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CHAPTER 1



Maya
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“WE’RE FUCKED, DO YOU HEAR ME? FUCKED! AND NOT in a good way. In a dry, lubeless, close-your-eyes-and-think-of-England way.”


“Is that really what you do when you’re having bad sex? Seems counterintuitive.” 


“Maya.” Ezra sounded pained. “Please. This is an emergency.”


“I’m well aware.” I nestled my phone between my ear and shoulder and grabbed the bottle sitting on the top shelf of my parents’ medicine cabinet. “First, stop talking about lube, or the lack thereof. Second, calm down. I have a plan.”


“Oh, thank God.” He let out a relieved sigh. “What is it?” 


“We’re pulling every product in the pasta line off the shelves. Put together a press release that we can send out within the next two hours. The sooner, the better.”


“Every product?” Ezra spluttered. “But the reported cases have only been linked to the lasagna. If we pull every product in the line, the financial loss would—”


“Still be less than the long-term harm of keeping them on the shelf. We haven’t traced where the outbreak started, but the frozen pasta all comes from the same factory. The last thing we want is to pull the lasagna, only to have new cases crop up related to other products. This is about consumer trust and health, not money.”


As the chief brand officer for Singh Foods, my top priority was protecting the company’s reputation. That included managing crisis communications—and a listeria outbreak linked to our most popular product definitely qualified as a crisis.


“Right.” Ezra cleared his throat. “Then consider it done. I’ll have a draft press release to you within the hour.”


His foul language and dramatic outbursts aside, Ezra was great at his job as communications director, which was why I didn’t question him before I hung up.


I clutched the bottle I’d “borrowed” from my parents and slipped out of their bathroom. Despite my cool assurance on the phone, my heart raced like it was in the last mile of a marathon.


Ezra was right. It was a lot of product to pull off the shelves, but I’d convinced the CEO it was the right thing to do after the third reported case. I’d staked my reputation and possibly my job on it.


If it turned out the contamination really was limited to the lasagna, and our stock didn’t improve after the press release…


My heart rate climbed another notch.


No. I’d made the right call. I couldn’t risk more people getting sick because I wanted to save the company money. 


Something about the outbreak nagged at me, but I couldn’t pinpoint what it was, so I pushed the thought aside for now.


I had one non-work-related item on my to-do list tonight, and it was just the distraction I needed to brighten up an otherwise hellish day.


I jogged downstairs and almost made it to the kitchen when a familiar figure stopped me in my tracks. She planted her hands on her hips and pinned me with a suspicious stare.


Crap.


I quickly hid the bottle behind my back and summoned my most innocent smile. “Hi, Diya.” 


Diya was my family’s head of household. She’d practically raised me and my sisters, which meant she knew all of our tricks inside and out. 


“Hand it over, Ms. Maya.” She held out her hand, her expression stern.


“Hand what over?”


“Don’t be cute. Tonight’s party is important for Mr. and Mrs. Singh, and I won’t let you ruin it by pulling a childish prank on that boy.”


I suppressed a grimace at the mention of that boy.


“I would never prank anyone, not even him.” I placed my free hand on my heart. “I’m a top executive at a Fortune 500 company. Do you really think I have time to run around and play tricks on our dinner guests?”


Diya raised her eyebrows and kept her hand outstretched. She didn’t say a word.


Dammit. So much for my distraction.


I reluctantly moved the bottle out from behind my back and placed the laxatives in her hand.


She clucked her tongue in disapproval.


“He wouldn’t have died,” I said defensively. “It’s the mild version. But he would’ve thought twice about accepting another dinner invitation from us.”


Despite our busy schedules, my family gathered for dinner at my parents’ Westchester estate at least twice a month. Tradition was important, and my parents made sure we honored it. I usually looked forward to the dinners… unless he was also invited. 


“Considering your families have been friends for generations, I doubt it.” Diya shooed me toward the stairs. “Go. Dinner starts soon, and your mother will have a heart attack if you show up dressed like that.”


I knew better than to argue.


“Good to see you too!” I called over my shoulder. “One day, you’ll let me have some fun!”


“Don’t count on it!” she yelled back, but I heard the smile in her voice.


The adrenaline high from my run-in with Diya faded when I got to my room. It was hard to control my overthinking when I didn’t have another person to distract me, and I automatically reached for the stash of sweets in my nightstand drawer.


I’d blitzed through my favorite chocolate bonbons after news of the first listeria case broke earlier that day, so I settled for the backup gummy worms instead. I shoved one into my mouth.


It’s fine. Everything is fine. It wasn’t like my family’s company’s reputation hinged on my actions or like tens of millions of dollars were at stake. 


If I failed, I would be a public laughingstock, the name business school professors trotted out as a prime example of what not to do. My past accomplishments wouldn’t matter; people would only see my failure.


No big deal.


I consoled myself with another gummy worm and checked my phone. No updates from any of the news alerts I’d set for “Singh Foods.” 


Okay. I let the double hit of sugar calm my nerves. In this situation, no news was good news. 


No news is good news.


I repeated the mantra as I changed out of my jeans and T-shirt and into a silk dress. By the time I finished my hair and makeup, I’d coaxed my heart rate down to something resembling normal.


I had an hour left until dinner, so I slipped out of my room and down the back staircase toward the conservatory.


The sunny, glass-enclosed space was my favorite room in the house. When I was a teenager, I spent hours here reading, doing homework, and daydreaming. No one else ever came in here except to clean, so it was perfect.


I sank onto a cushioned wicker couch and checked my phone again. One new email from Ezra. He’d sent the drafted press release.


I read it over and sent back my notes. They were minimal; Ezra had done a fantastic job.


Still, my stomach knotted as I stared at the landscaped greenery outside the windows. This wasn’t how I’d wanted to spend the last weekend before Labor Day. I was supposed to be hanging out with my friends, not dealing with a work emergency before I had dinner with one of my least favorite people on the planet.


Sometimes, I wondered what’d happen if I simply… walked away. No more stress, no more sleepless nights or clawing my way toward some undefinable destination. 


It sounded nice, but the thought of giving up made my skin itch in an entirely different way. I wasn’t sure what I was striving for, but I knew I had to do more and be more. If I stood still, people would pass me, and that was unacceptable.


Ezra replied in record time with an edited statement. I read it over twice before I sent the fateful response.


Approved.


I put my phone away and bounced my knee. God, I could use some chocolate right now. Maybe—


“Hiding in your own family’s house? That’s a bit sad, Sal.” 


My leg froze mid-bounce as every muscle recoiled.


There weren’t many things in the world capable of sending me into instant fight-or-flight mode, but that deep, languorous drawl was one of them.


I didn’t have to turn to know who’d arrived.


It was the fucking devil himself.










CHAPTER 2



Maya
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POP CULTURE DEPICTED THE DEVIL AS A HIDEOUS thing, clawed and fanged with red skin and horns that broadcast his evilness to the world.


Pop culture was wrong.


In reality, the devil was tall and sculpted, with perfect teeth and a year-round tan that made him look like he’d just returned from a beach vacation in the south of France. Thick, artfully tousled brown hair hid his horns, and he moved with the lazy, self-assured confidence of someone who was used to getting everything handed to him on a silver platter.


If you hadn’t grown up with him (which I had) or endured his lifelong, cleverly hidden snark (which I also had), you might be duped into thinking he was an angel instead of Satan reincarnate. 


Fortunately, I knew better.


Unfortunately, no one else did.


Lucifer, otherwise known as Sebastian Laurent, leaned against the wall and gave me the half-smirk he only revealed when it was the two of us.


He was too smart to let it show in front of other people. Everyone thought he was this perfect golden boy, but I’d seen through his mask since we were three years old, when he’d purposely tripped me during a game of tag and claimed the candy prize for himself.


It was the first and last time a boy ever made me cry.


“I was hiding from you.” I ignored that hated nickname, Sal, and gave him a saccharine smile instead. “I didn’t want to spoil my appetite before dinner.”


“Is that the type of hospitality you offer an old friend?” He tsked. “No wonder your company’s in trouble.”


My jaw tightened. He would bring up the crisis the first chance he got. “We’re not friends, and this has nothing to do with work.” 


“Frenemies, then.” Sebastian straightened and sauntered over. His walk was loose-limbed and graceful, as if it took him a fraction of the energy it would for anyone else. 


He sprawled onto the couch opposite me, seemingly oblivious to my go-away-and-jump-into-a-lake-of-flesh-eating-piranhas energy.


Some people never get the hint.


“We’re not that either,” I said coolly. “Friends is still part of ‘frenemies.’”


“That’s what you say, but I know you better than most ‘friends.’” A knowing smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “How many sweets have you stress-eaten since news of the first case broke?”


Damn him.


“None.” The falsehood slipped easily off my tongue. “I don’t do that anymore.” 


Sebastian’s eyes bored into mine. They were clear amber shot through with flecks of gold. In the dying sunlight, they appeared almost leonine.


“Liar,” he said softly. 


My skin flushed. My heart beat in double time again, its rhythm a loud drum in my ears as we stared at each other. The air crackled with long-simmering animosity. 


I loathed him so much I almost couldn’t breathe.


“Is there a reason why you keep showing up where you’re not wanted?” I asked. “Or do you simply enjoy getting on my last nerve?” 


“Yes and yes.”


I really wished I could’ve pulled off the laxatives stunt. Seeing him writhe in discomfort would’ve been worth every bit of the consequences.


“You keep forgetting I’m an invited guest.” Sebastian leaned back, his gaze filled with cool amusement. “I didn’t barge in here unannounced.”


“You were invited to dinner, not here. With me.” This is my spot, I almost added, but that sounded too petty. Besides, if Sebastian knew how much I loved the conservatory, he’d never leave.


“You can get up and leave any time you want.” He shrugged. “No one’s forcing you to talk to me.” 


“I was here first. I’m not leaving.”


“Ah.” A faint smile touched his mouth, contrasting with the boredom stamped across the rest of his face. “Then it appears we’ve reached an impasse. C’est dommage.” 


Translation: That’s too bad. 


I wasn’t a native French speaker like him, but I was fluent in the language thanks to my Swiss boarding school education.


I swallowed some other choice words I could’ve said in French.


This was ridiculous. We were full-grown adults acting like children, but that happened every time we were in close proximity. He always brought out the worst in me.


But Sebastian was like the world’s most annoying peacock. He craved attention. Maybe if I deprived him of that oxygen, he’d do me a favor and wither away. 


Instead of acknowledging him further, I pulled out my phone again. A deluge of news alerts flooded the screen, and all thoughts of my unwanted company fled as my pulse kicked into overdrive.


The press release.


It’d gone out, and the media had latched onto it like wildfire to dry brush. 


A frantic skim of the headlines revealed only a basic regurgitation of the facts, so I went to the one corner of the internet where I was guaranteed to see opinions: social media.


My heart climbed into my throat as I typed “Singh Foods” into the app’s search bar. The topic was already trending, with new posts refreshing every other minute.


There were a few cynical naysayers, but overall, the initial reactions were overwhelmingly positive. 


The vise around my chest loosened. For the first time in hours, I was treading water instead of drowning. 


I exited my socials and switched to my email, where I sent Ezra a follow-up and checked the rest of my messages.


Sebastian didn’t say a word the entire time, but the heat of his stare seared into my skin.


Now that my initial adrenaline rush had subsided, I was hyperaware of how silent it was. Of the way my blood pulsed in my veins and the way his presence charged every molecule in the room.


I didn’t have to see him to feel him there. 


Silent. Assessing. Judging. 


I stared at my phone, willing myself not to twitch or do anything that would indicate his scrutiny had any effect on me whatsoever.


Which it didn’t. Obviously.


“It’s a good press release.” His tone contained the casualness of an afterthought. “Let me guess. You convinced your father to pull the entire line because you were worried about cross-contamination. Trust over profit. Very on-brand for the chief brand officer.” 


I remained silent and jabbed the Delete button on a generic party invite with more force than necessary.


“I’ll take that as a yes.” Sebastian yawned. “Smart. It’s what I would’ve done.”


“I’m so glad I have your seal of approval.” I couldn’t hold back anymore. “What would I have done without it?” 


I regretted taking his bait the second the words left my mouth, but it was too late. I caught a flash of triumph in his eyes before he unfolded himself from the couch. It was almost time for dinner. I should leave too, but I’d rather gouge my eyes out than leave with him.


“Always happy to be a source of validation,” Sebastian drawled. He retrieved something from his pocket and tossed it at me. I caught it a split second before it smacked me in the face. “You’re welcome.”


I heard a glimmer of laughter as he left the conservatory and disappeared into the depths of the house.


I waited until he was well and truly gone before I unclenched my fingers. An orange-foil-wrapped candy sat in my palm.


It was a chocolate bonbon. 
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Of course, I didn’t eat the chocolate. 


I wouldn’t put it past Sebastian to give me expired candy, and the bonbon was clearly a power play. A subtle way to indicate he knew things about me that he had no business knowing, and a sneaky reminder that I needed the stress relief because I was caught up in a public relations shitstorm.


 Meanwhile, he was riding high on a wave of glowing publicity, including two newly minted Michelin-starred restaurants in the Laurent Restaurant Group’s portfolio and a fawning profile in the New York Times. 


My family didn’t own restaurants. Our money came from frozen foods, and there was no Michelin star equivalent for frozen foods.


I knew that, but it didn’t stop me from wanting one. 


I think that was the real reason Sebastian grated on my nerves. No matter how hard I worked or how much I accomplished—personally, professionally, academically—he always made me feel like I was behind. 


I got straight A’s by studying my ass off; he got straight As just by waltzing into the classroom after rolling out of bed.


I was salutatorian; he was valedictorian. 


I won the International Marketing Excellence Award; he won it first and got more press coverage for it.


It was infuriating.


I glanced at him across the dining table. He was busy chatting with my younger sister Neha and pretending to be a normal human being.


Dinner started half an hour ago, and both the Singh and Laurent clans were gathered in my parents’ formal dining room. My father sat at the head of the table, with my mother on his left and Sebastian’s father, Michel, on his right. Michel’s wife, Yvonne, gossiped with my mom about the latest society scandal while Neha’s husband gulped down his wine like this was his last supper. My grandmother sat at the other end of the table, her expression serene as she took everything in. She wore a plain white linen shirt that contrasted with the enormous emerald earrings dripping from her earlobes.


The only person missing was my youngest sister Priya, who was vacationing in Bali with her boyfriend. It was their six-month anniversary, which was why my mother let her absence slide.


Everyone seemed to be having a grand time except for me and Sebastian, who was seated directly across from me. Although he was laughing and smiling, I could tell it was fake.


When he really smiled, his eyes would crinkle at the corners, and the pitch of his laugh would be a decibel or two lower than it currently was. He wouldn’t be gripping his wineglass that tightly or focusing that intently on Neha, like he had something to prove.


“Before we get to the main course, I want to thank everyone for coming tonight.” My father’s booming voice drew everyone’s attention to the head of the table.


The room quieted.


My stomach twisted in anticipation. My father had hinted at some “big news” he wanted to share tonight, but I had no idea what it might be or how the Laurents were involved.


I glanced at Sebastian again. My heartbeat stumbled—he was already looking at me, his expression inscrutable. 


He arched an eyebrow and raised his wineglass with a sardonic smirk.


I pressed my lips together and refocused on my dad. 


At age sixty-one, Neal Singh remained an indomitable force in any room he walked into. His hair had gone full gray, but his eyes and mind were as sharp as ever.


“I know you’re all busy, but I have some news I’d like to share that is relevant to both our families.” Despite his jovial tone, tension strained his smile. The press release had gone over well, but the recall crisis still hung over us like a thundercloud. “As you obviously know, Michel and I have been good friends for many, many years, but we’ve never gone into business together.”


“We’ve thought about it,” Michel added. “But the opportunity never came up. Until now.”


The nape of my neck prickled with foreboding. Across from me, Sebastian frowned, his smirk gone.


“Let’s cut to the chase since I’m sure everyone would like to eat their dinner before it gets cold,” my father said. “I’m happy to announce that Singh Foods and the Laurent Restaurant Group will be collaborating on a special line of frozen food products. The expertise of…”


A strange buzz filled my ears. I didn’t hear what my father said next because the same three words kept looping in my head.


What. The. Fuck.


The high-low collaboration model wasn’t a new concept. It’d already made its mark in the fashion industry (see: designer brands collaborating with big-box retailers on affordable, limited-edition lines) and was gradually creeping into the food world. But us? Working with the Laurent Restaurant Group? That would be like trying to sell Hermès and H&M in the same store.


Some brands meshed; others didn’t. And the Laurents’ ultra-luxury, fine-dining portfolio was so far removed from our affordable supermarket staples that it might as well be on a different planet.


Judging by the tight set of Sebastian’s mouth, he agreed.


“Is this an idea or a done deal?” There was no inflection in his tone. It was pure, smooth calm, but I detected a dangerous ripple beneath the surface.


“It’s a done deal.” Michel shot his son a warning look. “Neal and I have been talking about it for months.”


“We should still discuss—”


“This isn’t the right—”


Our overlapping protests burst forth in synchronized outrage. Sebastian and I glared at each other before we faced our fathers again. 


No one else seemed that invested except for my grandmother. She watched us, her eyes alive with interest as she nibbled on her bread like it was popcorn.


“This is the first time I’m hearing of this, and I’m the chief marketing officer.” Sebastian beat me to the punch in elaborating. His voice sounded sharp, brittle, and extremely unlike him. “With all due respect to Singh Foods, there are certain brand incompatibilities that have to be reconciled—if they can be reconciled—before we take such a drastic step.”


“And this isn’t the right time to launch such a big collaboration,” I added. “We’re still dealing with a… delicate situation.”


“We’ve made up our minds,” my father said, his voice firm. “The collaboration will be financially beneficial for both of us, and if we pull it off, it’ll be a huge PR coup.”


“It’ll also diversify our consumer base by giving us a new market entry,” Michel added. 


Sebastian didn’t appear mollified. “But—”


“Enough,” the elder Laurent said sharply. “Like Neal said, we’ve made up our minds.” 


“We’re fast-tracking this project,” my father said. “I have it on good authority that Whitaker Farms is planning a similar collaboration. They’re in the early stages, but we have to announce before they do, or we’ll look like we’re copying them.”


Whitaker Farms was our biggest competitor. Despite their wholesome-sounding name, their CEO was ruthless, and they’d been slowly but surely eating away at our market share over the past two years.


“Whitaker itself isn’t a worry,” Michel said dismissively. My father gave him a sharp look, but he didn’t interject when the other man added, “Neal is right about fast-tracking, though. The first to market gets the advantage. That’s why it’s important.”


“Define fast-tracking,” I said.


“We want it announced by next month. I trust the optics will be better by then.” My father gave me a pointed look. His voice was like iron, stern and unyielding.


I swallowed another protest and sank deeper into my chair. That was an order—fix our company’s image before the announcement, or else.


I wasn’t thrilled about the collaboration, but I’d never let my father down before. I wasn’t about to start now. His opinion and our family’s reputation mattered more than my personal grievances.


Besides, I couldn’t argue with an elder, especially not in front of company. It simply wasn’t done.


“We’re aiming for a nine-month product launch window,” Michel said. “This new line should be on shelves before next year’s shareholder meetings.”


Sebastian’s eyes flared. “That’s impossible. A project of this scale—”


“Is possible when you have the right people and resources.” Michel leaned forward and laced his fingers together. “It’s a good thing you and Maya both feel so strongly about this matter. Considering you’re the top marketing executives for our respective companies, you’ll both play a pivotal role in this launch.”


A giant pit opened in my stomach. My earlier foreboding whooshed in, turning my nerves into a pulpy mess. “Meaning?”


He couldn’t be implying what I thought he was implying. No way, no how.


“Meaning we’d like you and Sebastian to be the point people on this project,” my father said. “For the next nine months, your top priority is working on the collaboration. Together.”










CHAPTER 3



Sebastian
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“YOU GOING TO TELL ME WHAT CRAWLED UP YOUR ASS and fucked you over, or do I have to wine and dine you before you give up the goods?” Xavier leaned against the counter and crossed his arms.


“Charming.” I turned off the heat and moved the scallops to a tray, where I let them rest for a minute. “Does Sloane wash your mouth out with soap every night, or have you corrupted her so much that she doesn’t care?” 


He grinned. “Neither. She’s always loved my filthy mouth.”


I snorted and tossed my kitchen towel at him. He caught it easily, his eyes glittering with laughter.


We were in the Vault’s kitchen. I often tested new recipes here since I couldn’t bulldoze my way into any of my family’s restaurants. Professional chefs didn’t take kindly to other people invading their space. 


The recipes were for me more than anyone else, but I took them as seriously as if I were serving them to a critic. That was why I was willing to call in a favor with Xavier to use his space.


The Vault was primarily a nightclub, but it also served as a luxury event space. Its private top floor included a wet bar, a twenty-person dining room, and a full-size gourmet kitchen, which was currently empty except for the two of us.


“Seriously, man. You’ve been moody all day, and that’s not like you,” Xavier said. “What’s going on?”


I hesitated, my brain flipping back and forth over whether to tell him the truth or make up some bullshit.


I’d known Xavier Castillo since boarding school. We’d been casual friends, but we hadn’t struck up a true friendship until a few years ago, when he’d cleaned up his act and opened the Vault.


The Colombian beer heir had been infamous in our social circle before his publicist/ girlfriend straightened him out. Gone was the hedonistic playboy whose debauched parties made the gossip rag headlines every other week; in his place was a savvy businessman who’d turned the Vault into New York’s ultimate place to see and be seen. He’d kept the place relevant since it opened, which was no small feat in a city where today’s hotspot was tomorrow’s trash.


One thing hadn’t changed, though. He was still nosy as hell.


“I have a lot on my mind,” I finally said. “Work stuff. The usual.” 


“Work stuff, huh?” Xavier’s eyebrows shot up. “Does it have to do with the Singh collab you mentioned earlier?”


I kept quiet as I plated the scallops and carefully spooned beurre blanc au citron onto each one.


The mere mention of the collab made my head pound. It was the world’s most ill-thought-out plan, and I was the one who had to make sure it was a success. With Maya.


A brief image of brown eyes and full lips flashed through my mind.


My jaw clenched.


“I’ll take your silence as a yes.” Xavier sounded amused. “I thought you liked the Singhs. What’s the problem?”


“I do. Most of them anyway.” I garnished the scallops with chopped parsley. “The problem is, it’s not on brand, and we have nine months to accomplish something that usually takes twice as long. Plus, I have other priorities besides working with someone who’ll fight me on every little thing.”


I didn’t get it. It wasn’t like my father to be so impulsive. He was all about routine. 


He’d played tennis at the Valhalla Club every Sunday for the past twenty years, spent precisely three weeks at our château in Provence every August, and always ate his steak medium rare with a glass of Cabernet Sauvignon.


Michel Laurent was not a man who liked change, which was why I was convinced an army of brain-eating bacteria was actively eroding his good judgment. 


Part of me resented how easily Neal had convinced him to take a huge business risk when I’d failed repeatedly at getting him to support my own risks. If it weren’t for my mother’s quiet but steadfast support, I’d never go home. There were only so many dismissals I could endure before I snapped.


“Ah.” Xavier laughed. “So that’s the problem. Maya. I should’ve guessed.”


I bristled, my focus shifting from my father back to the other thorn in my side. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


“It means that girl has had you all twisted up since boarding school.” He snagged a scallop off the plate and popped it in his mouth. “Every time you act weird, it’s because of her.”


“Yeah, because she’s insufferable.”


“Whatever you say.” Xavier reached for another scallop. “These are fucking delicious, by the way.”


I was so nonplussed by his (completely wrong) observation that I barely processed his compliment.


Maya did not have me all twisted up. That was ridiculous.


Did her hyper-competitiveness drive me up the wall? Yes.


Did I take perverse pleasure in getting a rise out of her and making that perfect, type-A mask crack? Also yes.


Did the thought of working closely with her for almost a year bring me dangerously close to the brink of losing it? Yes. I mean, no.


Fuck.


I rubbed a hand over my mouth. An image of her floated through my mind again.


Last week. She was sitting in her family’s conservatory, brow scrunched with concentration as she pointedly ignored me. The sun was setting, and the light made everything about her glow. Her hair. Her skin. Her eyes.


She hadn’t wanted me there, and I shouldn’t have sought her out. We always ended up bickering. But we hadn’t been alone together, just the two of us, in… years. Not since boarding school, in fact. Not since—


I slammed the door on that thought before it fully formed.


A prickle crawled over my skin. Embarrassment, maybe, or resentment. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter.


That night had happened forever ago. It had no bearing on my relationship with Maya now.


Instead of entertaining Xavier’s delusions, I tried the scallops myself. A burst of flavors exploded on my tongue. Rich garlic, tangy lemon, and a refreshing hint of parsley mixed with the naturally sweet, briny taste of the seafood. 


Xavier was right. It was delicious. 


But it wasn’t perfect, which meant it wasn’t up to my standards. It certainly wasn’t up to my father’s standards.


“Dammit.” I tried another one. Same result. “This isn’t it. It’s still missing something.”


“Yeah, it’s missing another batch,” he said through a mouthful of food. “Seriously, man. You’ve been trying to nail this recipe for months, and this is the best it’s ever been. I think you got it.”


“No.” My teeth ground together. Frustration flared in my gut, hot and sharp. “The best it’s ever been isn’t the best it can be. I’m overlooking something.” 


I paced the length of the kitchen. The air was stifling.


I forced myself to take a deep breath and not unravel in front of Xavier. He’d seen glimpses of what it was like when I hit a wall, but he didn’t know the extent of it.


No one did.


“Seb.” Xavier’s smile faded as I walked back and forth, my mind spinning. “Seriously. Your food is incredible, and I’m not saying that because we’re friends. Who cares if it’s not perfect in your eyes?” He jabbed a finger at the half-empty plate. “I guarantee you that nine out of ten people who eat that would say it’s perfect. Hell, everything you do is perfect. That’s why so many people secretly resented you when we were in school.”


“You wouldn’t understand.”


“Try me.”


I stopped in front of the stove and stared at the remaining scallops. A jumble of words clogged my throat, but they refused to form a coherent explanation.  


How could I explain the gaping, gnawing restlessness inside of me? Every day, I woke up on top of the world, but instead of enjoying the view, all I could think about was how much I hated it. And then I hated myself because I should be grateful.


I had everything, yet everything wasn’t enough. It didn’t fill the emptiness inside me.


It’d been easier to slap a Band-Aid over it when I was younger. I’d papered over that missing part of myself with sex, parties, and alcohol. I’d lived it up around the world and pretended that was all I needed in life. And yeah, some people had resented me for that. They’d looked at my life and thought it was perfect.


But the older I got, the less my coping mechanisms worked.


I needed purpose, and the scallops had become a symbol of that. Perfecting them was a goal, and goals kept me from losing myself in the darkness.


The problem was, not perfecting them fucked with my head too. I couldn’t figure out what was worse—floating aimlessly or failing spectacularly. Either way, I couldn’t distill my feelings into words for Xavier.


Thankfully, an incoming call saved me from making up another bullshit excuse.


I was so relieved I picked up without checking the caller ID, but I tensed again when a familiar voice flowed over the line. “Sebastian Laurent, picking up on the first ring. Wonders never cease.”


“I’ll always pick up on the first ring for you, Sal.” I pushed my spiraling thoughts aside and slipped effortlessly into my Maya voice. Cool. Detached. Amused. Anything that hid how much she got under my skin. “All you have to do is call.”


“Keep dreaming.”


“You’re the one calling me on a Friday night.” I turned my back to Xavier, whose sly smile had returned when I said “Sal.” Whatever he thought this was, it wasn’t. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” 


“I’m only calling you because I have no choice,” Maya said. “If I wait for you to take the initiative, this collaboration will be dead in the water before it starts.”


That was fine with me.


“You might be fine with that,” she continued with eerie precision. “But I won’t let your lack of work ethic affect my track record, so I’m calling to set up a time for us to meet and hash out the details. I’ve already emailed you a proposed work schedule and initial ideas for the launch.”


“You were always an overachiever.”


“And you were always an underachiever.”


“Yet we’ve achieved roughly the same things so far. So who’s really getting the short end of the stick here?” 


Her sputter of indignation brought a small grin to my face. 


“Seriously, we’re already behind schedule,” she said after she calmed down. “It’s been a week, and we have nothing concrete to show for it. I sent you a couple of time slots for Monday. Pick one that works and come prepared with ideas.”


“I’m always prepared. Just don’t get mad when my ideas are better than yours.”


“Please.” Maya scoffed. “You couldn’t find a good idea if it crawled out of your closet and punched you in the face.”


“I guess we’ll find out soon,” I drawled. “See you Monday, Sal. Looking forward to it.”


She hung up.


My grin widened. I pocketed my phone and turned to find Xavier wearing a shit-eating grin of his own.


“What?” I placed the now-empty plate in the dishwasher—apparently, he’d finished off the food while I’d been on the phone—along with other utensils and cookware. 


The club opened soon, and I wanted to get everything cleaned up before Xavier went downstairs to play host.


“Nothing.” He pushed off the counter and helped me with the trash. “But I can’t wait for your project updates. Making you two work together is like putting two starving lions in the same room. Only one of you is coming out alive.”


“Don’t be so dramatic. We’ve done school projects together before.”


“That was a long time ago, and you guys argued so much, everyone requested to transfer to another group.”


I shrugged. “Not everyone can handle the pressure.”


At the risk of sounding like an egotistical jerk, there was only one person who had ever kept up with me. 


I might feel purposeless, but I still excelled at almost everything society deemed “important”—school, sports, work. I beat my peers in any of those fields without breaking a sweat—unless my opponent was Maya.


She was the only one who challenged me. Even when she lost a battle in our ongoing war, she didn’t make it easy. It intrigued me almost as much as it pissed me off.


“Maybe not.” Xavier slid a sideways glance at me. “Just try to keep it together while this project is going on. I don’t want to be the one picking up the pieces if things go south.”


“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll be fine.”


I wasn’t happy about the circumstances, but I’d survived Maya Singh for this long. I could handle another nine months with her.










CHAPTER 4



Maya
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“WERE YOU ON A WORK CALL?”


I returned to my table at the Tipsy Goat to find two pairs of eyes drilling into me—one accusing, one amused.


“No?” It came out more like a question than I’d intended. I bit my lip, my cheeks flushing with guilt. “Okay, yes, but it was one call, and it lasted, like, five minutes tops.”


“Maya.” Ayana groaned. “We agreed this would be a work-free night. It’s Friday! We’re young, we’re hot, and we’re… well, we’re not all single, but the guys aren’t here, so we should have some girls’ night fun. Which we can’t do”—she reached for my phone—“if you insist on being a buzzkill.”


I held the phone away from her and laughed when she scowled at me. Even when she was frowning, she was the most beautiful person in the bar. It was the perk of being a famous supermodel.


“I’m sorry. It won’t happen again,” I promised. I put my phone in my bag and held up my hands. “See? Out of sight, out of mind.”


Mollified, Ayana pivoted her attention to Sloane. The blonde arched a perfectly shaped brow in response.


“No,” she said. “My phone remains on the table.”


“Look on the bright side.” I patted Ayana on the shoulder. “At least it’s not glued to her hand anymore. Progress.”


Sloane Kensington was New York’s publicist supreme and a total badass. She was also a notorious workaholic. She’d represented my family for years (our personal brand, not our corporate one), and I remembered the days when she’d toted her phone around like it was her precious firstborn. 


Old Sloane would’ve never put it down on the table, but New Sloane—aka slightly more relaxed, head-over-heels-in-love Sloane—only rolled her eyes good-naturedly when Ayana giggled at her expense. 


“Okay, one last thing about work, and then we can talk about something else.” Ayana raised her martini. “A toast to Maya, who turned a disaster into a huge PR coup. Congrats, babe. I knew you could do it.” 


I blushed, my insides fizzing as I clinked my glass against hers and Sloane’s. “We’re not totally out of the woods yet, but at least I know I won’t be jobless,” I joked. 


My family might own Singh Foods, but my dad was big on everyone pulling their weight. He’d fired one of my cousins after they fucked up a report during their first week on the job, and he’d never hired them back. I didn’t get special treatment just because I was his daughter.


“You could run your own PR agency,” Sloane said. “Put me out of my job.” 


“Please. I know a bit about PR, but I’m more of a marketing girl.” People often conflated the two, but they were pretty different. “And I would be terrified to go up against you.”


She laughed but didn’t refute me. Sloane knew exactly how good she was at her job. It was one of the things I loved about her. She didn’t fake humility.


“PR, marketing. Doesn’t matter.” Ayana waved an elegant hand in the air. “What matters is that your stock’s up and shareholders are happy, which means we need another round of drinks.” She signaled our server, who immediately came over to take our order and whisk away our empty glasses.


My blush deepened from a combination of alcohol and pleasure. After a week of crisis-management meetings and knots in my stomach, happy hour with my friends felt like sinking into a warm bath after a long trek in the cold.


I’d known Sloane forever, but we hadn’t become friends friends until recently. Ayana was the one who brought us together. We’d met at a Valhalla Club event last year, and we’d instantly hit it off. She was also Sloane’s client, so our trio had evolved organically. We often hung out with Sloane’s three best friends too, but they were busy with their husbands tonight, so it was just us.


“Do you actually read the business section, or did Vuk give you the rundown before you came?” I teased.


Ayana was a fashion girl. Wall Street news bored her to death.


She shrugged, her eyes brightening at the mention of her boyfriend. “Is there a difference? He always gives me what I need.” 


“Mmhmm. I bet he does.”


“Maya!” She shoved at my arm, her voice shaded with embarrassment. “Take your mind out of the gutter.” 


“I didn’t say anything!” I protested with a laugh. “You were the one who took it there.”


“Whatever,” she said, but I saw a smile threatening to form. “I can neither confirm nor deny any details about my sex life. All I can say is…” She took a delicate sip of her drink, her eyes sparkling. “I’m extremely happy.”


Sloane and I shrieked like schoolgirls as Ayana’s grin broke free. She shook her head and covered her face with her hands, ignoring our demands for more information.


She and Vuk were so private, but it made sense. 


Vuk Markovic was the most intimidating person I’d ever met. The huge, scarred billionaire was a notorious recluse, and he attended most public functions with the loving reluctance of someone indulging his girlfriend. He scared the shit out of me, but he treated Ayana like a queen, so I was over the moon for her—even if I, personally, was too terrified to date someone like him.


“Speaking of the men in our lives, how are your blind dates going?” Sloane asked after we settled down. “Find a winner yet?”


I wrinkled my nose. “Hardly. Dating in New York is like trying to find a diamond in a sea of crap. Shitty and not fun.”


“You’ll find your person,” Ayana said, her tone consoling as our server brought out our new drinks. “If you want to, that is.”


“I do. I just…” I blew out a sigh. “I want to find them on my own terms, you know? Being forced to go on a date with someone doesn’t exactly scream ‘romantic’ from the get-go.”


I’d tried to argue with my mom about it, but there was no fighting her on stuff like this. She loved to meddle in her children’s lives, and I was the only single one among my sisters. That meant I’d have a neon target on my back until I got married and popped out some grandchildren for her to dote on.


My eyes strayed to my bag. My phone was in there, along with my keys, wallet, lip gloss, and the stupid chocolate bonbon Sebastian gave me. 


I wasn’t going to eat it, but throwing away premium chocolate seemed like a huge waste. What if I had a major crash out one day, and that bonbon was the only thing standing between me and a total meltdown? 


It was best to keep it with me for emergencies (even if it came from the devil incarnate). Just in case.


“We’ll find someone for you,” Sloane said. “I’ll ask Xavier for help. Eligible bachelors come through the Vault every week. He has to know a few who’d be a good fit.”


I brought my attention back to her, my eyes rounding in horror. “What? No! That’s so embarrassing. I can’t ask your boyfriend to set me up.”


“Is it more embarrassing than having your mother set up your dates for you?” she asked pointedly.


Ayana giggled.


“Low blow,” I grumbled.


“You know what? I’m texting him right now.” Sloane’s fingers flew over her phone. “It’s girls’ night, but you need a date for your cousin’s wedding next year, right? I guarantee we can find you someone better than those generic finance bros your mother loves.” 


“Actually, she likes doctors. But I see your point,” I quickly amended when Sloane glared at me. “Text away.”


“Already done.” She tossed a wad of cash on the table and stood, her expression determined. “Let’s go. We’re finding you a date.”
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Thirty minutes later, we arrived at the Vault. The exclusive nightclub was located in a former bank vault, hence the name, and for most people, it was harder to get into than Fort Knox. But since Sloane was the owner’s girlfriend and Vuk was a silent partner in the club, we received red-carpet treatment from the moment we exited our cab.


Our personal escort whisked us past security and up to the VIP floor, where the bartender promptly served us a round of signature drinks, on the house. 


Ayana wasted no time in scouting out the crowd. “What about him?” she shouted over the music. She gestured toward a tall, good-looking guy with auburn hair. “He’s cute.”


“Yes, and he’s wearing a Patagonia vest in a club.”


“You have a point. I can’t believe the bouncer let that fly.” She pursed her lips. “Okay, what about him? The guy with—oh, never mind. That’s either his girlfriend or someone whose ass he really likes grabbing.”


I let Ayana have her fun, though I was almost certain I wouldn’t find what I was looking for in a nightclub. 


Sloane stopped texting Xavier to nod at my phone. “Should you get that?”


I glanced down to see the screen lighting up every other second with a new text.


“It’s my family group chat,” I said. “I bet it’s Priya. She’s been bombarding us with vacation pictures all day.” 


Whereas Neha was the sporty, uptight one, and I was the smart-mouthed, type-A one, Priya was the hippie free spirit. She wanted nothing to do with the family business and made a living painting portraits of other people’s beloved pets.


Secretly, I thought she was fleecing her customers because no dog portrait was worth a thousand dollars, but she was too bubbly and earnest for anyone to say no to.


“Last I heard, she joined an artists’ commune or something. Or maybe it’s a cult.” I clicked into the group chat while Ayana continued my husband hunt. I was half afraid she was going to drag some poor schmuck over and lock us in a closet until we kissed. “I’ll just mute—”


My sentence broke off abruptly.


The first thing I saw in the chat was a photo of Priya and her boyfriend beaming at the camera. 


The second thing I saw was the glittering diamond on her finger.


PRIYA




Ben and I got engaged!!!!





A string of congratulatory texts ensued, followed by a scolding from our mom, who couldn’t believe that Priya broke the big news over WhatsApp instead of in person.


I stared at the photo until the ring blurred into a taunting mass of white and platinum. Sourness stung the back of my tongue. 


Priya was engaged. My sister, who was five years younger than me and had, up until she met Ben, insisted she “didn’t believe in tying herself down to any one person,” was engaged.


The sourness sharpened into something more acrid.


“Are you okay?” Ayana asked. I looked up to find her and Sloane staring at me with concerned frowns. “You’re a little pale.”


“I’m fine.” I forced a smile. “Priya’s engaged.”


“Your sister? Oh my God! That’s amazing.” Ayana faltered, obviously picking up on my distress. “It is amazing. Right?”


“Of course it is.” I upped the wattage of my smile until my cheeks hurt. “I’m surprised, that’s all. I didn’t—we didn’t think it would happen so soon. They’ve only been dating for six months.”


I was happy for my sister. Truly. 


But a secret, shameful part of me resented her for reaching that milestone before me. It wasn’t a competition, yet I felt like I’d fallen behind.


No one would let me forget it either. If my mom had been insufferable with her matchmaking before, Priya’s engagement would send her into overdrive. I dreaded finding out what she had in store for me now that I was her last single daughter left standing.


“Hey, Luna.” Xavier came up beside us, breaking the tension. He kissed Sloane on the cheek, and despite the cramp in my stomach, I couldn’t help but smile at the way her entire body softened at the sight of him.


With his smoldering dark looks and plethora of tattoos, Xavier looked like the ultimate bad boy until he smiled. Those dimples of his could melt even the iciest heart.


He bestowed those dimples on me a minute later. “So, I hear you need a proper date for your cousin’s wedding. Someone who’ll blow everyone else away.” 


“I do, but I can find one on my own. You don’t need to… you know.” I gestured vaguely around us.


“Oh, it’s no problem.” Xavier’s grin widened. He appeared unusually thrilled about the situation. “I’d be delighted to set you up. I already have someone in mind.”


That was fast. “Who—”


“Who are you trying to set up now, Castillo?” 


My smile vanished.


Sebastian joined our group, dressed down but irritatingly gorgeous in jeans and a black shirt. He greeted Ayana and Sloane warmly but didn’t acknowledge me.


I wanted to crawl under a rock when Xavier said, “We’re helping Maya find a date for her cousin’s wedding.”


Heat scorched my neck and chest. Sebastian was never going to let me live this down.


“Really?” His gaze flicked toward me for a split second. “Interesting.”


I braced myself for a taunt, a snarky comment, anything, but it never came.


I blinked, thrown by Sebastian’s uncharacteristic terseness. That was it? He wasn’t going to give me shit for needing help to find a date? What was wrong with him?


I almost reached over to check if he had a fever, but Xavier slung an arm around his shoulder and saved me from my own impulse. “We should pair her with Killian. He’s always down for a good party.”


“Killian Katrakis?” Ayana perked up. “I can’t believe I didn’t think of him. He’d be perfect!”


“He is really good-looking,” Sloane mused. “Not as good-looking as you, of course,” she added when Xavier shot her a wounded look. She patted him on the shoulder like he was a golden retriever instead of a six-foot-plus billionaire. “But Killian could work. What do you think, Maya? You’re acquainted with him, right?”


“Sure. We know each other,” I said with some wariness.


Killian Katrakis was the CEO of a major electronics conglomerate. Gorgeous, single, and richer than God, he was one of the city’s most sought-after bachelors. There was an ongoing bet amongst the single (and not-so-single) socialites in New York to see who could lock him down first. So far, no one had gotten even close.


“Great! We’ll give him a call.” Xavier’s dimples flashed again. “Right, Seb?”


A muscle feathered in Sebastian’s jaw. “We aren’t doing anything,” he said coolly. “I’ll leave the matchmaking to you. I’m not interested in doomed endeavors.”


“Fine.” Xavier appeared undeterred by the brushoff. In fact, he almost looked like he was trying not to laugh. “Don’t worry, Maya. I got you. Be back soon.” He grabbed a bemused Sloane and dragged her to another part of the club.


“I’ll be back too. Restroom,” Ayana elaborated. She winked at me and disappeared into the crowd.


And then there were two.


Sebastian and I eyed each other. His hair was more tousled than usual, and there was a bandage wrapped around his thumb. It hadn’t been there last week.


“Here I thought you’d be in the office,” he drawled. “Did you call me from the club earlier? That’s sad.”


The urge to ask about his bandage disappeared beneath a comfortingly familiar avalanche of annoyance. “I called you from happy hour, and that’s because I needed the alcohol to make talking to you bearable.”


His lips curved. “I’d find that more believable if we hadn’t had many conversations sober, Sal.” 


I hated that he was right.


A specific memory rose, unbidden, like an old ghost emerging from a long sleep.


Boarding school. The hushed silence of the library. The faint, distinctive smell of old books, like dry wood mixed with sweet vanilla. 


And Sebastian and I, cooped up there so late during finals that we were the only ones left. We were wired from too much caffeine and delirious from too little sleep, and we would stay there long after midnight, our conversations meandering from the function of cells to debates about art, literature, and philosophy. We’d fall asleep arguing, and…


I blinked away the memory before it sank its claws into me.


That was then; this is now.


“Many conversations, yes. Many conversations I’ve enjoyed? Not so much,” I said, recovering.


A smirk played around the corners of his mouth. “Stock’s up day over day this past week,” he said, abruptly changing subjects. “Good job.”


“Are you so obsessed that you’re stalking my company’s performance?” 


His expression flickered before it smoothed again. “It’s the first rule of business, Sal. Always keep a close eye on your competition.”


“We operate in completely different fields.” They were both food-focused, sure, but there was a vast difference between frozen foods and gourmet restaurants.


“I’m not talking about our companies.” 


My eyes flew to his.


There it was.


We’d never said it out loud, but we’d both known from the start that it’d never been about work, or school, or who got the last word in a student debate.


It was about him and me. Always had been, always would be.


The half-dozen drinks I’d consumed earlier hit me all at once. 


I set my glass on the counter, my stomach queasy. Ayana hadn’t returned from the restroom, and Sloane and Xavier were nowhere in sight.


I was forced to stand there like a bug under a microscope and participate in this endless back-and-forth we’d had going on for decades.


On a normal day, I’d relish the opportunity to try to take Sebastian down. But between the stress of the past week, the news of my sister’s engagement, and that stupid smirk on his face, I was suddenly, completely over it.  


“That’s where you’re wrong,” I said. Fire licked against my ribcage and burned away any filters I might’ve had. “There is no competition between us. You’re smart, I’ll give you that. And sometimes you win over me. But I will always work harder than you, and care more than you, and feel more than you. You can collect as many accolades as you want, Sebastian, but they’re as empty as everything else in your life. You want those wins so you can say you have them, but you don’t actually give a shit about them. I can’t be in competition with someone whose heart isn’t in the race. So tell me, who’s the real winner here?”


I wasn’t conscious of what I was saying; I didn’t even know where the words came from. But they were out there, and I couldn’t take them back. 


My heart pounded as Sebastian’s eyes pierced mine. He hadn’t so much as twitched during my rant, and his gaze was eerily calm.


“Is that what you think?” he said, so softly I shouldn’t have heard it over the synchronized pounding of my heart and the music.


But I did. Every word. They snuck inside me and twisted something deep in my chest.


I swallowed past the sudden tightness in my throat. “It’s what I know.” 


Those cool amber eyes darkened. The air pulsed with subtle danger, and the something in my chest scrabbled for a foothold. 


“Disappointing.” Sebastian stepped back, his face wiped of emotion. “I expected more from you.” 


Before I could ask what he meant, he turned and walked away. “Check your email.”


I was left standing alone at the bar, my pulse thundering. The queasiness in my stomach coiled into a tight knot.


I hated that this had happened twice in one week—him walking off and leaving me at a loss for words.


I especially hated the prickle of guilt inside me.


I’d told the truth. Other people were too afraid or too in awe of Sebastian to be honest, but that had never been a problem for us. We held up a mirror to each other’s faults.


So he shouldn’t be hurt by what I’d said, and I shouldn’t care how he felt about it.


Still, I couldn’t shake the sense that I’d crossed some sort of invisible line as I opened my email. His message sat at the top of my inbox, and the knot in my stomach cinched painfully tight when I read through it.


It was a response to the product launch ideas I’d sent earlier. He’d marked them up with his own notes and observations. They were witty, insightful, and dammit, they made my proposals stronger. A lot stronger.  


I’d emailed him at the Tipsy Goat, which meant it’d taken him less than an hour to read and edit all eight pages.


The prickle of guilt hardened into splintering shame.


I shoved my phone into my bag and searched the crowd for a head of tousled dark hair, but he was nowhere to be seen.










CHAPTER 5



Sebastian
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THE FIRST PULL OF ALCOHOL STUNG.


The second went down smooth and easy, like my body realized it should soak up every drop before I deprived it again.


I savored the rich, almost chocolatey taste of the whiskey as the bartender left to tend to other duties. I hadn’t allowed myself to indulge since the Prague incident, but I needed it tonight.


It wasn’t enough to fill the void, but it was better than nothing.


They’re as empty as everything else in your life.


Maya’s voice echoed through my head. I clenched my jaw and continued drinking, hoping it’d drown out the memory of her.


It didn’t.


God, I couldn’t stand her. I couldn’t stand how she argued with me every time we talked or the way she cut through the bullshit and nailed me right where it fucking hurt. I couldn’t stand knowing that no matter what I did or how much I won, she’d never see me as anything other than her nemesis.


Most of all, I couldn’t stand the way she haunted my thoughts for days, weeks, months.


Years.


She was right about so much, and wrong about so much more. But I couldn’t begin to untangle that web because we didn’t have that type of relationship.


So I sat there in the private bar of the Vault, and I drank.


The floor was closed to the general public. Only select VIPs had open access to it, and besides the bartender, I was the only person here.


Or rather, I used to be.


The door opened, and I caught a whiff of sweet perfume before the newcomer slid onto the stool next to mine. 


“A seltzer with a twist of lime, please,” she told the bartender. “Thank you.”


“Ayana.” I didn’t turn my head. “Shouldn’t you be downstairs with your friends?”


“Maya’s busy, and Sloane is scheming with Xavier.” She crossed her legs, her crystal-studded dress sparkling in my peripheral vision. “I saw you sneak up here and decided to keep you company. You looked upset.”


If it were anyone else, I’d think they were flirting with me, but Ayana and Vuk were locked at the hip. There was no breaking up that couple unless some poor fool wanted to be fish food in the East River.


“That’s nice of you, but you should really leave before Vuk throws me into a meat grinder and serves me up to the dogs.”


Ayana laughed. “Come on. He’s not that bad. He’s a big teddy bear once you get to know him.”


I huffed out a laugh at the thought of how Vuk Markovic would react to anyone other than his girlfriend calling him a “big teddy bear.” 


Big, sure. That motherfucker was the size of a small mountain. Teddy bear? Only if said teddy bear had silent anger issues and was more unhinged than a screen door in a hurricane.


I was about to excuse myself when I finally registered what she’d said earlier. “Maya’s busy? Doing what?”


“She’s talking to some guy.” Ayana accepted her drink with a smile. “Xavier couldn’t get a hold of Killian, so he introduced her to one of his old buddies who’s in town.”


I grimaced. “Not one of his party buddies, I hope. They’re bad news.”


“Maybe for long-term relationships, but she’s just looking for a wedding date. Someone who’s fun and down to party sounds like the perfect fit.” Ayana arched an eyebrow. “Unless you want to take her?”


I barked out a laugh. “No. I don’t.”


“Okay, so it shouldn’t bother you if she goes with another guy.”


“It doesn’t bother me. I never said it—” I cut myself off and took a deep breath. “She can go with whoever she wants. I was simply pointing out that the people from Xavier’s past can’t be trusted.”


“Aren’t you from his past?”


“I’m the exception, obviously.”


“Obviously,” she said.


I cast a suspicious glance her way as she drank her seltzer. I didn’t buy her excuse about following me because I looked upset.


Ayana and I were friendly, but we weren’t close enough for her to seek me out like this. Either she was really bored, or she had an ulterior motive.


I never got a chance to figure out what it was because the door opened again, and six feet, five inches of scarred, brooding Serb walked in.


Ayana’s face lit up.


“Markovic.” I raised my glass as he approached us. My time here was now limited, but that wasn’t an excuse to chug prime liquor like a Neanderthal. “Good to see you.” 


Pale, nearly colorless eyes narrowed. Vuk didn’t appear thrilled to see me with his girlfriend, but his face softened a smidge when she stood and kissed him on the cheek.


“Hi, my love,” she said. “Did you get what you needed done?”


He nodded, his arm curling protectively around her waist.


He was selectively nonverbal, and he rarely spoke out loud to anyone except Ayana. However, I picked up his get-the-fuck-out-and-leave-us-alone vibes, loud and clear.


“Sebastian and I were just chatting,” Ayana said.


Vuk signed something in American Sign Language.


“Oh, don’t worry,” she assured him. “He’s way too focused on Maya to think about anyone else.”


I stiffened. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 


“Nothing. You just talk about her a lot.”


“I don’t. Other people bring her up first.”


“Weren’t you the one who asked what she was busy doing?”


The heat creeping across my face wasn’t a blush. It was the alcohol. Clearly.


Beside Ayana, Vuk’s glower melted into a smirk. 


Wonderful. Even the world’s grumpiest man was laughing at my expense.


“As much as I would love to stay and argue, I have something I need to check on.” I took one last sip of whiskey and slid off the stool. “Vuk, Ayana, always a pleasure. I’ll see you both again soon, I’m sure.”


I left, abandoning my drink and ignoring the voice in my head that told me to stop running every time I was uncomfortable.


Maybe one day, I would.


But today wasn’t it.


[image: ]


I should’ve gone straight home, but I took a lap around the club first.


I had to find Xavier and say goodbye. That was the polite thing to do.


What I wasn’t going to do was ask who he’d set Maya up with. I didn’t care, and everyone who said I did was wrong.


Besides, Maya and Killian? I couldn’t fathom a worse pairing, and I said that as someone who’d watched every season of every trashy dating reality show out there.


Still, something pinched in my chest as I wove through the crowd—nothing dramatic, just that annoying pinch I got when I couldn’t stop overthinking.


I scanned the room, trying to pick out Xavier in the sea of people. He wasn’t in the VIP lounge, but maybe—


My gaze snagged on a sliver of blue. It was the exact shade as the dress Maya had been wearing.


I didn’t find Xavier, but I did find the guy he set her up with. He stood facing me, his expression utterly charmed as he listened to whatever Maya was saying.


Her back faced me, but dress aside, I’d recognize that midnight-colored hair and those long, athletic legs anywhere.  


The guy laughed, his eyes crinkling at the corners. He leaned down to whisper something to her, and her shoulders shook with what was either genuine amusement or the maniacal glee of a succubus before she ate him alive.


Poor schmuck. Little did he know, her pretty face hid a razor-sharp tongue and enough acid to melt the Statue of Liberty.


Everyone knew that the most beautiful creatures in the wild were also the most poisonous. If they didn’t, it was my duty to save them.


Consider it my charity work for the month.


I walked over. “There you are, Sal,” I drawled. “The date hunt is going well, I see.” 


Maya’s shoulders visibly tensed. She ignored me, but the guy’s brow creased with confusion. 


“I think you have the wrong person. Her name’s Maya,” he said.


“Oh, no. I know. Sal’s my nickname for her. We go way back.” I held out my hand. He shook it warily. “Sebastian Laurent. I saw you talking and just wanted to check in. She has a bad history with men, you see. Never manages to get past the first date, but it’s not her fault. Her anger issues have improved a lot since her court-mandated classes.”


The guy’s mouth rounded. His eyes darted back to Maya in horror.


“Ignore him,” she said through a smile that was better described as “bared teeth.” It lent considerable credibility to my claims. “Poor Seb suffers from delusions. He’s not supposed to leave his house without a caretaker, but he must have wandered off on his own. Again.”


“I couldn’t resist looking for you, mon ange.”


“Resist harder.”


“And miss your date hunt? Never.”


“Listen.” The guy interrupted us with a nervous laugh. “Uh, it’s clear you two have something going on here—”


“We don’t.” Maya moved away from me. “There’s nothing going on other than the strong possibility that one of us will leave in a full-body cast.” 


“See?” I gave the guy a conspiratorial look and whispered, “Anger issues.”


“Right.” He backed away. “Either way, it was nice meeting you, but I have to, uh, find my friend. See ya.” He bolted into the crowd like Cerberus itself was nipping at his heels.


Satisfaction ignited in my chest. He didn’t know it, but I’d just saved him.


Maya whirled on me. “What is wrong with you? We were having a great conversation before you ruined it.”


“Please. You’re not upset he left. You’re upset because I interrupted you.”


“Those things aren’t mutually exclusive.”


“Maybe not, but tell me what you were talking about before I showed up.” I raised an eyebrow. “The weather, his job, or the stock market?”


She pursed her lips. I’d hit the nail on the head.


“What are you still doing here? I thought you left,” she said. 


I shrugged. “The night’s still young. I went upstairs to have a drink after you so helpfully psychoanalyzed me.” 
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