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Trigger Warning

This book is a romantic comedy and contains humor, mild profanity, and suggestive content including spankings. It also features situations involving misunderstandings, playful banter, and moments of emotional tension.

While this story is lighthearted and meant to entertain, some themes may not be suitable for all readers. If you are sensitive to spankings, strong language, romantic tension, or comedic mischief that occasionally leads to trouble, please read with discretion.
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Chapter One
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Maddie Brooks hated rules.

Rules were for people who had their lives together—people who paid their bills on time, organized their closets by color, and actually read the fine print before signing things. Maddie was not one of those people. She lived for chaos, thrived in it even, but apparently, her boss at Titan Media disagreed. Which was how she found herself in the most absurd predicament of her life—needing a fake fiancé to secure a promotion.

Slumped at the bar of her favorite hole-in-the-wall pub, Maddie swirled her drink and scowled at her best friend, Maddie, who had the audacity to look amused at her suffering.

"So, let me get this straight," Dani said, barely containing her laughter, "Your boss told you that you’d be a perfect candidate for Senior Editor... but only if you can prove you're a stable, responsible adult. And to him, that means what? Marriage?"

"Basically," Maddie grumbled, "I mean, technically he said ‘settled down,’ but we all know what that means." She took a long sip of her drink before leveling her friend with a glare, "And before you say it—yes, I know I’ve had some questionable moments in the past, but that doesn’t mean I’m not good at my job."

Dani snorted, "Maddie, your questionable moments include setting your last apartment on fire while trying to flambé bananas, getting escorted out of a charity gala for accidentally insulting the mayor’s wife, and—oh yeah—getting into a Twitter war with a celebrity who then banned your entire media company from his press tour."

Maddie winced, "That last one wasn’t my fault. He deserved it."

"Doesn’t matter. Your boss clearly thinks you need to prove you can be responsible, and now you need a fiancé to make that happen. So...who’s the lucky guy?"

Maddie groaned, "That’s the problem. I have no one."

Dani tapped her fingers against the bar, thinking, "You could hire someone."

"Too risky. What if they sell the story to the press?"

"You could just—oh, I don’t know—actually date someone? Crazy idea, I know."

Maddie shot her a look, "Very funny. No time for that. I need someone convincing, someone who won’t screw this up, and preferably someone who won’t kill me when he finds out what I need him for."

Dani’s face suddenly lit up, and that was when Maddie knew—this was about to get worse.

"You know who would be perfect?" Dani said, voice practically dripping with mischief.

"No," Maddie said immediately, "Whatever you're thinking, no."

"Grayson Holt."

Maddie choked on her drink, "Absolutely not."

Dani just grinned, "Why not? He’s got his life together. He’s responsible. He’s stupidly attractive—"

"He’s also a control freak who treats me like an irresponsible child," Maddie snapped, "And he’s my brother’s best friend. And also the last time we were in the same room, he told me I was a disaster waiting to happen."

Dani shrugged, "Sounds like he’d be a very convincing fiancé."

Maddie shook her head vehemently, "No way. No how. I’d rather tell my boss the truth."

Unfortunately, the universe had a twisted sense of humor. Because at that exact moment, a deep, gravelly voice came from behind her.

"Tell me what truth?"

Her stomach dropped.

Slowly, Maddie turned around.

And there he was—Grayson Holt, in all his frustrating, intimidating, utterly infuriating glory.

Dressed in his usual slate-gray suit, every inch of him exuded calm, commanding authority. His broad shoulders, powerful stance, and piercing gaze made it painfully obvious that this was a man who never lost control—unlike Maddie, who somehow managed to lose her keys, wallet, and dignity on a weekly basis.

His dark brows lifted, expression unreadable, "Something I should know about?"

Maddie swallowed, "Nope. Nothing. Absolutely nothing at all."

Dani, the traitor, smirked and raised her glass, "Actually, Maddie was just saying she needs a fake fiancé. And I was saying you’d be the perfect choice."

Grayson’s gaze locked onto hers. A slow, deliberate smile curved his lips.

"Interesting."

Maddie suddenly regretted every decision that had brought her to this moment.
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Maddie’s first instinct was to run.

Her second instinct was to throw Dani under the bus, but her best friend was already sipping her drink like a woman who had no regrets. Meanwhile, Grayson Holt—the most exasperating man to ever exist—leaned against the bar with a slow, deliberate smirk that made her skin prickle.

"A fake fiancé?" he repeated, like he was tasting the words, rolling them over his tongue, "Now that’s interesting. Tell me, Maddie—why do you need one?"

Maddie cleared her throat and forced her shoulders back, "I don’t."

Maddie snorted, "She does."

Grayson’s gaze did not waver, "Explain."

Oh, she hated how he could make a single word sound like a direct order.

Maddie hesitated, debating if she could lie her way out of this, but Grayson knew her too well. The man had spent a decade watching her crash and burn, and right now, she could practically see the judgment forming behind those piercing gray eyes.

Finally, she sighed, "My boss thinks I’m too reckless to be promoted. He wants to see ‘evidence’ that I’m settled, mature, and capable of commitment."

Grayson exhaled slowly, and she could already tell what was coming.

"You mean he wants proof you’re not a walking disaster."

Maddie scowled, "That’s not what he said."

Grayson tilted his head, expression unreadable, "But it’s what he meant."

God, she hated when he was right.

She folded her arms, "It doesn’t matter. I’ll figure something out."

Grayson didn’t look convinced. In fact, he looked like a man debating whether or not he should lecture her.

Maddie was not in the mood for that.

"Anyway," she added quickly, "thanks for stopping by, but Dani was wrong. You are not a candidate for this, so you can go back to your intimidating businessman things now."

Grayson hummed, "I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it."

She blinked, "What?"

Dani’s eyebrows shot up, "Oh, this just got interesting."

Grayson ignored her, eyes still locked on Maddie, "You need someone convincing. I fit the bill."

Maddie was too stunned to respond. Grayson Holt was actually offering to help her? That was new. That was dangerous.

Because if she pretended to be engaged to him, that meant spending more time with him. It meant letting him into her life, into her space.

And she knew, Grayson loved rules.

He would make rules. He would expect her to follow them. A shiver ran down her spine.

Bad idea. Horrible idea.

She shook her head, "No way. We’d kill each other in a week."

His lips twitched, "Possibly. But it would be convincing."

"You hate me."

"I don’t hate you," he corrected, "I think you’re reckless, impulsive, and incapable of making sound decisions, but that’s not the same thing."

Maddie’s mouth fell open, "You actually said that out loud."

He shrugged, "Should I have softened it?"

"Yes!"

Dani wheezed, trying to contain her laughter.

Grayson sighed, rolling his shoulders, "Look, it’s simple. You need this promotion. I have no personal investment in the outcome, which makes me unbiased and believable. And as a bonus..."

His eyes glinted with something dark and unreadable.

"You’d finally have someone to keep you in line."

Maddie choked on air, "Excuse me?"

Grayson tilted his head, "You heard me."

Oh, she heard him, all right. Loud and clear.

And that was exactly why she needed to get the hell out of here before she did something stupid—like agree.

She forced a laugh and shoved her barstool back, "Wow, look at the time, I should go."

Grayson’s hand landed on her wrist.

She froze.

His grip was firm, but not painful. His thumb brushed the inside of her wrist, and for the first time that night, her stomach flipped for an entirely different reason.

"You can say no," he murmured, "But we both know this is your best option."

Maddie swallowed.

She hated that he was right.

She hated that part of her wanted to say yes.

And she especially hated that Grayson Holt was looking at her like he already knew what her answer would be.
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Maddie didn’t answer right away. She sat there, locked in Grayson’s gaze, the weight of his words settling heavily on her shoulders. He was right—this was her best option, but Grayson Holt was dangerous territory. Not because he was some bad boy heartbreaker, but because he was the exact opposite. He was control and discipline wrapped in a tailored suit, a man who never lost his composure, while she was the definition of chaos.

Finally, she exhaled, rolling her shoulders as if trying to shake off the growing tension in the air, "Okay. Fine. You win. I’ll let you be my fake fiancé.” She leveled him with a glare, "But no bossing me around. Just because you’re playing the role doesn’t mean you get to control me.”

Grayson didn’t react right away. He simply studied her, his expression unreadable, and that made her nervous.

"We’ll see about that,” he finally said, and that sentence alone sent a shiver down her spine.

Dani, who had been watching the entire exchange like it was the greatest live entertainment of her life, smirked and lifted her drink in mock celebration, "Well, this is going to be fun. When do we start?”

Maddie turned back to Grayson, fully expecting him to say something reasonable—maybe suggest they go over the details tomorrow, or at least set some ground rules. But, of course, Grayson had other ideas.

“Tonight.”

Maddie blinked, "Tonight?”

He nodded, "If we’re going to be convincing, we need to establish the relationship immediately. That means you’re coming home with me.”

Her jaw nearly hit the bar, "Excuse me?”

Grayson tilted his head slightly, as if he were explaining something to a particularly slow child, "You want this to work? We need people to believe it. And that means spending time together—starting now.”

Maddie scowled, "That sounds suspiciously like an order.”

Grayson didn’t even blink, "That’s because it is.”

Dani choked on her laughter, but Maddie shot her a look before turning back to the insufferable man sitting across from her, "You do realize I have an apartment, right? One I very much enjoy living in?”

“You mean the one that’s constantly a disaster, where you can’t find your keys half the time, and where you live off takeout and never have clean clothes?” He leaned in slightly, his voice dropping just enough to make her breath hitch, "Not exactly the home of someone settled, is it?”

Maddie ground her teeth together. She hated that he had a point. Again.

“And what, your place is supposed to be better?”

Grayson arched a brow, like she had just asked the dumbest question imaginable, "I own a house, Maddie. I don’t rent some overpriced apartment with a broken elevator and neighbors who party until three in the morning. If people are going to believe this, they need to see you making a change.”

She narrowed her eyes, "Living with
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