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  The Proposal


Lorana Rimer stayed at her desk long after the rest of the floor had gone dark. The only light came from her monitor and the faint glow of the city through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard, but the words on the screen blurred. She had read the clause from her grandmother’s will a dozen times already. Marriage by her thirtieth birthday or the inheritance passed to distant cousins who would gut the family foundation her grandmother had built. Lorana was twenty-nine. Time was not on her side. 
She glanced across the open-plan office toward Julian Navarro’s workspace. His drafting table was still lit. Of course it was. The man treated overtime like a personal challenge. They had been circling each other for two years, trading barbed comments in meetings, competing for the same corner office, and somehow ending up assigned to the same massive mixed-use development. Rivals. Nothing more. Until tonight.
Lorana stood, smoothing her pencil skirt, and crossed the quiet floor. Her heels clicked against the polished concrete. Julian looked up as she approached, that familiar half-smile already in place, green eyes flicking over her before returning to his screen.
“Rimer. Still here? I thought you had a dinner with the Montgomery team.”
“Canceled,” she said. “I need to talk to you. Privately.”
His eyebrows lifted. “That sounds serious. Should I be worried or flattered?”
She didn’t smile. “My office. Now.”
Julian followed, closing the glass door behind him. The space felt smaller with him in it. Lorana stayed behind her desk, using the barrier like armor.
“I have a proposal,” she began. “A six-month arrangement. Strictly contractual. I need a husband on paper. You need the kind of capital that lets an architect open his own firm without begging investors. My grandmother’s will requires marriage. The payout would cover both our ambitions twice over.”
Julian leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “You’re serious.”
“Completely. We marry, live together for appearances, attend the required family events, and dissolve it cleanly at the end. Separate bedrooms. No feelings. I’ve already drafted the terms.”
He let out a short laugh. “You’re actually standing there offering me a fake marriage like it’s a merger. That’s cold even for you, Lorana.”
Her stomach tightened, but she kept her voice even. “The financial incentive is two million upon successful completion. Paid to you. Tax-free. Plus full access to my legal team to protect your firm interests during the arrangement.”
Julian’s smile faded. He studied her for a long moment. The office felt too quiet, the distant hum of the building the only sound. “Two million,” he repeated. “And all I have to do is pretend I’m in love with my biggest rival for six months?”
“Exactly. We sign an NDA tonight. Then a full contract. You move into my apartment next week. We stage the wedding before the board reads the will. Public appearances only. Nothing private unless we both agree.”
He pushed off the door and walked closer, stopping at the edge of her desk. “You’ve thought this through. Of course you have. But why me? Plenty of men would jump at this.”
“Because you’re ambitious enough to keep it professional,” Lorana said. “And because you already know how to lie convincingly in front of clients. This is no different.”
Julian’s gaze sharpened. Interest flickered behind the initial refusal she could still see in the set of his shoulders. “One condition,” he said. “If we’re doing this, we do it right. No half-measures. If your family smells a fake, we both lose.”
She slid the NDA and contract across the desk. “Sign and we negotiate details over dinner. I booked a private room downtown. We need to practice looking like we can stand each other.”
Julian picked up the pen. His signature was bold across both documents before she finished speaking. “Done. But dinner better include wine. I’m going to need it.”
The restaurant was dim and expensive, the kind of place where conversations stayed muffled by heavy tablecloths and attentive servers. They sat across from each other in a secluded booth. Lorana had changed into a black dress that skimmed her curves without being obvious. Julian had left his tie at the office, collar open. The first glass of wine loosened nothing between them.
“We need rules,” she said after the server left. “No touching without warning. No real dates. Separate finances except for shared appearances.”
Julian swirled his glass. “And when we kiss in public? Because that’s going to happen. Your grandmother’s lawyers will expect it.”
Lorana’s pulse kicked. She hadn’t let herself imagine that part. “We keep it brief. Clinical.”
“Clinical,” he echoed, voice low. “Right.”
The check came. Julian paid without argument. Outside, the night air was cool. He held the car door for her, a gesture that felt too natural. At her building he followed her up without being asked. The contract had already changed the air between them.
Inside her apartment, Lorana turned to face him. “We should practice. Once. So it doesn’t look awkward tomorrow when we announce the engagement.”
Julian stepped closer. His height forced her to tilt her head back. “You sure about this, Rimer?”
“It’s business,” she said, though her voice had gone softer than she intended.
His hand rose, fingers brushing her jaw before settling at the nape of her neck. The kiss started exactly as she had described: brief, controlled. Then his mouth slanted and the control slipped. Heat flared low in her stomach. Lorana’s hands found the front of his shirt without permission. Julian made a quiet sound against her lips, deepening the kiss for one charged second before pulling back.
They stared at each other. Her breath came uneven. His green eyes were darker than usual, pupils blown.
“That,” Julian said, voice rough, “didn’t feel clinical.”
Lorana swallowed. Her lips tingled. “It was practice. Nothing more.”
He nodded once, but neither of them moved. The contract sat signed on her kitchen counter, six months suddenly feeling both endless and far too short. Julian stepped back first, clearing his throat.
“See you at the office tomorrow, wife.”
The word landed between them like a live wire. Lorana didn’t correct him. She simply watched him leave, the door clicking shut, and pressed her fingers to her mouth where the heat still lingered.






  
  Moving In


Lorana stood in the middle of her living room, arms crossed, watching the movers carry Julian’s last boxes through the door. The condo felt different already with another person’s presence inside it. Sunlight poured through the wide windows overlooking the city, catching on the sleek furniture she had chosen for herself alone. Now there were suitcases stacked near the guest room and a drafting table Julian had insisted on bringing, even though she had told him the space was limited. 
Julian followed the last mover in, rolling up his sleeves. His green eyes scanned the open layout, that easy smile already in place. “Nice place, Rimer. Or should I say Navarro? We need to decide on the last name situation before brunch.”
“It stays Rimer for now,” Lorana said. She gestured toward the hallway. “Your room is the second door on the right. Mine is at the end. Separate. That stays non-negotiable.”
He set down a box and straightened, studying her. “Already laying down the law before I’ve unpacked a single shirt. I remember the contract. Separate bedrooms. No feelings. Professional distance except when we’re performing. I got it.”
She nodded, but the memory of their practice kiss from the night before lingered at the edges of her thoughts. It hadn’t felt professional. She pushed the thought aside and walked toward the kitchen. “We should go over the rest while you settle in. Coffee’s fresh.”
Julian followed, leaning against the counter as she poured two mugs. The space between them felt charged even in the bright morning light. “Boundaries,” he said. “Let’s hear them.”
“No entering each other’s rooms without permission. No overnight guests. We keep personal lives separate. When we’re here, we’re roommates handling a contract. Outside, we sell the story.” Lorana sipped her coffee, the heat grounding her. “And no real attachment. This ends in six months. We both walk away with what we need.”
Julian’s smile softened, though his eyes stayed sharp. “You really think we can live like this and pretend nothing’s shifting? Because last night’s kiss didn’t feel like a contract clause.”
“It was practice,” she said quickly. “Nothing more. We keep it that way.”
He held her gaze a moment longer before lifting his mug. “Fine. Separate bedrooms. No feelings. I’ll play by the rules. But if your family starts asking questions at brunch, I’m improvising. Can’t have them thinking we’re strangers.”
The brunch was set for Lorana’s parents’ house in the hills, a weekly gathering that had become mandatory since the will reading. Lorana changed into a soft blue dress that skimmed her figure, while Julian waited in the living room in a crisp button-down. They drove over in her car, the silence between them comfortable but tense. At the house, her mother pulled them both into hugs the moment they stepped inside.
“Lorana, darling, and Julian. It’s so wonderful to see you two together like this. Come, everyone’s waiting.”
The long table on the patio was already filled with relatives. Conversation buzzed around them as Lorana introduced Julian as her fiancé. He slipped into the role easily, laughing at the right moments, answering questions about their “sudden” engagement with charming vagueness. Lorana stayed close, her hand occasionally brushing his arm for show.
During the meal, Julian’s hand found the small of her back when she reached for the mimosa pitcher. His palm rested there, warm through the thin fabric of her dress. The touch was light, meant only to steady her in front of her family, but heat bloomed low in her stomach and spread. Lorana’s breath caught. She glanced at him, but Julian’s expression remained relaxed, his thumb making the smallest circle against her spine before he withdrew.
She forced herself to focus on the conversation, answering questions about the wedding plans they had fabricated. Yet the spark from that single touch refused to fade. Her skin felt too sensitive, her thoughts drifting to how his hand might feel without the barrier of clothing. She crossed her legs under the table, trying to steady herself.
Julian leaned in during a lull, his voice low near her ear. “You okay? You went quiet.”
“Fine,” she whispered back. “Just performing.”
His fingers brushed her wrist under the table, a brief, hidden contact that sent another pulse of warmth through her. “You’re doing great. They’re buying it.”
By the time they excused themselves after dessert, Lorana’s nerves hummed. They walked to the car in silence, the afternoon sun casting long shadows across the driveway. Once inside, Julian started the engine but didn’t pull out right away.
“That went well,” he said. “Your aunt kept asking about kids though. I deflected.”
Lorana stared out the window, the memory of his hand on her back still vivid. “Good. We stick to the story. No extras.”
The drive home stretched longer than it should have. Tension filled the car, unspoken but thick. At the condo, they climbed the stairs without speaking. Julian paused at his bedroom door while Lorana stood at hers.
“Rules are rules,” he said, though his voice carried a roughness that hadn’t been there earlier. “Separate. No feelings.”
She nodded, fingers tightening on the doorknob. “Exactly. See you in the morning for the meeting.”
Julian gave her one last look before stepping inside his room. Lorana closed her own door behind her and leaned against it, heart still racing from a touch that had been nothing more than performance. The condo felt smaller already, the boundaries they had set already straining under the weight of proximity. She pressed a hand to her lower back where his palm had rested, wondering how she would survive six months of this without something breaking.
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