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      Gregor Beaumont is in a world of hurt that all the charm in his gorgeous, well-toned body can’t fix. His late grandfather, God rest his soul, wanted to make sure Gregor and his two playboy brothers settle down. He had the brilliant idea of buying up a huge share of the brothers’ engine company and using that as incentive for each brother to find Mrs. Right. Settle down or lose the company to a competitor. Well, that’s just not happening to Gregor, not when life’s so good at the moment. Gregor likes racing fast cars and seducing fast women, and not necessarily in that order. Settle down? Not a chance. Gregor has his own brilliant idea: find some wholesome and desperate girl to pretend to be his girlfriend. No harm. No foul. Unless things start getting a little bit too real.

      Kara Alerby knows she’s a sucker for blues eyes and a great smile, so when Gregor comes into her theater wanting to hire her to act the part of his adoring girlfriend, she’s already got her defenses on high alert. But Kara’s a practical girl, and Gregor’s offering a boatload of money that would go a long way toward making her dream of creating a fine arts school for gifted kids a reality. She can ignore his smiles, his charisma, and his kiss-me mouth if it means she’ll get her school. All she has to do is remind herself, every second of every day they’re together, that it’s all make believe—even when it doesn’t always feel that way.

      When Greg’s love of racing puts his life in jeopardy, Kara isn’t ready to watch another person die in front of her like her father did. And Greg isn’t about to stop doing the one thing that makes life worth living. The two are on a collision course, one that could break them apart forever if they don’t change directions…
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      Kara lurked in the back row of the grand old theater as students filed in. It was the first afternoon of a new session of summer improv, but inside, shadows clung to the corners and wings, casting the nearly one-hundred-year-old theater in a somber, reverent mood.

      As more students filed in, filling the first three rows sporadically, Kara checked her email for what she promised herself would be the last time that afternoon.

      She’d been waiting for news for what felt like an eternity, but really it had only been a semester. In the middle of last school year, she found out that her beloved community theater would be put up for sale—and the owner was motivated to sell. Too motivated for Kara’s tastes, since her long-held dream was to buy this space and open her own school for the arts. Maybe she’d held the dream too close to her heart, because the past six months had been a crush of grant applications and community pleading. Foster the Arts and Save Our Theater had been practically the only words on her lips since January.

      And this week the grant decision was due to arrive.

      The little circle spun in the middle of her screen as the app checked for new mail for the billionth time that day. Her belly clenched as her inbox refreshed. No new emails. Christ on a stick. She pocketed her phone with a sigh. The email should have arrived Monday, and now it was Wednesday. Every minute she had to wait for this decision was another minute when someone else might buy the theater and ruin her dream.

      Because this was it. This was all she had. Acting, directing, teaching. She was born only to do this.

      “Just keep filling in the seats.” Kara’s assistant Lexie waved people in as they hesitated near the door or got lost in conversation. “We’ll be starting in about five minutes.”

      Kara watched the filling rows without really seeing them. What would she do if she didn’t get the grant? There was no way she could afford this theater on her meager high school drama teacher paycheck. Hell, these improv classes were the only way she could really live comfortably, afford the occasional night out. And only because she’d worked so hard to grow them and really make the improv classes popular in their Seattle suburb.

      She blinked hard, trying to get a head count from her distant vantage point. She liked to keep her distance at the start of a new class, have a chance to observe without being observed, like an actor peering from the wings on the opening night of a new play. It gave her perspective. A chance to let her persona settle into place before she burst onto the stage, the bright and bubbly Ms. Alerby the community had come to expect.

      Her hand gravitated toward the phone in the back pocket of her denim shorts. Before she realized it, she was checking her email again.

      This time, the circle spun for a bit longer than before. Or maybe she just stared more intently at it, forcing time to slow. Her phone buzzed with a new email.

      “RE: SEEKING GRANT FOR COMMUNITY THEATER”

      Her breath caught in her throat, the conversation and chatter of the theater dulling to a whisper as she stared at the new arrival. It was here. Finally. She paused before swiping it open, mind circling back to revisit every doubt and worry she’d nursed for the past six months. They’ve got to approve it. You’ve got it. I know I got this.

      She bit her lip and opened it, rereading the opening line almost five times before digesting anything.

      And then she read it again. Just to be sure that she had understood it correctly.

      “Dear Ms. Alerby, we regret to inform you that your grant was not selected for…”

      Her mouth parted, her gaze drifting away while the email shone up at her. It couldn’t be right. She checked the text again—“While carefully crafted, your proposal was not the strongest that reached our table…”—and the truth shuddered through her, leaving a sick, hot wake behind it.

      Her ears rang, and she stuffed the phone in her back pocket. Class would start in just a few minutes. She had to shake this off. She’d pore over the email later, beat herself up for losing this opportunity, and begin the mourning process.

      Lexie was looking at her from the front of the auditorium, worry knit into her brow. Maybe she’d seen her staring aghast at her phone. And then Kara noticed Mr. Hofstadt, the theater manager, beside her, squeezing her shoulder, sending a smile her way before excusing himself from the side doors. Kara’s stomach wrenched again. Why had he stopped by? Could this possibly be more bad news? Maybe he’d come to tell her that her improv classes would be cancelled immediately, due to the theater selling to someone else.

      Lexie strode up the middle aisle, her clipboard clutched to her chest. Her dark tresses looked shiny, pulled back into a smooth ponytail, as she walked toward Kara at the back of the theater.

      “What was that about?” Kara whispered, even though she didn’t have to.

      “Why are you whispering?” Lexie whispered back.

      Sometimes, it felt like speaking in a regular volume would make something real. And this news was not something she wanted to be real. “Because I feel like it. What did he say?”

      Lexie nibbled on her bottom lip. “Mr. Hofstadt said that he spoke with the property owner.”

      Kara stilled, immediately reaching out for Lexie’s wrist. She’d almost forgotten, in the whirlwind of waiting for the overdue grant response, that she’d been expecting a reply from the property owner about her request to postpone the sale.

      “Tell me he’s going to throw me a bone,” Kara whispered.

      Lexie shook her head, and Kara’s stomach clattered to the ground. “Mr. Hofstadt can’t get a word out of him. Mr. Walton won’t share any information about the theater, and every time Mr. Hofstadt tries, he gets shut down. The owner just doesn’t want to negotiate anything that isn’t an immediate sale.”

      Kara clenched Lexie’s wrist a bit tighter before letting go, shifting her gaze to the few rows of heads looking toward the stage. Despair circled inside her, but class needed to start, and this wasn’t the time to lament. No, that would come later, with a bottle of wine and lots of screaming into her pillow.

      Your dream is about to be flushed down the toilet.

      She cleared her throat, sending a pointed look to Lexie. In a normal voice, she said, “We should start the class. Go close the door, and I’ll start introductions.” This could be the last class you ever teach inside this place.

      Lexie nodded, still nibbling nervously at her lip. “Also, I wanted to tell you that we had a walk-in.”

      “That’s fine.” Kara waved her hand dismissively.

      “He paid for the whole class, even though he said he’ll just be able to attend today.”

      Kara creased her brow. “Weird. But I’ll take his money if he insists.”

      Lexie scanned the front of the house, then pointed toward someone on the left side of the theater. “There he is. See him?”

      Kara struggled to follow Lexie’s finger, but couldn’t discern which head his might be.

      “He’s mega-gorgeous,” Lexie added, dropping her hand. “You won’t miss him.”

      Kara nodded tersely. Probably another early-twenties Hollywood hopeful who was too attractive for his own good. She got enough of them as it was. But she knew better than to fall for their fawn-over-me charm. “Grab the doors.”

      Lexie ran toward the side doors, and Kara counted to ten before beginning a slow walk down the center aisle. She absorbed the clamor of voices, the echoes off the elaborately arched and decorated walls. As she reached the first row of students, her voice cut through the chatter.

      “Hello, students!” The forced brightness of her greeting rang false to her, but she knew it carried perfectly. No one would suspect the dark clouds inside her right now. “Welcome to the first day of summer improv.”

      Her students turned, almost thirty faces in various shades of curiosity, anxiety, or excitement. Improv classes attracted as many introverts as they did extroverts, and while everyone who signed up always did so of their own free will, nerves usually abounded. Especially once the welcome games began.

      Kara introduced herself and Lexie and then got down to business. “We’ll be here for six weeks, two days a week, with ample homework and plenty of comfort zone–destroying games ahead of us.” The class tittered nervously. She swept her gaze across the students as she spoke, trying to get familiar with the new faces.

      “If you’ve ever wanted to get more comfortable speaking in front of a crowd, ace your next audition for a play, or just generally learn how to respond quickly to basically anything that anyone could ever throw your way, you’ve come to the right place.” Kara offered a reassuring smile, her skin prickling when she noticed someone in the farthest seat, close to the door, with their head down. Probably buried in their phone already.

      She headed that way as she made a slow stroll in front of the stage, glancing discreetly at the offending student. It wasn’t often she got disrespectful students in the summer classes. High school was another story. Her exasperated-teacher hackles had already risen.

      “To begin, let’s do introductions.” Kara watched the student, clearly a grown man, his tousled, dark-blond hair shrouding his face as he bent over his phone. He cut a boxy profile, strong square shoulders under an expensive-looking button-down shirt. “This is both practical and a memory test.” She grinned devilishly as she explained the game in which every student introduced themselves by alliterating their name with a descriptive word, making a gesture, and repeating the introduction of the person that came before them.

      “I’ll go first. I’m Kooky Kara.” She tipped an imaginary hat, then pointed to the farthest student on the opposite side. “Now you.”

      The students went one by one, some announcing themselves quietly, others with laughter. Slowly, the mood in the theater relaxed. When the introductions reached the inattentive student nearest the door, he was still buried in his phone. His turn to introduce himself was met with silence.

      Kara cleared her throat. “Excuse me?”

      The man snapped his head up, sky blue eyes searing through her. He had the face of a Gucci model, pure angles and square jaw. This had to be Mr. Gorgeous Lexie had pointed out. Confusion clung to his face as he looked around as though he’d just noticed he was here. “Yes?”

      “Have you been paying attention?” Her annoyance was through the roof now. This was not a good way to start off the session for him. But Lexie had said this was his one and only class. Kara could only hope.

      “Excuse me. I had a bit of an emergency back home.” A soft British accent shone through his baritone, softening the edge of Kara’s annoyance.

      “We’re introducing ourselves,” she said firmly. Don’t be swayed by the accent. But British accents were so hot.

      “Ah, yes. Kooky Kara.” He offered a grin, one that made her heart skip a beat. So he had heard something. “Massive apologies. I’m Gregarious Gregor.” He sent an exaggerated wink her way. She fought to keep her face stony.

      “Very good,” she said, overlooking the fact that he had entirely missed repeating the name of the student before him. If he was going to be the problem student, she’d take what she could get. “Now that we all know who we are…let’s just dive in head first, shall we?”

      Almost immediately, Gregor buried himself in his phone again. And maybe she was peeking at him a bit more than needed. But Lexie had been right. The man was hot. It was hard to look away. He should have called himself Gorgeous Gregor.

      “I’d like to start with a scene.” Kara surveyed the class, feigning interest in selecting a student at random. “Would anyone like to do a scene with me?”

      A few tentative hands raised, but she wouldn’t call on them. She already had her scene buddy selected. “Gregarious Gregor? Would you like to live up to your name?”

      His head shot up again, confusion swirling in those light eyes. “Of course.”

      “Come up here. You’ll be the first volunteer.” On the inside, she cackled evilly. This guy would learn a thing or two about showing up to her classes and not paying attention.

      Gregor cleared his throat, seat creaking beneath him as he stood. He walked toward the front and followed her up the side stairs onto the stage, where she got the full scope of his lean physique. He was easily a head taller than she, lean and sturdy beneath his impeccable clothing. Her heart raced as she faced him, in a way it hadn’t done in years.

      “Now. Let’s begin a scene. Any scene you want. Just start, and I’ll keep up.” She sent a reassuring smile toward the class. Almost thirty sets of wide eyes watched the two of them on stage.

      “Right.” Gregor pinched his lips together, gaze tracking up and down her body. Did he like what he saw? Kara tried to erase the thought. She shouldn’t care. She needed to clear her mind.

      “She speaks!” Gregor suddenly said, his voice carrying bright and clear. “This winged messenger of improvisation!”

      Kara smirked. Riffing off of Romeo and Juliet…not bad. “Oh, Gregor, Gregor, wherefore art thou Gregor? Deny my attention and refuse thy lessons?”

      “I take thee at thy word,” Gregor responded smoothly, stepping closer. The sincerity in his performance made her breath catch. “Call me but Brad Pitt and I’ll be new baptized.”

      The class snickered below them. Kara affected a haughty saunter, strolling past him.

      “My ears have not yet drunk a hundred words of your tongue’s utterings, yet I know what awaits, Gregarious Gregor.”

      “But do you, Kooky Kara?” Gregor stepped in her path, wrapping an arm around her waist. “By yonder blessed moon I vow…”

      “To what?” she countered, the feel of his fingers pressed into her waist distracting her from the scene.

      He dipped her backwards, and she relented, leaning on his strong grip to guide her arching back. “To pay attention to every single word you say until this class is over.”
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      The class erupted into applause at their butchered modern version of Romeo and Juliet, and Gregor helped Kara to standing. Her face was flushed, a sure sign that he’d gotten to her. It was his goal with nearly every woman he crossed paths with, but especially her, since she’d been seething annoyance with him since class began.

      At least he could win her over with charm. Her lingering looks his way as he departed the stage told him everything he needed to know. Charm was his primary currency, in any country, for any business deal. And he’d need a lot of it to seal the deal before him.

      She’ll do quite nicely. He settled back into his seat, intent on at least looking like he was paying more attention. Thank god for his stint in the drama troupe during university; it had paid off all these years later. He hadn’t actually planned on participating in this improv class he’d signed up for. No, his goal was much more difficult than honing his craft or fine-tuning his public speaking. Besides, he was more than accomplished at both of those.

      Gregor needed a wife.

      Rather, he needed someone to pose as his soulmate, and be willing to take the act all the way to the altar. Hence the last month and a half scouring the Seattle area for improv classes, acting classes, drama meet-ups and everything in between. He needed a woman of a certain age—mid-twenties—of a certain look—gorgeous enough to fool his family that he’d finally chosen his life partner—and with a certain flexibility. Marrying him for convenience would not necessarily be easy, but it would come with benefits. And part of the ruse would involve flying around the world with him, making appearances, supporting his racing career, and convincing his grandmother that the conditions of his grandfather’s last will and testament would indeed be met by the deadline.

      It was a tall order on a good day, but Kooky Kara inspired a certain hope in him. She was beautiful enough to make him look twice. Silky, dark brown hair that begged him to run his fingers through it. Charmingly cream-colored complexion that blushed an equally charming rose. And her body was as soft and intoxicating in his arms as any of his most memorable flings.

      Let’s just hope she agrees to the deal. Gregor didn’t make the mistake of looking disinterested or bored in class again. Actually, Kooky Kara was quite captivating. She clearly had a talent for teaching people and even more clearly knew her way around the full range of human emotion. All the better for his plan.

      After more introductory exercises and a brief question and answer session, the hour-long class wrapped up. A few students beelined for Kara, so Gregor bided his time, crossing an ankle over his knee as he waited.

      Kara’s dark eyes glanced at him over the shoulder of the girl talking to her. The theater had almost entirely emptied out; he was the only person still waiting. When the girl walked away and Kara was left chatting quietly with her assistant, Gregor stood. He approached slowly, almost jauntily, loving the lick of curiosity that sizzled through the air as he neared.

      He waited as she finished her sentence with the assistant, then he offered a grin that plenty of women had described as dazzling and handsome. “Kooky Kara. Might we speak?”

      Kara paused, her mouth parted, as her gaze raked over his face. “Is everything okay?”

      “I’d like to speak to you.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “Alone, if possible.”

      Kara glanced at her assistant, who nodded fiercely, reaching for a bookbag in the front row. “No problem. I’m on my way out. See you tomorrow, Kare!”

      The assistant’s footsteps thudded softly on the carpet as she headed for the side door. Gregor watched her go, waiting until the door shut behind her to continue. When he turned to Kara, her brows were knit with worry.

      “I hope there isn’t a problem with the class,” she began.

      “Oh, no. You have a lovely class.” He pressed his palm against his heart to show his sincerity. “I just felt the need to speak with you privately about…a different matter.”

      “Oh?” Kara narrowed her eyes.

      “I must ask that you hear me out.” Nervousness pricked at him. In all the classes he’d attended, he’d never gotten as far as making the pitch. Kara was the first woman who even remotely fit the bill. And if he was ever going to sell anything in his life, it needed to be this idea.

      “Sure.” She shrugged, but he could taste her confusion like fresh blood.

      “My full name is Gregor Beaumont.” He paused, waiting to see if the name jogged her memory. Most everyone he met had at least heard of his company before. Nothing flashed across her face. “I own a company called B3 Motors. My two brothers and I—they’re the other two B’s—we engineer and invest in high performance racing engines. I drive brand awareness and build connections for new contracts and such.” When her eyes narrowed further, he added quickly, “This is not a business meeting. I simply want you to know my background. And what brings me here today.”

      “I can’t imagine,” she said softly.

      “I shall tell you.” He laughed a bit, running a hand through his hair. He’d practiced this so many times in his head, but when it came down to it, the whole thing was a bit absurd. “I’m the public face of the company. And I’m in a bit of a bind. I need a steady girlfriend to help stabilize my image. For business purposes.” He paused, gauging her reaction. When her face remained neutral, he added, “I’d like to hire you to act as my girlfriend. And I’ll compensate you extremely well for taking on this role.”

      Kara blinked several times before her gaze met his. He could practically taste her disbelief. “What?”

      “I know it sound quite silly,” he began, “but—”

      “Wait a second.” She brought her hand to her forehead, squinting into the distance. “Now I know who you are! I saw you in some magazine once.” She snapped her fingers. “God, that was driving me crazy.”

      His belly wrenched. So she had some reference of him after all. “Was it?”

      “Yes, you’re that, that…” She waved her hand in the air as she struggled for the word, “That British playboy or whatever. I can’t remember what they called you. You dated Demi Lovato for a little bit, right?”

      He cleared his throat. He hadn’t dated her so much as hooked up with her twice before the tabloids picked it up. “Right.”

      Kara laughed. “Wow! Okay, so, why do you need a girlfriend again?”

      He gnawed at the inside of his lip, looking her up and down. “Because I don’t have one. I—”

      “But you have access to all the celebrities of the world,” she interjected, cocking a disbelieving look. She had a point. But they wouldn’t do. And for some reason, he’d thought that the actual impetus behind his search wasn’t so important. But her bullshit radar was finely tuned.

      “You’re right. But what I need them, you, someone for is a bit more delicate than that. You see, my grandfather passed away several months ago. The old man liked to meddle in our personal lives, perhaps too much for his own good. He demanded that his grandsons find serious relationships within a year and a half of his death, or else we risk losing control of our company.”

      Kara blinked. “Dang, grandpa.”

      “He owned a controlling share in our company, but never interfered with our management. Until his death, that is. His estate is scheduled to sell off his share to a competitor if all three of us don’t find wives. Or, what seem like wives, as would be the case.”

      “So your brothers are roaming Seattle, doing the same thing as you right now?”

      Gregor gave a curt laugh. “Not exactly. I’m a bit more proactive than them in this matter.”

      “Why don’t you just find a real girlfriend?” Kara shrugged, tucking some of that dark hair behind her ear.

      “I don’t want one,” he said.

      “So what would you pay me? Provided I accepted this ridiculous offer.”

      Gregor clenched and unclenched his fists inside his pockets. It had to be high enough to make her say yes. But not high enough to be a financial liability. “Five million for acting as my soulmate until the company is safe.”

      She sighed, looking down at the floor. “Sorry. Not good enough.”

      He swallowed. “What would be good enough?”

      Kara gestured around her. “Add this theater on top.”

      Gregor looked around them. “What? I can’t just…purchase the theater.”

      “Yes, you can. It’s for sale right now. And I want it. Along with start-up costs and the first year’s operating expenses for my own drama school.”

      Gregor studied her neutral face, trying to tease out some sort of direction. Had she planned this all along? Her confidence and surety told him she’d either been prepared for the pitch, which was impossible, or she was an extremely adept negotiator.

      “How about this?” He paused, allowing the idea to finish formulating before speaking again. “Instead of purchasing the theater for you, I’ll buy the theater for myself and lease it to you for a dollar per year for the duration of our contract, with an option to buy me out at the end of that time.”

      She crossed her arms, head tilted to the side. “This theater alone costs two million dollars. After your payout, I’d be left with just a couple mil for years of fake marriage. Not good enough.”

      “Ten million, and the theater offer stands.” He reached out to her as she turned away, feeling a bit like they were back on stage doing the Romeo and Juliet mashup.

      She paused, turning to look at him over her shoulder. “I need to think about it.”

      “Of course. Please.” Wise of you, from a business standpoint, not to shake on it now. Even though he was desperate to shake on it and rid himself of this horrible wife-hunting task. “Take your time.”

      “I’ll sleep on it and let you know tomorrow.” She dug into her back pocket and produced her phone. “So, what’s your number?”

      He rattled off the number and then added hers into his own phone. Once that was done, he felt like he’d at least accomplished something. If only getting a pretty girl’s number, which in his book, was usually the sign of a good day.

      But this pretty girl had a lot hanging on her.

      “Well. I guess we’ll talk soon.” Kara offered a stiff smile, and then brushed past him, heading for her things in the front row.

      “I trust you won’t share this offer with anyone,” Gregor said quickly as she walked toward the door. “This is a sensitive issue, and I don’t want the media interfering before we’ve come to an agreement.”

      “Your secret is safe with me,” she said, flashing him a sweet smile that made him grin in return. Dammit, the woman was skilled. Almost as skilled as he was.

      And that would work out perfectly.

      As long as she says yes.
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      Kara tossed and turned in bed that night for what felt like hours. She’d never had so much to mull over, not even in the throes of grant applications and launching—and losing—her long-held dream. Because now, she had a chance to realize her dream after all.

      It’s just that it now had a million tiny strings attached.

      Thoughts scraped together in her head like train wheels screeching over tracks. How was she supposed to find a foothold in this mess? Every few minutes she flipflopped completely as to what seemed like the best move. Her immediate reaction, though she had squashed it at the time, had been to shriek like a teenybopper and throw her arms around Gregor’s neck. But that wouldn’t look good for negotiating.

      Once she’d gotten home, her sanity checked her excitement. She’d Googled the hell out of him, searching for police reports, rumors, and red flags. Beyond the normal playboy womanizing he was known for, she’d found nothing alarming. Still, the reserved side of her told her to stay far, far away from this devilishly handsome man. What good could come of these secret deals? It was like selling an organ on the black market with only the assurance that, “You’ll get your money, don’t worry.” Now she wanted to agree to sell her heart?

      That’s what this is. Selling your heart for cash.

      She rolled her eyes in the dark bedroom, flopping onto her back. Even that was a bit much for her, the recovering hopeless romantic. But still, there was a kernel of truth buried in there. Posing as a woman in love. Could it be a forfeiture of finding actual love? What if the act meant she’d miss her chance at the real thing?

      Kara wasn’t dumb or hopeless by any means, just scarred and cautious. Her last serious relationship had essentially amounted to a fakery as well, though she’d been the only one not in on the ruse. Cody, her first love and the boy she’d lost her virginity to, had played along by any means necessary just to get her to open her legs. And when the truth came tumbling out, that he’d taken the relationship to I love you because it was the only way she’d sleep with him, her heartbreak had very nearly shattered her.

      Men could be pigs. She had learned the hard way.

      At least this one is up front about what he wants. That, at least, she could respect. She bunched her pillow beneath her head, toying with what it might feel like to be seen as the starry-eyed lover to a celebrity. If Gregor, in his position, was forced to find a fake wife, then how many other people in Hollywood and beyond were putting up a similar ruse? This felt like lifting the veil. Like finding out her favorite screenwriter was actually a group of authors working under a fictitious name, or like the shuddering realization that the “natural flavors” listed on food labels really weren’t natural at all.

      And maybe there would be consequences for participating in something like that. Maybe this was her call to take the moral high road. Do the ethical thing. Tell the sexy celebrity “no,” that he should go find his fake pussy somewhere else.

      Kara huffed, rolling onto her other side. She just couldn’t get comfortable tonight. No matter what she did, the indecision weighed on her like shackles. Just decide something and get it over with.

      She sat up in bed, staring at the soft blue light pulsing from her printer in the corner. “I won’t do it.”

      There, she’d said it out loud. But it didn’t feel quite right.

      Remember how bad it felt to be in a fake relationship the first time? Maybe she needed to focus on this, the personal aspect. Quit thinking about the fact that she had an actual way to obtain the one thing she’d been working toward. She’d do well to remember that the niggling in her gut was probably right. Being an imposter at this level was just…wrong.

      She sighed, tossing the covers off. Sleep wouldn’t come. That much was clear. She snatched her tablet off the desk and slumped onto the floor next to her bed, turning the device on. Mindless scrolling was in order. Maybe that would help her zone out enough to actually accomplish the sleep portion of sleeping on it.

      She gravitated toward her photo album, getting lost in drama pictures from her five years as a teacher. Kara had graduated college a bit early, at only twenty-one, and this school year marked her fifth anniversary of teaching. In some ways, it felt as if she’d been doing this forever…and then some days she felt newer than she had on her first day.

      Kara had been fortunate enough to cross plenty of gifted students’ paths. She grinned as she swiped through the final rehearsal pictures for Into the Woods, the spring production from her first year on the job. That was the year she’d met Cassie, who had been a senior at the time and felt more like a friend than a student. Cassie’s skill was off the charts, but when it came time for college applications, she’d been denied entry into the drama program of her choice at a California university. Cassie picked being a lawyer instead—the safe path recommended by her parents.

      But maybe she would have gotten in if you could have helped her prepare for the duration of her high school career. If you could give the dedicated attention you’re planning for the drama school.

      Kara nibbled at her lip, scrolling through more pictures. Last time they’d talked, Cassie was miserable finishing up her prelaw degree. A lifetime of eighty-hour weeks awaited her. Nothing beautiful or fulfilling, as she’d hoped.

      Isn’t that what this is about? Giving people the chance to actually pursue what they love?

      Kara stared over the top of her tablet into the darkness of the bedroom, the edges of her vision growing blurry. This was what she loved. Affecting students. Aligning passions. Achieving goals.

      Triple A Arts Academy. There’s your name.

      Excitement shivered through her, and in that moment, she knew. Without a doubt. She had to accept Gregor’s offer. It’s the only way.

      She scrambled for her phone, fumbling to type out the message to Gregor. “I’m in. Just tell me where to go from here.”

      Kara stared at the phone, hardly daring to breathe, waiting for a response. When none came, she checked the time. It was after midnight. Maybe he was asleep already. She shouldn’t stare at the phone like a crazy person waiting for an immediate response.

      But soon her screen lit up with a text message. It was Gregor.

      “You’re sure?”

      She could practically hear him saying it in that sinfully sexy British accent. “Yes.”

      “Do you have a passport?”

      She blinked, thinking about where it might be stowed. This was sounding a bit like a Bond movie suddenly. “Yes.”

      “I’ll send a car for you tomorrow morning. Pack a bag, your computer, your passport, whatever essentials you want for a trip. We’ll be gone for a while.”

      Her insides lit up like a fourth of July fireworks display. What did “a while” mean? And where the hell were they going?

      It didn’t even matter. She’d figure the details out later.

      She was ready for the adventure.
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      Kara woke up extra early the next morning to pack. Even in the light of day, this decision still felt like the right one. That’s a good sign. She threw a bag together hastily, extracted her passport from its hiding spot, and tried to tidy up as much as she could before the car arrived.

      The buzzer rang at nine thirty. Kara’s belly flopped, and she breezed over to the intercom. “Hello?”

      “This is Bridgette Anderson, assistant to Gregor Beaumont.” A smooth, cool British voice came through the intercom. Kara’s insides fluttered again. “I’m ready down here when you are.”

      “Great. Be there in a sec.” Kara flicked off the intercom and let out a squeal. Shit, did she have everything? She made a last sweep of her place, gripped her rolling luggage, and then closed her apartment up behind her. Downstairs, a narrow-nosed blonde woman waited for her, eyeing her with something between suspicion and amusement.

      “I’m Kara.” She offered a hand, and Bridgette took it.

      “Pleasure,” Bridgette said. “Let’s be on our way, shall we?” She helped her put the luggage in the trunk, and they climbed into the back seat of the waiting sedan. The driver wordlessly put the car into gear and whisked them off. Bridgette turned to face her. This woman was all business.

      “We’re heading for the airport,” she began, pulling out her phone and swiping through screens while she spoke. “Don’t worry too much about your things—the plan is that you’ll have a personal shopper while you’re in Barcelona.”

      Kara blinked, hardly able to believe it. “Barcelona?”

      “That’s the first stop on the racing circuit,” Bridgette said. “In case you didn’t know, Mr. Beaumont is a top competitor. He’s already en route to Spain and will be preparing for the upcoming Formula One race.”

      Kara’s gaze drifted toward the window. This all felt and sounded like a surreal dream. “Okay. And what should I do about my apartment while I’m gone?”

      “Write out a list of what needs looked after. Mr. Beaumont’s house sitter has already been alerted.” Bridgette produced a pen and paper, offering it to her. “You should also detail here who needs to be called, anything that will help wrap up your affairs during your absence. I will assist with your business affairs.”

      “And how long should I expect to be gone?”

      “About a month. For now.” Bridgette sniffed, glancing back at her phone.

      Kara’s head spun. This was unfurling so suddenly, so methodically. Maybe Gregor had tricked other women into this same ruse before. He could be a practiced seducer of fake spouses. Maybe he had a whole basement full of fake wives, feeding off their energy. Kara smirked. That would make for an interesting play once this was all said and done.

      She clutched the pen and paper for a bit, staring at the passing Seattle suburb as they wound their way toward the airport. And then she got to work, making out her list. Somewhere between Send our mass apology to drama students and pitch all the perishables in the fridge, she remembered something she’d wanted to clarify last night. With Gregor only.

      Kara tapped out a quick message to her new fiancé. “Hey Greg. Can I call you Greg now that we’re betrothed? I’m going to need to see some proof that you’re moving on my theater. Time is running out.”

      Really, she’d prefer that he already had the deed in hand, but that was a bit much for less than twelve hours.

      His response came through a few moments later. “I’ve been on the phone with a Mr. Henry Walton. He is very intrigued by my offer and inclined to take it. You shall have your theater soon, dearest.”

      Kara smirked at the unexpected pet name. At least the man was proactive.
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      The trip to Barcelona was as uneventful as a first-time private jet experience could be. Wood trim edged the seats, a personal attendant brought both her and Bridgette mimosas, and Kara spent the majority of her trip fully reclined in the plushest leather seat she’d ever experienced in her life. If this was the stuff of Gregor’s life, she might not have a hard time adapting.

      By the time the plane landed in Barcelona, Kara was well rested but lost in space and time. Her body felt like it was evening, but the bright and bustling airport in Spain suggested it was early morning. Bridgette led them to a waiting car nearby.

      As they settled into the backseat of this similar sedan halfway across the world, Bridgette said, “I hope you got enough sleep. We’ll be stopping off at the garage first to see Mr. Beaumont. He would like to have a word with you. And then I’ll show you to your hotel room.”

      “Great. I, uh…” The question withered on her lips. Suddenly, it became real. Was the ruse live now? Should she show up and embrace her supposed fiancé? There were a lot of details to be hashed out still. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      Barcelona blurred by in a stream of early morning pedestrians and bright buildings. Already the air felt different, and when she listened hard enough at stop signs she could catch quiet Catalan wafting from the streets or the th-th sound of Spanish. They drove away from the city center, down tree-lined streets that wound around gothic buildings sprawling for a block or longer. Kara tried to absorb as much as she could until the car made a sharp turn and pulled through gates in a stone wall, cutting off her tour of the city.

      The car bumped and rumbled over cobblestones, following a curved path toward a long series of garages. Up ahead, Kara could see stacks of odd, round tires, seemingly too bulbous and small for a regular car. They eased to a stop, and Bridgette turned to her, offering a quick smile.

      “Here we are.”

      Kara pushed out of the car at the same time Bridgette did, taking a sharp inhale of the sweet, summer morning. How strange—she had no idea where she was, really, other than Barcelona. She hadn’t even told her friends she was making this trip, much less weighing the decision of selling her hand in marriage. Maybe this had been a rash decision…albeit a very interesting one.

      “Kara.”

      Gregor’s smooth vowels made her skin prickle. She’d heard his voice for the first time only yesterday, yet it already felt familiar. She spotted him coming toward her out of the garage, a lopsided grin on his face. Her heart twisted strangely at the sight of him. Had he really been so handsome yesterday? She remembered him being gorgeous, but not so...normal, too.

      He wore stained coveralls and wiped his hands off with a stained rag as he approached. Hair mussed, grease on his neck, his eyes shining with mischief. He wore the look of a man who liked to tinker in his garage in his spare time. Not at all the glossy, perfect image of a millionaire celebrity who gathered notches on his bedpost for fun.

      “Wow. Hey.” She blinked hard, trying to see past the veneer of manliness. The scent of grease and Burberry cologne reached her with something refined underneath, like expensive wood.

      “Thanks, Bridgette.” He nodded at his assistant. She wandered away a moment later, buried in her phone. “Good to see you, Kara. I’m glad you made it.”

      “I can’t believe this is real,” Kara said, shoving her hands into the front pockets of her jeans. “Woke up in Seattle, took a nap, and then woke up in Barcelona.”

      “It’s important to move quickly on opportunities,” he said with a wink. Something in his tone made her feel warm, but she couldn’t tell why. Something in his tone also made her want to take her clothes off.

      “Well, this is certainly an opportunity.” It was hard to keep eye contact with him. When she did, she wanted to gaze into those blue eyes forever. “I have a lot of questions, though.”

      “Right.” His face hardened at the mention of business. “I’m sure. And I will answer all of them later today. For now, I wanted to touch base before you go off to relax and buy clothes.”

      “Clothes?”

      “I’ll have a personal shopper meet you whenever you’re ready. Maybe once you settle in at the hotel and have breakfast.”

      Kara nodded, gaze snagging on a man heading their way. He was tall and lanky, similar in build to Gregor, but with darker hair.

      “Ah, Christian.” Gregor smiled, clapping the newcomer on the back. “I’d like you to meet Kara.”

      Kara smiled, taking Christian’s hand when he offered it. The same crush of questions entered her head as with Bridgette—How do I introduce myself? Should I start acting now? Is it appropriate to make some joke about being this man’s fiancé?—but she silenced them. “Nice to meet you, Christian.”

      “Christian is my racing partner,” Gregor said, stuffing the dirty rag in his back pocket. “Sometimes he’s even my stand-in.”

      “Only when the boss permits it,” Christian cracked.

      “Let’s show Kara the car,” Gregor said suddenly, his tone almost reverent. “She hasn’t seen it yet.” Gregor jerked his head toward the garage, placing his hand on the small of her back to guide her. She jolted at the unexpected touch, feeling weightless as she followed his lead.

      They stepped into the massive garage, which was almost sepulchral in its silence and size. Spotlights illuminated the star feature: the Formula One race car, a sleek red and black thing that looked more like a futuristic fantasy sketch than a real, functioning car. The wheels looked comically large compared to the level of the car, which sat so close to the ground she couldn’t imagine it negotiating even a simple curb.

      “Here she is.” Gregor grinned, a childlike giddiness seeping from him as he led her around the car. The glee was evident in his voice as he pointed out certain features, the size of the engine, the important performance-enhancing tweaks they’d been implementing over the past few weeks. Christian stood off to the side, gazing at the car as though it were his son. The excitement intrigued her…Gregor was more like a kid showing off his prized Matchbox car than she’d expected of someone so refined.

      Just goes to show…you know nothing about this man.

      She had plenty to learn about Gregor Beaumont. That was for sure.

      Besides, how could she not learn more about the patron of her dream? Their arrangement demanded it.

      But more than that, she wanted to.
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      Gregor paced the suite outside Kara’s room. Life since her arrival had felt like more of a whirlwind than usual, but he supposed it had to do with the fact that he was coordinating for two now. There was more to think about, more to plan: where she might eat, what she might like to do, whether or not she was comfortable in her role.

      He didn’t for a second doubt his offer to her, but now that she’d taken him up on it, he realized there was more to it than he’d initially planned for. They had spent their first night together talking about their lives, what would be expected of her, how each stage of their “relationship” would progress. And really, the plan was more or less simple: she’d accompany him around Europe for the first half of the Formula One race tour, a full month, while attending events and telling the world they were a couple.

      Somewhere along the line, Gregor would propose. She would accept. His family would be curious but receptive. Friends would fawn. Tabloids would dig up dirt, as they always did when he was involved. He warned Kara strongly about this. And they’d wed by the end of the year, remaining married until he and his brothers regained control of the company before they could divorce and move along with their lives.

      Simply genius.

      Gregor sighed, running a hand through his hair. Kara should have been ready by now. This was their first big formal night out, and he’d made sure she had plenty of wardrobe options. She’d been out twice with a personal shopper while he finished up the modifications to his car for the upcoming race. More than clothing, he made sure to provide whatever she could possibly need. Anything. If she wanted glacier-filtered water, he would find a way to procure it.

      The money spent on her and this deal was the least of his worries. The favor she was doing him was worth any sum. Because Kara, though it might not appear it, was saving his life.

      His life as he knew it, at least. The life that he had built for himself, with his brothers, painstakingly. Together, the three of them had struck out on their own path, divesting themselves of the family name and business only to develop a brand and identity entirely different from what their grandfather had expected. Using every last penny of their trust funds, they began B3 Motors as a way to follow what they truly loved and believed in…high-performance racing and technology.

      Not the tech company that had been bogged down in red tape and bureaucracy that their grandfather had wanted to hand over to the three of them.

      B3 was the most important thing in Gregor’s life, the only child he’d ever need. And if he and his brothers didn’t satisfy the conditions of his grandfather’s will, he could lose it all. He’d never been more certain of anything in his life: he didn’t want to lose his company or his freedom.

      Though even a fake wife will inhibit your freedoms a bit.

      The thought returned to him as he fidgeted, forced to wait for the literal embodiment of his new life. If he were going to the opera alone tonight, he might return with the phone number of a lovely lady or two. But tonight? You have a girlfriend now. Remember it.

      The doorknob turned, and Gregor paused, straightening his back. Kara had the far bedroom in his penthouse suite where he always stayed in Barcelona. She poked her head out, her eye makeup smoky and meticulous.

      “Ready?” He cocked a smile, though his heart began beating crazily fast. That sultry glance of hers was enough to send him to his knees.

      “I think so.” She bit her perfectly plumped and red bottom lip, then pulled the door open all the way. A tight, floor-length gown showcased her curves, highlighting the salacious dip in her waist, the tantalizing roundness of her breasts. These were sides and angles of her that he hadn’t seen yet, hadn’t even been able to glimpse through her regular clothes. He blinked, unable to rip his gaze from her.

      “Is this okay?” Her voice was timid, like maybe he’d waited too long to react.

      “Jesus.” He cleared his throat, forcing his eyes to meet hers and stop their careening path over her lush body. “Yes. You…wow. You look stunning.” Words clanked together in his brain. He had so many other words for her than these. And if she were a stranger at the opera house tonight, he would have beelined toward her in a heartbeat. “Wh—? Did your personal shopper pick this out?”

      “We both did,” she said, tugging at the shimmery black fabric over her hips. “She said it would be perfect for the opera. I made sure.”

      He blinked again, unable to look away from the fascinating arc of her ass as she exited the bedroom, pulling the door shut. He wetted his bottom lip, feeling his neck heat up. Unwittingly, he’d picked the most gorgeous woman in the world. The perfect leading lady for his con.

      Except he desperately wanted to suspend the con and have an authentic night out with her.

      “Excellent choice,” was all he could say without revealing the fierce buzz of desire inside him. It seemed somehow inappropriate to pin her against the wall here and now, when they’d so recently discussed the few romantic gestures that would be required of them. Holding hands in public, hugging, cheek kisses. Simple stuff that would appease the press. Nothing at all like the hip grinding and French kissing he was suddenly so keen on trying out.

      Gregor led the way out of the penthouse, his legs wobbly and weak as they rode the elevator down. Kara fidgeted with her handbag while he soaked up the hint of her cleavage, the creamy lines of her arms.

      “Are you nervous?” he asked when the doors slid open.

      “Sort of, yeah. This is my first huge formal night out.” She laughed a little. “Outside of prom, that is.”

      “Prom?” Gregor pressed his hand to the small of her back as they walked across the lobby, drawing stares. “Is that like the May Ball?”

      She creased a brow. “What’s the May Ball?”

      “I suspect the only equivalent we Brits have to your prom,” he said, grinning as they breezed through the main sliding doors. Their private car waited outside. Gregor held the car door open for her as she slid carefully into the back seat. “It’s a formal affair, gowns and all, held yearly in June.”

      She snorted. “So why is it called the May Ball?”

      “To confuse foreigners like you,” he stated wryly, easing into the seat next to her. They shared a smile, one that made him feel like they’d known each other for much longer than three days. The car eased into motion, and Gregor relaxed, slinging his arm over the back of the seat.

      “I have some good news on the property front,” he said, watching as her sultry pout turned into a hopeful smile. “The owner has accepted my offer. He wants to enter into contract.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Are you serious?”

      “Very much so.” He rubbed his thumb against her shoulder, relishing the warmth
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