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      Some inheritances come with strings…

      
        
        After a spectacular courtroom meltdown gets me fired by my own father, he gives me one last shot at redemption: sell my grandmother Gigi’s property in Foggy Valley, repay my “Dad Loan,” and prove I’m still worth the family name.

      

        

      
        Except the house isn’t empty.

      

        

      
        Carter Mitchell spent years working for Gigi… and somehow ended up in her will. He’s stubborn. Steady. Infuriatingly principled. And with Gigi’s lawyer out of town for three weeks, we’re stuck sharing the land until someone can tell us who it actually belongs to.

      

        

      
        I didn’t expect the quiet mornings. I didn’t expect the way this town starts to feel like something I’ve been missing. I didn’t expect Mildred—the world’s most judgmental chicken.

      

        

      
        And I definitely didn’t expect Carter… especially not the way he looks at me like I might already belong here.

      

        

      
        My father wants the property sold. Carter is already part of this place.

      

        

      
        And I’m caught between the life I’ve built—and the one that finally feels like home.
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        For information about new releases, sales, and giveaways, join my newsletter!
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      Brooke

      Epic fail.

      Never has there ever been a more accurate description of my life right now than those two words.

      As I sit here, staring across the desk at the man I call my father, the same man who just fired me, I can’t help but ask, “Why?”

      “Why what?” He doesn’t even look up from his computer screen.

      “Why are you firing me?”

      He sighs, finally granting me eye contact. The shitstorm from my loss is probably consuming his entire day. No doubt his PR person is mopping up my mess as we speak. “You know why, Brooke.”

      Being a family lawyer for Seattle’s A-listers means our clients are used to getting their way. And our firm all but promises that. I was supposed to get my client full custody of her children, despite the fact that the father—a “commoner,” as my client called him—is the one who actually spends time with them. I failed. That commoner father brought his A-game and put me to shame.

      My blunder was all over the news on every station. While my face might’ve had a deer-in-headlights look as I walked out of the courthouse, my hair looked amazing, thank you very much.

      “It was one loss,” I say, making a last-ditch attempt to plead my case (no pun intended). “And the father had some really good lawyers.”

      He narrows his eyes, his stance stiffening. As co-partner of this firm, my father isn’t used to having to explain himself. “What’s our mission statement? Recite it for me.”

      I close my eyes, picturing the mission statement in my mind. “Here at Peters and Morton Law Firm, winning is what we do. In fact, since 1998, our firm has yet to lose a case. No matter your needs, we’re going to win.”

      It’s sad that I have that memorized, but I heard it enough in my youth and have to hear it every day when I come to work. The message is everywhere: on billboards around the city, on our website, plastered throughout the office building, and on every email that goes out to a client.

      Winning is what we’re known for.

      “And you lost, Brooke. It’s not that difficult to understand.” He leans back in his chair, the leather creaking. “My partner and I talked about it, and we both feel it’s for the best if you go. I can’t have anyone thinking you’re getting special treatment just because you’re my daughter.”

      His comment takes me back to when I got hired here. The gossip mill worked overtime with the “special treatment” rumors. But I quickly quelled the noise by winning cases and holding my own.

      Until this case.

      “But what am I supposed to do? What about money?”

      “I’ve got a solution for that.” He rustles around in one of his desk drawers and brings out a stack of papers. Turning them toward me, he motions for me to look.

      “What’s this?” I flip through the stack. A will. But what does it have to do with me?

      “It’s your grandmother’s will. You know her house out there in Foggy Valley?” I nod. “She left it to you.”

      “Me? Why?” Gigi and I used to be close. I spent summers with her when I was younger. But I haven’t been out to her house in over a decade, and the last time she visited me was three years ago. She passed so suddenly, I was out of town meeting with a client and couldn’t make it back for the service. It’s eaten away at me ever since. Sixteen months now.

      “I don’t know why,” he says with a subtle shrug, like this is the least interesting conversation he’s had all day.

      I stare down at the papers, more questions than answers forming in my mind. “What am I going to do with a house that’s over three hours away?”

      “I figured that might be your response, so I’ve been in touch with a developer out there.” He pulls a business card from the top drawer of his desk. “This guy is willing to pay a lot of money for your grandmother’s property because he’s eager to get his subdivision up and running. Her neighbors have already negotiated deals, but your grandmother was the lone holdout.” He hands me the business card. “This deal will solve all your financial problems. We’re talking life-changing money.”

      Life-changing money. That thought is very appealing since I now find myself without a job and wondering how to pay rent. But then I think of all the lovely memories I had in Gigi’s house and feel a slight tug on my heart. “And what if I don’t want to sell?”

      He narrows his gaze. “You can’t afford to let this offer slip. Do I need to bring up how much money you owe me?”

      No. I don’t need to be reminded of the tens of thousands of dollars I owe him. Schooling. The deposit on my penthouse apartment. My starter wardrobe—because if I’m going to be representing the crème de la crème, a thrifted blouse just won’t do.

      It’s his way of holding me responsible. He didn’t want to raise a spoiled brat who had everything handed to her. Instead, I have a massive Dad Loan I’ll be paying off for an eternity.

      “Okay. I’ll go out there and work on this deal.”

      Across the desk, Dad’s hair is grayer, there are more lines on his face, but he still looks the same as when I was growing up. Trim, and with a kind face, which works in his favor as a family lawyer. He can be cutthroat when he needs to and understanding the rest of the time.

      But right now, he just looks tired. Probably tired of explaining why he hired me in the first place. After all, I singlehandedly ruined the reputation of his illustrious law firm.

      I was raised by my father when my mother died hours after childbirth. Our family was supposed to be picture-perfect: dad works, mom stays home with the kids. But the universe had other plans.

      That left my father to manage his company and raise me. I spent a lot of time in daycare and after-school programs. When I was old enough, I learned to cook and managed the household on my own. I grew up fast. Had to. I was trying to make things easier on him. I felt like my presence was a burden even though he’d never said anything of the sort.

      I’m determined to ease his burden and get back into his good graces by finalizing this deal. Then I’ll pay off my debt in full. I’ll show him that I can do as I’m told and maybe convince him to hire me again. Besides, who else in this city would take on someone with my reputation? No one wants to willingly hire a loser.

      “Keep in touch throughout the process. And I’ll put some feelers out for another job for you,” he says, with as much of a smile as he can muster. Which isn’t much.

      I nod and make the long trek back to my desk. The stack of papers in my hand gives me a tiny boost of optimism. My ticket out of this mess.

      I make quick work of packing up my things while the people around me don’t even attempt to hide their stares. My ex-boyfriend Matt adds himself to the list of people gawking at me. He dumped me right after my loss, claiming a relationship with me would be bad for his career.

      Asshole.

      On my way out of the office, I touch base with the one area of my life that’s not an epic fail, and that’s my ride-or-die friend, Cora.

      “How’s it going?” she asks when the call connects.

      “He fired me.” I sigh.

      “Fired by your own father.” There’s a pause. “That’s gotta be a new level of embarrassing.”

      Cora has been my friend since middle school and understands familial pressures better than anyone I know. She’s also from a wealthy family and dubs herself the black sheep of her clan. While the rest of her siblings and parents are all engineers of some sort, Cora went to art school. She’s extremely talented, but her art doesn’t pay the bills, so she works as a manager at a trendy grocery store the rest of the time.

      I duck into the parking garage and head down the first row to my car. “I really let him down. I mean, I’ve disappointed him plenty in the past, but this felt different.”

      “Keep your head up. If there’s anyone who’s disappointed their family, I’m pretty sure I’d take the prize for that. This will all blow over soon.”

      I chuckle at her comment because she’s got a point. But I’m not so sure I’m going to be able to recover from this. “I admire your optimism.”

      “So what’s your plan? Did he at least give you a severance package?”

      “No severance package, but I’ve got a little bit of money saved up to tide me over.” Not much, but some. “He did give me something on my way out. Apparently, I’m the new owner of a house in Foggy Valley. Gigi left hers to me.”

      There’s a gasp on her end of the line. “Foggy Valley? That’s a long way from Seattle. What are you going to do with it?”

      “I’m going to sell it for a lot of money,” I say, sliding into my car. “I’m driving out there tonight to go through the house, then I’ll probably touch base with the developer tomorrow.” The payday is already taking shape in my mind. So much money, I’m practically swimming in it.

      “You don’t want to keep it? It’s your grandmother’s house. I’m sure you have a lot of memories there.”

      “I can’t afford to keep it. My dad is requesting I pay back all the money I owe him.”

      “He’s doing that now? After he just fired you?” She scoffs. “Wow. Way to pile on.”

      “It’s his way of telling me that I need to make this deal happen. He’s giving me no other option.”

      She tsks her displeasure at Dad’s actions. “Sorry to run, but I have to get ready for work. Text me when you get there so I know you made it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Keep your head up,” she says. “You’ll pull through this.”

      I sure hope she’s right.
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      Carter

      It’s finally happening.

      I pull into the back drive and a flash of brown in one of the windows catches my attention. I’m finally going to catch the masked bastard that’s been making my life a living hell. He always seems to know when I’m away, and I left the lights on to catch him in the act. He’s a menace, a pest, and tonight’s his last night terrorizing my house.

      For weeks the little jerk’s been getting into my kitchen and eating my food. One time, I came back from an errand to find my fruit bowl cleaned out. That marked the last time I left fruit on the counter. Another time, I came back from a half-day shopping trip in Port Angeles to find my entire pantry scattered across the kitchen floor.

      I’ve been gone for several hours tonight. I hate to think what he’s been up to this time. No matter. This raccoon’s days are numbered.

      I’m not going to kill it. Don’t have the heart for that. But I will scare it off so it never comes back.

      But I’m unprepared. All my deterrents are inside the house where the offender is. I slink toward the house, quiet as I can, and spot something useful. On the back porch is a water-filled squirt bottle that I use to water the plants. Not ideal, but it’ll have to do. Maybe if I soak his ass good enough, he’ll think twice before messing with me.

      Slowly, cautiously, I ease open the back door and head toward where I saw him in the window. I leave the door open to give him a way to get out. Don’t need a pissed-off raccoon trapped inside.

      I pass through the kitchen. Nothing looks out of place. Maybe he just came out from his hidey-hole and I can scare him off before he damages anything. I plaster myself against the wall, flat as I can so he doesn’t see me. I near the entryway to the living room and peek around the corner, just quick enough to know where to aim. There’s a mass of brown over by the couch. I jump out and start firing.

      Streams of water fly, hitting my target right where I want it. My trigger finger keeps a blistering pace. But instead of a raccoon’s squeal, a human scream pierces the air and a woman in a brown coat bolts upright.

      I’m stunned. Speechless.

      There’s a person inside my house. And since this is the only thing I have to defend myself, I keep firing.

      “Will you stop spraying me?” the woman asks.

      I lower my weapon, but keep it pointed at her in case she makes any sudden moves toward me. “What the hell are you doing inside my house?”

      She brushes some of the water off her coat and onto the floor. “Ugh… what’s even in that bottle anyway?”

      “Water.”

      “Why were you spraying me with it?”

      “I thought you were a raccoon.”

      A hint of a smile crosses her lips. “How on earth could you mistake me for a raccoon?”

      “Well, you are wearing a hideous brown coat that’s pretty much the same color as a raccoon’s fur.” It’s probably the ugliest and most impractical coat I’ve ever seen. Some brown number with sleeves that don’t even go all the way to her wrists. Why would anyone buy that? “What kind of coat is that anyway?”

      “Expensive,” she says, narrowing her eyes.

      I glare at her as she attempts to fluff up her wet hair. “Answer the question. What are you doing inside my house? And how did you get in?”

      “The door was unlocked, and what do you mean your house?”

      “Yeah. My house.” I pluck a piece of mail from the dining room table and hold it up, water bottle still pointed at her. “Says so right here.”

      She closes the distance between us and takes the mail from my hand. She stares at it, brow furrowing, then hands it back. “Your name on a piece of mail doesn’t make the house yours. I was told today that this house is mine. My grandmother willed it to me.”

      “Who’s your grandma?”

      “Helen Elwood.”

      “The same Helen Elwood who gave this house to me?”

      “Why would my grandma give it to you? Who are you anyway? Some kind of con artist who charms old women into giving up their homes?”

      “Did you just call me charming?” I fire back with a smirk.

      She answers with an eye roll. “Seriously, why would my grandma give you this house? You’re not even family, and I’ve never heard of you before.”

      “Funny. I could say the same about you, except for the family part.”

      There’s a slight wince. “You mean Gigi never once mentioned me?”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Brooke Peters.”

      I reflect on all my conversations with Helen. There were many. I recall a few times she mentioned her granddaughter, mostly to tell me Brooke was very beautiful. Helen wasn’t wrong. Brooke is drop-dead gorgeous. Get rid of that god-awful brown coat, and she’d easily be a ten out of ten.

      But one thing I remember is Helen was worried about Brooke. About a year before her death, she told me she thought Brooke was going to turn out just like her father. Drake the Snake, as Helen called him. A workaholic who isn’t afraid to use people to his advantage. Helen worried Brooke was turning into a carbon copy.

      But something tells me now’s not the time to bring up that particular conversation. “She might’ve mentioned you a few times,” I say, and leave it at that.

      Brooke snaps out of whatever funk she was in and now it looks like she’s got her game face on. “Will you quit pointing that thing at me?” she says, motioning toward the squirt bottle. I lower it, but keep it at my side just in case. “Do you have proof she left it to you?” she asks, a firm line forming between her brows. “Where’s your copy of the will?”

      Proof. That’s probably a good thing to have. And I do have proof somewhere in this house. Maybe not a will—I still need to get that from her lawyer—but a letter written by Helen, leaving the house to me. Now if only I could remember where I put it. But up until this point, no one has ever challenged my ownership. “Of course, I have proof. Where’s your proof?” I counter. “I don’t see anything in your hands.”

      “My copy of the will is in my bag. If you wait here a moment, I’ll go get it.” She turns toward the front of the house, which unsettles me. She’s not joking around about thinking this house is hers. What the actual hell? Has my ownership of this house been a sham all this time?

      As the child of a broken home with a deadbeat dad and a mom who worked long hours to provide, I grew up going without. Mom did her best but fell short most months. We moved constantly, always searching for cheaper rent. I longed for stability. A place to call home.

      When I was old enough, I started working to fill in the gaps. I worked for a local contractor, and that’s where my love of home building started. After high school, I went to trade school and honed my construction skills. Not long after, I was working for myself. That’s when I met Helen. A friend of hers hired me to remodel her kitchen. Helen was so impressed, she hired me to help out around her property. I became her handyman, and for years I worked for her whenever she needed me.

      When Helen gave me this house, she told me she knew about my struggles growing up. She wanted to set me up for success. And she knew I’d never sell it. A local developer had been breathing down her neck for years, trying to get her to sell. She didn’t want to see it turned into another subdivision.

      Helen gave this house to me, and I will protect it at all costs.

      “Can’t this wait until morning? It’s late, and I don’t want to stand here arguing all night.” Really, I’m buying time to find that letter. Brooke has her ammunition, and I’m not coming back to this argument until I have some of my own.

      She hesitates, looking at the pitch-black sky outside, then nods. “I guess it can wait.” She pauses. “So… where am I sleeping tonight?”

      I shake my head. “Oh, no. I’m not letting a stranger sleep inside my house. There’s a motel in town I’m sure you’ll find suitable.”

      “Since this is my house, maybe you should stay at the motel and I’ll stay here,” she counters.

      I don’t have it in me to argue any longer. Nothing is going to be solved tonight. What I really want is to go to sleep and maybe this bad dream will be over when I wake up. “Fine. You can take my room since it’s the only one that has a bed. Your grandmother and I took the beds out of the other two bedrooms because she needed the storage space.”

      “Are you sure? I can take the couch if you want,” she concedes, the first time she’s done so this whole interaction.

      “I’m sure. It’s only for one night. Tomorrow you’ll figure out this is actually my house and be on your way. And this way I can keep an eye on you. Make sure you’re not going to steal anything.” I give her the side eye.

      Brooke scoffs and hands me the keys to her car. “My bags are in the trunk.”
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      Carter

      The next morning, I crack open my eyes and check my watch. Four-thirty. Half an hour earlier than usual.

      I slept like shit last night. The whole night I thought about the intruder upstairs and how she kept insisting this house is hers. My mind spun, worrying I might lose everything. I tossed and turned, running through every possible scenario. In all but one, things didn’t look good.

      But sitting here with a defeatist attitude isn’t going to help. Gingerly, I sit up and massage the kinks out of my neck, then head to the kitchen to start the coffee. I’ll need all the caffeine I can get to make it through the day with her. Just thinking about her makes my blood boil.

      My mind flashes back to last night when I caught her in my house. Why couldn’t it have been different? Instead of Brooke being some lost traveler who needed help, it would be just my luck that the most beautiful woman to ever cross my path would be some she-devil on a mission to upend my life. The universe works in mysterious ways.

      I grab a mug from the cupboard and pour a cup before the pot even finishes brewing. From the fridge, I take out the creamer and splash a bit in. Flavored coffee creamers are a habit I picked up from Helen. She was always bringing me a cup with whatever flavor she had on hand. Hazelnut became my favorite, and my mornings aren’t the same without it. I take a sip and close my eyes to savor it.

      Waking up this early is something I’d done working construction jobs after high school. But even now, being my own boss, I still wake up early, the years of having the same schedule ingrained in my internal clock. There’s a certain stillness at this hour. Most people I know aren’t awake yet.

      But there is someone who’ll be awake at this hour, and I walk outside to greet her.

      “Hello, Mildred.” She’s sitting on the front porch, resting on one end of the porch swing. She cranes her head to look at me as I approach. I reach down to give her a few pats on her back and sit down on the other end. She glances over at me but stays in her spot, watching the wind rustle the grass in the yard.

      Mildred was Helen’s pet chicken. While I’m decent enough company and keep her fed and sheltered, I’m not Helen. Mildred only tolerates my presence. When she feels like it, she follows me around the yard. Most of the time she keeps to herself. The cabin guests like her, and Mildred never minds the treats they give her.

      I stare out at the three completed cabins in the yard, Helen’s idea, then glance over at my latest project, a fourth cabin. Tourism on the Olympic Peninsula has been booming for years, fueled by those vampire and werewolf books and movies, slowing only in the winter. Helen saw the opportunity early. She decided to build a few comfortable cabins on her property and rent them out, knowing the limited hotels nearby couldn’t meet demand.

      With travel bloggers and social media influencers now discovering the area, the cabins were rarely empty. Her plan had been lucrative enough to keep her financially comfortable, and eventually, she used the profits to finance another one.

      When it came time to build, Helen hired me because she trusted my construction background. “Build them like you would your own home,” she’d told me. Little did I know that someday they’d all be mine.

      I drain the last of my coffee and head inside for a second cup, making sure to stay quiet. Don’t want to wake the she-devil.

      In the kitchen, I scramble a few eggs for breakfast. The eggs aren’t gifts from Mildred—she quit laying a long time ago—but they are from Brooke’s cousins, who live in town and raise chickens, goats, and whatever else they can find. Brooke’s oldest cousin, Holly, runs an animal rescue and takes in sick and wounded farm animals when they’re confiscated. She fosters them until they can be adopted out, sometimes becoming too attached, leading to an ever-growing population of animals over there.

      I hurry through my eggs, wanting to get out of the house before Brooke wakes up. No doubt she’ll hound me about my proof of ownership as soon as she can. The woman is on a mission to ruin my life and wants to get it done as quickly as possible. I will find that letter. Finding it means I can get back to life as it was and send her packing.

      I leave my dishes in the sink and head into the living room to find some clothes. I don’t normally keep my clothes in the living room, but I haven’t had time to put them away since the last time I did laundry, which was… When was that? Have these clothes really been sitting in this basket for a week? I rifle through the basket, settling on a basic gray T-shirt and jeans. Back in the kitchen, I take one last sip of coffee before dumping the rest into a thermal mug. Outside, I pass by Mildred on my way to the fourth cabin. She barely looks my way.

      Normally, I’d see at least one cabin guest by now, heading out early to beat the crowds to the trails or beaches. But all the cabins are empty. That was planned. I blocked off an entire month to give my two friends and me time to put the shell of the cabin up. I didn’t want to be hammering and making noise while guests were trying to enjoy their stay. Once we got that done, they went back to their regularly scheduled lives while I worked on the interior. I’ve been working long hours to get as much done as possible before the next guests arrive this weekend.

      Today is wainscoting day. I’m installing it around the entire perimeter to blend the space and match the rest of the cabins. But wainscoting isn’t just nice to look at—it’s functional too. It can withstand the number of guests I get and the bumps and dings that come along with them. It means I’m not patching and repairing drywall all the time. With the help of my nail gun, I should be done by this afternoon, provided I can work without interruption.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Brooke

      Thud, thud, thud. I’m back in Dad’s office, this time sitting across from him in my pajamas. His hand smacks repeatedly against the desk, his features stern. His lecture lasts for what feels like an eternity, and his eventual ruling sends me to my fate in this desolate, dreary place.

      Thud, thud, thud. My eyes flick open and Dad’s image vanishes from my mind. I look around, hoping to see my bedroom and that the events of yesterday were all a dream.

      But no, this isn’t a dream. This is very much my crappy reality.

      I sit up and survey my surroundings. I’m in Gigi’s old bedroom, but any remnants of Gigi are gone. The bed and furniture have changed, replaced with darker wood tones. The pictures of my cousins and me that used to sit on Gigi’s dresser? Gone. The cutesy doilies she placed under all her trinkets? Gone. Her trinkets are also gone, leaving the room stark and cold. And that sweet little bench in the window where I used to sit and read, imagining what I’d become as an adult? All of it—gone.

      Thud, thud, thud. I’m awake, yet the thudding continues. Was it even in my dream at all? Am I losing my mind? Thud, thud, thud. I follow the sound to the window and peer outside. The clouds are thick and heavy, looking like they might dump rain any second. Given that this is the Olympic Peninsula in April, that’s entirely possible. Out in the yard are three identical cabins and a fourth that doesn’t look as finished as the rest. There’s a light on in the fourth one and a figure moves past the window. The thudding continues. I check my phone for the time. It’s a few minutes before six.

      “Who in their right mind uses a nail gun at this ungodly hour?”

      Carter is making it perfectly clear he’s not adjusting his schedule to accommodate my sleep. Irritated, I rush down the steps and throw on the shoes I left by the front door.

      On my way to the cabin, I pass by a chicken pecking in the grass. My presence doesn’t even faze her, like she’s used to people being so close. As I approach the cabin, music blares from within, allowing me to enter undetected. It’s coming from a radio by the front door. I walk over and switch it off.

      “Haven’t you ever heard of quiet hours?” I lean on the doorjamb. The inside of the cabin is rough. There’s drywall and Carter is installing some wainscoting around the base of what looks like a dining area. The inside of this place feels more like a tiny home than a full-scale cabin.

      Carter stops and turns toward me, a grin stretched across his face. “Quiet hours? Here? Honey, you’re not in the city anymore. Out here, people get up early and work, something you’re probably not familiar with.”

      I bristle at his sarcastic term of endearment. “Don’t call me honey. And don’t assume that I don’t work. I work plenty, probably more than you.”

      “Oh, yeah? What kind of work could you possibly do?”

      “I’m a lawyer, and right now I’m ready to take what’s rightfully mine and dump your ass out on the street.”

      “Tell me how you really feel.” He turns his back toward me. “If you don’t mind, I have work to do.” He picks up his nail gun and starts driving nails into the wainscoting once more.

      He can’t ignore me so easily. I storm over and stand in his way, planting a hand on one hip just to show I mean business.

      “Is there something else you need?” he asks.

      “Yeah. I’d appreciate it if you could wait until at least a decent hour before working.”

      “This is a decent hour,” he says with a chuckle.

      “Not for me, it’s not.”

      “And what are you going to do about it? You’re already here to ruin my life. What more could you do?”

      He has a point. What exactly could I do? I’m already here to take Gigi’s house, which he assumes is his. I shouldn’t expect him to accommodate me. “Look, it would just be nice if we could get along while I’m here. Until we get this whole house thing sorted.”

      “There’s nothing to sort. The house is mine, and you’ll see that soon enough.”

      I sigh, already tired of this argument. “Fine. But could you at least wait until seven to start working?”

      He stands up and gives me a good once-over. His gaze lingers a little too long on certain parts of my body, and I hate the way my body responds to it. It’s like I’m flush all of a sudden. Now I’m regretting storming out here braless, in my pajamas, with nothing but last night’s high heels on my feet. They were the only pair of shoes by the front door.

      “I have cabin guests coming this weekend. I can’t afford to work around your sleep schedule. If
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