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Nothing In Between: One

 

Did I take a risk?

Hell yeah!

Was it worth it?

Damn right.

 

Who says a woman can't go get her man?

 

Bonus look at Roxie & Zairn between novels!
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ONE

 

 

If there was one thing Merci Moore sucked at, it was knowing when to stop. Everyone else knew that point. That place where they should stop talking. Moving. Drinking. Breathing.

It was the only way to rein herself in. To stop breathing. Moving. Everything all at once

“I disagree,” she said again, aware her colleagues were aghast at her gall.

Yep, that was her. All gall and no game. Seriously? Had she just disagreed with the multibillionaire CEO of Reid Conglomerates International? Yeah, that would be Matteo Reid, the guy who’d been building his business for twenty years, and probably knew what he was doing.

“Excuse me?”

Yet, in spite of that, she continued. “You stated if your bid is ultimately successful, it would lead to improved work environment and income for employees. Taking over somewhere like Gramercy, there’s no way there won’t be overlap. To cut costs, and maybe recoup some of the several zillion you’ll spend buying Gramercy’s assets, there will be job cuts.”

“Redundancies. Perhaps.”

“For us or them? Except if you buy, us will be them. They’ll be us. So what you really meant to say was, there will be improved working environment and income for those who survive the cull, right…” His eyes narrowed and his glare sharpened. “Sir?”

Her boss leaned in to whisper in her ear, “And we don’t have to look far to know who will be top of that list, do we, Merci?”

Damnit. Damn. Damn. Double damn.

 

 

“Merci!”

Did Calista have to screech like that? Those in personnel should understand tact, discretion, right? Hmm, yeah, she was one to talk. Tact was definitely not her specialty.

Supervisors in the HR department got their own offices. Glass-fronted, they ran along one wall next to the open plan office space she and a squad of fifty other grunts worked in.

Some were already gathering their things to leave for the night. If only she’d been quicker off the mark… Except her inbox was overflowing. Somehow, she always got more contacts than the others in her team. How did that work out?

Leaving her desk, she slunk toward Calista’s office, hyperaware that everyone else in the space was tracking her progress. Yeah, she’d screwed up. Hardly the first time. Much as she’d like to say it would be the last time, she wasn’t that naïve.

Let them watch. She couldn’t be fired for telling the truth… could she?

Calista was typing, at the desk, when she crossed the threshold. “Close the door.”

Oh, boy, closed door meeting, that wasn’t so good.

Doing as told, she licked her lips, bolstering herself for the argument. “Okay, so I know I messed up—”

“I should know better than to put you in the front row.”

She went to the desk. “I was right!

“He’s the boss!”

Okay, maybe she had to concede that. “Why invite us to the announcement if he didn’t want questions?”

“We were butts in seats for the media,” Calista said, shaking her head. “Why don’t you get it? Is it that difficult to read between the lines? Everyone else got it.”

“I got it, I just… We’re the ones on the ground dealing with people. You know who it will fall to when the redundancies start coming down? Us! We’ll be the ones offering severance packages. The ones on the aftercare, arranging references, retraining—”

“You think I don’t know that? You think he doesn’t know that? Jesus, Merci, the man built this company from the ground up. He knows how the deal plays out and yes, sometimes that does mean people lose their jobs. Sometimes that does mean more work for the rest of us. That’s business. That’s life. You’re so goddamn idealistic—”

“I’m honest, there’s a difference.”

“You just can’t help yourself!” Calista declared and pointed to herself. “You get that I’m the boss, right? I’m your superior, this is me disciplining you, and you still can’t keep your mouth shut!”

“So I should just stand here quietly and take—”

“Yes! You should just stand there,” Calista said, leaning closer, taking a breath. “No, actually, you should stand here and take it, then go upstairs and apologize to the man.”

Her eyes widened. “You want me to—”

“Yes! You go upstairs, throw yourself on his mercy, and pray I don’t come in tomorrow to an email telling me to fire you.”

She shut down her computer.

“This is not as simple as… He won’t fire me for this.”

“No, he won’t, because he doesn’t work at our level.” Calista stood, bringing her purse from the floor to dump it on the desk. “Remember how we talked about the hierarchy? About those who are more important working higher in the building? Mr. Reid works on the top floor, that’s as high as you can get, and we’re on the seventh. What does that tell you?”

“That money really can buy anything,” she muttered.

“Merci,” Calista warned. “You know I don’t need his go ahead to let you go right here.”

“Fine,” she said, holding up both hands. “I’ll apologize.”

“Now?”

“I have work to do,” she said. 

Calista pointed at her. “You do not leave this building tonight until you have been up there to tell him you’re sorry. Prostrate yourself, I mean it, you want to keep your job? You want to make rent next month?”

“Okay,” she said on an impatient exhale, a chill tickling her spine. “You have my word.”


 

 

TWO

 

 

Apologize. She could do that. Damnit. Her boss was right. Just go up to his office, knock, and say sorry. How difficult was that?

Damn, some things sounded easy in theory, practice was a whole different ballgame.

In her HR role, she had access to most areas of the building. Anyone could need her liaison services at any time. That’s what she did. Put people together. Resolved disputes. Synergy. That was the key. Everyone part of the same team.

She’d never actually been inside Mr. Reid’s office.

She’d walked past it. Been on the executive floor. Quite regularly actually because the office of her executive counterpart worked up there.

Why had she chosen to work so late? Okay, so she knew why. Calista’s command was clear… when it was issued a bunch of hours ago. She wasn’t to leave the building without prostrating herself to the man she’d insulted. In front of about two hundred witnesses and a squad of business reporters.

Prostrate. Apologize.

Pushing through the door from the stairwell, she stepped onto the executive floor full of gusto, ready to say her piece. Except… She stopped. The lights were low… almost gone. Where was everyone?

Huh. 

The silence was eerie. Especially given that the only light emanated from the furthest wall, up the shallow stairs, past the long, daunting desk that served as a reception area dedicated wholly to their CEO. According to RCI folklore, passing the squad of assistants and administrators usually perched there was nigh on impossible. Right then, it was empty. It couldn’t be that late, could it?

The whole width of the building was reserved for Matteo Reid’s office suite. One corner was his own vast office with smaller conference table and seating area. The other corner was his private, personal boardroom. Lights in the latter were dimmed, but his office was fully alight. Ablaze like the stage in a theater.

Creeping closer, she snuck around the reception desk, passing the darker conference room to approach his office from the side. The tall glass door was open, but there were people inside. She didn’t want to interrupt. Could she knock? It would have to be on the wall, the door hinge was on the other side. Passing would be sort of conspicuous. How many people were in there? 

“There are limits.”

“This is business, Rei—”

“No, this is personal, Nasir,” a woman said.

That last voice wasn’t Mr. Reid, so two men and a woman?

“And we need to separate the two,” Nasir said. “Massey is essential. We won’t win Gramercy without it.”

“Who says we’ll win Gramercy either way?” the woman asked. 

“You’ve got to be with us, June, external competition is fierce. We can’t face it from our own ranks too.”

June had to be June McCaskill. VP.

“The true contenders are—”

“This is business,” Reid said, she’d know his voice anywhere. “We have to focus on maximizing the potential for success.”

“Which means acquiring the Massey asset.”

“Damnit,” Reid said, almost under his breath.

What was that? Defeat? No. It couldn’t be, not Matteo Reid. Fierce. Arrogant. Competitive. Those were words associated with Matteo Reid. Beaten? Incapable? Overcome? No. No one would link those words with the billionaire.

“Look, it’s not insurmountable,” Nasir said. “We won’t be beaten by this. You were engaged to the woman, you’ve got to know how to turn this to our advantage.”

“If you sleep with her, we’ll get the Massey asset.”

Another male voice. Who was that?

“Pimping me out?”

“Whatever gets the job done,” the unknown male said. “Isn’t that your motto?”

“Fucking her isn’t the problem, Aid,” Reid said. “It’s getting out of her bed after.”

Aid? Aiden Rafferty. Vice President and trusted Reid advisor. The quartet of Matteo Reid, his CFO Nasir Aziz, and VPs June McCaskill and Aiden Rafferty were the real powerhouse behind RCI.

Reid was known for being a tough customer, though she had no personal experience with him… until that afternoon.

“You ended your engagement almost two years ago,” June said. “Primary negotiations with her father were promising.”

“Before Madelyn got involved,” Nasir said. “She’s using this as her chance to get back with you. You were with her a long time, offered her a place here, she never wanted it. She wanted to be your wife, not your partner.”

“Until after the break-up. After you ended it, she wanted to be involved,” June said. “When you wouldn’t let her in here, she started working with her father. Massey Associates is her birthright… It was supposed to be the birthright of your kids.”

“RCI not enough for them?” Reid asked.

“We’re a ruthless bunch, I get that, June,” Nasir said. “Are you suggesting Reid hooks up with her until the deal is in the bag?”

“Would she fall for that?” Aiden asked.

“Her father’s no idiot,” Reid said.

“Would she string him along a few weeks and act like it’s working?” June asked. “Yeah, she’s ruthless herself… But Reid is right, her father’s no idiot…”

“The obvious tactic might just piss him off.”

“And take us out the running for good.”

Someone sucked in a breath. “And we were doing so well,” they said on the exhale.

“How important do you think this is? You’ve put a lot of emphasis on this one small piece of intellectual property.”

“Trust me, it will make a difference to Gramercy,” Reid said. “This takeover, whoever wins the bid, it won’t be about money. It’s ingenuity. Everyone needs something to sweeten the pot. This is my inside track.”

“You’ve known the man a lot of years.”

“Yeah.”

“Have you talked to him about—”

“Madelyn Massey is our agenda tonight,” Reid said. “In good faith, her father has promised to sell a valuable piece of intellectual property to RCI on the proviso we pass inspection.”

“And he says this inspection is supposed to restore his faith in RCI after some notorious hostile and high-profile takeovers?”

“We’re growing exponentially,” June said. “You were almost his son-in-law two years ago. You were golden then, what changed?”

“He dumped her,” Aiden said. “Massey Senior wants to send his daughter to our doorstep for two months, until she’s satisfied she’s seen the truth of RCI. What does shadowing mean in this context? She’ll be up your ass twenty-four seven?”

“You’re right,” Nasir said. “This is her way of rekindling the relationship. She thinks you’ll spend days and nights together. Working together. Socializing. That it will be like the good old days and you’ll end up in bed together again.”

“Which loops us back to, that isn’t going to happen,” Reid said.

“So the question is, how do you reject Madelyn Massey—”

“A proud woman.”

“…without fucking up the deal before it’s had a chance to get off the ground?”

“You need a ringer.”

Was that her voice? Shit, yes, she was in the light, standing inside his office, looking across at them in the seating area. Shit.

Aiden Rafferty was the first one to respond. “Excuse me, are you a—”

“A what?” June asked. “What did you say?”

“A ringer,” Merci said, sucking her lower lip as she stepped forward. “You don’t want to hurt or embarrass Ms. Massey, and you want a chance of making the deal happen.”

“Yes,” Nasir said, peering at her.

“He needs to be involved… with someone else. That way he isn’t rejecting Madelyn exactly, he just has other commitments.”

“Okay,” Nasir said, shaking a finger at her. “I like this, she could be on to something.”

“The elevators are locked down. Where did she come from? Where did you come from?” Aiden asked. “Who are you?”

“She spoke out at this afternoon’s announcement.”

Shit. She winced. That was Reid, his laser focus narrowed on her again. Was it a good thing he recognized her? Probably not.

“And I’m sorry for that,” she said. “I came up here to… to say sorry for that.”

Aiden wasn’t so easily appeased. “And stayed to listen in on a private discussion.”

“Another reason to apologize,” she said, stopping in the middle of the room. “I apologize for that and for today.”

Reid’s attention snapped to Aiden. “Is this possible?”

“It’s more than possible. It’s genius,” he said, sort of impressed and bewildered at the same time. “So fucking simple… it’s…” Getting over his distraction, determination seized him. “A girlfriend is too temporary.”

“Yes,” June said. “She’d expect you to dump a girlfriend for her.”

“Fiancée,” Nasir said.

Reid shook his head. “Maddie knows me.”

“Yeah, so she knows you value your privacy. You’ve kept relationships secret in the past. All of your relationships begin as secrets. You don’t advertise anything about your personal life.”

“No, but she knows I have rules. A set way I do things.”

“You can pull it off for eight weeks. What’s eight weeks? Nothing.”

A tense moment passed. Something hummed between the quartet. An energy. An expectation. She felt it too. They were waiting…

Reid didn’t look at his colleagues, but they watched him. Waiting for a command? For an answer? It was sort of exciting. A buzz anticipating how he might react. Would he go for it or fire her on the spot? 

Her eavesdropping had provided blackmail material. Especially if he showed up with a random new fiancée. Funny to think it. Would she ever have the balls to blackmail him… or anyone? No… Not without better reason than a job.

Reid switched to June. “The gem can’t—”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Good,” he said.

When Reid rose, everyone else did too.

“I love this,” Nasir said, grinning.

Oh, right, uh, what was happening now? Startled by the abrupt shift, she wasn’t quite sure what to do.

Reid took his phone from his inside pocket. “Dinner tomorrow at eight,” he said without responding to his colleague. “Leave your address with my assistant in the morning, she’ll arrange everything.”

Wait. Was he talking to her? Everyone seemed ready to disperse. Was that it? Over? What was…?

“I don’t understand what you… I didn’t mean me.” Everyone stopped. “I can’t do it.”

“Why not?” June asked. “There’s no ring on your finger.”

“No, but—you do it.”

Wearing a smile, June showed her finger. “I am married. Much as my wife loves him, she would object to him in our bed.”

“Look around you,” Aiden said. “We shut this floor down on purpose. Reid values his privacy, especially in his personal life, and Madelyn Massey is a sensitive subject.”

“I can’t… I don’t know anything about him.”

“That’s what dinner is for,” June said. “Sleep on it, you’ll feel better about it in the morning.”

“Bear in mind,” Aiden Rafferty said, “you who was so concerned about job losses this afternoon, if we secure Gramercy with the Massey IP, we guarantee the solvency and expansion of the company for decades. That rests on you pulling this off.”

She sighed and raised her hands to drop them again. “Oh, phooey.”

“Yep,” Nasir said. “Welcome to the inner circle.”
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Engaged to the boss. To a billionaire. Just like that.

It was a dream, right? It wasn’t real.

Coming in to work the next day, she anticipated like a banner announcement in the lobby or something. Nothing. Her eyes switched left and right, checking out everyone in the busy space. Did everyone know? Were they all looking at her? No. Huh.

No one commented at the coffee cart. 

She thought about going to the deli for a croissant and spotted a couple of people outside whispering. Were they looking at her? Talking about her?

Taking a step that way, they huddled closer to each other. Yeah, they were. What the…?

“Have you got a problem?” she asked of their snickers. 

“No,” one of them said.

“You’re the one that—the woman who snapped back at Reid, aren’t you?”

“In yesterday’s event?”

Oh. Uh… Hmm. She exhaled. “Yeah, that was me.”

Walking away, she headed for the stairwell. No one knew about any engagement. Thank God. Reid must’ve realized it was a terrible idea. She couldn’t stand up to his ex-fiancée, scare her off. What the hell would she and Matteo Reid talk about anyway? What if the fiancée asked something about him? She didn’t even know how the guy took his coffee. His assistant knew him better than she did—hell, the coffee cart guy knew him better too.

On the seventh floor, work was easy. Safe. Regular. Routine. People did say their CEO was smart. In that moment, she appreciated his genius. Them? Engaged? No one would buy it.

Relaxed. At ease. Relieved that the nightmare was over, she traversed the corridor to enter her department.

Two steps inside, she stopped. The whole room went quiet. Every single set of eyes landed on her. What the…? 

Scanning the room, the reason came on the threshold of Calista’s office. June McCaskill, Calista, and another woman stood there. The third woman’s face was familiar from the reception outside Reid’s office. One of his squad? Assistant? Administrator?

Calista took a step her way. “Merci, I…”

“We need a minute,” June said and stepped back to gesture into Calista’s office.

Well, shit, maybe he wasn’t so smart after all. As if walking to the gallows, her short steps were slow. This had to be the end. Obviously, he’d decided the fake engagement thing was not only a terrible idea, but one that amounted to treason. Okay, so maybe the treason started when she questioned him in the event, but seriously? Couldn’t someone have called her? It seemed cruel to drag her in just to fire her in front of an audience.

Even as she went into Calista’s office and heard the door close behind her, she could feel the eyes from beyond the glass at her back drinking in the drama.

June went around to sit in Calista’s seat. Surprising? For maybe a second. The woman worked on the top floor and probably had an office bigger than their whole department. To get to that level, someone needed a measure of arrogance. Ruthless was the word used the previous night. At least they were honest in their Machiavellianism. Was that a word? Probably better ways to use her brain than wondering about potentially made-up words.

The unknown woman gestured at a chair and sat in the one next to it. Only then did she notice that Calista herself was absent. Wow, this was both barrels.

Merci stayed on her feet. “If you were going to fire me—”

“This is it,” June said. “As big as the circle gets. Merci, this is Tara.” The unknown woman smiled, clutching a tablet in her lap. “It’ll hit the wires in under an hour.”

“What will hit the wires?” she asked, licking her dry lips, not that it helped.

“We’ve taken care of briefing your department in the event of press queries. We’ve vetted your social media—”

“I don’t use social media… except Huddle. Everyone uses Huddle.”

June smiled. “Which is one of the things Reid loves about you.”

Was that a joke? The whiplash was dizzying. “You’re talking about the engagement.” The fake engagement. This Tara person was new, what did she know? More importantly, what did her boss know about it. Glancing all around, she was stunned to see Calista out in the bullpen with the masses. “You kicked my boss out of her own office?”

“There are certain things you have to be aware of,” June said, taking on a more serious air. “First of all, you haven’t worn the ring in public because the engagement has been secret until now.” 

Tara reached up as though to give her hand a reassuring squeeze. Something hard in Tara’s fingers dug into her, something… Oh, God was that—

“Don’t look at it now,” Tara murmured, wearing a static smile.

“Yeah, you’ve seen it a thousand times already,” June said. 

This wasn’t real.

“The box is in the vanity,” Tara said. “In your side of Reid’s closet.”

“His closet,” she said, squeezing the sharp-edged ring in her fist. “This cannot be happening to me.”

“You wouldn’t carry the box around with you,” Tara said. “And he proposed to you at his penthouse.”

“His penthouse,” she whispered. 

“Keeps things simple. You haven’t been on any trips together and we can’t provide evidence to the contrary. With your relationship being secret, your dates have taken place in your private homes.”

“In our private homes,” she said, regaining enough of her wits to look at June. “I have never been to his private home and he sure as hell hasn’t been to mine.”

“No one else knows that,” June said. “We’ve checked. You live alone. Your mother’s dead. Your father is married to a woman you don’t like.”

“Where do you get off—”

“You pull this off. We get the asset—”

“Yeah, yeah, everyone keeps their jobs,” she said. “Has anyone even considered what we look like together? How unlikely a couple we make?”

“You don’t have to be attracted to him for this to work. I doubt he’s attracted to you.”

The insult stalled the stream of objections building behind her dam of restraint. “Excuse me? You think I… Okay, I am a catch, whether your boss has a hundred dollars or a hundred billion, there is no excuse for bad manners. If anyone wouldn’t be attracted to anyone in this scenario, it would be me rejecting him. I don’t go for guys more in love with their own bank balance than the people they built their success on.”

June’s nostrils flared a little when she looked to Tara. “Is it too late to back this up?”

The words were amused, not panicked. Still, they gave her pause for concern.

“You know I never said I’d do this,” Merci said. “Yes, I care about everyone’s jobs, but I do not want to compete in some sordid competition for a place in your boss’s bed.”

“He’s your boss too,” June said. “And he says you can keep the ring when this is over.”

“I don’t want the ring,” she said. “I want… I want…”

The VP’s brow arched. “What do you want, Ms. Moore?”

Perfectly reasonable question. Why couldn’t she come up with an answer? She wanted to go back to her life how it had been. Boring. Routine. Normal. But… the acquisition would mean so much to the employees. Winning the Gramercy bid would bolster fortunes, for those who kept their jobs. In the event of a restructure, what would that mean?

“I want access,” she said, startling June, who probably hadn’t expected her to come up with anything. “To the negotiations. To the meetings, the paperwork, to Reid.” Because this engagement spectacle would be over by the time prospective parties were seating themselves around the Gramercy table. “Someone in those meetings has to be looking out for the people. To see business as more than just numbers on a page.”

“Reid limits—”

“I’m sure he does,” she said. “I have no interest in embarrassing anyone. And, believe it or not, I know that I have a habit of speaking when I shouldn’t. I’m not saying I’ll be in on everything, every second, I just want the ability to say my piece, to have input. Let me look out for the minions. Let me try.”

A few seconds passed before June spoke, “I’ll talk to him. If it’s that or you outing this as a farce, I’m sure he’ll agree.” June stood up, no sign of amusement. “But make no mistake, Ms. Moore, you do not have him over a barrel. You are a last-ditch solution to an impossible dilemma. The business takes priority over everything else. If we have to smear your name, slander you to the press, ruin every person you ever cared about, we will do it. You will not end a victim here. And if sex is Madelyn’s final demand, he will relent. He owes you nothing and will not sacrifice an inch of this company or any negotiations because you shout loud enough. You are an employee. A tool. A means to an end.” Somehow Tara knew their exit was imminent because she stood just before June started around the desk. “And don’t forget this arrangement was your idea. How do you think the press and the minions would feel about you orchestrating and exploiting this for your own gain?”

With a smile, the woman opened the door to depart. 

Tara stayed behind. “A car will come to your apartment to pick you up at seven forty-five this evening,” she said and held out the tablet. “You left this at Reid’s last night.” No she didn’t. Reid’s? Yeah. Her fiancé. “Read it. My number’s in there if you need anything. Put the ring on after the news hits. It’ll be about twenty minutes. Keep your head down and ‘no comment’ is your friend, to the press and the public. He’s private. Means you have to be private about him too. Keep an eye on your calendar, I’ll update it later today.”

“My calendar?”

“Yes, oh, and…” She opened her hand. “I need the key for your apartment.”

“You need—why?”

“We’ll need a copy.”

“We?”

Her hand dropped. “Mr. Reid has a certain way he likes to do things.” He’d said that the previous night. That Madelyn knew he had a set way of doing things. “Do you have something to hide?”

“No,” she said, dipping her hand into her purse. “I don’t want him rooting around in my stuff.”

A smile quirked Tara’s lips. “Mr. Reid is incredibly busy. I can assure you he won’t touch any of your belongings.” 

She pulled the key from the bottom of her purse. “That one is spare, you can keep it. But someone’s paying to have my locks changed when this is over.”

“I think we can handle that.”

What was with the smirking? Suddenly, she was hilarious. Yeah, might be easy for others to process this, but she was a step behind. Had this been her idea? Yes. Had she intended to be the sucker lining up to be his decoy? Hell no.

She exhaled, those in the other room were still looking their way. Sound levels rose as Tara departed. People would have questions, but they’d have to get in line.

“Merci?” Calista startled her. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Because the last time they’d seen each other, the situation wasn’t even on her radar. “That’s why you spoke up… He didn’t tell you about the announcement.”

She winced. “I should just get on with my work.” In case she suggested something else crazy and landed herself in another pot of hot water. “It’s going to be a day.”

“Sure,” Calista said, stepping away from the door. “Okay. Sure.” Work at least should be normal. Did she have appointments? Maybe. Her head rattled. Just as she got to the door, her boss spoke again, “If you want to go home or… upstairs.”

Filling her lungs, it was jarring to realize this was going to be her life for the next eight weeks. “I just want to work.”

Eight weeks. Trailing out of the office, she avoided looking her colleagues in the eyes. What exactly was going to happen when the eight weeks were up?
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For the rest of the morning, she worked with headphones on. Even when she wasn’t transcribing or drafting minutes, she played music or listened to her language tapes. Chances of her learning anything were low, but it saved her from talking to others.

At least until lunch.

A hand landed on her desk so hard and loud that she jumped. Her gaze ascended the arm as she slid off the headset, and, oh, Tonya. Yeah. No surprise.

“We’re getting lunch, you coming?”

Tonya and Mariah. Where there was one, the other was never far behind.

“I was just going to work through—”

“Screw that,” Tonya said, lunging down to snatch her purse from the floor. “You’re screwing the boss. That earns you the right to a long lunch. Come on.”

The “plastics” of their department. These two women knew everything that went on in HR and many other areas of the building… At least, they thought they did. Getting a relationship with the boss under their radar wouldn’t sit well with the gossip-hounds.

Mariah trotted after Tonya when she turned to stride off. Had her purse been taken prisoner? Kidnapped. Abducted and held for ransom. The cost? Her company.

The ring was in there. Wasn’t like she could afford to replace it. If she had a choice, she’d stay put. But those women, Tonya especially, were not shy. Would they search her purse? Did she want to tell Reid’s people she’d lost the ring on the very day they gave it to her? Damnit. Wherever the ring went, she had to follow.

Apparently, she was having lunch with the girls.

By the time she got to the deli, Tonya and Mariah had built a posse. More than just the usual HR suspects she’d come across at lunch, there were maybe twenty people congregating in the corner. How did those people…? Were they there for her? She could try to convince herself they weren’t, that there was some other scandal, but there wasn’t anything bigger than having a secret relationship with the boss. A secret relationship leading to an engagement. 

Yes, she, a regular girl next door, was engaged to a bigshot billionaire. The world was hers. She was Cinderella… according to society anyway.

People sure had a skewed view of the world.

Okay, that didn’t save her from facing the posse. Positives? Last time she’d checked, there were just over ten thousand people working in the building. About half of that belonged to RCI directly. The rest was technically leased to RCI affiliates. All the companies belonged to Matteo Reid in one way or another. 

So, in the grand scheme of things, what was twenty people? Nothing. No big deal. Maybe if she kept telling herself that, it would become true.

A few yards into the deli, the looks started, the whispering, noise grew. Just keep walking. Breathe and walk. 

“Hey! It’s the lady of the hour!”

The whoops and cheers were unexpected. Were all these people, most of them strangers, applauding her for being in a relationship? She was being celebrated for letting one specific man into her body. For agreeing when that man asked her to only let him into her body for the rest of her life. Yeah, the situation was weird. It would probably get creepier the longer it went on. Strangers shouldn’t care about her life. Though, actually, it wasn’t her life they cared about. It was Reid’s. Apparently, they were big supporters of the man’s romantic life. Her romantic life. Their romantic life.

The oddest part was, of course, they hadn’t slept together. They’d never even had a conversation.

Her purse.

On the table.

Something to aim for that didn’t require the deconstruction of individual motivations.

“Come and sit down.”

People parted and Tonya slid further along the bench to pat the seat next to her.

Were they besties now? These women were polite, fine, normal colleagues. They talked in passing or at lunch when people were out at the same time, but they hadn’t traded numbers and didn’t socialize outside work.

As she sat, people closed in around her.

“Spill,” Tonya said, everyone drew nearer. “Is he hot in the sack?”

Laughter went around the group.

“That’s your first question, Ton?” Mariah asked.

“We’ve all thought it. He’s hot as hell. That money. The square jaw, brooding thing. Please. You would. I would. Everybody would.”

“She is,” someone said and there was more laughter.

Any chance of a sandwich? They’d asked her to lunch, but no one was eating. Dinner wasn’t until eight. That was late. If she wasn’t eating at her desk, she liked to eat the minute she got home from work. Well, maybe not the minute. Her routine was to take off her work clothes, get into her jammies and cook something while looking for a Huddle chamber or catching up on work.

Lunch was important. If for no other reason than it was a distraction. Something to keep her mouth occupied. To prevent it from running away with itself.

“Wait, okay, come on, you have to tell us something about him,” Mariah said.

The weight of expectation pressed down on her from all angles. Everyone wanted a piece of her. A piece of him by proxy. Not only was he a stranger, it also wasn’t her place to talk about him or dish out private information… if she had any.

That wouldn’t satisfy the crowd. Silence wasn’t what they wanted. Getting angry or acting offended would just flame the heat of drama people like Tonya and Mariah thrived on. No drama, keep calm… get out of this.

“Okay,” she said, searching for something they might buy. “One thing about him?”

“Mm hmm.”

“Yeah.”

“He’s not here,” she said and stood up, snatching her purse from the table. “I’m going to grab a salad, I’ll see you upstairs.”

Ignoring their calls of dismay and appeals for her return, she went to buy lunch. If this was going to be her life for the next eight weeks, she’d start brown bagging it for sure.

 

 

Upstairs, the skeleton crew left to man phones during lunch luckily weren’t the types to inject themselves into her business.

Thank God.

At her desk, she could find peace. Get herself lost in work. Try to forget what was happening all around her. In a literal and figurative sense. The rollercoaster was barely getting started and already she was nauseous. 

But she could handle anything. The whole fake fiancée thing was, after all, her idea. Okay, so she hadn’t been volunteering for the role… It didn’t matter, she was in it now and had to get through it.

First thing was to make sure she couldn’t be dragooned by Tonya or anyone else again. That meant keeping her purse close.

The ring was still in there. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to leave the diamond just rolling around. Forking some leaves into her mouth, she pulled her purse onto its side to rummage in the internal zip pocket for the ring. There it was. Sparkle, mixed in with the eyeliner and mints, a small fortune. Like it was no big deal. Her keys were in the pocket too and she’d never lost them. Good omen, right? 

Concealing the action in the pocket, she connected the ring to her apartment keys, you know, away from prying eyes. When it was about halfway round, something else in her purse caught her attention. The tablet. Did she dare?

Read it. Tara told her to read it. 

What did that mean?

With the ring secure, she slipped the tablet out and turned it on. As soon as it powered up, a message flashed on the screen. “Create password.” Hmm. Okay. Adding in a password, she was reassured they were security conscious. What did she need to…? A file was already open. 

Matteo James Reid. Birthday. City. Parents divorced. Mother remarried. Father deceased. No siblings. Raised in boarding school. First million at sixteen, partnership with Zane Dyce. Investments from Zairn Lomond and Knox Collier. Bought his first company at eighteen. 

It was amazing. A full biography of the man she was supposed to marry. Girlfriends. Friends. Scandals. Though, she noted, the scandals were created by those in his life rather than by him. 

Madelyn Massey. 

They’d been together four years. Engaged for their last year. Only a month before the wedding, he called it off. There were links to media articles throughout. The lack of input from Reid himself was interesting. The press speculated, got quotes from his ex, from her father and siblings, not a word from Reid himself. 

Closing the file, she chose to do some searching of her own. Matteo James Reid. The basic facts matched up, but the number of media articles was overwhelming. People liked to talk about him. Especially in the press. It seemed he was catnip to business reporters. The entertainment media often commented on his life too, maybe because of his connection to other high profile business celebrities.

Consuming whatever she could lay eyes on, the department was full by the time she pulled herself out of it. Funny thing was, she still didn’t feel like she knew Matteo Reid any better.


 

 

FIVE

 

 

Walking into her apartment with her eyes closed and her breath dammed, it was a relief to find everything where she’d left it. How come Tara wanted her key?

She’d deliberately worked late. Yeah, okay, so she worked late a lot. But that night her motive was specific. The longer she worked, the emptier the building became. The fewer people mulling around, the fewer cars in the streets, the less chance she’d draw attention to herself. Not that it was her fault the world of RCI was looking at her. No, that was the fault of the guy on the top floor.

To distract herself from the madness of the day, if it was up to her, she’d probably have kept working most of the night. Wouldn’t be the first time she’d used work as a diversion. Or the first time she’d fallen asleep at her desk. 

Reminding herself that what she did meant the world to the individuals involved, it was easy to feel justified in putting more of herself into it.

Unfortunately, staying later wasn’t an option that night. Though she did lose track of time enough that it was already six after seven when she noticed the time. After running the subway gauntlet, she’d run up the stairs, paused in her anxiety, tiptoed into her apartment and experienced her rush of relief. 

Less than twenty minutes to get ready. How much more did she need? None. Stuffing her hair into a shower cap, she washed and brushed her teeth in the shower. Lotion. Deodorant. Makeup took her all of three minutes, she didn’t own foundation and stuck to modest eye makeup with a bolder lip.

Earrings.

Necklace.

Clothes? Hmm. What did she wear to dinner with her fake fiancée? They weren’t going out, so she didn’t have to worry about showing him up by wearing bargain basement rather than designer couture.

Navy bodycon. Yep. That would work.

Shoes? Nude. Maybe. Red… Hmm, she’d have to paint her nails and didn’t have time for that. Silver… They would go with her white gold jewelry.

As she slipped her feet into her silvery pumps, there was a knock at the door. Already? Running to her purse, she grabbed the essentials and tossed them into her clutch. Damn, when was the last time she went to this kind of effort for a guy?

Ryan would be the answer to that question. Nope. No way. Not going there.

Rushing to the door, she opened it to a tall man in a suit.

With a smile, he thrust out a hand. “Eamon Elwood,” he said. “Just call me Elwood. I’m your driver.”

“Okay, let’s get on the road,” she said.

The fancy Town Car was cool, so clean, and so different to city cabs. She’d seen cars like it gliding through the streets and had never given them much thought. It smelled good in there. Felt good. Not that she’d get used to it. But the novelty was fun. Hey, she had to find positives wherever she could.

Having never given much thought to where Matteo Reid lived, it wasn’t a surprise to find out the building was tall, sleek and shiny, even in the Manhattan night.

Elwood opened the car door for her and swept an arm toward the covered entrance. Another guy stood there to open that door for her. Apparently, rich people were unable to open doors. Trotting along, she smiled at the door guy and entered a broad marble lobby. 

Fancy.

“Miss Moore,” another suited guy said coming toward her. 

Was that a suit or a uniform?

“Hello,” she said, offering him a handshake.

Was he surprised? She shook hands with people day in, day out, all the time. It was normal business practice. A hug would be entirely inappropriate. After the initial uncertainty, he shook her hand and used the link to guide her deeper into the space. 

“I know you’re used to coming in the rear entrance,” he said. No, actually, no rear entrance for her. Did he know that or was he teasing? “Let me show you to Mr. Reid’s private elevator.”

He had his own elevator? Nice!

He started toward the grand triple elevator right in the middle of the space, she didn’t follow. “Where are the stairs?”

The uniformed guy stopped. “Stairs?”

“Yes.”

“You want to use the stairs?” Apparently, this was an odd request. Yeah, it wasn’t the first time she’d got that look. “He lives on the top floor.”

“What is it? Like thirty? Forty floors?”

“Fifty.”

She smiled. “Piece of cake. Show me the way.”

Fifty floors were a trek, sure. To regular folk. Stairs were her friend; they were used to each other. Sure, it took longer to walk up fifty floors, but it was safer. Way safer.

At the top, well, at the floor labeled with a massive 50, the door was propped open a few inches. Good. Security hadn’t been on her mind, but there was a fingerprint reader just by the door. The room beyond was dark. She pushed it open, and the lights flickered on. Motion activated? Billionaires didn’t use light switches either apparently. 

Though glancing around, it didn’t take long to realize where she was, even if the room was bigger than her bedroom. Laundry. Belfast sink. Drier. Pants press. Appliances and counters, it was a laundry room. Even the service area of the apartment was impressive. It almost made her reluctant to venture on. 

Laughter drew her attention to the door. People. Shit. Okay… Closing in on the closed door, she didn’t want to scare anyone, but couldn’t hide in the laundry room all night.

Opening the door interrupted the laughter. She peeked around it to check who was there. June McCaskill, Nasir Aziz, and Aiden Rafferty, standing on the other side of the long kitchen island. Damn the place was shiny, how did everything glow like that?

“It was true,” Nasir said. “Wow.”

“Hi,” she said, swerving around the door to close it. “I’m here.”

“Yeah, we got a call from the lobby a couple of days ago,” Aiden said. “You an exercise nut?” 

“I have never heard of anyone walking up fifty floors voluntarily,” June said. “That is seriously impressive.”

“Helps with the secret relationship thing,” Nasir said. “There’s no camera on the rear entrance, but one of the lobby cameras does just catch the elevator doors.”

“Do you never use elevators? What about at work?”

“I get a lot of exercise.”

“You’re in HR,” Nasir said. “Your file is an interesting read.”

Despite working in the department, she’d never read her own file. Managers kept the HR employee files under lock and key in their office. The hard copies anyway. The computer files were in a separate drive accessible only to managers… and executives, apparently.

“Did you read the information Tara provided?”

“In the tablet?” she asked. “Some of it at lunch. Matteo Reid’s biography, all available on the internet.”

“We don’t want you doing internet searches.” Too late. “If anyone looks at your search history—”

“Who would look?” she said, glancing around. “I thought I was here to eat.”

“You’re here to strategize, to make sure you understand what’s going on. We can help you. The engagement party—”

“Engagement party?”

“It’s in a couple of weeks,” June said. “Plenty of time.”

Glancing around, she shook her head. “I’m going home to eat.”

Before she’d turned all the way around, they were objecting.

“No, wait—”

“You have to stay!”

“Wait up!”

Looking to them again, she sighed. “I suggested this. I didn’t volunteer for the position. I understand we’re in it now, and employee job security relies on this, but it’s a mess. No one will ever buy it, especially not his ex-fiancée who knows him so well. I can think on my feet, sure, but I’m no actress. What do you expect me to do?”

“Don’t think of it as a performance,” June said. “Just date him for a few weeks, that’s all it is. You’re dating a guy, you’ve done that before, right?”

“Unlike June,” Aiden muttered.

“Ignore him,” June said, coming around the island to take her hand. “We’ve been terrible hosts. Here, come and sit down.” The VP led her around the island to a stool Nasir pulled out. Her purse was plucked from her hand and put on the counter behind her. “It’s a game. Fun. All you have to do is hang out. Enjoy all Reid can provide.”

“What he can provide?”

“Sure! You want the tour?”

Maybe later, when she could process. “I’d be uncomfortable with enjoying what he can provide.”

“This is the thing…” Aiden said as the three of them got closer. “He’s your fiancé. You can’t be uncomfortable.”

“Yes, everything has to be natural.”

With the island at her back, the trio blocked her other sides. “I don’t think I can pull it off.”

“You’re one of us,” Aiden said, nudging her. “We’re in this together. Reid is a thorough guy. He’ll support you. We all will.”

“Just keep telling yourself that he’s your fiancé and you’ll start to believe it.”

Yeah, it wasn’t that easy, especially when… “All great ideas, with just one hitch.”

“What’s that?”

She looked left to right. “He’s not even here.”

“He’s working,” June said like that was obvious.

“At the office? Why ask me to dinner if he wasn’t going to be home?”

“He’s in his office.”

“His home office.”

“Here?”

“Yeah, most of the time he leaves his work office just to go into his home office,” June said. “He’s dedicated.”

And exactly the kind of guy who would ignore a girlfriend.
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