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      I think I’m finally ready to fall in love… I just didn’t expect it to be with my grumpy boss.

      

      Pearl

      I’ve worked at Wolf Valley Veterinary Clinic for years.

      I love my job, I love the animals, and I loved working with Dr. Harris before he retired.

      Then his replacement arrives, and I realize there might be something else I love about my job.

      Him.

      Dr. Wells Bennett.

      He’s quiet, brooding, annoyingly handsome, and the kind of man who looks at you once and sees too much.

      He showed up a few months ago to help his mentor, but then he stayed.

      Took over the clinic.

      Took over my routine.

      Took over my peace of mind.

      Now I’m dealing with a boss who barely talks, glowers at anyone who smiles with me, and finds excuses to stay late when I’m the only other one here.

      I should be focusing on my work, but all I can think about is what it would feel like if my grumpy vet finally made a move.

      

      Wells

      I came to Wolf Valley to help my mentor through his last months at the clinic.

      I thought it would be temporary.

      Then I met Pearl.

      She’s sunshine and fire, all wrapped into one gorgeous, curvy woman who cares more about animals than most people care about each other.

      The first day I saw her hold a trembling puppy to her chest and whisper softly to comfort him, I was done for.

      Completely gone.

      So, when my mentor retired, I didn’t hesitate.

      I stayed.

      But things are complicated.

      Pearl works for me, and I’m terrified of risking the one bright thing I have here.

      Every day she’s near me is torture.

      Every smile she gives someone else is a punch to the gut.

      And every time she brushes past me in the hallway, I have to remind myself she’s not mine.

      Not yet.
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      Wells

      

      She’s laughing with that damn delivery driver again.

      I can’t stand it.

      I mean, I love hearing her laugh, but I hate that she’s smiling at another man. Pearl is mine. She just doesn’t know it yet.

      Pearl is the whole reason I’m in this small town. I originally came to Wolf Valley to help my mentor, Jim Harris, when he was preparing to retire and close his animal clinic. When I walked in and saw Pearl comforting an injured puppy, I was done for. When she looked up, and we locked eyes, I rearranged my entire life so I could be closer to her.

      I sold my apartment in Seattle, quit my job, and bought the clinic from Jim. Now, I’m living in this tiny town. Now, I’m always close to my girl. But it’s not enough. I want to be closer. Need to be closer.

      I glare at the delivery driver until he spots me and makes a hasty retreat.

      “See you tomorrow!” he calls to Pearl.

      “No, you won’t,” I mumble as he leaves.

      “What was that, Dr. Bennett?” Pearl asks, turning to me with a questioning look.

      I clear my throat. “Nothing.”

      She gives me a quizzical glance but takes the packages and heads to the back office. I watch her go, my eyes tracking her every movement.

      When I first moved to Wolf Valley, I thought I’d be here for six months at most. I’d get to know Pearl, convince her we were meant to be together, marry her, and move us back to civilization. I love big cities—places where I can get lost—unlike small towns where everyone knows everyone and all their business.

      Instead, it’s been close to nine months, I haven’t made any headway with Pearl, and now that I see how happy she is here, I’m resigned to living here forever. I just don’t want to do it without her anymore.

      Being with Pearl would make anything worthwhile. If she’s happy, then so am I. The problem is that I’m at a loss for how to make her mine. Every day is torture; I’m with Pearl, but not in the way I want to be.

      I put myself through college and veterinary school, so focused on my studies that I never bothered with dating. I don’t regret that—no one ever interested me before. But now I have Pearl, I’m clueless about how to win her over. And being her boss only makes things even more complicated. I want to make a move, but I’m terrified of losing her.

      What if I come on too strong and she quits? What if she’s not interested in me?

      It’s hard to know if I’m even the type of man she usually goes for. I’ve asked around, and it seems she’s never dated anyone either, at least not that people are aware of.

      Sometimes I think I’m making progress with Pearl, but then she acts like she only sees me as her boss and keeps me at arm’s length. I hate it. I’m not sure how much longer I can resist my curvy girl.

      The front door opens, and a new patient is brought in. I take a deep breath, watching as Pearl comes out to greet them. Tonight is Pearl’s night to work late—I double-checked the schedule this morning. Tonight is my chance. We’ll be alone since I also stay whenever Pearl works late.

      I could order us dinner, and we could talk—like a practice date.

      I smile to myself as I envision the two of us in my office, laughing and eating together.

      “Dr. Bennett?”

      I blink, coming back to reality. “Yes, Pearl?”

      She holds up the cat carrier. “Exam room two?”

      “Yes, that’s perfect.”

      She nods, giving me a strange look as she brushes past me. I straighten, gritting my teeth as her body brushes against mine. I want to reach out and grab her, but I can’t. She’s not mine.

      Not yet.

      I sigh as Pearl heads into the examination room. Just a few more hours.

      I file the last patient’s paperwork up front and head back to work.
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      Pearl

      

      I used to love my job, but now I’m not so sure.

      Things were easy when Dr. Harris was here, but since he retired and Wells Bennett took over, it’s been… complicated.

      I’m pretty sure I’m the one making it complicated—me and my stupid crush on the grumpy, stoic man.

      I’ve developed a growing infatuation with the man since he first came to town, and that infatuation has only intensified with each passing day. I tell myself to ignore it, get over it. I’m sure Dr. Bennett doesn’t have the same feelings for me—or anyone, really.

      He’s quiet, brooding, and annoyingly handsome. I’ve seen women throw themselves at him. I’m pretty sure some girls in town have adopted pets as an excuse to see Dr. Bennett, but he doesn’t seem to notice their flirting. If he does, he never reciprocates, at least not that I’ve seen.

      I haven’t heard of him dating anyone in town, either. He’s still big news since he’s the latest addition to town, and he has such a mysterious vibe.

      My phone buzzes, and I pull it out of my scrubs, smiling when I see Coco’s name on the screen.

      

      Coco: Have you made a move on your sexy boss yet?

      Pearl: No!

      Coco: Boo! You should! That man wants you!

      

      I shake my head and tuck my phone back into my pocket.

      I don’t know why Coco thinks Wells is into me, but she’s been convinced of it since he moved to town. I mean, the man barely talks and always glowers at everyone.

      At the same time, though, he seeks me out. He only stays late when I’m scheduled for the night shift. Whenever he sees me in town, he always makes a point to come over and say hi. I’ve never seen him do that with anyone else, but I’ve convinced myself he’s just being polite because he’s my boss. Coco hates that theory.

      I live for the nights when it’s just the two of us. I’ve been buzzing all day knowing that tonight it will be just him and me at the clinic.

      My phone buzzes again, and I glance at it just as Dr. Bennett enters the exam room. I blush when I see what Coco wrote and quickly shove it back into my pocket.

      Wells clears his throat. I look up at him, my face flaming as I picture the two of us acting out what Coco suggested in her text. I swear Wells can read minds, so I look away and focus on the kitten he’s examining.

      “Something important?” he asks, a warning edge to his tone.

      I shake my head. “Sorry, I won’t be on my phone again.”

      He frowns. “Who was texting you?”

      “No one,” I lie.

      His frown deepens. “Why were you blushing?”

      “Uh, just… daydreaming.”

      “About what?”

      “Um…” I trail off, my face hot as I remember Coco’s message.

      He arches an eyebrow. “Pearl.”

      I pass him the chart, praying he lets this go. “This is Mittens. She’s here for her shots.”

      Wells looks like he wants to argue with me, but when Mittens’ owner enters the room, he returns his attention to Mittens and gets to work.

      My phone buzzes again.

      Wells’ eyes narrow as they dart to my pocket. “Something you need to get?”

      “Nope.” I paste a smile on my face. “I’ll go prepare the medicine.”

      Then I bolt out of the room as if it’s on fire, feeling his eyes on me the whole way. I send up a silent prayer that I make it through the rest of my shift without being alone with Wells. Something tells me he won’t let this drop, so I need an excuse for why I was blushing at a text message.

      Holly calls me up to the front to fix the printer as I finish preparing the syringes. It’s always jamming, and I’m the only one who can coax it back to life. I trade tasks with her, and she goes to exam room two to help Dr. Bennett.

      I manage to make it through the rest of my shift without being alone with him. That doesn’t stop him from staring at me, though. I can feel his eyes on me all day.

      By the time the clinic closes, I’m half hoping he stays and half dreading it if he does. I’m not prepared to answer his questions.

      I wave goodbye to Holly and Claire, then check on the animals staying overnight for observation. I spend a few minutes with each, evaluating their condition before moving on to the next crate.

      When I’m finished, I return to the front office to answer any leftover emails from today and tidy the desk.

      I’m on the overnight shift today in case of emergencies. In a small town like Wolf Valley, one person has to stay every week until at least 10 PM. This ensures that the animals in boarding get their last dose of medicine for the day and that someone is on call for emergencies. After 10 PM, we can go home, and calls are forwarded to our phones. Luckily, we all live within fifteen minutes of the clinic and can get here quickly if needed. In all the years I’ve worked here, I’ve only had to come in twice, so I doubt I’ll be working late tonight.

      I glance at the clock as it nears 7 PM and sigh. My stomach grumbles.

      As if on cue, the door opens, and Wells walks in carrying a take-out bag of tacos.

      I thought he went home for the night, but I guess not.

      “You’re working late,” I say, trying to sound casual.

      “Yeah.” He drops the food in front of me, rounds the desk, sits in the chair beside mine, and nudges the bag toward me.

      I open it, pulling out the tacos.

      “Dig in,” he orders.

      I smile, unwrapping one of the tacos. “Queso. My favorite.”

      “I know.”

      I pause, glancing at him, trying not to read too much into his comment. He’s probably seen me devouring one at lunch or something.

      Grabbing a chip, I dip it in the queso and take a bite. I moan at the cheesiness, and Wells tenses next to me. I blush, embarrassed.

      He clears his throat. “Who was texting you earlier?”

      I swallow a sigh. Guess he’s not letting that go. “Just a friend.”

      “What were you thinking about that made you blush like that?”

      My cheeks heat with an answering blush. “I, uh, I can’t remember.”

      “Surprising,” he says dryly. “Seemed like something good.”

      I stare at him, wondering if he really is a mind reader. His eyes are heated as he meets my gaze, and my whole body throbs with need.

      “Nope,” I finally squeak.

      He seems disappointed by my answer.

      Finishing my taco, I stand to excuse myself. “Just going to wash my hands.”

      I speed walk down the hall to the bathroom in the back. Pulling out my phone, I tap on Coco’s name to call her.

      “Hey,” she greets. “Headed home?”

      “No! I’m still at work with Wells. He saw me texting you earlier and keeps asking about it. I don’t know, things are just… weird!”
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