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For all the girls whose daddies broke their hearts before any boy ever had a chance to …
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“Even miracles take a little time.”


— Fairy Godmother, Cinderella




Authors’ Note


Before you begin, thank you for taking a chance on Zach and Farrow. We like to joke that these two are just like us both – a clash of cultures that somehow work. Neither of us has ever written a book like this. It’s a privilege to even have the opportunity to do so.


I (Parker) never thought I’d be able to share my culture with the world, especially through a love story. I’m part-Viet and part-Chinese, raised in both Orange County and the DMV by my zany, amazing, tightknit family. A lot of what’s in My Dark Desire is based on my personal experiences. They’re wild, almost unbelievable, and addictive. I can’t wait to pass along tiny doses of my life to you. And Leigh, you’re a saint for agreeing to write this book with me and listening to me drone on about my childhood.


Speaking of … I (Leigh) enjoyed every second of writing this book with my best friend. It’s decadent, full of delicious banter, and a reflection of my friendship with Parker. (One percent of our conversations are about work. The other ninety-nine percent is split between food and family.) Parker is my work wife, and considering the divorce rate among Asian Americans is 12.4%, chances are we’re in it for life.


So much of what I love about Zach and Fae comes from the day-to-day convos we share. I’ll wrap this up, so you can dive into the story. Enjoy!


xoxo,


Parker and Leigh


(P.S. Y’all, the aunt is real. So is the stolen car incident. I couldn’t believe it, then Parker showed me the receipts. I NEED CELESTE IN MY LIFE. – Leigh)


Trigger Warning


This is a dark romance and may contain triggering content. For a full list of triggers, visit: shor.by/MDDtriggers
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Prologue



Zach


My father always said that people are paper and memories are ink.


Little did I know, my book would be dipped in tar, then ripped to shreds.


I grew up with a generous father. Money. Identity. Love. A nice set of morals—and an even nicer set of teeth. He gave me them all.


But the most precious thing he ever gave me? His life.


Age Twelve.


Like all calamities, the worst day of my life started innocently enough.


Dad and I rode in the backseat of his Flying Spur Bentley, our driver veering in and out of lanes in a desperate bid to beat the heavy traffic. A never-ending chain of honks filled my ears. The sky poured above us, a storm that had followed us from the auction house. The radio played “Bookends” by Simon and Garfunkel too loud to hear my own thoughts.


I could feel Dad’s eyes glued to the back of my head as I blew hot air onto the car window and drew a sword over the frost.


He sighed. “You could really use a hobby.”


“Hobbies aren’t useful. That’s why they’re hobbies.” I drew fingers curled around my sword and blood dripping from the tip. “Besides, I have hobbies.”


From the front, our driver snorted, flicking on the left signal.


“You have talents,” Dad corrected. “Just because you’re good at things doesn’t mean you enjoy them. And sitting idly all summer as you wait for your best friend’s return does not constitute a hobby.”


Stupid Romeo Costa. He just upped and left one day. Didn’t even say goodbye. First to Italy in elementary school. And now, some boring summer camp his dad forced him into. He came back from Europe a total bummer. I half-expected him to return this time with a chunk of his brain carved out.


I blinked up at Dad. “Why do I need to enjoy the things I do?”


A soft smile curled his lips at the edges. He was huge. Or maybe he just looked huge because I hadn’t shot up all the way yet. But he filled up the entire backseat with his body. With his presence. With his onyx hair and laugh wrinkles on the sides of his eyes. And the wicked scar on his forehead he got while chaperoning Cub Scouts. An eagle had tried to snatch me, and he’d lineman-tackled me at the last minute, bumping against a sun lounger and splitting his forehead.


Dad rapped my temple with a curved knuckle. “Because if you don’t appreciate the journey, how would you enjoy the destination?”


“Isn’t life’s destination death?” I pinned him with a glare, so I wouldn’t have to witness my art evaporating from the condensation on the window.


He laughed. “You’re too smart for your own good.”


“That’s not a no,” I murmured, itching to cover my ears to avoid the sound of cars honking and the pelting of the rain.


“The destination is family. Love. A place in the world to call your own.”


I flicked a small twig from the side of my sneakers. “You have lots of places.”


“Yes, but only one of them is my home. And that’s where you and your mother are.”


I studied him with a crunch of my forehead. “What did we ever do to make you so happy?”


“You exist, silly. That’s enough.”


I sprawled in my seat, tap-tap-tapping my knee, bored to the max. “If we make you so happy, why do you always buy stuff to feel good?”


“Art is not stuff.” He put his hand over mine to stop me from tapping my knee. “It’s a person’s soul poured into material. Souls are priceless, Zach. Try to protect yours any way you can.”


I inched closer to him, peering at the velvet satchel between us. “Can I look at this one?”


“Not until your birthday.”


“It’s mine?”


“Not to carry around. It’s dangerous.”


“Even better.” I rubbed my hands together, turning my attention to the hand-carved canton box cradled between his palms. “How about this one?”


We’d just picked up the spoils of Dad’s bidding war at an antique auction. Well, Dad did. I sat in the car, solving a Rubik’s cube without bothering to actually look at it as he trudged through the identification verification process. Art had never interested me. Dad spent the past twelve years drilling his wisdom into me, hoping some of his obsession would penetrate my skull. No such luck. I could debate the merits of gongbi versus ink and wash painting, but I couldn’t force myself to actually give a crap about a bunch of lines on paper. Sometimes I secretly wished I had a dad like Romeo’s. He let him handle guns and hand grenades. Rom even knew how to operate a tank. Now that was a flex.


Dad slid the heavy lid off and slanted the box my way. “Your mother’s anniversary present.”


Clasped between satin walls sat a round jade pendant chiseled into the shape of a lion. A red cord looped around the curved edge, leading to stacked beads, an oversized pan chang knot, and double tassels. A cool two million dollars, and for what? Mom wasn’t even gonna wear this thing. Adults sometimes made the dumbest decisions. Dad called them impulses and said they were human. Maybe I wasn’t much of a human, because nothing made me too excited. I always thought things through and craved nothing. Not even sweets.


I slumped back into my seat. “It looks like the slab of cheese mold growing in the Tupperware in Oliver’s locker.”


My other best friend had the hygiene of a wild boar. Though that wouldn’t really be fair to the boar, because the latter didn’t have the option to shower daily.


“Shă háizi.” Silly kid. Dad flicked the back of my head, chuckling. “One day, you’ll learn to appreciate beautiful things.”


The rain intensified, knocking on the windows like it was begging to enter. Red and yellow lights gleamed through the distorted glass. The honking grew louder.


Almost there.


“Are you sure Mom will like it?” I rubbed my nose with the sleeve of my shirt. “It looks like the one Celeste Ayi got her years ago.” Pretty sure my aunt bought it at an airport souvenir shop on her way out of Shanghai.


“She’ll love it.” Dad’s finger hovered over the pendant, moving along the edges without actually touching it. “It’s a shame I had to fly to Xi’an in January. By the time I heard they added the other pendant to the D.C. auction, someone had already bought it.”


“There’s another?” I drew an octopus on the glass this time, only half paying attention as a stormy Potomac crawled by. Another few miles and we’d turn onto Dark Prince Road. “Doesn’t that lower the value?”


“Sometimes. But in this case, the pendants were crafted as a his-and-hers set. They belonged to star-crossed lovers during the Song Dynasty.”


I perked up. Finally, we got to the good part. “What happened to them? Were they beheaded?”


“Zach.”


“Oh, that’s right.” I snapped, then sliced my finger across my throat. “They did death by a thousand cuts back then. Their arms must have been ripped.”


Dad massaged his temples, staring at me with a slight smile. “Are you done?”


“No. When they cut people’s noses off without anesthetics, do you think they died instantly or bled out?” The traffic jam loosened, and the car gained speed. Finally.


“Zachary Sun, it’s a wonder that you’re my chil—”


A blaring horn sounded, drowning his voice. The rain. The entire world. Dad cut off, eyes wide. The car swerved violently to the side, as if trying to escape a collision. Dad tossed the box away and launched himself at me, wrapping his arms around my torso, clutching me painfully. He pinned me flat against my seat. The blinding flash of headlights blazed across his face.


The Bentley tipped over, on its side, flipping onto its roof. We landed upside down. He was still on top of me. Still shielding me. It happened fast. Loud, piercing ringing. Then, pain. Complete, utter pain. Everywhere and nowhere all at once. I was both numb and in agony. I blinked fast as if it could help me hear or even see.


“You’re okay, Zachary. You’re fine.” His lips shaped the words, his face less than an inch from mine. His whole body shook. His eyes swung down, between us, and he closed them, taking a ragged breath. “Wo cao.”


My eyes flared. He cursed. Dad never cursed.


Something sticky and dark dropped onto my right leg, coming from Dad. I shook it off.


Blood.


It was blood.


Dad’s blood.


And then I saw it. A landscape rake pierced through his gut. Spearing him into the door. The jagged edge poked my stomach, grazing it. I sucked my belly in, struggling to breathe at the same time.


I blinked fast, hoping this nightmare would wash away. Dad came into focus, his entire face bloodied, shards of glass sticking to his skin like hedgehog spikes. Blood everywhere. Sliding down his temple from the forehead scar to his chin. His blood—warm, metallic, stinky, sticky—soaked into my clothes, my skin, my hair. I wanted him off. I wanted to scream. His lips moved again, but this time I couldn’t make anything out past the ringing in my ears.


I can’t hear you, I mouthed. Say it again.


I tried to move, to touch his forehead, stop the bleeding, but he was too heavy, and I had to keep sucking my stomach in to make sure the rake didn’t cut me open.


The red pouch.


I reached for it, stretching my hand as far as it would go. The rake sliced a tiny hole into my skin, but I managed to grab the satchel, dumping it upside down. A knife. I wrapped my hand around its handle and tried to cut off my seatbelt. It tore at the side, making no difference. I still couldn’t move.


Henry, I tried to scream our driver’s name.


No response.


I glanced over my right shoulder, finding Henry’s forehead pressed against a deflated air bag, creating a constant, piercing ring with the horn. I knew he was dead, even without seeing any blood. He looked like a lifeless puppet, his pupils black and flat.


Dad’s lips moved again. His eyes begged me to listen. I wanted to, I really did, but all I could hear was the horn.


A tear fell from dad’s cheek to mine. A hiss slipped out of my throat, like the drop burned me where it landed. Dad never cried. His lips moved slower, his body still covering mine. Protecting me from whatever was happening or had already happened. A cage of bent steel boxed us in. I couldn’t move out from under him if I tried.


I managed to form a fist, clutching onto his shirt before he collapsed on me. My hands tremored with his weight, the other still wrapped around the knife handle. Dad’s eyes remained open, but I knew he wasn’t alive anymore. His soul had already drifted away. And I finally understood what he meant when he’d said souls were priceless.


My senses returned one by one, trickling like rain.


First, my hearing.


“Is there anyone else in there?”


“A child.”


“Alive?”


“Damn … I doubt it. That truck went straight into them at full speed. They stood no chance.”


Then, my skin receptors.


Dad was cold. So cold. Too cold. I knew what it meant. A piece of his flesh melted from his face, dropping onto my chest. If it was hot, I couldn’t feel it. I trembled all over, screwing my eyes shut, fighting down the bile rising up my throat, my stomach still clenched tight.


Get off me. I don’t want to feel your death. I don’t want to feel, period.


Finally, my ability to talk.


“Alive,” I croaked out, hearing people groaning, grunting, shouting, trying to flip the car upright. “I’m alive.”


But I didn’t feel like I was.


“You hang in there, buddy,” a voice called out. “We’re coming to get you. It’s just gonna take some time, okay?”


“Okay.”


Not okay. Nothing was okay.


I squeezed my mouth shut, listening to them talk.


“Wait. Isn’t this …?”


“Yeah. Bo Sun. The Bo Sun.” Silence. “Jesus fucking Christ.”


“Is he …?”


“They’re going to have to cut him off before they can get to the kid. He’s speared onto the rake through the melted metal.”


“Goddammit. Poor kid.”





Chapter One



Farrow


“I heard her hair stylist has less Instagram followers than she does.” Tabby snapped her gum from the backseat of the Mercedes GLE. “And she has, like, four thousand? I mean, just let the butcher at Balducci’s do your hair and be done with it.”


“She’s flaunting those bangs like it’s 1999. No one has the guts to tell her they look awful on curly hair.” Reggie snickered. “And her balayage is downright orange.”


Tabitha and Regina Ballantine, ladies and gentlemen. My stepsisters. Between them, they produced enough venom to kill a well-populated island.


My stepmother Vera tutted from her spot behind the steering wheel. “Now, now, girls. That’s not very charitable.” The words didn’t match her vicious giggles. “Sylvia is a nice girl. A little plain, but that’s not her fault. Have you seen her mother?”


Tabby scoffed. “Unfortunately.”


I bit my lip as hard as I could, stifling the urge to point out that Sylvia Hall had just passed the bar after graduating magna cum laude from Georgetown. Her head had more to offer the world than an overpriced haircut.


But I wasn’t in a position to say anything. One, because the Ballantine women hated my guts, and everything I said would be used against me. And two, because I was quite literally not in a position to speak—nestled in the trunk, balled into a fetal position, breathing as shallowly as possible to keep my presence unknown.


The SUV rolled past Potomac’s manicured lawns. Outside, the air had thickened with blooming flowers. All I smelled was


Tabby’s riding boots. A mixture of manure, hay, and whatever stable boy she’d wrapped her legs around this week.


“Are we almost there?” Reggie smacked her lips, snapping something shut. “I’m low-key excited, you know? I’ve never been to Zach Sun’s house.”


“Take a picture, because this’ll be your first and last time.” Tabby snorted. “I don’t even know why you’re making us go, Mom. Everyone knows Constance Sun would carve out a kidney if it meant her son will marry whomever she chooses.”


“Zachary Sun has a mind of his own. If he decides he wants one of you ladies for a bride, no one will stop him.”


If nothing else, I admired Vera Ballantine’s eternal optimism. Tabby and Reggie were about as desirable as chronic wasting disease. A lethal combination of high maintenance and low IQ.


“Besides …” Vera switched the station to classical, even though she didn’t know Yo-Yo Ma from Yo Gabba Gabba. “There’ll be other rich, influential men there, ready to be bagged. There’s that duke … Oliver something?”


“Von Bismarck.” Tabby gagged. “The man is a certified skirt chaser. He’ll probably give me an STD if he breathes in my direction.”


Reggie snorted. “It’s cute how you pretend you’re not interested.”


“Pulling out my Uno reverse card, sissy.”


“For your information, he once invited me to his mansion on the Amalfi Coast.”


“Only you and every other woman with a pulse.” Tabby clucked her tongue. “Wow. If I were you, I’d start designing those wedding invitations right away.”


I tightened my arms around my knees, mentally sifting through months of research. My plan was bulletproof. Go in. Take back what’s mine. Slip out unnoticed, cloaked by the night and a designer gown I’d commandeered from Reggie. It wasn’t my first hustle, and it wouldn’t be my last. I’d been a survivor since birth. From the moment my no-show egg


donor placed me in a Costco cardboard box outside Dad’s door with the note:


All yours. Should’ve answered my calls, asshole.


An abortion doesn’t cost as much as a kid.


Tammy


By that time, Dad had already married Vera after a whirlwind romance. According to Tabby, Vera urged Dad to “get rid of the thing.”


How can you even know she’s truly yours? She huffed throughout my childhood, knowing full well I heard her. But I didn’t need a DNA test. Mother Nature vouched for me.


I shared Dad’s arctic-blue eyes. The golden hair that curled in thick waves, framing our faces and ears. The same delicate bone structure, long-limbed body, and even the same beauty spot just under our right eyes.


Vera sighed. “It’s a shame Romeo Costa is off the market.”


“As if we ever had a chance.”


Reggie yawned. “As if we wanted a chance. I heard he’s a sociopath.”


“Really?” Tabby’s hair swung over the headrest. “I heard he donated a new maternity ward to Johns Hopkins as soon as his wife got pregnant.”


“Probably because they’ll need to bulldoze the entrance to wheel her in on delivery day. My facial girl told me Dallas Costa ate her way through half the bottom layer of a three-tiered cake at the White House dinner yesterday, and the entire thing collapsed on some oil baron.”


Things 1 and 2 disintegrated into a fit of giggles.


“Does anyone else smell bleach?” Reggie sniffed. “I swear, the scent of Farrow clings to my nostrils these days. You have to kick her out, Mom. She stinks up the whole place.”


“And where would I put her, exactly?” Vera cranked the A/C up to max. “We need the rent money for all the shitholes your father left behind. People are already starting to talk.


When I signed the lease on this car, I didn’t even opt for the AMG.” She paused. “I suppose we could stuff her in the pool house …”


“Not the pool house.” Tabby jerked forward, by the way the entire vehicle bounced. “I’m converting it into a second closet.”


I couldn’t believe I intended to plow through hundreds of people as self-obsessed and superficial as my stepsisters for the next hour. But I had no choice. Zachary Sun possessed something of mine.


The jade pendant should’ve never ended up inside the sprawling Sun château. Naturally, this had the telltale fingerprints of Vera’s greed all over it. When Dad passed, she’d auctioned off his belongings, biding her time until the insurance money kicked in. Apparently, Zach Sun bid three times higher than the closest offer. Now this spoiled billionaire possessed the only memory I had left of Dad.


Not for long.


Vera flicked on the turn signal, jouncing the vehicle over a gravel path. “Here we are. Goodness gracious, look at the line.”


Finally.


She shushed an argument between my stepsisters, tsking as we waited. “Christ alive, look at the security at the gate. A bit much if you ask me.”


I scooted deeper into the backseats and swathed myself in black fabric. The handmade material I’d sewn blended so well with the rest of the empty trunk, I knew they wouldn’t rummage around.


“Open.” A security guard rapped the trunk window. It popped out, creeping up at an excruciating pace. The flashlight’s intense ray impaled the fabric that cocooned me before the door slammed shut. “All clear. Next.”


Vera threw the vehicle into park with a screech. My step-monsters evacuated the car, swapping places with a valet. Just as I’d predicted, he parked it on a driveway furthest from the two-acre property’s entrance on Dark Prince Road. He joined a golf cart packed with other valets, hitching a ride back to the main road.


As soon as the headlights faded, I crawled from the trunk to the driver’s seat and cracked the door open. The Sun terrarium glared down at me, lit up from end to end with blinding floodlights, daring me to trespass. Even a few hundred feet away, it cast a menacing shadow across the trimmed lawn.


I tiptoed on a bollard-lit path to the main house, crouching between rows of luxury vehicles when a valet cruised by in a Lotus Evija. Reggie would kill me once she saw the state of her dress. Cool sweat made the satin cling to my flesh. I’d torn the slit several inches higher while squatting in the trunk.


Another thing I’d discovered during my research: this party marked the official inauguration of Zachary Sun’s bride hunt. Quite literally. I had no doubt the prospective brides in attendance intended to go Hunger Games on each other’s asses until one victor remained standing. If the DMV rumor mill was to be believed, Zachary Sun—to appease his fed-up, desperate-for-grandchildren mother—would begrudgingly select a single candidate to date by midnight.


They were all lovely in different ways. Tall and short. Curvy and slim. With their silky gowns and silkier manners. Daughters of Singaporean billionaires and former Salvadoran oligarchs. Of Korean chaebols and Hollywood producers. But they all shared one thing in common—they wanted to be the next Mrs. Sun.


I ducked my head, hoping to blend with the crowd as I shouldered past ballgowns and tuxes. I excelled at being invisible, a skill I’d honed by preschool. Mainly to save myself the abuse Vera and Things 1 and 2 hurled at me whenever they had a bad day.


The château towered over me in commanding splendor—stretches of pale French limestone, imperial columns, and polished gardens that rivaled Versailles. I swallowed the lump clawing my throat and flowed inside, carried by the volume of eager bodies. Curved grand staircases flanked the foyer. My eyes crawled up the one leading to my target. Zachary Sun’s office. Suited guards blocked the bottom, hands clasped at their fronts, Bluetooths tucked in their ears.


In the corner, my stepfamily laughed too loudly at something men in designer suits said. Vera clutched an hors d’oeuvre to her chest, attempting a frown past a barricade of Botox. She’d aged like milk in a sauna and flaunted a sour personality to match it. I needed to avoid being seen, but I wasn’t overly worried. No one else here knew me.


 Dad had been too mortal to brush shoulders with this crowd. As for me, I always avoided any event that involved sucking up to Potomac’s deepest pockets. Marrying seemed like a total waste of time. You should only ever have one love of your life. Yourself. And, perhaps, a dog.


I waited until a staff member rushed up the steps to shadow him. The symphony of voices below chased us upstairs. I moved my lips without sound, feigning a conversation to thwart the guards’ suspicion. Once we rounded the corner, I redirected to the library that housed the office. I’d memorized the mansion’s floor plan by heart. Thank you, Zillow.


When Zach had purchased the manor from the Swiss royals who had occupied it before, he’d barely made any changes, other than converting the subterranean garage into a high-tech art gallery. Initially, I thought I’d have to somehow break into it. Alas, I’d stumbled upon last month’s Wired cover. A feature on Zach’s latest hostile takeover. There it was. Immortalized on the magazine’s shiny double-spread, almost unnoticeable under the power of his soulless glare. The pendant. Perched on a shelf. Secured by glass.


Lo siento, sucker. You’re about to be one piece of art short.


I sauntered down the hall, passing paintings that probably cost more than the entire Ballantine estate. Especially now, with Vera and her daughters sinking Dad’s company to depths even the Titanic hadn’t reached. I had no idea what he was thinking, splitting the ownership of the cleaning company four ways. Three of us had never worked a day in their lives.


The library door loomed before me. I white-knuckled the handle, expecting it not to budge. I’d spent two months learning to pick endless locks with the kit tucked into my bra. But the door slid open effortlessly without a sound.


A burst of crisp air lapped my skin, raising goosebumps across my flesh. I edged inside, closed the door, and plastered my back against the wood, allowing myself one quick moment to regulate my heartbeat. This wouldn’t be the first time I did something that could land me in jail. But it marked my first time stealing from one of the most powerful men in the world.


I didn’t take the time to appreciate Zach Sun’s office, even though I’d never stepped foot anywhere this extravagant before. Not with the pendant beaconing me like a lighthouse. In the same glass box from the Wired spread, right beside an identical copy. A his-and-hers set.


Well, this seems fitting. One of them is his, the other is mine.


There would be no confusion. Dad’s pendant bore one imperfection that made it uniquely ours. As a kid, I’d given the tassels a “haircut.” The strands dangled about an inch shorter than they should.


I whizzed past the desk, ignoring paperwork as it somersaulted to the rug with the gust of wind. Finally—finally—my fingertips kissed the thick glass. Right above Dad’s pendant.


“Sorry it took me so long,” I whispered, tears pricking the backs of my eyes. “He locked you in a golden cage. Don’t worry. I’ll get you out of here.”


Since Dad died, I’d kept his favorite pendant in my nightstand to hug close whenever I woke up in the middle of the night, missing him. Before Vera sold it, a waft of his scent still clung to the intricate knots. I bet the scent was sullied by now by Zach’s clinical existence.


I’m getting this back, Pops. I promise.


Hiking up the tattered hem of my pale-blue dress, I unhooked a portable glass cutter from the waistband of my underwear. The blade clicked as I swung it out, spearing the corner of the glass. Violent thumps hammered between my ears as I began whittling a circle around the small lock.


Then I heard it. Loud enough to pierce my heartbeats.


“What do you think you’re doing?”


Fuck.





Chapter Two



Farrow


The chilly voice didn’t hold a candle to its owner. I swiveled, pasting on a vacant smile of the Reggie variety. The type that screamed: I have nothing but dust and the latest Chanel collection between my ears. “Ohmigod, it’s you. Zach Sun. I’ve been wanting to meet you forever.”


I was not above stroking men’s egos if it meant they left me alone. They were normally simple creatures, easily distracted by compliments. Unfortunately, Mr. Sun appeared about as thawed as Iceberg B-15.


“I asked you a question.” He stepped forward, his eyes a dark vortex, so empty I feared I’d fall into their pits. “Now would be a good time to answer.”


It didn’t help that his presence distracted me. That he was tall, his angled jaw so defined I could sharpen knives on it. His hair and eyes blacker than the tip of a raven’s wing. He wore a tux with a tailcoat, hair parted on the side and slicked back. He was power, elegance, and beauty. Dripping charisma like it was molten gold. And yet, too clinical. Too cold. Like a lifeless, deserted planet. I’d seen him countless times—unbeknownst to him—and I could never get used to his magnificence.


His right brow popped up. “Cat got your tongue?”


More like I’m pussying out after getting caught.


“I got lost trying to find the art gallery.” I bowed, peering up at him behind a curtain of heavy lashes. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t help myself. The rumors precede it.”


“The art gallery is in the garage.” Zach reached for the switch, edging the dimmer up to its highest setting. White light poured from the ceiling. “And if you know it exists, you’re also aware that it is strictly off-limits. Besides, you don’t like art.” He said it with such confidence that, for one jarring moment, my breath stuck in my throat. Like he could see right through me. He closed the door behind him, leaning against it to block my escape route, arms folded over his chest. “Let’s try again—why are you here?”


With a parting glance, I dragged myself away from the jade pendant and sauntered across the room, eating up the distance between us with swayed hips. In lieu of a sword, sex was a great weapon. “I don’t like parties.”


Or you. Or the fact that you waltzed into my life and snatched what’s mine so easily, as if I’m nothing of consequence.


I buried the words beside my pride and dove in for the kill, adjusting the neckline of my gown. His eyes didn’t even budge. Ouch. Onto Plan B.


I fanned my face, tossing my hair over one shoulder. “I needed to catch my breath, and my legs led me here.”


“Well, I respectfully ask that they lead you off the premises, unless you wish to spend your night in a jail cell.”


That he wasn’t a nice guy didn’t surprise me, but he was being a downright prick. Then again, I had come here to steal from him. I floated around the room, ignoring the way his words hung in the air like a blade. My knuckles fluttered over business books, paintings, and upholstered couches.


Zach discarded his whiskey tumbler on an end table, his eyes tracking my every movement like a hawk. “Are you dumb?”


Dumb? No. Determined? You bet. And I had a feeling Zach wasn’t accustomed to women who didn’t fawn all over his every request.


The Go board nestled between two tufted sofas caught my eye. Kaya wood. Yunzi stones. Mulberry bowls. He must’ve dropped an entire mortgage payment on this baby. Stones littered the board as if someone had abandoned a lengthy game. Or more likely—run away. On instinct, I plucked a black stone from the bowl and set it beside a star point.


From across the room, Zach’s brows snapped together, his eyes dropping to the board. “It’s not chess.” His low voice reeked of ridicule. But something else had laced into it. A pang of panic. He didn’t like it when others touched his things. Classic only-child syndrome.


“Obviously.” I gauged Black’s thickness, fingertips tingling with the urge to snatch another stone. A lifetime had passed since I’d last played. “Chess dolls are cute and pointy. These circle thingies are for checkers.”


His eyelid twitched. All that money, and he couldn’t afford a sense of humor. Tsk. Tsk.


Before me, the stones broadcasted all I needed to know about the players. Black—cautious, generous, and gentle. White—ruthless, aggressive, and decisive. Zach is White, I decided.


I arched a brow, burying my curiosity about Black’s identity. “I assumed it was Black’s turn.”


“And why would you assume that?”


Because I can count.


I opted for something slightly more offensive. “Because White was dumb enough to respond to Black’s ko threat, so I imagine after destroying his own group, he begged Black for a timeout in order to lick his wounds and regroup.” I shook my head. “Didn’t have the balls to resign, did he?”


Silence. I flicked an errant blade of grass from my dress, deciding I liked Zachary Sun best with his mouth shut. His expression remained an impenetrable fortress, blank and unreadable. He didn’t look at me. Instead, his entire attention clung to the board. There was something so detached about this man that I seriously doubted he was capable of functioning humanly. It made him unpredictable. And that made him a very dangerous opponent.


“Yikes.” I rolled my lower lip into a pout, tilting my head sideways. “You’re White, aren’t you? Don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me.”


The slight flare of his nostrils was the only telltale he was breathing. “I didn’t avoid resigning.”


I eyed the door, wondering whether he’d notice if I wormed my way out. “Glad to hear it. That would be terrible sportsmanship.”


The French windows tempted me. Not like I needed my ankles intact these days.


“No.” Zach stalked toward me, one deliberate step at a time. His scent, of citrus and dark woods, burned through my nostrils, warning me that danger lurked nearby. “I did not back out,” he insisted, so close to me now that our shoulders almost touched. We both glowered at the board. He gestured to the high point. “Look.”


I did. At his hands. Hands that had never seen a day of hard labor. Perfect, clean, and cut cuticles. Long tan fingers. Smooth, even skin. Thick wrist with a De Bethune strapped to it. So perfect. So glamorous. So soulless.


“I smell a bet,” I challenged, realizing this so-called genius hadn’t caught on to my intentions. Holy hell. I was actually going to get away with trying to steal from him. My feelings ricocheted between relief and disappointment for not capturing the pendant. Yet.


“All I smell is bullshit.” He claimed the seat across from Black, dropping his elbows to his knees and lacing his fingers together with a frown. “Sit.” Sit. Go. It wasn’t lost on me that every command he’d given me could be mistaken for a dog’s.


“Why?”


“Because I’m about to wipe the floor with you. Your journey will be shorter from the settee.”


I studied him, half-scandalized, half-frightened. “You really think you’re smarter than the rest of the world, don’t you?”


“The theory is backed by facts.” He meant it. Poor whomever-he-decided-to-marry. I hoped for her sake his dick was as big as his ego.


“I think—”


“You believe,” he amended. “Most people lack the capacity to truly conjure real, original thoughts. Even dissertations are recycled theories of greater minds. I couldn’t care less what you believe. Now sit down, or I call security.”


I blinked. “Are you forcing me to play with you?”


“Yes.”


“Let me guess—you weren’t the most popular kid in the playground.”


“Never been to a playground.” He pushed his sleeves up, lifting the mulberry lid covering the white stones. “Though my parents did rent out Disneyland for a weekend for my fifth birthday. Flew my entire grade there. Didn’t hear any complaints. Sit.”


I did so obediently, figuring the game would be a welcome distraction while I calculated my next move. “Ah, rich people. They’re just like us.”


He didn’t even ask who I was. For my name. The sheer intrigue and outrage of the prospect of being outsmarted at a dated mind game made him throw all caution to the wind.


Zachary Sun wasn’t used to losing. What a terrible existence. If you couldn’t mourn your losses, how could you celebrate your wins?


I eyed his relaxed shoulders. “Don’t you have a party to go back to?” He hadn’t once glanced at the door.


Zach ignored me, collecting a stone between his index nail and middle fingertip. Without pausing to think, he blocked my attack. It happened in less than a second. All with flawless stone etiquette. He reclined against the plush upholstery, propping one leg over the other, finally gifting me a sliver of his attention. His slacks rode up until the hem revealed his sock—black. Just like his heart.


“Where’d you learn to play Go?”


I knew an accusation when I heard one. Used to it, unfortunately.


“Korea.” I didn’t offer more, leaning forward to assess my next move.


Outside, music, laughter, and champagne glasses clinking together seeped past the door. My hectic thoughts drowned them out. I needed to escape. I’d come for the pendant another day. Another time.


His left brow arched a millimeter. I was sure he wanted to ask what a white American girl was doing in Korea, but he held himself back. I had a feeling he prided himself in not caring about others. Or perhaps he simply didn’t care, and pride was his default setting.


I stole a quick glance his way, checking to see if his face still made my pulse accelerate. It did. “If it makes you feel any better, I participated in some Go competitions when I was there.”


His lip curved up in a snarl. “Why would it make me feel better?”


“When I annihilate you.”


“Now who’s being cocksure?”


“Please, Zach. There’s only one dick in this room, and I think we both know that it’s you.”


Yup. That just left my mouth. Vera was right. Maybe I was impossible to civilize.


Zach moved another stone. He’d cornered me, both literally and figuratively. He was a fantastic player. Calm, pragmatic, steadfast. It didn’t surprise me. Just annoyed me. I’d grown used to having an edge analytically. Dad always warned that the price of stupidity is always paid. Maybe that was how Zachary Sun had built his wealth from Forbes-worthy inheritance to the nominal GDP of Luxembourg. He possessed no weakness to exploit. Had no stupidity to pay for.


I twirled a stone in my palm as I waited for his move, ignoring stone etiquette, knowing it would bother him. “Shouldn’t you go back to your guests?”


“No,” he said decisively. “They’ll have more fun without me.”


He maneuvered a stone, leaning closer to me to do so. I did not interest him in the slightest. One could argue that I was practically half-naked, on a platter before him, completely at his mercy. He didn’t care. Those poor girls downstairs didn’t stand a chance. Zachary Sun didn’t do love, nor passion. Humans did not thrill him. Numbers and mind games did.


I cleared my throat. “You have a nice house.” I needed to fill in the silence somehow. To keep him from asking questions about me. At the same time, I worried he’d recognize my voice. All the other times we’d met, we both wore masks.


A few moments passed before he looked up in my direction. It didn’t even last a second. “That’s not a question.”


Christ.


“Is it true that your mother is forcing you to marry by the end of the yea—”


“I wish to play in silence.”


I buried my knuckle into my temple, hoping to relieve the building pressure. “And then you’ll let me leave in peace?”


“And then I might let you leave in one piece. That’s my best and final offer.”


“That’s not much of a bargain for me.”


“I think it is. Unless you’re fond of prison food.”


“I’m not picky.” At the very least, I’d no longer have to fork over rent to live in my own childhood home.


“Neither are the people who will corner you in the showers.”


“Are you imply—”


“I do not imply things. I outwardly say them. And right now, I am outwardly saying, ‘Make your move. Without a word.’”


I obeyed him. For the next two hours, we lost ourselves in the game. Every twenty minutes or so, someone would knock on the door and attempt to lure him back to the party. They were all met with lazy waves, a wordless instruction for them to leave. Zach’s full attention remained on our game, which was why I tried hard to prolong it as much as possible. I didn’t want him to start interrogating me again. But dammit, he had skill. If he told me he competed at the Majors, I’d believe it.


Sweat beaded at my temple. We entered our third hour with flourish. Me—with burning feet, ready to sprint out the door as soon as he’d let me. And him—with a perpetual frown etched onto his lips. His frown morphed into a full-blown scowl when our stalemate became evident. We’d reached a dead end. The music and chatter subsided downstairs, indicating most guests had left. The host had spent the entire party here. With me.


Sure enough, we hadn’t talked. Not a single word.


I broke the silence first. “I’m going to have to think about my next move.” I rubbed my cheek, jutting out my lower lip. I hated losing. Plus, I wasn’t even sure what getting out of the lion’s den would look like. This afternoon, before I’d arrived, I’d parked my car two blocks away from his mansion with the intention of strolling to it, prized pendant safe in hand. Obviously, I’d gotten too cocky.


Zach’s eyes didn’t budge from the board. “You’re about to lose.”


“Keep telling yourself that.” I stood, stretching my arms and feigning a yawn. He rose to his feet, too, that scowl still wilting his lips. I snapped the stone bowl shut. “Well, thank you for th—”


“When will we finish the game?” He removed his phone from his pocket and thumbed through it. His calendar app flashed before me. Goodness, it didn’t even occur to him that I’d say no. His thumb shot up with each scroll, probably sorting through dates convenient for him. “Tomorrow is no good for me, and I have a meeting in London the next day, though I will not be staying overnight.”


My jaw clamped shut with an audible snap. It shouldn’t have surprised me. Zach wanted to be challenged. No, he needed to be challenged. Everyone around him bored him. Unfortunately for him, I would rather drive home blindfolded and handcuffed than spend another second in his presence.


I scratched my cheek. “I, uh, have a busy schedule.”


“More parties to crash?”


I smoothed a hand over my dress, my palm sweaty. “That’s rude.”


“But not wrong. Who are you?” His eyes were like two barrels of a gun, digging into the soft flesh of my temple, threatening to pull the trigger. Death lurked behind those eyes. I wondered what they’d witnessed to suck the soul out of them.


“I’m a guest.”


“I’d remember if I invited you.”


“I’m someone’s plus one.”


“Name that someone.”


Would it kill him to budge?


I conjured the name of a man I guessed would be here. “Pierre Toureau.” A client of mine. A very wealthy one. He owned restaurants, malls, and a fleet of Mid-Atlantic conservatories. I bet Zach had invited him and his pretty grad student daughter Anamika.


A vein bulged in his neck. “Really?”


“Really.”


“Interesting. Does his wife know?”


Shit. “I’m his niece.”


“The one from France?”


“Y-yes.”


“Where are you from in France?”


Jesus. He wasn’t supposed to be hot and smart. Again—not a surprise. Just alarming to be on the receiving end of a lethal dose.


“Uh … Yes?”


He shook his head, like I was a lost cause. “You’re not one of us,” Zach concluded, hands resting in the pockets of his slacks, jaw harder than the granite surrounding us. Shit. Also—screw you.


“How do you know?”


“For one thing, you’re wearing a nightgown.”


Double shit. It was the only dress of Reggie’s that didn’t have feathers, leather, or other dead animal parts. Should’ve known it was too good to be true.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I kept my chin up, retreating a step, my fingers patting my surroundings, searching for a weapon. How much jail time would I get if I clubbed him with one of these sleep-inducing finance textbooks he couldn’t possibly have finished? “It’s okay not to like my dress, but don’t offend it. I don’t tell you that you look like a penguin in that tux.”


He stalked toward me, stoic and unrelenting. “Give it up, little octopus. You’re wearing holed sneakers.”


Little octopus? What?


“They’re comfy. You never know when you need to make a run for it.” Another step back.


“Now would be a good time.” He stopped about ten inches from me. Close enough to be intimidating, but far enough not to touch me. “I’ll even give you a head start, seeing as you’re such easy prey.”


He underestimated me. Normally, I loved proving people wrong. But with Zach Sun, I doubted my own abilities. Both physically and intellectually.


I extended my neck to look him in the eyes. At 5’8”, I wasn’t often dominated by men, but Zach made me feel miniature. Smashable as a tender teenage heart. He was lean, tall, and muscular. Proportioned like a Roman sculpture. Everything about his face was divine. The arches of his thick brows. His bottomless eyes—so dark I couldn’t see where the pupils ended and the irises started. And the pillowy, hand-drawn lips any woman would die to call her own. They were all bracketed inside a jaw so square, between cheekbones so high, he looked half-human, half-demon. An art collector that was a work of art himself.


“Look …” My back hit the door. I grabbed the knob digging into my lower back on instinct. The pendant behind him all but winked at me. Fuck. I needed to return for it somehow. By inviting me back, he’d offered me a gift, packaged with sharpened spikes and wrapped in poison ivy. But a gift, nonetheless. Too bad I didn’t trust either of us to open it. I raised one palm. “I can explain.”


One final step, and he cornered me completely. His body pinned me to the door, not quite touching mine but close enough that the invisible hairs on my arms stood at attention. “I wholeheartedly doubt it.”


“You can’t do anything wholeheartedly. You don’t have a heart.” I didn’t know what made me provoke him, but I couldn’t stop even if I wanted to. Not with the surge of momentum behind me. With the zap of electricity bleeding into my veins. And beyond logic, not with every fiber of my pride wishing to chisel a scar onto Zachary Sun.


His face remained unmoved. “I may have no heart, but my brain compensates for its absence, and it is telling me to punish you for your—”


I didn’t stick around to hear what he had in store for me. I whipped around, jerked the double doors open, and bolted outside. Zach was at my heels in seconds. His smart shoes clanked against the marble in long strokes. I sprinted to the edge of the stairway and hopped onto the banister, zipping down the handrail as fast as I could.


Zach snapped his fingers. “Chase her.”


In an instant, two people materialized, scrambling up the stairs after me. Zach was still the closest, but even he wasn’t as fast and nimble as I was. Olympic material, baby, I wanted to taunt. In another life, Zach and I would be friends. Maybe. We’d play Go. Do mental math. Exchange ideas. I’d win. Sometimes, anyway. Keep him on those even-heeled toes of his.


At the bottom of the stairs, I sprang off the handrail and did a little twirl and wink before charging for the exit. The place had emptied out. No one but cleaners and an event manager milled about. They shrieked at my sudden intrusion. A mop went flying out of a hand, jetting soapy water across what was probably an original Baselitz. Oops.


Without missing a step, I burst out the front doors, startling a valet on a cigarette break. The crisp air did nothing to cool my flesh. I picked up speed, thighs burning with the strain. Andras would perform a human sacrifice if it meant I trained this hard every practice.


My heavy pants drowned out the choir of crickets. Sweet summer sweat crawled down my spine. The gown’s slit tore higher with every stride. I was scared as hell. But also more alive than you’ve been in a while.


I snatched a discarded water hose from the grass and pointed it at his employees, spraying them down and knocking them over like dominos. Breathless laughter hiked up my throat.


What are you doing, Fae? Having fun. Something I’d almost forgotten how to do.


I tossed the hose aside and picked up pace. By now, I’d lost the employees. Only Zach could keep up.


“Wouldn’t do that if I were you.” Somehow, he sounded composed. Neither out of breath nor dumbfounded by my sudden bravery. “You can run, but you cannot hide. What I want, I get. And right now, I want answers.”


My sneakers sank into the soft ground, ruining his carefully trimmed grass. The sprinklers turned on, no doubt on purpose. Water sprayed me from every angle, weighing down the nightgown until the satin plastered to my body. But I refused to slow.


A dark chuckle curled around my wet skin like ivy. “You’re top entertainment, Octi.”


“Why are you calling me Octi?” I screamed into the air. I didn’t want to show how much he riled me up, but I couldn’t help it. Of all the nicknames in the world, I couldn’t conjure a single one less flattering. Not even if I workshopped it for a decade.


“Because you’re an octopus.” He said it conversationally. Like I wasn’t running, and he wasn’t chasing me. “Exceptionally smart. Hands everywhere. And venomous. Plus, female octopuses hurl shells at males that harass them.”


“If you know you’re harassing me, stop.”


“How’s Friday for you?” He managed to scroll through his phone while picking up speed. What a weird, weird man. “I can fit in a game between eleven p.m. and one in the morning.”


One in the morning? For Go?


There was only one thing I wanted more than turning around and flipping him off—surviving this bizarre encounter. I swallowed my pride, legs pumping so fast, I was seconds from igniting a friction fire out of Reggie’s nightgown.


“Octi.”


I wasn’t going to answer this stupid nickname. I wasn’t.


“Octi, you need to stop. I’d hate to put a hole in your skull—yours actually contains something inside it—but we both know I will.”


“It’s the only hole you’re interested in tonight,” I hissed, hiking up the gown’s slit when I almost tripped. “Too bad the female population of Potomac hasn’t caught on yet.”


He ignored me. “Friday, eleven p.m.?”


“The next time I’ll voluntarily be in the same room with you is to attend your funeral to make sure you’re dead.”


A sudden whoosh pierced the air. The scent of metal burned my nostrils. A fancy gold knife landed in the grass mere inches away. Shit. He’d thrown that at me. Actually tossed a knife at me. That escalated quickly. Vera always said my smart mouth won me stupid prizes. But I never thought I’d anger someone to the point of assassination. I shifted to zig-zags, knowing it would slow my pace but also not wanting to leave here with a souvenir the shape of a second asshole. Zach’s dark and broody laughter rang behind me. He’s enjoying this. Sociopath.


According to legend, Zach Sun never laughed. Barely ever cracked a smile. That he was a morose man, tough as nails, his heart full of rust. This was what cracked his façade?


I’d get revenge on this prick if it was the last thing I did on Earth. In my haste, one of my sneakers loosened from my foot, spearing into a pocket of mud. I had no time to look back. To stop. I continued galloping forward with only one shoe on. Water doused my bare foot in an instant. When I reached his iron-wrought gate, I knew he thought he had me cornered. I also knew once I made it past the bars, Zach wouldn’t be dumb enough to stab me. Self-defense was hard to prove when your victim sported a hole in their back, even if you were the fifth richest man on Planet Earth and everyone treated you like you wielded a gold-plated dick.


Watch and learn, sucker.


With flourish, I planted my foot on the metal bar and scaled the monstrous twelve-footer. The rails were absent of nooks, but I had enough momentum and core to hoist myself over it. Once I leapt to the other side, I bowed theatrically, this time clutching the muddy hem of the gown for emphasis. When


I tipped an invisible hat his way, his jaw squared. The tiny reaction felt like a victory. Octopus: 1. Lobster: 0.


I was drenched like a stray cat, my hair a mess and my heart a wreck, but I would never give Zachary Sun the pleasure of seeing me break. “So long, Lobster. And thanks for the fish.”


“Lobster?”


“Octopuses’ favorite snack.”


I disappeared into the night before the heavy gates crawled open. His men hunted me like hounds, flashlights piercing through the night, golf carts humming in my ears. But I evaded them, cutting through the wooded acres surrounding the property.


The thing about octopuses? We camouflaged very well.


When I returned home, I mustered just enough energy to crawl into bed. Mud dried in thick cakes around my calves and ankles. Tomorrow, I’d wake up with a cold from the drenched dress. Tonight, all I could do was spend every minute until morning weeping into my pillow. For the pendant I couldn’t retrieve. For the dreams that had fallen out of reach. For Dad.


Next time, Pops. Promise.





Chapter Three



Zach


Zach Sun: Grand Regent. Ninety minutes.


Ollie vB: Pass. Wicked party last night, Sun. But I’m still recovering from the previous week’s sexcapades.


Romeo Costa: You mean the legacy gala your hotel held?


Ollie vB: Yep.


Zach Sun: The one where 90% of attendees were on Social Security?


Ollie vB: No one gives a hummer like a gummer.


Romeo Costa left the chat.


Zach Sun left the chat.


Ollie vB renamed the chat Social Security Administration.





Chapter Four



Zach


I tilted the grimy shoe in my hand, studying it. It was so worn out, I couldn’t make out the brand. I’d done some online research and narrowed it to either Vans or Converse. By the power of deduction—and fucking logic—I guessed it was the cheapest out of the two. The girl looked too poor to afford air.


“And then she climbed over your gate, hopped to the other side, and bowed?” Romeo punched buttons on the panel to the cryochamber. “Are you sure you experienced it and not, well … dreamed it?”


Sweat drenched my shirt from our morning workout—notably not as taxing as my little run with Octi last night. I tugged the back, slid it over my head in one swoop, and balled the performance fabric in my fist, dumping it into a hamper. “I’m positive my mind did not conjure a con woman who knows how to play Go and walks around in see-through lingerie.”


Romeo flicked the lights to the ice room on. “Why not? Sounds like your fantasy.”


I have no fantasies, you fool. Let alone about women. Human flesh disgusted me.


He stretched his arms. “Maybe it was the alcohol? That Jamaican rum was potent as fuck.”


“I wasn’t drunk.”


“But I was.” Ollie moseyed in from the bathroom, stark naked, swinging his dick in the air. That thing was longer than a lemur’s tail. I hoped he taped it to the side of his thigh on dates. His entire existence was one big sexual harassment. “I was smashed.”


He stopped by the panel, shouldering Rom out of the way and choosing the advanced option. Below -266F. Four minutes. The screen monitored the temperature inside as it plummeted, right along with my patience. He’d spent the entire morning bitching about his hangover.


Since the three of us lived on the same street, it took all of two seconds to break into his home, pull him out by the ear, and drag him to the decked-out, three-story penthouse suite in his family-owned luxury hotel. He’d moaned about a headache before we even lifted a single weight.


“Oliver, put that thing away.” My lips curled into a sneer. “It’s dragging all over the floor.”


“By the way, Zachy, I hope you’re not dead set on a virgin for a bride, because I popped a few cherries last night.” Oliver ignored me, scratching the side of his ass. “Okay, fine. A whole bag of cherries. Those industrial ones you get at Costco.”


Romeo barked out a laugh. “When have you ever set foot inside a Costco?”


“Never, but I’ve heard stories. Who’d you end up choosing, and why do you have Oliver Twist’s shoe in your hand?” Ollie whipped his curly blond head, frowning at me. “Please tell me it’s kink-related. The only way anything about you would ever make sense to me is if you tell me right now that you have some kind of filthy feet kink.”


“Christ.” I scoffed, shaking my head.


“What? I’m not judging. We all know my relationship with dog leashes.”


“One cannot have a relationship with inanimate objects.” I said it slowly, hoping it’d seep into his skull but knowing it wouldn’t.


Ollie jerked a finger toward Rom. “Tell that to his wife and her fridge.”


Contrary to general belief, Ollie wasn’t an idiot. He just pretended to be one so he’d be spared all the expectations and obligations a man in his position usually had to endure. It was actually a clever setup. One I hadn’t thought of myself. He would be the last bachelor standing out of us three, because he’d engineered his image so that nobody, alive or dead, wanted their daughter to date him, wealth and status be damned. He was so thoroughly corrupted, so depraved, that most families would sooner accept a pet fish for a husband than Oliver von Bismarck. He’d also quietly doubled his natural wealth through investments no one ever asked him about because they all assumed he shared a single brain cell with a discarded sperm. In the thirty years I’d known him, he’d never broken a heart, never had to stammer his way out of ending a relationship, and never made a single business mistake while careful to appear as though he had no idea what he was doing and managed his achievements through sheer luck.


He cruised through life without being interrupted by pretending to be an idiot. Which was the most genius thing one could do.


I pushed my running pants down and dumped Octi’s shoe on a wooden bench. “It belongs to someone who trespassed here yesterday.”


Rom chuckled. “A hot nerd who came wearing lingerie and fed him a nice dose of his own bullshit. There’s only one problem—he doesn’t know her name.”


This was the least of my problems, actually. Even if I could, indeed, consider someone as an actual wife, the little octopus definitely wasn’t prime material. She was a liar, clearly below my station, and a blonde. My mother would never consider her for the position. Even if she did, I wouldn’t. She possessed none of the qualities that had made it to my list. And yes, there was a list: filthy rich, open to a clinical arrangement, and above all—obedient. I did not tolerate love. Couldn’t stand romance. Actively loathed homo sapiens. And she was very human indeed. All messy flesh and blood. Hot temperament and even hotter body.


The cryochamber screen beeped three times, signaling it was ready.


“What’s the problem?” Ollie stuffed his giant feet into slippers, yanking the door to the walk-in cryotherapy room.


White-blue smoke rolled out in thick waves, tumbling along the floor. “Just go through your guestlist.”


I followed him, teeth clenched. “If she were a part of the guestlist, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”


I was not in a great mood. I did not like to be outsmarted. No, let me rephrase—I was not used to being outsmarted. The child bride of Satan blew into my life like a tornado. Slipping into my castle, going through my shit, very nearly winning a Go game against me. And then, to top all of that off, she’d run away cartoon character-style, climbing over my towering gate like a lizard. Whoever she was, she wasn’t a cushioned heiress with extravagant dreams in her head and a black Amex in her vintage Birkin.


Rom entered the chamber last, closing the door behind him. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Ollie is right.” The digital clock above our heads began counting down from four minutes, white clouds of ice obscuring it for the most part. Both men shivered. I, as always, felt nothing. Rom rolled his neck, flexing his abs. “Even if she wasn’t on your guestlist, she came in with a guest. In their car. There is literally no other way to get past security. It’s too heavily guarded. And you have that shoe to go by.”


“It’s a common shoe,” I growled. But it was not a common shoe size for a woman. Size ten, narrowed trim. She was tall. Sprightly. Almost androgynous in frame. An amorphous creature. I couldn’t even tell if her face was traditionally attractive or not. I just remembered wanting to look away every time our eyes met, because she stared at me like a Rubik’s cube she wanted to figure out, not like a meal ticket.


“You’re a resourceful man.” Ollie flicked a chip of ice from his shoulder. “And it worked for the prince from Cinderella.”


“That was a fairytale.” Those appalled me. I detested the idea of happily-ever-afters. Downer-tragic-ending was more my brand. “Plus, in the Brothers Grimm version, Cinderella’s stepsisters amputate their feet to fit the shoe.”


Romeo jogged in place to shake off some of the cold. We worked out six times a week, together when our schedules allowed it, then went through the ritual of the ice chamber, ultra-red lights, the dry sauna, and IV drips, usually at my place but occasionally at The Grand Regent when I craved a space Mom couldn’t find me.


“Fairytales exist.” Romeo gestured to himself. “Look at me.”


My upper lip curled into a sneer. “What you have with your wife isn’t a fairytale.”


“What would you call it, then?”


“The worst financial investment in the history of humanity.”


“He’s not wrong.” Oliver barked out a laugh. “You know I’m a fan of Dal, but I’ve met private jets more cost efficient than her.”


Rom blew out a cloud of air. “You don’t believe in fate?” As if he’d believed in it before he’d become wildly obsessed with his other half. Or should I say—his other quarter. His wife was a tiny thing, but she made a lot of noise.


“I’m more of the chaos theory kind of guy. And she seems like anarchy, personified.”


Romeo had forced Dallas into marriage, which resulted in a whirlwind relationship with ups, downs, and enough angst for three historical C-dramas. Over one year and four-point-three million dollars in the red later, he seemed happy with his wife. But I’d met some people who felt happy while infected with Lyme disease. Humans largely had no standards.


“Anarchy or not, she caught your attention, and no one else has in the thirty odd years I’ve known you.” Romeo glanced at the timer. Probably counting down the seconds until he reunited with Dallas. The two of them sickened me. “That must mean something.”


“It means she’s deranged,” I supplied. “Completely unhinged and stupid enough to enter my lair uninvited.”


“She got in and stayed there for a few hours.” Ollie graduated to cupping his balls to protect them from the cold. “That means you enjoyed her company.”


“I’m not looking for her.” I watched my skin as it turned a nice shade of blue, wondering why it still felt the same, before and after. The clock showed two minutes. Ollie and Rom had started chattering, shivering, jumping around. They were so soft. So alive and in tune with their stupid bodies. I couldn’t decide if I was jealous or annoyed by it.


Rom migrated toward the exit. “Why not?”


“Because I have no use for her.”


“You haven’t finished that Go game.” Ollie snapped his fingers. “You know you won’t be able to live with the knowledge she could’ve beat you at it.”


“She couldn’t have. She barely survived the duration of our game.” I was certain I’d forget her soon. Her measly existence hadn’t exactly left an imprint on my life.


“He’s going to look for her.” Romeo ran a hand over his dark mane, staring at the clock above our heads. “Fuck, it feels like I’ve been here since Thursday. Time crawls when you’re freezing to death.”


“I will not be looking for her,” I countered, not moving an inch, the icy smoke not penetrating my flesh even remotely. I was numb. So numb. Always fucking numb.


Ollie elbowed Rom, leaning in to whisper. “What do you think they’ll call their children?”


Rom shoved him away. Ollie’s dick swung with movement. It hadn’t shrunk a centimeter smaller in the subzero cold. It was probably a medical condition. One of many, if I had to guess.


“Get the Fuck Out and Stupid Egg,” I hissed out through clenched teeth.


Ollie quirked his head sideways. “Is that in Chinese?”


Romeo trembled. “It’s in Zach.”


Twenty seconds left. They’d progressed to pacing around aimlessly, trying to gather some heat. I stayed put.


Oliver fingered his chin. “She’s the first woman he’s ever talked about.”


“And the last person he should be with.” Romeo elbowed Ollie away when he tried to huddle for body heat. “She’s a con woman. Remember?”


Ten seconds. I refused to partake in this conversation. I had no reason to encourage these two morons to explore this topic further.


“Zach’s life is neat as shit.” Oliver began strolling toward the door, making a show of rubbing the ear we’d grabbed him by this morning. “He needs a little mess. She’d be good for him.”


Five seconds.


Romeo shook icicles off his hair, following Oliver. “I’d pay good money to get a front-row ticket to his downfall.”


The buzzer from the clock above our heads erupted. We strolled out, single-file. Ollie grabbed the digital thermostat and pressed it to the back of his leg. Then Romeo’s. Then mine.


“Shit, Zach. You’re still at sixty-five.” Oliver cackled. “Are you fucking kidding me? Are you even human?”


I was not, in fact, very human at all. And I wished to stay that way. Humanity was messy, mediocre, and prone to mistakes.


I’d made up my mind. I wasn’t going to find her.


I was better off forgetting she’d ever existed.





Chapter Five



Zach


“Zachary, pay attention. What about this one?” Across the office, Mom dangled a Polaroid of a long-haired, scarlet-lipped beauty. “I do adore her family. Her mother is in our country club. She’s a tax lawyer. Works at Clarke & Young. Not a partner just yet …” Her delicate brows slammed together as she skimmed her file. “No, no. She won’t do. Too lazy. She only volunteered twice in college.”


Mom boomeranged the photo into the trash pile on the rug. Dozens of pictures scattered across the coffee table, coating the entire surface. All potential brides for yours truly. All eligible. All as boring as a freshly painted white wall. This particular batch had missed the soirée, during which I’d failed my task—choosing a bride by midnight. Yesterday, Mom had barged into her friend’s dating agency and confiscated these dossiers. This marked the birth of Plan X. She’d labored through A to W over the last five years when it became clear that I’d need divine intervention to drag me down the aisle.


I yawned, keeping my feet propped over my desk, ankles crossed, as I tossed a tennis ball up to the ceiling. Back and forth. Back and forth. “So what if she isn’t a partner?”


“She’s already twenty-five. She should be well on her way to owning her own firm by now.” Mom’s head snapped up. “You surprise me sometimes.”


Perhaps because you’re the one who’s changed, Mother.


Sun Yu Wen—American name Constance—had a one-track mind. To find me a bride. She was running out of time, and I was running out of options. Especially after she’d chalked up the ball as a terrible failure. She’d thrown it for me to pick a future wife. In reality, I didn’t even leave my office.


At this point, my best bet was a mail-order bride. A mail-order bride would not huff when I lodged her in the guesthouse. Would not flinch when I made her go through IVF to avoid touching her. Would not sulk when I retreated into one of my dark moods, where I didn’t want to see or hear from anyone. Would not protest when she realized all I had to offer her was money and premium sperm.


I tossed the ball. “Why does it matter that she’s not an overachiever?”


I knew I’d poked the bear, but I had trouble accepting my fate—and a whole entire wife I did not desire. Mom wanted to live vicariously through me. She knew she’d never remarry. Never open up to someone else. So, she’d decided, unilaterally, that I needed to stuff her void with a picture-perfect daughter-in-law, grandchildren galore, and more people for her to take care of. And it was a void. After Dad’s death, Mom even changed her last name from Zhao to Sun, a huge deal because one) Chinese women did not change their surnames, and two) “Zhao Yu Wen sounds lightyears better.” Her words, not mine.


Mom smoothed her tweed Chanel jacket, her lips twitching downward. “Are you saying you’d like to marry a bum?”


“I’m saying you remind me of Grandma.”


The same grandma who never approved of her marriage to Dad. A sore spot for Mom. One I prodded only when necessary.


Mom shook her head, pinching the corner of a Polaroid so tight, her fingers reddened. “I didn’t raise you to behave like this.”


“Must’ve been one of the nannies.”


We’d had three on rotation. I still sent them postcards, mooncakes, and fruit baskets every New Year, much to my mother’s chagrin. Mom did not approve of me treating them as humans. When it came to the nannies, her jealousy reared its ugly head fast. She still hadn’t realized I didn’t actually have a relationship with them. I just didn’t have one with her, either. After Dad died, she’d spent the remainder of my teens zoned out, lost in grief, until my aunt snapped her back into shape. Speak of the devil.


Zhao Yu Ting—American name Celeste (but Celeste Ayi to me)—burst into my office, clad in a gauche Juicy Couture tracksuit and a Gucci fanny pack, looking like a caricature of a rich tourist. “I’ve arrived.” She held three designer bags on each forearm and boba tea clasped between manicured fingers.


I dug my fingers into my eye sockets. “You were never invited.”


She rushed to me, awarding me with air kisses a solid foot away from each cheek. She knew better than to touch me. “My apologies for missing your little soirée, Zachary. You know I fly to Seoul for my facial every fifteenth of the month.”


“It’s fine.”


I did not invite her to the party, either. Mainly because Celeste Ayi could not be trusted with a credit card, let alone other people. She’d probably cause a diplomatic crisis.


“Aren’t I glowing?” She did a little twirl, smacking my temple with her Birkin. “Rejuran Healer, Chanel injections, Aquashine, and Baby Face Cell Therapy. It’s the only way for me to maintain my 22-year-old skin.” She did not have a 22-year-old’s skin. In fact, she barely had skin anymore. She was 99% fillers.


I dodged her Birkin when she darted to the couches to hug Mom and came face-to-face with the Go board I’d managed to avoid since the party. I’d set up a perfect KO to finish off the little octopus. What a coward she was, running away from her inevitable failure.


Celeste Ayi squeezed Mom’s head to her chest, forcing her into a half-crouch.


“We were just going through our options.” Mom swatted Ayi away, gesturing to the impromptu dating agency, formerly known as my coffee table. They spoke in Mandarin. “Because Zachary failed to choose a wife at the soirée. Care to tell us your thoughts?”


“Why, yes, of course.” Ayi discarded the shopping bags on the floor, darting into the seat beside her older sister. She slammed her boba on the table, rubbing her hands together. “Finally, you two are smart enough to beg me for my opinion.”


Technically, it was Mom who’d asked for it. I had no idea as to why. Celeste Ayi was a total nutcase, and I said that with as much sympathy and admiration a man like me could possibly muster. She’d moved into my childhood mansion a few homes down the road to help raise me when Dad passed away and never bothered moving out after I left for college. Seventeen years ago. The sisters still lived together but could not be more different.


My mother was a straitlaced, PhD-holding former professor, who dedicated her life to raising me to be everything society expected me to become. Successful. Put-together. An impeccably mannered overachiever.


Celeste, however, was a thrice-divorced, childless singer-songwriter who made infrequent visits to China to perform, cash in, and fuck off with a new boy toy in the country of the day. She inhaled more conspiracies than she did books, considered malls to be an extension of her closet, and cared a little less about what others thought of her than she did about color coordination.


Ayi tore up a picture, tossing the remnants behind her. “Too much like Tao’s mistress.”


Tao—one name only—and Celeste were the Sonny and Cher of China, only uber-sexualized. Once upon a time, newspapers hailed Celeste Ayi as the nation’s most provocative, controversial female singer. She’d framed the articles, as if they were something to be proud of. Then, she caught Tao in a hot tub with three women. Two months later, he went from second husband to second ex-husband. Now they merely tolerated one another in public long enough for the occasional concert or photoshoot.


Ayi tapped a picture with a long, painted nail. “What about this one?”


Mom shuddered inside her fashionable suit. “Absolutely not. Her dad went to jail for tax fraud. Now her family lives in a tiny, rundown home in McLean that barely Zillows at 1.3 mil. The entire neighborhood petitioned the city to condemn the thing.”


The poverty didn’t bother her. The problems that came with it did.


Sure enough, Mom snatched up the picture and tossed it onto the trash pile. “I don’t even know what it’s doing here. Remember, Zachary—you inherit the problems of your in-laws, so choose wisely.”


I yawned, ignoring the dozen or so texts Ollie bombarded the group chat with. “Sounds like the solution is to not have any in-laws.”


“And this one?” Ayi pointed at another photo, squinting. “She’s pretty enough. Round eyes. Milky glass skin.”


“Are you describing a goat?” I missed the tennis ball. It bounced off the desk, onto the hardwood, and then to the coffee table, where it rolled until it covered a Polaroid. “On second thought, a goat would require less maintenance than a wife. Carry on.”


They ignored me. Mom’s lips twisted down. “She’s beautiful, yes, but she’s an influencer.” She punctuated the word with bunny ears. “That is not a proper job.”


“That’s not a job at all,” I interjected. “It’s a hobby you get paid for until the algorithm changes and you lose your clout.” I absolutely despised social media. The only upside to it was that it seemed to bring us one step closer to the end of civilization.


“Oh, this one is a great option.” Mom plucked another Polaroid from the table, holding it to the natural light sifting through the curtains. “She’s a doctor. A neurologist.”


“At twenty-two?” I watched from the corner of my eye as Mom scurried toward me with a folder. “A perfect age for a brain doctor—before hers has fully formed.”


“She’s your age.” Mom ignored the quip, setting down a background check in front of me. “Not ideal if you’d like four children, which is frankly the bare minimum.”


This is not a daycare. I don’t need a full roster of babies to keep myself afloat.


I opened my mouth, then clamped my lips shut, thinking better of the words. Anything to do with death triggered her. Whereas I’d gone numb, she’d gone shrill. Both were a nuisance to deal with, but only the latter elicited a headache.


Mom tapped her finger over her lips. “However, she comes from a good family and is actively seeking a husband. I approve of her.”


“I approve of her, too.” Celeste Ayi sashayed to the drink cart, helping herself to a double scotch on the rocks. “She must know a good plastic surgeon. I’ve been meaning to get a mini-lift for a while now. Everyone has one.”


A bitter laugh stuck in my throat. How cruel was life that the only things my father had wanted for me—a wife, children, and happiness—were the things I reviled the most?


And yet. And yet.


I couldn’t let my mother down. When Dad passed away, he’d done so protecting me from sure death. If he’d never shielded me with his body, he’d be alive. Mom would have a husband to dote on. Celeste Ayi would be free to find a fourth husband. The world would operate exactly as it should’ve. But he’d left us behind. And discounting my unhinged Ayi, I was Sun Yu Wen’s sole living relative.


I’d felt precisely one human feeling my entire life. Guilt. Guilt over killing my father. Guilt over destroying my mother. Guilt over ruining my family. Letting go of it would separate me completely from my species. I clung to it as proof I wasn’t a complete psychopath. Its burden felt delicious against my bones, its suffocating pain reminding me I wasn’t completely numb.


“There she is.” Mom thrust the Polaroid in my face. I kept my feet on the desk and angled the picture with a lopsided tilt of my head. “Her name is Eileen.”


Eileen was objectively attractive. Warm smile. Nice figure. All the right credentials. And still—she bored me to death before we’d even exchanged one word.


I handed my mother the picture back, shaking my head. “Too wholesome.”


My phone buzzed with another text from Oliver. I sighed, deciding to answer it before he found a way to escalate. God forbid he, too, barged in here.


Ollie vB: You sure? I know a PI who can track down your little con woman in no time.


Zach Sun: The last time I hired someone upon your recommendation, I ended up with a stranger’s dildo clogging my pool skimmer. Hard pass.


Zach Sun: I’d trust Frankie Townsend before I trust whomever you recommend.


Ollie vB: Ouch. Short temper. Maybe it’s time to get laid.


Romeo Costa: By something other than his hand.


Ollie vB: His poor dick. Probably goes to bed screaming, “Help! My owner beats me every night.”


Romeo Costa: Impeccable grammar. A+.


Zach Sun has notifications silenced.


Meanwhile, Mom hadn’t stopped rambling. She tucked the photo onto the glass edge of the custom frame that held an original Twombly sketch. “Wholesome is bad?”


“For someone with an estimated IQ in the 200s, wholesome can be boring.”


“She’s actually into archery.” Mom cleared her throat. “And can cook.”


“Surgeons work unfathomable hours. She wouldn’t be a good fit as a mother.”


“I said neurologist, not neurosurgeon. If she were the latter, I wouldn’t even ask before booking you a wedding venue.” When she didn’t draw the smile she’d aimed for, she sighed.


“Besides, she’s planning a sabbatical before transitioning to part-time.”


I stood, pacing across my office. An office that smelled less and less like my kingdom since Octi had paid it a visit. Her scent clung to the air—oranges, artificial fruit, cheap soap, and a hint of some cleaning product. “She’s no good,” I growled, fixing my gaze on that unfinished Go game that mocked me more than that nameless woman’s smile.


“She’s brilliant.” Mom shadowed me while Ayi stacked the remaining photos and used them as a coaster. “Your father and her father were good friends in college. They met at Tsinghua before Dad left for Oxford for his master’s. They were xué zhăng and xué di.” Senior and Junior. They must’ve been close.


That stopped me in my tracks. I pivoted to face Mom, startling her into an abrupt stop. “Dad knew her?”


Mom’s pinched lips curved into an innocent smile that did nothing to hide her real motive. “He met her many times prior to her family moving to Berlin for business. He was her godfather, actually. I’m sure she has some stories of him to share.”


I grabbed Eileen’s picture again. For a moment, the idea of meeting her semi-charmed me. Doctors were analytical people, were they not? Perhaps I could explain my situation. My terms and conditions. All the fine print. We’d walk into this pragmatically, eyes wide open, each with something to gain. I could give her the wealth, the status, the perks. Just not the love, the devotion, and everything else that came with a real partnership.
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