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            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      All I want for Christmas is my research back.

      A herd of rogue goats ate my hydroponic fir trees and now their owner is working off the debt in my lab like a chaotic star of wonder.

      Eliza Storm is everything I usually avoid—messy, unpredictable, and completely unimpressed by the precision of my greenhouse protocols. Worse, she thinks I'm a stuck up snob who's never gotten his hands dirty. Well, I think she's a reckless urban farmer with a demented donkey organizing her business.

      When a winter storm traps us together in her barn, something shifts and I start to think I could fall for the woman who ruined my life.

      But between my overbearing father using his influence to sway my investors and Eliza's scheming mother pushing her own holiday agenda, it feels like we're both stuck on the naughty list with no hope for holiday magic.

      We don't make sense together anyway. She lives in a nativity scene and my career is dangling by a piece of tinsel. Neither of us has time to cozy up by a yule log.

      I'll just have to settle for a blue Christmas ... unless one of her goats has the power to guide this sleigh through the fog of red tape.

      Yule Be Sorry is book three of the Planted and Plowed series of romantic comedies starring the Storm sisters. Love blooms reluctantly and stems get spliced in these steamy books full of small-town swoon in a big city setting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STORM FAMILY TREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Emma Storm: mother; narcissist

        Esther Storm: owner of Bridges & Bitters bar, married to Koa

        Eila Storm: horticulturalist/hops farmer, partners with Ben

        Eden Storm: beekeeper, married to Nate

        Eliza Storm: goatherd, situationship with Reed

        Eva Storm: to be revealed…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Look, I know what you’re thinking. Hydroponic Christmas trees are probably not a viable business venture, and no reasonable person would force two strangers into an agricultural partnership over property damage.

      You’re absolutely right.

      This book is holiday fluff of the most ridiculous variety, designed for pure escapist enjoyment during a season when we all need a little more joy and a lot less reality. So, please suspend your disbelief, embrace the absurdity, and let yourself get swept away by the magic of two stubborn people falling in love over tiny trees and unruly livestock.

      Sometimes the most improbable stories make the best comfort reads.
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            ELIZA

          

        

      

    

    
      I stare at the email from Bramblewood Manor. They’re willing to pay me five grand for a few days’ munching from my wee herd of monsters.

      Pittsburgh is overflowing with invasive vines, but I’m short on income as we sail into December. My Mobile Urban Natural Clearing Herd can be in and out of this fancy property in plenty of time for their Yule Gala, so this feels like a huge relief.

      There are just a few small problems. Hiccups, really.

      For starters, the city still hasn’t paid me for my weed clearing work in Highland Park, and I’m caught in some endless loop of quarterly payment processing.

      Which means I haven’t been able to pay my hoof guy, so he won’t sign off on my herd health, so… technically I can’t say yes to this gig right now.

      I write a quick response asking if they’re at least able to pay half up front.

      Then, of course, I need to ask Martinez if he’ll accept $2,500 toward what I owe him for just one more tiny little hoof check.

      I sigh. I am so humbled by what I don’t know about running a business. Nobody ever used the phrase “cash flow” in high school, and it’s not like I had anyone showing me the ropes when I started up MUNCH. Heck, nobody even believed me that “goats as invasive weed control” is a viable business idea.

      Well, I sure showed them. Sort of.

      I gaze out the window at the pasture, where my sweet beasties are devouring another truckload of Timothy hay while their guard donkey, Chiron, looks on menacingly.

      I’ll never admit any of this, but these animals are truly naughty. Just a few months ago, they darn near wrecked my sister Eden’s wedding by charging the couple just as they were about to kiss. Luckily, Eden and her now-husband were too lovesick to even notice something like a butt-butt from a goat.

      It was just a gentle little tap, really.

      My laptop pings, and I glance at the screen to see a response from Bramblewood.

      
        
        Dear Ms. Storm: We are delighted you are able to provide services as requested. It is not our policy to pre-pay. We can, however, offer a 10% deposit to retain your services if you could forward an invoice.

        Most sincerely,

        Mandy Warnick

        Event Coordinator

      

      

      I blow out a long breath. I’m going to have to woman-up and make a stink with the city to get what I’m owed. What business can float five figures for an entire quarter? I really need to get better at reading the contracts I sign rather than just scribbling a half signature and hoping I’m not getting screwed.

      This is why people hire lawyers.

      I peel off my overalls and thermal and realize I’m wearing a super ratty sports bra and underpants I’d be ashamed to have a paramedic cut off me in an accident. I hear Chiron braying outside, yelling at me for being a perpetual slob.

      Whatever. I spend the majority of my time with ungulates.

      My clothes are functional. Except the sports bra. That’s more of a suggestion of a boulder-holder at this point. I ransack my drawers, come up empty-handed. I can’t go into a professional space with my boobs flopping around, small though they might be.

      I decide to double up on the ratty bras and slide a dress over my head. Except the neckline of my cutest wrap dress reveals the fraying, gray top of the bras. I groan and rummage deeper into my closet, finding a cardigan with a hole in one armpit. Real professional, Eliza.

      I ease my legs into some tights, which are in excellent shape because I never wear them.

      Overall, I don’t look too bad. I slip on some Maryjanes and jump in my truck to head down the hill and over the Allegheny River to downtown Pittsburgh.

      It takes ages to find a parking spot, and it’s nearly closing time when I finally make it through security and into the correct line. There’s one person in front of me, a super tall dude in a dark pea coat. I spend a few minutes ogling the sharply creased navy trousers and smartly polished brown shoes he’s got on. I can’t see much else of him since he’s leaned over with his hands on the counter, his dark head pressed against the glass, trying to shout at the clerk.

      I get why they need these thick plexiglass dividers, but it sure makes it difficult to speak to the person on the other side.

      Even so, this guy is more agitated than he ought to be. He hollers, “This is an agricultural product and a decorative item. They’re living trees.”

      My ears perk up, and I can hear the tinny voice of the clerk. “Sir, your application says ‘holiday decor.’ That’s category 47-B.”

      Mr. Tall and Well Dressed actually smacks the counter. “They photosynthesize. They have roots. Can you check with your supervisor about the proper category for nursery sales?”

      I check my phone as he yells something about hydro-something not requiring soil and see I have just ten minutes before that irritated clerk puts a closed sign on her window.

      She calmly tells him he only filled out a county form, and he needs a separate one for the city.

      The guy tugs on his dark hair. “Is this not the city and county building? How can there be different forms? Can’t you pass it down the counter to the right person?”

      The clerk blinks at him. I grip my invoice. The guy yells something about an exemption for carbon-neutral initiatives, and I lose my patience.

      “Oh, get over yourself. She said you filled out the wrong form. Can you just grab a fresh one and let someone else have a turn?”

      He whips his head around, glaring at me from behind a pair of thick frames. They’re probably clear lenses he’s wearing to appear smarter than he really is. I absolutely will not acknowledge that the look is working for him. I wave my hands like I’m shooing my goats.

      He frowns. “You can wait your turn like everyone else, madam.”

      “Madam? That’s rich. Look, you’re not going to scold her into filing the form for you. These people are bananas about crossed t’s and dotted i’s. Ask me how I know.” I rattle the invoice for emphasis.

      He opens his mouth, but I elbow past him and smile at the clerk. “Hi.” I squint to read her name tag. “Myrna. I’m Eliza Storm, here to check on the status of an invoice.” I offer my sweetest smile—one my sisters tell me makes me look constipated because it’s not genuine.

      Myrna seems to agree with my sisters. Her facial expression is not encouraging as she peers at the invoice and slowly shakes her head. “Vendor distributions from the previous quarter are paid at the end of the current quarter. No exceptions.”

      My mouth drops and sweat pools at my lower back. This can’t be right. I’m about to plead with Myrna for a partial payment when she grabs a CLOSED sign on a chain and hooks it over the microphone on her side of the glass.

      I slap the window. “No, please, give me one more minute of your time.”

      Myrna shakes her head and is down a hallway before I can think of anything else to say.

      Defeated, I turn to face the man, still standing there with his own form in his hand. I jab an index finger into his chest and sneer at him. “If you had just owned your mistake, I would have had more time to convince her to pay me, you pompous jerk.”

      His nostrils flare, and he applies downward pressure on my hand to remove it from his chest. A zing of sensation darts along my arm, but I’m sure it’s due to heightened emotions.

      “If you had gotten here earlier, you would have had more time to beg.” He sniffs at me, turns on his fancy heel, and stomps toward the revolving door. Caught up in a flurry of frustration, rage, and despair, I follow him, not sure what I’m doing but certain I need someone to absorb all these big feelings.

      “Hey, asshole!”

      He doesn’t turn, and I burst through the door to the crowded, rush-hour sidewalk and poke his shoulder. Okay, not his shoulder because I can’t reach it. More like his spleen. He grunts and turns to face me. I wag a finger like some old nana. “Some of us work for a living. Don’t you dare tell me to get here earlier. What were you doing all morning? Ironing your pants, or does your maid handle that?”

      He stares at me for a long moment, his jaw working like he's chewing something bitter. Then, without another word, he turns and walks away, his expensive shoes clicking against the concrete with each deliberate step.

      I stand there on the sidewalk, breathing hard, watching his back retreat until the city swallows him whole. My hands are still shaking—from rage or desperation or the lingering zing where our skin touched, I can't tell.

      Same city. Same problems, apparently. Completely different worlds.

      One thing's certain: this isn't over. Not by a long shot.
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      The pH levels in my samples are off by point-zero-three, which may as well be a death sentence. I jab at the tablet screen, adjusting the solution for the third time today, my jaw clenched tight enough to crack molars.

      “Easy there, Dr. Doom,” my friend Paolo’s voice echoes through the greenhouse lab as the bay doors slide open. “You’re gonna give yourself an aneurysm.”

      I don’t look up from the hydroponic data as Paolo makes his way through rows of my miniature fir trees sitting like tiny cub scouts, awaiting inspection. Each one represents months of research and more money than I care to calculate—money I don’t have to spare.

      “These stupid seedlings aren’t cooperating,” I mutter, making another adjustment on the dash. “Plus, I wasted an entire afternoon getting jerked around by some clerk downtown, so now I’m behind schedule. If they’re not ready by next week⁠—”

      “Whoa, back up,” Vick interrupts, appearing at my shoulder with his usual unflappable calm. “What happened downtown?”

      I look up to find all three of my friends standing in various states of post-work dishevelment—Paolo with grease under his fingernails from installing solar panels, Vick still wearing his city waste management polo, and Kash clutching a rolled set of architectural plans that probably contain his latest sustainable building design. It must be later than I thought if they’re all here… which means I kept them waiting.

      “Permit office,” I say, the memory still making my blood pressure spike. “Tried to get my holiday tree classification updated so I’d have the right paperwork for the pitch event. Spent forty minutes explaining basic botany to a clerk who clearly hates her job.”

      “Ouch.” Paolo winces. “Did you get it sorted?”

      “No. Some woman started yelling at me for taking too long, and then the clerk closed her window.” I turn to my seedlings, irritation flaring fresh. “Apparently, I was being ‘argumentative’ for asking logical questions about illogical categories.”

      I can’t shake the image of that dark-haired woman jabbing her finger at me, all righteous fury and zero tolerance for bureaucratic nonsense. I keep wondering what had her so wound up. She struck me as someone who acts on instinct and deals with the consequences later, which honestly sounds… kind of liberating.

      “Beer night,” Kash announces, checking his watch. “You need it more than usual.”

      “I know, but—” I gesture helplessly at the seedlings that will make or break my entire future.

      “No buts,” Paolo says. “You’ve been in here since dawn, probably haven’t eaten anything, and now you’re stress-spiraling. Plus, if you don’t come, Kash is going to make us look at his drawings.”

      I open my mouth to argue, then realize I can’t remember my last real meal. The past week has been a blur of analysis, growth projections, and increasingly desperate emails to potential financiers. The investor pitch-a-thon at Bramblewood Manor is my last shot at getting the funding I need to turn this whole Christmas tree thing from a crazy idea into an actual business.

      “The pitch is in a week,” I say, making one final adjustment to the grow lights. “If I can’t demonstrate consistent growth patterns⁠—”

      “Then you’ll have to charm them with your sparkling personality,” Vick deadpans, earning snorts from the other two.

      I shoot him a look. “Very helpful.”

      “Come on,” Kash says, already heading toward the door. “We’re going to Three Rivers Brewing. They’ve got that new IPA you wanted to try.”

      I hesitate, glancing back at my trees. They look healthy enough—vibrant green needles and strong root systems visible beneath the spongy soil alternative. Each tree is exactly eighteen inches tall, perfectly symmetrical, and completely sustainable. No soil depletion, minimal water usage, zero transportation emissions since they’ll be grown locally.

      My business targets young professionals who live in apartments or small condos but still want to decorate for the holidays. Enter: tabletop live evergreens. No need for a plastic tree and no sense driving to the countryside to chop down a full-sized one.

      My idea is timely. It’s environmentally responsible. It’s trendy.

      It’s also bleeding me dry financially.

      “Reed.” Paolo’s voice is gentler now. “They’ll be fine for two hours. The robots will handle everything.”

      I know he’s right. The entire setup is designed to run without supervision. But leaving feels like abandoning my post, especially with so much riding on next week’s presentation.

      “My parents called again,” I say abruptly, staring at the trees.

      The temperature in the greenhouse seems to drop several degrees. My friends met my parents exactly once, at my college graduation, and that was more than enough.

      “What did they want this time?” Vick asks carefully. Vikram “Vick” Murthy is no stranger to rigid parents. We bonded immediately in the dorms once we realized we’re both learning to let go of any hope of meeting our parents’ expectations.

      “The usual.” I shake my head and release a groan. “Reminded me their ‘offer’ still stands—full funding for an MBA, fast-track into Nicholas Industries’ executive training program, corner office by thirty…” I finally turn away from the seedlings. “All I have to do is abandon this ‘hobby’ and start acting like a ‘responsible adult.’” My jaw tightens just thinking about my father’s condescending tone.

      “Fuck that,” Paolo says with feeling. “This isn’t a hobby. This is entrepreneurship.”

      “Try telling them that.” I grab my jacket from the hook by the door, doing a final scan of the greenhouse. Everything glows green on the status panel. “According to my father, sustainable agriculture is a luxury for people who don’t understand real business.”

      “Your father’s an ass,” Kash says matter-of-factly.

      Takashi, Paolo, Vick and I met freshman year and remained tight all through college and into grad school. I know I have zero interpersonal skills, but for some reason, the three of them put up with me and—I can admit this—drag me away when I forget to recharge my batteries.

      We walk into the crisp November air, the industrial park around us mostly empty except for a few other startup employees burning the midnight oil. The Sustainable Innovation Incubator seemed like a dream come true when I got accepted here—affordable rent, like-minded entrepreneurs, access to shared resources. But the seed funding only lasts eighteen months, and I’m nearly through month seventeen.

      “How bad is it?” Paolo asks as we climb into Vick’s hybrid. “Financially, I mean.”

      I consider lying, but these guys have seen me through the initial excitement of developing the hydroponic method, the frustration of failed prototypes, and the crushing disappointment of my parents’ reaction to my career choice.

      “Bad,” I admit. “I’ve got five weeks of operating expenses left. If the Bramblewood presentation doesn’t pan out…”

      I trail off, not wanting to voice the obvious conclusion. My friends exchange glances in the rearview mirror.

      “We could—” Kash starts.

      “No.” I cut him off before he can finish the offer, my words harsher than I intended. I see them exchange looks, so I take a breath. “I’m not taking money from friends. That’s how relationships get destroyed.”

      “Stubborn ass,” Vick says affectionately, pulling into the brewery’s parking lot.

      Three Rivers Brewing is packed with the usual Thursday night crowd—young professionals, a few students from local universities, and the hardcore craft beer enthusiasts like me, who can talk for hours about hop varieties and fermentation tanks. We manage to snag a high-top table near the windows overlooking the Allegheny River.

      “Four pints of Eye of the Storm,” Paolo tells the server, then grins at us. “I still can’t believe it’s made with locally grown hops.”

      I smile at that. My friends always support local business and share my opinion that it’s important, not just stubbornly idealistic. The beer arrives quickly, and as expected, it’s excellent. Citrusy and bright, with a complex flavor profile that speaks to quality ingredients.

      Paolo reads aloud from the menu, telling us the hops are grown in reclaimed vacant lots, but the crop yield is only big enough for one small batch per year. “This is a rare, morally superior beer,” he gushes, smacking his lips as we all agree.

      “So,” Kash says, raising his glass, “to proving that sustainable can be profitable.”

      “To not letting corporate assholes crush our dreams,” Vick adds.

      “To friendship,” Paolo finishes simply.

      We clink glasses, and for the first time in days, I feel some of the tension ease from my shoulders. Whatever happens with the Bramblewood presentation, at least I’m not facing it alone.

      “Now,” Vick says, setting down his beer, “tell us the truth. How confident are you about this pitch?”

      I take a long sip, considering. “The science is solid. The environmental benefits are undeniable. The market research shows real demand for sustainable holiday traditions.”

      “But?” Kash prompts.

      “I’m pitching to people who probably spent more on their last vacation than I’ve invested in my entire business.” I stare into my beer, watching the bubbles rise to the surface. “What if they see me as some naive kid playing with plants?”

      “Then they’re idiots,” Paolo says firmly. “And you’ll find better investors.”

      I wish I shared his confidence. The truth is, I’ve already been turned down by other potential backers. The Bramblewood event is essentially my Hail Mary—a chance to present to multiple investors at once, alongside a dozen other amazing ideas from go-getters also seeking funding. This pitch event is for holiday-focused items, and there’s an agreement we will leave our products in place as gifts for the estate’s Yule Gala guests.

      If it fails, I’ll be back to square one. Or more accurately, back to my parents’ corporate world, tail between my legs, and all my environmental principles neatly filed away as youthful folly.

      My phone buzzes with a text from my mother:

      
        
          
            
              
        Darling, don’t forget about the Nutcracker tomorrow night. Your father has box seats.

      

      

      

      

      

      I show the message to my friends, who groan in unison.

      “The ballet?” Vick asks. “Seriously?”

      “It’s tradition,” I say with resignation. “Nicholas family holiday obligations are non-negotiable.”

      “Skip it,” Kash suggests. “What are they gonna do, shun you?”

      The question hangs in the air longer than it should. Honestly, I’m not entirely sure they wouldn’t. I don’t not enjoy the ballet. I just don’t have time to spare with so much riding on this pitch.

      “Enough about my dysfunctional family,” I say, raising my glass again. “Let’s talk about something more cheerful. Like Paolo’s latest solar installation disaster.”

      “Hey!” Paolo protests, but he’s grinning. “That wasn’t my fault. How was I supposed to know the client had a family of flying squirrels living in their attic?”

      As my friends launch into their latest work stories, I relax for the first time in weeks. Maybe Vick’s right; maybe the trees will be fine without my constant surveillance. Maybe the Bramblewood presentation will go well.

      The server sweeps past in a flurry of dark hair that has me thinking about that woman who yelled at me downtown. Something about her fierce certainty… I bet she doesn’t spend Thursday nights second-guessing herself over beer and fries.
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      “You’ve got this, Liza.” Eden’s voice echoes in my head as I pull my rattling trailer up the circular drive of Bramblewood Manor, but her sisterly pep talk from this morning feels flimsy compared to the marble columns looming ahead of me.

      The manor resembles a movie about rich people—all pristine white stone and perfectly trimmed hedges, with actual gargoyles perched on the corners  judging everyone who dares approach. It’s definitely weird to me that such an estate exists inside the city, but here we are. My rusty trailer bounces over cobblestones that probably cost more than my truck, and I can hear Chiron braying his disapproval from inside.

      “Yeah, buddy,” I mutter to my guard donkey, parking next to a gleaming catering van. “I don’t like it, either.”

      The paperwork crinkles in my jacket pocket as I climb out. It’s the hoof certification Martinez agreed to expedite after I promised him half payment by Monday and the rest… whenever I get paid. Which I will. Because I have to.

      I’m adjusting my least-stained work shirt when a woman in a cream-colored suit clicks toward me on heels that could double as weapons. Her blonde hair doesn’t even move in the November breeze.

      “You must be the… animal service,” she says, consulting her tablet with the enthusiasm of someone scheduling a root canal. “I’m Mandy Warnick, event director.”

      “Eliza Storm, owner of Mobile Urban Natural Clearing Herd.” I offer my hand, which she eyes in disdain. “Ready to get your invasive plant problem sorted.”

      “Yes, well.” Mandy’s gaze darts to my trailer, where Chiron has started his I-demand-attention honking. “We have a very exclusive event coming up. Investors, innovators, Pittsburgh’s finest entrepreneurs gathering, and then we have our annual Yule Gala.” She pronounces it reverently. “The theme celebrates renewal and rebirth in nature, the return of light after darkness. Very symbolic.”

      I nod like I give a shit about symbolism. “Two events. Got it. Where’s the work site?”

      “Around back. I want to be very clear—you and your… livestock… are to remain completely out of sight during setup. Our presenters are displaying cutting-edge innovations in the main hall, and we cannot have any disruptions.”

      The way she says livestock makes my jaw clench. “My goats are professionals. They’ve cleared invasive plants for the city parks department.”

      Chiron emits a sound of agreement.

      “I’m sure,” Mandy says in a tone that suggests she’s not sure at all. She winces as Chiron bellows again. I’d feel bad about the noise, but how else am I going to keep urban coyotes and other would-be thieves from my goats? Guard donkeys need to be obnoxious.

      Mandy composes herself and continues. “Follow the service road. The affected area is behind the building.” She waves a manicured hand as Chiron starts really yelling. You’ll have access to water and electricity, but please keep noise to a minimum.”

      She clicks away before I can respond, leaving me with Chiron’s commentary from the trailer. “Real charmer,” I tell him as I climb in the truck.

      The service road winds around manicured gardens that look like they’ve never seen a weed, past fountains and perfectly placed benches. Everything screams “we’ve got professional gardeners,” right down to the perfectly uniform blades of grass all growing in the same direction.

      I try to see it through my sister Eila’s eyes. She’s a horticulturist and would probably frown at all the pesticides it takes to keep the lawn this lush in late autumn.

      I round the corner to the back of the property and find my kind of chaos.

      It’s at least half an acre of flora disaster. Invasive vines have claimed everything—knotweed strangling young trees, mustard garlic creating an impenetrable hedge, and enough poison ivy to hospitalize a small army. It’s exactly the kind of ecological nightmare that gives me purpose.

      I can see why Mandy Warnick hates it.

      “Now we’re talking,” I say, parking next to a utility shed that’s half-hidden under Virginia creeper.

      I’m unloading fence posts when voices drift through the open service door of the manor. Two guys in matching polo shirts lean against the doorframe, smoking cigarettes.

      “…supposed to be some big presentation in the atrium,” one of them says. “Revolutionary tree guy or something.”

      “Trees?” The other guy snorts. “What’s revolutionary about trees?”

      “Hell if I know. Rich people love weird shit. Remember that guy last year who had that poo-powered appliance line?”

      “That was actually a pretty clever refrigeration system,” the first guy corrects. “But yeah, trees seem like a stretch. Unless he’s growing money on them.”

      “He grows them in water. Hydro something? Bah.” They both stub out their cigarettes, heading back inside.

      Hydroponic trees. I remember that uptight asshole from the permit office mentioning that exact phrase. Could that rigid dweeb be presenting at some fancy event here?
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