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ANA HUANG

glanced around before swiping one of the personalized gift bags

and dropping it in her purse.

The minute she walked ofl I spoke into my earpiece. "Shan-

non, 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 oyer the line. "Tilly Denman again?

Doesn't she have enough money to buy everyrhing on that table

andhave 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 sffenuous 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."
nHahe," Shannon said, obviously picking up on my sarcasm.

"Fine. I'll check on the gift bags and Penelope, butl expect a big
tub of bread pudding tomorrow."

I laughed and shook my head as the line cut off.
W'hile she took care of the gift bag situation, I circled the

room and kept an eye our for other fires, large or small.
'When I first went into business, it felt weird working events I

would otherwise be invited ro as a guesr. But I'd gotten used to it
over the years, and the income allowed me a small degree of inde-
pendence 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 ofcreating beautiful events from scrarch,

and wealthy people loved beautiful things. ft was a win-win.
I was double-checking the sound setup for the keynote speech

later that night when Shannon rushed toward me. "Yivian! You
didn't tell me he was here!" she hissed.

KING OF

"'Who?"

" DAnte Russo."

A11 thoughts of swag bags and sound checks flerv o

head.

I jerked my gwe to Shannon's, taking in her brighr

flushed cheeks.

"Dante Russo?" My heart thudded for no aPParer

"But he didn't RSVP Yes."

"'Well, the rules of RSVPs don't apply to him'" She p

vibrated with excitement. "I can't believe he shos'ed u

will be talking about this fot ueeks."

The earlier whispers suddenly made sense'

Dante Russo, the enigmatic CEO of the luu
conglomerate the Russo Group, rarely attended public e

*....t't hosted by himself, one of his close friends' or 
'

important business associates. The Frederick'Wildlife Tr

fall under any ofthose categories.

He was also one of the wealthiest and, therei'

watched men in New York.

Shannon was right. People would be buzzing aboul

dance for weeks, if not months.

"Good," I said, trying to rein in my sudden runa'

beat. "Maybe it'll bring more awareness to the Pip

issue."

She rolled her eyes. "Vivian, no one cares"-sh'

looked around, and lowered her voice- "n0 lne ;':'
about the piping plovers. I mean, I'm sad they're enda-r

1et's be honest. The people are here for the scene onlr"-

Once again, she was right. Still, no matter their

attending, the guests were raising money for a good cau

events kept my business running.

"The real topic of the night," Shannon said' "is

Dante looks. I've never seen a man fill out a tuxedo so o

"You have a bo1'friend' Shan'"
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ANA HUANG

"So?'We're allowed to appreciate other people's beauty."
"Yes, well, I think you've appreciated enough. 'We're here ro

work, not ogle the guesrs. " I gendy pushed her toward the dessert

table. "Can you bring out more Viennese tartlets? 'We're running
low."

"Brtzzkrll," she grumbled, but she did as I said.

I tried to refocus on the sound setup, but I couldn't resisr

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 rhe outer edges, but I'd
bet my entire bank account Dante was the center of their
attentlon.

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

A rush of awareness ran rhe 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 magnedc, 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 attenrion 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 rhere were no emergencies

requiring my immediare attenrion before I slipped into the
nearest restfoom.

"Hello, Father." The formal greering rolled off my rongue
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
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mansion, he insisted on being called Father instead. Apn

sounded more "sophisticated" and "upper class."

"'Where are you?" His deep voice rumbled over the --

rs it so echoey?"

"I'm at work. I snuck into a bathroom to take r'.-

.eaned my hip against the counter and felt compelled :i
a iundraiser for the endangered piping plover'"

I smiled at his heavy sigh. My father had littie parie :
..bscure causes people used as an excuse to Part\" :

attended the events donated an)rway' It was the p;;
:o do.

"Every day, I learn about a new endangered anima-'-
.:ied. 

"Your mother is on a fundraising committee for s.-

-.rher, like we don't eat seafood every week."

My mother, formerly an aesthetician, was now a p:

:.rcialite and charity committee member.

"Since you're at work, I'11 keep this short," mr .-,

'\Ie'd like you to join us for dinner on Friday nieh:

:lPortant news."

Despite his wording, it wasn't a request.

\{v smile feded. "This Friday night?" It was T;.'
,-'.'ed in New York while my parents lived in Boston.

It was a last-minute request even by their standari-'
"Yes." My father didn't elaborate. "Dinner is al ,.

l..n't be late."

He hung up.

l[r'phone stayed frozen on my ear for an extra :.
.::rtrved it. It slipped against my clammy palm an: -
.=:.1 to the floor before I shoved it back into mv pur.;

Ir rvas funny how one sentence could send me ir::
, - ::al,

ilre baue intportant news.

Did something happen with the companv? \t'e' ''-
:i'ing? W'ere my parents selling their house and n:.' I

. :.: iike they'd once threatened to do?
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ANA HUANG

My mind raced through with a thousand questions and possi-
bilities.

I didn't have an answer, but I knew one thing.
An emergency summons to rhe Lau manor never boded well.

CHAPTER Z

6D**

M i#*::rr,:x'#
jostled for space next to priceless tchotchkes. Even the ;

cold and impersonal, like generically expensive freshener

Some people had homes; my Parents had a shoupie;

"Your skin looks dull." My mother examined me t'

ical eye. "Have you been keeping up with your monthir

She sat across from me, her own skin glowing u-ith :
luminosity.

"Yes, Mother." Mv cheeks ached from the forcei ::
n'iv smile.

I'd stepped foot in my childhood home ten uin'*:=

i'd already been criticized for my hair (too messr'). l.-

ong), and now, my comPlexron.

Just anotber nigbt at tbe Lau manor.

"Good. Remember, you can't let yourself eo." :
,ard. "You're not married yet."

I held back estgh. Here we go agam.

Despite mv thriving career in Manhattan. *'i-. .
:lanning market was more cutthroat than a desiqr.: '
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ANA HUANG

my parents were fixated on my lack of a boyfriend and, fherefore,
lack of marital prospects.

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

W-e were rich, but we would never be old monev. Not in this
generadon.

"I'm still young," I said patiently. "I have plenty of time to
meet someone."

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

"You're almost thirry" my mother countered. ,,you,re not
getting any younger, and you baue to start thinking about
marriage and kids. The longer you wait, the smaller the dating
pool becomes."

"I aru thinking about it." Thinking about the yar offreedoru I
baue left before I'mforced to marry a banher uitb a numeral after
bis last narne. "As for getting younger, that's what Botox and
plastic surgery is for.'l

If my sister were here, she would've laughed. Since she wasn,r,
my joke fell fatter than a poorly baked souffid.

My mother's lips thinned.
Beside her, my father's thick, gray-tipped brows formed a

stern V over the bridge ofhis 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. ft,s an
important matrer for our family. Look at your sister. Thanks to
her, we're now connecred to the royal family of Eldorra.,,

KING O i

I bit my tongue so hard the taste of copper filled mv n

My sister had married an Eldorran earl who rvas

cousin twice removed from the queen. Our "connectitrr

small European kingdom's royal family was a stretch. Ir

fither's eyes, an aristocratic title was an aristocratic title.

"I know it's not a joke," I said, reaching for mv tea.

something to do with my hands. "But it's also not soi

need to think about right now. I'm dating. Expi.'

prospects. There are plenry of single men in New York. I

r.-, find the right one."

I left out the caveat: there were plenty of single m.-

\ork, but the pool of single, straight, non-douche.. :
ron-disturbingly eccentric men was much smaller.

My last date tried to roPe me into a seance to conta.:

mother so she could "meet me and give her approval.' \
.ar'. ] never saw him again.

But my parents didn't need to know that. As far r' :

;oncerned, I was dating handsome trust fund scions le ;: ;

"'We've given you pienty of time to find a ProPer r-.
:ast two years." My father sounded unimpressed br
-\bu haven't had a single serious boyfriend since ve'u:

::onsbip.It's clear you don't feel the same urgencv s-c j.
'r hv 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 :

rv sister or the company. But what if...

My blood iced.

No. It can't be.

"Meaning I've secured a suitable match for vou " l
::opped the bombshell with little to no q'arninE

:rnorion. "It took quite a bit of work on my end' but :--

::rent has been finalized."

I'ue secured a suitable matcb for you.

fhe fragments fiom his declaration blasted thr.tuE:.

:rJ nearly cleaved my outward comPosure in half
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