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CHAPTER ONE
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“So this is it? You’re telling me there’s no way out? That after all this time you’ve come up with...” Tristan McFarland thrashed a frustrated hand through the air “...with nothing?” 

Ian Anderson let the file of papers drop onto the top of his desk with an ominous slap. “Save the theatrics, Tristan. I’ve been telling you this for weeks.” He glanced at the small desk calendar and leaned back in his chair. “Eleven weeks, to be exact.” 

“I realize that.” Tristan directed his words toward the carpet beneath his pacing feet. “But you’re my attorney. You’re supposed to get me out of this. It’s what you get paid to do.” 

Ian raised his own hand in a defeated, but patronizing gesture. “Yes, I’m your attorney. And no, I’m not free. But I’m telling you that there’s not another estate lawyer in Texas who will say differently—your aunt’s will is rock solid. It ought to be. It was drafted by the best.” 

“Masters,” Tristan spat the name. “This whole thing was probably his idea.” He thrust his fingers through his hair. “Forcing me to get married!” 

“There are worse things.” 

Tristan shot him a scalding look, one that usually sent his subordinates crawling away in shreds. Ian didn’t bat an eye. “Sure,” he agreed. “Being disemboweled, drawn, and quartered.” 

Ian shrugged. “As I’ve told you before, you can contest, but it’s a lose/lose situation. On the off chance that you do win, you’ll have a dozen or so fifth cousins twice removed crawling out of the woodwork for their piece of the McFarland pie. You’ll be lucky to come out with enough to pay your legal fees.” 

Tristan slumped dejectedly into a leather chair and released a weighted sigh as he brooded. “Risking the money’s one thing, but the press...” He rubbed a hand across his face. “It’s like some bad Lifetime movie.” 

“The bright side is no one’s been able to find Devin yet. The way he jet-sets, you’ll be bouncing grandchildren on your very wealthy knee before he discovers he could have had the family fortune.” 

“It’s beyond insane.” Tristan jumped to his feet and resumed pacing. 

She was even making Devin find a wife, pitting them against each other in a contest to see who would inherit it all. 

Not that Tristan was overly worried about Devin’s willingness to tie himself to one woman. His brother was more of a commitment-phobe than Tristan was. 

“Your aunt made you work for it all these years, Tristan. What made you think she would hand the money to you now?” 

Tristan stopped. Ian was right. Patricia had made him work his way through college. She’d forced him to earn his way to the top of the company. She had never simply given Tristan anything, but now that he had a fortune—well, almost had it—he wasn’t willing to let it go easily. 

Tristan turned to face Ian. “You know, I’ve never resented her underhanded tactics until now. She’s always been manipulative and controlling, but she was fair. I never thought she would resort to posthumous blackmail.” 

“I wouldn’t exactly call this blackmail.” 

“Why not?” Tristan shrugged. “Extortion is extortion.” 

“Then don’t do it,” Ian said calmly. 

“Don’t do it? Do you know what you’re saying?” 

Ian nodded. “Let the inheritance go to charity. You’ve made a few nice investments of your own along the way. Let someone else worry about McFarland for a while.” 

“You’ve lost your mind.” 

“Tristan, it’s Tuesday. You have until Friday to comply with the terms of your aunt’s will. You know your options. Get married or lose it all.” 

“The money, the company, the house...they all rightfully belong to me and I want them.” 

“Then get married. Get a wife, get the money, and get the dog.” 

“Don’t remind me.” Tristian sighed once again. “As if forcing me to get married wasn’t enough, I inherit the dog regardless.” 

“How is Bruno?” Ian asked, his expression stoic. 

Tristan rolled his eyes. “Small, black, and spoiled. He’s at the groomers’ right now having his weekly doggie massage and manicure. Or is it a pedicure?” 

Ian chuckled. “I never thought I’d see the day when you would have custody of a poodle.” 

“Tiny toy poodle, if you don’t mind,” Tristan corrected with a derisive quirk of his lips. 

Ian chuckled once more, then punched a button on his speaker-phone. 

A feminine voice stammered across the intercom. “Yes? Mr. Anderson?” 

“Could you bring us a fresh pot of coffee, please?” Ian asked as he looked at Tristan. “My friend could use a little refreshment.” Without waiting for her reply, Ian released the intercom. Then he formed a pyramid with his hands and exhaled heavily above them. “In all honesty, Tristan, I don’t consider the amount you stand to inherit unworthy of a few vows, clinging new bride and dependent poodle or not. I could go out on the street and find people who would be willing to do much more than get married to inherit 36.5 billion dollars.” 

“Point three,” Tristan corrected. “36.3 billion. And most of that’s not liquid.” Most of it was MacFarland Manufacturing, his family’s clothing company. The company he should rightfully be inheriting. 

“Point three, point five? What’s a couple of million between friends? You know I’m right.”

He heaved a deep, resigned sigh. “Fine. I have to get married. Now tell me, just who am I supposed to marry?” 

“There’s always Anna.” 

Tristan snorted. “Anna? No amount of money would be worth that. Besides,” he ran his fingers down the sides of his face, futilely massaging the tension at his temples. “She’s gone to Africa with the Peace Corps and won’t be back for at least another two months.” 

“She what?” 

“She didn’t actually join, but I still can’t reach her.” 

“You mean she didn’t take her sat phone?” Ian laughed. “What business does a bored, temperamental socialite have in some small African country?” 

“With the election coming up soon, her father thought it would be a good idea for her to make a mark in the world.” 

“I’ll bet you a thousand she took a manicurist and a private chef with her.” 

Ignoring Ian’s all-too-accurate description of Anna, Tristan leaned forward and picked up his aunt’s will. “I don’t want to get married.” 

“So you’ve said.” 

Tristan glared once again. 

“There’s got to be someone else you can marry. I’ve seen how women look at you.” 

Tristan shook his head. “Find me one who’ll sign the pre-nup, and I’ll marry her tomorrow.” 

“Here’s a thought. You make it a business proposition. Be up front about the situation from the beginning. Pay her and in the end, you both walk away richer and neither one hurt from the association. Instead of buying freedom, you buy the bonds of holy matrimony—for a year.” 

“Perfect,” Tristan scoffed. But since Neiman Marcus seems to be fresh out of brides, I guess I’ll walk down the street and randomly ask women if they’ll marry me. No, even better. I’ll post it on Instagram. Wife Wanted. No experience necessary. Contact Tristan McFarland.’” 

“That’s not a good way to keep the marriage out of the limelight. Besides you don’t have that long. You have to be married by Friday.” 

“Then I suppose I’m left with one option,” Tristan said matter-of-factly. “Marry the next woman I see.” 

A soft knock sounded and the door opened behind him. He whirled around as the temp secretary he’d blown past earlier inched into the room. 

“Here’s the coffee you asked for.” Her voice was smooth and clear, but her hands shook as she set the tray down on the credenza, the china clattering noisily. 

Ian walked around his desk, then leaned one hip against it. He folded his arms across his chest as a slow Cheshire-smile spread its way across his face. “Thank you, uh...” 

“Claire,” she supplied. “Claire Campbell.” 

“Well, thank you, Ms. Campbell. Please stay a moment.” 

She seemed hesitant as she slowly nodded, glancing at each of them in turn. She acted almost afraid, almost wary of potential dangers. 

“Nonsense,” he muttered to himself, then turned his attention back to the matter at hand. Even if he did buy a wife, where the hell would he find one at this short notice? Weren’t purchased brides usually imported from some third world country? He didn’t have time for all that. He had to be married in three days. Besides, that was more Devin’s speed, not his. 

“Let me introduce you to my friend. Tristan, this is Claire Campbell, my temporary secretary. Ms. Campbell, Tristan McFarland.” 

At the sound of his name, he jerked to attention, annoyed that Ian was bothering with inconsequential and unnecessary niceties while Tristan’s entire existence was crumbling down around him. 

Tristan stood and turned to face the temp, not at all surprised at the flush of pink that stole into her cheeks. She shyly extended her hand in greeting. 

He took it into his own. “It’s a pleasure, Claire.” 

“Yes,” she murmured a little breathlessly. 

Tristan released her fingers and started to return to his seat when Ian cleared his throat. Behind the secretary’s back, he raised his brows and looked pointedly at Tristan. What the hell was Ian up to now? 

“I do believe Tristan has something he wants to talk to you about, Ms. Campbell.” 

“What?” Tristan frowned at Ian.

The attorney inclined his head in the temp’s direction as if to say, Here she is: the next woman you’ve seen.

Was he serious?

He looked serious enough.

But Tristan hadn’t been serious. He’d just been spouting off. And yet...

Was she the answer to his problems?

Tristan had to find a wife.

Today.

Tomorrow at the latest.

It was the only way he’d get his birthright. 

Lost in the surreal moment, Tristan turned back to the temp. 

The word “mousy” didn’t fit her at all, he decided. He replaced it with medium. She was of medium height and medium weight with medium blond hair of medium length.

She lifted a hand to smooth back her thick, medium bangs, and he noticed that even her fingernails were medium. 

Tristan looked up and met her eyes. 

He sucked in an involuntary breath and held it. If she were medium, then there were no true words to describe her eyes. Darkly-browed with thick, sooty lashes, the orbs were blue. No, green. Well, somewhere in between, and he didn’t have his wits about him enough to accurately discern their color as he gazed into their depths. 

“Tristan. Hello? Tristan?” 

At the sound of Ian’s voice, he tore his gaze from hers. 

Once again, Ian inclined his head in the secretary’s direction. 

Tristan looked at the temp, careful not to meet her gaze. Had it really come down to this? “Uhum, Chloe—” 

“Claire,” she corrected. 

“Claire. Right. I know this is sudden...Claire. We just met and all, but... do you like dogs?” 

“Yes,” she answered. Her expression changed from captivated to puzzled. 

“Tristan,” Ian intoned, the word clearly a warning. 

Tristan swallowed, trying to ease the sudden dryness in his throat. He had to do this. He had tried every way possible to get out of this arrangement, but deep down he knew, someone from his own social circle would be hard for him to control, but a medium secretary would be different. He could marry her, send her off to a Parisian spa for the summer, then divorce her after the obligatory year. He would pay her and she would surely be grateful for the money. It was a perfect idea. 

Okay, so it wasn’t perfect, but it was the best idea he’d had since his aunt died. 

He took a deep breath and looked into the medium secretary’s not so medium eyes. “Will you marry me?” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Claire sucked in an astonished breath. 

Wait.

No.

She must have misunderstood him. She wasn’t sure exactly what he’d said, but it had sounded like a proposal. But that couldn’t be right. “Excuse me?” She paused, hoping Mr. Anderson wouldn’t get mad at her for not paying closer attention. 

“He wants you to marry him,” her boss said calmly. 

“Just for a year,” McFarland interjected. “No longer.”

Claire looked from one man to the other. Surely she had heard them wrong. Men like Tristan McFarland didn’t ask women like Claire Campbell to marry them. It simply didn’t happen.

“Mr. Anderson,” she started, doing her best to keep her tone level and unaffected, “is this some kind of joke?” She looked at each of them again. They both shook their heads. 


“And please, call me Ian.” She nodded. Ian. 



This really couldn’t be happening. Impulsive proposals were exclusive to beauty queen types, not plain girls.

Tristan McFarland was a...well, a McFarland, an American prince. Right up there with the Kennedys. 

“Let me get this straight. You,” she pointed to Ian “want me” she pointed to herself “to marry Mr. McFarland?” She pointed toward him.

“Call him Tristan.” 

Nobody moved for what seemed like hours, or maybe it was only minutes, only seconds. 

Then Claire burst out laughing. Seriously? They didn’t honestly expect her to believe this, did they?

Perhaps they did. After all, she was the only one chuckling. She abruptly stopped.

“It’s not a joke, Claire—may I call you Claire?” Ian continued without waiting for her answer. “My client has a business proposition to make.” Ian grabbed her arm, settling her into Tristan’s vacated seat. 

“A business proposition?” She sank into the chair, thankful to be off her feet. Her knees had suddenly gone wobbly. The rich brown leather was still warm and the spicy air teased her with the scent of his aftershave. 

Ian pressed a tumbler of brandy into her numbed hands. “Tristan needs a wife and quickly. Speaking as his counsel, I can assure you this arrangement will be strictly business and strictly legal. If you consent to be his wife, the terms of the agreement will be signed, witnessed, and notarized. You would be required to remain married to my client for one year and keep the terms of this union to yourself for the said time and beyond. You will be well paid for your services. Say, two hundred and fifty thousand dollars?” 

Claire wasn’t sure whose gasp was louder, hers or Tristan’s. 

“A quarter of a million for twelve months?” he barked, echoing her thoughts. “I have senior vice presidents who make less than that.” 

Ian smiled a little too politely at Claire then grabbed McFarland by the arm. “Will you excuse us a moment?” Without waiting for her answer, he dragged Tristan to the far side of his office where Claire couldn’t hear their muted conversation. 

She stared down into the brandy tumbler resting precariously in her trembling hands, then took a sip. The smooth warmth slid down her throat then burned her stomach, the sensations proving this situation was real. Dreams weren’t this vivid, this tangible. 

She looked back to the men. Ian spoke, Tristan frowned. Claire took another sip of the brandy, resisting the urge to toss it back like they did in the movies. It would only make her cough and muddle her thinking even more. 

Ian spoke again with a stern nod. Tristan’s frown deepened as he shook his head. After many more nods and frowns, both men returned to where Claire sat, still shaking, still dumbfounded by the entire situation. 

“Is five hundred thousand more reasonable, Claire?” Ian asked. 

Her mouth gaped open as she stared incredulously at the men towering over her. “Are you serious?” This situation was quickly slipping out of her control. Okay, who was she trying to kid? She had lost control the minute she walked in the door. 

“That’s more money than you’re likely to see in your lifetime,” Tristan said baldly. “And it’s my final—” He didn’t get to finish his sentence. 

Ian pulled him back into their little conference corner again where they spoke in muted, but nevertheless, heated undertones. After a few minutes, Ian approached while Tristan remained in the corner. “My client advises me that his final offer is one million dollars. For that sum he expects complete and utter discretion.” 

Claire’s gaze swept from Ian to Tristan, who moodily stared out the expanse of windows at the whole of Dallas spread resplendently before him. 

“What do you say, Claire?” Ian pressed. 

“Can I have some time to think this over?” 

“No!” Both men spoke in unison. Ian shot his client a wilting look, then turned his midnight-blue eyes back to her. “Time is something we have very little of.” 

“And you want me to marry Tristan McFarland?” Claire asked, needing to hear it again. Just to make sure she wasn’t delusional. 

Ian nodded. “Under the terms I mentioned previously.” 

She glanced over at her prospective groom. “What’s wrong with him?”

“What?” Tristan exploded, turning his blazing hazel eyes on her. 

She hadn’t meant to say the words aloud. Never in a million years would she want to intentionally insult him. After all, he seemed pretty chummy with her boss and she needed this job with Anderson, Terence, and McKay—for however long she could manage to keep it. 

“I’m sorry,” Claire quietly said. “I didn’t mean to be rude...it’s just—” 

Ian blinked once, but otherwise his expression remained the same. He held up one hand to silence them both. “I got this.” Then he turned his attention back to Claire. “Nothing is wrong with Tristan. I can assure you, he’s perfectly normal. Disease free.” 

Tristan coughed. Or maybe he choked.

Ian frowned. “He just needs a wife—and very quickly.” 

Claire stared at him dumbfounded, still trying to make heads or tails of the situation. When she didn’t respond, Ian continued. “It’s a very good opportunity. Countless women would jump at the chance without blinking.” 

Claire wanted to ask him why they didn’t go find one of those jumping women instead of bothering with her, but she bit her tongue. One insult a day was enough. 

She studied Ian’s expression. Maybe this whole thing was a joke after all. Maybe after Tristan left, her boss would explain that his client was crazy and this sort of thing went on all the time. But Ian looked serious. 

“So, Claire?” Ian pressed again. “What would convince you to agree to this proposal?” 

Claire glanced over to where Tristan stood, once again staring out the windows. From where she sat, all she could see was his back. It was a nice back. Normal enough. Perhaps even perfectly normal. Strong, broad-shouldered. He was tall and his hair from this view was a dark wavy mass. The view from the front wasn’t so bad either. Better than perfectly normal, it was almost perfect. She’d seen enough pictures of him in magazines to know that he was drop dead gorgeous. Not that a mere photograph could do justice to the real thing. In the magazines he’d always looked suave and debonair, but in person he was irresistible. 

“What about the bedroom?” Claire asked. She hadn’t meant to be so blunt, but she needed to know what she was getting herself into before she got herself into it.

“What?” Tristan whirled around. She couldn’t tell if he was offended or shocked that she had even brought it up.

Ian cleared his throat. “What my client means to say, Claire, is that an intimate relationship is not the nature of this agreement. We’ll write it into the contract,” he assured her. 

“Of course,” Tristan said as a muscle in his jaw twitched. “We’ll phrase it in such a way that neither of us is obligated to perform our spousal duties unless mutually agreed to by both parties.” 

Whether it was her intention or not, it seemed that she had offended him once again. And he didn’t look like the kind who took well to insults fished out by others.

She should tell him no right now before this went any further. The money didn’t matter. It was crazy to marry for money anyway. She should get up, get her things, and go home. To the home she would have for a least one more night. And then what? 

You don’t have to leave until you have another place to live. Maddie’s voice resounded inside her head. 

Claire would continue her life the way it was. That’s what she would do. She would find a new place to live—somewhere. She would keep on scrimping and scraping. She could keep on being plain-Jane Claire Campbell, eating TV dinners off TV trays and watching re-runs of Wheel of Fortune. 

Or, the tiny voice of the dreamer she kept hidden deep inside of her interrupted, she could marry the handsome, exciting man in front of her and embark on what would surely be the greatest adventure of her life. Why, if she married Tristan McFarland, she would almost be royalty herself. She could spend her days drinking pink daiquiris by crystal blue swimming pools while she traveled the world. 

She probably wouldn’t have to spend much time with him anyway. Wasn’t that how it was with society wives? Maybe they’d go to a few charity dinners together or something of the like, but that would be it. He’d do his thing ... she’d do hers. 

“When do you suppose we could have your answer?” Ian asked, but both men waited. Both men hovered over her again. 

Tell them no! her inner voice warned again. 

You know we can’t all three stay here forever. Maddie’s voice countered. 

Claire looked from Tristan to Ian and back to Tristan again.

It would be awkward since we’re in a relationship and you’re—

“All right,” Claire said, surprised to hear her own voice. “I’ll marry you.” 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Everyone deserved a little adventure in their lives, didn’t they? 

Claire had only three seconds to revel in the fact that her life-adventure was about to begin, when it did. Or rather, when it erupted around her. 

“Cathy,” Ian started. 

“Claire,” she corrected. 

“Get Dan Masters on the phone. His number should be in the—” 

The melodic ring of a cellphone cut through his words. Both men reached into their suit pockets, Tristan coming out with the ringing device. “It’s mine.” 

She sank down into the seat next to Tristan and started shaking. 

Ian picked up the receiver from the desk and dialed. “This is Ian Anderson. I—” 

Dumbfounded, Claire sat in the leather chair and resisted the urge to pinch herself. It was simply unbelievable. She was marrying Tristan McFarland. What was her life going to be like married to a man like him? Even if it was a fake marriage. And what if she were really married to him? 

And he came home every night. And— 

“Claire?” 

She jumped to her feet at the sound of her name, nervously running her hands down the sides of her conservative dark blue skirt. She faced Ian. “Yes, sir?” 

“What are you doing just sitting there? Get Dan Masters on the phone. Immediately.” 

“Yes, sir.” As she scurried toward the door that led to the outer office she heard Ian say into the phone, “I need a new secretary right away. No, no, the one you sent this week is just perfect. But it seems she has a...more pressing engagement.” 

♥♥♥

[image: ]


FIFTEEN MINUTES AFTER Claire called the law firm of Masters, Masters, and Landry, she was once again seated in the big leather chair in Ian’s office. Across from her sat Dan Masters, a distinguished man in a perfectly fitted gray suit that perfectly matched his perfectly graying hair. 

Even though the leather of the chair beneath her felt warm, and she could feel the cool air from the air-conditioning unit, even though she could smell the rich aroma of the coffee she’d brewed earlier, she still couldn’t help but wonder if this was all a dream. A wonderful, impossible dream. 

Claire sank back into the chair and closed her eyes. How many nights had she lain awake in her tiny, tiny room in the clapboard house she’d shared with her grandmother, wondering if anything special would ever happen to her? She knew that as long as she remained in small town Dunham, Texas, nothing good would ever come her way. She’d been in Dallas only three months and ...wow! 

“This is the pre-nuptial agreement.” Masters’ voice crashed her back to reality. Her eyes popped open as he pushed the document into her hands. 

“What?” She looked from the papers to the older attorney. 

“It’s a prenuptial agreement. Forgive me,” he said with a regal nod. “But I insisted that this document be drawn up shortly after the reading of the will.” He smiled kindly, but the gesture didn’t reach his cold gray eyes. “I’ve known Tristan his entire life, and I had a feeling that something like this—” 

“What Mr. Masters is trying to say, Claire,” Ian interrupted. “Is that the document is straight forward and without specifics. That’s why we’re here right now.” 

“It is?” She blinked. She felt as if her whole life was out of focus. Blinking didn’t bring everything in bright and clear again, but she did it once more—just in case. 

“We’re here,” Masters stated, “to ensure that the wishes of my client are carried through.” 

“Your client?” Claire looked back to the gray headed man. “Tristan...I mean, Mr. McFarland?” 

“Mrs. McFarland,” he corrected. “Tristan’s Aunt Patricia. I wrote her will, and I will be the one to make certain the terms are met.” 

“Terms?” Heaven help her, she was out of her league. Why hadn’t she taken some law classes at school instead of living vicariously through haphazardly selected geography courses? “I don’t understand.” 

“It’s all very simple, my dear.” Masters braced his elbows on the arms of his chair and steepled his fingers under his chin. “Mrs. McFarland dictated that her nephew must marry within three months of her death. These gentleman—” He made a sweeping gesture with his hand— “have informed me that you are to be the bride. Before you is the financial agreement that must be signed before such a union can take place.” 

So that’s why he’s in such a hurry to get married. Claire looked at the papers, then to Ian. “May I read it?” 

“By all means,” he replied. 

She started scanning the words but lost her way shortly after the party of the first part and the party of the second part. She placed the papers neatly on the desk. “I think I need counsel.” She couldn’t afford counsel, but she needed it. “Can this wait a couple of days?” 

“No!” Her prospective bridegroom exclaimed. 

Ian shot him a chilling look, then he turned his attention back to her, a smile warming his features. “What Tristan means to say is bringing in outside counsel isn’t a good idea. We don’t have much time, and it’s very important to keep the terms of this marriage away from the press. I will serve as your counsel. What do you need to know?” 

“Aren’t you here as Tristan’s counsel?” She turned in her seat to face her future husband. “May I call you Tristan?” What was she saying? Ian told her to call him that. They were to be married. What was she supposed to call him other than his given name? 

He shrugged one shoulder. “Everyone else does.” 

“I’m sorry. I’m not normally this obtuse. It’s just that...” She trailed off unable to say what really bothered her. It’s just that when you’re near me I can’t seem to think at all. “It’s just that all of this is very new to me.” 

“That makes two of us.” 

Once again Tristan’s gaze focused on her nose. He picked up the pre-nup and handed it to her. “Look this over and ask when you come to something you don’t understand.” 

Claire nodded, then read the paper carefully, trying to make sense of the legal mumbo-jumbo. It seemed pretty standard to her—not that she had any experience with pre-nuptial agreements. 

The document stated that after she and Tristan were married, they were to retain all of their current assets separately. After the terms of the will were met, she would be compensated for her time as Tristan’s wife and would be free to file for an uncontested divorce. And he would inherit... 

She looked up to the man she had agreed to marry. “You’re going to inherit 36 billion dollars?” 

Tristan gave her a solemn nod. “36.3 actually.” 

Claire’s heart fell. Why would a man so handsome, worth so much, need to buy himself a bride? There was only one logical answer. “You’re gay.” 


He shook his head. “No.” 



“It’s okay,” she said in the most understanding tone she could muster. She was woke.


“I’m not gay.” 



“It definitely doesn’t have the stigma that it once had. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” 


“I’m not ashamed.” 



“Good.” She patted him on the knee reassuringly. “Lots of people are gay.” 

With a growl, he stood and hauled her to her feet as well. Before she could utter one protest, he covered her mouth with his own, and Claire’s world shifted on its axis. 

His lips were firm, commanding, coaxing a response from her. Proving his point. Nope. Not gay.

Claire swayed on her feet, melting into his kiss. 


Then as quickly as it began, it ended. 



Tristan released her arms. Without him there, her knees wobbled and refused to hold her up any longer. She slid back into the chair. 

“I’m not gay,” he said, but he didn’t look her in the eye when he spoke. 

“No,” she whispered in return, somehow resisting the urge to press the back of her hand to her mouth and preserve the feel of his lips on hers. 

“Touching, Masters stated coldly. “But I feel I should explain that most of that sum is tied up in the company...his aunt’s company.”

“My family’s company.” Tristian’s voice was edged with a thread of steel.

Somehow Claire got the impression that both men were telling her not to get any ideas about money above the agreed upon amount. She could barely fathom the million dollars that would be hers after a year. 36.3 billion was completely beyond her comprehension.

“Let’ get back on task.” Masters’ words crashed through her thoughts. “We still have a great deal to cover if this wedding is to take place tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow?” She glanced at Mr. Anderson, then turned her gaze on Tristan. He didn’t make eye contact. “We’re supposed to be married tomorrow?” 

“Is there a problem?” Tristan lifted one brow to punctuate his question. 

“Well, no. I guess not. But...but...” She couldn’t form the words, her brain still a little befuddled from his kiss.”

Ian pushed his way in front of Tristan and glanced down at Claire. “What Tristan means to ask, Claire, is, do you have someone you need to call to attend the wedding?” 

“No.” Now that Nanie was gone, she had no family left. “But...” 

“But what?” Ian asked gently. 

“What about the three day waiting period?” It was Texas law. Everybody knew that. You got your marriage license and then three days later you could get married.

Ian shot her a smile that made her glad they were on the same side. “There are ways around such things." 

She shook her head. This all seemed to be moving way too fast, but she had dreamed of adventure and that was its nature: fast-moving, hard-going, out-of-control. That was what she wanted. Wasn’t it? 

“It’s all set then. Claire, sign those papers, and we’ll have the ceremony tomorrow afternoon. Say, one o’clock?” 

Tristan pulled out his phone and thumbed open his calendar. “I can’t make it then. How about one-thirty? That should give me plenty of time to finish with my morning appointments, then make it to the courthouse and back before the afternoon board meeting.” 

“Fine.” Ian clasped his hands together. “Is one-thirty okay with you, Claire?” 

She was about to remind the men that she had to work tomorrow, when she remembered that Ian had already arranged for her replacement. “I suppose that’s okay.” 

“Do you have any questions about the pre-nup?” Ian asked. 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Then we’ll need you to sign it in triplicate.” 

Her fingers trembled as she penned her name. It was only a business deal and for no more than one year. It was her adventure. Her chance of a lifetime to be someone exciting and glamorous. So why did she feel as if she had just signed her soul away for an eternity? 

♥♥♥
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TRISTAN SIGNED HIS name to the last copy of the pre-nup and resisted the urge to sigh. It was done. Now all he had to do was say “I do” tomorrow and the money was his. Well, almost. 

“Everything’s in order,” Masters said, stacking the papers neatly in his briefcase. “I’ll be going now. I expect a notarized copy of your marriage certificate in my office no later than tomorrow afternoon.” He shut his briefcase with a decisive click and left the office. 

“Well...” His bride-to-be hesitantly stood. Force of habit brought Tristan to his feet as well. “I guess I should get back to work.” Was she for real? 

“That won’t be necessary, Claire,” Ian said. 

Tristan was certain Ian was thinking the same thing, but he was a pro at hiding his emotions. Whereas these days Tristan’s seemed to simmer just below the surface. 

She nodded, then wiped her palms down the sides of her simple navy skirt. “I guess I’ll just go then...?” 

She turned and started toward the door. Tristan watched her go, wondering just how he’d gotten himself into this one. 

“Claire.” Ian jumped to his feet and headed around the side of his desk. “Where are you going?” 

She shrugged one shoulder. “Home, I guess. I mean, I have one more night there.” As Tristan watched, her cheeks turned pink, and she ducked her head. “I need to find something to wear tomorrow. Unless you need me here...” 

“As a matter of fact,” Ian said. “We do.” 

“We do?” Tristan asked. They had signed the papers and agreed on a time, what did they need her for now? 

“We’ve made some...arrangements for you for the evening.” 

“Arrangements?” Tristan echoed as his medium bride did the same. 

“Arrangements,” Ian reiterated. “Tristan...may I speak to you in private?” 

"I think that’s a very good idea. Would you excuse me, Candy?” 

“Claire,” she corrected, a tiny frown on that medium brow of hers. 

“Claire.” Tristan nodded. “Right,” he said as he stepped to the far side of the office to conference with Ian. “What the hell are you talking about? And make it quick. I’ve got a meeting in exactly forty-five minutes.” 

“I’m talking about not leaving your bride alone until tomorrow. About making sure that the press doesn’t get to her—or she to them. And not giving her any room to change her mind. You can’t let her out of your sight. Too many things could go wrong.” 

Tristan nodded and looked back to where his medium bride stood, weight evenly distributed on both feet, hands folded demurely in front of her. “What am I supposed to do with her?” He’d never asked that question of a woman before. Then again, he’d never had a medium bride before. 

Ian glanced over to ...Claire. “I don’t know. Just don’t leave her alone." 

Tristan nodded, then stopped. “I can’t stay with her.” That kiss was still on his mind. Stress, he thought. His reaction to her was stress and nothing more.  “I don’t want to stay with her. Who can I...” 

“Gladys,” both men said in unison. 

“It’ll cost me double time,” Tristan commented. 

“But it’ll be worth it.” 

“Do you think it’s tax deductible?” 

“Don’t push it.” Ian smiled then nudged Tristan back over to where Claire was still standing, weight still evenly distributed between both feet, hands still demurely folded in front of her. 

Tristan cleared his throat. “It seems we have some arrangements for you tonight.” 

Ian nodded. “This is a very special day in a girl’s life. There are a lot of choices and decisions to be made. Tristan and I feel that you should spend it surrounded by your family and friends.” 

She gave him a small little smile. “I don’t have any family.” 

“Then surely...” 

She shook her head. “There’s no one.” 

Tristan was almost shocked at the grin that spread its way across Ian’s face. Tristan had seen that grin only a few times in the past, but it had always spelled trouble for whomever received it. “But that’s where you’re wrong, Claire, my dear,” Ian said. “You are marrying into a wonderful family, full of love and caring.” 

Tristan choked. 

Ian pounded him on the back with more gusto than was really necessary. “Gladys will be with you tonight.” 

“Gladys?” 

“Tristan’s...aunt.” 

“Aunt?” 

“Aunt Gladys.” Tristan solemnly nodded feeling a pang of conscience. What was his problem? He’d lied bigger lies to secure smaller mergers. Why did this one matter? “She’ll help you tonight.” 

“And in the morning,” Ian added. “To uh...get ready and make it to the courthouse on time.” 

Claire nodded. Then her face broke into the most beautiful, most un-medium smile that Tristan had ever seen. “Thank you,” she said. “That means a lot to me. Thank you both so very much.” 

“It’s the least we could do,” Ian said. 
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