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CHAPTER 1


Vivian
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“I can’t believe he’s here. He never comes to these things unless it’s hosted by a friend…”


“Did you see he bumped Arno Reinhart down a spot on the Forbes Billionaires list? Poor Arnie nearly had a meltdown in the middle of Jean-Georges when he found out…”


The whispers started halfway through the Frederick Wildlife Trust’s annual fundraiser for endangered animals.


This year, the small, sand-colored piping plover was the alleged star of the show, but none of the gala’s two hundred guests were discussing the bird’s welfare over their Veuve Clicquot and caviar cannoli.


“I heard his family’s villa in Lake Como is undergoing a one-hundred-million dollar renovation. The place is centuries old, so I suppose it’s time…”


Each whisper grew in intensity, accompanied by furtive glances and the occasional dreamy sigh.


I didn’t turn to see who had the normally cool-as-ice members of Manhattan high society in such a tizzy. I didn’t really care. I was too focused on a certain department store heiress as she tottered toward the swag table in sky-high heels. She quickly glanced around before swiping one of the personalized gift bags and dropping it in her purse.


The minute she walked off, I spoke into my earpiece. “Shannon, Code Pink at the swag table. Find out whose bag she took and replace it.”


Tonight’s bags each contained over eight thousand dollars’ worth of swag, but it was easier to fold the cost into the event budget than confront the Denman’s heiress.


My assistant groaned over the line. “Tilly Denman again? Doesn’t she have enough money to buy everything on that table and have millions left over?”


“Yes, but it’s not about the money for her. It’s the adrenaline rush,” I said. “Go. I’ll order bread pudding from Magnolia Bakery tomorrow to make up for the strenuous task of replacing the gift bag. And for God’s sake, find out where Penelope is. She’s supposed to be manning the gift station.”


“Ha ha,” Shannon said, obviously picking up on my sarcasm. “Fine. I’ll check on the gift bags and Penelope, but I expect a big tub of bread pudding tomorrow.”


I laughed and shook my head as the line cut off.


While she took care of the gift bag situation, I circled the room and kept an eye out for other fires, large or small.


When I first went into business, it felt weird working events I would otherwise be invited to as a guest. But I’d gotten used to it over the years, and the income allowed me a small degree of independence from my parents.


It wasn’t part of my trust fund, nor was it my inheritance. It was money I’d earned, fair and square, as a luxury event planner in Manhattan.


I loved the challenge of creating beautiful events from scratch, and wealthy people loved beautiful things. It was a win-win.


I was double-checking the sound setup for the keynote speech later that night when Shannon rushed toward me. “Vivian! You didn’t tell me he was here!” she hissed.


“Who?”


“Dante Russo.”


All thoughts of swag bags and sound checks flew out of my head.


I jerked my gaze to Shannon’s, taking in her bright eyes and flushed cheeks.


“Dante Russo?” My heart thudded for no apparent reason. “But he didn’t RSVP yes.”


“Well, the rules of RSVPs don’t apply to him.” She practically vibrated with excitement. “I can’t believe he showed up. People will be talking about this for weeks.”


The earlier whispers suddenly made sense.


Dante Russo, the enigmatic CEO of the luxury goods conglomerate the Russo Group, rarely attended public events that weren’t hosted by himself, one of his close friends, or one of his important business associates. The Frederick Wildlife Trust didn’t fall under any of those categories.


He was also one of the wealthiest and, therefore, most watched men in New York.


Shannon was right. People would be buzzing about his attendance for weeks, if not months.


“Good,” I said, trying to rein in my sudden runaway heartbeat. “Maybe it’ll bring more awareness to the piping plover issue.”


She rolled her eyes. “Vivian, no one cares”—she stopped, looked around, and lowered her voice— “no one actually cares about the piping plovers. I mean, I’m sad they’re endangered, but let’s be honest. The people are here for the scene only.”


Once again, she was right. Still, no matter their reason for attending, the guests were raising money for a good cause, and the events kept my business running.


“The real topic of the night,” Shannon said, “is how good Dante looks. I’ve never seen a man fill out a tuxedo so well.”


“You have a boyfriend, Shan.”


“So? We’re allowed to appreciate other people’s beauty.”


“Yes, well, I think you’ve appreciated enough. We’re here to work, not ogle the guests.” I gently pushed her toward the dessert table. “Can you bring out more Viennese tartlets? We’re running low.”


“Buzzkill,” she grumbled, but she did as I said.


I tried to refocus on the sound setup, but I couldn’t resist scanning the room for the surprise guest of the night. My gaze skimmed past the DJ and the 3D piping plover display and rested on the crowd by the entrance.


It was so thick I couldn’t see beyond the outer edges, but I’d bet my entire bank account Dante was the center of their attention.


My suspicions were confirmed when the crowd shifted briefly to reveal a glimpse of dark hair and broad shoulders.


A rush of awareness ran the length of my spine.


Dante and I belonged to tangential social circles, but we’d never officially met. From what I’d heard of his reputation, I was happy keeping it that way.


Still, his presence was magnetic, and I felt the pull of it all the way across the room.


An insistent buzz against my hip washed away the tingles coating my skin and drew my attention away from Dante’s fan club. My stomach sank when I fished my personal cell out of my purse and saw who was calling.


I shouldn’t take personal calls in the middle of a work event, but one simply didn’t ignore a summons from Francis Lau.


I double-checked to make sure there were no emergencies requiring my immediate attention before I slipped into the nearest restroom.


“Hello, Father.” The formal greeting rolled off my tongue easily after almost twenty years of practice.


I used to call him Dad, but after Lau Jewels took off and we moved out of our cramped two-bedroom into a Beacon Hill mansion, he insisted on being called Father instead. Apparently, it sounded more “sophisticated” and “upper class.”


“Where are you?” His deep voice rumbled over the line. “Why is it so echoey?”


“I’m at work. I snuck into a bathroom to take your call.” I leaned my hip against the counter and felt compelled to add, “It’s a fundraiser for the endangered piping plover.”


I smiled at his heavy sigh. My father had little patience for the obscure causes people used as an excuse to party, though he attended the events donated anyway. It was the proper thing to do.


“Every day, I learn about a new endangered animal,” he grumbled. “Your mother is on a fundraising committee for some fish or other, like we don’t eat seafood every week.”


My mother, formerly an aesthetician, was now a professional socialite and charity committee member.


“Since you’re at work, I’ll keep this short,” my father said. “We’d like you to join us for dinner on Friday night. We have important news.”


Despite his wording, it wasn’t a request.


My smile faded. “This Friday night?” It was Tuesday, and I lived in New York while my parents lived in Boston.


It was a last-minute request even by their standards.


“Yes.” My father didn’t elaborate. “Dinner is at seven sharp. Don’t be late.”


He hung up.


My phone stayed frozen on my ear for an extra beat before I removed it. It slipped against my clammy palm and almost clattered to the floor before I shoved it back into my purse.


It was funny how one sentence could send me into an anxiety spiral.


We have important news.


Did something happen with the company? Was someone sick or dying? Were my parents selling their house and moving to New York like they’d once threatened to do?


My mind raced through with a thousand questions and possibilities.


I didn’t have an answer, but I knew one thing.


An emergency summons to the Lau manor never boded well.









CHAPTER 2


Vivian
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My parents’ living room looked like something out of an Architectural Digest spread. Tufted settees sat at right angles to carved wood tables; porcelain tea sets jostled for space next to priceless tchotchkes. Even the air smelled cold and impersonal, like generically expensive freshener.


Some people had homes; my parents had a showpiece.


“Your skin looks dull.” My mother examined me with a critical eye. “Have you been keeping up with your monthly facials?”


She sat across from me, her own skin glowing with pearlescent luminosity.


“Yes, Mother.” My cheeks ached from the forced politeness of my smile.


I’d stepped foot in my childhood home ten minutes ago, and I’d already been criticized for my hair (too messy), my nails (too long), and now, my complexion.


Just another night at the Lau manor.


“Good. Remember, you can’t let yourself go,” my mother said. “You’re not married yet.”


I held back a sigh. Here we go again.


Despite my thriving career in Manhattan, where the event planning market was more cutthroat than a designer sample sale, my parents were fixated on my lack of a boyfriend and, therefore, lack of marital prospects.


They tolerated my work because it was no longer fashionable for heiresses to do nothing, but they were salivating for a son-in-law, one who could increase their foothold in the circles of the old money elite.


We were rich, but we would never be old money. Not in this generation.


“I’m still young,” I said patiently. “I have plenty of time to meet someone.”


I was only twenty-eight, but my parents acted like I would shrivel into the Crypt Keeper the second midnight struck on my thirtieth birthday.


“You’re almost thirty,” my mother countered. “You’re not getting any younger, and you have to start thinking about marriage and kids. The longer you wait, the smaller the dating pool becomes.”


“I am thinking about it.” Thinking about the year of freedom I have left before I’m forced to marry a banker with a numeral after his last name. “As for getting younger, that’s what Botox and plastic surgery is for.”


If my sister were here, she would’ve laughed. Since she wasn’t, my joke fell flatter than a poorly baked soufflé.


My mother’s lips thinned.


Beside her, my father’s thick, gray-tipped brows formed a stern V over the bridge of his nose.


Sixty years old, spry, and fit, Francis Lau looked every inch the self-made CEO. He’d expanded Lau Jewels from a small, family-run shop to a multinational behemoth over three decades, and a silent stare from him was enough to make me shrink back against the couch cushions.


“Every time we bring up marriage, you make a joke.” His tone seeped with disapproval. “Marriage is not a joke, Vivian. It’s an important matter for our family. Look at your sister. Thanks to her, we’re now connected to the royal family of Eldorra.”


I bit my tongue so hard the taste of copper filled my mouth.


My sister had married an Eldorran earl who was a second cousin twice removed from the queen. Our “connection” to the small European kingdom’s royal family was a stretch, but in my father’s eyes, an aristocratic title was an aristocratic title.


“I know it’s not a joke,” I said, reaching for my tea. I needed something to do with my hands. “But it’s also not something I need to think about right now. I’m dating. Exploring my prospects. There are plenty of single men in New York. I just have to find the right one.”


I left out the caveat: there were plenty of single men in New York, but the pool of single, straight, non-douchey, non-flaky, non-disturbingly eccentric men was much smaller.


My last date tried to rope me into a seance to contact his dead mother so she could “meet me and give her approval.” Needless to say, I never saw him again.


But my parents didn’t need to know that. As far as they were concerned, I was dating handsome trust fund scions left and right.


“We’ve given you plenty of time to find a proper match these past two years.” My father sounded unimpressed by my spiel. “You haven’t had a single serious boyfriend since your last…relationship. It’s clear you don’t feel the same urgency we do, which is why I took matters into my own hands.”


My tea froze halfway to my lips. “Meaning?”


I thought the important news he’d alluded to had to do with my sister or the company. But what if…


My blood iced.


No. It can’t be.


“Meaning I’ve secured a suitable match for you.” My father dropped the bombshell with little to no warning or visible emotion. “It took quite a bit of work on my end, but the arrangement has been finalized.”


I’ve secured a suitable match for you.


The fragments from his declaration blasted through my chest and nearly cleaved my outward composure in half.


My teacup clattered back onto its plate, earning me a frown from my mother.


For once, I was too busy processing to worry about her disapproval.


Arranged marriages were common practice in our world of big business and power plays, where marriages weren’t love matches; they were alliances. My parents married my sister off for a title, and I’d known my turn was coming. I just hadn’t expected it to come so…so soon.


A bitter cocktail of shock, dread, and horror sluiced down my throat.


I was expected to enter a lifetime contract after “quite a bit of work” on my father’s end.


Just what every woman wants to hear.


“We’ve let you drag your feet too long, and this match will be enormously beneficial for us,” my father continued. “I’m sure you’ll agree once you meet him at dinner.”


The cocktail turned into poison and ate away at my insides.


“Dinner? As in, tonight’s dinner?” My voice sounded distant and strange, as if I was hearing it in a bad dream. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”


Being ambushed with news of an arranged marriage match was bad enough. Meeting my future fiancé with zero preparation was a hundred times worse.


No wonder my mother was being even more critical than normal. She was expecting her future son-in-law as a guest.


My stomach lurched, and the possibility of expelling its contents all over my mother’s prized Persian rug inched closer to reality.


Everything was happening too fast. The dinner summons, the news of my engagement, the impending meeting—my mind whirled from trying to keep up.


“He didn’t confirm until today due to…scheduling complications.” My father smoothed a hand over his shirt. “You’ll have to meet him eventually. It doesn’t matter whether it’s tonight, a week, or a month from now.”


Actually, it does matter. There’s a difference between being mentally prepared to meet my fiancé and having him thrown in my face with no warning.


My retort simmered on low, destined never to reach a full boil.


Talking back was strictly verboten in the Lau household. I was beholden to its rules even as an adult, and disobedience was always met with swift punishment and sharp words.


“We want to move things along as quickly as possible,” my mother jumped in. “It takes time to plan a proper wedding, and your fiancé is, er, particular about the details.”


Funny how she was already calling him my fiancé when I hadn’t met the man yet.


“Mode de Vie named him one of the world’s most eligible bachelors under forty last year. Rich, handsome, powerful. Honestly, your father outdid himself.” My mother patted my father’s arm, her face glowing.


I hadn’t seen her this animated since she scored a seat on the Boston Society Wine Auction’s planning committee last year.


“That’s…great.” My smile wobbled from the effort of keeping itself intact.


At least my match probably had all his teeth. I wouldn’t have put it past my parents to marry me off to some decrepit billionaire on his deathbed.


Money and status came first; everything else came a distant second.


I took a deep breath and willed my mind not to spiral down that particular path.


Get it together, Viv.


As upset as I was at my parents for springing this on me, I could freak out later, after I got through the evening. It wasn’t like I could say no to the match. If I did, my parents would disown me.


Plus, my future husband—my stomach lurched again—would be here any minute, and I couldn’t make a scene.


I wiped a palm against my thigh. My head felt dizzy, but I clung to the mask I always wore at home. Cool. Calm. Respectable.


“So.” I swallowed my bile and forced a light tone. “Does Mr. Perfect have a name, or is he known only by his net worth?”


I didn’t remember everyone who’d been on Mode de Vie’s list, but the people I did remember didn’t inspire much confidence. If he—


“Net worth by strangers. Name by select friends and family.”


My spine stiffened at the deep, unexpected voice behind me. It was so close I could feel the rumble of words against my back. They slid over me like sun-warmed honey—rich and sensual, with a faint Italian accent that made every nerve ending tingle with pleasure.


Heat slipped beneath my skin.


“Ah, there you are.” My father rose, a strangely triumphant gleam in his eyes. “Thank you for coming at such short notice.”


“How could I pass up the opportunity to meet your lovely daughter?”


A hint of mockery tainted the word lovely and instantly washed away any budding attraction I had to a voice, of all things.


Ice doused the heat in my veins.


So much for Mr. Perfect.


I’d learned to trust my gut when it came to people, and my gut told me the owner of the voice was as thrilled about the dinner as I was.


“Vivian, say hello to our guest.” If my mother beamed any harder, her face would split in half.


I half-expected her to prop her cheek on her hand and sigh dreamily like a schoolgirl with a crush.


I pushed the disturbing image out of my mind before I lifted my chin.


Stood.


Turned.


And all the air whooshed out of my lungs.


Thick black hair. Olive skin. A slightly crooked nose that enhanced rather than detracted from his ruggedly masculine charm.


My future husband was devastation poured into a suit. Not handsome by conventional means, but so powerful and compelling his presence swallowed every molecule of oxygen in the room like a black hole consuming a newborn star.


There were generically good-looking men, and there was him.


And, unlike his voice, his face was eminently recognizable.


My heart sank beneath the weight of my shock.


Impossible. There was no way he was my arranged fiancé. This had to be a joke.


“Vivian.” My mother disguised her rebuke as my name.


Right. Dinner. Fiancée. Meeting.


I shook myself out of my stupor and summoned a strained but polite smile. “Vivian Lau. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


I held out my hand.


A beat passed before he took it. Warm strength engulfed my palm and sent a jolt of electricity up my arm.


“So I gathered from the multiple times your mother said your name.” The laziness of his drawl played off the observation as a joke; the hardness of his eyes told me it was anything but. “Dante Russo. The pleasure is all mine.”


There was the mockery again, subtle but cutting.


Dante Russo.


CEO of the Russo Group, Fortune 500 legend, and the man who’d created such a buzz at the Frederick Wildlife Trust gala three nights ago. He wasn’t just an eligible bachelor; he was the bachelor. The elusive billionaire every woman wanted and no one could get.


He was thirty-six years old, famously married to his work, and up until now, showed no intention of giving up his bachelor lifestyle.


Why, then, would Dante Russo of all people agree to an arranged marriage?


“I would introduce myself by my net worth,” he said. “But it would be impolite to categorize you as a stranger given the purpose of tonight’s dinner.”


His smile didn’t contain an ounce of warmth.


My cheeks heated at the reminder he’d overheard my joke. It hadn’t been malicious, but discussing other people’s money was considered uncouth even though everyone secretly did it.


“That’s very considerate of you.” My cool reply masked my embarrassment. “Don’t worry, Mr. Russo. If I wanted to know your net worth, I could Google it. I’m sure the information is as readily available as the tales of your legendary charm.”


A glint sparked in his eyes, but he didn’t take my bait.


Instead, our gazes held for a charged moment before he slid his palm out of mine and swept a clinical, detached gaze over my body.


My hand tingled with warmth, but everywhere else, coolness touched my skin like the indifference of a god faced with a mortal.


I stiffened again beneath Dante’s scrutiny, suddenly hyperaware of my Cecelia Lau-approved tweed skirt suit, pearl studs, and low-heeled pumps. I’d even swapped out my favorite red lipstick in favor of the neutral color she preferred.


This was my standard uniform for visiting my parents, and judging by the way Dante’s lips thinned, he was less than impressed.


A mix of unease and irritation twisted my stomach when those dark, unforgiving eyes found mine again.


We’d exchanged only a handful of words, yet I already knew two things with gut certainty.


One, Dante was going to be my fiancé.


Two, we might kill each other before we ever made it to the altar.









CHAPTER 3


Dante
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“The wedding will take place in six months,” Francis said. “That’s enough time to plan a proper celebration without dragging things out too long. However, public announcements should go out right away.”


He smiled, showing no hint of the snake coiled beneath his genial tone and expression.


We’d adjourned to the dining room soon after my arrival, and the conversation had immediately veered into wedding planning territory.


Distaste curled through me. Of course he’d want the world to know his daughter was getting hitched to a Russo as soon as possible.


Men like Francis would do anything to increase their social standing, including finding the balls to blackmail me in my office two weeks ago, right on the heels of my grandfather’s death.


Fury reignited in my chest. If I had my way, he wouldn’t have left New York with his bones intact. Unfortunately, my hands were tied, metaphorically speaking, and until I found a way to untie them, I had to play nice.


For the most part.


“No, it won’t.” I wrapped my fingers around the stem of my wineglass and imagined it was Francis’s neck I was strangling instead. “No one will believe I’m marrying someone with such short notice unless something was wrong.”


For example, your daughter is pregnant, and this is a shotgun wedding. The insinuation had everyone shifting in their seats while I kept my face blank and my voice bored.


Restraint didn’t come naturally to me. If I didn’t like someone, I made damn sure they knew it, but extraordinary circumstances called for extraordinary measures.


Francis’s mouth thinned. “Then what would you suggest?”


“A year is a more reasonable timeframe.”


Never was better, but sadly, it wasn’t an option. A year would do. It was short enough that Francis would agree to it and long enough for me to find and destroy the blackmail evidence. Hopefully.


“Announcements should also go out later,” I said. “A month gives us time to craft a proper story, considering your daughter and I have never so much as been seen in public together before.”


“We don’t need a month to come up with a story,” he snapped.


Although arranged marriages were common in high society, the involved parties went to great lengths to conceal the true reason behind the nuptials. Acknowledging one’s family joined with another simply for status reasons was considered vulgar.


“Two weeks,” he said. “We’ll announce the weekend Vivian moves into your house.”


My jaw tensed. Beside me, Vivian stiffened, clearly caught off guard by the revelation she’d have to move in before the wedding.


It was one of Francis’s stipulations for keeping his mouth shut, and I was already dreading it. I hated people invading my personal space.


“I’m sure your family would like the announcements to go out sooner rather than later as well,” Francis continued, placing a soft emphasis on the word family. “Don’t you agree?”


I held his stare until he shifted and looked away.


“Two weeks it is.”


The announcement date didn’t matter. I’d simply wanted to make the planning as difficult for him as possible.


What mattered was the wedding date.


One year.


One year to destroy the photos and break the engagement. It would be a huge scandal, but my reputation could take the hit. The Laus’ couldn’t.


For the first time that night, I smiled.


Francis shifted again and cleared his throat. “Excellent. We’ll work together to draft—”


“I’ll draft it. Next.”


I ignored his glare and took another sip of merlot.


The conversation devolved into a mind-numbing rundown of guest invites, flowers, and a million other things I didn’t give a shit about.


Restless anger churned beneath my skin as I tuned Francis and his wife out.


Instead of working on the Santeri deal or relaxing at the Valhalla Club, I was stuck entertaining their bullshit on a Friday night.


Beside me, Vivian ate quietly, appearing lost in thought.


After several minutes of strained silence, she finally spoke. “How was your flight?”


“Fine.”


“I appreciate you taking the time to fly in when we could’ve met in New York. I know you must be busy.”


I cut a piece of veal and brought it to my mouth.


Vivian’s stare burned a hole in my cheek while I chewed leisurely.


“I also heard the more zeroes one has in their bank account, the fewer words they’re capable of speaking.” Her deceptively pleasant voice could’ve sliced through butter. “You’re proving the rumor correct.”


“I thought a society heiress like yourself would know better than to discuss money in polite company.”


“The keyword is polite.”


A ghost of a smile flickered over my mouth.


Under normal circumstances, I might’ve liked Vivian.


She was beautiful and surprisingly witty, with intelligent brown eyes and the type of naturally refined bone structure no amount of money could buy. But with her pearls and Chanel tweed, she looked like a carbon copy of her mother and every other uptight heiress who only cared about their social status.


Plus, she was Francis’s daughter. It wasn’t her fault she was born to the bastard, but I didn’t give a damn. No degree of beauty could erase that stain on her record.


“It’s not polite to speak to a guest that way,” I mocked softly. I reached for the salt. My sleeve grazed her arm, and she visibly tensed. “What would your parents say?”


I’d already clocked Vivian’s hangups less than an hour into our acquaintance. Perfectionism, non-confrontation, a desperate need for her parents’ approval.


Boring, boring, boring.


Her eyes narrowed. “They’d say guests should adhere to social niceties as much as the host, including making an effort to hold a polite conversation.”


“Yeah? Do social niceties include dressing like you stepped out of a Fifth Avenue Stepford Wives factory?” I flicked a gaze over her suit and pearls.


I didn’t give a shit if people like Cecelia wore such an outfit, but Vivian looked as out of place in the dowdy clothing as a diamond in a burlap sack. It pissed me off for no good reason.


“No, but they certainly don’t include ruining a nice dinner with discourtesy,” Vivian said coolly. “You should buy a nice set of manners to match your suit, Mr. Russo. As a luxury goods CEO, you know better than anyone how one ugly accessory can ruin an outfit.”


Another smile, still faint but more concrete.


Not so boring after all.


However, the embers of my amusement hissed into a smoky death when her mother inserted herself into our conversation.


“Dante, is it true all Russos get married at the family estate in Lake Como? I hear renovations will be finished by next summer before the wedding.”


My smile vanished as my muscles tightened at the reminder.


I turned away from Vivian to face Cecelia’s eager expression.


“Yes,” I said, my tone clipped. “All Russo weddings have taken place at Villa Serafina since the eighteenth century.”


My many-times great grandfather had built the villa and named it after his wife. My family could trace its roots to Sicily, but they later migrated to Venice and built a fortune trading luxury textiles. By the time the Venice trading boom ended, they’d diversified enough to hold onto their riches, which they used to acquire property throughout Europe.


Now, centuries later, my modern relatives were scattered across the world—New York, Rome, Switzerland, Paris—but Villa Serafina remained the most beloved of all the family estates. I would rather drown myself in the Mediterranean than tarnish it with a farce of a wedding.


My anger came roaring back.


“Wonderful!” Cecelia beamed. “Oh, I’m so thrilled you’ll be part of the family soon. You and Vivian are a perfect match. You know, she speaks six languages, plays the piano and violin, and—”


“Excuse me.” I pushed my chair back, cutting Cecelia off mid-sentence. The legs scraped against the floor with a satisfyingly harsh screech. “Nature calls.”


Silence thudded in the wake of my shocking rudeness.


I didn’t wait for anyone to speak before I walked out and left a fuming Francis, flustered Cecelia, and red-faced Vivian in the dining room.


My anger remained a restless burn beneath my skin, but it cooled with each step farther away from them.


In the past, I’d exacted retribution on those who crossed me immediately. Fuck revenge being a dish best served cold; my motto has always been strike fast, strike hard, and strike true.


The world moved too quickly for me not to move along with it. I took care of the problem harshly enough to ensure there wouldn’t be any future problems, and I moved on.


Resolving the Lau situation, on the other hand, required patience. It was a virtue I wasn’t familiar with, and it stretched tight over me like an ill-fitting suit.


The echo of my footsteps faded as marble floors gave way to carpet. I’d visited enough mansions with similar layouts to guess where the restroom was, but I bypassed it in favor of the solid mahogany door at the end of the hall.


A twist of the knob revealed an office styled after an English library. Wood paneling, overstuffed leather furniture, forest green accents.


Francis’s inner sanctum.


At least it wasn’t overly festooned with gold like the rest of the house. My eyes were starting to bleed from the eyesore.


I left the door open and walked to the desk, my pace unhurried. If Francis had a problem with me snooping through his office, he was welcome to confront me.


He wasn’t stupid enough to leave the photos lying around behind an unlocked door when he knew I’d be here tonight. Even if the photos were here, he’d have backups stashed elsewhere.


I settled into his chair, plucked a Cuban cigar from the box in his drawer, and lit it while I examined the room. My anger gave way to calculation.


The dark computer screen tempted me, but I left the hacking to Christian, who was already tracking down digital copies of the photos.


I moved on to a framed picture of Francis and his family in the Hamptons. Research told me they had a summer house in Bridgehampton, and I’d bet my newly acquired Renoir he kept at least one set of evidence there.


Where else…


“What are you doing?”


The smoke from my cigar obscured Vivian’s face, but her disapproval came through loud and clear.


That was fast. I’d expected at least five more minutes before her parents forced her to come after me.


“Enjoying a smoke break.” I took another lazy drag.


I didn’t touch cigarettes, but I indulged in the occasional Cohiba. At least Francis had good taste in tobacco.


“In my father’s office?”


“Obviously.” Dark satisfaction filled my chest when the smoke dissolved to reveal Vivian’s frown.


Finally. Some visible emotion.


I’d started to think I was stuck with a robot for the remainder of our ridiculous engagement.


She crossed the room, plucked the cigar from my hand, and dropped it in the half-empty glass of water on the desk without taking her eyes off mine.


“I understand you’re probably used to doing whatever you want, but it’s exceedingly rude to sneak off during a dinner party and smoke in your host’s office.” Tension lined her elegant features. “Please rejoin us in the dining room. Your food is getting cold.”


“That’s my problem, not yours.” I leaned back. “Why don’t you join me for a break? I promise it’ll be more enjoyable than your mother’s hand wringing over floral arrangements.”


“Based on our interactions so far, I doubt it,” she snapped.


I watched, amused, as she took a deep breath and released it in one long, controlled exhale.


“I don’t understand why you’re here,” Vivian said, her voice calmer. You’re clearly unhappy about the arrangement, you don’t need the money or connection with my family, and you can have any woman you want.”


“Can I?” I drawled. “What if I want you?”


Her fingers curled into loose fists. “You don’t.”


“You give yourself too little credit.” I rose and circled the desk until I stood close enough to see the pulse fluttering in her neck. How much faster would it beat if I wrapped her hair around my fist and pulled her head back? If I kissed her until her mouth bruised and hiked up her skirt until she begged me to fuck her?


Heat ran to my groin.


I wasn’t interested in actually fucking her, but she was so prim and proper she begged for corruption.


The silence was deafening as I lifted my hand and grazed my thumb over her bottom lip. Vivian’s breathing shallowed, but she didn’t move away.


She stared at me, eyes full of defiance as I took my time exploring the lush curve of her mouth. It was full, soft, and disturbingly tempting compared to the stiff formality of the rest of her appearance.


“You’re a beautiful woman,” I said lazily. “Perhaps I saw you at an event and was so enamored I asked your father for your hand in marriage.”


“Somehow, I doubt that’s what happened.” Her breath drifted over my skin. “What kind of deal did you make with my father?”


The reminder of the deal killed the sensuality of the moment as quickly as it came.


My thumb paused on the center of her bottom lip before I dropped my hand with a silent curse. My skin tingled with heat from the memory of her softness.


I hated Francis for the blackmail, but I loathed Vivian for being his pawn. So what the fuck was I doing, toying with her in his office?


“You should ask your dear father that question.” My smile cut across my face, cruel and devoid of humor as I regathered my composure. “The details don’t matter. Just know that if I had any other choice, I damn well wouldn’t be getting married. But business is business, and you…” I shrugged. “You’re simply part of the deal.”


Vivian didn’t know about her father’s manipulation. Francis had warned me not to tell her, not that I would’ve, anyway. The fewer people who knew about the blackmail, the better.


He’d uncovered one of my few weak spots, and I’d be damned if I broadcast it to the world.


Vivian’s eyes glowed with anger. “You’re an asshole.”


“Yes, I am. Better get used to it, mia cara, because I’m also your future husband. Now, if you’ll excuse me…” I straightened my jacket with deliberate care. “I have to return to dinner. As you said earlier, my food’s getting cold.”


I brushed past her, reveling in the delicious taste of her indignation.


One day, she’d get her unspoken wish and wake up to a broken engagement.


Until then, I’d bide my time and play along because Francis’s ultimatum had been clear.


Marry Vivian, or my brother dies.









CHAPTER 4


Dante
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Neither Francis nor Cecelia said a word about my long absence from the dinner table Friday night. Vivian didn’t mention our little chat in the office, and I returned to New York dissatisfied and on edge.


I could’ve burned the Lau mansion to the ground with one flick of my lighter.


Unfortunately, doing so would’ve brought the authorities straight to my doorstep. Arson was bad for business, and I’d never stooped to murder…yet. But certain people tempted me to cross the line every day, one of whom I happened to share blood with.


“What’s the emergency?” Luca slouched in the chair opposite mine with a yawn. “I just got off the plane. Give a guy time to sleep.”


“According to the society pages, you haven’t slept for the past month.”


Instead, he’d been partying it up around the world. Mykonos one day, Ibiza the next. His last stop had been Monaco, where he’d lost fifty grand at the poker table.


“Exactly.” He yawned again. “That’s why I need sleep.”


My jaw hardened.


Luca was five years younger than me, yet he acted like he was twenty-one instead of thirty-one.


If he weren’t my brother, I would’ve cut him off without hesitation, especially given the shitshow I found myself in thanks to him.


“Aren’t you curious why I called you here?”


Luca shrugged, oblivious to the storm brewing beneath my calm. “You missed your baby bro?”


“Not quite.” I retrieved a manila folder from my drawer and placed it on the desk between us. “Open it.”


He gave me a strange look but obliged. I kept my gaze trained on his face as he flipped through the photos, slowly at first, then faster as the panic set in.


Grim satisfaction passed through me when he finally looked up, his face several shades paler than when he’d entered.


At least he understood what was at stake.


“Do you know who the woman in those photos is?” I asked.


Luca’s throat bobbed with a hard swallow.


“Maria Romano.” I tapped the photo on the top of the pile. “Niece of mafia don Gabriele Romano. Twenty-seven years old, widowed, and the apple of her uncle’s eye. The name should ring a bell, considering you were fucking her before you left for Europe, as evidenced by these photos.”


My brother’s hands fisted. “How did you—”


“That’s not the right question, Luca. The right question is what kind of casket you’d like at your funeral because that’s what I’ll have to fucking plan if Romano ever finds out about this!”


The storm broke halfway through my sentence, fueled by weeks’ worth of pent-up fury and frustration.


Luca shrank back in his chair as I shoved my chair back and stood, my body vibrating at his sheer idiocy.


“A mafia princess? Are you fucking kidding me?” I swept the folder off the desk in one furious motion, taking a glass paperweight out with it. The glass shattered with a deafening crash while the photos fluttered out and onto the ground.


Luca flinched.


“You’ve done some stupid shit in your life, but this has to take the cake,” I seethed. “Do you know what Romano would do to you if he found out? He’d gut you like a fish in the slowest, most painful way possible. No amount of money would save you. He’ll hang your body from a goddamn highway overpass as a warning—if there’s even a body left after he’s done with you!”


The last guy who’d touched a woman in Romano’s family without his permission ended up with his dick cut off and his brains blown out in his bedroom.


The guy had merely kissed Romano’s cousin on the cheek. Rumor had it the mafioso didn’t even like his cousin.


If he found out Luca slept with his beloved niece? My brother would beg for death.


Luca’s skin took on a sickly green tint. “You don’t un—”


“What the hell were you thinking? How the fuck did you even meet her?”


The Romanos were famously insular. Gabriele kept a tight leash on his people, and they rarely ventured outside their family-controlled joints.


“We met at a bar. We didn’t talk long, but we hit it off and exchanged numbers.” Luca spoke fast, like he was afraid I would attack if he stopped. “She doesn’t have as many eyes on her now that she’s widowed, but I swear, I didn’t know who she was until after we slept together. She told me her father was in construction.”


A vein throbbed in my temple. “He is in construction.”


Along with nightclubs, restaurants, and a dozen other fronts for his dirty business.


If it’d been anyone other than Romano, I would’ve undercut Francis’s threat by paying them off or striking a mutually beneficial deal.


But unlike some businessmen who were short-sighted enough to entangle themselves in the underworld, I didn’t fuck with the mafia. Once you got in, the only way to get out was in a casket, and I would rather set myself on fire than willingly put myself in a position where I had to answer to someone else.


Francis wanted what my last name could bring him. Romano? He’d want every last dollar and drop of blood, even after he slit my brother’s throat.


“I know it seems bad, but you don’t understand,” Luca said, his expression tortured. “I love her.”


A terrible calm descended upon me. “You love her.”


“Yes.” His face softened. “She’s incredible. Beautiful, smart—”


“You love her, yet you’ve been fucking everything that moves for the past two weeks.”


“I didn’t.” Luca turned bright red. “It was an act to maintain my reputation, you know? I had to leave for a bit because her cousin ran away and her uncle was cracking down on the whole family, but we were careful.”


I had never been closer to murdering a family member.


“Apparently, not careful enough,” I snarled, earning myself another flinch.


I took a deep breath and waited for the explosive rage to pass before I sat, slowly and deliberately, so I didn’t reach across the desk and strangle my only brother. “Do you want to know how I got those photos, Luca?”


He opened his mouth, then closed it and shook his head.


“Francis Lau walked into my office two weeks ago and tossed them on my desk. Coincidentally, he’d been in town earlier and saw you with Maria. He recognized the both of you and had you tailed. Once he got what he needed, he came over to cut a deal.” A thin smile touched my lips. “Care to guess what the terms of the deal are?”


Luca shook his head again.


“I marry his daughter, and he’ll keep the evidence to himself. If I don’t, he’ll send the photos to Romano, and you’ll die.”


I had an excellent private security force. They were well-trained, professional, and morally flexible enough to deal with intruders in a way that dissuaded future intruders from crossing me.


However, there was a difference between security and punishment and war with the fucking mafia.


Luca’s eyes widened.


“Shit.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Dante, I—”


“Don’t say another word. Here’s what you will do.” I pinned him with a hard stare. “You will cut off all contact with Maria, effective immediately. I don’t give a shit if she’s your one true soulmate and you never find love again after her. From this moment on, she doesn’t exist to you. You will not see, speak, or otherwise communicate with her. If you do, I will freeze every damn account you have and blacklist any person who assists you financially.”


Our grandfather had been aware of Luca’s wild spending habits and left me full control of the company and family finances in his will. Being blacklisted by me meant being blacklisted by everyone in our social circle, and even Luca’s idiot friends weren’t stupid enough to risk that.


“I’m also cutting your monthly allowance in half until you prove you’re capable of making better choices.”


“What?” Luca exploded. “You can’t—”


“Interrupt me again, and it’ll be cut to zero,” I said icily. He fell silent, his expression mutinous. “You will earn the remaining half of the money by taking a job at one of our stores, where you’ll be treated like any other employee. No special perks, no drinking or fucking on the job, and no leaving for lunch and rolling back in two hours later. If you slack off, you will be cut off completely. Understand?”


After a long silence, he pressed his lips into a thin line and jerked out a short nod.


“Good. Now get the fuck out of my office.”


If I had to look at him for another minute, I might do something I’d regret.


He must’ve sensed the impending danger because he got up and hightailed it to the exit without another word.


“And Luca?” I stopped him before he opened the door. “If I find out you’ve violated my rules and contacted Maria again, I’ll kill you myself.”
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My fist slammed into his stomach, hard and precise. My first hit of the night.


Adrenaline buzzed through me as Kai grunted at the impact. Anyone else would’ve stumbled and gotten the wind knocked out of them, but in true Kai fashion, he only paused for a few seconds before shaking it off.


“You seem upset,” he said as he countered with a left hook. I sidestepped it with millimeters to spare. “Bad day at work?”


A hint of amusement shaded his question despite the direct hit he’d just taken.


“Something like that.”


Sweat dripped down my forehead and coated my back as I worked out my frustrations in the ring.


I’d come straight to the Valhalla Club after work. Most members preferred the on-site spa, restaurants, or upscale gentleman’s club, which meant the boxing gym rarely saw any traffic except for me and Kai.


“Heard the Santeri deal is moving along, so it can’t be that.” Kai was barely out of breath despite the aggressiveness of our opening round. “Maybe it’s not work. Maybe…” His expression turned speculative. “It has to do with your engagement to a certain jewelry heiress.”


He let out another small grunt when I landed a hit on his lower ribs, but that didn’t stop him from laughing at my scowl.


“You should know better than to try and keep something so big a secret,” he said. “The whole office is buzzing about it.”


“Your staff should spend more time working and less time gossiping. Perhaps then, circulation wouldn’t be down.”


My engagement announcement wasn’t scheduled to run in Mode de Vie’s coveted online Style section until mid-September, but the luxury fashion and lifestyle outlet was the crown jewel of the Youngs’ media empire. I’d be surprised if Kai didn’t know about the engagement ahead of time.


“Never thought I’d see the day you get married.” He ignored my dig. “To Vivian Lau, no less. How’d you manage to keep her a secret for so long?”


“We’re not married yet.” I blocked another attempted punch. “And I didn’t keep her a secret. Our engagement is a business arrangement. I didn’t fucking wine and dine her before we closed the deal.”


The word engagement left a bitter taste in my mouth.


The thought of shackling myself to someone for the rest of my life was as appealing as walking into the ocean with concrete blocks strapped to my feet.


I preferred work over people, many of whom didn’t appreciate coming in second place to contracts and meetings. But business was lucrative, practical, and, for the most part, predictable. Relationships were not.


“That makes more sense,” Kai said. “I should’ve known mergers and acquisitions would take over even your personal life.”


“Funny.”


His laugh faded when I hit him with an uppercut to the jaw, and he retaliated with a punch that knocked the air from my lungs.


Our conversation tapered off, replaced by grunts and curses as we pummeled the hell out of each other.


Kai was the most mild-mannered person I knew, but he had a vicious competitive streak. We’d started boxing together last year, and he’d become my go-to partner for blowing off steam because he never held back.


Who needed therapy when you could punch your friend in the face every week?


Hit, duck, dodge, hit. Over and over until we ended the night with a tie and significantly more bruises than when we’d entered.


But I’d finally worked off the edge of my anger, and when I met Kai in the locker room after my shower, I’d gained enough clarity not to lose my shit on my brother again.


I’d been this close to cutting him off after our conversation that afternoon, promises and conditions be damned. It would serve him right, but I didn’t have the energy to deal with his inevitable temper tantrum right now.


“Feel better?” Kai was already dressed when I entered.


Button-down shirt, blazer, thin black wire frames.


All traces of the lethal fighter from the ring had vanished, replaced with the epitome of scholarly sophistication.


“Marginally.” I got dressed and rubbed a hand over my sore jaw. “You pack a mean punch.”


“That’s why you called. You’d hate it if I took it easy on you.”


I snorted. “As much as you would hate losing.”


We exited the gym and took the elevator up to the first floor. The Valhalla Club was an exclusive global society for those with a certain net worth, and it had chapters all over the world. However, its New York headquarters were the largest and most opulent, spanning four stories and an entire city block in upper Manhattan.


“I’ve met Vivian a few times,” Kai said casually as the elevator doors dinged open. “She’s beautiful, smart, charming. You could’ve done a lot worse.”


Irritation flickered in my chest. “Perhaps you should marry her instead.”


I didn’t care if Vivian was a supermodel saint who saved puppies from burning buildings in her free time. She was simply someone I had to tolerate until I destroyed all the photos.


Unfortunately, Christian’s latest update confirmed Francis had stored the photos both digitally and physically.


Christian could easily take care of the digital evidence, but destroying physical evidence was trickier when we didn’t know how many backups Francis had. I couldn’t risk making a move until we were one hundred percent certain we’d tracked down his entire stash.


“If I could, I would.” The shadows in Kai’s eyes disappeared as quickly as they’d surfaced.


As the heir to the Young fortune, his future was even more etched in stone than mine.


“All I’m saying is, don’t be an asshole.” Kai nodded in greeting at a passing club member and waited until they were out of earshot before adding, “It’s not her fault she’s stuck with a brute like you.”


If he only knew.


“Worry less about my personal life and more about yours.” I raised an eyebrow at his cufflinks. Gold lions with amethyst eyes—part of the Young family crest. “Leonora Young won’t wait forever for a grandchild.”


“Luckily for her, she already has two, courtesy of my sister. And don’t try to deflect.” We crossed the gleaming black marble entryway to the exit. “I meant what I said about Vivian. Be nice.”


My back teeth clenched.


Whether I liked her or not, Vivian was my fiancée, and I was getting damn tired of hearing her name leave his mouth.


“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll treat her exactly the way she deserves.”









CHAPTER 5


Vivian
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“What do you mean, you haven’t talked to your fiancé since your engagement?” Isabella crossed her arms and leveled me with a reproving stare. “What type of ridiculous relationship is that?”


“An arranged one.” The bar tilted before righting itself. Perhaps I shouldn’t have had two and a half mai tais in a row, but my weekly happy hour with Isabella and Sloane was the one time I could let loose.


No judging eyes, no need to be perfect and “proper.”


So what if I was a little tipsy? The bar was called The Tipsy Goat. It was expected.


“It’s better that we haven’t spoken,” I added. “He’s not the most pleasant conversationalist.”


Even now, the memory of my first and so far only meeting with Dante sent a rush of indignation down my spine.


He’d shown no remorse over skipping out on half our introductory dinner to smoke cigars in my father’s office, and he’d left without so much as a thank you or good night.


Dante was a billionaire, but he had the manners of an ill-bred troll.


“Then why are you marrying him?” Sloane raised a perfectly groomed brow. “Tell your parents to find you a better match.”


“That’s the problem. There is no better match in their eyes. They think he’s perfect.”


“Dante Russo, perfect?” Her brow arched higher. “His security team once hospitalized someone who tried to break into his house. The guy wound up in a months-long coma with broken ribs and a shattered kneecap. It’s impressive, but I wouldn’t say he’s perfect.”


Only Sloane would think putting a guy in a coma was impressive.


“Trust me, I know. I’m not the one you have to convince,” I muttered.


Not that Dante’s notorious ruthlessness mattered to my family. He could shoot someone during rush hour in midtown Manhattan and they’d say the person deserved it.


“I don’t understand why you agreed to any engagement at all.” Sloane shook her head. “You don’t need your parents’ money. You can marry who you want and there’s not a thing they can do about it.”


“It’s not about the money.” Even if my parents cut off my inheritance, I had plenty left over from my job, investments, and trust fund, which I came into when I was twenty-one. “It’s about…” I searched for the right word. “Family.”


Isabella and Sloane exchanged glances.


This wasn’t the first time we’d discussed my engagement or my relationship with my parents, but I felt compelled to defend them each time.


“Arranged marriages are expected in my family,” I said. “My sister did it, and so will I. I’ve known this was coming since I was a teenager.”


“Yeah, but what are they going to do if you say no?” Isabella asked. “Disown you?”


My stomach plummeted. I forced a tight laugh. “Maybe.” Absolutely.


They’d lauded my aunt for disowning my cousin after she turned down a scholarship to Princeton to open a food truck. Refusing to marry a Russo was a thousand times worse.


If I broke the engagement, my parents would never see or speak to me again. They weren’t perfect, but the prospect of getting cut off from my family and being all alone made the mai tais slosh dangerously in my stomach.


Isabella wouldn’t understand though. Culturally, we were similar, though she was Filipina Chinese instead of Hong Kong Chinese. But she came from a large, loving family who was okay with her moving across the country to bartend and pursue her writing dreams.


If I expressed similar desires to my parents, they’d either lock me in my room and perform an exorcism or toss me onto the streets with nothing except the clothes on my back, figuratively speaking.


“I don’t want to disappoint them,” I said. “They raised me, and they sacrificed a lot so I can have the life I have now. Marrying Dante would help all of us.”


Familial relationships shouldn’t be transactional, but I couldn’t shake the sense I owed my parents a huge debt for everything—the opportunities, the education, the freedom to live and work where I want without worrying about money. They were luxuries most people didn’t have, and I didn’t take them for granted.


Parents took care of their children. When the children grew up, they took care of their parents. In our case, that meant said children married well and expanded the family’s wealth and influence.


It was just the way our world worked.


Isabella sighed. We’d been friends since we met at a yoga class when I was twenty-two. The yoga lessons hadn’t lasted; our friendship had. She knew better than to argue with me about my family.


“Okay, but that doesn’t change the fact you haven’t spoken to him when you’re moving in with him next week.”


I fidgeted with my sapphire bracelet. I would’ve pushed back on giving up my West Village apartment to move into Dante’s Upper East Side penthouse, but what would be the point? I would just be wasting my breath arguing with my father.


However, other than Dante’s address, I didn’t have any details for the move. No keys, no building requirements, nothing.


“You have to talk to the man eventually,” Isabella added. “Don’t be a wuss.”


“I am not a wuss.” I turned to Sloane. “Am I?”


She glanced up from her phone. Technically, none of us were allowed to check our phones during happy hour. Whoever broke the rule had to pick up the tab for the night.


In reality, Sloane had been bankrolling our happy hours for the past six months. She put the work in workaholic.


“Although I disagree with Isabella’s advice seventy-eight percent of the time, she’s right. You have to talk to him before you move in.” An elegant shrug. “There’s an art exhibition at Dante’s house tonight. You should attend.”


Dante owned a notoriously impressive art collection rumored to be worth hundreds of millions of dollars. His annual private exhibition showcasing his latest acquisitions was one of the most coveted invites in Manhattan.


We were technically engaged, and my lack of an invitation would’ve been embarrassing had I not been so relieved.


After I move in, I’d have to spend every night with him, so I was clinging to my freedom while it lasted. The prospect of sharing a room, a bed with Dante Russo was…unnerving.


An image rose in my mind of him sitting behind my father’s desk, eyes dark and posture arrogant, with tendrils of smoke curling around that boldly charismatic face.


An unexpected heat ran between my legs.


The press of his thumb against my lip, the smoky glint in his eyes when he’d looked at me…there’d been a moment, just one, when I thought he would kiss me. Not to show affection, but to dirty me up. To dominate and corrupt.


The warmth curled low until the heavy expectancy of my friends’ gazes pulled me back to the present.


I wasn’t in my father’s office. I was in a bar, and they were waiting for an answer.


The exhibition. Right.


A cold rush of reality doused the heat.


“I can’t show up uninvited,” I said, hoping they couldn’t see me blush beneath my alcohol-induced redness. “It’s rude.”


“You’re not a random party crasher. You’re his fiancée, even if you don’t have a ring yet,” Isabella countered. “Plus, you’re moving in soon, anyway. Consider it a preview of your new home—which you can’t move into unless you talk to him.”


I sighed, wishing I could rewind time by a month so I could mentally prepare myself for what was coming.


“I hate it when you make sense.”


Isabella’s cheeks dimpled. “Most people do. I would go with you because I love a good party crash—er, house tour, but I have a shift tonight.”


By day, she was an aspiring erotic thriller author. By night, she served overpriced drinks to overgrown frat boy types at a dive bar in the East Village.


She hated the bar, its clientele, and its creepy manager and was actively looking for another job, but until she found one, she was stuck.


“Sloane?” I asked hopefully.


If I were to confront Dante tonight, I’d need backup.


“I can’t. Asher Donovan crashed his Ferrari in London. He’s fine,” Sloane said when Isabella and I gasped. Neither of us cared about sports, but the famous soccer star was too pretty to die. “But I have to put out the media fire. This is the second car he’s crashed in as many months.”


Sloane ran a boutique public relations firm with a small but high-powered client roster. She was always putting out fires.


She motioned our server for the check, paid the tab, and made me promise to call her if I needed anything before she disappeared out the door in a cloud of Jo Malone perfume and platinum blonde hair.


Isabella left soon after for her shift, but I lingered in the booth, debating what to do next.


If I were smart, I’d go home and finish packing for my move. Nothing good would come of crashing Dante’s party, and I could call him tomorrow if I really wanted.


Pack, shower, and sleep, I decided.


That was my plan, and I was going to stick to it.
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“I’m sorry, ma’am, but you’re not on the list. It doesn’t matter whether you’re Mr. Russo’s mother, sister, or fiancée…” The hostess raised a brow at my bare ring finger. “I can’t let you in without an invitation.”


My smile didn’t falter. “If you call Dante, he’ll confirm my identity,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure he would. I’d deal with that bridge when we got there. “This is simply an oversight.”


I’d gone home as planned after happy hour and lasted a total of twenty minutes before I caved to Isabella and Sloane’s suggestion.


They were right. I couldn’t sit around waiting for Dante when my move-in date loomed so close. I had to suck it up and see him, no matter how much he annoyed or unnerved me.


Of course, in order to see him, I had to get into the party.


The hostess’s face reddened. “I assure you, there was no oversight. We are meticulous in—”


“Vivian, there you are.”


An aristocratic British accent cut smoothly through our standoff.


I turned, surprise coasting through me when I saw the handsome Asian man smiling at me. His flawlessly chiseled face and deep, dark eyes would’ve almost been too perfect were it not for the simple black frames lending him a touch of approachability.
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