to stop her, too furious to do anything but focus on where I’m going. What I’m going to do to her. Her parents couldn’t teach her a lesson or thwart her tantrums, but I’m in charge now. I’m God, Daddy, Lover, Disciplinarian and Bodyguard to this girl and she’s about to feel all of them.

      I throw Arya down in the center of our bed, untying the belt of her robe and throwing it open, raking her nakedness with my eyes. I’ve been pacing in my office for an hour trying to bring down my erection and nothing worked, not with her finally in my home, in my bed, and my cock hardens even more now at the exquisite sight of her. Those rosy little nipples and her horny pussy taunt me, clench my teeth.

      “You want to know how I handle being hard for you twenty-four fucking hours a day, sweetheart?” I yank down the zipper of my jeans and wrap a fist around my throbbing dick, pulling it out and beating it roughly. Finally having it touched makes me groan up at the ceiling, my jaw hinging open, and maybe it’s messed up, but having Arya there to watch me stroke off is making me hotter. “This is how I handle it. I have to beat my cock until I’m sore and my hand is cramping because I can’t get fucking your pussy out of my head.”

      She’s still not free of the tantrum. Her face is still flushed, eyes glittering.

      Watching me jerk off is making her breathless, but she’s not done being pissed. When she tries to escape and scramble off the bed, I pounce, flattening her underneath me. She’s face down, struggling, her naked ass pressing and wiggling in my lap, making me growl.

      I flip her over and pry her legs apart. “Enough,” I shout. “Stay still!”

      Holding down her bucking body with mine, I reach between her legs and find her soaked. Dripping. And my instinct rears its head, telling me I’ve held the key to curing her tantrums all his time.

      “Yeah, I know what you need, don’t I, you hot little brat?” Arya is still fighting me when I position my cock at the start of her wet hole and shove home, not stopping until I’m balls deep, making a guttural sound into her neck. “Oh. Fuck. That is tight tight tight. So fucking small.” I’m pulsing head to toe, the need for release screaming from the marrow of my bones, but I hold myself still, watching the transformation come over Arya. It’s like flipping a switch. Her eyes go from murderous to dreamy, her neck loosening, the angry flush leaving her skin. “This has been your real problem all along, hasn’t it, sweetheart?” I lean down and lick one of her nipples between my lips, rolling it between my tongue and the roof of my mouth. “You just needed this fat dick between your legs.”

      “Yes,” she gasps, her nails scraping down my back, burying in my ass and yanking me deeper—yes, Jesus. Yes. “Damian, you…you feel like the missing piece.”

      My heart crashes against my jugular. “I am your missing piece, Arya,” I manage, my hips beginning to pump and grind on their own, burying and reveling in her incredible sweetness. “And you’re mine. You’re mine.” I bring our mouths together and kiss her, drawing my tongue in and out in time with the movements of my hips. I’m fucking her. I’m finally fucking her. I didn’t think I would make it through all the misery and need alive. “I thought you knew. I thought you realized I’ve been waiting for you. I’d kill another woman before I let her touch me.” I shove my cock to the hilt and hold it, baring down with my hips. “Don’t you ever question my faithfulness again. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” she pants.

      I slam in and out again, gripping her throat in my hand. “Is it?”

      “Yes, Damian,” she moans, because I spread my knees and bring my hips lower, allowing me to scoop upward and hit her pussy from a different angle, my strokes deeper, angled toward that secret spot inside of her. And she loves it, her fingernails leaving tracks on my back, her hips working furiously to meet my thrusts. “Oh my God, please. Faster.”

      “Fuck. I can’t hold it,” I say thickly against her mouth, my drives speeding up, turning more aggressive, almost violent. “Been saving up for weeks to fill this little pussy to the brim. You’re going to make me a daddy in nine months, aren’t you, sweetheart? Yeah you are. Going to have me panting after that teen mom belly, following you around with my dick in my hand.”

      Arya’s breath catches, her thighs jolting and squeezing around my hips. “I-I think it’s happening again, but d-d-different.” She makes a keening sound, her hands flying up over her head to twist in the sheets. “Damian!”

      I called her a hot little brat earlier and that’s exactly how she comes. Her face screws up in a sexy pout and she whines my name, trembling so hard I hear her teeth chattering, her pussy contracting so much, I have to hold her down and fight to stay inside of her. “Stay down and let me come in that pussy,” I choke out into her neck. “Stay down and get what’s coming to you. S’going to make me feel so fucking good, baby, baby, please—”

      The pressure intensifies until I’m jackhammering into her drenched, clenching pussy, bellowing in pain, and then I’m tossed overboard into a bottomless ocean, pitched side to side by wave after wave of pleasure. I grind down and get my cock right up against her womb, calling her name hoarsely as the seed pumps out of me, the gradual relief wracking me in shudders, my balls high, tight, pulsing, rejoicing at finally being empty.

      It goes on forever, until I know I’ve coated her womb more than once and I collapse beside her limp body. Once I’ve recovered enough to get a decent breath, I pull her into my arms, close as I can get her.

      “I’m sorry about the tantrum,” she whispers against my shoulder. “I don’t think I’ll have any more now.”

      “That would be a shame now that we know how to stop them.”

      I feel her mouth curve into a smile. “You like…all of me, don’t you, Damian?”

      “Like.” I shake my head and pull her tighter to my chest, letting her hear the wild riot of my heart. “No. I love all of you, Arya.” Finding the robe, I secure it around her shoulders and belt it, carrying her from the room against my chest. “Let me show you how much.”
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      There are pictures of me in every room of the house.

      And most of them were taken through my old bedroom window.

      In some of them, I’m working on my laptop. In others, I’m reading in bed with very little clothing on. Occasionally, as Damian carries me through the house, we come across pictures that consist of nothing but the curve of my elbow, her slope of my bottom, my lips, the triangle of underwear between my thighs. And when we reach his office, I’m completely nude in every single snapshot.

      “I used to imagine you knew I was watching. That you were undressing just for me, putting on a show and letting me look, trying to convince me to come and get you.” He exhales into my hair. “I almost gave in so many times. Especially when you seemed sad. I hated it.”

      I’m a levelheaded girl. I know I’m supposed to be worried by Damian’s clear obsession with me, but I’ve been obsessed with him for more than half my life. Even when I couldn’t see him, I knew he was there. I’ve depended on him. When I was alone and scared, his invisible presence made me feel safe and nothing has changed. I’m not surprised by the pictures, because all along, I sensed him watching me.

      Walking through this place that houses the proof I wasn’t crazy all this time?

      It’s more comforting than I could ever imagine.

      And with every step through this beautiful house, my affection for him deepens and pushes out at the sides until I wonder if it’ll ever settle. Ever stop multiplying.

      When we reach the orange grove, I know for sure it won’t.

      There are a dozen trees under a glass dome and it’s hot and humid inside. But even as dew begins to prickle on my skin, all I can do is marvel. “How did you do this?” I ask, wiggling until he reluctantly sets me on my feet. “Orange trees on Long Island…”

      He nods at the thermostat on the wall, then goes back to watching me vigilantly from beneath his eyelids. “It’s temperature controlled. And I have the soil shipped in from Florida.”

      I take a huge whiff of the air and wrap my arms around myself giddily. “It smells like you, Damian.”

      “It smells like us,” he says in a gruff voice, circling around the back of me, his intense regard making my spine tingle. “Arya, I have to speak with you about something important.”

      “Okay…” I draw out, laughing nervously. “You can talk to me about anything.”

      Even while rescuing me from a sniper and blackmailing my father, Damian was cool as a cucumber. For the first time, he actually seems like his composure it slipping. “I’m worried…” He shifts his stance. “I’m worried you’ll run from me.”

      “I would never,” I whisper.

      If possible, his eyes grow even more grave. Intense. “I grew up poor. I only got half an education because I was too busy working to support my family. But that day I met you on the subway steps, I knew I had to find a way to claw my way up. You made me believe I could and I wanted you to be proud of me, as crazy as that sounds. You were only a child.” He pauses. “I vowed to protect you from that day on, but then…ah, sweetheart, then you grew up and the need to prove myself, to build my fortune, it got a lot more urgent. It wasn’t just that I adored you, now I had to make you my wife or I’d go fucking insane. So I clawed. And that involved…killing. Contract killing at first. And then I started hiring my own guys. Started hiring them out for protection when they weren’t completing contracts. Then I expanded into gambling. This house was built with illegal money, but I can’t regret a single second. I can’t, because you’re here now and I’d do it all over again. You are mine. You’ve always been mine.”

      “Yes. I am.” I go toward him, running my hands up the front of his chest. “I might be sheltered, Damian, but I know my father and his associates are just as corrupt as the men they prosecute. I hear the deals he makes, deals that hurt the people he’s meant to serve. Just because his corruption is prettier doesn’t make it better.” I go up on my toes and kiss his chin, his cheek, his mouth. “And maybe you’re a killer. Maybe you are a little—or a lot—bad. But you’re not bad to me.”

      “Never,” he vows, dropping his forehead into the crook of my neck. “Never, never.”

      “Since you did all this for me, Damian…” I tease the button his jeans with my fingertip. “Let me claim a little responsibility. That way we can be bad together.”

      “No.” He surges forward and takes my mouth in a fervent kiss, his hands plowing into my hair to move me how he wants me. “No, you’re too sweet.”

      “Then I can be sweet enough for the both of us,” I whisper.

      He pants against my mouth while unzipping his jeans. I’m still reeling at the sight of him, thick and ruddy, protruding from a nest of black hair, when he reaches up and plucks an orange from one of the trees. He takes a bite and spits out the peel, then squeezes the orange over his erection, leaving it dripping in juices. I’m quaked by the inundation of lust inside me and it triples when he strips off his shirt, revealing a climbing wall of flexing muscle and sinew.

      And there across his belly, my name is tattooed in blue ink.

      “Damian,” I whisper, shaken.

      His shaft stretches and lifts when I say his name. “Redeem me, Arya.”

      You’re going to wrap your pretty mouth around my big bad cock so often, it’s going to taste like home.

      I recall him telling me this in the SUV, but it was a someday thing. A skill to be learned later. But with the moment upon me, I am so eager to taste him, I shock myself by peeling the robe off my body and dropping it, falling to my knees in front of him and nuzzling my face in his lap. “Tell me what to do,” I whisper, looking up at Damian.

      His eyes are almost black with arousal, chest heaving.

      He grips a fistful of my hair and guides me closer. “Just suck the juice off for me, sweetheart.”

      My lips stretch around his hard pole and as usual, the scent, the very hint of oranges makes my nipples bead, only now I know why. I know why my folds grow slick and why I writhe my hips up and back in the air while bobbing my mouth up and down on his thickness. His groans encourage me, as does his hand shaking in my hair.

      “Oh fuck, Arya. Jesus. I can’t believe you’re here, sucking me off. Doing it so well, too, aren’t you, sweetheart?” His hips jerk up and back, spearing himself in and out of my mouth. “That’s my girl. That’s a good girl. A little deeper for your man. Please. Please. Just another inch.”

      After only a few minutes with Damian in my mouth I’m already addicted. Having this powerful man shudder and gasp at the tiniest lick of my tongue or stroke of my hand. I’m never going to get enough of it and I show him that by opening my throat, letting him in deeper until I choke, tears springing to my ears, but it’s worth it. So worth it when he barks a curse and pulls out, my name heaving on his stomach.

      He goes down on his knees and spins me around, pushing me forward onto my elbows. “Bend over and give me that tight pussy to finish in. Now.” His chest presses down on my back, his hot breath filling my ears, and then he fills me in one savage thrust. And he doesn’t stop. Doesn’t pause for even a second before he’s hammering into me, forcing screams from my throat that echo around the enclosed orange grove. “I wasn’t lying when I said I was worried you’d run from me. But you want to know a secret?” He sucks the side of my neck without gentleness, no doubt leaving another mark. “I was only worried you’d try. You wouldn’t have gotten far. The walls are high, my love. My obsession. You’re never getting away from me.”

      God help me, that admission, delivered as his hips slap loudly against my bottom, makes my sex tremble and clench, release stampeding through me and leaving me facedown and sobbing while Damian works in and out of my spent flesh, finishing with a shout of triumph.

      “I love you,” he grates into my neck, his sweat dripping onto my back and rolling down my spine. “You get one more surprise before I feed you and put you to bed.” He rolls me into his arms, stands and strides from the grove. “We’re getting married in the morning and I want you to be well rested.”

      My mouth is hanging open. “Married? Tomorrow?” I sputter. “Where?”

      “The courthouse.” His throat works. “The idea of a big wedding makes me too nervous, Arya. I don’t want that many people around you.”

      I’m in shock from the fact that I’m going to be a married woman tomorrow. So when Damian settles me on my feet and opens the door to a room we haven’t been inside of yet, at first I don’t realize what I’m seeing. Until the barking starts.

      Four little fur balls bound toward me, my eyes fill with tears and I swear they can hear my heart pounding on the moon.

      “Puppies!”
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      The next morning, I get to take puppies for a walk! For the first time!

      Damian follows me with his hands clasped behind his back, a smile tipping up the edges of his mouth while I giggle my way along the grounds, watching the pups nip at each other’s ears and roll around in the grass. When they’ve been fed and their business is complete, Damian brings me to the kitchen where I’m surprised to find a middle-aged woman named Josephine making us omelets. She’s warm and kind and I like her instantly. Over breakfast, Damian explains she’s a woman from his old neighborhood who let him sleep in her enclosed porch on nights his father kicked him out for not bringing home enough money.

      I decide to love her.

      After Josephine leaves, Damian pushes back his chair at the table and crooks his finger at me. I ride him while he grips my butt cheeks, directing me, bouncing me, uttering filth against my mouth and by the time we’re finished I’m slumped and sated against my future husband, a thousand times happier than I’ve ever been in my life.

      On the way to the city, I find myself straddling Damian’s lap once again, writhing up and back on what he now makes me call his cock. This time we go slowly, exploring each other’s mouths thoroughly, groaning, my hips grinding up and back, circling in teasing patterns, Damian’s teeth biting at my nipples, suckling reverently, leaving more and more marks on me…and I start to love it. I start to pull at his hair and beg to be marked and that’s when he throws me down on the seat and takes me hard, our flesh slapping together, his mouth suctioned to my neck, the windows fogging up around us.

      We pull up outside of the Long Island courthouse and I do my best to fix the lacey, cream-colored dress I picked for the occasion, though my panties are ruined from being ripped off. Note to self: start traveling with an extra pair. Damian wears black slacks, a blue-gray button, a black tie and sunglasses. So. Insanely. Sexy. And in charge. And all mine. We haven’t even gotten out of the SUV yet and I’m already excited for the ride home.

      I’m excited about the whole life ahead of us.

      Me and my guardian angel.

      “You stay here for a few minutes,” he murmurs, kissing my mouth, tucking some sex mussed hair behind my ears. I’m sitting on the edge of the backseat and he’s standing in the open door, his hard body wedged between my legs. “I want to go check it out, make sure it’s safe enough to bring you in.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be safe?”

      His eyes darken. “I have a lot of enemies, sweetheart. Your father is one of them now, too. I was discreet about getting the marriage license and I purposely applied for it outside of his jurisdiction, but there’s always a chance he could find out I’m about to marry his little girl and try to stop it. I’m willing to bet he spent the night finding out everything there is to know about me and…” I hear him swallow. “If he even has an inkling of my past, he might be regretting letting you leave with me.”

      “No one is going to take me away,” I say, smiling to reassure him. “We’re getting married today. Try to look less terrified.”

      “I just want the ring on your finger,” he breathes. “I want it official so I can bring you back inside my walls where it’s safe.”

      “What about a honeymoon?” I tease him.

      “Don’t start, Arya. All those fucking people around my girl…”

      “Eventually you’ll have to let me out, Damian.” I brush my fingertips up and down on the back of his neck. “I lived in a glass prison before. I love our house, but I want to see the world.” I kiss his nose. “Or even just the Hamptons.”

      He seems to be taking my words to heart. “I’ll work on it.”

      “We’ll work on it.” Emotion tickles my throat and my chest suddenly feels like a tight-packed chamber. “I love you.”

      His breath releases in a rush, his eyes taking on a beautiful sheen. “That’s the first time you’ve said it.”

      “It is? But I’ve loved you for so long.”

      “Say it more often then,” he rasps, taking my face in his hands and kissing me hard. Kissing me until I’m whimpering and trying to wrap my legs around his hips. “Please.”

      I nod, breathless as he pulls away. “I will. I promise.”

      He shoves away from the SUV, seeming torn over leaving me, even though there are two guards in the front seat, on the other side of the partition. “Stay here. I’m leaving two men. The doors are locked and the vehicle is armored. Nothing can touch you if you just stay inside.”

      “Okay.”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.”

      The door closes and locks. Damian tests the handles. Three times.

      He’s only leaving me for a few minutes, but the bright anxiety in his eyes tells me he’s already on the edge and I hope he gets back soon. I don’t like him being worried.

      Through the windshield, I watch Damian and a group of his men move toward the courthouse and up the steps, where they disappear inside. I lean back against the seat and sigh, dreaming up names for our puppies. Maybe we can name them after the four seasons or the Beatles. I’ll have to ask Damian what he thinks after the ceremony—

      A flash of black in my periphery captures my attention.

      I sit forward, staring dumbfounded at the man who moves at a fast clip on the sidewalk. The sun catches a gleam of metal inside his suit coat. He’s sweating and staggering a little bit, like he’s had too much to drink—and I know full well what that looks like.

      Because it’s my father.

      “No,” I cry out in the silent car when he pulls the gun out of his jacket. “No, no, no…”

      He’s going to shoot Damian. I know it with every fiber of my being.

      Somebody has to warn him.

      I bang on the partition but my fists are muffled. Is it soundproof? It stands to reason that it must be after everything we’ve been doing back here. If the guards aren’t already out of the SUV, they must not have noticed my father pass with the gun.

      Do I have time to get out and explain it to them? They might refuse to leave me and save Damian, as per their boss’s instructions.

      I have to warn him. There’s no other choice.

      If I had a cell phone, I would call him, but I can’t even remember if I packed it and anyway, I don’t have his number.

      My father has too far of a head start now. I have to move.

      Pain grabs onto my lungs like tentacles and won’t let go even as I break Damian’s rule and throw open the back door, hurtling myself out into the parking lot. I run at breakneck speed toward the courthouse, my father having disappeared inside only a few seconds before. My pulse is going a thousand miles an hour in my temples and my breath is emerging like winded sobs, but I have to reach Damian.

      He’s been my guardian angel so many times. Now it’s my turn to be his.

      I can’t let him down and I can’t let him die.

      “Hey!” one of the guards yells from the SUV, doors being thrown open. “Arya! Get back here!”

      No. No, I can’t stop. When I enter the courthouse, I’m not sure which direction to go, but I see a few people staring down a back hallway and know they must be wondering about the lumbering drunk man. So I sprint in that direction, fear clogging my throat.

      I catch the very tail end of my father’s foot as he steps into a room labeled “county clerk” and I run for everything I’m worth. Because I know Damian is inside that room. Male voices rise ominously just as I round the corner, my gaze searching frantically for Damian among the black suits, and there he is. There he is.

      I hear my father say, “She found the pictures. My wife. She knew I wouldn’t have let Arya leave without a good reason. So you got what you wanted in the end, didn’t you? I’m fucking ruined! I’m not going down alone, though.”

      Damian is looking at my father, but his gaze travels to me and fills with stark fear. Denial. And in rushes the madness, turning his eyes all but black. “Arya!” Damian bellows. “Get out of here. No. NO!”

      But I can’t stop running.

      I would have died when I was fourteen if it wasn’t for this man.

      Or when I was fifteen. Sixteen.

      He’s devoted his whole life to protecting me, giving me a place to call home, and I love him. I’ve loved him since I was six, even if that love has evolved drastically over time. I wish I had time to tell him all of this, but my father is already raising the gun, pointing it at Damian. His men are too confused by his yell to notice my father, though some of them are becoming aware and drawing their own weapons, too slowly, though. Too slow.

      Thank God I came and didn’t wait.

      I take the final step and throw myself across Damian’s chest, wrapping my arms around his neck and squeezing my eyes closed. The gun goes off, loud and jarring. Women scream, men shout, an alarm peals and suddenly I’m on my back on the floor, Damian covering me with his body, his mouth moving, but I don’t hear any sound. Am I shot? There’s no pain.

      Maybe I’m in shock.

      My head turns to the right in slow motion and there’s my father, lying on the ground with a bullet wound in his head. An armed guard stands in the distance, still holding the gun, his expression stunned.

      But I have no time to process what happened because my fiancé turns those black, mad eyes on me, shaking me on the ground and his voice finally overcomes my temporary deafness from the gunshot.

      “What were you thinking? My girl. My sweet, sweet girl. What were you trying to do?” I can barely recognize his tone, it’s so steeped in anguish, cracking around the edges. His eyes are now red rimmed and delirious, his shaking hands traveling over every inch of my body. “You could have been killed. You knew you were going to be killed! How dare you. How dare you almost fucking die, Arya! You think my life for yours is an even trade? It’s not! It’s not. Do you think I’d want to live after you died in my arms? DO YOU?”

      His obvious torment causes tears to stream down my cheeks. “You’ve saved me so many times. It was my turn. I don’t want to live without you, either.” I start to hiccup, the adrenaline deserting me. “S-stop yelling at me.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” He drags me into his arms and rocks me back and forth in his lap, his movements compulsive. “Goddammit. I’m going to have nightmares for the rest of my life. You ran. You ran in front of the gun. Don’t you ever put me through this again. You are my life, Arya. Please. My fucking life.”

      I nod into his neck and make the promise.

      “Get the court officer in here now!” Damian roars over my head, still rocking me in his arms. “I’m not moving until she’s my wife. Get it done. I need to bring her home.”

      Everyone scrambles to do his bidding and someone throws a sheet over the body of my father. A minute later, the court officer runs out and has us repeat our vows on the floor, his nervous gaze lighting on Damian every two seconds, as if worried my almost-husband will strike. I’m shaken by so many emotions at once. Joy that I’m marrying the love of my life, sadness that I never truly knew my father and now he’s gone. But mostly, I feel relief that Damian is alive. Our union might be forged in today’s fire, but we’re strong enough to face anything. We’re beginning our forever together.

      When we’re finally pronounced man and wife, Damian lets out the breath he seems to have been holding, his mouth landing on mine, hard and desperate, kissing me until I run out of air. Then he stands with me in his arms and walks out of the courthouse.

      “Mine,” he breathes into the dusk.

      And I am. Completely and always.
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      I try not to panic when I walk into the house and Arya isn’t immediately in front of me.

      She usually runs to me the moment I step over the threshold and it’s become the only good part about work. Coming back. Catching her up against my chest and reassuring her that, although I have a dangerous job, I stay in the shadows. Stay out of the line of fire as much as possible. When a man has built himself the perfect paradise with an angel at his side, he doesn’t risk it for anything.

      I check Arya’s office first. There are shelves and shelves of fantasy books to my left, her command station to my right. She is still running her dog adoption website—it’s something that fulfills her and I strive to see her happy—but I’ve convinced her to hire some remote help, so it doesn’t consume all of her time. After all, I’m already consuming quite a lot of it. I would take more if I could, but we’ve had some welcome additions to the family.

      A little boy named Benjamin.

      A slightly older girl named Suzanna.

      They are both perfect, just like their mother.

      With my heart swelling in my chest, I check the nursery upstairs next, but it’s empty as well. Our bedroom, too.

      I swallow a fistful of quarters and whip out my cell, calling the phone I’ve asked Arya to keep on her at all times. My number and 911 are the only contacts on it. And if she doesn’t answer the damn thing—

      “Damian!” Arya answers cheerfully, and I sink down onto our bed, trying to get my breathing under control. “Are you home? We’re in the backyard.”

      Starved for the sight of her, of my little family, I go to the window overlooking the ocean. We have a private beach several acres in the distance, but there is a swimming pool below and a lawn stretching down to the water. Arya and our four fully grown dogs are off to the side near one of my towering walls with gardening tools spread out around them on the grass. Suzanna jumps up and down, waving at me excitedly.

      Benjamin is strapped to Arya’s chest.

      I can’t reach them fast enough. Is it unusual that any time I’m in the same room with my wife and children, I can’t seem to draw a substantial breath? How have I gotten so lucky?

      I don’t know, but I’m not going to test it any more.

      If I’m going to be the best father and husband possible, I’ll have to trade one risk for another. The difference is, this new risk will make my family happy and that…that is invaluable. Greater than any amount of money or influence in the criminal world.

      Suzanna runs toward me giggling and I toss her up in the air, catching her on the way down, before settling her on my hip. She’s got her mother’s big eyes and bigger heart. “Dada, we’re planting vegetables.”

      The dogs sniff me and wag their tails. I try to pat each of them on the head without having to take my eyes off my beautiful wife.

      Arya smiles at me from her knees, the strapless, pale yellow sundress she wears making her look like a ball of sunshine. Gorgeous. One arm is wrapped around the pouch that contains our sleeping son. “I thought it would be fun. And this way, it’s kind of like I’m going to the supermarket.” Her tone is eager, excited. “I can just walk outside and pick the produce.”

      But the words she’s saying cause a pang in my chest.

      Deep breath.

      “Maybe…soon. You can go to the real market.”

      Arya drops the spade in her hand, her expression perplexed. “What?”

      Christ, the idea of leaving is obviously so foreign to her. I didn’t mean to keep her trapped inside these walls for so long, but our wedding day almost broke me. When I came so close to losing her, something inside me snapped and it has taken me five fucking years to even consider letting her leave. Five years.

      I’m an obsessive bastard when it comes to my wife, but I’m going to make some gradual changes. As much as I don’t want to be like my father, I don’t want to be like Arya’s father, either, keeping such a beautiful soul under lock and key. She deserves better. I’m going to give it to her, no matter how much it fills me with terror.

      Suzanna yawns and drops her head down onto my shoulder. “Let’s go settle them in for naps and we’ll talk.”

      Arya nods, dazed, and we walk toward the house, side by side.

      There is a lump in my throat the size of an egg just being this close to her. The tip of her nose is slightly sunburned and I want to kiss it. Want to hold her. Make love to her. Hard.

      Having children means I’ve had to learn patience, but I don’t have it in great supply.

      Upstairs, we lay Suzanna and Benjamin down in their rooms and they’re breathing evenly before their heads hit the pillow. This is peace. This is what it feels like and my wife has given it to me. Where would my life have led if she didn’t approach me that day on the subway steps? I shudder to think about it. It gives me nightmares.

      Arya and I meet on the landing between the children’s rooms and I take her hand, leading her into our bedroom and closing the door, shoving her up against it with my body. Pushing up between her splayed thighs and groaning. I don’t kiss her. I can’t. Not if we’re going to have this important conversation. If my mouth touches hers, my already hard cock will come out and that has to wait. I need to tell her I’m going to be better. I need to tell her I’m going to make her happier.

      “I missed you today,” she whispers, looking up at me through her lashes. “So bad.”

      “Don’t make me fuck you,” I say, my breath turning ragged. “Not yet.”

      She nods. “What did you mean that maybe I can go to a real market soon?”

      I take her face in my hands, tilting it up. “For the last year, sweetheart, I’ve been selling off the business. Piece by piece. Today I handed over the keys to the bookmaking operation. And now…Arya, I’m done. I’m out.”

      “What?” she breathes, her brown eyes like saucers. “W-who did you sell to?”

      “Different outfits. Men that have nothing to lose.” I brush my lips along her hairline. “I’m not one of them. I have everything in the world and I’m not leaving this house one more time not knowing if I’m going to come back. I’m not putting you through that anymore, either.”

      She looks up at me with tears in her eyes. “I try to be brave, but…”

      “I know you do, sweetheart.” I brush the moisture from her cheeks. “We have more money than God now, Arya. You want to go see the world…you want to go to the supermarket, I’ll probably send a dozen men with you, but my enemies are going to be in short supply from now on and…I want you to have some freedom.”

      The last part comes out sounding choked.

      But when her face lights up, I know it’s going to be worth the fear.

      “Can we go to Paris?”

      Deep breath. All those people around my girl… “We can go for a month, if you want.”

      “What about Hawaii? Ireland? Thailand?”

      “Yes. Anywhere you want. As long as it’s safe.”

      Her laugh is bright, clear and abandoned. She drops kisses all over my face. “Oh, I’m so happy. I’m so excited! I love you, Damian.”

      “I love you, too, Arya,” I say hoarsely, thanks to her legs cinching around my waist. I tilt my hips hard enough to rattle the door hinges and just like that, we’re frantic to fuck. Her panties tear away in my hands and we go to work on my zipper, our fingers bumping together. “Not going to make it to the bed,” I rasp into a kiss. “And you’re getting it rough. You’ll be getting it rough a lot.” I guide my cock to her wet entrance and slam deep, covering her mouth with my hand to trap her pleasured scream. “Letting you out isn’t going to be easy for me. I’m going to take the fear out on this tight-ass pussy.”

      “Yes,” she gasps, receiving my first upward punch.

      “As often as I want,” I growl through my teeth.

      “As often as you want.”

      My thrusts are brutal, deep, fast and she’s already shaking a minute later, her pretty tits bouncing around in the neckline of her dress, her head thrown back, mouth open. “Damian,” she moans, her walls trembling and contracting around me, pulling me to the edge.

      “That’s right, wife. Say my name. Say it forever. Love me forever, the way I love you.”

      “I will. I do.”

      

      THE END
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      There’s a moment in every man’s life when he senses his downfall. Sees it hurtling straight at him like a goddamn torpedo. Maybe it’s a bad poker bet, a wrong turn in a terrible neighborhood, or one line of coke too many. 

      

      Mine is a redhead. 

      

      I advertised for a magician’s assistant and this sweet, little thing walked in the door. But I ain’t no magician. I need my redhead for far more nefarious purposes. Imagine my surprise when she comes along willingly, in need of a protector. And I’m the only man for the job, because I will kill to keep her safe…and in my bed where she belongs. 
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