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Book 1 – Seduced By My Billionaire Boss by Sierra Rose
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Jenna Harks left Goldman Sachs. Left the two hundred thousand starting salary on the table. She left to make her name with something bigger, better. Even if it did mean starting out as a low-level assistant without recognition or the chance of dental. But when mistaken identity gives Jenna the job of her dreams, she isn’t sure what to make of it. She knows she has the skills and determination, that’s for sure. So she rises to the challenge. 

There is Michael Larchwood, younger son of the legendary Abe Larchwood. Second heir to the keys of the castle. He was also a notorious playboy who flirts with Jenna. The thing is, not only does the company have a zero tolerance policy toward inter-office fraternization, but Michael was well known for flouting those rules. At least four women in the last two years were fired after being seen leaving his apartment, and Jenna was in no way interested in making that list. 

And then there’s the serious brother, Thomas Larchwood, who is a brilliant financial tactician and the youngest person ever to be named on Forbes most influential people’s list. All that and he was only a few years older than Jenna. 

The more Michael flirts with Jenna, the more Thomas takes notice. Both brothers are off limits. But during this Christmas season, one of them steals her heart. 

Book 2 – Stage Left by Ali Parker
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Ethan Lewis has been in the bright lights for as long as he can remember. He's just turned the cusp of celebrating his twenty-fourth birthday, and yet he feels more like eighty. Living the life of a celebrity isn't all it is chalked up to be, and dealing with the unruly number of women who are more interested in his billions than who he is as a person is getting old. He has resigned himself to giving up on love and focusing on the only thing that truly gives back - his career.

Riley Phillips has always dreamed of being on a big stage with the warmth of the spotlight baring down on her, but she just couldn't seem to catch the right agent's attention. After giving a quick commencement speech as Valedictorian of her graduating class at Billmore High, she's offered something she can't refuse... The chance to work in Hollywood. It's not all it's chalked up to be, but she works hard and finally gets her big break four years down the line. There is a new movie that her agent wants her to audition for, and her co-star? The dreamy Ethan Lewis.

She scores the part, but soon regrets it due to his callous, overbearing persona. He's nothing like the public touts, and she for one isn't impressed.

Funny enough, he is - immensely.

Book 3 – by Lexy Timms
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Billionaire Biker is book 1 of the Fortune Riders MC Series by bestselling author Lexy Timms. Fall in love again with the romantic suspense series. 

"I look at you and I see the rest of my life in your eyes. I'll love you. Forever." 

Katie’s not the usual rich girl and Morgan’s not your typical biker. The two collide at a bar, and again after Morgan leaves the scene of a terrible crime. 

Falling for one another is inevitable, but when the truth of who Katie is comes out, will it change everything? 

Fortune Riders MC Series: 

Book 1 - Billionaire Biker 

Book 2 - Billionaire Ransom 

Book 3 - Billionaire Misery
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“Taxi!”

I took a giant step back to avoid the accompanying wave of sludge water as the cab sped by me, then surged toward the pavement with the rest of the crowd to catch the next one.

Life in New York City was a series of such compromises—little gives and takes. Your apartment floods, you get moved to the Hilton where you can comfortably sue for water damage. An early winter blizzard blankets the ground; you get to pull out your brand new Bloomingdales trench coat to combat the cold in style. You miss this cab; you get the next one. And fortunately, I had a bit more in my arsenal than the stockbroker standing next to me to deal with that last one.

With a seductive smile, I extended one bare leg onto the street, peeking out from beneath my skin tight pencil skirt and ending in the point of my stiletto. The guy standing next to me gawked appreciatively, but his eyes narrowed as they met mine—he knew my game. Under the guise of scanning further up the street, I leaned over, letting my conservative blouse pop open an extra button or two. There was a screech of tires, followed by a gruff, “Where to, miss?”

Sneaking a winning glance back at the stockbroker, I climbed into the cab. “Financial District. The corner of Pearl and Pine.”

And just like that, with little more than a smile, I sped off to my first day of work.

I leaned back against the cool leather and re-buttoned my blouse as I recited my resume under my breath. “Graduated with honors, Princeton University. Masters in Business from Harvard. Two years president of the Women’s Student Association. Junior Editor, Harvard Business Review. Eighteen-month internship with Goldman Sachs.”

But instead of accepting Sachs’ lucrative job offer when my internment came to an end, I’d set my sights even higher. There was one financial investment firm with a reputation even more pristine than that of Goldman Sachs. A firm ranked top of their game in every field by every standard.

Larchwood.

Not ‘The Larchwood Company.’ Not ‘The Larchwood Investment Firm.’

Just Larchwood. Like Madonna or Cher. The company didn’t need further explanation. When it came to the financial community of Manhattan’s upper elite—they were king. No questions asked.

So I left Goldman Sachs. Left the two hundred thousand starting salary on the table. Left to make my name with something bigger, better. Even if it did mean starting out as a low-level assistant without recognition or the chance of dental.

I was ready for this. I was overqualified. It was in the bag.

“Excuse me, sir?” I called up to the driver. “Could you pull over for just a second?”

As the cab veered close to the sidewalk, I leaned out the open door and threw up on the curb. The cabbie watched me with shrewd eyes as I patted my mouth discreetly with a tissue and sat back against the leather.

“That’s all,” I said weakly. “Thank you.”

The eyes in the rear view softened. “You auditioning for an internship downtown?” he asked sympathetically.

“An assistant’s position, actually,” I corrected automatically. But my heart fell in spite of myself as I studied him right back. “Why do you ask?”

He chuckled. “I’ve made that last minute swerve many times now. There sure are a lot of you.”

I pondered this for a moment before the competitor rose up in me and I considered the possible implications. “Wait—many of us, like, many of us today? Have you already dropped people off downtown?!”

I had left a full thirty minutes early just so I could be the first one in the door, but maybe I’d undershot it by an hour or so.

Without giving him a chance to reply, I pointed authoritatively to the right. “Avoid Lexington at all costs! Take FDR Drive—it’ll shave fifteen minutes off our trip.”

Precisely ten minutes later, we pulled up in front of the endless chrome skyscraper I was hoping to make my home. Despite my frantic rush, I paused inside the cab for a second, staring up toward the clouds. Suddenly, my prestigious education and impressive resume didn’t mean a thing. This was Larchwood. I’d be lucky if they let me work in the mail room...

“You going in? Or are you just going to sit here looking?”

I passed my credit card across the divide and straightened my blouse with trembling hands. It would be fine. They’d hire me. They had to hire me.

He handed back my card and gave me a comedic thumbs up. “Go get’em, tiger.”

“Thanks.”

This time, keeping my legs carefully concealed beneath my long coat, I climbed out onto the curb. There was a crispness to the air. An electric sort of energy that had nothing to do with the storm clouds piling overhead. It was the people. The collective buzzing vibrations of a group of people just like me—chomping on the bit to get inside and climb all the way to the top of those stairs. A nervous little smile crept up the side of my face, but I was quick to hide it. Only thoughtful scowls and busy frowns over here.

Then, without a backward glance, I straightened my blouse again, squared my shoulders, and filed inside with the rest of them.

After navigating my way through a tricky lobby, I signed in and took the elevator to the thirtieth floor. It seemed my cabbie had filled me with a false sense of dread. There wasn’t a single person in the waiting room. I exhaled with quiet relief and made my way to the counter. Flashing an uncharacteristically warm smile at the receptionist, I signed her list as well.

“Hi, I’m Jenna Harks. I have an appointment to meet with Patti Macer at nine.”

The receptionist eyed me up and down but gave me a returning smile before glancing at the clock. “You’re sure early, aren’t you?”

I nodded curtly. “Yes ma’am.” Best to indulge her a little. It was often times no exaggeration when people said that the keys to the castle lay behind the front desk.

“Good,” her eyes sparkled over her glasses, “that’s how we do things here. Well, take a seat.” She nodded at a few suede chairs hidden below copies of Forbes and Time. “Ms. Macer got called into an emergency meeting upstairs, so she’s going to be at least twenty minutes.”

“That’s fine,” I glanced at the chairs, before glancing at the clock. “Actually, could you point me toward the restroom?”

“Down the hall, fourth door on your right.”

“Thank you.” 

The office was everything I’d dreamed it would be and more. Everything my friends at business school and I used to speculate about during all-nighters at the library. Behind heavily frosted glass, I could see the makings of an empire. The financial foundations—grunt work, and coffee runs—that held up the weighty structure above. This was where I would have to pay my dues. It was on these ground floors—the floors below fifty—where I’d have to claw my way up the ladder. I’d done it at Goldman and Sachs, and I’d do it here as well. The trick was to do it in the shortest possible amount of time.

I’d gotten into the game early. No gap years. Straight into my internship. Last week, I’d celebrated my twenty-fifth birthday. I was young. I was hungry. I was here.

I pushed open the door to the bathroom, pleased to see that I was the only one. After a few meditative breaths, eyeing down my reflection like some kind of ‘tough love hawk,’ I pulled out my new professional-colored lipstick and began to carefully apply. I’d just finished a cursory sweep when a heard a muffled sob from inside one of the stalls. My hand froze in front of my face as my eyes swept the closed doors. I was about to make a discreet exit when the door pushed open, and a woefully disheveled looking girl stumbled up to the mirror.

She was too obvious to ignore. Too distressed not to warrant some sort of action. While averting my eyes in what I took to be a sympathetic gesture, I pulled a tissue out of my bag and offered it silently her way.

“Th-thanks,” she choked, taking it and wiping her smeared mascara. We accidently locked eyes in the mirror and she gave me a wry smile. “I must really look like a mess, huh?”

I dropped my gaze quickly to the counter, gathering up my purse. “No, you’re fine.”

“I didn’t used to be like this,” she continued hastily as if needing to prove herself, “I was top of my class—Stanford Law.”

She glanced my way again, and I offered her a weak smile. “Harvard. Business.”

She nodded approvingly, sniffing as silent tears continued to pour down her face. “I was groomed for this job, out in California. Just moved here last week. The CEO put in a request for outside help with this new merger, and I was their top pick.”

I had to admit, I looked at her a little differently now. Was this weeping little waif actually my new boss? Should I have offered a second tissue?

“But I can’t do it,” she whispered. “I can’t be here.”

“Why not?” I asked before I could stop myself. I couldn’t help it—I was curious. I would have done anything to be in this girl’s shoes. You didn’t get transferred in at the request of the CEO without having a background even more daunting than mine. And now to be falling apart in the thirtieth story bathroom? It didn’t add up...

She flashed me another watery smile. “My fiancé left me.”

I blinked. Not the answer I was expecting. Not an answer I remotely respected.

Her eyes cooled as she read the subtle changes in my face. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand. Not a young girl like you, fresh off your internship. This must seem like the stupidest thing in the world to you.”

“No, no,” I mumbled half-heartedly, “not at—”

“The thing is...I don’t even like finance. I like the lifestyle. I like the competition. But I don’t give a shit about the numbers.” She dabbed again at her eyes. “And now, by moving here, I’ve lost the only thing I’ve ever really cared about. Jeff.”

Note to self—stay away from men named Jeff. They made you crazy.

“So I’m leaving, going back. My high school sweetheart is picking me up at the airport when I fly in.” She stared with fierce determination in the mirror, daring her own reflection to disagree. “I can fly back to California this afternoon and everything will go back to the way it was before. But this...” Her eyes flickered up to the ceiling, and I knew that like me, she imagined the towering skyscraper overhead. “I can’t do this anymore. I hate this city with a passion. I’ve got to get out while I can.”

With a suddenly brisk gesture, she tossed the tissue into the trash and headed toward the door. I don’t know what exactly made me do it—probably just blatant disbelief at the golden opportunity she was throwing away—but I rushed after her.

“Wait,” I called. She turned back around, and I struggled to find the words. “I mean...are you at least going to tell them what’s going on? I’ve heard this new merger has everyone on their toes—they’ll need to know you won’t be—”

She held up a hand, and I fell silent. “I’m sure they’ll muddle along without me.” For the first time, her eyes sparkled as she glanced around. “What’s one missing cog, right? Consider my defection payback for those years wasted at grad school.”

My lips parted, then turned up in a disbelieving smile. “I just don’t...”

“Good luck, honey.” She winked. “Knock’em dead.” Then she was gone.

Only years later would I understand the significance of that moment. The moment that Katie McGill (I eventually discovered her name) walked out of the lobby and jumped in a cab for the airport. It was the moment when my entire life suddenly altered course. The single catalyst that sparked off a chain of events that would change things forever.

All I thought at the time was, wow—what an idiot! I headed back to the waiting room still shaking my head. To give up the dream...it was unthinkable! And then to give it up for a man? I actually rolled my eyes as I settled down into a suede chair. Another note to self, if I ever found myself wandering down such a ridiculous road—hire someone to shoot me.

“So, you got your resume all memorized?” the receptionist asked me, looking up from her meticulously potted plants with a bored stare.

I tapped my forehead with a grin. “Practiced it again in the cab.” I wondered how many of us rookie automatons she saw on a weekly basis. Twenty? Forty? Deciding to look it up later, I started going over my list of accomplishments again in my head when the door suddenly slammed open, and a harried looking woman stormed inside.

“...off the phone with the Chinese liaison and they don’t know what happened any more than we do. Not to mention my Cantonese is rustier than I’d like. I don’t know if they were trying to set up a conference call at four o’clock on Friday, or if they were trying to order four more copies of the prints that Jamie sent over on Saturday. Damn translator is out sick. Like anyone gets bronchitis anymore?! Not to mention, they’ve sent over the mockups a full week early, and my backup girl from California has yet to make an appearance. Who’s this?”

The diatribe stopped suddenly, and I realized that all eyes were on me. I stood quickly and offered out a respectful hand. “I’m Jenna Harks. We had an appointment to—”

The receptionist cut me off. “Ms. Macer, this is the—”

“Wait—are you her?” Patti Macer, my hopeful soon-to-be supervisor, looked at me with wide eyes, magnified even wider under her glasses. The receptionist turned my way in slow motion behind her, and for a split second, I paused.

Let me preface this next part with: this is NOT my thing. I set my sights high, but I knew that in order to get there, I’d have to spend a few years slaving in the mines. I understood the importance of hard work—I placed a premium on integrity (even if saying those two things made me sound like I was running for head of the local school board). In other words, it was not in my nature to risk it all by going out on a limb.

That being said, I was a wildly overqualified candidate applying for a two-year minimum entry level grunt job just to get my foot in the door. In the door of a company full of rabid employees who would pounce on this opportunity if given it themselves. My mind flashed back to the girl, crying in the bathroom. She hadn’t told anyone she was going to leave. I hadn’t told anyone where I was headed.

A strange confidence brewed inside me and I shook Macer’s hand vigorously.

“Yes, I’m your girl.”

And just like that, I was whisked away. Up past the nameless cubicles, past the run-down coffee pots, the blood shot watering holes for grunts still pushing year one. All the way up to the seventieth floor. That’s right, ladies and gentlemen, I’d jumped forty floors in ten minutes. Not bad for my first day on the job.

Patti Macer, my new supervisor, had been talking nonstop since my questionable introduction, and although I watched the ascending elevator floors with a fixed smirk, I was absorbing every word.

“So in short, we have about seven days to do close to two months of work. That’s why we called the west coast for some backup. If we can pull this off, it’ll be the third greatest merger in US history, falling short only to AOL/Time Warner and the Louisiana Purchase. Yes—we count that.” She shot me a look as the doors opened and she gestured down a hall. “You and your team are going to be crunching the numbers, cold hard facts. You’ll be writing the bulk of the merger yourself, literally finding a way to absorb the company without exceeding the hard limits set by the Chinese stockholders. But don’t worry about the technicalities or the spin—that’s why we have our PR and legal departments. Am I right?”

I nodded hastily. The higher up we’d gotten, the more papers she’d dumped into my hand. I was now a walking file cabinet, trying desperately to balance the small library she’d handed me while keeping pace and not tripping on my new heels. When she stopped suddenly, I almost had a coronary.

“This is going to be your office. Mine is right down the hall. The rest of the team is scattered around this floor. There’s a staff meeting every morning at eight and the work day begins at eight-thirty—not a second later. You okay with that?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but I was still staring into the office—stunned. You don’t really know what seventy floors up feels like until you’re standing on the inside, looking out. It was like I was in my own piece of workplace heaven. A bright cherry wood desk lay directly across from two thick leather chairs. There was also a sofa pushed up against the walls for what I assumed would be many over-nighters. The obligatory potted plant sat neatly trimmed in the corner, and tasteful, forgetful art hung on the walls. But none of that was anything compared to the view. I dropped the papers on the desk—my desk—and wandered to the window. The entire city stretched out below, twinkling and beeping faintly in the distance. The noisy grit and rush reduced to a pleasant background hum.

“Harks?”

I jumped and turned around. Macer was staring at me impatiently.

“Something wrong with the office? It’s probably not as fancy as what you’re used to.”

“No,” I recovered myself quickly. “The office is fine—it’s all fine. I’ll get started familiarizing myself with this and see you tomorrow at the staff meeting.”

She chuckled and took me by the arm, leading me back out into the hall. “Ideally, that’s exactly what I’d like to have you do. Only now—we don’t have the time. This thing came down the pipe a full seven days early, and it’s all hands on deck. I’m afraid you’ll have to get up to speed later—we have a meeting right now.”

“Oh, okay.” I stumbled along behind her, eyes scanning quickly around the office as I tried to get my bearings. “Who’s the meeting with?”

A door opened in front of me and my stomach fell to the floor.

It was Abe Larchwood. The CEO himself.

An unnatural hush fell over the entire floor as he walked out into the hall. His white hair was impeccably styled over a stiff suit that I was sure cost more than my first and second apartments combined. A vintage Rolex poked out beneath his left sleeve, just below a pair of what I swear was Theodore Roosevelt’s personal cufflinks.

“Hello, Patti,” he barked as he passed her. 

“Hello, Mr. Larchwood.” He disappeared down the hall, and she turned back to me. “That’s the meeting.” Her voice was still hoarse as hushed as conversations began to pick back up around us. “Now I know you’re kind of being thrown into the middle of this—but are you going to be okay?”

I read through to her real question as easily as if she’d said it aloud. You’re not going to make me look stupid, are you? I smiled with that same mask of confidence and straightened to my full height. “I got this.”

“Good,” she mumbled as she pushed her way inside, “because we’re in for a hell of a ride. But we know you’re the best. It’s why we sent for you.”

I went to follow her when a sudden wave of nerves made me stop. It was the same feeling I had when I got out of the cab and stood on the curb, looking up at the building. Talk about high stakes, this was about as high as it got. What exactly had I gotten myself into?

A hand on my lower back made me start in surprise.

“You going in? Or are you just going to stand here looking?”
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Chapter 2
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It only took me a second to recognize him. Chestnut curls, deep chocolate eyes, a smile so wicked and tantalizing it had reportedly been banned in several states. It was the same face I’d seen staring back at me from a hundred correspondence dinners and magazines, but even more frequently from the tabloids. Only in person, he was a thousand times more delicious than any picture could suggest.

This was Michael Larchwood. He was the younger son of the legendary Abe Larchwood; second heir to the keys of the castle.

He was also a notorious playboy.

My back stiffened involuntarily beneath his hand, and I pulled myself casually away. “I’m the new girl from California—Jenna Harks. Patti sent me up?”

His eyes did a quick scan of my face, probably wondering about my lack of California tan before he flashed me another million dollar smile. “Perfect, you’re right on time.”

He gestured inside, and I eased past him. But instead of following his hand to the right, I made my way across the room to a seat already flanked by two people—feeling his eyes on my back the entire time. Don’t get me wrong—the opportunity to sit down for a business meeting next to Michael Larchwood? Priceless. And I’d have to be as blind as Katie McGill not to feel some sort of animal magnetism drawing me to that body. The thing is, not only did the company have a zero tolerance policy toward inter-office fraternization, but Michael was well known for flouting those rules. I’d read of at least four women in the last two years getting fired after being seen leaving his apartment, and I was in no way interested in making that list.

That being said...it wasn’t like he was the easiest person to ignore.

He didn’t turn his eyes away even though I’d made my preference clear by sitting on the far side of the room. Instead, he rose to the challenge. The man was shameless. He kept me fixed in a gaze so attentive, that eventually, I had to politely return the seductive smile he was sending my way. I kept it professional and brief. No more than a passing glance as my eyes inadvertently swept his direction. But when a pair of dimples was ready and waiting, I had to actually angle myself around so he wasn’t even in my peripheral line of sight.

Fortunately at that moment, an official looking executive came in, and even Prince Michael sat back and paid attention.

“Good—you’re all here. I have a hell of a day today, and I don’t have time for any...oh, Michael.” The suit looked surprised to see him there. “I wasn’t aware you’d be sitting in today.”

Michael crossed one leg over the other—a gesture that in most circles would be considered professional, but that he just made seem naughty. “I’ll be here every Thursday until the merger is complete.” He flashed me a wink. “Need to keep track of my people.”

The executive stammered for a moment, before dropping his eyes to his papers. “Well, it’s always a pleasure to have you here.”

“Even if it’s only twice a year,” an employee sitting next to me muttered under his breath.

I cast him a sideways glance, and he rolled his eyes with a grin.

“Guy only comes in for the Christmas and New Year’s parties. I’m surprised he even knew where the conference room was...”

My eyes strayed again to Michael as I absorbed this. Judging by everything I’d read about him, that seemed to fit.

“Anyway, as I was saying, we have a lot to do.” The suit looked back up from his stack of documents and his eyes hardened once more. “Pia—where are we at with the mock-ups?”

A regal looking woman leaned forward in her seat. “Jamie sent over the first plans five days ago, but I’ve yet to hear anything from our sister office. I’ve tried to get a hold of Zhang since Monday, but our translator is still out sick—”

“She’s fired,” the executive said shortly.

I blinked in mild shock and leaned forward a bit so I could see the name cc’d on his papers. Mr. Trask. Third note to self, don’t ever tell Mr. Trask if you get bronchitis...

“Can I do that?”

He turned to a man and a woman seated on his left. They seemed to move in tandem. One cocked their head; the other mirrored the motion the other way. At first I thought they had to be some sort of ‘twins separated at birth’ situation, but the only physical traits they had in common was the lethal fire blazing in their eyes...

“We can do that.” The man spoke softly, but his voice carried an authority around the room. I sat up with a shiver as the woman took over.

“Have Jamie send me her files—I’m sure I can find something to justify the termination.”

“I don’t envy this Jamie,” I whispered to the man who’d spoken to me before. “Those two look like they could dislodge their jaws and swallow you whole...”

He chuckled quietly. “That’s Kiev and Mariska. They’re supposed to look like that; they’re head of the legal division—Larchwood’s chief counsel.” He shifted sideways in his seat and offered me a discreet hand. “And I’m Jamie.”

My cheeks flushed as I shook with an apologetic smile. “Jenna. Just transferred in from California.”

His brow creased with a little frown. “What happened to Katie?”

All the blood drained out of my face, but just as I was about to reply, Trask took over the meeting once more.

“Good. What’s next?”

Patti Macer stood up. Although she was the only one to do so, none of the others seemed to think this was at all odd—they rather seemed to expect it from her. “I’ve received the addition I requested from the west coast and my team is in place. We’ll begin work on the formal draft and get something to you by Wednesday.”

“Make it Tuesday,” Trask instructed, scanning down one of his endless lists. “We’re all going to have to pull together on this one.” His colorless eyes flashed up and scanned around the room—reminding me of some sort of blind fish, probing the dark. “You say we have a new member? Where is she?”

Jamie nudged me with his elbow. “You’re on, Katie.”

I paled even more, but pushed to my feet and tried for a confident smile. “Jenna Harks, sir. Ms. Macer got me up to speed in the elevator, and I’m ready to start when you are.”

Trask’s fish eyes scanned me again, and I could see Michael doing the same thing from his corner. “Good. That’s the kind of attitude we’re going to need around here—especially now.” He picked up the remaining papers and shoved them into his briefcase. “Well, that’s all I have for today. I’m considering putting in a request to PR to send over a specialist, but I’m not sure we’re there just yet—we’ll visit it again next week.”

He gave some sort of wobbly-headed nod that might have been an indicator of early onset Parkinson’s or a just severe caffeine withdrawal, and just like that, the meeting was over. I got to my feet with the rest of them, casting covert looks around as I tried to remember where my office was. But first thing’s first. I saw Jamie’s dark hair bobbing his way out into the hall, and I made a bee-line for him, unintentionally/intentionally side-stepping Michael as he crossed toward me through the crowd.

“Jamie?” I called tentatively.

He stopped outside a closed office door and waited patiently as I hurried over in my unforgiving shoes. When I finally got there, breathless and shook with nerves, he offered me a gracious smile. “It’s Katie, right?”

“About that...”

He pushed open the door, and I followed him inside, closing it carefully behind me. His office was nearly identical to mine, save for the dozens of pictures all around the room of him smiling with his arm around an equally smiling woman. They were a cute couple, I thought. Both attractive, in an approachable sort of way, both glowing with obvious love.

I gestured with an ice-breaking grin. “She’s pretty.”

His face softened automatically as he followed my gaze. “Stacy. She’s a middle school teacher—we’ve been together six years.” The smile lingered as he pushed up his glasses and settled behind his chair. “Now, do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

I sank into a chair across from him, stiff with guilt. Where did I begin? Was that to be my first and last meeting at Larchwood? Had I blown it already? Maybe I should have taken Michael up on that wink.

“Katie’s not coming,” I began quietly. Despite his kind demeanor, I was having trouble meeting his eyes.

“Uh-huh, yeah, I guessed that.” He was trying not to laugh. “Want to tell me why?”

Just relax, Jen. You deserve this. No matter how you did it, you deserve to be here.

I lifted my chin and tried for that blast of confidence that had gotten me in the door. “She couldn’t take the pressure. Said she hated finance. Her fiancé left her and she was headed back to California.” I paused, editing, and wondering how much to admit. Jamie seemed like a good guy, but he was established here while I...was an imposter by every definition of the word. “I met her in the bathroom on her way out. I was on my way in.”

He studied me over the tops of his glasses and my heart froze in my chest. He may have a fresh, youthful air about him, but he was a shark just like the rest. You had to be if you worked in a place like this.

“You were on your way in to do what?”

I gulped. “To interview for an assistant’s position with Patti Macer. She asked if I was her help from California and I...”

“...you just did what any of the rest of us would do.”

My head snapped up, and I saw his eyes were sparkling. “Jenna, right?” I nodded. “Jenna, I’m the inter-office liaison—you know what that means?”

I nodded again. It meant that he had risen impossibly fast to a position of great importance considering his age. It also meant he had the power to fire me.

“Where did you go to school?”

The question surprised me, and my resume—which I’d been chanting to myself for the last four weeks—rose to the surface of my brain.

“Princeton, then Harvard Business School. Followed by an eighteen-month internship with Goldman Sachs.”

“You left Goldman Sachs,” he looked surprised, “why?”

I looked him evenly in the eyes. “Because I want to work here.”

Even though it was clear my feminine charms wouldn’t work on a guy so happily taken; I could tell my soft-spoken honesty moved him. He studied me another moment before suddenly asking,

“How did China open in the market today?”

“Hong Kong or Shanghai?”

His mouth twitched. “Both.”

“Up eight and up seven, respectively.”

“What was Larchwood’s total net gain last quarter?”

“Four point seven. Best in nine years.”

“And the Central American dropout?”

“Due mostly to experimental weather patterns and some bad Shakira concerts, nothing worth noting.”

His eyes sparkled again. “And why do you want to work here?”

“Because this is as big as it gets.” It was impossible to keep the hunger from my voice. “I want this, I’m qualified, and I know I can handle it.”

There was a brief pause at the end of this statement. He regarded me quietly for a moment before logging into his computer. I leaned forward slightly in my chair even though the screen was pointed away from me. Was he alerting security? Throwing me from the building?

“Katie McGill no longer exists in our records. As far as myself, and the rest of the company is concerned, you are exactly where you’re supposed to be.”

My jaw literally dropped open as I watched him typing at the speed of light. Sharks doing sharks favors? This had to be some kind of anomaly.

“You allergic to anything?”

I blinked. “What?”

He shrugged and continued typing. “They don’t really care.”

The next second, the printer was whirling away and my brand new employment forms came shooting out at me. He handed them over the desk, pointing at various sections as he spoke.

“Badge, benefits, base salary, stock options. If you’re stupid enough to own a car in this city, I’m sure we have a parking program, but I wouldn’t know how to help you.”

I looked at the papers in shock. It was all here. The makings of my new life. I’d only gotten them two years early. “Jamie...” How did I even begin? “I don’t know what to—”

“Don’t mention it. But if I find the real Katie McGill tied up in a closet somewhere, you get a four-second head start, then I call the cops. Understood?”

“Understood.” I couldn’t keep a breathless sort of laughter from my voice as I stood up to go. “And thank you, really. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

“Don’t thank me just yet.” He leaned back in his chair with a wink. “Wait until you see what you’ve gotten yourself in for.”

As it turned out, Jamie was absolutely right. It took me thirty minutes just to read through a one-page document enough times that I was sure I completely understood it. And that was only the first in a three-inch stack. By the time the lunch hour rolled around, I pushed back my chair with an exhausted sigh. My eyes were throbbing, and I felt like I’d absorbed enough information to start my own company from the ground up if I so desired. Mentally fatigued and emotionally raw, I joined the swarm of people heading for the elevators down to the lobby. The only comfort I had was that I wasn’t the only who had that vague, zombie look about them. Broken blood vessels and deep purple bruises beneath the eyes littered the elevator, always accompanied by that hyped up, jittery, caffeine-talk that was always a little too fast and too high. I wondered if I was doing it as well.

I was considering this with a frown as I poured into the lobby with the rest of them. In fact, I was so caught up in my thoughts that I didn’t realize someone was talking to me until I felt a tap on the shoulder. Surprised, I looked up again into the grinning face of Michael Larchwood.

“It’s Jenna, right?”

I lost myself a moment in those chocolate eyes before nodding quickly. “Jenna Harks.”

He extended a hand for an unnecessary introduction. “Michael Larchwood.”

“I know who you are.” I politely returned his smile but kept the handshake brief. The last thing I needed on my first day was to be labeled as the new office flirt.

Michael, however, had other plans. His thumb stroked innocently across my knuckles before he finally released me. “So how’s your first day treating you?”

I tried to keep up my guard, but it was incredibly difficult to do considering both my level of mental strain and the undeniable charm oozing from the guy standing across from me.

“It’s...challenging. I’ve come at a busy time,” I replied, before quickly adding, “but it’s nothing I can’t handle.”

His laugh echoed off the glass walls, earning us a dozen half-hidden stares from across the lobby. “I bet. Well, why don’t you let me take you out to lunch, and you can tell me all about it.” He smiled winningly. “First day treat.”

I briefly considered. Would it be a bad call to decline lunch from the boss’ son? To shut the door on dining with a Larchwood in a company where people were fighting tooth and nail to advance? But I felt a hundred eyes on me from all over the lobby and took a deliberate step back.

It might be a bad call, yes, but it would be an even worse call to go with him. One that, if I wasn’t careful, I would read about on Page Six.

“That’s a very kind offer,” I said as I continued to back toward the glass doors, “but I already promised a friend I’d meet her. But thank you, Mr. Larchwood. Really.”

I was still stammering my excuses and thank-yous when I turned around and literally ran into a man who was coming inside. Five years of tennis lessons paid off, and in a brilliant display of reflexes, I caught his coffee before it could spill a single drop on his expensive suit.

“I’m so sorry—wasn’t looking where I was going,” I murmured, handing it back to him.

He blinked at me in surprise, his eyes flickering back to where a rejected looking Michael was watching, before returning to me.

“It’s no trouble,” he said softly, taking it from my hands.

At this point, I was in such a hurry to get out the door that I simply nodded and pushed past him—eager to leave the troublesome tower behind me. I hopped in the first cab I saw and flew down the street to my favorite sushi bar. Although it had certainly come in handy as an excuse, I hadn’t lied to Michael—I actually did have plans to meet my best friend/roommate here for lunch. I spotted her long, dark hair the moment I stepped inside and hurried to join her, throwing off my coat and collapsing into the booth across from her with a defeated sigh.

Her tinkling laugh chimed across the table, and I opened my eyes to see her staring at me over a hot cup of sake. “I’m taking it you didn’t get the job?”

I brushed my bangs out of my face and straightened my blouse for the millionth time that day. Looking at someone like Rosalie always made me do that, no matter how long we’d been friends. Something about her effortless beauty seemed to bring out an ironically concerted effort from everyone around her.

“Oh, I got the job alright. You won’t even believe what happened to me today...”

She swung a sheet of hair over her shoulder and leaned toward me excitedly. “Tell me!”

With a huge sigh, I recapped the whole story, sparing no detail or expense. From the bout of nausea in the taxi, to the girl crying in the restroom, to my unbelievable fib and the hero who helped me get away with it. Her eyes widened until they took up a ridiculously huge portion of her face, and by the time I recounted how I’d shunned the boss’ son before almost dousing some poor stranger in coffee, she was near tears of laughter.

“Well, just think of it this way,” she comforted, picking delicately at a piece of sashimi she’d pre-ordered in anticipation of me being late, “you can’t possibly get into any more mischief between lunch and this evening. Just keep your head down and don’t assume anyone else’s identify. If you feel the need to tell another outrageous lie...talk to your plant.”

I snorted with laughter and flooded my plate with soy sauce. Rose actually worked for Larchwood as well. She was a rising star in the PR department—something I couldn’t care less about, but they took just as seriously as us number crunchers did across the hall.

She dabbed her perfectly painted lips onto a napkin. “And as for the boss’ son, you could have canceled with me, you know. I wouldn’t have minded.”

I tossed a piece of rice at her. “He looks like the Greek god of employment termination notices. I am not going down that road.”

She giggled and held out her hand, completely oblivious, as a star-struck waiter handed her the check and then promptly walked into a wall. I rolled my eyes and returned to my food. Who was I kidding? Rose wasn’t exactly the best person to talk to in regards to ‘normal relationship advice.’ Let’s put it this way, each of my four older brothers had been in love with her at some point in their life. It wasn’t even her fault. She’d been blessed with a model’s face and a razor-sharp tongue—two things that served her well in a career of public relations. But when it came to keeping her head down and steering clear of potentially hazardous romantic entanglements, she didn’t have a clue.

“Wait a minute,” she said as she scribbled her name under the card, “which son? The older or the younger?”

“Younger,” I answered between bites. “Michael.”

She frowned thoughtfully. “Isn’t he the one who got banned from the Brakener’s Club after falling into the fountain with a host of Victoria’s Secret models?”

“He’s the one.”

She considered this for a moment. “On second thought—probably best you skipped the lunch. In fact, make it a point to skip all lunches.”

I grinned but shook my head. “And what if he keeps asking me? You should have seen him at the meeting and then in the lobby—he was so obvious. What if he keeps hounding me until the wrong people notice, and then I’m standing on the sidewalk, holding the contents of my desk in a little carton, thinking, ‘Actually, lunch wouldn’t have been so bad...?’”

She slipped her credit card back into her purse and looked at me calmly. “If he does anything to endanger your job, just let me know, and I’ll pay him a little visit.”

Somehow, despite the Larchwood name and the towering inferno in which they resided, I believed in her threat whole-heartedly. She may not have Michael Larchwood’s billions, but she was an equal force in her own right.

“In the meantime,” she poured me a cup of sake to match her own, “you have a job to do Miss Seventieth Floor.”

I clinked my cup against hers and braced myself for what was to come. “Once more into the brink...”
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Chapter 3
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Either the clock on my desk had been tampered with as a prank, or time itself had slowed down as karmic punishment for my little identity theft. My ‘first day at the office welcome wagon’ had been postponed in light of the new scramble regarding the merger, and I spent the remaining afternoon hours locked in my office, pouring over the same stack of papers Patti Macer had given me that morning. When I had finished with that, she came in with an even bigger stack and the news that I’d be giving an early morning presentation on it the following day. It was then that my afternoon hours began stretching into evening hours as well. When at last I could no longer ignore the looks from the irritable late-night janitor, I packed up my briefcase with whatever was left to read and shuffled down the darkened halls to the elevator.

How different it was coming in than going out, I thought as I watched the numbers descending with a feeling of hollow relief. Don’t get me wrong—I had signed up for this. I had signed up for endless hours with an impossible amount of work. I’d signed up for unprecedented stress and Machiavellian supervisors to spring last minute presentations. I’d even signed up for the new wrist groove I feared was permanently indented into my arm from typing all day.

I just hadn’t expected it all to happen at once...

“Heading home?” The night receptionist asked as I passed the front desk in the lobby.

I nodded mutely as I signed out below where I’d signed in that morning. Seven twenty to one forty-five. Not bad for a first day’s work. 

“You won’t have to do this tomorrow,” the receptionist assured me.

I looked up with heavy eyes. “I’m sorry?”

“Sign in,” she explained. “Just pick up your name badge on the way inside and you should be good to go. Oh—” she rummaged around in her desk, “and that reminds me...”

Something metallic whipped out between us, and for a split second of sleep deprivation madness, I thought I was being mugged.

“Say cheese!”

I blinked sleepily as a flashbulb went off in front of my eyes. She glanced once between me and the finished product before pursing her lips and slipping the camera discreetly back in her desk.

“We’ll just try that again tomorrow, shall we?”

I nodded gratefully and waved my hand in a half-hearted goodbye before trudging out the thick-paned doors to the sidewalk. The frigid New York air bit into my skin like a million little knives and I yanked my coat tighter around me, dancing in place to keep warm as I waved my hand for a cab. Fifteen minutes and thirty dollars later, I was pushing open the door to my Upper East Side apartment.

I used the term ‘Upper East Side’ loosely when describing where I lived. It was on very bottom, the very last street that was technically considered ‘classy Manhattan.’ Look to the right, and you saw Park Avenue princesses strolling up and down the streets with designer handbags and matching dogs. Look to the left, and you were back in Midtown—cheap beer and awesome pizza. That’s right, ladies and gentlemen, I was the middle ground—the neutral fence sitter who got the perks of both worlds while really belonging to neither. East 60th Street and proud of it!

Rosalie and I had gotten this place about two years ago when we finished our grad programs and settled into more permanent working internships. Rose advanced through the ranks quickly. Her light olive skin, onyx colored hair, and wide blue eyes couldn’t have hurt. But like I said, she was wicked-smart and PR was perfectly suited for that sort of thing. My internship at Goldman Sachs was a different ballgame altogether.

In finance, what was valued more than flash and first impression pizzazz was endurance, consistency. The ability to stick it out no matter the circumstances and do whatever it took to get the job done. Could you stay up for thirty-two hours, keeping an eye on the market while simultaneously adjusting to balance your client’s portfolios? Could you essentially survive on nothing but coffee for weeks on end and still manage to bleed red for the company? These were the sorts of questions they checked on your resume. These were the benchmarks to be attained.

For a long time, finance was primarily a man’s world. Women made up a fraction of the general population, and most of the ones who were able to gain employment were automatically forced to start as secretaries or front room hostesses. It wasn’t until the last decade or so that the doors opened to allow for women with actual business degrees. And even then, it was a rather stereotypical looking bunch. Needless to say, I didn’t fit the stereotype.

I was petite, a bit to the extreme, with creamy skin, dark eyes, and an almost invisible sprinkling of freckles across my nose. My cheeks were naturally rosy; my cinnamon colored hair had a natural shine. Even living with someone as jaw-dropping as Rose, I’d racked up my fair share of stalkers and broken hearts. It was impossible to be an attractive girl living in the city without getting into a little trouble along the way.

That being said, I did everything I could to combat these possibly career threatening attributes. I’d wear my hair in tight buns or long French braids. The hairstyle was sleek and modern, but it was also a warning. A ‘don’t fuck with me’ sort of do. Instead of dolling up each day with Rose in tight fitting designer dresses, I opted for the pencil skirt and conservative blouse. It wasn’t often that a woman would advance in this sort of corporation too far beyond the mail room, and I didn’t want to give the higher ups any excuses not to promote me. My work would stand for itself. Looks would have absolutely nothing to do with it. There were days when I considered getting frameless glasses just to experiment with the vibe...

I pushed open the door and dropped my things in a heap in the living room. Rose wasn’t home yet—her division was just as consumed with the merger as mine—and in the absence of a wingman to commiserate with, I made a bee-line for the kitchen. A massive headache was already forming, and after popping two Tylenol, I yanked open the freezer. A moment later, me and my bottle of vodka settled down on the living room floor.

About two hours later, the nylons were off, the blouse was unbuttoned, the bottle was half-empty, and I was sitting on a small island in a sea of market predictions and data analysis. I didn’t even hear it when the key clicked in the lock; I was in a pressurized world all to myself.

“What if I had been a burglar?”

I jumped in alarm, holding up a quarterly report as an automatic shield. When I lowered it a second later, breathless and blushing, I saw Rose staring at me speculatively from the door.

“Well, you’d be the worst burglar ever,” I defended myself. “Where would you hide your gun in that dress?”

“This?” She gestured down at herself before kicking off her shoes and ambling over to the couch. “This isn’t by choice. Do you think I’d volunteer to wear silk in this weather? No, this is for work. I had to go to an after party for Nike’s new line of footwear. I was a consultant.”

I shook my head sleepily. We might work for the same company, but Rose and I had very different jobs.

“So what have you been doing?” She stretched out and gazed over my ocean of papers, looking bored by the very sight of them. “What’s all this?”

“Oh, these?” I smoothed them over with a drunken fondness. “These are my friends.”

She snorted and slipped off the couch to join me. “Wow, they’ve certainly gotten you drinking the Kool-Aid.” Her eyes drifted to the vodka. “Or...something.”

I raised my hand charitably. “Help yourself.”

“Don’t mind if I do.”

One of the things that Rose and I had bonded over in the beginning was that, if given the opportunity, we both preferred to drink from the bottle.

“So why are we imbibing so heavy so early? It’s only four,” she joked.

I tossed back my bangs and gave her a wry smile. “We’re celebrating my first and last day on the job.”

She gasped. “Oh no, Jen! They didn’t fire you!”

“Nope, but they will.”

“What are you...?”

I tossed up the remaining papers into a heavy cloud of financial confetti. “This, all this, I have to know it by tomorrow morning. I’m giving a presentation.”

She raised her eyebrows and picked up the nearest page. “Chinese market risk analysis of 2004? You’ve got to summarize it or something?”

“Their overall percentages dropped from point eight to point six, but what was of greater concern to me was the turnover rate at the start of the new quarter. You can’t make up thirteen weeks just by laying off forty-seven employees, am I right?” I hiccupped and waved my arm in a dismissal. “Granted, that’s just my humble opinion...”

There was a brief pause as she gave me a hard look.

“Jenna...did you memorize all of this?”

I struggled to keep her in focus. “You know, I always said that I had a budding photographic memory.”

“Be serious.”

“Of course I memorized it! They said I was giving a presentation and I didn’t—”

She leaned forward and took both my hands. “Jenna Harks, repeat after me: I am a ridiculous perfectionist who’s already gone above and beyond so now I’m going to bed.”

My head tilted to the side, and I squinted at her. “Could you just say that last part one more ti—”

“Okay.” She heaved me up by the shoulders and started herding me to my room. “That’s it; you’re done. Shower then bed.”

I glanced longingly over my shoulder as I was manhandled down the hall. “I’d like to read through them just once more before—”

“Nope.” She sat me firmly on the counter then started up the hot water. “There is such a thing as over-preparation, and I for one, am going to make sure you don’t burn out in the first week. Now get in—then straight to bed.”

She left, closing the door behind her, and I obediently began to undress, muttering statistics under my breath to commit them to memory.

“And if I hear you doing that weird numbers chant you do when you think no one’s listening, I’m turning off the hot water!”

I took the rest of my shower in silence.

*   *   *
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Thanks to a miracle hangover cure I’d discovered in business school, I made it into work the next morning symptom-free. I was even a little early as I breezed up to the receptionist’s counter and took a new picture for my name badge.

“There,” she said as the computer printed it out, “that’s much better.”

I tucked it into my briefcase. “Last night was pretty bad?”

“Honey, I’ve seen better mugshots.” She smiled sweetly.

My returning smile morphed into a frown as I turned my back on her and headed to the elevators, wondering why the hell that was her automatic comparison. Did she spend the long hours waiting to lock up trolling those ‘Criminals Near You’ sites? On that note, I wondered how many of these hypothetical mugshots could be working in the building. I’d thought that janitor shooting me the dirty glares last night looked especially sinister—

“Jenna!”

The second the elevator doors opened, I whirled around to see Jamie racing toward me through the crowd. There was an especially panicked look on his usually sunny face, and I found myself instinctually bracing for whatever was coming.

“Hey, Jamie, what’s—”

“Listen, Jenna, I feel terrible,” he interrupted. “Patti called me last night—realized she’d given you the summaries of the last three years, instead of just the last three months. She asked me to head over and pick up half to present myself, but Stacy got the stomach flu last night, so I was with her and didn’t hear my phone. I just got the message this morning.”

I tried to speak, to reassure him, but he wouldn’t let me get a word in edgewise.

“I’m so sorry! Listen, if you come with me to Patti’s office right now, I’ll explain everything. You won’t have to give a full-on presentation today.”

“Jamie,” I couldn’t help but smile as I grabbed his shoulders to slow him down, “it’s okay—really. I got through all the information and I’m ready to go this morning.”

His face morphed into one of absolute shock. “How...is that possible?”

I shrugged casually. “I’m a fast reader.”

He was still looking at me like I’d beamed down from some backward star. “Are you—”

“Jamie!”

This time, we both jumped as our regional supervisor, Mr. Trask, came up from behind and clapped Jamie on the shoulders on his way into the staff meeting. “Great work on the DeNelven case, son. You really kept those guys on their toes.” He turned his colorless eyes to me. “Who’s this? Is this Stacy?”

Jamie flushed. “This is Jenna Harks, the newest member of Macer’s team. You met her briefly yesterday—she’ll be giving the presentation this morning on the Chinese comparison memo.” He added under his breath, “And you’ve met Stacy half a dozen times...”

“Oh, right, right. Nice to meet you, Jemma.” He caught my hand in a giant shake. “Well, good luck to you—see you in there.”

“It’s actually...um...thank you, sir,” I stammered as he disappeared inside. I turned to Jamie with a look of bewilderment, but he simply shrugged.

“Hey, at least he was close. He didn’t remember my name for the first two years I worked here, and I swear, half that time he thought I was his nephew.” He clapped me cheerfully on the shoulder and headed in himself. “Good luck—sorry again about the mix-up.”

“Yeah, no problem.”

The room was full now, and for the first time all morning, little butterflies starting fluttering away in my stomach. Talk about a make or break moment—this was it. Not only were the heads of all corporate divisions present, but I spotted the familiar white-haired faces of a few of Larchwood’s most prominent stockholders.

I pulled in a shaky breath and smoothed down my hair with nervous hands. The clock now said five minutes to eight and I was about to walk in when I caught a familiar whiff of cologne from just over my shoulder.

“We meet again.”

My eyes tightened a moment before I turned around to find myself once again standing face to face with Michael Larchwood. Unlike everyone around him, he was dressed casually, in designer jeans and a stylish leather jacket. Beautiful as he may be, he’d look more at home going to a Radiohead concert than attending a staff meeting. I was about to murmur a polite excuse and slip inside when he suddenly grinned.

“The girl who blew me off for lunch.”

I smiled in spite of myself. I couldn’t help it—his playfulness was catching. “And as I recall, she apologized profusely—but she already had other plans.”

“Uh-huh, sure.” His eyes were sparkling. “And what about after work today? Do you already have plans again?”

My breath caught in my chest. “Actually...I’m going to the gym. But you know,” I flashed an apathetic grin as I breezed inside, “maybe some other time...”

He beamed and rose to the challenge. “Count on it.”

Great, Jen. Insult the boss’ son twice in a row. Brilliant strategy.

I tried to put the thought from my mind as I walked inside and took my place behind the podium. There was enough riding on this morning without adding Michael Larchwood into the mix. I carefully avoided his eyes when he came in and sat down, and after Patti gave me the nod, I took a deep breath and began the presentation.
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