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    For every woman who was told she couldn't.

For every girl who was warned it would be too hard, too dirty, too much.

And who did it anyway.

 

And for my Aunt,

who dreamed of becoming a vet.

 

For my husband, always.
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Chapter One: New Beginnings
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ERIN KELLY was always a woman who knew exactly what she wanted.

She met her best friend, Oscar Vale, in elementary school. Erin had marched up to him on the second day of third grade, declared that they were going to be best friends, and then sat beside him like it was fate. Oscar, delighted by her audacity, never left her side after that.

Erin graduated high school at sixteen and went straight to the Ontario College of Veterinary medicine to study, specializing in large animals. It took six grueling years, a stubborn streak wider than a county road, and more than one battle with faculty members to earn her degree.

They said she was too soft. Too emotional. Too much of a girl.

They said it like it was a flaw.

Some professors had even implied—without shame—that someone with her long chestnut hair, deep green eyes, and hourglass figure should consider another career. “Something more fitting,” they said, like the profession wasn’t built on skill, grit, and brains.

But Erin didn’t want to be fitting. She wanted to be good.

And she was.

Eventually, when it became clear that she was going to be failed for reasons that had nothing to do with her abilities, Erin marched herself into the registrar’s office. That decision changed her life.

Because that’s where she met Dante Morales.

He was tall, handsome, dramatic as hell, and a poly-sci major with minor in law, while working part-time as an admin for the registrar. He took one look at the documentation, and said, “Oh honey, this is going to be fun.”

He helped her win. She helped him meet Oscar. And the three of them had been a tight-knit trio of chaos and loyalty ever since.

Erin had expected her life to follow the sweet, if predictable, path of a network TV sitcom. She married her college boyfriend, Phillip, despite the raised eyebrows from both Oscar and Dante.

“He’s too beige,” Oscar had said.

“He’s never going to understand you,” Dante added.

They weren’t wrong.

Phillip resented her late nights, her ambition, her refusal to stay small. He wanted a wife who made dinner and didn’t get muddy delivering calves at dawn. So he cheated—and blamed it on her not being around. For not being enough.

By twenty-six, Erin was divorced, emotionally exhausted, and ready for a reset.

That reset came in the form of Ashby Lake.

With the money from the divorce settlement, she bought into a bustling mixed-animal veterinary practice with Dr. Dennis Barnes, who was nearing retirement and thrilled to have someone competent (and immune to bullshit) as a partner. The clinic saw pets in town three days a week, and farm calls took up the other two. Erin liked the balance. She liked the work.

And she had family there.

Robert Kelly, her late father Frank’s brother, lived on the outskirts of Ashby Lake with his wife Debbie, a warm, nurturing woman who smelled like cinnamon and somehow always had a pot of tea ready before Erin even sat down.

Their son, Chris—kind, solid, and someone she hadn’t seen much of since her father’s funeral. Vet school had swallowed her whole, and then her marriage had made things messier. But she was looking forward to reconnecting with them.

While she waited for her furniture to arrive at the small apartment she’d rented above the clinic, Erin was going to be staying at their family farm. It felt like a soft place to land—a rare luxury for someone so used to earning every bit of rest she got.

Erin had always been frugal. Farm life had only sharpened that instinct. She patched her jeans, brewed her own coffee, and didn’t believe in paying someone to do what she could learn to do herself.

But this? This was a new chapter.

So for once—just this once—she celebrated.

She booked herself a first-class ticket from Ottawa to Toronto.

She splurged on a new dress, real leather boots, and a spa day that left her nails gleaming and her muscles blissfully loose.

Now, seated in the first-class lounge at the Ottawa airport, Erin sipped an expensive whisky that tasted like campfires and defiance.

Her suitcase was checked. Her carry-on had her vet bag, her tablet, and a fresh notebook labeled New Life.

And for the first time in a long time, Erin wasn’t just surviving.

She was arriving.
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Chapter Two: First Class 
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SATURDAY, JANUARY 18TH

The first-class lounge was quiet, understated, and nearly empty when he walked in.

Devastatingly handsome. Tall, around six feet. Sandy brown hair, bright blue eyes, a slight tan and he looked good in his suit. Late-twenties or early-thirties. Wearing what looked like a three-thousand-dollar charcoal suit that hugged his tall frame like it was custom-tailored. He took a seat at the bar—one stool over—and Erin felt the shift immediately.

That subtle hum of awareness.

She didn’t look at him right away. Just lifted her whisky glass to her lips and let herself enjoy the quiet power of being noticed.

Eventually, she turned her head, caught his glance, and smiled.

He moved one stool closer.

“What are you drinking?” she asked, her tone easy, bold.

The man’s brows lifted—clearly not used to women making the first move.

“McClellan. Twenty-five years.” His voice was deep, low, the kind that settled in your spine and made everything feel a little slower, a little warmer.

Erin nodded at the bartender, who poured the same for her.

“Adrian—” he began, but she reached up and pressed one finger lightly to his lips.

“No last names,” she said with a teasing tilt of her head. “Let’s keep this mysterious.”

Adrian’s eyes gleamed. “And what should I call you?”

“Erin. But don’t worry—you won’t forget my name.” She leaned in, voice dropping to a smoky whisper just beside his ear. “You’ll be screaming it later.”

He choked on a laugh, eyes darkening with sudden, vivid interest.

Erin knew she wasn’t going to sleep with this man. Obviously not. Her cousin Chris was picking her up at the airport. But flirtation? A little adrenaline? That spark of thrill before her new life began?

That felt like a promise she could keep.

Adrian took a long sip of his drink, watching her over the rim. Her hands were manicured, yes—but strong. Her arms were tanned and toned, visible beneath a sleek, sleeveless sheath dress that suggested elegance and control. He liked that combination more than he wanted to admit.

“What do you do for a living, Erin?” he asked.

“International spy,” she replied without hesitation. “You? Pilates instructor?”

Adrian smirked. “Gigolo”

Erin arched a brow, eyes glinting as she leaned in. “Gigolo,” she repeated and then she laughed. Loud and genuine. 

“Careful,” he murmured, “you keep flirting like this, and I might have to show you personally.”

She tilted her glass and took a slow sip, golden whisky catching the light as her eyes locked on his. “Well,” she murmured, “we spies do like to live dangerously.”

Their banter became its own private current—rich, electric, and charged. Erin was aware of the way his gaze lingered on her mouth, the way his fingers toyed with the edge of his glass. Her breath hitched when he leaned in, voice velvet-smooth and warm against her skin.

“So, Erin the spy,” Adrian whispered. “Should I assume that means you’re licensed to thrill?”

She laughed again—a full-bodied, unrestrained sound that made Adrian’s heart trip in his chest.

God, when was the last time he’d heard a laugh like that?

Not polite. Not calculated. Just... joy.

“I’m highly trained,” she said, brushing a lock of hair over her shoulder. “But I’ve yet to see if you’re worth the mission.”

Adrian grinned, lips tugging into something wicked. “I assure you, Erin. I never disappoint.”

“I bet you say that to all the spies.”

He chuckled. “Only the ones drinking hundred-dollar whisky in a designer dress who sit alone like they own the room.”

She let her fingertip drift lightly along the rim of his glass, skimming his thumb—just enough to feel the slight intake of breath that followed.

“You must have a very... rigorous training regimen,” she said.

“I do. Shall I demonstrate?”

“Oh,” she purred, “don’t tempt me, Adrian. You might just get a mission briefing right here.”

He leaned in, eyes holding hers. “You’re dangerous.”

“Thank you,” she whispered—and kissed him.

It was meant to be a tease. A brush of lips on cheek. But Adrian turned, just enough, and suddenly—

It wasn’t a tease anymore.

Their mouths met in a kiss that burned. Hot. Smooth. Perfectly controlled, until it wasn’t. Erin’s pulse thundered. She tasted his whisky, felt the warmth of his lips and the sure glide of his hand into her hair.

This was nothing like Phillip. Phillip had kissed like he was ticking a box.

Adrian kissed like a man used to being worshipped, but who was currently utterly worshipping her.

Her body moved instinctively—closer, bolder. His hand cupped the nape of her neck, thumb stroking just under her jaw. When they finally pulled apart, Erin’s breath caught, eyes bright with laughter and something sharper.

“Oh,” she said, low and a little breathless. “You’re very, very good. I might not be able to afford your fees, Adrian.”

His laugh was husky, sliding across her skin like silk. “I’m sure we can come to some arrangement.”

She traced his jaw with a finger, slow and curious. “You’re really not what I expected today.”

“And you,” he murmured, “are exactly what I didn’t know I needed.”

Erin’s smile curled wicked and triumphant. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes alive with heat and mischief and freedom.

This wasn’t going to turn into anything.

They both knew that.

She’d be gone in an hour. And yet—

For one breathless, perfect moment They let themselves pretend.
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Chapter Three: Departure
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ERIN’S PLAYFUL EXPRESSION faltered—just for a moment—when the soft voice over the intercom announced the final boarding call for her flight.

She sighed, lips curving into a dramatic little pout that tugged at something in Adrian’s chest.

“That’s me,” she said quietly, regret threading through her voice. She met his eyes—mischief dimmed but not gone—and added with sincerity, “Thank you... for making this an unforgettable moment.”

Before Adrian could respond, she leaned in once more, lips brushing his in a kiss that was brief, devastating, and entirely intentional. When she pulled back, her green eyes sparkled wickedly.

She raised her glass in a playful toast and finished the remaining whisky in a single, smooth motion. Then, with a confident turn and an easy sway of her hips, Erin walked away—chestnut hair cascading down her back like a promise he wasn’t quite ready to let go of.

Adrian watched her go, smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

She had no idea they were on the same flight.

And he had every intention of taking advantage of that fact.

After a pause—just long enough to sell the illusion—he stood, dropped a generous tip on the bar, and made his way to the gate.

A few words, a flash of charm, and one subtle bribe later, Adrian found himself slipping smoothly into the seat beside her.

Erin looked up.

And laughed.

Not a polite giggle—a full, glorious burst of delight that drew curious glances from the other passengers.

She laughed so hard, tears gathered at the corners of her eyes. “Fate or determination?” she asked breathlessly, swiping at her cheek.

Adrian leaned in, hand gently cradling her face, and kissed her.

Not teasing this time.

Not restrained.

Slow. Confident. Full of heat and a clear answer.

When he finally pulled back, his voice was a whisper against her lips.

“Can’t it be both?”

Erin tilted her head, still smiling, and slipped her fingers into his. “Oh, it definitely is.”

The plane lifted into the sky, but neither of them noticed the view.

They were too busy navigating another kind of altitude.

The plush seats were wide, luxurious—perfect for mischief disguised as discretion. Adrian’s hand rested lightly on Erin’s thigh, his fingers idly tracing patterns over the silky fabric of her dress. Each pass inched slightly higher, testing, teasing.

Erin’s breath caught. She turned toward him, green eyes glinting with challenge. “Careful,” she murmured, voice husky, “we’re not exactly alone.”

Adrian smirked, brushing his lips just beneath her ear. “I know,” he whispered. “That’s the fun part.”

Her fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt beneath the discreet airline blanket draped over their laps. “You’re scandalous, Adrian,” she said breathlessly.

“And you’re enjoying it,” he replied, his chuckle a warm vibration against her throat.

“You have no idea.”

His hand inched higher, fingertips brushing the edge of her dress and grazing warm skin. Erin sucked in a breath and bit her lip, cheeks flushing beautifully.

A stewardess passed by, glancing curiously at them.

Erin flashed her an innocent smile.

Adrian nipped at her jawline, utterly unrepentant.

“You’re going to get us kicked off this plane,” Erin whispered, half-laughing, half-melting.

“Only if we get caught,” he murmured.

“Oh, I never get caught.”

Adrian raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “You promise?”

“I never make promises I can’t keep,” she echoed with a sultry smile.

Their lips met again—this time more urgently, more hungrily. Adrian tasted whisky and heat and something distinctly Erin: fierce, bold, addictive.

When they pulled apart, their breathing was uneven, skin flushed with mutual satisfaction and delicious frustration. Erin’s fingers resumed their slow dance across the back of his hand beneath the blanket, while Adrian’s touch lingered near the edge of scandal.

They spent the rest of the short flight locked in whispered exchanges, stolen touches, and games that tiptoed along the razor’s edge of public decency. Time disappeared. Anticipation bloomed.

As the captain announced the descent into Toronto, Adrian reluctantly withdrew his hand, letting it linger just long enough to promise that this—them—wasn’t over.

Erin turned toward him, smiling like sin incarnate. “I have to say, this is definitely my favorite way to fly.”

Adrian leaned in, grazing her lips one last time. “Oh, Erin,” he said with a slow, satisfied smile. “This is only the beginning.”

***
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ADRIAN’S EYES LINGERED on Erin’s face, his fingertips still tingling with the phantom sensation of her skin beneath his. The warmth of their stolen intimacy clung to the air between them, humming with unspoken potential.

He leaned in again, voice a low, velvet temptation.

“I have an apartment in Toronto,” he murmured, eyes searching hers. The offer hung there between them—not crude, not desperate—just... hopeful.

Her smile faltered.

A flicker of regret passed through her emerald gaze, and Adrian’s heart twisted, sharp and unexpected.

“I’m meeting someone,” she admitted quietly. Her voice was gentle, apologetic, but firm. “I can’t.”

A hot wave of jealousy surged through him—irrational and immediate. Who? A boyfriend? A husband? Some pre-booked suitor waiting at baggage claim in a beige sedan? His mind sprinted through the worst possibilities in a blur of possessive heat.

“You sure?” he asked, keeping his tone playful even as something taut pulled in his chest. “I’d offer a very good discount.”

That earned a soft laugh from her—warm and rueful.

Adrian leaned in and kissed her one last time. Slow. Tender. Final.

He poured everything he wasn’t allowed to say into that kiss.

Erin sighed against his mouth, lingering, lips brushing his one last time before she pulled away. She reached up and touched his jaw with the lightest of caresses, her thumb brushing his cheek.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “This was amazing.”

And then she stood, bag in hand, spine straight, and walked away without looking back.

Adrian remained seated, watching her go, already feeling the hollow ache of her absence. He ran a hand through his hair and blew out a slow breath, as if that could push back the ache building beneath his ribs.

Whatever this had been, it was over.

Or so he thought.

Erin stepped through the arrivals gate, adjusting her grip on her carry-on as the familiar figure of Chris Kelly appeared like a beacon of golden retriever energy.

“Erin!” he shouted, voice full of joy. He crossed the distance in three bounding steps and wrapped her in one of his signature bear hugs, lifting her clean off the ground and spinning her once before setting her down.

She laughed, arms tightening around him. “Missed you too, you overgrown puppy.”

Chris grinned and kissed her cheek before pulling back. “You look amazing. Is this your only bag?”

“I travel light,” she said, trying to reclaim it.

Chris ignored her. “Nope. This is the welcome home princess treatment. I’ve got snacks and a playlist ready.”

Erin rolled her eyes, grinning—right up until Chris’s attention shifted.

“Adrian!” Chris waved enthusiastically at someone behind her.

Erin blinked. No.

No no no no—

She turned, heart thudding, to see Adrian Blake, the very same man who’d just kissed her senseless on a plane, striding toward them like he absolutely planned this.

He wore the same smug, infuriating, devastating smile as he approached.

“Fancy meeting you here. I just flew in,” Adrian said casually, gaze flicking to her with heat and mischief. “Who's this?”

Chris beamed, already doing introductions with full golden-retriever gusto. “Adrian, this is my cousin, Erin Kelly. Erin, meet Adrian Blake—he’s one of my closest friends. You two are going to love each other.”

Erin turned, plastering on a smile that could kill a man.

She extended her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Blake.”

Adrian took it gently, fingers warm and firm around hers, lingering just long enough to set her nerves on fire. His voice dipped, velvet and full of meaning.

“Oh, I assure you. The pleasure is entirely mine.”

Erin’s pulse stuttered. She managed to arch a brow, lips twitching into a smile that was dangerously close to a smirk.

Chris—bless him—was still oblivious.

“I know you’ve probably got your town car waiting, Adrian,” he offered, glancing toward the exit. “But if you want a lift, we can totally squeeze into the truck.”

Erin shot Adrian a warning glare, but it was too late. His grin widened.

“That sounds perfect. Thanks, Chris.”

She nearly groaned. Adrian’s gaze slid back to her, daring her to say no. Erin bit her lip, trying to suppress the mix of horror and reluctant thrill bubbling up in her chest.

He wasn’t done. Not by a long shot.

And somehow... she didn’t hate that.

***
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THE TRUCK RUMBLED STEADILY along the winding road toward Ashby Lake, its tires humming against the pavement in a soothing rhythm. The countryside blurred past in winter snow covered fields, but Erin’s focus was entirely elsewhere.

More specifically: on the man beside her.

Adrian’s arm rested casually around her shoulder—public enough to pass for friendly, but his fingertips told another story. They traced light, secret patterns just under the edge of her neckline, the touch maddeningly subtle. Every circle, every feather-light sweep, kept her pulse thrumming like a steady drumbeat beneath her skin.

Chris, oblivious in the driver’s seat, carried on chatting with cheerful enthusiasm.

“So, Erin,” he called out with a grin in the rearview mirror, “you sure you’re ready for Ashby Lake? It’s not exactly Ottawa nightlife.”

Erin opened her mouth to answer, but Adrian beat her to it.

“Oh, you might be surprised,” he said smoothly, eyes glinting. “Ashby Lake has its own charm. Unexpected things tend to happen around here.”

Chris laughed. “Yeah, he’s not wrong. Things have a way of getting exciting when you least expect them.”

Erin tilted her head, her gaze cutting toward Adrian with a knowing smirk. “I’m counting on it,” she murmured. “I have a feeling Ashby Lake might have a few... pleasant surprises.”

Adrian’s lips curved, the corner of his mouth lifting with quiet approval. He gave her shoulder the slightest squeeze, and his fingers resumed their covert dance—this time brushing along the delicate curve of her neck, sending a shiver skittering down her spine.

Erin bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling too hard. This felt dangerously close to a game—and she was starting to really like playing it.

“So, Adrian,” Chris continued, glancing sideways at the road, “how was your business trip?”

Adrian didn’t miss a beat. His fingers drew a slow circle just beneath Erin’s collarbone.

“Surprisingly enjoyable,” he said smoothly. “I had some unexpected company. Made the whole thing very... memorable.”

Erin raised an eyebrow, barely keeping her voice neutral. “Sounds like you got lucky.”

Adrian’s lips twitched. “I certainly did.”

Her cheeks warmed, but she forced herself to stay composed, even as her body betrayed her with another traitorous flutter of want. She hadn’t felt this way in years—maybe ever. It was wildly inconvenient.

And wildly addictive.

This wasn’t the plan. She was supposed to be resetting her life, not flirting her way into trouble. Especially not with the man currently tracing her shoulder blade with criminal intent.

And yet... Erin found herself leaning ever so slightly into his touch, a silent confession she didn’t dare speak aloud.

Chris turned onto a tree-lined lane, gravel crunching under the tires as the Blake estate came into view.

Erin blinked. “Wait—is that your house?”

Adrian glanced up casually. “Technically, it’s a working equestrian estate.”

She squinted through the windshield, taking in the elegant fencing, the stables in the distance, and the massive, glass-and-stone mansion nestled beyond the trees.

“A working estate?” she echoed, impressed in spite of herself. “Is that what we’re calling it now?”

He smiled, dry and amused. “Everyone needs a hobby.”

She snorted. “Oh, subtle. Couldn’t go with a bungalow and a herb garden like a normal person?”

Adrian leaned in, lips brushing the shell of her ear. His voice was a velvet purr. “Sometimes... flashy gets the job done.”

Her breath caught slightly. Her body definitely noticed.

Recovering quickly, she lifted an eyebrow. “Subtlety is overrated anyway.”

“Clearly,” he agreed, sitting back just as the truck rolled to a smooth stop at the estate’s front gate.

He opened the door, stepped out with all the grace of a man who knew exactly how to leave an impression—and then paused.

Looking back at her over his shoulder, his voice dipped into something low and intimate.

“It was lovely to meet you, Erin.”

She met his gaze evenly, lips tugging into a smile that was both sweet and sharp. “Likewise, Mr. Blake.”

Adrian’s smirk deepened as he shut the door behind him with a soft click. She could still feel the ghost of his fingertips on her skin.

Chris waved from the driver’s seat. “See you later, man!”

Adrian raised a hand in farewell, but his eyes lingered—on Erin and only Erin.

“Count on it,” he said.

Then he turned, walking up the stone path toward his sprawling estate like a man with all the time in the world.

Erin exhaled slowly, pulse still elevated, her skin still warm from his touch.

She had a sinking (and thrilling) feeling that trouble in Ashby Lake had only just begun.
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Chapter Four: the Perch
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THE TRUCK PULLED AWAY from Adrian’s estate, its low rumble soft against the country silence. Erin sank back into her seat, the warmth from Adrian’s body still clinging to her skin like phantom fingertips. The empty space beside her felt far too wide now, and she exhaled slowly, only just realizing she’d been holding her breath.

She tilted her head back and closed her eyes for a moment, a soft smile playing at her lips. Every teasing word, every brush of his fingers, every stolen glance—she remembered it all with vivid clarity.

Ashby Lake, it seemed, was going to be far more interesting than she had anticipated.

***
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THE PERCH DINER BUZZED with the familiar clink of mugs and cheerful local chatter. The rich aroma of roasted beans and french fries wrapped Erin in comfort, like a blanket made of caffeine and cinnamon.

She sat in a sunny corner booth beside Chris, sipping a perfect latte, her body slowly unwinding. Across from them sat his wife—Lara, warm and sharp-eyed, and his friends Allie and Pete, who radiated the kind of friendly chaos that made Erin feel instantly at home.

“So,” Allie leaned in conspiratorially, eyes glittering, “what’s it like having Chris as your cousin? Do they all brood this much?”

Chris groaned. “Allie—”

Erin laughed, the sound light and teasing. “Chris? Brooding? Never. He was sweet as pie growing up. Robert wouldn’t have tolerated brooding for more than three minutes.”

Pete snorted into his coffee. “Sweet, huh? You must not have seen him after a long day of shoveling stalls. Man gets moody.”

“Hey!” Chris threw up his hands in mock indignation, but he was grinning.

Erin was about to chime in when she felt it—that subtle shift in the air.

The door opened.

Sunlight spilled into the diner like a spotlight, and there he was.

Adrian Blake.

He stepped inside with quiet confidence, sunlight catching the sharp angles of his jaw and the dark glint in his eyes. Erin’s heart skipped a beat—and then another—as their eyes met.

He smiled. Slow. Secretive. Dangerous.

Her cheeks flushed instantly.

Chris waved him over. “Hey, Adrian!”

Adrian nodded, eyes never leaving hers. “Chris,” he said politely. “And Erin. Twice in one day. This is starting to feel like a habit.”

Erin lifted her chin, trying for casual. “Small town. One diner. Terrible odds.”

“Or excellent ones,” he said, his voice warm with mischief.

Without waiting for an invitation, Adrian slid into the open seat beside her—close enough that their knees nearly brushed under the table. She felt the heat between them like a live current.

Across the table, Lara and Allie exchanged sharp glances, their expressions equal parts amused and intrigued. Pete raised an eyebrow, sipping his coffee like he was watching a particularly juicy soap opera.

Chris, adorable and oblivious, smiled. “Want a coffee?”

“Sure,” Adrian replied, his eyes fixed on Erin. “Thanks.”

“So,” he asked her, his tone light, “how’s your first full day in paradise?”

“Oh, enchanting,” she deadpanned. “I got the deluxe tour—cows, tractors, and exactly three silos. I’m living the dream.”

Adrian chuckled, leaning a little closer. “Ashby Lake’s finest. You must feel honored.”

“Positively star-struck,” she replied. “But I’m adaptable.”

“I’d bet on that,” he murmured.

His voice dropped just a shade lower, just enough for her to feel it rather than hear it. Her pulse picked up again, traitorous as ever.

“Careful,” he said quietly, “Ashby Lake has a way of growing on people.”

She met his gaze head-on, voice steady. “Good. I like a challenge.”

Chris reappeared with Adrian’s coffee in a to-go cup and offered it with a grin. “Lara’s got new pastries too, man. You want one?”

Adrian didn’t even look away from Erin. “No thanks. I’m good.”

Allie leaned toward Lara, stage-whispering far too loudly to be subtle. “Is it just me, or did it suddenly get hotter in here?”

Erin nearly choked on her latte. Her cheeks burned, but she lifted her cup to hide her smile. Busted.

Chris blinked. “You okay?”

“She’s fine,” Adrian said smoothly, reclining slightly with a satisfied smile.

Erin exhaled carefully. “Perfectly fine,” she said firmly, shooting Adrian a sharp, amused glare. “Just adjusting to the... local humor.”

“Oh, she’ll adjust quickly,” Adrian said, eyes flicking to her lips. “Won’t take long at all.”

She tilted her head. “Is that a promise?”

His smile turned darker, slower. “Absolutely.”

Chris looked between them, suspicion dawning. “Did I miss something?”

Adrian stood, brushing imaginary lint from his coat like he hadn’t just set the entire diner on fire with one glance. “Not at all. Just being neighbourly.”

He turned to Erin, his voice dropping to something quieter, something that curled around her spine. “I hope Ashby Lake lives up to your expectations.”

Erin smiled, slow and full of secrets. “Oh, it already has.”

Their eyes met—heat, challenge, anticipation all dancing between them like a match held over gasoline.

“Enjoy your coffee,” Adrian said to the table at large. “I’m sure we’ll see each other soon.”

As he strolled out, coffee in hand and confidence in every step, Allie let out a dramatic sigh and fanned herself with a napkin.

“I stand corrected,” she announced. “It didn’t just get hotter—it’s officially on fire in here.”

Lara grinned knowingly. Pete whistled low.

Erin sipped her latte, cheeks still flushed, lips twitching with barely restrained amusement. Chris, ever the clueless cinnamon roll, looked around in confusion.

“Did... something happen?”

Erin’s eyes lingered on the diner door Adrian had just walked through.

“Oh,” she said softly, voice almost to herself, “something tells me I’ll be seeing him again.”

And she wasn’t even pretending not to want it.
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Chapter Five: the Excuse
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MONDAY, JANUARY 20

She’d built this life out of duct tape and stubbornness. And now some rich, infuriatingly perceptive man with a jaw like a myth kept showing up with questions about horses and eyes that saw way too much.

Erin exhaled and leaned against the counter. The fluorescent hum filled the space between her ribs.

She didn’t want to want anyone. Least of all someone like him—polished, observant, annoyingly decent. The kind of man who could probably buy this clinic and turn it into a yoga spa for horses. The kind who sent flowers after one date and meant it.

She didn’t need that kind of wanting.

She needed sharp edges. Predictable emergencies. A barn call at midnight and the steady hum of work she could count on. Something real. Something she could save.

Not someone who might try to save her.

***
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ERIN KELLY WAS FINALLY feeling like herself again.

She sat in her sun-drenched new office above the small-town vet clinic, legs tucked under her, a half-eaten salad perched beside her appointment book. The hum of activity outside her door—phones ringing, soft laughter, the occasional bark—felt more comforting than distracting. There was a rhythm to this place, a simplicity she hadn’t realized she’d been craving until it settled around her like a soft flannel blanket.

Jeff, the ever-cheerful vet tech, had already helped her through two farm calls that morning with enthusiasm and competence. Brenda, the bubbly receptionist, had stocked the front desk with homemade muffins and memorized Erin’s preferred brand of tea by 10 a.m. They were both quirky and warm—Ashby Lake people, as Chris called them.

She smiled to herself, dipping her fork into her salad and skimming her afternoon notes. Quiet. Productive. Grounded.

That lasted all of eight seconds.

There was a soft knock at the door.

“Come in,” Erin called, reluctantly setting down her fork.

The door cracked open, and Brenda peeked in with the kind of smirk that meant trouble was already inside the building.

“Adrian Blake’s here,” she said sweetly. “Wants to talk about one of his horses. Says she’s limping. Do you mind?”

Erin blinked, her pulse immediately kicking up a gear. Of course he was. She smiled despite herself.

“I don’t mind,” she said calmly, even as her stomach gave an excited flutter. “Send him in.”

Brenda’s eyes twinkled with knowing amusement as she stepped back. A heartbeat later, Adrian Blake strode into the room, wearing a charcoal coat, expertly tailored slacks, and the kind of confidence that shouldn’t be legal before dinner.

“Dr. Kelly,” he greeted, his voice low and warm. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything too important.”

Erin raised an eyebrow. “Somehow, I doubt that’s a sincere apology.”

He chuckled, closing the door behind him as he crossed to the chair opposite her desk. He moved like he owned the building—which, knowing Ashby Lake, he might. “Guilty. But I do, in fact, have a limping horse.”

“Oh, I’m sure you do,” she replied dryly, folding her arms. “None of your staff could possibly assess that on their own?”

Adrian leaned back, unbothered. “I wanted a second opinion. From someone highly recommended.”

Erin stifled a grin. “That’s not how flattery works, Adrian. I already took the job.”

“Then it’s professional admiration,” he said smoothly, his smile just this side of wicked. “Completely appropriate.”

She tilted her head, studying him. “You came all the way into town... for a limp?”

“I came into town for a doctor,” he corrected softly, his gaze steady. “The horse is just an excellent excuse.”

Erin’s breath caught for half a second. She recovered with a cool smile. “So, you’re not above weaponizing your animals for attention. Good to know.”

He didn’t deny it. Instead, he looked at her like she was the only person in the room—and possibly the most interesting person he’d ever met. “I exploit opportunities. Efficiently.”

“You really are trouble.”

He smiled slowly. “But I’m the kind you like.”

Erin narrowed her eyes, but the truth glowed hot and undeniable behind her steady expression. She liked him more than she wanted to. She liked the way he disarmed her with a joke, then hit her with honesty before she could retreat. It was maddening. And addictive.

“Well,” she said, rising and reaching for her jacket, “I suppose we should go see about your horse. I wouldn’t want to be accused of neglect.”

Adrian stood immediately, stepping closer than strictly necessary as he offered his hand.

“Lead the way, Doctor Kelly.”

She hesitated for only a moment before sliding her hand into his. The moment their fingers touched, sparks danced up her wrist and curled into her chest like a secret.

As they stepped into the hallway, she murmured under her breath, “You keep showing up like this and people might start to talk.”

Adrian leaned in, his breath brushing her ear as he whispered, “Let them.”

Erin laughed quietly, the sound soft and real. She should’ve been nervous. She should’ve set boundaries. Instead, she stepped a little closer as they walked.

She was absolutely stepping into trouble.

And she couldn’t wait.

***
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ERIN QUICKLY TAPPED out a message to Dr. Barnes, letting him know she was heading out to the Blake estate to check on a horse. His reply came back almost immediately—short but warm.

Sounds good.

She smiled faintly at the screen. That was Barnes in a nutshell: efficient, supportive, and quietly kind.

Grabbing her medical kit, she slung it over her shoulder and stepped outside. The early afternoon sun was bright, the air heavy with the scent of hay and wildflowers. Adrian fell into step beside her, his presence immediately palpable—casual in posture, but humming with unspoken energy.

He gestured to his sleek black sedan, parked at a shameless angle near the clinic entrance.

“I could give you a ride,” he said smoothly, voice dipped in suggestion.

Erin shot him a sideways glance, raising an eyebrow. “I bet you could,” she muttered without thinking—and immediately winced as the heat flooded her cheeks.

Adrian grinned like he’d just won a game. “I’ll hold you to that sometime,” he murmured, clearly delighted by her reaction.

She laughed despite herself, trying to recover. “I might actually need the stuff in my truck,” she replied, tugging open the driver’s door.

Adrian stepped into his car with practiced grace, and Erin followed him onto the road moments later. The short drive to the estate stretched taut with silent, buzzing anticipation. She knew—knew—he was checking his mirror just to catch glimpses of her, and each time their eyes met in the reflection, a new jolt of electricity lit her spine.
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