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  The Story


In a game of rivals, love and ambition collide. 
In the high-stakes game of corporate finance, the only way the ambitious Rowan McCarthy can succeed is by going to work for her family’s competition. She hides her lineage in an effort to prove herself. 
Gerard Barrett has been under constant fire from his company’s board ever since taking over upon his father’s retirement. When company losses soar, he must find a way to stop the carnage. 
Coerced into working together by his wily sister, Gerard and Rowan must navigate not only the cutthroat financial market but also the undeniable chemistry that simmers beneath the surface.
Love, poker, big business. Who will win?
The Billionaire Bachelor Pledge series is a sensual, big-city series set in San Francisco and can be read in any order. Poker takes on a whole new meaning when the bet is a two-year ban on dating…or anything else. Who will bluff the best and win the pot?
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  Chapter One


Friday night
Gerard Barrett slid into the driver’s seat of his carbon-colored McLaren F1 and started the engine. The throaty roar hummed through him. God, he loved this car. As much as he loved the monthly poker games. He tossed his phone onto the neatly folded suit jacket, rolled up the sleeves of his Tom Ford business shirt, and ran his hands along the steering wheel, ready to let the day go. 
Pulling out of his spot at the Barrett Investment Group building, his pulse pounded with exhilaration as he sped off down the street. In almost no time, San Francisco’s evening traffic frustrated him. It took over half an hour to get to and across the Bay Bridge. Another hour until traffic on the 80 thinned out and he could open her up. Gerard pulled over, removed and stowed the hard top, then pulled back out onto the quiet road and pressed the gas pedal to the floor. The scenery flew by as he left everything from his day, his week, his month behind. A rare grin lifted his lips as he headed for the monthly poker game that was about the only reason he’d tolerate Friday night traffic. It was worth it once he got away from the city.
Noise disappeared, leaving only the wind, the road, and the engine. Man and machine in sync and no emergencies or phone calls to disrupt the calmness that settled him during this drive. And he had a lot that needed settling. With a financial organization the size of his, stress went along with the territory. For him, since his father had retired, he had a lot to prove to a board that didn’t think he and his sister were the right people for the job.
Sometimes, the drive to Solano Stables was too short, not giving him time to think through his problems. His solitude would disappear when he arrived, though he couldn’t complain. Reflective time would be replaced by a camaraderie five years in the making. He couldn’t feel bad about that.
His grin widened as he thought about the week they all met. He’d sponsored a weekend think tank for CEOs from finance, tech, and basically any industry with the desire and ability to shape the future of capitalism in the world. The last night of the conference, he’d sat around the outside fire pit at the ski chalet with five remaining men, smoking cigars and drinking thirty-year-old Glenfiddich. All of them were from the San Francisco area at the time, hungry for growth, and full of ideas.
Now, five years later, they still met monthly for a game of poker and a sharing of ideas. It had served them all well. Except maybe Brody, who’d given up the fast track lifestyle to run his parents’ dude ranch.
A car roared up beside Gerard on the two lane road. A bright yellow Porsche Boxter convertible, so it had to be Mateo. Taking his eyes off the road long enough to glance at the blond-haired man who grinned back at him, Gerard’s smile widened, and he opened up the throttle.
Mateo whooped as he kept pace with Gerard for all of thirty seconds before the McLaren, with its top speed of 240 mph, left him in the dust. Gerard waved, laughing. Every month, Mateo tried to best him. Every month, he failed.
Movement in the rearview mirror caught Gerard’s eye. Mateo slowed, then turned into a side road. Gerard looked around. Shit. He’d blown right past the entrance to Brody’s ranch. Mateo would beat him there tonight.
Well, there was a first time for everything. He slowed, turned around, and soon pulled up beside the yellow Porsche in a small, gravel parking lot outside a one-story, stucco ranch house with a clay tile roof. Mateo, the quintessential Californian with his short, trendy blond hair and blue eyes, leaned against the hood of his car, arms crossed over his chest, and a wide grin on his face.
“All right, all right,” Gerard said, as he turned the car off, then climbed out and ran his hands through his hair to straighten it. “You beat me.”
“Won’t be the last time, either.”
“Ha. We’ll see about that.” He slapped Mateo on the back, and the gesture was returned twice as hard.
“Looks like the others are already here.”
Xander’s white four-door Bimmer sat next to Ben’s black Cadillac, an electric one, of course. That was Ben’s thing, away from the movie business. He followed all the current trends about saving the environment and ecosystems for future generations.
Gerard looked at his watch. Nine o’clock. In spite of the traffic, they were right on time. “We’d better get in there. Otherwise, Ben will ignore the no phones rule, and Xander will be fast asleep.”
Solano Stables’ main house was a sprawling Spanish-style abode. He grabbed his overnight bag, and they strode up the wide steps to a verandah as long as the house, heading inside without knocking. Brody lived alone, so why he needed a six-bedroom home was beyond Gerard. His own tight three-bedroom condo was all a single man needed, right? A bedroom, a spare, and a home office. Perfection, and all in shades of his favorite color. Gray.
Brody’s place teemed with color. This was what Brody had chosen when he left finance to return to his parents’ ranch. A ranch he now owned and operated since his parents passed away a couple years earlier.
“Hey, here’s the latecomers,” Ben said from the bar, brushing his shoulder length hair back. A movie exec, he’d lived the most lavish lifestyle of any of them, in the public eye, at least. Behind closed doors, he was one of the most down-to-earth people Gerard had ever met.
“I have to look like a player,” he’d said when they kidded him.
“About time you got here,” Brody said, sitting next to Xander at the poker table. He grabbed the deck from his friend and shuffled the cards.
Xander, the quiet one on a good night, was positively sullen tonight and didn’t even crack a smile when Gerard nodded a hello. What was up with that?
“We hit traffic,” Mateo said, heading for the ornate bar that spanned one whole side of their poker room. It didn’t fit the motif of the house, but Brody had fallen in love with the antique from a local pub that had been torn down. He’d painstakingly sanded down the mahogany and stained it lighter. It worked in here, a large gathering room he used for guests and poker nights. The only thing missing was the mirror behind the bar. Brody had commissioned a mural of ranch life in its place.
“We all come from cities, kid,” Ben said. “Traffic is no excuse.”
“You moved to L.A. and flew up in the company jet. That doesn’t count,” Mateo said, placing five cigars on the table.
“Hey, I had to drive here from the airport.”
Gerard shook his head and went to the bar.
“The usual?” Ben said.
“Of course.”
As soon as they all took their seats, Brody set the cards in front of Gerard to cut, and the game began.
Three hours—and several drinks—later, the ventilation system had given up ridding the room of stale cigar smoke, and the conversation had gone quiet. Gerard, sitting on a full house, aces over tens, focused on maintaining his poker face while under the strong influence of good whiskey, until Xander woke them all up.
“Danni left me.”
“What the hell?” Ben, who’d become Gerard’s only competition this hand, threw his cards down. Face up.
“Hey,” Gerard said. “You can’t just throw down like that, damn it. I’ve got the best hand I’ve had all night.”
“I don’t care. Take the pot.” Ben turned to Xander. “What happened?”
“She said she couldn’t do this anymore. Didn’t give me any explanation, except to say, ‘It’s not you, babe. It’s me.’”
Brody reached for Xander’s shoulder. “Ah, hell, man. I’m sorry.”
“Yeah. Sucks.” Xander cleared his throat.
Gerard sighed, staring at his cards.
“Sorry I ruined your hand,” Xander mumbled.
Gerard tossed his cards to the center. With one last look of regret, he turned to Xander. “You’re more important than a poker hand. I’m sorry about Danni.”
“You couldn’t change her mind?” Brody said, picking up all the cards.
Xander shook his head. “She had her say, then ran out before I could even wrap my head around it. Then, she just…disappeared.”
“When did she leave?” Ben said, stubbing out his cigar.
“Thirteen days and five hours ago.”
“That’s harsh.” Brody boxed the cards up.
Gerard thumped the table with his fist. “I’m sick of women messing with us. Brittney just filed a lawsuit against me for harassment.” Always careful who he dated, he’d let the twenty-something convince him they could sleep together without strings. He knew better, and now, she’d screwed him royally.
Mateo cocked his head. “Remind me…which one was Brittney?”
“The starlet.”
Ben held up both hands. “Not someone under contract to my company.”
“We went out exactly two times, made love once, and she got all starry-eyed, wanting some serious relationship. I told her I don’t do serious, and bam, I got served almost before the sheets cooled.”
“She doesn’t work for you, so how can she claim harassment?”
“She says with me being so well off financially, I held the position of power in our relationship, and I used her for sex.”
“That’s bullshit.” Brody, who’d grabbed his cowboy hat from the back of the chair, stared at it like he wanted to punch it, then jammed it on his head instead.
“I know. I’m done with women. All they do is take, take, take.” Gerard drummed his hands on the table. “In fact, I’m ready to pledge, right here and now, that I’m done. No sex, no serious relationships, and absolutely no ideas about marriage. Anyone want in?”
“I’ll jump on that bandwagon,” Xander said. “It’s not like there will ever be another Danni, anyhow.”
“Me too,” Brody chipped in, rubbing his beard. “Women come here all the time and don’t want to ride anything but me…all the way to the bank. I don’t take them up on their offers, but I need a break from it all, and this might be an excellent excuse.”
Ben scrubbed a hand through his hair. “All right. I’m in. I’m tired of the shallow women I’ve been meeting. They all have ulterior motives, so I’m your fourth.”
The four of them turned to look at Mateo, who glared at each in turn. “What do you want from me? Women are fun, and I love them.”
“You just haven’t been stung yet. Probably because you manage to keep your wealth fairly well hidden, though that car is a dead giveaway,” Gerard said. “One of these days, you’re going to get hit and hit hard. And I’m not talking about the car.”
“Doesn’t mean I’m ready to be celibate for the rest of my life.”
“All right.” Gerard grabbed a piece of paper. “How about a bet? A five-year moratorium on women and dating.”
“Fuck no,” Mateo said. “That’s too long. One year.”
“Two?” Ben said.
“I can live with two years,” Gerard said.
“Works for me,” Xander mumbled.
“Yeah, sounds great,” Brody chimed in.
“That’s a fucking long time to go without a woman.” Mateo slumped down in his chair.
“You’ve always got your hand. It’s more loyal, anyhow,” Gerard said, writing as he spoke.
“Ha ha.” Mateo threw a box of cards at Gerard, who caught it mid-air and kept writing.
“What’s the bet?”
“$100,000 each,” Ben said.
“No one said anything about putting money on the table,” Mateo cried.
“Gotta make it worth staying the course. So”—Gerard looked around the table—“whoever breaks the pledge pays in a hundred grand. Last man standing solo gets the pot.”
“Wait a minute,” Mateo said. “You’re the most competitive of all of us. You’d go down in flames before you lost a bet.”
Gerard grinned. “It’ll keep us all in line.”
“What happens if we all fall?” Brody said.
“At the same time? Not going to happen.”
“It could.”
“I don’t know. I suppose, if the last two fall at the same time, we could donate the money to charity.”
“Works for me,” Ben said. Everyone else nodded.
“Okay, here’s the pledge.” Gerard picked up the paper and read aloud what he’d written, wondering if they were all insane or not. To him, it sounded like the perfect solution. He could focus on work and forget all the peripheral shit.
“We’re fucking crazy to sign this, you know,” Mateo cautioned.
“Now you can focus more on that company you own,” Gerard shot back.
“My company is doing just fine,” Mateo grumbled.
He handed the paper and pen to Brody. “Read it, sign it, and date it.”
Once the pledge made it around the table, he folded it and tucked it into his pants pocket. “I’ll put this in my safe at work next week.”
Ben stood. “On that note, I’m beat.” He looked at Brody. “Same room as usual?”
“Yep. Your rooms are all ready.” He held his head for a moment. “Breakfast will be late, say, eleven?”
“Works for me.”
Xander pushed up from the table. “I’ll probably pass on breakfast and head back to the city.”
“You can’t bail on the weekend,” Gerard said, frowning. That was the rule. They stayed the weekend.
“Not in the mood, Barrett, so get off my back.” Xander flipped him off and walked out.
Gerard was the last to leave the poker room and turned out the lights. They’d been staying here for so long, they all knew their way around the house in the dark. He found his room easily and paused in the hall, looking at Xander’s closed door. His friend was hurting, and Gerard had been a prick, damn near picking his poker hand over Xander. He needed to make this right, so he crossed to the door, knocked, and went in. He found Xander on the verandah.
Sticking his hands deep in his pockets as he joined Xander, Gerard said what he’d come to say. “I’m an ass.”
“Yep.” Xander didn’t look at him, just kept staring out into the darkness.
He placed a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “You know I don’t do emotions well.”
That was an understatement.
“I hate that this happened to you,” he continued, trying to get through. He squeezed Xander’s shoulder again.
“Yeah, I know.”
“We good?”
“Yeah. We’re good.”
He’d done what he came to do. Make things right. Yet it was hard to see Xander like this. He was a good man and a good friend. “You want to talk?”
“God, no.”
Nothing more he could do. Damn it. Only time could take the man’s pain away. “Good night, then.” With a final squeeze, Gerard turned to leave. At the door, he turned back. “You need anything, call, all right?”
With one quick nod, Xander acknowledged the offer. Gerard left and headed for his own room. He wouldn’t wish that kind of pain on anyone, especially not his friend. Brittney was a royal pain in the ass, but at least she hadn’t broken his heart like Danni had Xander’s. Women were nothing but trouble, and that pledge would be the best thing for all of them.
Gerard looked at the bed, not quite ready to climb in. Instead, he opened his own verandah doors and stepped out into the darkness. He noticed that Xander’s doors were now closed.
Brody’s love of this place was understandable. As Gerard sat quietly in a chair and put his feet up on an ottoman, he listened to the crickets and night birds and felt the calm of ranch life sink into him. A couple deep breaths and all the tension that held him together eased. He melted into the chair and closed his eyes.
Listening. Not thinking. In the moment.
Until he fell sound asleep.






  
  Chapter Two


Monday morning after the poker game, Gerard, with Brody along for the ride, parked his car in the secured lot at Barrett Investment Group. 
“Thanks for the ride, man,” Brody said, shaking Gerard’s hand.
“No problem. You need to borrow my car?” Brody was about the only person Gerard would loan his baby to.
“Nah. I’ll hoof it to my meetings, then ride share across the Bay Bridge. One of my guys will pick me up on the other side.”
Gerard shook his head. Brody was the most athletic of their group and preferred walking or running to riding, unless it was a horse. Ranch life was right up the man’s alley. Gerard, however, preferred the predictability of his gym.
One of the Barrett family limos pulled up next to them. Their driver, David, got out and came around to open the back passenger door. Gerard rolled his eyes.
One red stiletto slid out, then another, followed by legs that had kicked him in the ’nads more times than he wanted to think about. His sister, Emersyn, stepped out of the limo, saw them, and smoothed her auburn hair. With her eyes on the guy standing next to Gerard, she strode toward them, her hips swaying in the tight—and short—red skirt.
“Who do we have here?” Her smile blazed.
Gerard’s eyes narrowed when he noticed the dumbstruck look on his friend’s face. “Back off, Emersyn,” he growled. There was a reason he’d worked hard to make sure his buddies never met his sister. Emersyn worked hard, was one of the smartest people he knew, and gave off barracuda vibes that captured the attention of every man who got close.
“This—” Brody cleared his throat. “This is your sister?”
“That’s what my parents keep telling me,” Emersyn said.
Gerard knew that low, sultry tone. His sister was prowling.
She held her hand out to shake Brody’s, maintaining contact for much longer than necessary. “Personally, I think they’ve been passing off some street urchin as my brother. But if not, at least I got the looks in the family.”
“Boy, did you,” Brody muttered under his breath, eyeing her from head to heel and back again.
Emersyn flashed even more teeth.
“We’re late for work,” Gerard said.
Emersyn laughed. “Yes, I suppose we do need to get inside and start putting out fires.” She stepped closer to Brody and kissed him on the cheek, lingering far longer than Gerard thought appropriate.
“It was very nice meeting you, Brody. I hope I see you again soon.”
Brody gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down as he grinned. “You can just bet you will.”
Not if Gerard had any say in the matter. He refused to think about his best friend and his sister connecting. No. Fucking. Way. More grateful for that pledge now than ever before, Gerard planned to remind Brody of it at the earliest opportunity.
After saying goodbye to Brody, he and Emersyn strode to the private entrance of Barrett Investments, taking the private elevator only his board and VPs knew about or used.
“He’s cute, Gerry,” Emersyn said.
“Emersyn, I have told you time and time again not to call me that. And leave my friend alone.” He rubbed his temple, wishing he had some ibuprofen. Sisters were such a pain.
She ignored his comment. “I know why I’m late. How come you’re rolling in at this hour?”
“You’re always late.” His sister’s strengths were intelligence and a razor sharp tongue, both hidden behind an impeccable dress code. Never a hair out of place and business clothing that was both sharp and perfectly tailored.
She smoothed her red suit. “This kind of perfection takes time.”
More than done with the conversation until he had some painkillers, Gerard tapped the top floor button again.
“That won’t make the elevator go any faster, you know.”
He caught her cocked head in his peripheral vision. “What?”
“You look like you had a rough weekend.”
He frowned. “I didn’t.”
“You did something. Wait—” She pulled out her cell phone, consulted it, then nodded. “Ah, it was poker weekend. No wonder you look like the ghost that missed Christmas.”
“Well deduced, Sister.” In an effort to end the inane conversation, Gerard reached into his inner pocket and pulled out his phone. A piece of paper slipped out and fell to the floor. He knew exactly what it was and missed grabbing it by a hair as Emersyn snatched it up.
“Give that to me.”
Instead, she opened and read it, and Gerard rolled his eyes. This would not go well for him.
Emersyn’s eyes widened as she looked up at her brother, a grin spreading across her face like a cat lapping up cream.
So not good for him.
“You pledged celibacy for two years?”
He snagged the paper out of her hand and tucked it back in his coat pocket. “None of your business.”
“Can’t unsee that pledge.” Emersyn’s eyes lit up with the spark that had been his undoing so many times as they grew up. “This, I have to watch unfold.” She laughed, a low, throaty chuckle that turned into an all-out guffaw. Emersyn Barrett only managed that kind of glee when she had him backed into a corner.
“It’s not any big deal.” Gerard hated explaining himself. “We’re just tired of being taken advantage of.”
That only made Emersyn laugh harder. “You are so screwed,” she said between gulps of air.
“Why?” Another question he hated asking, especially when it came to personal shit.
Her laughter died off, and she composed herself…or tried to. “I have a very promising interview this morning for director of the Global MegaCorp Division. Hoping we can hire her today and she can start work ASAP.”
“I thought we were going to discuss all the applications first.”
“I vetted her, and I like her a lot, so I don’t want to lose this opportunity.” Emersyn shrugged. “I jumped on it and scheduled her for first thing. She’s got a great resume and, from what I can tell, some great instincts.”
“I can’t sit in. I’ve got a meeting first thing.”
“You can interview her after I’m done.”
“That’s not normally how we operate.”
“I know. You’ll just have to trust me on this one, brother dear.”
Gerard almost rolled his eyes. Trusting Emersyn was tantamount to jumping from a horse at a full gallop. “Who is the person?” The candidate would need strong communication skills to oversee the supervisors and portfolio managers.
“She’s been working at Murdoch Financial for the last year.”
Gerard stopped short and grasped Emersyn’s wrist. “Murdoch? You hired from Murdoch? Are you aware that they just undercut us on the Smithson project? Besides, she’s probably got a non-compete clause. How can she come to work for us? You’ve finally gone over the edge, Emersyn. What in hell were you thinking?”
“I was thinking”—Emersyn pulled her wrist from his hand—“that we need some new blood and that having someone who knows a bit about Murdoch might be a good thing. That company must be doing something right the way they’re winning contracts these days.”
“Something underhanded, more likely.” Murdoch was their fiercest competitor and a company that didn’t necessarily play by the rules. “Where was this new hire before that?”
The elevator stopped on the top floor, the doors opening to the executive suite where beiges, blues, and plants added a softer edge to the all glass office walls. His sister’s design and one he’d thought insane, but it worked. A good atmosphere made for an excellent camaraderie among the execs, unusual for this level of business.
Side by side, they walked down the hall to their offices.
“Before Murdoch?” he prompted.
“College.”
He stopped mid-stride, staring at his sister who walked a few more steps before turning back to him.
“You hired somebody barely out of school to manage our most profitable division? What were you thinking?”
“I’m thinking we don’t need some old lecher who will proposition every woman in the department, like Cranshaw tried to do. I’m thinking we need to show those women they’re safe. Our interviewee was top of her class. Literally, brother. The absolute number one top. We need a director, and she deserves a shot,” she said, her eyes on fire with the don’t-mess-with-me look he’d learned to walk away from growing up, though a bit of mischief crinkled the edges. What was Emersyn not telling him?
“Did you do the usual deep dive into her background?”
“Don’t I always?”
“And you’re sure she’s not a corporate spy?”
The wide grin returned to Emersyn’s face as they resumed walking. “As sure as I can be.”
Through the clear glass office walls, he saw someone sitting in Emersyn’s office. The woman was turned away from him, so all he saw was a mess of curly hair cascading down her back. Definitely not neat and tidy, like he preferred. Was that an indication of how she worked, with no rhyme or reason? “Seriously? First thing Monday, you want to hire someone for one of the most important divisions in the company?”
“Yep. And after your head-pounding poker weekend.”
Gerard clamped his mouth shut. Why did he always let her get the last word? Sisters. They were awesome and terrifying at the same time.
With a wave and a “ta-ta”, Emersyn headed into her office, chuckling again. “Wait.” She turned back to him, chewing on her lower lip. “Did Brody sign that pledge too?”
Finally, Gerard had a reason to smile. “Sure did.”
Emersyn—always expert at hiding her emotions—let a hint of her disappointment show in lips that pursed, then quickly unpursed. He walked down the hall to his office, grinning until his headache took front and center again. Gerard stopped by the desk of his administrative assistant.
“Good morning, Mr. Barrett,” Sandra said. “Coffee?”
“And two ibuprofen, please.”
In his office, he glanced toward Emersyn’s, seeing her and the prospective new director both laughing over something like long-time friends. Emersyn liked this woman, even though Gerard knew she’d be too green for the job. They needed someone with a proven drive to succeed. He shook his head, wondering how, when the week had only begun, Emersyn had already managed to sucker punch him.
Sandra walked in and set coffee and a bottle of ibuprofen on his desk.
“Thank you.”
“Anytime.”
After she left, Gerard sat down, took a couple pills, and tried to forget the girl party happening two offices over. He had a meeting to prepare for.

      [image: image-placeholder]Rowan McCarthy swiped gently beneath her eyes as the laughter died away. This was the most fun she’d had at an interview in, well, ever. Emersyn Barrett was a hoot and exactly the kind of person Rowan wanted to work for.
“You look fine,” Emersyn said. “Not a single smudge.”
“Thank you. Did he really bury his teddy bear in the yard so you couldn’t find it?”
“He did,” Emersyn said with a wide grin on her face. “Couldn’t stand for me to, umm, borrow his bear one more time. When I finally promised I’d leave his beloved bear alone and he dug it up, it was filthy, and our parents wouldn’t let him bring it in the house.”
“What happened to it?”
“Sadly, it did not make it through the wash cycle. He was inconsolable for some time.”
Rowan glanced toward Gerard Barrett’s office, a touch of sadness for that little boy tugging at her heartstrings.
“No need to shed a single tear for my brother. He managed to pay me back in spades.”
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