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  CHAPTER ONE


LILY 

“Don’t forget to send me your recipe for zucchini salsa,” I called from my plot in Winter Harbor’s community garden as Simone passed me, lugging a giant tote full of zucchini. 
“Will do!” Simone replied, continuing to her car in the rec center’s parking lot, with her husband, Felipe, who carried an equally large bag brimming with zucchini. Besides one sprightly Azalea, the couple’s plot was nothing but zucchini and tomatoes. 
“See you next week, Lily!” another avid gardener said with a cheerful wave as they headed for their vehicle after an evening of pruning, weeding, and admiring their crop.
As the sky darkened with the setting early-September sun, classmates trickled away from the dozen raised beds built in a four-by-four grid for this weekly class. Even the gardeners in the long-standing plots—the coveted spots rented indefinitely by those who’d been in town the longest and would probably never let them go to a newcomer like me—were departing. I didn’t budge. Unless I kept joining this annual class, I only had my plot for one year. So I planned to make every minute count because … who knew where I’d be next year? 
The weather was unseasonably warm, even though we were technically still in summer. But the days were hot, and the nights, although cooler, didn’t have me reaching for my cardigan quite yet. I spent most days in a tank top and shorts or some summer dress of some kind. I knew eventually, I’d have to dig out my sweaters and hoodies, but for now, I was relishing this extended bit of sunshine and heat that Mother Nature was gifting us.
“And a little off the top here, and I think we’re in good shape. What do you think, Princess?” I bowed my head and inserted my nose into the fresh bloom of my Princess Alexandra of Kent rose, inhaling deeply and growing a little light-headed from the divine smell of tea and lemon. I detected the hint of black currant that this rose variety also boasted and sighed with pride for my girl’s beauty. I’d chosen this specific rose as a tribute to my late father since his name was Kent. It was also why she was my pride and joy and I babied her as much as I did. It was like I was spending time with a piece of my father, with his spirit flower or something. 
“Looking good, Lily. That Princess Alexandra could win prizes, I bet,” Rudy, another local club member said jovially as he passed by me, his arms loaded with chard and carrots from his own patch. “I wish my Ausmus looked as healthy, but I can’t seem to get rid of those damn aphids.”
“I have extra ladybugs. I’d be happy to bring them next week,” I offered, wiping the sweat from my brow.
Rudy’s tanned and leathery face split into a grin. “I’ll trade you a bag of my zucchini and Roma tomatoes for your ladybugs. There’s more there than I will ever use.”
“Sounds perfect.”
He gave me a friendly wave, then made his way to his car. I straightened the brim of my straw hat and plopped my dirty gloved hands on my hips and proudly surveyed my twenty-by-ten-foot garden, teaming with life. Life that I had cultivated. Life I had nurtured from seed to sprout. My mother and sisters had teased me that I couldn’t keep a pet rock alive. So when I saw the flyer for the Gardening 101 class at the rec center, I signed up immediately—hoping I’d show them. 
And I was showing them. My garden was green, lush, and healthy. I hadn’t killed anything … yet.
Unlike a lot of the gardeners here, I didn’t have a ton of vegetables. My plot was mostly flowers. Mostly roses, since roses were my weakness, even though my name was Lily. My oldest sister was Rose, though. Followed by Dahlia and Iris, then me. My dad called us his little bouquet. 
That second memory of my dad hit me hard with a pang of longing. He’d always loved puttering in the one we had growing up in Eugene. He’d preferred to cultivate food and herbs, so to also honor him beyond my Princess rose, I planted three things that I could eat and not simply admire with my eyes and nose. I had a pie pumpkin plant I’d named Prudence who I hoped would give me enough pumpkins for some Thanksgiving pies. My bountiful bell pepper plant, Elroy, kept my salads flavorful. And I couldn’t forget Mordecai, my grape tomato plant that had spent the summer hemorrhaging rich, juicy fruit that tasted delicious in a Caprese salad. 
My stomach rumbled at the thought of a Caprese salad. It was nearly nine o’clock, and I still hadn’t had dinner. I’d picked Mordecai clean and his bounty, along with Elroy’s bell peppers, sat close by in my wicker basket. 
A sarcastic snort next to me snared my attention, and I fixed my expression into a glare, since I knew instantly who that snort belonged to. 
“Problem?” I asked, facing one of the few remaining people left in the garden. 
Colton Winters. My arch enemy. The wickedly talented classmate with the raised bed diagonal to mine.
“Your dahlias need watering,” he said with proprietary wave of the rec center’s hose, which he’d been using to water his plants. “They look sad,” he added with a mean smirk. 
An unpleasant heat crept up my neck. “You don’t have any dahlias in your plot, so what the hell would you know about caring for them?” 
I couldn’t tell if he’d rolled his eyes or not because the jerk was wearing black-lensed sunglasses. We were in the shade of a giant oak, so he was simply keeping them on to be a colossal douche. “It doesn’t take a genius to see when a flower is thirsty.”
I ground my molars. “I planned to water everything after I was done pruning.”
“Sure you were, Tiger Lily.” His grin was cocky. “Hey, wanna hear a joke?”
“No.”
“What’s better than roses around a dick?”
I kept glaring at him. Even though I was curious about the punchline, the last thing I wanted was him thinking he’d piqued my interest in any way.
“Tulips,” he said, flashing me an even larger, even dumber smile before snickering. He raised the sprayer attached to the hose. “Here, let me help you.” He squeezed the trigger, but deliberately pointed the nozzle at me, soaking me in seconds.
I gasped. 
“Whoops. Sorry, Stargazer.” He chuckled malevolently as he dropped the hose on the ground beside me—instead of returning it to its home on the side of the rec center—and returned to his plot with a swagger.
I growled and glared at his broad back. He always called me a different variety of lily to bug me. Today it was Tiger and Stargazer, last week it’d been Calla, Turk’s-cap, and Easer Lily. Did the man go home and Google lily varieties to add to his arsenal of insults for me each week? I think it would be safe to assume that he did. What an asshole.
Paying him no more mind—or at least trying not to, and now dripping wet—I finished trimming my other roses, cut a trio of my perfect dark purple dahlias for a new bouquet, then grabbed the hose and watered all my babies. 
I was nearly done and ready to go home to eat and shower, when from the corner of my eye something light orange—in the now unattended plot diagonal to mine—caught my attention. 
Before I could stop myself, I’d made a beeline toward the beautiful climbing rose with its shallow-petalled apricot center and yellow outer cup. This had to be a new bloom because I hadn’t noticed this little darling before. And she really was a beauty. I dropped my nose to her center and inhaled deeply. Myrrh and tea with a hint of honey. I was getting good at my scents. Too bad this gorgeous rose belonged to such a massive thorn. 
I spun around to see if the prick was still in the garden. If Colton caught me canoodling with his rose, he’d surely accuse me of trying to sabotage his creation or something. The jerk was so suspicious. 
I glared with quiet seething at the exquisite rose that belonged to my adversary. And, of course, this organized douche had her labeled—just as he labeled me with his ongoing list of lilies. I growled as I read the name of the rose I’d been admiring—Bathsheba. 
“Well, Bathsheba, you’re being raised by Beelzebub. Sorry about that.” I took another whiff of her fragrant center before letting her be and returning to my plot. I was sweaty, dirty, and happy with my accomplishments, so I gathered my tools, my blooms for my new bouquet, and my veggies for my dinner—and made my way toward the parking lot. 
The shiny chrome of Colton’s motorcycle glinted under the newly illuminated streetlamp, and I rolled my eyes at how polished and perfect it was. The man probably stayed up until midnight spit shining it every night. Such a pretentious douche. 
Where was he? Our class had ended over a half hour ago. And now absolutely everyone had headed home to their families. 
I had no family to return to. My plants were my children.
Maybe Colton was lurking unseen in the garden or around the corner of the rec center, waiting until I left so that we didn’t have to breathe the same air.
Good. I didn’t want his air, anyway. 
I couldn’t say why Colton Winters and I didn’t get along, but we just didn’t, and it’d been this way since the first day our class had started in May. He drew people like a honeysuckle draws hummingbirds, even though he never shared much. He was reserved and mysterious. And everyone in our class loved him. 
Maybe it was because he was as handsome as he was irritating. As charismatic as he was aloof. And as successful a gardener as he was a vile foe. And I wanted to put a pitchfork in his stupid handsome face.
He was the complete opposite of everything I was—and everything that I’d ever been interested in. He was also nothing like his wonderful oldest brother, Callum, who I had been working with extensively for the past few months. We were determined to save Winter Harbor from the horrible developer, Dunlop Holdings. The multi-million-dollar company was out to ruin the integrity of our peaceful little town by adding high-rises and casinos. Callum had been a joy to work with, and so had his girlfriend, Harlow. 
What the hell was Colton’s problem? Why couldn’t he have been more like Callum? Or his middle brother, Carson? I didn’t know him well, but he was handsome and also seemed nice. 
Colton appeared to have inherited the lion’s share of the jerk genes, while the sexy genes were distributed evenly. He oozed bad boy and rebel, unlike his brothers, who simply oozed sexiness. 
His walk wasn’t merely a walk. It was a swagger. Like his dick was too large for his pants and he needed to sway from side to side to keep it from getting chafed by the seam of his jeans. 
I inconspicuously banged my head against the nearest tree. Why was I thinking so much about Colton Winters? He was a fungus. A parasite. A flash frost in the middle of summer. 
And yet, I was attracted to him. And when I was having a hard time getting to sleep and reached for my trusty vibrator Dwayne, I pictured Colton’s irritatingly beautiful face more often than I would ever admit out loud. 
I’d never gone for the bad boy. I liked men with reliable office jobs. Did Colton even have a job? My type had always been clean-cut, usually with gelled hair, definitely no piercings, well-educated. 
Yet, Colton and his infuriating quick wit, his smile, his blue eyes, his pierced ears, his unruly hair, and his simmering disdain for me, drew me to him like a butterfly to a Zinnia. 
What was wrong with me?
What was wrong with him? I wasn’t a troll who was used to being tormented, and I was smart. Why did he pretend I didn’t exist, unless it was to insult me, spray me with water, or challenge my answers whenever I raised my hand to respond to Angela, our Gardening 101 instructor?
Had he sat on his Pope John Paul II and gotten a thorn lodged up his corn hole?
I snorted at that thought and spun away from Colton’s motorcycle. Angela’s sedan was still in the parking lot. As befitting our talented instructor, she’d been the one to suggest the banana and Epsom salts to improve the taste of my grape tomatoes, and I now wanted to share the success of my bounty with her. 
She was probably in her office since she usually spent her kid-free week catching up on work. 
I juggled my tools and basket in order to open the rec center’s door. Then I made my way through the corridors, past the various art classes in session, the squash courts, and the gymnasium full of pickle ball players. For such a small town, Winter Harbor offered a plethora of recreational programs. And it was great to see so many people taking advantage of them. 
When I decided to leave Portland and move to the coast—after a terrible break up with he-who-shall-not-be-named—I’d searched relentlessly for a rental in Winter Harbor, but vacancies were slim. So I settled for a sweet little cottage in Summer Hills, which was forty minutes up the coast. 
But I spent a lot of my time in Winter Harbor since I preferred it even though my family founded Summer Hills and my estranged grandfather, who I was trying to get to know, lived there. Not that he offered for me to stay with him in his giant-ass mansion.
Nope. He needed those nine bathrooms and six bedrooms for his cantankerous attitude, his narcissism, his inflated ego, his patriarchal superiority, his scotch collection, and his liver-spot ointments. There was no room for a five-foot-two, brown-eyed blonde with a duffel bag of clothes and a laptop to her name. Oh, and a vibrator called Dwayne. I can’t forget Dwayne. 
Was I bitter?
Maybe a little. 
But I was bitter for a reason. 
Nearly every man in my life had let me down in some way. My grandfather—a grumpy jerk who had never had anything to do with his daughter or his four granddaughters. Every single one of my boyfriends—cheaters, liars, losers, and ghosters. I shouldn’t include my father on that list, since he’d been amazing and dying of cancer when I was five wasn’t his choice. But his absence still stung.
Men sucked and Colton Winters confirmed that with his prickly attitude and piercing blue eyes. Damn those eyes. And the man had pierced ears, too. Gauged, no less, like some rebel. 
What a troll. 
My pussy spasmed to remind me that I could say he was a troll as much as I wanted, but neither of us truly believed it. She wanted Colton as much as my heart couldn’t stand him. 
I was bitter and fucked up.
Angela’s office was at the end of a long hallway and the door was ajar. Time for tomatoes. I placed my basket and tools on the floor outside the door, picked up the jar of grape tomatoes I planned to give to her, and went to step inside. 
But what greeted me before I even put one toe over the threshold was the grunts and moans of Angela being fucked from behind by none other than my nemesis. The aphid to my rose. The thorn in my side. The blight on my leaves. Colton Winters. Angela’s chest was pressed into her desk, and she stared at the wall, so she couldn’t see me.
I knew that I needed to leave. Run away and pour Miracle Grow in my eyes, but I was paralyzed in place. 
Colton was fully dressed, just had his pants down enough to reveal his junk, while Angela appeared mostly clothed, too. Her summer dress was hiked up enough to give him access to her … bits. 
His mouth was set in a stern line, his eyes closed, and his brows furrowed as he held onto her hips and pumped forward. 
My body temperature went from cool—thanks to the air conditioning in the rec center—to hotter than the damn sun. 
I swallowed. 
I blinked.
I watched. 
Dear God, what was wrong with me? Why was I still watching this?
And why, oh freaking why, was I turned on watching this infuriating man having sex with another woman?
I was sick. And my panties were slick.
Clearly, I was delirious and needed to get home before I passed out or something. Maybe I had sun stroke.
That had to be it. 
I turned to go, but not before Colton opened his eyes. 
Our gazes locked. 
My feet became concrete. 
His full lips spread across his stupid handsome face into a cocky grin, and then that smug jerk winked at me. 
He fucking winked. 







  
  CHAPTER TWO


COLTON 

“Hey, Colton! Back for more, huh?” 
Rudy’s good-natured greeting jostled me out of my late-morning stupor. Even though I wore aviators, I raised my arm to my forehead to block the bright sunlight in order to pinpoint Rudy’s exact location near his plot in the community garden.
“You know it. Long time no see, Rudy.” It was a joke, of course. I saw this man damn near every day. If he wasn’t in the community garden, he was in the yoga studio at Prana Flow where I subbed as an instructor from time-to-time. I subbed that morning, doing a hot power yoga class and Rudy had been front and center, giving his all with sweat pouring down his face.
In addition to us both being avid yoga enthusiasts, we were also what I liked to call the real gardeners. Dedicated to our plots. Always ready to water. Watching our weather apps for signs of storms so we could better serve our sprouts and yield.
“How are those roses coming along?” he asked me as I strode through the grass of the side yard, where the dozen raised beds had been built for this annual class. 
“Freaking fantastic.” Like all the rest, my plot was the standard twenty by ten. But I’d added rocks around the wooden wall of mine, as well as a pinwheel I’d been gifted by a little kid during the Fourth of July parade earlier that summer. Not only did I have the best roses, I had the most well-tended and interesting plot in the entire garden.
Nobody would outdo me.
Not when my brothers and I were fighting to gain the trust of Winter Harbor, while the majority of Winter Harbor wanted us gone, or maybe worse. I’d won over the bulk of my gardening class—save one Lily with thorns—but there were a lot of Winter Harbor residents left who wanted nothing to do with us.
“I can’t get mine as big as yours,” Rudy muttered, more to himself than to me. 
“That’s what they all say,” I teased. “Be honest—you think my roses are the best ones here?”
“Easily the winner,” Rudy said, pinching the air with his loppers as he winked at me.
That’s how I wanted it to be. Because I had things to prove—with my roses, and in all areas of my life. And I was proving them all across town, every day. When my family’s multimillion dollar inheritance was on the line, it added a little pep to my step.
So that meant I wasn’t only here to withstand the required 365 days under the same roof as my brothers. We were solving several damn family mysteries, too. We were giving new life to Hope Creek Manor. And we were mending our reputation.
God help me if these Winter Harborites didn’t see me as some sort of rose whisperer at the end of this. I wanted to leave behind my own enigmatic legacy once my time in Winter Harbor ended. I wanted schoolkids to still be talking about how I could conjure an Eden Climber out of thin air. And there should be at least one gossip-mill story about how I pulled a Joseph’s Coat rose out of a random girl’s asshole by my teeth.
I’d settle for nothing less.
Because nobody outdid me.
“But you know, there is someone who might be ready to give you a run for your money,” Rudy mused. 
I tipped my gaze up from my garden inspection and found him hovering near the plot diagonal to mine. 
He peered at the rose bushes there. “Her Cherry Parfait is looking extra juicy. And her Princess Alexandra of Kent is in full, beautiful bloom. Very regal. Her roses and her as well. Our Lily.”
I scowled at the mere mention of the name. 
Lily was a name and a person I strove not to think about. Because who liked to think about a blonde-braided little pipsqueak gnat who constantly glared and criticized? Not me, that was for sure. 
Besides, nothing I could do would please Lily Summers. I could have saved a hundred kittens from a burning building and she would be there, arms crossed and tapping her foot, telling me, “But there are trees burning in the Amazon, why didn’t you save them too?”
“That’s beginner's luck,” I informed Rudy. “There’s mold on the leaves of the other bush. Have a look. Her nutrients are way off. That bloom won’t last long.”
Rudy seemed to accept this and returned to his plot. But the mention of Lily Summers had me stomping over to the garden hose. The mere concept of Lily Summers out-rose’ing me was preposterous, and I’d make sure Rudy—and the entire rest of the class—knew that without a doubt. 
I dragged the hose to my plot, realized I’d forgotten to turn on the water, stomped back to do that, and then grabbed my pincers from my rented locker on the side of the rec center—in preparation for selecting my fleur du jour. Our gardening instructor loved it when I used the random French that I retained from my years at boarding school. And somehow, the ensuing military school hadn’t beaten my quest for unique learning out of me. I figured latching onto multiple languages—then and every year after—was my way of making up for the fact that I hadn’t uttered a single word until the age of five. 
It must have been the little sweet nothing I whispered in French two nights ago that acted as the straw that broke my instructor’s back. 
It was obvious that Angela was into me—most women were—and honestly, I’d needed a distraction after a frustrating few weeks. Besides, who was I if not the man who banged not only the super-smart gardening instructor but the super-sexy, single mom? We’d had a great time, rocking against her beat-up desk in her office. But it hadn’t been quite the release I’d hoped for.
Because ever since then, I couldn’t get Lily out of my head.
And Rudy’s comment about her roses simply reinforced the fact that Lily was the most annoying woman I’d ever met.
Yet somehow, I’d come harder than I ever had before—after seeing her heart-shaped face, wrought in surprise and something a lot like desire, staring at me through the gap of our gardening instructor’s office door.
Yes, I’d seen the flicker of lust in her soft-brown eyes. 
But I didn’t fucking care. Lily Summers was the worst part about Winter Harbor—even worse than its inhabitants treating us like shit and trying to get us to move away. 
So why have you been imagining her face every time you jack off?
I scowled at my plot as I sent a healthy spray of water cascading onto the soil. I watched as the dark peat-and-fertilizer mixture gobbled up the moisture, and I focused on this process so hard that my traitorous male brain wouldn’t have any opportunity to focus on the memory of Lily Summers’ sun-kissed legs as she bent over her raised bed or her perfectly pink and plump lips when she’d watched me and Angela fucking—while I imagined us fucking instead.
I squeezed the water nozzle harder. Dammit, I was hard as well. Again. 
I’d endured several frustrating weeks as my brothers and I struggled to figure out how to save Winter Harbor, but this was simply the icing on the whole annoying cake.
I glanced up, my mind still thick with illicit fantasies involving Lily, and spotted a familiar heart-shaped face by the rec center. 
Lily.
She clutched the straps of her backpack, stock-still, as she stared at me and our garden plots. She blinked finally, then darted away. Suspicious AF, if you asked me.
“Ah, did you see Lily?” Rudy said a moment later, shielding his eyes against the late morning sun. 
I ground my teeth, returning to my focus to watering. Soak the soil. Penetrate the roots. Mimic a decent rainfall.
This shit was my style of meditation. Along with yoga and drawing in my sketchpad, this was the kind of thing that kept me ticking along. Probably the only thing that had kept me from winding up on a much different—and worse—path.
“Nope,” I bit out, then silently repeated my soil-watering mantra. In my mind’s eye, I could already see how I’d sketch Lily. The way I’d accent her cute little butt. Her messy braids that constantly seemed wind-blown, even on the stillest of days.
Jesus, Colton. That’s e-fucking-nough.
I struggled to focus on anything that wasn’t Lily, and by the time I finally accomplished this, the soil was fully drenched. When I inspected things more closely, I noticed a conspicuous hole in my Pope John Paul rose bush.
As in, the prize bloom I’d been cultivating for days—gone.
Vanished.
Fucking finito.
“Rudy,” I croaked, scanning and then re-scanning the bush, trying to see if I’d overlooked something. The bloom had been here last night when I came to water. Everything had been fine. Every bloom perfect and accounted for. “Have you seen anyone near my plot today?”
“No, but I only arrived around twenty minutes ago. Why do you ask?”
I barely heard his words. All I could see and feel was the fact that my award-winning rose was gone. Heart pounding, I inspected the thorny ridges until I found the spliced stem. 
It had been cut. That much was certain.
And I had a fairly good fucking idea who’d done it, too.
Lily fuckin’ Summers.
No amount of pretty, sketchable calves would save her from my wrath. I pivoted my attention toward her plot, storming over there like she herself awaited me. But no. All I found was her lopsided, lazily-tended assortment of random vegetables and sub-par roses. I gritted my teeth as I calculated what might hurt her the most. If she could snip my prize-winning rose, then she didn’t deserve to keep any of her vegetables. That was for damn sure.
The sound of Rudy dragging the hose to its rack on the wall of the rec center launched me into action.
I crept into Lily’s plot, careful not to kick up dust in the parched and under-watered soil. I knocked off at least twenty grape tomatoes so they fell on the soil—where they’d surely rot—before stepping on them for good measure. I snapped the stem of a pie pumpkin that wasn’t quite ripe, then stole a handful of bell peppers before heading to my own garden, satisfied with my revenge.
Rudy was none the wiser, as he meticulously finished coiling the hose. I hid my plundered bell peppers in a farmers’ market tote I always brought—because I wasn’t a total barbarian and wanted to do my part to save the earth by buying local and reusing bags, thank you very much.
I couldn’t hide my smug smile as I cleaned my tools, stored them in my locker, said goodbye to Rudy, and left. If Lily Summers thought she’d get one over on me, she had another thing coming. Two could play this game—and would continue to play this game.
Was it childish? Of course. Petty? Certainly. But it was also necessary with an adversary like Lily.
Once I had my farmers’ market bag stowed in the small storage trunk on the rear of my motorcycle, I swung my leg over, popping on my helmet. The roar of the engine calmed me, and I revved it several times—in case Lily was watching from her hideout in hell—before I peeled down Main Street.
In merely one spring and summer stretch of time, this quirky little town had become like a hometown to me, despite having never seen it prior to April of this year. I didn’t have a hometown in the traditional sense, after spending my childhood in international boarding schools and military schools, barely coming back ‘home’ to where our distant and emotionally absent father lived in Tillamook, Oregon. 
In fact, I hadn’t had a real family until this year when my father died and left me and my brothers the crazy will that brought us together again after all these years estranged. Now we were mending fences in Winter Harbor. And sure, half the town still hated our guts and wanted us gone, but the other half warming up to us was a good half.
Except the good half of the town didn’t include Lily Summers. And if I had my way, I’d get her out of Winter Harbor faster than the bad half wanted me and my brothers out. 
My bike rumbled over the streets of downtown, and I smiled at the choppy teal waters of the bay. I revved my bike as I passed El Pez Dispenser—my favorite place for tacos on the entire west coast—and nodded at a group of local teens who ogled my bike and sent me a thumb up. 
Yeah, Winter Harbor was all right, especially while I waited for my inheritance and figured out what life had in store for me. I wasn’t pressed though—I chose to live in the moment and flow where life took me. And it had taken me from Europe to the U.S. abroad, to Florida and now home to the west coast. 
In a short span of time, my brothers had found love, but I knew the same wasn’t in the cards for me. I was built for one-night stands and helping women get acquainted with their office desks. Not this happily ever after crap my brothers couldn’t help but flaunt in my face every time we were in the same room at Hope Creek Manor.
I revved my bike again as I hung a left, but moments after I’d accelerated, I noticed an extra-shiny SUV parked outside Pete’s Hardware. Slick and brand-new, with tinted windows and a customized license plate that said ‘DH’. I slowed to check it out, unsure why I was so curious. Something seemed off.
And that’s when I noticed it. The fine print on the car door.
DUNLOP HOLDINGS.
The corporation trying to buy up Winter Harbor and repurpose it for lining their own pockets, local businesses and precarious ecosystems be damned.
I swallowed the sick taste in my mouth and throttled hard to race to the manor and confer with my brothers.
This was the first time I’d spotted a Dunlop Holdings vehicle in Winter Harbor, which meant this unsettling future everyone worried about was even closer than we’d imagined.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


LILY 

I exhaled a contented sigh as I took the highway off-ramp that brought me from Summer Hills to Winter Harbor. I knew Summer Hills was founded by and named after my family, but I liked Winter Harbor better. Maybe it was the quaintness that the town still possessed. Picturesque charm, quirkiness, and character that appealed to my old soul. 
Things Summer Hills didn’t have. 
Not anymore, anyway. Thanks to Dunlop Holdings.
Robert Dunlop cared about nothing but money. And his high-rise condos and hotels with spas and casinos made him a lot of money. He didn’t give a damn about the integrity of a town, or the people who lived there. He’d done it to Summer Hills by paving over paradise to put up a twenty-story all-inclusive resort with underground parking. And now he wanted to do the same to Winter Harbor. 
In the last twenty years (at least this was what I read online), Summer Hills had been gentrified up the wazoo—even though they still clung to their fast-food restaurants—and  now boasted more luxury mansions and name-brand chain stores than I could count. I wasn’t into pomp and circumstance or too-expensive clothes emblazoned with the manufacturer’s logo. If those pricks weren’t paying me to advertise for them, no way in hell would I sport their garb covered in their names. I was happy with my jeans from Target and my Gap T-shirt. Thank you very much. 
Also, the gas was cheaper in Winter Harbor. So, I took the risk and raced to Winter Harbor with sweat trickling down my back as the light on my dash warned me that I was closer and closer to running on empty. 
Pulling my silver Nissan sedan into the gas station, I hopped out and waved to Sid, but he didn’t wave back. The mechanic’s brows were pinched, and he appeared to be engaged in a heated argument with some Agent Smith from the Matrix looking dude in an expensive suit and sunglasses. Probably a hoity-toity client in need of his oil changed or something.
I pumped my gas, but kept one ear tuned into their conversation. It wasn’t easy with the wind and traffic, but I had damn good hearing and picked up a few key things. 
“Listen here, you shithead,” Sid started, his face a mottled red as he reached into the pocket of his coveralls, revealed a red hanky and swept it across his glistening forehead. “That ass-wipe Robert Dunlop can blackmail me all he wants, but I’m not selling my soul or the integrity of this town to the devil. 
“Not for anything. Take your offer and your threats and shove them up your ass. You got it? Now fuck off before I call the cops for trespassing.” Sid’s hands were shaking before he plunked them on his hips and watched Agent Smith climb into a black SUV with Dunlop Holdings scrawled on the side. 
Agent Smith pulled away, and I tried to get a better view of him, but the side windows were tinted. 
Tightening the cap on my gas tank, I waited for my receipt, then headed toward Sid. He was still standing in the same spot, hands still on his hips, face still red, sweat still beading his wrinkled forehead. 
Gently, I set my hand on his arm. “You okay, Sid?”
He shook his head, which also shook his jowls. “No.”
“Want to talk about it?”
“No.” He was breathing deeply, trying to calm himself, and slowly the color in his face began to fade from the alarming cherry to a healthier shade of peach. 
“What did that man want from you?” 
Sid’s nostrils flared, drawing my attention to all the burst capillaries on his nose. “Same thing all of Dunlop’s goons want from everyone in Winter Harbor. To buy them out and gain our support—no matter the cost. They’re going to councilors, politicians, business owners, and anyone else willing to accept money in exchange for their integrity.”
Despite the warm wind, I shivered as a chilly dread filled my gut and caused goosebumps to flare across my bare arms. It was no secret that the multi-billion-dollar development company Dunlop Holdings was trying to obtain land in Winter Harbor. They were even trying to claim eminent domain on the Rothwell Marsh, which was owned by the Winters family. But since they were receiving so much push-back on that, it appeared they were recalibrating their focus elsewhere. 
Sid huffed, then wiped his forehead again before turning to head into the garage where he had a minivan up on the lift. But then he stopped in his tracks and faced me again. “This town needs fresh blood in power. People like you who have time and energy to fight soulless companies like Dunlop Holdings.” His gray eyes became sad. “Mayor Fenwick is getting his hands rather dirty with Robert Dunlop. Mind you, Pierce has always been a slimy bastard who likes money more than doing the right thing. He’s also up for re-election this fall. Maybe you should run against the old bastard.” Then he spun around and headed into the garage, barking orders at the people inside. 
Me? Run for mayor? 
I didn’t even live in Winter Harbor, and you had to be a resident to hold a position in office. 
But the wheels of change and the cogs of ideas kept spinning faster and faster as I drove to the wharf and grabbed a fish taco from my new favorite place to eat—El Pez Dispenser—and munched on my snapper taco while people watching and listening to snippets of conversations. 
Those snippets were enough to confirm Sid’s claims that Dunlop Holdings and its minions had been busy going around town trying to buy out businesses and buildings, offering—in some cases—double what the land was worth. It was disconcerting how many people I heard say that they were considering it. 
But the straw that broke the camel’s back for lack of a better idiom, was when I was grabbing a coffee and saw the Agent Smith douche sitting with Pete inside The Grind. Though Pete looked thoroughly disgruntled that his afternoon coffee break—from his store Pete’s Hardware—had been ambushed, particularly since Agent Smith was talking figures and timelines. 
“Name your price,” Agent Smith said. “We’re prepared to offer double what the building is worth, plus substantial compensation for all equity.” The man hadn’t even taken off his sunglasses, and we were indoors. Maybe he was the real Agent Smith?
Pete glared at him. “I suggest you get up and leave before I have Ripley throw you out,” Pete said through clenched teeth. Pete’s gaze darted to where Ripley—a man who looked more like Mr. Clean than Mr. Clean himself—was dealing with a customer.
Agent Smith stood up and rapped his knuckles on the worn wooden table. “Think about it. You could retire, travel, do whatever you like.”
“What I like is running a hardware store that belonged to my grandfather, then my father, and now me. So you can take your fancy sunglasses and money and get the hell out of this town because nobody is going to sell to you. You’re making enemies real fast, bucko!”
Agent Smith’s mouth curled into a smug, creepy smile. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. You have a nice day.” Then he left The Grind, and I was honestly surprised the man didn’t burst into flames, given how many people were glaring lasers at him. 
“Dirty London Fog?” the barista announced, setting my drink order onto the counter. 
I thanked her, grabbed it, then speed-walked to my car.
My plan had been to get lunch and a coffee before heading to the rec center to tend to my garden, since I was doing everything I could to avoid Colton now. You know, because I’d stood there watching him water Angela’s lady garden. And that jerk seemed to visit his plot in the evening. So I was now visiting mine during the afternoon. 
But after what I’d heard, I now had to make a detour on my way to the rec center. I needed to pull up my big girl panties and find a way to put my differences with Colton aside. As the new princes of Winter Harbor, Colton and his brothers were the ones that could affect the most change right now; the ones who could help this town wage its biggest fight. 
Callum and I were already working together with countless other civilians to organize protests and make life as difficult as possible for the developers. But we needed to do more. They had their name and money on their side. As well as the fact that they owned half the town. If the Winters brothers couldn’t beat Dunlop, nobody could. 
But in order to really band together and fight the good fight, that meant I needed to mend fences with Colton and present a united front. We needed to think of the town. My own confusing hatred for the man could resume after we saved Winter Harbor. So I did what any caring person who was already fighting tooth and nail against Dunlop Holdings would do. 
I drove to Hope Creek Manor to propose a truce. 

      [image: image-placeholder]“What the fuck do you want?” Colton yelled as he came storming down the steps of his family’s home. 
I’m not going to lie. The blue flames in his eyes and the anger in his tone made me want to laugh, and I refused to acknowledge the betraying pulse and throb of my own lady garden the moment I saw him. That was an involuntary, purely physiological response. We were animals, after all. I couldn’t help who I was attracted to. But whether the man was good-looking or not, didn’t mean I wanted to ride off into the sunset with him and have him water my lady garden until it bloomed with little tiny Coltons. He was still a giant jerk. 
Besides seeing him railing our gardening teacher—which he hadn’t seemed to mind because he’d goddamned winked at me, I’d done absolutely nothing to this man, and yet he was hollering at me. Maybe he should have shut and locked the freaking door before he decided to introduce Angela to his high-power nozzle?
Ignoring his outburst, I glanced at the balloons, streamers, and welcome banner decorating the porch and front steps. “Celebration of some kind?”
“Not for you, and none of your damn business. What do you want, Lily?”
Interesting. He never only called me by my name. It was always some variety of lily. The man must be seriously ruffled. Why? He probably hadn’t Googled anything yet. I resisted the urge to snort at that.
Blinking, I adopted an innocent expression and smiled warmly at the other people who had filtered out of the house. Callum, who I knew well, his girlfriend Harlow, who I also really liked, Carson and a beautiful woman with flaming red hair. 
“I’ve come to propose a truce, Colton. We haven’t seen eye-to-eye since we met, and I think we need to bury the hatchet and—”
“Yeah, you’d like to bury it in my back, I bet,” Colton said with a snarl.
The spectators of our little showdown exchanged curious glances. 
I cleared my throat. “As I was saying, I think we should put a pause on our feud.”
“And why’s that?” Colton’s eyes narrowed. “So I can let my guard down, and you can once again snip off my Pope John Paul the second I turn around?”
Carson whispered something to Callum I couldn’t hear.
Harlow joined in on their whispering, then made a face of morbid concern. 
What the hell was he talking about? What happened to his Pope John Paul? Resting my hands on my hips, I heaved a sigh. “I didn’t snip off your John Paul, and you know it.”
“I guess we’ll never really know, will we?” Sarcasm dripped from his tone.
My shoulders slumped in exhaustion from the boring and irritating merry-go-round of ire we appeared to be stuck on. “Listen, hear me out. I need to talk to you about something serious.”
“You sabotaging my rose display before the judging is serious,” Colton retorted.
“What are you—?” I shook my head and waved my hand, refusing to bite at his jabs and button pushing. “Something more serious,” I said, fighting the urge to roll my eyes and get into a heated argument about how I absolutely did not touch his roses and how dare he accuse me of such a thing. 
As much as I knew we both loved our gardens, this issue was bigger than that. It was bigger than all of us. 
“I ran into Robert Dunlop minions downtown. And I’ve overheard a lot of chatter from locals. Dunlop’s going around trying to grease the palms of business owners. Maybe town council members, too. Dunlop’s offering money for their support. They’re offering to buy people out of their leases and purchase property for twice what it’s worth. They’re still trying to claim eminent domain on the marsh, but they know that’s going to be difficult to get, so they’re going after other land, too. They want anything they can get their hands on, and they’re not afraid to get dirty to do it.” I told them about what happened with Sid and Pete and, one by one, their faces creased with more and more concern.
“Fuck,” Callum muttered. “I’m sure I’ll be getting a call from Ripley before the day is over. Sid, too.”
I agreed with a curt head bob. “Them and probably ten other people. After the minion left, I tried to talk to Sid, but he was too upset and waved me away. But he did say that Winter Harbor needs fresh blood in power. People like me who have time and energy to fight soulless companies like Dunlop Holdings. He said that Mayor Fenwick is getting his hands dirty, and he’s also up for re-election this fall. Sid suggested I run against Fenwick.” I snorted a laugh and shook my head.
“So what kind of truce are you proposing?” Colton asked, leaning against the beam supporting the porch overhang. He was pretending to be aloof, but even an idiot could see the tension rippling beneath the thin veil of his false calm. The cords in his neck and arms bulged, and a muscle ticked in his jaw. Waves of unease and frustration rose off him like steam. 
And my vagina was having a field day in my panties about how sexy it all was. Traitor.
“Can I come in so we can discuss things?” I asked, deciding it was better to be humble than arrogant, no matter how much this man irritated and aroused me. 
“No fuc—”
Callum clamped a hand on Colton’s shoulder. “Sure, Lily. Come on in. We’re welcoming my new niece and sister-in-law home from the hospital. And Colton is certainly not one to ruin a party or not invite people in for a drink.” He squeezed Colton’s shoulder. “Right, bro?”
Colton’s nostrils flared, and he shot death at Callum from his eyes. “Right.”
Callum grinned. “Awesome. Come on, Lily. We still have a bunch of food and prosecco. That is, unless Amaya has drunk it all.”
“There might be enough for half a glass,” Amaya joked. “I’m so glad this little fox decided to come two weeks early, because Mama needs some booze bad.”
“Fine, whatever,” Colton said, heading into the house before anyone else. 
Only after a moment of hesitation did I tell my vagina to calm the fuck down, then I moved one foot in front of the other and climbed the stairs to the porch and house. I cast a cursory glance at Amaya and Carson, and offered them my congratulations, before following Colton, Callum, and Harlow—who was holding the baby—into the house.
“Don’t worry,” Harlow said to me when we were inside the foyer. “Colton hasn’t had a chance to meditate yet. Normally, he’s much more chill than this. I’m sure that’s all it is.” 
I must have given her a look like the woman had two heads because she started to laugh. 
“Not the Colton you know?” she asked. 
I shook my head. “No amount of meditation could Zen-ify the version of Colton I’ve seen.”
Because the Colton I knew dripped with sarcasm. He was flashy, aloof, and would have been the coolest rebel if we’d gone to high school together.
In addition to that—he was hotter than sin and it was getting harder to ignore the way his broad shoulders filled every T-shirt he wore, or the way his biceps swelled from the mere act of breathing.
I hated the truth that simmered just beneath the surface of my frustration.
I was dying to get a taste of my enemy.
But I could never go farther than merely calling a truce. 






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


LILY 

“Have a seat, Lily,” Callum offered, gesturing to the plush leather sofa in the big, high-ceilinged living room. The place smelled like fresh paint and promise. I knew that the brothers were working hard to restore both their family home, and their family name as well. If the inside and outside renovations on the manor were any indication, they were doing a great job. 
“Thanks,” I said, choosing the far-right side of the couch closest to the fireplace. 
At some point Harlow has passed the baby to Carson. So the blue-eyed beauty sat down on the opposite end of the same couch as me and nibbled on a piece of cheese and a cracker.  
“How old is she?” I asked Amaya who popped a strawberry into her mouth from the tray on the coffee table, while Carson snuggled his daughter and swayed to-and-fro standing in front of the fireplace. I didn’t know much about babies, but that one appeared mighty fresh, which made sense since Callum said she and Amaya had just returned from the hospital.  
“Three days,” Amaya said, bringing her flute of prosecco to her lips. “She was due September twentieth, but came on the sixth. Had a little bit of jaundice, but not too much. Now, she’s perfect and not at all yellow.”
“She was perfect even when she looked like a banana,” Carson quipped, patting Camilla’s butt at the same time he kissed the top of her head which was dusted with red hair. 
“Colton, be a dear and grab myself and our guest a glass of prosecco, please,” Harlow said with a cheeky wink at me. 
Colton’s eyes bulged nearly out of his head as he gaped at his brother’s girlfriend. But then his steely-blue gaze slid to me and a mischievous smile curled his mouth. “Coming right up.”
I was up and off the sofa like the cushion had caught fire. “I can get my own, actually. I’ll grab yours, too, Harlow. Colton, have a seat.”
He glared at me with petulance. Like how dare I tell him what to do. But he took a seat in one of the easy chairs anyway, continuing to glare at me as I went to the oversized dining room table and poured Harlow and myself flutes of prosecco.
“Afraid I was going to spit in your bubbly, Martagon?” 
When did he have the chance to Google lily varieties between when we were outside and now?
“Martagon?” Callum asked curiously. 
Colton ignored him. 
I handed Harlow her prosecco, then took my seat again. “Of course not. Only children or petty adults spit in or tamper with other people’s drinks. I simply prefer to pour my own beverages, that’s all.”
His gaze remained heated, and it stayed warm enough to make me squirm under its searing penetration. His top lip lifted on one side. “How’re your pumpkins and bell peppers?”
My brows pinched. “Huh?”
His smile turned smug and unease made icy steps through me.
Callum cleared his throat, which—thank God—pulled mine and Colton’s attention away from whatever was passing between us. “So let’s talk more about this truce, Lily. I have no beef with you. Neither does Harlow or Carson. And you just met Amaya, so the problem is, of course, with Mr. Gauged Ears over here.”
Colton shot daggers at his older brother, but he didn’t say anything. 
“Colton and I have our issues,” I started. 
“I’m right here,” he grumbled, crossing his arms in front of his broad chest. 
“I know you are,” I snapped back. “But right now, I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to Callum.” I faced Callum again. “Colton and I have our issues. I honestly don’t know where or how they started, but they’re there. However, the future and integrity of Winter Harbor far outweighs our feud and in order to put the town first, I’m proposing a temporary cease fire so that we can all work together. You and I are already working together, petitioning, gathering signatures, and I think we’ve successfully kept Dunlop from claiming eminent domain on the marsh. But our fight is far from finished. And we need everyone on the same team and fighting for the same cause.”
Callum nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. So, what can we do?”
I heaved a sigh, sipped my prosecco, and kept my gaze bouncing between Harlow and Callum. It was just safer. “Sid mentioned I should run for mayor. And as much as I thought the idea was ludicrous at first, the more I think about it, the more it might not be such a bad idea.”
Colton scoffed, but I ignored him. Carson and Amaya made their way deeper into the living room. Amaya had Camilla again, while Carson held three bottles of beer. He handed. Callum and Colton each a bottle, and kept one for himself. Camilla started to grunt and bop her face—rather violently—against Amaya’s chest, so the new mother quietly took the baby upstairs while Carson took a seat on the opposite end of the other couch from Callum. Callum quickly caught his middle brother up to speed. Then I had four sets of eyes on me. 
I swallowed and plastered on a smile I hoped conveyed confidence, but in reality, was fueled by sheer determination not to let Colton Winters ruffle my feathers any more than he already had. 
It’s not your feathers you need to worry about. It’s your wet panties and the butterflies in your belly going bat-shit bananas.
I took another sip of my prosecco, enjoying the soothing effect the cool bubbles had on my heated body.
“Is running for council something you’re considering?” Callum asked. “Like seriously considering?”
I shrugged. “I mean, maybe. But I live in Summer Hills, so I can’t run for office in Winter Harbor. So maybe one of you should? What about Harlow?” I glanced at each of them, even Colton, appealing to their philanthropic natures and desire to change the narrative in this town and how everyone felt toward the Winters family. 
One-by-one they shook their heads. Even Harlow.
“I’m too busy with work,” Harlow said. “Boys?”
Callum replied with another headshake, but when he noticed my hope deflate by way of my dropped head he added, “Not yet, anyway. We have to win over more of the town. It wouldn’t look good if the estranged grandsons of the much-hated Errol Winters moved to town, then less than six months later ran for office. Everyone would think our motives were shady and not in the best interest of the town at the center of it all.”
“I agree,” Carson said. “I think Callum would make a great mayor one day, but we need to continue winning people over before our family can hope to win an election. Doing otherwise would be too contentious right now.” 
“Just move to Winter Harbor then,” Colton growled as if it was like chewing on rusty nails for him to say the words. 
“I tried,” I said. “When I moved from Portland to the coast, Winter Harbor was my first choice, but its rental market is less than one percent. So I had to live in Summer Hills. I checked the listings for Winter Harbor rentals today, hoping something popped up in the last few months, but there’s nothing. Nothing I can afford anyway.” I made decent coin as a young-adult fantasy author, but my royalties couldn’t pay for one of the only two Airbnbs available: a luxury ocean-front condo or the four-bedroom cottage with its own dock. Yeah, that’d been all I could find for rentals when I searched. Super depressing. 
After three heartbeats of silence passed through all of us, Callum blurted. “You should move in here.” 
Colton nearly fell out of his chair. 
My jaw dropped. “Uh …”
“Why not?” Callum asked, glancing from me to Colton to Carson. “We have the space. It would give Lily a Winter Harbor address, and then eventually more options will open up. She could move into Harlow’s townhouse or something and rent it when Harlow moves into the manor full time.”
“Which isn’t going to happen anytime soon,” Harlow added quickly. “I don’t like living in constant construction, which is why I still go home at least two nights a week.”
Callum’s blue eyes lasered in on his girlfriend. Something hot and heavy passed between them that had me squeezing my thighs together before I could stop myself. 
Colton cleared his throat. “I think it’s a terrible idea.”
“I don’t,” Carson said. “Callum’s right. We have the room. And if Colton and Lily try to kill each other and get blood on our freshly painted walls, we can buy a used RV for cheap online and park it on the property. If Colton’s can’t play nicely, he can live in an RV.” He shot his younger brother a cheeky smile. “Right, Colt?”
Colton gave Carson the finger. “The will stipulates I must be under this roof. So Michigan over there can sleep in the Airstream.”
“Michigan?” Callum mouthed to Harlow, who merely lifted her shoulder and shook her head. 
“Colton thinks it’s funny calling me different varieties of lilies rather than just Lily. Stargazer, tiger lily, Turk’s cap, and now Michigan. He thinks he’s being clever.” I shot him a snide smile and glare, which he returned in tenfold. 
“Because I am,” Colton retorted, which earned a snort from all of us.
“Well, let’s put it to a vote.” Callum glanced around the room, pinning his gaze on each of us for a heartbeat. “All in favor of Lily moving into Hope Creek Manor so she can be a Winter Harbor resident, run for mayor, and rid our town of the corrupt politicians and stop Dunlop Holdings, say aye.”
“Aye!” Carson said with enthusiasm. 
“Aye,” Harlow agreed.
“Aye!” Amaya called from upstairs. “These walls are seriously paper-thin, guys. I also think Colton’s being a dope, by the way.”
“I’ll say aye to that,” Carson added. 
“Nay,” Colton said vehemently. 
“You sound like an angry horse,” Carson said with a snort.
“Well, the ayes have it, little brother,” Callum said with a shrug. “That’s democracy. Lily’s going to trim the fat, drain the swamp, and force all the old backward-thinking males in office into early retirement.” He glanced my way. “Right, Lily?”
“I hope so.” I smiled at all of them, even Colton. And it wasn’t a smile of triumph for beating him. It was a smile of true joy. We were going to do this as a team. We were going to defeat Dunlop Holdings and keep Winter Harbor from becoming the next Summer Hills. 
The flutters in my belly and thunderous beats of my heart yanked the smile from my face as I realized how close I was going to be to Colton now. Arm’s length. Maybe less. I had no idea how many rooms there were in this house, or where they were, or the configuration. Would our bedrooms be side-by-side? Amaya said that the walls were paper-thin. Would I hear him bring women home? Were he and Angela a regular thing? Would he bring her here? Oh God.
Worry and something else I couldn’t put my finger on—or more accurately refused to label (jealousy, maybe?)—formed a spike in my throat as I tried to smile again at my new roommates.
Harlow lifted her flute of prosecco high in the air. “To our newest housemate, Lily.”
Callum raised his bottle of beer. 
So did Carson as he added, “And to demolishing Dunlop Holdings.” 
They all pivoted their gazes toward Colton, who was sitting in his chair, brooding and fuming. 
“Colton?” Callum probed. 
Colton’s nostrils flared, and he slowly lifted his fiery blue gaze to mine. His mouth twisted up into a brittle smile. “Welcome to the manor, Lily. I’m sure we’re going to have a great time getting to know each other.”
Now, why did that feel like more of a threat than it did a welcome?






  
  CHAPTER FIVE


COLTON 
“Oh my gosh! So many roses in here! This garden is incredible.”
Lily’s happy voice drifted up from the manor’s backyard —and the rose garden I was fixing up with Amaya and Camilla—to my bedroom. I scowled, hopping off my bed to shut my window. 
Three days into her new residency, no part of the manor or yard was safe anymore. She’d brought the last of her things today—an annoying array of ratty backpacks that had certainly seen the world over. The only thing more annoying than Lily moving in was receiving more and more proof of how goddamn similar we were.
And maybe that’s why I disliked her the most. 
She gardened. She tended roses. She backpacked. She got on board with political and social justice issues. 
My scowl had nearly become a permanent fixture on my face as I tugged on the wooden frame of the windowpane. The old thing groaned as it shuddered downward. We had new windows on order, so hopefully before the rains and winter cold came, we could replace all the windows in the manor with triple pane. But for now, I was stuck wrestling with the antiquated wooden-framed window. In my struggle, I caught a glimpse of Lily burying her face in the roses I’d been tending since moving into the manor. Over the last three days I did my best to avoid her. So if I wasn’t outside in the Hope Creek Manor Rose garden, I was at my community garden plot. But that blonde-haired pain in the ass showed her face there, too, so the dance of avoidance continued.
Even more annoying than seeing her stuff her face into my Hope Creek roses after she’d snipped my prize-winning community garden bud, was witnessing the perfect melons of her ass cheeks in her sheer black leggings. I caught the faintest glimpse of an underwear line beneath the fabric and, for some unknown reason, my cock jumped.
I couldn’t want someone so conniving and holier-than-thou like Lily Summers. Scratch that—my body could react physically to her appearance, but I’d never allow myself to touch her, get close to her, or do anything resembling fucking, even if my cock wanted otherwise.
After all, I had morals. 
Fucking my gardening instructor was perfectly fine, but shacking up with someone like Lily was a hard no.
She defied what I was all about, which was everything smooth, easy, and frictionless. Lily was friction on legs, and now she was sleeping in the room right next to mine. 
This was the opposite of a good time.
And Colton Winters was all about having a good time.
I slammed the window shut so hard that Lily twisted to look around, her gaze bouncing around the backyard. She didn’t see me, which both annoyed and relieved me, but I vowed not to waste any more time thinking about her. She’d already hijacked my house. I wasn’t going to let her hijack my life, too.
I returned to my bed, where I’d left my sketchbook and swiped it up. I was halfway done with a commissioned sketch of Rudy’s late wife. He’d spotted me sketching on the wharf one evening, practicing natural settings which weren’t my forte, and asked if I did portraits. His wife had passed a year ago, but her birthday was coming up. He wanted a sketch as a gift to her, in heaven, on the first birthday he’d spend without her.
If that wasn’t a tear-jerker story, I didn’t know what was. And the man was always so happy at the community garden. 
I knew how to do portraits—it was my strong area, for sure—but this commission had a weight behind it. Rudy was a good guy, and I wanted to make this piece worth his money. But more than that, the whole idea of till death do we part was on my mind with every pencil stroke of this piece. 
I was no stranger to loss and grief. I’d spent my childhood shuffled between boarding schools, imagining a mother I never knew and always assumed I’d killed simply by being born. She was diagnosed with cancer while pregnant with me and at the time, there was no safe chemotherapy for pregnant women. She was advised to abort the pregnancy, but she refused. The cancer took her shortly after





OEBPS/cover.png
& EMBER LEIGL—I






OEBPS/images/d27aac2a-9a94-4926-9069-6bdd13abe2ae.png





OEBPS/images/b1781109-6bc6-4ee7-aeb4-d84b3a774012.png
FUNNY, FABULOUSLY
FILTHY ROMANCE







