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MY EYES START GLAZING over as Eddie Brody talks about his latest investments in cryptocurrency. He's the fourth businessman I've danced with at this party, and like the other three businessmen, he is dangerously close to boring me to death. 

The second the song is over, I put on a fake smile and say, “Excuse me, Eddie. I need to go to the ladies’ room.” 

“Oh, would you like to...?”

Not giving a damn if I seem rude, I run toward the restroom before Eddie can finish his question. Whatever his question is, I bet my answer would be, “Thanks but no thanks, and by the way, I don’t plan on sleeping with you in this lifetime or the next one.”

Once I’m in the restroom, I exhale and place my hands over my face. God, I hate parties like these. They tend to attract self-absorbed businessmen who think that their shit is worth the price of gold and rarely ever ask me about myself. Though I must have attended at least a hundred parties, I could count on one hand the number of times a rich guy bothered to ask me, “How are you?” 

If it weren’t for my father—who’s also a self-absorbed businessman who thinks that his shit is worth the price of gold and rarely ever asks me about myself—I would be at home binging a trashy teen drama. But Daddy Dearest dragged me here so that I could commit a crime on his behalf.

Heavy dread forms in the pit of my stomach as I recall the conversation we had.

“You seriously want me to steal some old book from your boss?” I asked Dad, staring at him as if he were high as a kite. But my father is always sober; he’s far too uptight and judgmental to ever so much as take a sip of red wine.

“Yes,” he said, his voice matter-of-fact, as if he were making a perfectly reasonable request and I was the unreasonable one for not being willing to do this small thing for him.

“But—”

In a cold voice, he asked, “Do you want to continue having a roof over your spoiled head? Do you want me to continue paying for your expensive college education?”

His cruel questions robbed me of the ability of speech.

“I’ll take your silence as affirmation,” he said with a smirk.

I wanted to slap the smug look off his face and hiss, Fuck you. However, I kept my mouth shut. As much as I loathed Daddy Dearest, I needed him (or to be more precise, I needed his money).

Now my phone buzzes. I scowl when I read the screen. A text from the father of the year. 

Did you get the book yet?

I want to type, You’re also attending this party. Can’t you steal the book yourself? But I already know the answer to that question. He would never be willing to get his own hands dirty or to put his ass at risk of getting arrested. Of course, he’s more than willing to have me get my hands dirty and to put my ass at risk of getting arrested.

I wish I could run away and forget all about my father. However, I’ve already tried that, and it ended with him dragging me back home and forcing me to apologize to him for inconveniencing him. Daddy Dearest hates me for being the reason why Mom died in childbirth, but he hates not having absolute control over me even more.

Gritting my teeth, I type, Working on it.

His response: I expect to have the book at the end of the night.

Before my teeth break from the pressure, I relax my jaw and force myself to walk out of the restroom. A part of me wants to continue procrastinating and dance with yet another boring self-absorbed businessman. 

A voice in my head hisses, Just get this over with, Mary Yang. 

Exhaling, I head toward the office of Stephen Cohen. Stephen Cohen, owner of the Emerald Necklace, the hotel where the party is being held at. Stephen Cohen, billionaire CEO who Time dubbed “Person of the Year.” 

Stephen Cohen, my dad’s boss and the man I’m supposed to steal from.

I swallow as I stand in front of his office. My legs tremble with the desire to turn around and run the hell out of the hotel. 

I stare at the closed door. I know how to pick locks—a friend taught me at SAT summer camp a few years ago—but Stephen Cohen, being a billionaire CEO, must have some fancy lock that only the military could crack. 

To my surprise, I turn the doorknob, and the door just opens. For a moment, I stay still, waiting for some sophisticated booby trap to come crashing toward me. When nothing happens, I slowly enter his office. Can breaking into a billionaire’s office be this easy? I look behind me and am surprised to see that no security guard is chasing after me. Apparently, it can be this easy.

I go to Stephen’s bookshelf, scanning the titles. It’s boring business book after boring business book after biography of some boring businessman after biography of some boring businessman. 

Then my heart lurches when I see a first edition of Ulysses, the book my dad wants me to steal.

I take the old, expensive book off the shelf. As a CFO, Daddy Dearest gets an obscenely high salary, so he could easily afford to buy a first edition of his own. But my father has some petty grudge against his boss, something about Stephen Cohen supposedly making him look foolish in a meeting. So to add to the pettiness, Dad forcefully recruited me to steal his boss’s favorite novel. 

A wave of nausea comes over me as I touch the spine of the book. Unfortunately, stealing this book wouldn’t count as petty theft. This old thing is supposed to be worth over 100,000 dollars, so if I were to get caught, I would be charged with a felony.

“What are you doing?”

I yelp, dropping the book. I cringe when the novel lands with a thud.

He clicks his tongue. “You shouldn’t be so careless with that book. It’s worth quite a bit of money.”

My fear nearly strangles me as I turn around...

And see Stephen Cohen smirking at me. Although I’ve never formally met my dad’s boss, I recognize him from seeing him in magazines. 

Like an idiot, I squeak, “Hi.” And like a true idiot, I think, No wonder the New York Post called him one of the city’s hottest bachelors. He has silver hair, which is belied by his youthfully handsome face. I resist the urge to quiver as his smoldering violet eyes take in the sight of me.

He picks up the book, clicking his tongue again. A new wave of nausea comes over me when I see the cracked spine. Fuck, I don’t think it was cracked before I dropped it. 

He shakes his head. “You damaged my favorite book.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, my voice sounding even squeakier.

With a calmness that I’m not sure if I should find reassuring or concerning, he places the book back on his shelf. “Why are you in my office?” 

“I...I...”

The edges of his lips curve up into a smile. “Something tells me that you’re not a particularly gifted liar. I’m guessing that you picked up my copy of Ulysses with the intention to steal it and not with awe at James Joyce’s genius. Am I right?”

My red cheeks give him the answer.

He walks toward me until his body is mere inches away from mine. A shudder runs down my back when he looks down at me. He’s so much taller than me; he has to be at least six foot two. Another shudder climbs down my back when he runs his fingers through my hair and I become acutely aware of how big his hands and arms are. Based on his muscles, he must frequent the gym.

“You’re Mary Yang, aren’t you?” he asks.

I widen my eyes. How does he know who I am?

“You’re the daughter of Robert Yang, my CFO,” he says. 

“Do you know all of your employees’ children?”

A corner of his mouth quirks up. “Not all of them.”

I catch my breath when he tugs at the zipper on the back of my dress. What the hell is he doing?

“Your father isn’t exactly a fan of mine, right?” he asks.

I’m already a terrible liar, but the intoxicating scent of his cologne—lavender, bitter almond, and vanilla—is really doing a number on my ability to think. “Um...”

“I’d bet half of my net worth—which is quite sizable, as I’m sure you know—your father told you to steal my book.”

Daddy Dearest really should have let me go to acting camp the summer of eighth grade. Maybe then I would’ve learned how to lie better and I wouldn’t be saying, “Um, I, uh...” like a moron right now.

“You’re too honest for your own good, aren’t you?” Stephen unzips my dress. I gasp when he strokes my bared back. 

“Please don’t...” I don’t know where to begin. Please don’t have me arrested? Please don’t fire my dad? Please don’t hurt me? 

“I assume you want to avoid seeing the inside of a jail cell and you want me to continue employing your father.” 

“Yes,” I say in a barely audible voice.

“I’ll tell you what, Mary. I won’t call the police, and I won’t fire your father. Hell, I’ll even give you my expensive, recently damaged book. If...”

When he cups my ass, I shiver, feeling a weird combination of fear and indignation and lust. “If what?” I ask, though I’m pretty sure I already know what he wants.

He breathes against my ear, “If you agree to be mine for the night.”

“When you say ‘be mine,’ do you mean ‘be my sexual plaything’?” 

“I wouldn’t put it like that...”

I glare at him. “But that’s the gist, right?” 

He lifts an eyebrow
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