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JUST A LITTLE TEMPTED


I never meant to fall for my boss.

When I was hired to be Simon’s assistant, everyone warned me he was impossible—brilliant, demanding, and obsessed with control. But after surviving two months of his rules and grumpy attitude, I’ve learned how to manage my boss. Maybe it’s my chaotic upbringing or the fact that I desperately need this job, but I can’t ignore the moments when his guarded edges soften… even if he pretends they don’t.

Then one nervous slip in front of a major client turns into a fake relationship neither of us can back out of. Now I’m Simon’s “girlfriend,” attending dinners, traveling for meetings, and sharing far too much close proximity with the man I’m not supposed to want. Pretending to belong to him shouldn’t feel real—but it does. And the hardest part isn’t keeping up the lie. It’s realizing I’m falling for him for real.


CHAPTER ONE


Simon

“You’re fired.”

Sarah’s eyes went wide, her jaw dropping open. She’d been my assistant for all of three weeks, so I’d hoped she’d take the news without much fuss. But the outrage twisting her features told me I’d miscalculated. She was going to make a scene.

“Is this a joke?” Fire flashed in her eyes.

I couldn’t fathom what part of this she imagined I’d find amusing. I folded my arms across my chest and let my gaze go hard. “No. Gather your things and leave your parking pass on the desk.”

I turned toward my office, but she recovered fast, darting around her desk to plant herself in my path. If looks could kill, the one she leveled at me would have dropped me where I stood.

“You can’t just fire me,” she said, her voice sharp with anger. “I’ve been a great assistant—”

“You were adequate at first.” I cut her off, my patience already thinning. “But your performance lately has been less than impressive. I gave you a list of tasks this morning. You’ve completed half of them.”

She rolled her eyes, and any flicker of doubt I might have had about letting her go vanished. I couldn’t trust someone who couldn’t finish the work and then got defensive when I called them on their incompetence.

“That list was ridiculous,” she shot back. “It was too much. I tried to tell you that, but of course you didn’t listen. You’re too much of an unreasonable tyrant.”

It wasn’t the first time I’d heard a variation of that. You’re too demanding. You’re mean. You’re impossible to work with. You’re bossy.

That last one always grated. I was the boss. I signed the paychecks, and I expected results in return. I had standards for my assistants. There was nothing wrong with that.

And yet every assistant I’d let go lately seemed to agree on one point: I was the problem.

“Fine,” I said through gritted teeth. Staying professional while someone insulted me took effort, but I refused to let my temper get the best of me. “If you find me to be such an unreasonable tyrant, then surely you’ll agree this job isn’t a good fit. Please leave.”

It wasn’t a request. We both knew it. I stepped around her and into my office, and the moment the door clicked shut behind me, the ranting began. Her commentary on my character was colorful and loud enough that Liam, my brother and business partner here at Powers Investment Group, was guaranteed to catch every word from his office across the hall.

Of course he was in today. He spent most of the week at GalvaTech, the electronics company we’d invested in a few months back. Any other day, there would have been no witnesses. Today, naturally, there would be.

Sarah was gone within fifteen minutes. Liam gave me five more before he walked into my office without knocking, his mouth set in a frown.

I was halfway through the quarterly report from one of last year’s investments, and I stubbornly kept my eyes fixed on the columns of numbers on my screen, hoping that if I looked busy enough, he’d take the hint and leave me alone.

Instead, he dropped into one of the chairs across from my desk. So much for wishful thinking.

“So.” He drew the word out. “That one lasted what—three weeks? Slightly longer than the last one, at least.”

I lifted my gaze from the computer screen. His jaw was set, his eyes narrowed a fraction, like I was a puzzle he’d given up trying to solve. He exhaled a heavy sigh and crossed his arms. Liam wasn’t a lecturer by nature, but everything in his posture said one was heading my way.

I leaned back in my chair and managed a shrug. “You and the staff have a bet going on or something? What’s the difference if she lasted three weeks or three days?”

Liam groaned and dragged a hand through his dark hair. “Please don’t fire someone after three days. That’s insane.”

“I was exaggerating,” I said, though I didn’t quite meet his eyes.

“Were you?” He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Because lately it seems like you can’t hang on to an assistant at all.”

“It’s not my fault if they aren’t up to the job.”

“It is your fault if you’re impossible to work for.” He said it gently, which somehow made it land harder.

I let out a laugh that was completely devoid of humor. “Is this supposed to be tough love from my big brother?”

“This is concern from your business partner.”

Irritation settled over me. “And as my business partner, I’d think you’d appreciate that I have such high standards. I’m trying to elevate this company by demanding excellence. That’s not a flaw.”

Liam shook his head. “You’re purposefully setting expectations that are difficult to meet. That’s different.”

I held his stare and said nothing. I wasn’t going to repeat myself. After everything we’d been through, he knew where the standards came from. If demanding excellence made me difficult, then the problem wasn’t the standard—it was that I hadn’t found anyone who could rise to it. Someone who’d work hard. Someone who thrived under pressure instead of folding beneath it. Someone I could trust.

“You need an assistant,” Liam continued. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed that you’re putting in twelve hour days and working weekends to keep up with your workload. If you could keep an assistant, you wouldn’t have to do it all yourself. You could delegate.”

I scoffed, even though I knew he was right. I was chained to this desk precisely because I had no reliable help, which meant I absorbed the work an assistant should be handling. And every new hire came with weeks of training, of covering their gaps while they learned the ropes and what the business entailed. Then came the point where I was supposed to start trusting them with more.

That was where it always fell apart.

“This is about Carla, isn’t it?” Liam asked.

I flinched. I couldn’t help it. “Why would you think that?”

He gave me a look that said he hadn’t bought the deflection for a second. “Come on, man. I know it messed with your head when she lost us that multi-million-dollar account when we were first starting out.”

He was right, and we both knew it. Carla had been my first assistant when we launched the firm. She’d had a decade of experience and glowing references. I’d believed she was the perfect fit. I’d trusted her completely.

And that extension of trust had come back to bite me when she fumbled one of the first major deals we’d ever tried to close.

My instinct was to brush off Liam’s concern. To insist Carla’s mistake had nothing to do with my distrust of everyone that I hired to fill the assistant position. Admitting that an error from three years ago still influenced how I handled things felt dramatic.

But I could tell by the look in Liam’s eyes that he knew the truth anyway. No point in pretending or lying.

“Yeah, it bothered me then, and it bothers me now,” I replied honestly. “Her mistake could have tanked our whole business before we even had a chance to make a name for ourselves.”

Liam nodded thoughtfully. “It bothers me, too. Just not the way it bothers you. She was your assistant, so that’s bound to cut deeper. But if we’re being honest here, you’ve always been a little…”

I raised one eyebrow as he let the sentence trail off, and his gaze shifted away from mine. I could fill in the blank for him easily enough. Uptight. Grumpy. Controlling.

Any of those descriptions would have fit, and they were a fair assessment of my character when it came to business. But I was a damn good businessman, and I wasn’t about to lower the bar just because I’d cycled through a string of people who couldn’t handle the pressure of what their job entailed.

“I’ll find a new assistant,” I said, the words clipped and final, as if saying them firmly enough might make it true.

“And maybe ease up a bit, yeah?” Liam tilted his head, his voice softening at the edges. “Be a little less demanding and try not to micromanage so much.”

It would have been easy to agree just to end the conversation, but I respected my brother too much to hand him an empty promise. Maybe other people could loosen their grip enough to tolerate a mediocre assistant. I couldn’t. The belief was wired too deep, that if I didn’t personally ensure everything was done right, the whole business would crumble.

Liam was easygoing in a way I’d never managed to be. As co-owners, we shared the same responsibilities and the same stake in the company’s success. Rationally, I knew he felt the pressure too.

But knowing that didn’t change how heavily it sat on my shoulders. And as much as I hated to admit it, I couldn’t keep driving myself into the ground like this.

“I’ll find a solution,” I said, with no earthly idea what that might be.

Somehow, I needed to find an assistant I could actually trust. One who could meet my demands and deliver nothing short of the best work possible.

I might as well try to find a unicorn.


CHAPTER TWO


Raina

Nervous energy made it impossible to sit still. The waiting area outside the HR office was small, and I was the only one here, but getting up to pace the room seemed like a terrible idea. I needed to make the best first impression possible, which meant staying cool, calm, collected, and professional.

No one needed to know that anxiety was clawing at my insides, or that I was equal parts terrified and hopeful about the interview that was about to happen. The job had real potential. The duties of office manager at this company aligned closely with what I’d done as an executive assistant at the advertising firm where I was previously employed and I was confident in my ability to do the job.

But this was also the fifth interview I’d had in the past six months, and I couldn’t shake the fear that the interview would crash and burn just like the others. I didn’t want to walk out of this glass-fronted high-rise empty-handed. I wanted to secure my future, or at least stop watching it slip further out of reach.

So I sat motionless, not even allowing myself to tap my foot as I waited. The click of heels against tile drew my attention from the window, where I’d been staring at the New York City skyline without really seeing it. The woman approaching wore a charcoal power suit and a polite, practiced smile.

“Ms. Seager?”

I stood and offered the smile I’d rehearsed in the mirror this morning. Not too bright. Not overeager. Just professional enough to suggest competence and warmth.

“Yes,” I said, smoothing my pencil skirt before shaking the hand she extended. “You must be Mrs. Wexler. Thank you for meeting with me.”

We’d already had a phone interview, and I thought it had gone well. She’d seemed genuinely impressed by my résumé and our personalities had clicked.

But as our hands met, a prickle of unease ran through me. There was a subtle tightening around her mouth, and her eyes didn’t fully meet mine.

“Of course. Please, follow me.”

She turned and walked with confident strides, her spine ramrod straight. My unease deepened as I followed her into a nearby conference room. I hadn’t expected warmth exactly, but she’d been friendly on the phone. This felt entirely different.

Inside, a folder already waited on the long rectangular table. Mrs. Wexler flipped through it as I settled into the chair across from her. There had to be at least a dozen résumés inside, but I tried not to let that rattle me. I was here. They’d been interested enough to schedule an in-person interview. That had to mean something.

Mrs. Wexler placed my résumé on top of the stack but didn’t glance at it. Instead, she folded her hands on the table and finally met my gaze.

“I appreciate you coming today,” she finally said, her tone so formal it made me feel two inches tall. “Can you tell me a little about why you think you’d be a good fit for this company?”

I pushed aside my nerves. “As you can see on my résumé, I have previous experience working in an office environment—”

“Yes,” she cut me off. “As an assistant.”

I swallowed hard, trying not to wince at her dismissive tone. I’d been through enough failed interviews to recognize when I was wasting my time, but a stubborn spark of hope kept me rooted in place. Or maybe it was just desperation refusing to let me give up.

“Yes,” I said, careful to keep my voice steady and confident despite the tightness in my chest. “But as an assistant, I handled responsibilities that directly apply to this role. Managing departmental budgets. Onboarding new hires. Coordinating culture-driven initiatives across teams. I’m fully confident I can leverage that experience to excel in this position.”

Mrs. Wexler’s lips pressed into a thin, unimpressed line. “I understand you were at your last job for five years?”

The information was right there on my résumé, directly in front of her, but I nodded. “Yes. I started as a marketing assistant and worked my way up, gaining valuable experience along the way.”

“I see.” She paused, and her gaze sharpened. “And why did you leave the company?”

She phrased it like a question, but I knew it really wasn’t one. I could already see the judgement in her eyes, telling me she’d spoken to my previous boss and he’d filled her head with lies.

This was the fifth time this had happened.

The first four years at my previous company, I’d worked under Julia, an incredible mentor who taught me everything I needed to know about succeeding in a corporate world that didn’t always make room for women. When she left for another opportunity, I’d been optimistic about proving myself under new leadership.

Then I met Mr. Hull, and my optimism gradually diminished.

“Have you spoken with Mr. Hull?” The question came out on a sigh. I was done pretending this interview could be salvaged, or hoping there was any chance it would lead to a job offer. I’d been doomed before I ever set foot in this building.

“Yes,” Mrs. Wexler said, her tone clipped. “He made sure to fill me in on the issues he had with your conduct.”

A frustrated scream built in my throat, but I forced it down.

I’d purposefully listed the general department number on my résumé, knowing they would only confirm my employment dates and job title. But somehow—every single time—Mr. Hull caught wind of my applications and contacted whoever was considering hiring me, just to poison the well with his lies.

I didn’t understand why he was still doing this. He’d already fired me for refusing to compromise my ethics. Why did he feel the need to keep destroying my chances six months later? He had nothing to gain, and I could only assume his continued harassment was out of spite.

I wanted to argue and defend myself. I wanted to explain that my former boss was a petty, vindictive man who sabotaged his colleagues to make himself look better. That his own work was mediocre at best, and he knew it, so he relied on manipulation and dirty tactics instead of being competent at his job.

But Mrs. Wexler’s expression had already calcified into something close to contempt. She’d made up her mind. Nothing I said would change it.

“I think I’ll just go,” I said, forcing my voice into polite detachment as I rose from my chair. I refused to let her see how much this hurt. The situation was humiliating enough without adding tears to the mix.

She didn’t argue. Didn’t even stand.

I kept my head held high as I walked out and headed for the elevators. One opened the moment I pressed the call button—the first scrap of luck I’d had all day—and I was grateful, because standing there waiting, exposed and raw, would have broken me.

The elevator was empty. I let myself sag against the back wall, shoulders slumping, head bowing as the car descended toward the lobby. The weight of it all pressed down on me, heavy and suffocating.

For the first time, a treacherous thought slithered through my mind: What if I had just played along with Mr. Hull?

He’d asked me to dig up information on his colleagues—their mistakes, their weaknesses, anything he could use against them. He wanted ammunition to make others look incompetent so he could swoop in as the hero. When I realized what he was doing, he’d tried to recruit me as his accomplice. You’re my assistant, he’d said, as if that meant I owed him my soul. This is how the game is played.

I’d refused to be his accomplice. Flat out, no room for negotiation, refused.

As far as I was concerned, helping him tear down innocent people wasn’t part of my job description. More than that, it was wrong. I didn’t want any part of a toxic environment built on backstabbing and sabotage.

Look where that refusal to compromise my morals had gotten me, I thought bitterly. Six months of unemployment and a savings account that was bleeding out with every passing week. If I’d just kept my head down, just done what he asked…I’d still have a job. I’d still have my independence. I wouldn’t be standing in an elevator, fighting back tears after another interview imploded before it even began.

No. I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I’d helped that man destroy other people’s careers just so he could climb higher. That wasn’t who I was or ever would be.

Some lines couldn’t be crossed, no matter the cost. Even if that cost was struggling to find decent work until Mr. Hull finally got tired of ruining my life.

I drove to my mother’s house afterward since she’d invited me over for dinner, grateful that it would be just the two of us. But when I pulled onto our street, not only was her car in the driveway, I spotted both of my brothers’ vehicles parked out front too.

I pulled in behind Mom’s sedan, and I thumped my forehead against the steering wheel as I slumped forward. A groan escaped me, low and defeated.

I loved my family. I truly did. But they all had their lives together in ways that made my situation feel even more pathetic by comparison. Now I’d have to face all of them and pretend I was fine with being unemployed and directionless.

What a miserable day.

When I opened the front door, laughter spilled out to greet me, followed by the familiar chaos of the people I loved talking over each other. The TV murmured in the background—the news, from the sound of it, though no one was watching.

I stepped into the living room and took in the scene. Mom sat in her favorite armchair, and my brother Kurt leaned against the wall near the fireplace, a glass of whiskey in hand. And on the couch, my other brother Miles sat with his girlfriend, Hazel, tucked against his side. They’d been together for four years now, and I thought of her as family just as much as my actual blood relatives.

Hazel noticed me first, lingering in the doorway like I wasn’t sure I belonged.

“Hey, Raina,” she said with the warm, camera-ready smile that served her well as a journalist on a national network.

Everyone turned to look at me. I managed a smile that I hoped looked more convincing than it felt. “I didn’t know everyone was coming over today.”

“I invited them for dinner, too,” Mom said. “Chili’s in the crock pot.”

That explained the rich, savory aroma drifting from the kitchen.

“So,” Kurt said, not wasting a second, “how did the interview go?”

I hadn’t even made it fully into the room before the question was thrown at me. But I understood. Everyone here cared about me. They wanted me to find a job because they knew how stressed and miserable I’d been since losing the last one.

Both of my brothers had offered me money—multiple times, separately—to help me get by. I’d refused every time. I didn’t want to be a burden, and I hadn’t gotten that desperate. Yet.

I considered lying, just for a moment. It would be so much easier than facing their pity and concern, but I couldn’t do it. The truth would come out eventually anyway.

“It’s not going to happen,” I admitted, crossing the room and sinking into the other armchair. “Maybe I should just give up on finding a job like the one I had before. Maybe business isn’t for me anymore.”

Miles shook his head, frowning. “No, don’t do that. There are tons of companies in this city. You’re bound to find the right fit eventually.”

I looked at my brother—successful, popular, and a professional hockey player living his dream with the New York Lynx. They’d won the Stanley Cup last season. His life was the definition of having his shit together.

I tried to appreciate that his words came from a place of good intentions and genuine faith in my abilities. But I couldn’t quite suppress the bitter twist of jealousy that tightened my chest. It wasn’t fair to resent him. None of this was his fault, though I knew he partially blamed himself for the sacrifices I’d been forced to make.

If I’d finished my degree, I’d have more leverage and more doors would open beyond just my work experience. But life had other plans. I was in my third year of college when Mom was diagnosed with cancer, and suddenly I had a family crisis to manage. School became impossible.

Both of my brothers were older, already deep into building their careers. Miles was on the other side of the country back then, playing for a team in New Mexico, so the role of caretaker had fallen to me.

I didn’t regret it. Not for a second. Mom was healthy now, and that was worth more than any degree. But the sacrifice still echoed through my life in ways I hadn’t anticipated.

“Don’t worry about me,” I said, forcing a brightness into my voice. “I’ll keep looking. Worst case, I’ll be flipping burgers at McDonald’s.”

Tense laughter rippled through the room. I joined in, even though I wasn’t entirely sure I was joking.


CHAPTER THREE


Simon

I didn’t work on Saturday. After Liam’s pointed conversation about my assistant situation a few days ago, I was determined to prove—to myself at least—that I had everything under control. Even without Sarah.

Instead, I spent the entire day pacing my apartment, mentally cycling through all the work piling up on my desk. Emails I should be answering. Reports I should be reviewing. Calls I should be returning. All the work that wasn’t getting done because I was only one person and it was too much for me to keep up with.

Maybe Liam had a point. I didn’t like admitting that, but I was man enough to acknowledge when I was wrong. At least privately. I wasn’t about to actually tell Liam he was right. Didn’t want my brother getting too cocky.

It was early evening when a knock sounded at my door.

“Come in,” I called from the kitchen, grabbing a couple of beers from the refrigerator as my good friend Kurt Seager walked in. He had a six-pack tucked under his arm, and I took it from him as I handed over one of the cold bottles I’d just retrieved for the two of us.

“You were almost late,” I said as we moved into the living room, where pre-game analysis had been droning on for the past hour. Kurt’s brother, Miles, played hockey for the New York Lynx, and I was lucky enough to attend home games with Kurt fairly regularly. But tonight’s game was in Virginia, which meant we’d be watching on my flat screen with cold beers and pizza on the way.

“I didn’t realize you were watching the clock.” Kurt twisted the cap off his beer, his tone dry. “Were you worried I was going to stand you up?”

I punched him in the shoulder, nearly making him spill his drink. Kurt was one of my oldest friends, and I was used to his sense of humor.

“I wasn’t worried.” I settled onto one end of the couch while he claimed the other. “I just figured you were busy with some woman again.”

Kurt groaned. “That was one time. And it was like three years ago. I don’t pick up women like I used to.”

“Getting too old to be a player?”

This time he punched me.

“What about you?” He raised an eyebrow. “Haven’t seen you with a woman in a while. You take a vow of celibacy or what?”

I chuckled, then took a long pull from my beer. “I’m busy. I spend too much time at work to get serious with anyone.”

Not that I was living like a monk. When I needed to blow off steam, finding a willing partner was never a problem. The women I ended up with were usually from the same circles I’d grown up in—socialites who recognized the Powers name and everything that came with it. They weren’t interested in me, not really. They were interested in the family money, the connections, the lifestyle. And honestly? That suited me fine. I didn’t have time for anything real. Didn’t have the bandwidth for emotional entanglements or the complications that came with them. Casual and brief worked for everyone involved. No expectations. No disappointments.

The game started, and conversation dropped away as we focused on the players. The first period was intense—Miles was having a hell of a night—and when the pizza arrived, we demolished a large supreme between us while working through a few more beers.

When the period ended and commercials flooded the screen, one of the first ads was for an athletic wear company. Sleek. Modern. Exactly the kind of brand we’d tried to build eight years ago.

My jaw tightened at the unexpected reminder. I glanced at Kurt, but he was typing away on his phone, seemingly oblivious. We never talked about the company. For my part, even thinking about it felt like pressing on a bruise that never fully healed. My first real failure. The first business I’d really poured my heart into, only to watch it crumble because I’d trusted the wrong person.

“You know, I saw Chuck a couple of weeks ago,” Kurt said suddenly, confirming that I wasn’t the only one with the past on his mind.

Chuck had been our third partner in that venture—older, more experienced, the one we’d trusted to handle production while Kurt and I focused on marketing and growth. We hadn’t stayed friends after everything fell apart.

“He was at an art gallery opening,” Kurt went on. “Hanging around some artist with his tongue practically dragging on the floor behind him.”

I would’ve laughed at the image if thoughts of Chuck didn’t make my blood pressure spike. “Did you talk to him?”

Kurt scoffed. “Hell no. I’ve got nothing to say to that dick.”

I shook my head slowly, the old anger stirring in my chest. “I still can’t believe what he did to us. To the company.” My voice dropped, rough with something I didn’t want to examine too closely. “I can’t believe I trusted him.”

We’d been young and hungry, fresh out of college with more ambition than sense. Chuck was a decade older, seasoned, with the kind of business experience that made him seem like a sure thing. We’d handed him the keys to production and quality control, confident he knew what he was doing.

Instead, he’d cut corners on materials to pad his own margins. Skimmed money off the top when he thought we weren’t looking. By the time we caught on, our reputation was already tanking. Reviews were brutal. Returns piled up. And our fledgling company—the thing we’d built from nothing—collapsed under the weight of his greed.

A bigger, more established business might have weathered the storm. We didn’t stand a chance.

“Same,” Kurt agreed, his voice flat. He finished his beer and stood. “You want another one?”

“Yeah.”

He headed for the kitchen while my thoughts lingered on Chuck and the sting of watching everything I’d worked for fall apart. I’d been so proud of that company. So certain we were building something real.

And then it was gone.

The memory made me think of Carla. Wasn’t that the same mistake I’d made with her? Trusting someone because of their experience, their credentials, their confident assurances—only to be blindsided by incompetence a second time?

“Well, I’ve learned my lesson now,” I muttered to myself, just as Kurt walked back into the room.

“What’s that?” He handed me a fresh beer and settled back onto the couch.

I leaned into the cushions, scrubbing a hand down my face. “Just thinking about how that old mess is still rattling around in my head.” I paused, then decided to just say it. “You know how I’ve had trouble keeping an assistant?”

Kurt’s expression shifted. “Don’t tell me you fired another one.”

I nodded. “Couple of days ago.”

He let out a low whistle. “Damn, Simon. It’s starting to seem like you’re sabotaging yourself.”

The defensive response rose automatically—high standards, inadequate employees, the same justifications I’d given Liam. But while all of that was true, I knew it wasn’t the real problem.

“I have a hard time trusting people,” I admitted, the words scraping against my pride on the way out. “In business, I mean. I can’t shake the feeling that if I don’t maintain total control over every aspect of the company, it’ll all come crashing down again. Just like last time.”

If anyone would understand, it was Kurt. We’d both lost our first business, both had our confidence shaken by Chuck’s betrayal. But Kurt had been in an even worse position than me. I had family money to fall back on—a trust fund that cushioned the blow. Kurt had invested everything he had. When the company went under, he lost it all.

He was doing well now, working as a wealth manager at a prestigious firm, but I knew those early years after our failure had been brutal for him.

Kurt was quiet for a moment, turning his beer bottle slowly in his hands. “You know what happened wasn’t your fault, right? Chuck screwed us over. That’s on him.” He met my eyes, his expression unusually serious. “But I’m going to be honest with you. If you keep firing assistants and trying to do everything yourself, you’re going to miss something. A detail. A deadline. And when that happens, when you inevitably drop a ball, that will be your fault.”

I hated that he had a point. Just like Liam.

“You know anyone who could handle my bossy ass?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood.

To my surprise, Kurt didn’t laugh it off. His expression turned thoughtful, and he studied me for a long moment.

“Actually… I just might.”

I set my beer on the coffee table and leaned forward, elbows braced on my knees. “Who?” I asked curiously.

Kurt placed his own bottle down and shifted on the couch to face me directly. “Now, don’t say no immediately—”

“You’re not off to a great start.” I scowled, immediately suspicious.

“Just keep an open mind, okay?” He held up a hand, preemptively cutting off my objection. “I think you should consider hiring my sister. Raina.”

I stared at him. Kurt was my best friend. And I had a well-documented tendency to alienate my assistants before inevitably firing them. Hiring his sister seemed like a guaranteed way to destroy our friendship.

“I’m pretty sure that’s a terrible idea,” I said flatly. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m difficult to work for.”

Kurt smirked. “Raina’s tough. She can handle it.”

I’d known Kurt for years, but somehow I’d never actually met Raina. She was a few years younger than us, and our paths had simply never crossed. I’d heard bits and pieces about her over the years, enough to know she’d worked as an executive assistant before, which was promising. But I also knew that job had ended badly. Kurt had mentioned she’d been fired under questionable circumstances and hadn’t been able to land another position in six months.

Six months was a long time to be unemployed. There had to be a reason.

“I don’t know…” I shook my head slowly. “If she’s been out of work for half a year, that’s a red flag.”

“She got screwed over by a vindictive boss,” Kurt said, an edge creeping into his voice. “The guy’s been actively sabotaging her job search. It’s not a reflection of her work.”

That gave me pause, but it didn’t erase my concerns entirely. Beyond the employment gap, there was still the matter of Kurt. If I ended up firing his sister—and based on my track record, that wasn’t exactly an impossibility—would he resent me for it? Would it poison a friendship that was incredibly important to me?

But maybe… maybe that was exactly what I needed. Maybe if I had Kurt’s friendship hanging in the balance, I’d be forced to actually give his sister a fair shot. A real chance to prove herself instead of looking for reasons to push her out the door. It was risky. If she turned out to be terrible at the job, I’d be stuck in an impossible position.

But I was already stuck. My workload wasn’t getting smaller, and I was running out of options. Either I gave Raina a chance, or I called a temp agency and ended up with some random person who might be completely unqualified. The thought of that made my skin crawl.

I turned the idea over in my mind, examining it from every angle. “How about a ninety-day probationary period?” I finally said. “We see how things go for three months. If it’s not working, for either of us, we part ways professionally, no hard feelings. And you don’t hold it against me.”

Kurt studied my face for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Fair enough. I’ll let her know.”

“Fine.” I picked up my beer, already half-regretting the decision. “But I’m warning you, I’m not going to go easy on her just because she’s your sister.”

Kurt’s smirk returned. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

The second period started, pulling our attention back to the game. But my mind kept drifting to this sister I’d never met, this unknown variable I’d just agreed to let into my carefully controlled professional life.

I told myself it was just ninety days. Three months to see if she could handle the pressure, meet my standards, and prove she was worth trusting.

Realistically? I expected her to be gone before the probation period ended. If she even lasted that long.


CHAPTER FOUR


Raina

The offices of Powers Investment Group were located in a sleek, modern building in the heart of Manhattan. My palms were damp as I walked through the lobby, a leather bag over one shoulder and a plastic container clutched in my other hand—chocolate chip cookies I’d baked at two in the morning because I couldn’t sleep.

When Kurt called yesterday to tell me he’d found me a job, I wasn’t sure whether to feel grateful or mortified. I’d never met Simon Powers, but I knew he and my brother had been close since college. They went way back, which meant Kurt had almost certainly leveraged that friendship to push Simon into hiring me without so much as an interview. The man didn’t even have a copy of my résumé.

I felt like a charity case. Like I hadn’t earned this. But I wasn’t about to refuse the job offer. I’d gotten nowhere on my own in the past six months, and I couldn’t let pride stand between me and a paycheck. I just needed to prove myself—to Simon, and to myself—and then I’d feel better about all of it.

The cookies were meant to break the ice. Kurt mentioned Simon had a sweet tooth, and showing up with a homemade gift seemed like a harmless way to start things on the right foot.

After checking in with the security guard at the lobby desk
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