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  Introduction


I never thought I’d be working with my brother’s best friend,  especially not Ethan West—the icy billionaire heir who drives me up the wall. He and I have never seen eye to eye, and now we’re forced to join forces to plan a charity gala that could change my life.
As we clash over every detail, I discover that beneath his cold exterior lies a man haunted by secrets and undeniable charm. The way he looks at me sends my heart racing and blurs the lines between our pretend partnership and something deeper.
When an unexpected threat puts my safety in jeopardy, we concoct a fake relationship to protect me. But as the lines between reality and pretense blur, I can’t ignore the feelings growing between us.
What started as a ruse might just lead us to the greatest risk of all: opening our hearts. Can we dare to transform this charade into a love worth fighting for?






  
  Chapter one
Gracie

The Gala Job


Ihave just landed the biggest gig of my entire career. The Coleman name, well, my name, Gracie Coleman, is about to be plastered all over town as the event planner who pulled off the biggest charity gala of the season. 
It's not just any charity gala; this is the one where the city's elite show up to throw their money at a good cause while secretly judging each other's outfits. The one where socialites are made or broken throughout one evening. And I'm the one in charge of making sure it all goes down without a hitch.
No pressure, right?
I am pacing back and forth in my tiny apartment with my phone clutched in my hand like it’s a lifeline. It kind of is, considering my entire future is now tied to the hands of the city's wealthiest and most judgmental. My heart is racing faster than it should and I am one missed step away from spiraling into full-blown panic mode.
Gracie, you’ve got this. You have aced several events in the past, I mutter to myself, trying to sound like one of those overly positive motivational speakers on YouTube. They always seem so confident, like everyone is just waiting to hand them their dreams on a silver platter. But I have never been one to believe in things coming easy, especially not to me. I’ve worked all my life for this, so I better not mess it up now.
I flop onto my couch, which groans under the weight of a hundred IKEA DIYs and my frazzled nerves. I stare at the ceiling, thinking about all the things that can go wrong at the event. 
Maybe the caterer will cancel at the last minute, or the flowers will show up wilted, or, worse, there’ll be a clash of egos between two rival socialites. 
Nonetheless, the tabloids would have a field day. 
“Gala Disaster! Gracie Coleman: From Rising Star to a Disastrous Event Planner.”
I shake my head, forcing myself out of that rabbit hole. 
There’s no room for doubt right now. I’m going to pull this off. I mean, I have to. This is my one single shot at the big leagues, and to be honest, my biggest and my only chance to prove to the world, and maybe to myself, that I am more than just a girl with a Pinterest addiction and an overactive imagination.
The phone buzzes in my hand, and I jolt up like I’ve been electrocuted. 
It’s an email from Mr. CEO himself, the guy who’s paying me more money than I’ve ever seen in my life to make this event happen. 
I take a deep breath and open it, half expecting him to have changed his mind.
But nope, it’s just a list of the VIP guests. 
My eyes widen as I scroll through the names. I am supposed to keep them all happy, entertained, and, most importantly, spending money for a good cause. 
My stomach somersaults and I’m pretty sure my breakfast is threatening to make a reappearance. I immediately regret my decision of the morning. Why did I eat those extra pancakes? 
I grab my notebook, the same one I have had since high school. It’s a gift from my parents with my name engraved on the pastel pink diary. I start scribbling down ideas reminding myself that this event has to be perfect, which means I need to think of everything, from the color scheme to the ice sculptures to the playlist at the gala.  
And don’t even get me started on the seating chart. That thing’s going to be the death of me with so many VIPs on the list. But as much as my nerves are trying to convince me that I'm way over my head, there's a part of me that's… well, kind of excited. 
I’ve always loved a challenge, and this is the ultimate one. Plus, let’s be real, I’ve been dreaming of a chance like this since I was a kid, back when I used to plan elaborate tea parties for my dolls and stuffed animals. I’d line them up in perfect rows, making sure each one had a tiny plate of imaginary food and a cup of coffee to sip. Now, instead of dolls, I’ve got real-life VIPs, and instead of imaginary food, I’ve got five-star catering. 
I bite my lip, and a smile sneaks its way onto my face despite the nervousness. This is going to be awesome. It has to be, right? I know how to organize galas. Though it looks like an understatement for a gala that’s going to raise millions for charity, the principle around this charity gala is the same. People want to have a good time. 
I glance around my apartment, taking in the clutter of fabric swatches, mood boards, and half-finished centerpiece prototypes. This is what I live for. The thrill of putting together something beautiful, something that people will remember long after they have gone from the event. The fact that this time it’s for such a good cause makes it all the more satisfying.
I take a deep breath, feeling the anxiety start to ease just a little. I can do this. I’ve got the skills, I’ve got the vision, and if I play my cards right, I’ve got an entire team of professionals ready to back me up. Sure, the pressure’s on, but that’s when I do my best work.
Besides, if all else fails, there’s always a cup of coffee to cheer me up. 

      ***It’s the next day and I am at the venue for the charity gala. It is an old mansion on the outskirts of the city. I am holding my notebook clenching it as I walk up the steps with my heart thudding in my chest. 
This place is gorgeous, stunning, really, but also kind of creepy in a ‘might-be-haunted’ way, but it is perfect for the mood I want to set for the event. 
I have my phone out, ready to snap pictures of the grand entrance and the sweeping staircase, and the ornate chandeliers that look like they belong in a Hollywood movie. But I am also itching to sketch out a few ideas. There’s something about putting pen to paper that makes everything feel more real. 
The door swings open with a creak and I freeze, halfway between a step and a gasp, when a tall, broad-shouldered figure fills the doorway. 
My brain takes a second to catch up before I recognize him. Ethan West. 
Of course, it’s him, because why wouldn’t my life take a sudden turn into ‘awkward and uncomfortable’ territory right now?
Ethan is my brother’s best friend and the guy who has been signing my checks for this gala. Also, the guy who has always seemed to look at me like I’m some sort of puzzle he can’t quite figure out. Not in a charming way but in a cold, intimidating, ‘I have better things to do than deal with you’ way.
His dark brown hair is slightly tousled, but everything else about him is as controlled as ever. His tailored Giorgio Armani suit is sharp, and those blue eyes make you feel like he can see right through whatever nonsense you’re trying to pull. 
“What are you doing here?” his voice is low and smooth, but there’s an edge to it that makes my spine stiffen. 
He’s always been like this, cool, calm, and a bit too serious.
I lift my chin, trying not to let him see how much his presence is throwing me off. “I’m here to check out the venue, obviously. I need to get a feel for the space so I can start planning in more detail.”
He steps aside, letting me into the space, but his eyes never leave me. It's unnerving like he's waiting for me to slip up. "I thought you'd have done that already. We're on a tight schedule."
I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Typical Ethan. Always so practical, always expecting everyone else to be as on top of things as he is. 
“I have, but I wanted to see it again. Sometimes you need to experience the space a few times to really understand how it’ll work for the event.” 
He narrows his eyes slightly as if considering whether to argue with me, but then just nods.
“Fine. But I want to be kept in the loop. No surprises.”
“As if I’d keep anything from you,” I mutter under my breath, but he hears it anyway. 
His lips twitch, almost like he’s amused, but the moment passes too quickly for me to be sure.
I take a deep breath, trying to focus on the task at hand. I start to walk through the mansion, taking in the high ceilings, huge chandeliers, intricate carvings on walls, and the way the light filters through the tall windows. 
Ethan follows me like a shadow that I can’t quite shake, and it is getting pretty annoying now, so I decided to add him to my thoughts for the gala.
“So, I was thinking we could set up the main dining area here.” I gesture to the large ballroom, already picturing it decked out in elegant table settings. “The space is perfect, and the flow from the entrance will allow for a dramatic reveal when the guests walk in.”
Ethan folds his arms across his chest, leaning against the doorframe. “Are you sure it’s big enough? We’re expecting a large crowd. The last thing we need is people feeling cramped.”
I huff, flipping open my notebook to the sketches I’ve been working on. 
“I’ve already accounted for that. We’ll have the tables spaced out, and we can set up a few smaller seating areas around the room for people who want to mingle. Trust me, it’ll work.”
He glances at the sketches, and for a moment, I think he might actually approve. But then he shakes his head slightly. “What about the acoustics? If the music is too loud, it could drown out conversations.”
“Ethan, I’ve thought of that too. We’ll have the speakers positioned strategically, so the music creates ambiance without overpowering everything else. This isn’t my first event, you know.” My tone is more defensive than I intend, but his constant questioning is starting to get under my skin.
He lifts an eyebrow with a hint of a smirk on his face. “I know. That’s why I hired you. But I also know that details matter. I just want to make sure everything’s perfect.”
“Well, perfection’s my middle name,” I shoot back, meeting his eyes head-on. There’s a tension in the air now, and it feels like we’re both testing each other, pushing boundaries to see who’ll break first. He doesn’t respond right away, just watches me with those intense eyes, and for a second, I wonder if he is going to say something personal, something that will crack that icy exterior of his. 
But then he straightens up and the moment passes as quickly as it came.
“Just keep me informed,” he says, his voice back to its usual calm, controlled tone. “I want this event to be a success as much as you do.”
I nod, though I can’t help but feel a bit deflated. For all his seriousness, there’s something about Ethan that piques my curiosity. He’s not just a control freak. Surely there is more to him than that, but I can’t quite figure out what. And, to be honest, I’m not sure I want to do that now. I’ve got enough on my plate without adding ‘unraveling the mystery of Ethan West’ to my to-do list.
Still, as I watch him walk away, I can’t help but wonder what it would take to get him to loosen up, to show a little of what’s behind that cold, polished personality of him. And who is the better person to get to know it than my brother? 






  
  Chapter two
Gracie

Past Shadows


Arthur shows up at my apartment like he owns the place, which is kind of typical for an older brother. He strolls in with his hair still wet from a shower and flops down on my couch like it’s a cloud. He has that easygoing smile on his face, and it always makes me wonder how we are related because I’m pretty sure I never inherited the chill gene. 
I am still buzzing from my encounter with Ethan at the mansion, and Arthur is the perfect target to unload all that on.
“What’s the deal with your best friend, Ethan?” I ask, plopping down next to him with a huff. “Is he always that intense, or did he just reserve that special brand of intimidation for me?”
Arthur laughs in a deep, hearty sound that is way too carefree for the serious conversation I am trying to have. 
“Ethan? Intense? Nah, that’s just his resting face. You should see him when he’s actually trying to be intimidating.”
“Great. So, you’re telling me I haven’t even seen him at full power? Good to know.”
“He’s not that bad, Gracie. He’s just… focused,” Arthur says, shrugging like that explains everything. “He’s had a lot on his plate, especially since he got out of the military.”
That makes me pause. Military? Ethan West has always struck me as the buttoned-up, suit-and-tie handsome billionaire type, not someone who would be crawling through the mud and dodging bullets. 
“Wait, Ethan was in the military? You’re kidding, right?”
Arthur looks at me like I’ve just asked if the sky is blue. “Yeah, didn’t you know? He served for about ten years. Special Forces.”
I blink, trying to wrap my head around that little nugget of information. “Special Forces? As in, the guys who do all the dangerous, top-secret stuff?”
“Yeah, he saw some pretty rough things. It changes you, you know? He’s got a lot of weight on his shoulders from that time. That’s probably why he comes off as intense. He’s had to make decisions that most people can’t even imagine.”
I’m quiet for a moment, letting that sink in. Suddenly, Ethan’s icy demeanor starts to make a little more sense. Maybe there’s more and something deeper to him that I haven’t seen before. The thought makes my stomach do a weird little flip, and I’m not sure if it’s because I’m curious or if I’m starting to feel something more than just irritation towards him.
“So that’s why he’s so… closed off? Because of what he went through in the military?”
Arthur sighs, leaning back against the couch. “Partly, yeah. He doesn’t talk about it much, but I know it’s there, under the surface. Ethan’s one of the strongest people I know, but even he’s got his scars. Just give him time, Gracie. He’s not as cold as he seems.”
I nod, but my mind is already racing ahead. Now that I know this about Ethan, I can’t help but see him in a different light. 
I lean back on the couch, staring up at the ceiling. “Why didn’t you ever tell me this before? I mean, it’s kind of a big deal, Arthur.”
“I guess I just assumed you knew. Ethan’s not exactly the kind of guy who talks about his past, so it’s not like it comes up in conversation. But now you know. Just don’t go treating him any differently, okay? He’s still the same guy.”
I nod again, though I’m not sure how easy that’s going to be. Knowing what I know now, I can’t help but be curious about the man behind the stern exterior. 
Arthur gives me a nudge with his elbow, breaking me out of my thoughts. “Don’t overthink it, sis. Just do your thing with the gala, and everything will work out fine. Ethan trusts you, or he wouldn’t have hired you.”
I snort, shaking my head. “Sure, because nothing says, ‘I trust you’ like questioning every single decision I make.”
Arthur laughs again, ruffling my hair like he used to when we were kids. “That’s just his way of making sure everything’s perfect. You’ll see. By the time this is all over, you two might actually get along.”
I doubt that, but I don’t say it out loud. Instead, I just smile, trying to push aside the swirl of thoughts and emotions Ethan’s revelation has stirred up in me. 
But then there is a knock at my door. Before I can even think about getting up, Arthur’s already on his feet, heading for the door like he’s expecting someone. 
“Hold on, you didn’t mention you were expecting company,” I call after him, narrowing my eyes suspiciously.
“I might’ve forgotten to mention that I asked Ethan to swing by before we head out. Figured we could all catch up for a bit,” Arthur replies with a smile.
“Arthur Coleman!” I hiss, glaring daggers at his back as he opens the door. “A little warning would’ve been nice!”
But it’s too late. 
Ethan’s already stepping into my apartment, looking every bit as tall, dark, and intimidating as he did earlier at the mansion. He has ditched his Armani suit for a more casual look, and he is wearing jeans and a fitted black t-shirt that, unfortunately, does nothing to make him seem less imposing. 
Arthur greets him with a pat on the back, but Ethan’s eyes zero in on me almost immediately.
“Hello, Gracie,” he says with a nod and a calm composure. 
“Hey, Ethan,” I reply, but right now it feels and looks strange knowing he’s been through so much. 
But then again, the man is a mystery wrapped in an enigma, and I’m still trying to crack the code.
Arthur plops back down on the couch, completely oblivious to the tension that is raising the temperature in this room. 
"We were just talking about you," he says casually like this is the most normal conversation in the world.
Ethan raises an eyebrow, glancing between the two of us. “Oh? Should I be worried?”
“Depends,” I say, crossing my arms as I lean against the wall. “Do you usually have people discussing your intimidating behavior behind your back?”
Arthur chuckles, but Ethan’s expression doesn’t change. He just watches me, and it’s like he’s waiting for me to make the next move. The silence stretches out for a beat too long, and I shift uncomfortably, feeling like I’m on the spot for some reason. 
“Arthur was just telling me about your military background,” I finally say, unable to stop the curiosity from creeping into my voice. “I had no idea you were in the Special Forces.”
Ethan's eyes flick to Arthur for a moment, but then he shrugs like it's no big deal. "It's not something I usually talk about. It was a long time ago."
“Must’ve been intense,” I say, trying to keep my tone light, though my mind is swirling with a thousand questions. “I mean, Special Forces isn’t exactly a desk job.”
“No, it’s not,” Ethan replies, like he’s closing the door on that topic. 
And just like that, the conversation stalls again.
Arthur, bless his heart, tries to jumpstart it by switching to safer ground. “So, Gracie was just telling me about how the gala planning is going. Sounds like you two are making progress.”
“If by ‘progress’ you mean Ethan nitpicking every detail, then sure, we’re moving right along.”
Ethan’s mouth twitches, and I can’t tell if he’s amused or annoyed. Probably both. “It’s called attention to detail, Gracie. You know, making sure everything’s perfect.”
“Oh, trust me, I’ve noticed. But here’s the thing, Mr. Perfectionist, I have got this. You hired me because I’m good at what I do, so maybe, just maybe, you could ease up a little and let me do my job.”
Arthur’s eyes ping-pong between us, “Uh, guys, maybe we should…” 
“No, it’s fine… Gracie’s right. I did hire her for a reason. But this event is important, and I just want to make sure we’re on the same page,” Ethan cuts in. 
“We are on the same page,” I insist, taking a step closer without even realizing it. “But you’ve got to trust me, Ethan. I know what I’m doing.”
Ethan doesn’t back down, which, of course, only makes me dig my heels in more. “It’s not about trust, Gracie. It’s about making sure that this gala goes off without a hitch.”
“And it will!” I fire back. “But if you keep hovering over me like some kind of… of helicopter boss, it’s going to drive me insane! You’ve got to let me breathe.”
Arthur clears his throat, probably trying to diffuse the situation, but neither of us is paying him any attention. 
“I’m not trying to make your job harder, Gracie.”
“You have to trust me, Ethan.”
“Okay, I’ll back off a little but if you need anything…”
“I’ll tell you.”
“Deal!” he replies and Arthur finally seems to relax. 
“Well, now that we’ve all had our say, how about we head out? Boys’ night waits for no man.”
Arthur and Ethan head out, leaving me alone in the apartment. I'm about to settle back into my couch and rehash everything with my notebook when there's a loud thud at my door.
I jump up, opening it to find a plain envelope lying on the floor. 
It doesn’t have a return address or even a stamp, just a simple, slightly crumpled envelope. My curiosity is piqued, and I pick it up, turning it over in my hands. Something about it feels…off. 
Before I can think too much about it, Arthur’s head pokes back through the door. “Hey, Gracie, I think you dropped this.”
He’s holding up a different envelope, slightly smaller, but the one on the floor definitely looks like it’s meant for me. I frown, taking the envelope from him. 
“Thanks. I didn’t notice it earlier
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