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I STRUGGLE TO KEEP my eyes open as Dad goes on and on about how important tonight’s charity ball is. Charity ball—a more accurate description would be an excuse for billionaires to feel better about themselves because they’re generous enough to donate approximately 1% of their wealth to save the dolphins or feed the homeless or (insert trendy cause here). But really, rich men (e.g., my dad) only bother attending this philanthropic bullshit because it’s a great way to network with other wealthy assholes.

You can say I’m a little cynical.

“Are you even listening?” Dad asks in exasperation.

I don’t bother lying. “No.”

“Don’t you want to find a husband?”

I roll my eyes. Dad claims that he wasn’t, but I know he was extremely disappointed when Mom gave birth to me, a daughter. He pretends to be woke because it’s good for business. However, he’s not that much different from his father, who thought girls were worthless. Dad would never say it out loud, but he thinks all I’m good for is marrying a husband with connections that would benefit his business. Too bad for Dad that I don’t intend to ever marry a wealthy asshole.

“If I fall in love, maybe,” I say.

Now he rolls his eyes. “Well, hopefully you fall in love with someone who is employed,” he mutters.

I bat my eyelashes. “But Daddy, don’t you know that I want to marry a starving artist just to spite you?”

He glares at me. “Hilarious. You should pursue a career in comedy. It will probably bring in more money than your current job.”

I work at an animal shelter, which he highly disapproves of. The pay is shit, I can’t deny that, but I love taking care of animals. 

“At least behave at the event,” he says.

“Why do that when it’s so much more fun to get drunk on free champagne and dance topless on tables?”

He exhales deeply.

Usually, Mom goes with him to these things because I don’t keep my loathing of these functions a secret. But she’s in Bali with her newest boy toy, who’s younger than me. Gag. I would feel pity for my father. However, he doesn’t exactly keep his vows either. He’s had a couple of affairs with girls who are barely legal. Double gag.

Reluctantly, I climb out of the limo. A little nausea creeps up my body at all of the people walking into the hotel. On my best day, I’m no social butterfly. Did I mention how much I hate these events?

The ballroom is packed with people in their most expensive finery. Immediately, I take a glass of champagne off a server’s tray. I’m going to need booze if I’m going to be here for more than 15 minutes.

“What is this ball raising money for?” I ask Dad.

He shrugs. “Who knows?”

I chug the champagne.

“Don’t be unseemly,” Dad hisses.

I have to resist the urge to burp. I have an unhealthy fondness for pissing him off. “I need to go to the restroom,” I say.

He looks like he’s on the verge of strangling me. “Don’t hide in there the whole night. Try to socialize, though I know that goes against the core of your very being.”

I wish I was at the animal shelter. I prefer dogs over people. “Yes, sir.”

If I wasn’t in these stupid heels, I would run to the restroom. Instead, I have to limit myself to walking briskly. Thankfully, there’s no line outside the ladies’ room, so I’m able to lock myself in a stall right away. I sit on the toilet, taking out my phone. Maybe I should play Candy Crush for the whole night. I let out my breath. Though I dislike my father, he has a point about my unwillingness to be social. I loathe people, but I’m also lonely and desperate for any connection to anyone. I probably won’t find a connection at this charity ball. Nonetheless, I should try to try, right?

When I return to the ballroom, I have to stop myself from retreating back into the restroom. I take a step, then become aware of all the people not paying attention to me. Fuck, I can’t do this. I walk briskly toward the balcony. Once I’m outside, I breathe in the May air. Why can’t I be a halfway normal person and not freak out at the idea of talking to strangers? I hate talking to Dad, but at least I can fucking talk to him.

“Hello.”

I turn around, widening my eyes when I see Hayden Nelson. I’ve never met him before, but I’ve heard of him. Forbes recently crowned him a billionaire at the age of 35. “Are you talking to me?” I ask. Then I wince. Of course he’s talking to me. He’s looking at me and there’s literally no one else outside.

“Do you see anyone else here?”

I flush. “Shouldn’t you be inside?” I ask. “Talking to other rich people about rich people things?”

He shrugs. “You seem like a rich person. Isn’t that a Valentino dress?”

“It is.” I didn’t want to get the Valentino dress because it cost 5,000 dollars and do you know what the animal shelter could do with 5,000 dollars. But Dad insisted on buying it for me because he wanted to make sure I looked “presentable.” I stare at Hayden. He’s even more attractive in real life. Definition of tall, dark, and handsome. 

His gray eyes study me. I nearly flinch under his gaze. “What’s your name?” he asks.

“Lei Jing.”

“Lei...what does that mean?”

Before I can think, I blurt, “Worthless girl.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Really?”

My cheeks turn redder. “I’m joking. It means flower bud. But I bet my dad wishes that he named me whatever the Chinese word for worthless girl is.” God, what is wrong with me? Why do I need to reveal my daddy issues to this stranger, to this billionaire stranger?

“You’re...” He falls silent, likely searching for a polite way to say you’re a weirdo.

I wave my hand. “Go hang out with the people in there. Go network and whatever.”

“Are you trying to get rid of me?”

“I’m just giving you a way out.”

For some reason, he doesn’t leave. “I’m Hayden Nelson.”

“Hayden...what does that mean?”

His lips twitch. “Sexy billionaire.”

I snort. An inelegant, pig-like sound. “Wow, your mom must have been psychic if she named you that.”

“You think I’m sexy?”

Where is the champagne when you need it? “You really should go network.”

“Do you want to go in there and dance?” he asks.

“No,” I say without hesitation. What do I hate more than talking to strangers? Dancing with them.

“You’re unusual,” he murmurs.

“Is that a compliment or an insult?”

“A statement.” Then he asks, “Sure you don’t want to dance?”

“I’m beyond sure.”

“Want to drink?”

Well, now that’s definitely more my speed. “I will say yes to that.”

I follow him back into the ballroom. If Dad could see me now. Not only am I talking to someone, but I’m talking to Hayden Nelson. 

Hayden grabs two glasses of champagne from a server’s tray, then hands me one. 

“Thanks,” I say before downing the champagne in one gulp. I frown into my empty glass. “I wonder why they make these glasses so goddamn small.”

“I don’t think you need a bigger glass. You look like a lightweight.”

“Are you only saying that because I’m slightly shorter than average?”

“Slightly? You can’t be more than 5 feet tall.”

“Um, excuse me, I’m half an inch over 5 feet.”

“My apologies,” he says dryly. 

“I’m only short to you because you’re like a giant,” I say. He’s as tall as a NBA player. All of a sudden, I feel lightheaded and stumble. Before my head can hit the floor, he catches me. 

“Lightweight,” he murmurs.

“I’ve only had 2 glasses of champagne,” I say, confused. I’ve consumed whole bottles of wine without any problem. Why the hell does my head feel so heavy? Why is my vision going blurry? “Did...did you...?” Did Hayden slip something into my drink? But why would he do that? 

I’m trying to come up with possible answers when I fall into blackness.
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WHEN I’M CONSCIOUS again, I’m naked on a large pink bed. “What the fuck is going on?” My pulse races. The last thing I remember is talking to Hayden, then drinking champagne. Champagne that he gave me, that he might have spiked. I freeze, touching myself. I think I’m still a virgin. There’s no blood on the sheets, and I don’t feel sore between my legs. “Oh my God...” I search for my phone, for any phone, for any way I can call 911, but nothing. Tears sting my eyes. Why is this shit happening? 

“Hello.”

I look up, seeing Hayden. The expression on his face is inscrutable. He doesn’t have a gun or torture devices, so he’s (probably) not planning to kill me. “What did you do to me?” I try to recall my self-defense lessons from years ago, but the memories are fuzzy. Also, I’m not sure if I can even stand; my legs feel as heavy as boulders. What could his motives possibly be? If he wasn’t rich, I would guess that he was trying to get ransom money from Dad. But he’s a billionaire, a lot richer than my father. 

He shrugs, showing no emotion like a sociopath. “I drugged you, then took you here.”

“Did you rape me?” I ask, my voice a shaky whisper.

He purses his lips in distaste. “I don’t rape women.”

I shoot daggers at him. “No, you just drug them
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