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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Allie

          

        

      

    

    
      A hard, muscular chest collided with my back, pushing me forward so I was pinned against the wall. Panic slashed my thoughts to ribbons, tangling my rational mind into a snarl of disjointed, primal fears. Someone was in my house; a man had been waiting for me in the shadows as soon as I closed the door behind me.

      Animal instinct overtook my body as adrenaline surged through my system. My hands slapped at the wall, my palms stinging as I struggled to free myself from my attacker’s hold.

      He was too strong. His hand tightened over my lips to smother my scream, but he didn’t have to hold me with bruising force to trap me in place. His bulky frame surrounded me, suffocated me. My chest seized; I couldn’t seem to get any air into my lungs. The shadow-draped foyer spun around me, and terror was a copper tang on my tongue.

      “Breathe.” The growled command was punctuated by a sharp prick at the side of my neck. Insidious warmth oozed into my bloodstream, pumping through my body with each pounding beat of my heart. My muscles relaxed, and fresh oxygen flooded my lungs, enhancing the strange, alarming high that muddled my mind. The shadows around me deepened, and I floated away into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, Freckles. We need to talk.”

      My eyelids were far too heavy, and sleep fogged my brain. I groaned and tried to ignore the voice, but a harsh curse roused me. That deep, masculine tone set off alarm bells in my fuzzy mind, blaring at me to wake up.

      A burst of instinctive fear pulsed through me, and I peeled my eyes open. I squinted into the darkness, struggling to make sense of where I was. A single, dim lightbulb hung above my head, cocooning me in a small puddle of illumination that threw the rest of the room deeper into shadow. The semicircle of floor that I could see beneath my feet was gray concrete.

      My head spun, and my stomach churned. My surroundings were so foreign that they didn’t seem real. This was something out of a disjointed nightmare, not real life. My flesh began to crawl, and the primal impulse to run caused my muscles to bunch beneath my skin.

      The world flickered around me with each rapid pulse of my heart. The sickening effect was disorienting, but I tried to bolt anyway. My arms jerked against soft bindings, and my panic spiked. I twisted and pulled, my mind refusing to accept that my wrists were tied behind the cold metal chair that provided a rigid frame beneath my trembling body.

      In my increasingly frantic struggles, a pinpoint of red light drew my attention. I barely made out the shape of a camera set up on a tripod to my right. I was being recorded.

      Something stirred in the shadows, a darker shade of black. I stilled, freezing like a spooked doe.

      Dread coiled in my gut as the memory of a man’s hand on my mouth flooded my spinning brain. The prick at the side of my neck had been a needle, and I was lucid enough now to comprehend that my mind was still sluggish from the drugs.

      The darker shadow took on the form of a towering man. He loomed over me, just at the edge of the pool of light, a nightmare shrouded in darkness. My skin pebbled with a shock of icy fear, and my belly quivered. His massive body dwarfed mine, his corded arms flexing against his tight black shirt as he crossed them over his chest. The light gleamed dimly over a mass of tousled black curls as he tipped his head back, but only the sharpest lines of his face captured any of the illumination. It rendered his face a macabre, skull-like mask.

      Terror hit me like a sledgehammer to my brain, obliterating all rational thought in a burst of primal panic.

      “Help!” I cried out for anyone to save me. I twisted against my restraints, but the silky binding simply slid around my wrists, securing me firmly in place. My scream tore up my throat, and the spike of abject horror magnified the dizziness from the drugs that lingered in my system. The room swirled around me, making my stomach churn. Nausea coated my shrieks in acid, and my next scream stuttered as I swallowed against the burn.

      Through the unruly hair that tumbled over his brow, a flash of white indicated that my captor rolled his eyes at me. “Don’t bother. Do you think I drugged you just to bring you to a place where someone could hear you scream for help?” His voice was gravelly, rough with exasperation. “We’re going to have a little conversation. Screaming will only waste my time. I don’t like having my time wasted.” The last was a low warning, softer but somehow more terrifying than his growl.

      “Who are you?” The question left my lips on a whisper. The room wouldn’t stop spinning, and my stomach writhed like a nest of venomous snakes. “What do you want from me?”

      “I’m Max Ferrara. And I want you to tell me all about your father’s ties to the Russian Bratva.”

      Ferrara. My brain stuck on the name, unable to process his second statement. Through the haze of drugs and terror, it tugged at my thoughts, dragging knowledge from the back of my mind. Ice frosted over my skin, and a bone-shaking shudder wracked my body. “Please let me go,” I begged on a tremulous whisper.

      I didn’t know this man, Max, at all, but it wasn’t hard to guess why he’d kidnapped me. While my dad had served as lead prosecutor for the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Southern District of New York, he’d built the case that decimated the Italian Mafia. The Ferraras were one of five major families that he’d taken down. That’d been when I was eleven years old. Max seemed too young to have been sent to prison back then, but there was an obvious reason why he had me tied to a chair in a dark room where no one would hear me scream: revenge.

      Max’s teeth flashed in a savage grin. “So, you do know who I am. Good. What else did your daddy tell you about his dirty dealings? Tell me everything you know about his relationship with the Russians.”

      That grin sliced through any rational thought I’d managed to gather in the midst of my drugged haze. Most of his face was still hidden in shadow, but that feral flash of white teeth set off my most basic prey response. I pulled harder against the restraints that bound me, frantically trying to flee from the threat. Blood pounded in my ears, but it didn’t drown out the sound of my ragged breaths. They sawed through the air around me, shredding any hope that this truly was a nightmare to ribbons.

      Desperation punched my chest when I didn’t manage to shift so much as an inch off the chair; the bindings weren’t painful, but they held me fast.

      “You don’t have to hurt me,” I begged in a rush. “Just let me go, and I swear I won’t tell anyone about this. Please, I—”

      “I’m not hurting you,” he snapped, cutting off my plea. “The sooner you stop babbling, the sooner this will end. Tell me what I want to know.”

      His corded muscles flexed where his arms were crossed over his thick chest, a chilling reinforcement of his brute strength and my powerlessness. A shadow ticked along the harsh line of his stubble-shaded jaw, and his eerily illuminated cheekbones seemed to sharpen—like some primal, fearsome beast that dwelled in darkness.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, willing my head to stop spinning. Everything was surreal and sickening. If my world could just go back to normal, if only this were a nightmare and I could wake up…

      “Focus, Freckles.” A sharp snap directly in front of my face jolted through my entire body like a thunderclap. “The Russians,” the beast prompted. “Tell me about your father and the Russians.”

      “Russians?” I parroted the word in a squeak, compelled to say something—anything at all—if it would appease my captor.

      A flash of white as he rolled his eyes again. “Yes, Russians. The Bratva. I know your father must’ve told you about his dealings. Daddy dearest obviously trusts his precious princess. He’s texted three times in the last half hour.” A rectangle of bright light blurred across my vision as he waved my phone at me.

      Hope sparked in my chest. Daddy would worry if I didn’t answer his texts. He would come to my house looking for me. As the mayor of New York, he could mobilize an army of law enforcement to find me.

      My captor seemed to read my thoughts. “He won’t find you,” he informed me with cold certainty. “I already used your thumbprint to unlock your phone and reply. You communicate with too many emojis, by the way. Anyone with half a brain could figure out what to say to keep your father from worrying. Your security is shit, Freckles.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I snapped without thinking. The familiar, cruel nickname hit me with a gut punch of reflexive anger. I’d felt this powerless, helpless rage far too many times before when suffering through my bullies’ torment. The impotent fury made my insides burn, but the familiar searing heat was far more comfortable than the bone-chilling terror of being held captive.

      His head tipped back, causing shadows to pool into the deep hollows beneath his cheekbones. What little I’d been able to make out of his features melted into darkness, leaving me staring into that awful, skull-like mask.

      I shrank into the unyielding metal chair, withering beneath the weight of his macabre glower. My fingers trembled, and I reflexively closed my fists to hide the sign of weakness. Bullies fed off my weakness. That’s what made tormenting me fun for them.

      My heart pounded erratically against my ribcage, and the room lurched around me. Past trauma and current, horrific reality were blending together. Still under the influence of whatever had been in that syringe, I could no longer differentiate this hostage scenario from awful memories of being terrorized by my worst bullies. Panic clawed at my brain, and years of learned coping mechanisms clicked into place to protect me from the worst of the abuse that was to come. I couldn’t allow innate fear responses to betray how terrified I was. That would only encourage my tormentor to continue toying with me.

      “You’d be better off answering my questions instead of arguing with me, Alexandra.” He emphasized my name, and it was somehow worse than the mocking nickname. His low, quiet tone resonated through the dimly lit room, caressing my skin in a silky-smooth threat. He said my name like he knew all my darkest secrets, ones that were buried so deep, even I wasn’t aware of them yet. “You know about your father’s connection to the Bratva. And you’re going to tell me everything.”

      I couldn’t fathom knowing anything terrible enough to warrant the heavy condemnation in his tone, but he spoke with such absolute certainty that for a moment, I questioned my sanity.

      I shook my head to clear it. The movement made my thoughts slosh in my brain. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” My tongue was too thick in my mouth, and my words slurred slightly.

      Don’t show weakness. I swallowed and tried again. “Let me go.”

      He muttered a low curse. “I shouldn’t have dosed you so much. You’re even more delicate than you look.”

      I’m not delicate! The snappish, kneejerk retort was at the tip of my tongue, but I pressed my lips together to lock it inside. I couldn’t allow him to see how much he was riling me.

      Weak. Skinny. Ugly. You look like a little boy. My bullies’ words echoed in my head, rolling around inside my skull and heightening my nausea.

      “Tell me what I want to know, and you can go home. You’re staying right here until you talk, Freckles.”

      “I told you not to call me that!” I burst out before I could stop myself.

      “I’ll call you whatever I want. You’re the one tied to a chair in my basement. You don’t get to make demands, Freckles.” He placed extra emphasis on the mocking nickname, twisting the knife. I caught another flash of white teeth as he bared a cruel smile at me.

      “You’re a bully,” I seethed in a moment of confusion, cleaving to my righteous, familiar rage. It seared away the worst of my debilitating terror. “You think you can scare me into telling you what you want to hear. I don’t know anything about any Russians. I don’t know if you’re insane or if you’re just getting off on terrorizing me. But you’re a bully, and I’ve dealt with bullies before. You won’t get anything out of me.”

      So far, Max hadn’t physically hurt me to get me to talk. In fact, he’d barely touched me at all. I knew his type. He wanted my fear. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction, and I wouldn’t give him any nasty lies he could use against my father. He’d put that camera there for a reason: he wanted to record my testimony.

      “You think I’m just a bully.” His voice went cold and flat, and I realized he’d been almost conversational until now. A chill danced over my skin, making my flesh pebble and my fine hairs stand on end.

      I’d been wrong. This man wasn’t toying with me. He wasn’t playing games.

      He ran a hand through the dark curls that fell over his brow, pushing his hair back so his eyes flashed through the gloom. His long fingers wrapped around the arms of the chair at either side of me, and he surged forward into my personal space.

      I couldn’t stifle my horrified shriek when his snarling face stopped within inches of my own.

      “I’m not a bully,” he growled. “I am a monster out of your worst nightmares.” Full lips twisted on a grimace, teeth snapping on each menacing word. The ferocious expression contorted his features, and a true beast snarled in my face. The sparse light overhead caught in the craggy, ruined flesh around his right eye, casting rippling shadows that formed a grotesque mask. The dark pools in the hollows beneath his high cheekbones were more skull-like than ever.

      I jerked back on instinct, and the movement caused the world to swirl around me. The horrible face wavered and twisted before my eyes. My heart leapt into my throat, blocking my ability to breathe. I gasped for air, and something hot and wet spilled down my cheeks.

      A harsh, inhuman sound grated across my senses, like claws scraping down my spine. My hands shook in their bonds, and a sob wracked my body.

      Suddenly, the terrible face was gone. My tormentor slid back into the shadows, melting into the darkness. “Do you understand what you’re dealing with now?” The words were strangely rough, as though forced through a mouthful of gravel. “Tell me about your father’s ties to the Bratva. I know he worked with them to destroy my family. You’re going to give me proof. I want details, names. I want every scrap of information in your pretty head. You will tell me. You’re not leaving here until you do.”

      “I-I don’t… I w-won’t…” My protests wavered on little hitching breaths. I couldn’t find the air to tell him that I didn’t know what he was talking about, and that I wouldn’t simply say whatever insanity he wanted to hear.

      I couldn’t conceal my fear anymore. Not when the burst of terror and swirl of drugs left my head spinning. This nightmare couldn’t be real. That monster couldn’t be real. Nothing he said made any sense, and despite my horror, something deep inside me knew that I couldn’t lie to appease him. I couldn’t betray my father like that, no matter how scared I was.

      A low curse hissed from the shadows. “Breathe, Alexandra. I’m not going to hurt you.” Another curse, softer this time. “But I will keep you here until you talk.”

      “I don’t have anything to say to you,” I managed faintly. I closed my eyes to block out the spinning room. It barely helped.

      A heavy sigh ghosted around me. His boots stomped against the concrete floor, retreating to the far corner of the basement. I squinted just in time for a flash of bright light to sear my vision. I recognized the sound of a fridge closing as I squeezed my eyes shut tight.

      His footsteps approached me, and I shrank back into the unyielding chair. When his body heat kissed my chilled skin, I peeked up at him, dread a lead weight in my stomach. I didn’t want to look into the monster’s face again, but instinct urged me to keep my eyes on the threat.

      Mercifully, he remained mostly cloaked in shadow, sparing me his terrible snarl. His hand was illuminated by the light above me as he extended a bottle of water toward my lips. “Here. You need to hydrate.”

      I turned my face away, fearful of drinking anything he offered me. He’d already drugged me once.

      Another sigh, roughened by an exasperated growl. “It’s just water. I want you to sober up. You’re useless to me like this.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have drugged me.” The bitter words popped out before I could think better of antagonizing him.

      I suddenly became aware of the cotton-wool dryness in my mouth and the sandpaper itch behind my eyes. I couldn’t think clearly through the haze that still blanketed my mind. His words and actions didn’t make any sense to me, but I had a better chance of figuring my way out of this awful scenario if I could sober up.

      I glanced sidelong at the water bottle, and my mouth went desert dry. My lips were chapped, and I couldn’t manage to moisten them with my tongue.

      He released an annoyed grunt and withdrew the offered water. A soft sound of protest left my chest as I watched him take a sip. I could still barely see his features, but as he lowered the bottle, his free hand tangled in his curls, tugging his hair down over the terrible scar around his eye.

      I am a monster out of your worst nightmares. Was that how he thought of himself? He was trying to scare me into giving him false testimony, but he hadn’t laid a hand on me. Did he think his disfigurement was disturbing enough to make me talk?

      “Here.” He extended his hand again, offering the water. “Now you know it’s not drugged. Happy?”

      “Not remotely,” I muttered. I really was thirsty, and my head was starting to pound.

      “Just drink the damn water,” he grumbled, pressing the cool bottle to my mouth. He waited for me to part my lips and accept what he offered rather than roughly forcing it down my throat.

      I opened my mouth and tipped my head back slightly, allowing the water to soothe my parched throat. A low groan eased from my chest as the cool liquid wet my tongue and lips. I hadn’t realized how miserably dehydrated I was until I took that first sip.

      Some of the water spilled down my chin and splashed onto my chest, but I didn’t care. I greedily gulped down everything he offered me, my fears about being drugged allayed by the fact that he’d taken a drink from the same bottle first.

      When I’d drained half of it, he pulled away, allowing me to draw in a shuddering breath. It felt good to breathe now that my mouth was no longer painfully dry, so I didn’t even register any fear when his thumb brushed away droplets of water that clung to my lower lip. The touch was gentle, despite the slight rasp of a callous over my soft skin.

      A light shiver raced over my body, and he pulled his hand away, moving slowly enough not to spook me. I blinked several times, clearing the cobwebs from my mind.

      He’d said his last name was Ferrara. He’d said that my father had destroyed his family. That was true; my father had sent many of his family members to jail, and they’d lost everything. But Max was young, probably only a few years older than me. Maybe the version of his family history that he’d been told was different from the hard reality that they alone were responsible for their crimes. This stuff about the Bratva had to be a complete fabrication.

      And with that awful scar, it wasn’t hard to guess that life hadn’t been kind to him. My own bullies had been bad enough, taunting me for my boyish figure and pale, freckled complexion. I could only imagine how much worse people would’ve treated him because of his disfigurement.

      “How’s your head?” he asked, the words a reluctant rumble.

      “Better.” I bit my lip, but it was too late to take back my reflexive answer. He wanted to know if my head was clearer so I could answer his insane questions.

      “Okay, let’s try this again,” he began. “Your father worked with the Bratva to bring my family down ten years ago. He took money from Russian oligarchs to advance his political aspirations, and in exchange, they helped him become the hero of New York: the man who brought down the Italian Mafia. I already know it, so there’s no point pretending otherwise. What I don’t have is proof. That’s why you’re here. Once you tell me everything you know, I’ll take you home unharmed. Don’t be stupid, Alexandra. Remember who you’re dealing with.”

      “It’s Allie,” I offered, hoping to relate to him on a more personal level. He’d been calling me Freckles before he realized it was a trigger for me. It occurred to me that maybe he’d been trying to keep his emotional distance. There was an edgy, desperate energy about Max. He badly wanted to believe what he was saying about my father, and he craved my confirmation.

      He took another step back, his massive frame swelling with tension. “I already told you I’ll call you whatever I want.” I didn’t miss the fact that the barbed statement wasn’t followed by a mocking nickname. “You want to go home, don’t you? Talk.” The last was a snapped command.

      If I could just appeal to his humanity, he might calm down long enough to see reason.

      “You’re wrong,” I said quietly. “My father didn’t do any of those things. I do know a little about your family, and if you suffered because of my dad’s case against them, I’m sorry. You couldn’t have had anything to do with their crimes back then. But whatever you’ve been told about my father is a lie. He’s a good man, and I won’t betray him by giving you a recording of those lies. I can’t say what you want me to say because it’s not true.”

      A growl slid from the shadows. “You must know something. You’re working for the U.S. Attorney’s Office, just like your father. I don’t believe that he has you following in his footsteps in total ignorance. Daddy would’ve told his princess how the world really works, what you need to get ahead in life.”

      I peered at him, my eyes straining to see his features through the gloom. His scarred appearance had horrified me before, but I’d been woozy from the drugs, and he’d been snarling in my face. Now, I wished I could read him better. He used the shadows as a shield between us.

      “What do you expect to gain from all this?” I lifted my shoulders to indicate my bound state. “Even if I tell you what you want to hear, what will that accomplish? You said you won’t hurt me, and I think I believe you. But I can’t betray my father with lies that will destroy his character and reputation. I love him, and I won’t do that.”

      Purpose firmed my resolve, and the terror that’d left a metallic tang on my tongue mostly receded. Primal panic no longer clawed at my mind. I could reason my way out of this.

      “You should be scared of me.” His voice went cold and flat again, just like it had before he’d surged into my personal space and told me he was a monster.

      But he hadn’t touched me then, and I thought he was bluffing again now.

      I hoped.

      “Well, I’m not,” I said with far more bravado than I felt. “I think you’re hurting. I think you’ve been through something awful, and it’s pushed you to this point. I can help you, Max.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, his muscles bulging and flexing as though resisting some physical strain. “You can help me by confessing your father’s sins. You want to know what I want out of all this? Why I risked kidnapping the mayor’s daughter? I want leverage. I want your father to know that he can’t fuck with my family ever again.”

      His voice shook with rage and something darker. He had suffered because of my father’s actions. His family had been sent to prison, and he’d been forced to grow up without them. That didn’t make my dad a bad person, but Max wouldn’t see it that way.

      “Listen, Max.” I intentionally used his name, and he flinched as though I’d struck him. “I can’t give you what you want. I don’t know who told you those outrageous lies about my father, but they’re not true. Just let me go home, and I won’t tell anyone about this.” He scoffed, but I continued on. “I’m serious. You haven’t hurt me. You think you’re somehow defending your family by doing this, but I’ll defend my family, too. You have nothing to gain by keeping me here, and the longer you do, the greater the chance that my father will launch a manhunt to locate me.”

      He was silent for several long seconds, his head cocked to the side as he considered me. “You really don’t know anything, do you?” he finally said, his voice heavy with some emotion I couldn’t quite identify. Regret? Despair?

      “There’s nothing to know,” I replied evenly. “My father has nothing to do with the Bratva. I am sorry for whatever you’ve been through.” I meant every word. Max had terrorized me, but he’d clearly suffered through some terrible things if he’d been pushed to this mad scheme.

      “Don’t pity me,” he barked. “You’re the one tied to a chair in my basement.”

      As though I needed reminding.

      “I won’t tell anyone about this,” I promised again, my voice clear and calm.

      “No, you won’t,” he agreed, his promise darker than my own. He stepped into the light, dropping to one knee as his powerful arms bracketed me once again. His big hands fisted around the metal chair at either side of me, knuckles white with strain. The overhead light cast craggy shadows beneath the scarred flesh around his eye. This time, I barely flinched when he snarled in my face. He couldn’t help that he’d been permanently scarred by some horrific injury. The mark of his pain wasn’t a threat to me.

      “I won’t hurt you, but I have no problem hurting your father,” he seethed. “If you tell anyone about this, he will pay the price.” His eyes glinted with an almost fanatical light, and the fine lines around his mouth drew deep with strain. Max hated my father, and I fully believed that he wouldn’t hesitate to follow through on his malicious promise.

      Manic energy pulsed from his huge frame, a dangerous vibration over my flesh. He’d risked everything to capture me, and he’d gotten nothing for his efforts. He was far too volatile at this moment for me to show any more softness or pity. He was on the verge of releasing me, and I didn’t dare breathe a word that might make him change his mind.

      “I won’t say anything to anyone,” I swore, willing him to believe me. “I won’t put my family at risk.” Daddy was the only family I had left. Max seemed to understand loyalty—it was what had driven him to kidnap me.

      He huffed out a breath, and the tension eased from his harsh features. For the first time, I got a good look at his face. If it weren’t for the horrific scar, Max would’ve been devastatingly handsome with those high cheekbones, sensual mouth, and a jawline sharp enough to cut.

      His dark eyes dropped from mine, and long, thick lashes fanned his left cheek. Whatever had scarred him—fire?—didn’t seem to have injured the right eye itself, but it’d scored the flesh on his brow and cheekbone. The puckered skin was obscured by the thick black curls he allowed to grow in an unruly mass to conceal the worst of the damage.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” he murmured, a low warning. One hand slipped into his pocket, and my stomach dropped when he uncapped the syringe.

      “What are you doing?” I jerked and twisted, but the silky restraints held firm. I barely felt the sting of the needle sliding into my arm, but horror mingled with the warmth of the drugs as they oozed into my system. My body began to relax, and my eyelids became lead weights.

      My heart slammed into my ribcage in a renewed burst of terror. The loss of control was horrifying, and while my mind still whirred, I registered how completely vulnerable the drugs made me.

      “Please…” I whispered, even though it was too late to stop him from doing whatever he wanted.

      He shushed me gently. “Don’t be afraid. I’m taking you home.”

      The basement dissolved around me, his reassurances following me down into darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Allie

          

        

      

    

    
      My head pounded, and my eyelids itched like sandpaper. I groaned and rolled over. The mattress disappeared beneath me, and I jolted awake when my butt hit the floor. For a second, I flailed, my bedroom swimming around me.

      No. Not my bedroom. I pressed a hand to my forehead, trying to alleviate the worst of the ache that throbbed against my skull with each of my rapid heartbeats.

      I was sprawled on the floral rug in my living room. I must’ve fallen asleep on the couch, cuddled up beneath my favorite fuzzy pink blanket. But I didn’t remember…

      I gasped, and everything came into sharp focus as I went on high alert. Frantically, my eyes searched the room, fearful that my captor still lurked in the shadows.

      But there weren’t any shadows. Bright sunlight streamed through the large bay window, flooding the room with natural light. I wasn’t in that awful basement. I wasn’t bound to a chair while a monster interrogated me.

      The terrible, beastly mask filled my mind, and I clutched a hand over my racing heart as I struggled to draw in oxygen.

      My eyes swept the room a second time. And a third.

      The monster was nowhere in sight. For a moment, I doubted that the horrific experience had even been real. It felt impossible now that I was back in my cheery townhouse, surrounded by the safety of my own home and bathed in warm sunshine.

      But I recognized my pounding headache and scratchy eyelids all too well. These were the exact symptoms that’d assailed me when I’d first awoken in that basement and found myself trapped in a nightmare.

      My fingers rubbed my wrists, checking for restraints that weren’t there. Not even the faintest bruise marked my skin where he’d bound me to that rigid metal chair.

      I sucked in a deep breath, remembering the softness of the bindings.

      I’m not going to hurt you. Don’t be afraid. Even though he’d terrorized me, Max had gone out of his way to make sure I was unharmed by the experience. He’d wanted to scare me into talking, but he hadn’t wanted to hurt me.

      I recalled the cool sensation of the water he’d offered me, soothing my parched throat and alleviating the worst of my headache. Suddenly, I was desperately thirsty.

      I struggled to my feet, swaying slightly at the lingering dizziness from the drugs.

      Yes, the nightmare had definitely been real, and I was still feeling the lingering effects.

      I stumbled toward my kitchen, quickly grabbing a glass from the cabinet and filling it with chilled water from my fridge. I moaned when the cool liquid slid over my tongue and down my scratchy throat.

      Max might not have wanted to hurt me, but the aftereffects of those drugs were worse than the most wicked hangover of my life.

      Despite the nauseating waves of heat that rolled just beneath my skin, my flesh pebbled with an echo of the bone-deep chill that’d settled over me in that basement. I rubbed my arms, hugging myself tight. The back of my neck prickled, and I shot a wary glance around my brightly lit kitchen. I couldn’t shake the fear that’d taken root in my psyche, keeping me on high alert for danger that seemed to have evaporated in the morning sunlight.

      Moving with slow caution, I tiptoed around my entire house, checking every corner for signs of my assailant.

      Not a single one of my belongings was out of place. It was as though Max was a ghost, not the corporeal monster who’d bound me to a chair and asked me insane questions about my father and the Russian Bratva.

      I am a monster out of your worst nightmares. A shiver raced over my skin as his snarled words played through my mind.

      I took a deep breath and focused on the memory of his face, not when he’d snarled at me, but later, just before he’d let me go. His features had softened, and his eyes had dropped from mine as though he couldn’t bear to look at me.

      Or he couldn’t bear my eyes on him.

      He’d warned me that he was a monster, but at that moment, he’d been a damaged man tormented by regret. His mad scheme had come to nothing, and his despair had been palpable.

      Did he regret kidnapping me? Or was he devastated by the fact that I hadn’t confirmed the awful lies he’d said about my father?

      I jolted at the thought of my dad. I won’t hurt you, but I have no problem hurting your father, Max had threatened.

      A fresh spike of panic sent me rushing back into the living room, searching for my phone. It lay on my glass coffee table, right beside where I’d slept on my couch.

      I barely registered a small swell of relief that Max hadn’t violated the privacy of my bedroom before I snatched up my phone. My jaw dropped when the screen lit up. The Notes app was open, and if I’d been tempted to think last night had been a terrible dream, the confirmation of awful reality was emblazoned on my phone: Your security is shit. Set a passcode. I’m not the only monster out here.

      My skin crawled, and my eyes darted around the room once again. I rubbed at the back of my neck, trying to alleviate the maddening prickling warning that I was being watched.

      Immediately, I opened my security settings and changed them so that my phone unlocked with a six-digit passcode rather than my thumbprint. The iron band around my chest loosened slightly once it was done; Max wouldn’t be able to break into my texts again. No one would be able to access my private messages.

      I hastily exited my settings and opened up my messenger, frantically scrolling through the last four texts to my father.

      My mouth twisted in a scowl when I noted a couple of one-word responses accompanied by multiple emojis. Max had been able to hold off my father’s concerns with a few smiley faces. My stomach lurched at the sudden, undeniable knowledge that Max had been able to abduct me without anyone realizing I was missing. How long would it have taken for Daddy to suspect that something was wrong?

      My boss probably would’ve reached out to him when I didn’t show up to my internship this morning.

      My internship! I checked the time, and a thrill of panic fluttered through me. I was going to be late for work!

      I shook my head, immediately rejecting the ridiculousness of my concern. I had far worse things to worry about.

      Like my father’s safety. Max’s threat against him rang through my mind like an alarm bell.

      My fingers found my dad’s contact details and connected before I could take another breath. It only rang twice before he answered.

      “Morning, sweetheart.” His voice was warm with pleasant surprise. Not so much as a tense thread of fear for my safety.

      My stomach sank. Max truly had orchestrated the perfect crime. Despite the fact that my father had spent the last ten years being overprotective in the extreme, he’d had no idea that I’d been kidnapped last night. My attempts to keep him at a distance so I could live my own adult life had allowed my captor to easily dismiss my dad’s potential concern.

      “Daddy!” I couldn’t help the hitch on his name. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” His voice suddenly quickened with alarm. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes!” I squeaked, the lie popping out immediately as I remembered the second part of Max’s threat: If you tell anyone about this, he will pay the price.

      “Allie.” His tone dropped to the stern, warning tone that always made me squirm. “Is something wrong?”

      “No, no.” I forced the denial through my constricted throat. “Everything’s fine.” I scrambled for an explanation for my obvious distress. “Um, I’m just running late for work, and I’m worried that it’ll damage the review that Mr. Callahan will send to my university at the end of the summer. What should I say to fix this?”

      “It’s not like you to be late.” More heavy disapproval. “What happened?”

      “I, ah… I went out with Isabel last night. She’s an influencer, you know. Social media posts on new restaurants and stuff. I, um, had too many margaritas and overslept.” I winced, bracing myself for his censure. Anything was better than telling him the truth and putting his safety at risk, but his long sigh still made my stomach drop. “I know it’s totally unprofessional,” I rushed to continue. “I swear I won’t do it again. Please tell me how I can mitigate the damage?” The last lilted on a high-pitched question, my voice going thin with strain.

      “Maybe you should come stay at the house for a little while. I knew it was too soon for you to move out on your own.”

      “No!” My refusal was vehement and immediate. I’d been suffocating in that house. I loved my dad, but he’d watched my every move for the last decade. He loved me so much that he’d smothered me, especially after Mom died. He’d only allowed me the freedom to move out on my own two months ago.

      “No, I want to stay at my new place,” I pleaded. “This won’t happen again. I just wanted your advice. Please?”

      I wanted to hear your voice. I wanted to know that you’re okay.

      I locked those worries behind my pursed lips. I didn’t dare breathe a word of my kidnapping to my father. Not with Max’s threats against him still echoing clearly in my mind.

      Another heavy sigh. “Okay, sweetheart. You don’t have to come home. You’re young, and it’s normal for you to make mistakes. Just make sure you learn from this one.”

      “Yeah, totally,” I rushed to respond. “I’ll never do this again. Trust me, I feel awful.” Mentally and physically.

      “I can call Mike,” he offered.

      “No!” I burst out again, my cheeks already burning with mortification. I’d be humiliated if Daddy called my boss to smooth things over. This summer was about proving myself, and I’d rather stagger into work drunk than have him call Mr. Callahan, his friend and former colleague.

      “No, but thanks,” I added, struggling for calm. “This is my mess, and I need to handle it on my own. I was just hoping you could give me some advice. I’ll take responsibility for running late, but I can’t tell Mr. Callahan that I’m hungover. That’s unprofessional.”

      Despite the fact that my hangover was a complete fabrication, a lead weight of guilt sank in my chest. I always took responsibility for my mistakes, and even though my condition this morning wasn’t at all my fault, I still felt the emotional gut punch of failure.

      “In this case, a little white lie is okay,” Daddy reassured me, most of the disapproval ebbing from his tone now that I’d thoroughly admitted my supposed mistake. “Mike will probably be able to figure out the gist of the situation, but you’re right. It’s unprofessional to say you’re hungover. Just say you’re not feeling one-hundred-percent, but offer to work late to catch up on whatever you miss this morning. Assure him that you’ll stay until you meet all your responsibilities and then some. Mike isn’t unreasonable. He was once twenty-one years old, too. We’ve all been there.”

      I huffed out the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. My dad was safe, and I was forgiven for my false transgression. “Thanks, Daddy. I’ll do that.”

      “All right, princess.” The warmth returned to his tone. “Thanks for trusting me to give you advice about this. I’m glad you know you can call me with these kinds of problems. I’ll always be here for you.”

      My throat tightened, and my eyes burned. “I know. I love you, Daddy.”

      “I love you too, sweetheart. Now, get moving. You don’t want to be later than you already are. And drink plenty of water.”

      “I will,” I promised.

      When I ended the call, my legs turned to jelly, and I sank down onto my couch. I buried my face in my hands, pressing my palms against my wet lashes to hold in the flood of tears that threatened to overwhelm me. I didn’t have time to fall to pieces. My reputation was on the line, and I couldn’t tell anyone the terrible truth about what had happened to me last night.

      A text alert chimed, drawing an alarmed yelp from my chest. I grabbed at my phone like a lifeline, searching for something normal to hold on to.

      A message from Isabel illuminated my screen, following up on an invitation to a cantina for margaritas after work. Had it only been twelve hours ago that she’d tried to cheer me up after my crappy day with Gavin, my bully?

      I closed my eyes on a low groan. I would have to face him again today. I thought I’d escaped the torment when we’d both graduated from high school, but my own personal demon had followed me to my internship at the U.S. Attorney’s Office this summer.

      My nerves were frazzled, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to make my excuses to my boss without tearing up. I hated disappointing people. I would have to endure Mr. Callahan’s censure and Gavin’s cruelty, all while pretending I hadn’t been tied to a chair in a basement and terrorized overnight.

      For a moment, it was too much. A swell of ugly, dark emotions surged from deep within me, leaving my chest on a harsh sob. My body convulsed, all my residual terror overwhelming me.

      Max’s face, twisted with rage and pain, filled my mind. He’d been terrifying in his fury, but his pain had been my salvation. I’d been right to think that he’d suffered something awful. Appealing to his humanity had saved me.

      I gulped in several gasping breaths, my head spinning slightly from the rush of oxygen.

      I’d survived being drugged and kidnapped. I could survive Mr. Callahan’s disappointment and Gavin’s bullying. I would survive it, because I didn’t have a choice.

      Max would hurt my dad if I dared to unburden myself of the awful things that’d happened to me last night.

      I squared my shoulders and swallowed hard, crushing all my tumultuous emotions into a tight ball and locking them away. Swiping the tears from my cheeks, I typed a quick message to Isabel, promising to meet up at the cantina after work tonight. Somehow, I would get through today. I would protect my father, no matter what. He was the only family I had left, and I would do anything to keep him safe.

      I got to my feet and moved toward the bedroom on shaky legs, forcing myself to take each step. I had to try to be presentable for work, even if I was late.

      I am strong. I am independent. I can do this. My mantra of self-empowerment felt pathetically insufficient to cope with the aftermath of my abduction, but it was all I had. I repeated it over and over, willing the words to be true.
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      Warm blood splattered my cheek, leaving little sizzling marks that stoked the fiery hatred inside me. The man’s agonized screams didn’t bother me; he was less than human, and he didn’t deserve any compassion. He was Bratva scum, a drug dealer who beat his whores.

      I welcomed the warmth of his blood on my face. The more dead Russians, the better. And if he had to suffer first, that was fine with me.

      I’d seen what these animals were capable of. I’d been forced to witness their depravity firsthand when I was little more than a child.

      My mother’s screams were a distant echo in the back of my mind. I slammed the door shut on those horrific memories, loathing the weakness that came over me whenever I fell prey to the past. I needed my body carefully under my control. Symptoms of primal fear couldn’t touch me. Not when I had a job to do. Not when my sadistic cousins were watching me with suspicion.

      “What?” I demanded when Paulie glanced sidelong at me for the dozenth time this morning. It wasn’t like him to be distracted when he had the opportunity to torture someone.

      I made men bleed when it was necessary; my cousins reveled in it.

      “Where were you earlier?” Paulie’s head canted to the side, and he dropped his red-painted hands as he focused on me.

      His twin, John, eagerly took his place. The meaty thud of his fist punching bloody flesh echoed dully through the warehouse where we’d strung up our enemy.

      I lifted my chin, my cold gaze clashing with his merciless black eyes. “None of your fucking business.”

      “I called you three times to help us pick up this bastard.” He landed a casual punch to the man’s wounded side, and the Russian howled in pain. “John and I had to bring him in on our own, and you didn’t get here until dawn.” A nasty little smile twisted his thin lips. “You know how your father hates when you shirk your responsibilities. I should tell him about this.”

      I curled my mouth in a sneer, swallowing the flutter of panic in my chest. “Father hates little bitches who rat out their own. I’m his son. Who do you think he’ll side with?”

      John released a low laugh between punches, half-listening to our conversation. “You’re a disgrace, and your old man knows it. We all know it. I don’t know why we even expected you to show your ugly face this morning. You don’t understand the first thing about family loyalty or responsibility.”

      I stifled a growl, unwilling to let them see how hard that particular blow landed. Everything I’d done last night had been to prove my loyalty. I’d ignored their calls because I’d been questioning Alexandra. I’d planned to scare her into divulge her father’s secrets. Once Ron Fitzgerald, the mayor of New York City, knew that I had testimony of his crimes and could leak it at any time, he wouldn’t dare come after my family ever again.

      Ten years ago, Fitzgerald had been the lead prosecutor for the U.S. Attorney’s Office, and he’d put together the case that sent most of my family members to prison. He was also responsible for destroying us in far more horrific ways; his Bratva friends had done his dirtiest work for him.

      But once I had proof of his Bratva ties, I could blackmail him into turning a blind eye to my family’s activities. With the mayor’s office out of the way, we could take back our territory, restore our full power. We would be free to reclaim what we’d lost.

      And it would all be because of me. I would be a worthy heir. A worthy son.

      My cousins would have no part in it. This was my mission. The glory would be mine and mine alone.

      So, I couldn’t tell them where I’d been or why I’d ignored their calls.

      “I’m here now.” My fingers tightened around the hilt of the knife that hung casually at my side, an extension of my arm. “I know my duty. Better than you two ever will.”

      Duty had been burned into me. It seared my soul with purpose, right alongside my rage and hatred.

      Paulie snickered, his anvil-hard features twisting into a vindictive mask. “We didn’t have to have our sense of duty beaten into us. You think you’re more valuable just because you’re the heir. But one more fuckup, and your old man will probably let us put you in the ground.”

      In a blink, I slammed into him. The metal wall boomed when his heavy body collided with it, the sound reverberating around the dank, cavernous space. My knife was at his throat before he could draw another breath. The only language my deranged cousins understood was violence.

      “Do not threaten me.” I hissed each word, my blood boiling in my veins. “I’ve had a shitty night, and I’m all out of patience. Give me one more reason to slit your throat.” He opened his mouth to speak, so I pressed my blade just deep enough to draw a bead of blood. “My father likes you, but even he knows that rabid dogs have to be put down.”

      “Get away from my brother.” John’s deep voice rumbled with rage and a touch of fear. I could kill Paulie in a heartbeat, and he didn’t dare do anything that might make my hand slip. Not when my knife was pressing into his twin’s artery.

      “Threaten me again, and I’ll end you.” I raised my voice, addressing both of them, but I didn’t take my gaze off Paulie. The whites of his eyes were huge around his dark irises, and his bulky body was utterly still.

      “We have work to do,” I reminded them, impatience edging the words. I had to get the fuck out of here. Morning light peeked between the cracks in the huge metal doors, melting away the most oppressive darkness that clung to the corners of the massive warehouse. The rays of warm sunshine singed my insides with the burning need to get back to Alexandra.

      If she went to the cops…

      I pushed away from Paulie with a warning growl, freeing him from my knife. He gasped in a breath and rubbed his neck, swiping away the blood I’d drawn.

      “Asshole,” John spat.

      I nodded at the bleeding Russian. “Who’s shirking their responsibilities now?” I challenged, prompting them to get back to work.

      Paulie stalked over to the man, who let out a garbled plea through broken teeth just before my cousin’s fist slammed into his jaw.

      John addressed the Russian, but he kept a wary eye on me. “Tell us who your boss is. We want a name.”

      We knew the man was Bratva. He’d dared to move his product in what had once been our territory—before most of my family had been sent to prison by Ron Fitzgerald. We would take back what was ours, inch by bloody inch. This man’s gory death would be a warning. We’d dump his body once we were done. But we wanted intel first.

      Impatience was an itch beneath my skin. We’d been at this for nearly two hours, and the man hadn’t talked. He was either too loyal or too scared of his bosses to share information.

      And I needed to leave. I had to watch Alexandra and make sure she didn’t break her word. If she called the police, I’d be fucked.

      I won’t tell anyone about this. Her desperate promise echoed through my mind, and the memory of her wide, fearful green eyes cut at me.

      My stomach turned. Innocent. Alexandra had been completely innocent, and I’d terrorized her.

      Kidnapping her had been an act of desperation. I’d been after her father for nearly two years, and I’d gotten nowhere. I’d taken Alexandra to get the leverage I needed against him, but my mad plan had come to nothing. She’d been completely ignorant of his criminal ties.

      My ruined face alone had been horrific enough to make her scream, and her terrified sobs had ripped at my chest as keenly as a serrated blade.

      I rolled my shoulders, seeking to loosen the tension in my muscles. My body was coiled tight with the pressing need to get back to her. I wouldn’t touch her ever again, but I had to watch her today. I had to make sure she didn’t go to the cops or tell her daddy about what the monster had done to her in the dead of night.

      Her lovely eyes flashed through my mind, tingeing my thoughts with a hot mixture of shame and anger. Despite everything I’d done to her, she’d pitied me.

      She’d pitied me.

      I allowed myself to be consumed by my anger, the familiar heat of rage lending me strength.

      Fuck this. I was done dicking around with this Russian bastard. He wasn’t going to say anything, and I had more important places to be.

      I shouldered my cousins aside and slashed my knife in a smooth arc, slitting the man’s throat. Hot blood sprayed my face and coated my hand.

      If Alexandra could see me now, she wouldn’t dare pity me. She’d scream and sob in terror.

      My stomach twisted.

      “What the fuck?” John demanded. “He didn’t talk yet.”

      “He wasn’t going to,” I said coldly. “Dump him somewhere his friends will find him.”

      Paulie cussed at me, but I ignored him.

      I turned my back on the gore, leaving my sadistic relatives to clean up the mess. No matter if I was disgraced, I was still the heir. And they wouldn’t dare question me again. Not today, at least.

      Once I got what I needed on Fitzgerald, no one would ever question my loyalty again. I would be worthy, respected.

      I just had to ensure that Alexandra didn’t put me behind bars first.
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      “You’re late, Freckles.”

      I jolted and gasped for breath as Max’s furious, twisted face filled my vision.

      “Jesus, you look like shit.”

      I recognized Gavin’s voice. My bully had said the mocking nickname, not my fierce captor. I wasn’t in that dank basement; I was in the U.S. Attorney’s Office, rushing to see my boss so that I could make my feeble excuses for being late.

      I automatically curled my hands to fists to hide the fact that my fingers were trembling from the sudden rush of residual terror. Don’t show weakness.

      With effort, I forced my lungs to expand on a deep breath and relaxed my stiff shoulders. I schooled my features to a carefully neutral expression and turned to face my longtime tormentor.

      “Good morning, Gavin.” I greeted him coolly, as though he was just another colleague and he hadn’t insulted me in the middle of the office.

      I glanced around, the quick darting of my eyes betraying my nervousness. Had anyone overheard him? It would’ve been obvious to anyone paying attention that I’d rushed into work almost an hour late, but the prospect of being ridiculed by my bully in front of senior staff made my face heat with the first blush of mortification.

      Damn it, now my cheeks were pink. I’d learned to mostly control my body language when enduring Gavin’s cruelty, but I’d never been able to master the flush of my alabaster skin. And after looking in the mirror this morning, I knew it was even paler than usual. Dark circles smudged beneath my eyes, and my freckles were more pronounced than ever, covering my face like splattered mud. I’d been in such a rush to get out the door that I’d barely taken time to put on minimal makeup. Over the years, my carrot-red hair had darkened to a merciful shade of copper, but my lashes and brows were still a soft ginger color. Without makeup to define those hated features, I looked like a washed-out mess.

      My appearance didn’t even begin to mirror the extent to which I felt like a mess on the inside. My mind was a fear-addled wreck, jittery thoughts skittering across my consciousness. I’d barely managed to collect myself enough to walk with my head held high: a shadow of professionalism. Gavin sensed my distress like a shark scenting blood in the water. I hadn’t even made it to Mr. Callahan’s office to apologize in person, and my tormentor had already pounced.

      “I have work to do.” I tried for a frosty tone, and to my credit, I managed to lift my chin and look him squarely in his navy-blue eyes. They danced with cruel amusement, and his pearly white grin tilted at one corner. With his dark blond hair perfectly styled and his impeccably tailored suit absolutely wrinkle-free, I appeared even more haggard standing in his vicinity.

      “Looks like someone started the weekend early. I didn’t think you were a party girl, but coming into work hungover?” He clicked his tongue in mock disappointment. “You surprise me, Freckles. You were always so lame in high school.” His eyes raked down my body, scoring a stinging trail everywhere his judgmental gaze landed. “You know, I was actually starting to think you were kind of hot. Turns out you need a pound of makeup to look halfway decent. You always were a pale freak.”

      I glanced around again, anxiety getting the better of me. No one seemed to be paying us any attention, and my bully spoke in a low tone that was meant just for me. People bustled past, but they were far more concerned with their caseload than my private war with Gavin.

      A war that I was losing.

      Badly.

      To my horror, a lump formed in my throat, and my eyes burned. No no no! I couldn’t cry in front of Gavin.

      But after the terrible events that’d taken place in less than twenty-four hours, all my emotional strength had been tapped out.

      His grin turned nasty, splitting his handsome features into something monstrous. “Aw, are you going to cry? I knew you weren’t cut out for this internship. No way did a mouse like you qualify on merit. Do you know how hard I had to work to get this gig? And your daddy probably placed one phone call to his buddy Callahan and ensured your placement here.”

      “Oh, shut up!” I snapped, completely losing my tenuous composure. “You’re not some disadvantaged underdog. You’re a spoiled brat, and I wouldn’t be surprised if your dad was the one to grease the wheels to secure your placement. He probably couldn’t stand the prospect of everyone realizing that his precious son is a stupid, entitled douchebag.”

      “Miss Fitzgerald.” Mr. Callahan’s voice cracked through my tirade like a whip. “I’ll see you in my office.”

      All the blood drained from my face, and my stomach dropped to the floor.

      Oh god, oh god, oh god. My boss had heard me berating a colleague. I’d called Gavin a douchebag right in front of him. No one had heard my bully needling me, but he’d riled me enough that I’d raised my voice in impotent fury. I’d been desperate to hurt him like he’d been hurting me, but I’d only given him what he wanted.

      His malicious grin remained fixed in place, his eyes flashing with triumph. He stepped in close, making sure I felt his intimidating presence. At six-foot one, he towered over my five-foot four frame.

      Memories of when he’d used that size to his advantage assailed me. At our elite private school, he had been the popular golden boy and the ringleader of my numerous tormentors. I’d been an obvious target: the awkward kid with a dead mom and a famous dad who didn’t quite know how to raise a girl. Ever since we’d both landed the same internship, it’d taken all my willpower to resist Gavin’s renewed cruelty. Today, I’d finally cracked.

      I hated that he could make me feel like this again. I’d worked so hard to overcome this weakness, but my awful ordeal with Max had made me far too fragile this morning.

      “Enjoy getting fired,” Gavin said in a low, almost intimate whisper. He waited until a tremor raced over my skin before turning on his heel and strolling away like he hadn’t just ripped me to shreds.

      “Allie,” Mr. Callahan prompted, already halfway to his office.

      I cringed and followed him on leaden legs, feeling as though I was headed for the gallows. I was so getting fired. That office door would close behind me, and I would be scolded before being told to pack up my desk. All my dreams and determination to make my own way in the world crumbled inside my chest.

      Somehow, I made it into his office. The soft click of the door closing behind me clanged through my body like a prison cell locking me in and sealing my fate. My internship was over. My reputation was destroyed.

      I sank my teeth into my lower lip to stop it from quivering. I stared at a spot on the worn blue carpet, unable to meet Mr. Callahan’s disappointed gaze.

      “Is Gavin bothering you?” he asked.

      I blinked, sure I must be misinterpreting his gentle tone. He sounded almost concerned, but that couldn’t be right. I’d just insulted a coworker in the middle of the office.

      “You can tell me,” he said, still sounding bafflingly reassuring. His gray eyes were soft and warm, and the fine lines around his salt and pepper moustache drew deeper with worry. “I doubt you called him a douchebag if he didn’t deserve it.” His lips quirked up at the corners, as though he was fighting a smile.

      Then he turned suddenly grim. “If Mr. McCrae is being inappropriate with you, tell me now, and I’ll handle it. I don’t tolerate workplace harassment.”

      A confession teased the tip of my tongue. My life would be so much easier if Gavin were fired. I wouldn’t have to see him at all. We didn’t go to the same university; he’d chosen Harvard, whereas I’d had enough of hyper-elite schools and ruthless rivalries. It was just bad luck that our families ran in the same circles, and he’d gone for the same prestigious legal internship that I’d applied for.

      I swallowed hard and shook my head, refusing the lifeline Mr. Callahan offered. Gavin’s dad was one of my father’s biggest political supporters and donors. I couldn’t let my personal weakness damage such an important relationship. My dad loved being mayor, helping the people of New York. I wouldn’t do anything that might sour his connections.

      “No, sir. Gavin’s not harassing me. We just had a disagreement, and I…” My throat went tight, trying to hold in the false admission that I was unfit to work this morning because of my own carelessness. I squared my shoulders and forced myself to continue. “I’m not feeling one-hundred-percent today. I’m sorry I behaved unprofessionally. And I’m so sorry that I was late. I’ll put in whatever hours are necessary to get caught up. Please let me know what I can do to make this right.”

      My tone barely wavered by the end, and my back was straight. There. The worst was over. I’d taken responsibility for my supposed personal failings. Now I just had to withstand Mr. Callahan’s judgment. At least he didn’t seem to be in the mood to fire me, so I kept a tiny spark of hope flickering in my chest.

      His lips thinned, and I suppressed the urge to squirm beneath his scrutiny. Then, to my shock, he placed a warm hand on my shoulder in an undeniably reassuring gesture. “You can talk to me, Allie. You’re not in trouble. I already know Gavin’s no angel. You were right, by the way: his father made a call to my superiors. I wouldn’t have approved his placement if my hand hadn’t been forced. You earned your right to be here. He didn’t. Never think otherwise.”

      “You heard that?” I squeaked, mortified that my boss had been privy to more of the awful conversation than I’d realized.

      His hand squeezed gently, offering paternal comfort that I never would’ve expected from the wickedly clever and infamously tough prosecutor. “Relax, Allie,” he soothed. “I’m not angry with you. I wish I could give that little shit a piece of my mind, too.” He beamed at me, appearing almost proud. “But don’t tell anyone I said that.”

      “I won’t,” I breathed, quick to promise him anything that would keep him smiling rather than yelling at me for my failings. I cleared my throat, struggling to maintain professionalism. “But I am sorry for being late today. Please let me know what I can do to make it up to you, Mr. Callahan.”

      “It’s Mike.” He corrected me with a wink. “I’m not as scary as you seem to think, but I have to admit I’m a little flattered that you find me so intimidating.”

      “Well, your record speaks for itself,” I gushed, marveling that one of my personal heroes was being so casual with me. “My dad’s always said that you’re one of the smartest people he’s ever known. I referenced your work on the Kassel case in my law school application essay. Totally inspiring.”

      Mr. Callahan—Mike—laughed, a rich sound that warmed my insides and chased away the last of the chill in my bones. “Now I’m definitely flattered. Where did you apply?”

      “Columbia. I won’t find out if I’m admitted until the fall, but I applied early. It’s my first-choice law school.”

      “Your dad’s alma mater.” His voice was rich with approval, and I soaked it in. “I’m sure he’s very proud of you. Based on your work ethic and GPA, I’m sure you’ll successfully follow in his footsteps.”

      Even though I glowed at the praise, I fiddled with my locket—a familiar habit when I was feeling slightly anxious. I rubbed my thumb over the gold surface, which was pearl-smooth from years of wear. My first initial was engraved on the front, but the back had become my personal worry stone. Holding it reminded me of my mother’s strength, bolstering my confidence.

      “I’m not planning on going into politics,” I admitted. Everyone thought I was trying to emulate my father—and I supposed I was choosing a similar path for my education and career choice. But that was about proving that I was capable and strong. My future would be very different. “I want to stay in Law. I want to make a difference.”

      Mike’s brows rose. “You want to be a prosecutor?”

      I nodded. “I plan to go pro bono after I establish my career for a few years. I want to help people.”

      “You’re considering pro bono?” He seemed surprised and a little impressed.

      I basked in his approval. “Yes. I want to help women who have been victims of assault. I want to help them get justice.”

      My heart burned with familiar purpose as I said the words, and my fingers traced the outline of my locket. My mother had been my personal hero, and when it’d come time to choose a volunteering position as part of my high school curriculum, I’d followed her example: I’d spent four years helping out at a local women’s shelter. Once I got to college, I started pushing for women’s rights in my political initiatives with the Young Democrats.

      I knew what evil men were capable of, and I would do everything I could to empower and protect vulnerable women.

      Mike noted my fierce expression and smiled. “You might not want to admit it, but you are your father’s daughter. He’s a good person, too.”

      I flushed at the compliment, warmth flooding my chest. I could hardly believe the turn this conversation had taken. I wasn’t going to be fired. And Gavin really hadn’t earned his place here. I should’ve known that he only leveled that underhanded accusation at me because it was his own reality. But I’d been so frazzled that I’d shrieked childish insults instead of calmly issuing a retort.

      Mike gave my shoulder one last reassuring squeeze before slowly drawing away. “I’m glad to see you smiling again. Don’t let that douchebag get to you.”

      My jaw dropped when he echoed my insult to Gavin, and he chuckled. “You don’t have to look so shocked. I’m only human. I do have a sense of humor.” Some of the levity dropped from his tone, and I stood straighter under his suddenly stern bearing. “Tell me if he’s bothering you, Allie. I mean it. I’d love to have an excuse to fire his ass.”

      My mouth opened and closed a few times before I settled on nodding mutely. This whole situation had gone better than I ever could’ve dreamed. Not only was I not fired, but Mr. Callahan had invited me to be on a first-name basis with him. He’d called Gavin on his shit.

      “Thanks, Mr. Callahan,” I finally managed.

      “Mike,” he corrected me, still stern.

      I offered him an almost giddy smile, still in disbelief that this was really happening. “Mike.”

      He beamed. “Okay, go get to work. No need to stay late. Just get as much done as you can before five. A young woman like you should have some fun on a Friday night. Don’t stay here too long.”

      “I won’t,” I promised, even though that was a white lie. I would stay as long as necessary to catch up on what I’d missed this morning. “Thank you.”

      He gave me a nod, dismissing me with another warm smile.

      I walked back out into the hall like I was floating on a cloud. This day had been such an emotional rollercoaster that my head was spinning. For the next few merciful hours, I finally found the mental fortitude to shove all thoughts of Max and Gavin from my mind.
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      I glanced out the cantina window, and my heart stopped. A terribly familiar, hulking figure leaned casually against the side of a bus stop across the street. The vibrant city lights shone brightly above him, gleaming over his unruly mass of black curls and well-worn leather jacket. Shadows pooled beneath his hair, concealing his brow and eyes. His high cheekbones were just as harshly defined as I remembered: sharp and feral.

      Max Ferrara. He was watching me, stalking me. I’d foolishly thought he’d let me go, but he wasn’t willing to back off and leave me in peace. Was he waiting to get me alone again? Would he kidnap me and hold me hostage this time?

      “Hey, babe.” Isabel brushed her hand over mine, and I jolted at the casual show of support. “That asshole can’t bother you anymore. Not today, and not next week.”

      For a moment, I froze. How did she know about Max? I hadn’t breathed a word about my abduction or my volatile captor. The dark secret was a rabid beast in my throat, desperate to claw its way out of me. But if I unburdened myself to my friends, I’d put my father at risk. I’d sworn to Max that I wouldn’t tell anyone what he’d done to me, and I intended to keep that promise until the day I died.

      Isabel couldn’t know about Max. I hadn’t slipped up and revealed anything about my ordeal. Had I?

      “You said your boss wants to fire him, right?” she prompted when I didn’t respond right away.

      A bus stopped in front of the dark figure across the street, hiding him from view. When it pulled away, he was gone.

      I ran shaky fingers through my hair. Gavin. She’s talking about Gavin.

      “Right,” I said faintly, struggling to direct my focus back on my friends. The man in the leather jacket wasn’t necessarily Max. Lots of men had curly black hair and high cheekbones. And had aloof, menacing vibes that pulsed from their massive bodies, making passersby skirt to the side to avoid their dangerous aura.

      “I still think you should tell Mr. Callahan the truth,” Charlie said, her soft Georgia drawl taking on that stern, grown-up tone. She was only three months older than me, but she was by far the most mature of the four of us.

      “Mr. Callahan?” Davis snickered. “Don’t you mean Mike? Allie, you’re totally the teacher’s pet. And I agree. Make him fire that douchebag, Gavin. Sounds like you have your boss wrapped around your little finger.”

      Isabel squeezed my hand. “Of course she does. Allie is awesome like that.” She released me so she could raise her margarita, tipping it toward me in celebration of my supposed awesomeness. “You’ve got this, babe. You’re the total package: smart, sweet, and gorgeous. No wonder Gavin is a jealous little bitch.”

      “Jealous?” Davis’ brows rose to his light blond hair, his sea green eyes going wide. His chest puffed out with indignation, making his lithe dancer’s body appear bulkier than usual. “More like horny. He totally wishes he could get in your pants, honey.”

      “Davis!” Charlie squawked. “Gavin is terrible. He’s not getting anywhere near Allie’s pants.”

      “I didn’t say he was.” Davis waved his margarita, a little bit of tequila-tinged liquid spilling over the side of the glass with his vehement gesture. “Just that he wants to. Remember how he got that mean girl to send you the note in high school?” he asked me.

      As though I could forget.

      When I was thirteen, Gavin had gotten a popular girl to pass me a note from him, saying that he liked me. Despite his previous cruelties, I’d been desperate for social validation, and my heart had leapt.

      A low groan left my chest. “Please don’t remind me. He loudly and scathingly rejected me in the cafeteria, making sure the whole school witnessed my humiliation.”

      Davis leaned in closer to me, his voice dropping low like he was telling a secret. “Trust me, I was the bullied gay kid in high school. The meanest bullies are always the ones who want to fuck you. They know they can’t without damaging their popularity, so they take out their sexual frustration on you. Little bitches.”

      “Little dick energy,” Isabel amended with a sage nod.

      I shook my head. “You guys didn’t know me in high school. I was a total mess.” A wry smile tugged at my lips, and I finally released most of the tension that knotted my stomach. My friends were amazing, and I’d so much rather bask in their camaraderie than spend my evening on edge, looking for signs of Max in every shadow.

      “You would’ve called me a fashion disaster,” I told Isabel. My bestie was so cool that sometimes I was in total awe that we were even friends. With her lustrous black hair, dark eyes, and bronze complexion, Isabel was nothing short of a goddess. She had over a hundred thousand followers on social media for a reason. Star power didn’t even begin to cover how brightly she sparkled. There was no doubt in my mind that her recent leading role in an off-Broadway play would start her path to A-list celebrity status.

      Charlie slung an arm over my shoulder. “That’s why you have me.” She lifted a warm tortilla chip and waved it like an imaginary magic wand. “I’m your fashion fairy godmother.”

      I laughed for the first time in what felt like days, shedding more of the terrible, lingering fear that’d burdened me. “And I’m eternally grateful.”

      Charlie had been in my English Literature class during my freshman year, and I’d helped tutor her when she struggled with the material. She was a curvy blonde bombshell and a Fashion major, and at first, I’d been intimidated by her chic style. But she’d taken me under her wing and shown me the ways of Ted Baker and Bobbi Brown. Now, I was nearly as polished as she was, thanks to the fact that she took being my personal stylist seriously. I’d be sartorially lost without her.

      “You can’t help it that your dad’s clueless when it comes to girly stuff,” Isabel interjected in her signature protective tone. The oldest of five siblings, she took her role as big sister seriously. “He didn’t know how to help you style yourself when you were a teenager. That’s why you have us now.”

      I released a grateful sigh. “And I don’t know what I’d do without you.” Sometimes, it still seemed surreal that these wonderful people actually liked me and wanted to spend time with me. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to deserve their love and loyalty, but we’d become as close as family over the last three years.

      “You would be just fine without us, because you’re awesome,” Davis reminded me. Everyone seemed to be on the cheer-up-Allie train this evening, and after the awful things I’d experienced in the last twenty-four hours, I didn’t feel like protesting their overly lavish praise.

      Instead, I took a deep gulp of my margarita and rubbed my locket, my cheeks flushing at the intense compliments they were piling on. “Thanks,” I murmured, still not used to accepting so much enthusiastic kindness, even though years had passed since my nightmarish high school experiences. “But I really wouldn’t be fine without you. I love you guys so much.”

      “We love you too, babe,” Isabel promised as Davis and Charlie echoed their agreement. She glanced around and made eye contact with our server, who hastened toward our table, his eyes wide on Isabel. I wasn’t sure if his awestruck glow was due to her stunning, natural beauty or if he was a social media fan. As soon as he reached us, Isabel ordered another round of margaritas, and he rushed off to the bar.

      “We need more tequila,” she announced, her ochre gaze fixing on me. “You deserve a night to unwind. You work too hard, and you’ve had a hell of a week.”

      “Maybe if we get enough drinks in you, we can convince you to get Gavin fired. You’re seriously not thinking clearly on this one,” Davis said decisively. “If I had the chance to crush one of my bullies’ dreams, I’d totally do it.”

      “That’s because you’re a badass,” Isabel approved. “Allie, you should take notes.”

      I tugged on a lock of my hair and shifted in my seat, slightly uncomfortable despite their loving support. “You guys, I can’t get him fired. His dad is one of my father’s biggest donors.”

      “You think Gavin’s dad would withdraw his support if you made sure his son gets what he deserves?” Charlie’s delicately arched brows drew together in outrage, her electric blue eyes sparking. “That’s bullshit.”

      I shrugged. “That’s politics.”

      “Well, it’s still bullshit,” Davis asserted. “But your dad needs to be mayor, so I guess that means the douchebag gets a pass.” His mouth took on a glum twist.

      Davis practically hero-worshipped my dad because of his progressive policies. We’d first met at a rally for the Young Democrats at our university, and we’d clicked immediately; we were passionate about the same political initiatives. Davis had totally freaked when he found out I was Ron Fitzgerald’s daughter. It was a minor miracle that he’d gotten past being starstruck and started being frank with me—a real friend.

      He and Isabel were already close, both self-professed theater nerds from the same high school. So he’d introduced us, and I’d introduced them to Charlie, and here we were: an eclectic little family.

      The next round of margaritas arrived, along with complimentary tableside guacamole. Dutifully, Isabel gave the server a megawatt smile and snapped some pictures with her phone. He gushed that he loved her posts and was one of her thousands of followers. She was as gracious and humble as ever; Isabel never took her budding success for granted.

      Once he left, she turned her camera on us. “I need some candids,” she announced. “Come on, Allie. Look like you’re happy to see us.” She shot me an exaggerated pout. “Don’t let that douchebag ruin your night.”

      I tucked my hair behind my ear and ducked my head, wishing I could hide under the table until this part was over. Overcoming my shyness to pose for Isabel’s pictures was a challenge on my best days. And this was so not one of them.

      “It’s not Gavin,” I said truthfully. I couldn’t tell them about what’d happened with Max, but I could at least share a little of the anxiety that’d haunted me all day. “I, um, overslept and didn’t have time to do my makeup this morning. Then I worked late and came straight here. My blouse is wrinkled, and my skin looks like crap. I didn’t even put on mascara.”

      “You don’t need mascara,” Charlie admonished gently. “And you have gorgeous, clear skin. I never would’ve taught you my makeup tips and tricks if I’d known you would rely on them so much. You look beautiful no matter what. Trust me, no one will be focusing on your wrinkled blouse.”

      Davis shot me a sympathetic look. “Gavin really did a number on your self-esteem today, didn’t he? Look, I’ve seen pics of you from high school, and yeah, your style was a train wreck.”

      “Davis!” Isabel hissed, going into protective big sister mode. “Not cool.”

      He waved her off, keeping me fixed in a no-nonsense green gaze. “We all go through an awkward phase. I used to wear acid washed double denim. Double denim, Allie. It was tragic. But you’re fabulous, and now that you’re all grown up, you look just as fabulous on the outside. Don’t let that bully dull your shine. He doesn’t deserve one more second of your time.”

      “Accurate,” Charlie agreed, tugging me close in a one-armed hug. Despite my lingering insecurities, my lips curved in a smile. I loved my friends so damn much.

      Isabel snapped a pic and grinned at me, unrepentant. “Perfect candid for the socials. You two look adorable.”

      “Excuse me!” Davis said, affronted at being left out.

      Isabel captured an image of his indignant glower and snickered. She showed it to him, and he groaned. “No, don’t post that. I look constipated.”

      She pulled him close and took a selfie of the two of them as a loud, genuine laugh burst from my chest. Their antics cleared away the last of the storm clouds that’d hung over me all day. Isabel beamed at me and snapped another pic of me laughing.

      “Stunning,” she declared.

      I lifted my margarita to my lips and took a long drink. It was past time for me to unwind, and I didn’t have to go into work tomorrow. I had freaking earned this salt-laced tequila.

      I eased back into my seat and sipped at my beverage, basking in the pleasant warmth of the alcohol and the effervescent energy of my friends. Nothing bad could touch me when I was surrounded by their love. Not Gavin’s bullying and not the haunting memory of Max’s snarling face. For a few blissful hours, I was perfectly content.

      I should’ve known it was too good to last. When I stumbled off the bus and began to close the short distance to my house, I stopped dead in my tracks. A man with tousled black hair and a leather jacket lurked directly across the street, half hidden in shadow.

      My nightmare had followed me home. My initial instincts had been right: Max was stalking me.
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