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​INTRODUCTION

Note to Self: Don’t become the fake girlfriend of the billionaire bad boy next door.

I’ve sworn off love to live a quiet, peaceful life, happily writing bestsellers in my cozy cottage. All that is disturbed when Nathan Lawson, a tattoo-covered big city billionaire with a criminally gorgeous face and eyes that hold a storm of secrets, moves in next door.

Nathan’s tech park proposal has us trading verbal punches like cats and dogs at council meetings, fueling gossip all over town. Then, when he tramples my late grandmother’s prized roses, I’m ready for war—until his surprisingly sincere apology catches me off guard.

To squash the rumors, we agree to a temporary fake relationship. But what started off as pretend quickly becomes all too real.

I’d be lying if I said this isn’t the most enjoyable “contract” I’ve ever been in. The more time we spend together, the more I begin to see the man beneath his gruff exterior.

Now, I’m faced with a choice: protect my heart or risk it all for a love I never imagined could be so sweet.
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​CHAPTER 1: Opposing Forces
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​ISABELLA

The last rays of sunlight stream through my window, painting long, golden shadows across the dusty construction materials heaped high in the yard next door. The historic Victorian mansion, once a picture of stately elegance, now hides behind a veil of scaffolding and plastic. It looms like a wounded giant, a brooding presence that stirs a mix of unease and...something else within me.

A battle for the soul of Haven Springs, North Carolina, is brewing, and the tension hangs heavy in the air. Tonight at the community center, the first confrontation unfolds.

Frustration tightens my grip on my notepad as I bustle out the door, the Victorian's imposing silhouette shrinking behind me. The community center, just a few blocks away, beckons with the promise of a united front. Inside, the air crackles with nervous energy. The room is packed, a sea of faces etched with worry lines.

We are all brought together by the threat hanging over our beloved town. The newest tech park proposal sits on the agenda like a ticking time bomb, promising progress at the cost of our history and charm.

"This is going to destroy everything," I mutter to myself, the rhythmic tapping of my pen against the notepad echoing the unease in my heart.

A voice cuts through my anxious thoughts. "Still think it's a bad idea, huh?"

I glance up to find a man with a baseball cap pulled low, his face partially obscured by a day's worth of stubble. He offers a slight nod, a flicker of something I can't quite decipher in his eyes.

"Absolutely," I reply, my voice firm. "Haven Springs has character. This town is rich in history and in heart, not just profit margins and modern architecture."

He leans closer, his voice low. "Maybe. But sometimes progress and preservation can go hand in hand."

Before I can unravel the cryptic message in his words, the meeting is called to order. All eyes snap to the front as the architect of this potential disaster strides confidently toward the podium. A collective gasp ripples through the crowd.

My breath catches—the man I was just sparring with, the one who challenged my stance with veiled promises of progress and preservation, is none other than Mr. Nathan Lawson himself.

Of course the hot stranger in the baseball cap would be the tech overlord threatening my town. Universe, do you hate me?

Tech entrepreneur extraordinaire, a grumpy, domineering alpha male... and now, apparently, a reformed bad boy? I've heard rumors about his past from overheard whispers and read snippets online. He has been sizing me up this entire time, his words a calculated nudge.

He starts his presentation, his voice a smooth and polished baritone, outlining the "benefits" of the tech park. His designer shoes don’t belong in a dusty community center. Neither does that watch—subtle but expensive. He probably owns more than just our town’s future—tech moguls probably collect charming communities the way some people collect vintage cars. Innovation, economic growth – words that sound hollow in this room filled with people who value tradition and community spirit. He gestures toward graphs and renderings, but my gaze keeps flicking back to the man himself.

My hand flies across the notepad, furiously jotting down every point I need to counter. As an author, I’m used to writing – and typing – very quickly. It serves me well today.

Yet, beneath the anger I feel at his words, a sliver of curiosity pierces through my frustration. And when his eyes meet mine briefly, a spark ignites – a spark of defiance, maybe, but also something more, something unexpected and unwelcome.

The presentation concludes amidst a flurry of questions and protests. I rise, my voice trembling slightly with nervous energy, and address the crowd.

"Haven Springs is more than just a place to do business. It's our history, our community, the heart and soul of who we are. We can't let a development project erase everything that makes us special."

A wave of applause washes over me, a surge of shared sentiment. As the debate rages on, I steal a glance at Nathan. He's engaged in conversation with a group of town council members, his face creased in concentration.

There's a complexity to him I hadn't anticipated. The tech entrepreneur with his disruptive plans seems to coexist with a flicker of understanding, perhaps even a touch of respect for the very things he threatens to change.

The meeting concludes without any resolution, just a promise to reconvene. As I file out with the crowd, still simmering with indignation, my mind races with counterarguments and strategies. A firm hand on my shoulder jolts me from my thoughts.

"Ms. Hart, can we talk?"

I turn to face him, my heart pounding. "Talk? About how you're planning to destroy Haven Springs?"

His smile is infuriatingly calm. "I believe in progress, not destruction."

"Our town's charm isn't exactly the kind of thing you can steamroll—no matter how fancy your bulldozer is."

Nathan's gaze holds mine. There's a spark in his eyes—amusement, admiration... something. "If you’re this persuasive when you’re mad at me, imagine what we could pull off if we were on the same team."

What could someone like him possibly need from someone like me?

"Why don't we grab coffee sometime? Hear each other out, no strings attached."

Great. The man planning to bulldoze my heritage wants to split a muffin with me. Is this a peace offering—or a clever ploy to get me off guard? Either way, I'm suspicious. And mildly tempted. Mostly suspicious.

My mind screams no, but something in his eyes makes me pause. "Fine. But don’t think for a second this means I agree with you."

"Wouldn’t dream of it," he replies, the corners of his mouth lifting.

The stakes are high, and I am ready to fight for Haven Springs. But as Nathan falls into step beside me, a new question nags at the back of my mind: Am I ready for what else this fight might bring?

That night, I walk home alone, thoughts swirling like autumn leaves.

As I approach my street, the familiar, shrouded Victorian mansion next door draws my gaze.

Pausing in front of the construction site, I cast a wary, nostalgic glance at the imposing structure. I imagine it in its prime, a majestic beauty that once dominated the landscape.

I imagine Nathan moving through the crumbling mansion, drawing up plans to turn it into something sterile and soulless.

The garden that separates our properties is more than just a patch of land—it’s a delicate hedge between his chaos and my peace.

The next morning, my curiosity about the mansion still lingers.

To clear my head, I take a walk through town. The quaint streets of Haven Springs always have a way of grounding me.

I find myself at the local bookstore, a cozy haven filled with the scent of old books and the promise of hidden stories.

As I browse the shelves, I notice a section dedicated to local history. Compelled, I approach the counter.

"Excuse me, do you have any books about the history of the Victorian mansion next door to my house?"

The woman behind the counter looks up, her eyes twinkling. "Ah, the old Victorian. It has quite the story. Let me show you."

She leads me to a shelf lined with books about Haven Springs’ past. So much for light weekend reading—guess I’m trading rom-coms for architectural preservation drama.

As I leaf through the pages, I learn that the mansion was once the pride of the town, built by a renowned architect in the late 1800s.

Its history is rich, filled with moments of grandeur and decline—a testament to a bygone era.

Leaving the bookstore with a few books in hand, I feel a renewed sense of purpose.

The mansion isn’t just a construction site; it’s a piece of history worth preserving.

And as I walk back home, I can’t help but wonder how Nathan fits into all of this.

Maybe, just maybe, there’s a way to find a balance, a way for Haven Springs to embrace progress without sacrificing its soul.

And maybe, the key to that balance lies not in fighting Nathan, but in understanding him.

A single question lingers in the still air: Can an improbable partnership flourish into something greater?
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