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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Max

          

        

      

    

    
      I could kill Nikolai Ivanov. I could wait for him in the dark and drag him into the shadows. I knew how to make a man scream. My cousins had taught me how when I was thirteen years old.

      I wanted to make Nikolai scream. I craved to end him. Especially when Allie tucked her copper hair behind her ear and offered him a shy smile, her freckled cheeks flushing the sweetest shade of pink.

      From my vantage point across the street from the restaurant, I could barely make out her pretty features, but I knew the lovely blush that came along with that cautious smile. I’d memorized every curve of her face, every nuance of her expressions. My fingers tingled with the remembered heat of her soft cheeks coloring beneath my gentle touch.

      I’d never touched anyone the way I handled Allie: like she’d shatter if I didn’t keep my strength in check. She was so delicate in my rough hands. Especially on the night she’d invited me into her home and urged me to touch her however I wanted.

      No one had ever claimed Allie like I did. She’d never offered herself to another man.

      And now, she was cozied up to my hated rival, allowing him to touch her with casual brushes of his greedy, entitled hands.

      My fists clenched, and I tore my gaze away from the nauseating sight of them together.

      I shouldn’t watch her like this. I shouldn’t want her: my enemy’s daughter.

      But seeing her with that Russian bastard made my ever-present fiery rage burst into a white-hot inferno. Nikolai was the son of Mikhail Ivanov, a ruthless oligarch who controlled the Brava in New York. Most people respected the billionaire businessman, but I knew what he really was. My mother had been murdered on his orders. And he’d helped Ron Fitzgerald, the beloved mayor and Allie’s father, destroy my entire family.

      The fact that Nikolai was breathing the same air as Allie made me see red. Something dark and savage stirred in my chest, a black beast with razor-sharp claws that tried to tear its way out of me, to unleash itself on my enemy.

      You are a monster, Max. The memory of Allie’s tear-streaked accusation seared my brain, burning deep enough to brand my soul.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket, distracting me from the awful memory of her pale, crestfallen features on the night I’d betrayed her trust.

      I scowled when I saw the contact details, and I hesitated a few long seconds before answering. I didn’t want to talk to my bitch of a sister, but I couldn’t risk avoiding her entirely. If I did, she might decide to come check up on me in person. The last thing I needed was Francesca finding out that I was still stalking Allie.

      “What?” I snapped, connecting the call.

      “Do you always have to be so rude, Max?” Francesca asked in her most saccharine tone. “I know you’re still angry that you had to break up with your precious princess, but it’s for your own good.”

      I stifled a growl as rage flared hot in my chest. Yes, I’d been forced to give Allie up because my father had threatened her. When he’d found out about our relationship, he’d promised he would send my sadistic cousins after her. They would’ve torn her apart. If I hadn’t ended things with Allie—if I hadn’t broken something inside her—they would’ve hurt her.

      Better for her to hate me. I’d tried to tell her all along that I was a monster. Now she finally believed the terrible truth.

      “What do you want, Francesca?” I demanded through gritted teeth as I watched Allie lean closer to Nikolai Ivanov. My fingers flexed around the phone in a pulse of aggression, and I forced down a deep breath. I couldn’t say anything that might tip off my sister that I was anywhere near Allie.

      “Father has called a meeting,” she informed me, all the false sweetness evaporating from her sharp tone. “If you still value your place in this family at all, you’ll be there.”

      I gnashed my teeth and tasted copper on my tongue. I valued my place in the family above everything else.

      My ruined face tingled with the memory of my shame, and I scrubbed at the damaged flesh around my right eye.

      “Text me the details. I’ll be there,” I vowed, edging the promise with warning before cutting off the call.

      My sister thought I was a complete fuck-up, too weak to challenge her authority. But she would be at my mercy once I restored my place as heir.

      When she’d discovered my relationship with Allie, I’d had to lie to my family and make up some bullshit story about how I’d been dating her to humiliate her father. I still hadn’t breathed a word about my real plan: to gather evidence that I could use to blackmail Ron Fitzgerald. If I obtained proof of his collusion with the Bratva, I could hold it over his head and tie his hands when it came to my family. The mayor of New York wouldn’t dare come after us again. We could rebuild what we’d lost. And I would be responsible for our resurgence.

      I would be a worthy heir. A worthy son.

      I couldn’t be with Allie, but I could still go after her father. I could still redeem myself.

      It’s better this way. She’d been a distraction, an impossibility. There had never been a real chance for us. She’d looked at me and she hadn’t seen a monster, but that was only because she was too sweet and naïve to recognize what was staring her in the face.

      Now she knew what I was. My family had murdered her mom; retaliation for her father’s indictments against us. I’d known, and I’d said nothing. Selfishly, I took everything she offered me, explored every inch of her that she would yield to me, without revealing the awful truth.

      The memory of her wide green eyes glittering with tears left a metallic tang on my tongue. Confessing my sin and breaking our relationship had felt like kicking a defenseless little kitten. She’d been soft and innocent, and I’d shattered her with the ugly truth of the world.

      And she’d run straight to Nikolai Ivanov for comfort.

      She refused to believe he was a monster too. He was dazzling her with his dizzying wealth and classically handsome looks, and she was leaning toward him like he was telling her something utterly fascinating.

      This was the third time she’d been out with him in as many weeks. I knew because I’d been keeping an eye on her. I couldn’t leave her vulnerable to the Ivanovs. No matter if she hated me, I would continue to check in on her. Even if it did rip at something deep in my chest to see her smiling at Nikolai.

      They looked good together. Beautiful, wealthy, educated. Their relationship was the most natural thing in the world.

      That monster was dating my Allie, and she only saw a handsome billionaire intent on sweeping her off her feet.

      Even if she hated me, I had to protect her from him. She was far too trusting for her own good. She would believe his civilized façade, and he would drag her down into the dirt, just like Mikhail Ivanov had done with her father. Allie would be pulled into a dark and dangerous world, one that I’d tried to save her from.

      I’d broken what we shared in order to save her. I’d be damned if I let Nikolai have her. Even if I couldn’t be with her, Allie would never be his. I would kill him before I allowed him to claim her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Allie

          

        

      

    

    
      Niko hit me with one of his megawatt smiles, knocking the air from my chest. For a moment, everything seemed surreal. I couldn’t be on a date with this gorgeous billionaire. I’d barely dated anyone. Ever. And now, somehow, I was out with Nikolai Ivanov for the third time.

      I should feel more comfortable around him by now. Shouldn’t I?

      I got the feeling that his dazzling smile was meant to put me at ease, but it only made dozens of tiny butterflies beat their wings in my stomach. It was thrilling, but it also made me slightly queasy.

      With his strong, square jaw, glittering aquamarine eyes, and designer stubble that matched the perfectly mussed style of his sable hair, Niko was nothing short of stunning. The slightly windswept look he managed to effortlessly pull off should’ve made him appear a little messy, but in his sharply tailored suit, it only made him look that much more handsome: rough around the edges and rakish.

      He was still trapping me in that heart-stopping smile, the hint of a knowing smirk tilting his sensual lips. The cocky confidence awoke a disconcerting warmth low in my belly, a reflexive feminine reaction that no woman could’ve stifled. Niko looked at me like he knew exactly what his overwhelmingly masculine presence did to my thought processes, and he liked what he saw.

      An image of a hungry, predatory wolf circling its prey flashed through my mind. I shifted in my seat and touched my locket for comfort.

      I didn’t entirely dislike the way Niko made me feel, but I wasn’t sure if I liked it, either.

      All I knew was that being around him—riding this edge of disconcerting physical desire—dulled the aching pain at the center of my chest where Max had crushed my heart.

      It twisted at the thought of my dark protector, and I quickly shoved his breathtaking face from my mind. If I could obliterate him from my brain entirely, I would. Anything to ease the pain of the deep wound he’d inflicted.

      The blood of your mother’s murderers runs in my veins, and I would’ve taken everything you offered me without saying a word about it. I am a monster, Allie. His final words tormented me, ripping me apart just as keenly as they had on that awful night.

      I rubbed the back of my locket, seeking the soothing warmth of the smooth gold beneath my thumb.

      I had to stop thinking about Max, or I’d start crying again. Mortification burned my cheeks at the horrific prospect of crying in front of Niko, who was all smiles and flirtatious banter. He was beautiful and radiant, and I felt as fragile as a withered rose.

      His smile tugged up at one corner, teasing and tantalizing. His glittering eyes flicked to my locket, which was still clutched between my fingers. “What secrets do you keep locked away in there?”

      His low, rumbling cadence implied that he already knew all my secrets, especially the darkest, most forbidden ones.

      I fisted my hand around the locket in a reflexive protective gesture. I’d shared my secret pain with Max on that terrible night, and he’d used it to destroy me. I’d told him how the locket was all I had left of my mother and how I felt guilty that I hadn’t tried to save her.

      You think it’s your fault that she died because you didn’t run back into that fire to save her. But there was nothing you could’ve done. She was already dead. Your father started the fire to cover up her murder. Max’s horrific words were burned into my mind, and I clenched my fist tighter around the warm gold.

      Niko’s eyes softened, and his smile dropped away. As his face settled into its natural hard planes, I realized for the first time that the stunning grin was practiced, meant to dazzle and conceal his true emotions. He’d never looked at me with anything but levity and cocky, masculine satisfaction. But now, I was getting a glimpse of the real man beneath the glittering mask.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his tone low and soothing. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I was only teasing.”

      I drew in a shaky breath and buried all thoughts of Max, shoving them deep into the hole in my chest. It wasn’t Niko’s fault that I now had traumatic memories associated with my beloved locket.

      “It’s okay,” I replied, my voice hitching only slightly. “It’s just…” I hesitated, not ready to trust anyone with my dark secret ever again. I settled on a shadow of the truth. “I keep a picture of my mom and me in my locket.”

      My eyes stung, and my cheeks heated with embarrassment as I blinked rapidly to stave off the tears. I’d look like a complete idiot if I openly cried while on a date with the most eligible billionaire in the city. We were in a swanky restaurant, surrounded by well-dressed, poised strangers. I’d noted more than one woman shooting longing glances in Niko’s direction. The press had already shown interest in our supposed relationship. If they caught wind of the fact that I’d become an emotional wreck while on a date with Nikolai Ivanov, the public would eat me alive. I’d be subject to online ridicule, judged by women who would love to be in my position right now.

      Niko reached out, and I sucked in a shocked gasp when his big hand settled over mine. My skin tingled beneath his long fingers, and heat pulsed deep inside me.

      I blinked at him, stunned all over again. This time, it was the sincerity in his pale blue gaze that struck me rather than his beautiful mask.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I know you lost your mother. I shouldn’t have teased you about it.”

      I took another deep breath, and the burn behind my eyes eased. Instead, compassion tightened my chest. I turned my hand so that my fingers wrapped around his. “It’s okay. I know you lost your mom too.” I’d been familiar with the broad strokes of his family history for years, since Mikhail Ivanov, Niko’s father, was one of my dad’s biggest donors.

      I hastily dabbed the wetness from my lashes before my mascara could smudge. “Sorry,” I said thickly. “I didn’t mean to get so emotional, and I didn’t think about how it would affect you too.”

      His face went completely blank. “My mother died of an overdose. It’s not the same.”

      Something hot flickered in his blue eyes. Anger?

      Did he resent his mother for dying when he was young? I’d lost my mom in an accident, but an overdose… Niko’s mother had caused her own death. She’d been ripped away from him, but by her own actions. He’d probably felt abandoned, not just bereft.

      I squeezed his hand. “Thank you for sharing that with me. And for caring that I was upset.”

      “Of course, I don’t want you to be upset.” He blew out a sigh, and a less intense version of his smile slipped back into place, suitably muted for the somber moment, but still a mask, nonetheless. I’d caught a brief glimpse at the real man behind the dizzying wealth and good looks, but it seemed that was all he would allow.

      I let the moment pass, forcing a small smile of my own. I barely knew Niko. If he didn’t want to make himself vulnerable on our third date, I wouldn’t press him. I hadn’t even kissed him. Vulnerability was asking far too much.

      I didn’t want to offer him mine, either. I’d made myself vulnerable around Max, and he’d used my deepest emotional wound as a punching bag.

      My smile strained at the corners, but I resolutely held it in place and forced myself to remain present with Niko.

      “I feel like I’ve spent all this time talking about me,” I said, slightly apologetic. Niko had peppered me with questions about my studies and my internship, taking up most of our time together with conversations about my life. I’d been too overwhelmed and anxious to press back.

      Now that I’d seen a flicker of his own pain, my resolve firmed. “Tell me more about what you do,” I requested. “You work for your dad’s business, right? Hedge fund management?”

      His grin stretched into something self-deprecating, but his eyes went flat. “Yes, but that’s all very boring.”

      I leaned toward him slightly, my anxiety ebbing even more in the face of his discomfiture. “You don’t like your job?”

      He blinked at me, and surprise flickered over his features, as though he hadn’t expected me to catch that. He sighed, and the fake smile dropped again. I was glad to see it go.

      “I’m good at what I do,” he admitted. “But it’s not the most exciting career in the world. Not to me, at least.”

      “Then why not do something else? What would you prefer to do?”

      A slight grimace ghosted around his mouth before he could stifle it. “My father expects me to work for the family business. It’s not optional. And I don’t really know what I would prefer to do, so I have no real reason to push back about it.”

      “What did you study at Harvard?” I asked. “Was there anything that sparked your interest more?”

      He shrugged. “I like Economics and History. I like understanding why people made certain choices and how that shaped the world. My interests aren’t entirely unsuitable for my career.”

      His mood was turning almost glum, and it seemed inherently wrong that I’d melted the playboy smirk off his face. I scrambled to fix what I’d darkened with my difficult questions. “If you could do anything you wanted to do tomorrow—not just work—what would you do?”

      He shot me a crooked grin, a genuine one this time. “Are you trying to cheer me up?”

      It was my turn to shrug, and my cheeks heated. “I’m the one who brought down the mood. It’s the least I can do.”

      He released a low, rumbling hum, and the wolfish glint returned to his pale eyes. They roved over my face, dipping lower for half a second before capturing my gaze in his.

      “If I could do anything I wanted?” His tone was pure temptation, and molten desire pooled in my belly. His predator’s eyes consumed me, utterly captivating my full, feminine attention.

      His hand was still on mine, engulfing my much smaller fingers in a careful but masculine grip.

      I shifted in my seat, and his low, amused chuckle rumbled all the way to my core.

      “I was going to say I’d take you to Bali and teach you to surf—if you don’t know how.” His grin turned positively wicked as his gaze flicked to my burning cheeks. “But you look flushed. Maybe you’d prefer somewhere cooler? I could take you snowboarding in the Alps.”

      Each heated statement stunned me. My own family was wealthy, but his casual descriptions of whisking me off on international vacations with less than twenty-four hours’ notice was a shocking reminder of just how well-off he was.

      It was overwhelming. He was overwhelming.

      The butterflies in my stomach beat their gossamer wings, making me shiver at the slightly sickening thrill.

      Niko eased back in his chair, and his thumb brushed over my knuckles in a small gesture of comfort. “Maybe not tomorrow,” he allowed with a wink. “Date number five. Deal?”

      He wanted to go out again? Even after I’d been so awkward?

      I released a strangely shaky giggle in a burst of nervous energy. “Maybe. I don’t know about the surfing and snowboarding. I’m not the most coordinated person.”

      His smile remained fixed in place, but I saw the brittleness at the edges. “Then you can leave the extreme sports to me. We can go anywhere you want.”

      I got the sense that Niko liked living on the edge. I didn’t. In that moment, we both realized that we weren’t compatible in that regard, but he pushed through it.

      “Name a place,” he commanded, his tone still light and teasing.

      “How about Central Park?” I suggested. “I have my internship. As amazing as it sounds to go lounge on a beach somewhere, I can’t leave the city.”

      “I guess I can’t abandon work, either. Fine. Central Park. It’s a date.” He blew out a longsuffering sigh, but there was something affected about it. The real Niko had closed himself off again.

      I cut my gaze away, struggling to smother my discomfiture. I was glad that he’d allowed me a glimpse at his true self, even if it had been fleeting. But I didn’t like that my responses had caused him to put his walls back up.

      I glanced out the window to break from his dancing blue eyes, and I froze when my sweeping gaze snagged on a darker shadow across the street. For a second, I saw the outline of a hulking man in a leather jacket, his unruly black curls tumbling over his brow to conceal his face.

      Rage ignited in my chest. How dare Max continue to stalk me? It’d been too soon to call our connection love, but he’d still stomped all over my aching heart.

      We’re done. His final, cold words cracked through my mind like a whip, lashing at me.

      “Are you okay?”

      I jolted at Niko’s warm voice, far too close and far too intimate. I flinched, my stomach twisting with something like guilt.

      I sank into my anger, allowing it to consume that stupid twinge. I shouldn’t feel guilty for being with Niko. Max had broken what was between us. He’d broken me.

      He had no place in my life or even in my thoughts.

      My eyes narrowed on the dark figure across the street, but it was nothing. Just another shadow in the night.

      I drew in a shuddering breath and tried to calm my racing heart.

      Max hadn’t been there at all. I’d gotten angry for nothing.

      Or maybe I’m just seeing what I want to see, a treacherous little voice whispered. Maybe that burning sensation in my soul wasn’t hatred or anger. Whatever Max had done to me, what we shared had been hot and bright and all-consuming.

      I missed it.

      I missed him.

      I gave my head a little shake, as though I could forcibly push him from my brain. I turned my attention back to Niko, the impossibly handsome and charismatic man who actually wanted to date me. His smiling mask was back in place, but he’d allowed me to peek behind it. That should be more than enough for me; the gorgeous billionaire had made himself vulnerable with me, if only for a few minutes.

      Niko was the kind of man I should be with. Our fathers were friends, we moved in the same social circles, and he was totally charming and attentive. For whatever reason, he was truly interested in me. I’d be a fool to pass up this opportunity to get to know him.

      I put on a false smile of my own and tried my best to dazzle him in return. Niko was here with me, and Max wasn’t. I should want the handsome Russian.

      Judging by the warmth in my belly, some entirely feminine part of me did want him.

      I leaned toward him and reengaged with our conversation. I owed him my full attention, and I didn’t want to waste my time staring into the darkness. I didn’t want it to stare back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Allie

          

        

      

    

    
      A flash of light flitted at the edge of my vision, and my eyes flicked toward it automatically. My stomach dropped when I saw the guy holding up his phone, pointing it in my direction. He noted my gaze, grinned, and gave me a little wave. The light flashed again as he captured my shocked expression.

      “Um, Isabel?” I said, my voice lilting on her name like a question. “I think that guy is taking pics of you.” I gestured in the man’s direction, and my stunning friend turned to search for him, her signature dazzling smile lighting up her face. Her bronze skin practically glowed beneath the golden lighting that illuminated our favorite wine bar.

      With hundreds of thousands of social media followers, Isabel was a budding celebrity. Her recent off-Broadway play had garnered stellar reviews, and she’d already achieved influencer-status. I was used to her taking pics of us for her socials, but this was the first time a random person had snapped a photo from across a bar.

      “Honey, he’s taking pics of you,” Davis informed me as the man shot me another broad grin. It nearly split his overly tanned features, and his lean-muscled body flexed beneath his too-tight white dress shirt.

      Davis snickered. “I think he’s trying to impress you.”

      “What?” I asked on a little puff of air. I broke from the man’s gaze and faced my friend, whose sea green eyes were dancing with mirth. “Why would he be taking pictures of me?”

      “Because you’re Princess Alexandra,” he quipped.

      “Davis,” Charlie admonished, her perfectly penciled brows drawing together. “Don’t tease her about that.” My fashionista friend slung an arm over my shoulder and hugged me tight against her curves. “Don’t freak out, but there was another article in the Times today. About you and Nikolai.”

      I groaned and buried my face in my hands. My flaming cheeks burned my palms. Three glasses of pinot noir had melted my composure, and I couldn’t stop the reflexive reaction to the hot wave of embarrassment that rolled over me.

      Charlie gave me a little squeeze. “It was a nice article. They complimented you. You picked a great dress for your date last night. That sage green is perfection on you.”

      “There were pictures?” I moaned into my fingers. How had I not noticed someone taking photos of Niko and me? I’d been so caught up in my anxiety and his mind-scrambling beauty that I’d been completely absorbed in our conversation.

      “Gorgeous pictures,” Isabel said in a warm tone that was clearly meant to bolster me. “There must’ve been a paparazzi outside the restaurant. They snapped the shots through the window.”

      At the time, I’d been relieved that we’d been seated at the window rather than in a dark corner. That would’ve felt a little intimidating in its intimacy. But now, I wished we’d been hidden away completely.

      “But why would anyone care about my date with Niko?” I mumbled, finally lifting my face from my hands.

      I remembered that Niko had mentioned his father planting the first article about us in order to pressure us into dating. Had Mikhail Ivanov been responsible for this one too?

      Davis shrugged, a wickedly delighted smile tugging at the corners of his lips. He was having far too much fun with my newfound minor celebrity. “Because you’re both beautiful and rich. And he’s Nikolai Freaking Ivanov.” He waved his hands as though to encompass the enormity of Niko’s beauty and wealth.

      I took a gulp of my wine, allowing the warmth of the rich flavor to soothe my knotted insides. “I never should’ve agreed to go out with him,” I lamented. I hated public scrutiny of any kind. Taking press photos for my father’s political career was difficult enough. These images of Niko and me were invasive, prying past my carefully crafted public mask to peek at my private life.

      “Don’t you like Niko?” Charlie prompted, already knowing my answer. I’d spent our first half hour together discussing the details of my date last night.

      I blew out a sigh and tried my best to keep my focus on my friends. The man who’d snapped pics of me with his phone was still grinning in my direction, trying to catch my attention again. I could practically feel his eyes on me, and the white flash of his eager grin played around the edges of my awareness.

      I didn’t want to encourage him, so I resolutely ignored him.

      “Yeah, I like him,” I admitted.

      “What’s not to like?” Davis gushed. “He’s handsome, charming, and richer than God. He offered to whisk you off on an exotic vacation on your third date, right? That’s some real romance novel stuff right there.” He shared my love of romantic comedies, and he seemed to think Niko was the perfect swoon-worthy hero.

      And if I were being honest with myself, he kind of was. So why didn’t I feel totally giddy at the prospect of dating him? I shouldn’t feel slightly queasy about it. I didn’t have much experience dating, but dancing along the fine line between feminine excitement and social anxiety around Niko wasn’t exactly comfortable.

      “Well, the fact that the press is involved isn’t great,” I said, trying to figure it out for myself. I should be thrilled that Niko was interested in me.

      There was one very obvious reason that I couldn’t fully enjoy being with Niko, but I refused to allow myself to acknowledge it. Thinking about the ache in my chest was far too painful. If I ignored it, the dull throb receded into the background of my awareness, still twinging with every beat of my heart, but bearable.

      Isabel offered me a sympathetic look, her chocolate brown eyes softening. “You don’t have to go out with him if it makes you too uncomfortable. What about that other guy? Max?”

      “Ohmygod, yes!” Davis exclaimed, not noticing the way I flinched at Max’s name. It sliced into my chest like a knife. “The brooding hottie who saved you from getting flattened by an oncoming car. So romantic. Are you still seeing him?”

      Charlie giggled. “You have the strangest ideas about what’s romantic.” She shook her head at him, platinum blonde curls swaying around her heart-shaped face. Her baby blue eyes focused on me. “Whatever did happen to Max? You haven’t mentioned him in weeks.”

      My stomach dropped. I hadn’t told them about how Max had crushed me. How could I? Everything that’d happened on that awful night was directly related to his criminal family and his insane conspiracy theory about my dad. My friends couldn’t know anything about the entire situation: not that he was a Ferrara, not that he’d been stalking me, and definitely not that I’d somehow fallen for him, despite everything that should’ve kept us apart.

      “Did something happen between you two?” Isabel asked gently, immediately reading my glum mood.

      My fingers twirled around my locket, automatically seeking comfort. But the warm, smooth gold only reminded me of Max’s harsh declaration that my mom had been murdered by his family. And that my dad had covered it up by setting our home on fire, destroying everything.

      Staunch denial formed a lump in my throat, and I struggled to speak past it. I had to say something to explain my sudden discomfiture and Max’s disappearance from my life.

      “We ended things,” I said, my voice hitching slightly.

      “Aw, babe. Why didn’t you tell us?” Isabel asked as Charlie pulled me into a one-armed hug.

      “Did he hurt you?” Davis demanded, incensed on my behalf. “If he did, I will find him and throat punch him.”

      A strange, watery laugh burst from my chest, and my eyes stung with a sudden swell of emotion: pain, love, gratitude.

      “No, you won’t,” I countered on another shaky laugh. My friends would always fiercely defend me, but Davis wasn’t actually violent, despite the lean muscle packed onto his dancer’s body. “But I appreciate the thought.”

      “I didn’t realize things were that serious between you two,” Charlie said, all soft warmth and comfort. “When you started going out with Nikolai, too, I figured you were only interested in casual dating.”

      “Same,” Isabel agreed. “I’m sorry, Allie. I should’ve checked in with you sooner. I had no idea that you were upset.”

      “I thought you were just stressed with your internship and that douchebag, Gavin,” Davis added.

      My friends would’ve been blind not to notice that I was more than a little frazzled and distracted recently. They knew that I took my work seriously, and I had to deal with Gavin’s menacing glares every day I went into the office. He still hadn’t said a word to me that wasn’t professionally necessary—not since the night Max had broken his arm; the night Gavin had followed me home and drunkenly accosted me on my front porch. But my tormentor’s perpetual glower promised retribution.

      A small shudder rolled through me, and I wasn’t certain if it was from the thought of my bully or the flash of Max’s dark eyes that burned in my mind.
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