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            I have it all.

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Money. Power. My Ranch.

        Then this spicy little veterinarian shows up with an attitude bigger than she is and a body I want to claim.

      

        

      
        I never asked to be handed everything on a silver platter.

        My life seems like something to envy, but the truth is…It’s empty and lonely.

      

        

      
        I didn’t know what I was missing until I had her in my bed.

        Only, she’s determined to keep things professional and I’m not the only man who has his sights set on her.

      

        

      
        I’ll do whatever it takes to prove to her I’m the man she wants…the man she needs.

        Even if that means ruining every other man for her, including my own ranch hand.

      

        

      
        She thinks I’m going to walk away?

        Not happening.

        She’s mine…Forever.
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      “Ves, your next patient is here to see you,” Amy, my assistant, calls out to me from behind the counter in the waiting room.

      I quickly push my papers back into a neat stack and stand away from my desk, pulling my white coat on as I exit my office.

      As I walk out into the waiting room, I find Mrs. Stevens standing behind the counter, holding a little gray kitten to her chest.

      “Who do we have here?” I ask, closing the distance between us and gently rubbing the kitten on its head.

      Mrs. Stevens offers a wide smile that makes her blue eyes shine. “This is Lola. I found her in a box, on the side of the road. Can you believe someone would dump such an adorable kitten?”

      Hearing the news causes a bout of pain to surge through my chest. I don’t understand how people can be so cruel and heartless. “Well, it looks like she’s found a good home now. Haven’t you?” I pet the kitten, and she lets out a soft meow.

      “Let’s go back to exam room one and I’ll give her a once over before we start up her first round of vaccines.”

      I lead Mrs. Stevens and Lola back to the exam room and pull on my gloves. “How’s Mr. Stevens doing? I’m sure he’s just as much in love with this new kitten as you are.” I feel my lips turn up into a smile. Mr. and Mrs. Stevens are one of my favorite couples in town. They take in all the stray animals in need without question. I can only hope to find a man that loves animals as much as the Stevens do. Already I dream about spending my future working on farmland that is overrun by animals.

      “He’s doing very well,” she says as I begin to examine the kitten. “He’s looking forward to this one getting a clean bill of health, so he can introduce her to the rest of the family.”

      “Well, she looks pretty healthy to me. I think she’ll just need some de-worming and some vaccines, then she’ll be good to go home and meet them all.” I pick the kitten up and hold it softly against my chest. “What do you think of that, Lola?” I ask, looking down at her.

      She replies by settling into my hand, purring loudly as her green eyes close to enjoy all the attention she’s getting today.

      I gently hand her back to Mrs. Stevens. “Let me go get everything I need and I’ll be right back.” I pull off my gloves and leave the room to get the vaccines from the cooler in the back.

      Amy sticks her head through the swinging door as I’m preparing everything for Lola. “Hey, Ves, I just got a call about a horse at the O’Connor Ranch. Would you be able to drive up there and check her out?”

      I look at my watch before turning back to my work. “I can head that way as soon as I’m done with Lola. Do you have directions?” I look at her from over my shoulder.

      “I’ll have everything you need by the time you’re done.” She spins around, long dark curls fanning out behind her.

      I make my way back into the exam room with the tray of needed supplies. “Okay, Lola. Are you ready?” I ask as I pull on a fresh set of gloves.

      Mrs. Stevens places her back on the table and I pick up the syringe of de-worming solution. “How about we do the easy part first?” I place the end of the syringe against the kitten’s mouth and gently push down on the plunger, allowing her to taste the meat-flavored medication. With one lick, Lola falls in love, giving no trouble at all.

      “Good girl,” I coo, gently petting her head. “Was that good stuff?”

      The kitten meows, wanting more.

      “Okay, Lola, I’m going to give you the vaccine now. Hold still, and it will be very quick.” I pick up the syringe and uncap it. Pinching the fluff of her neck, I insert the needle and push down on the plunger, injecting the vaccine. Lola meows loudly, but by the time she begins to lose her patience, I’m already done and releasing her to run back to Mrs. Stevens.

      “All done,” I say as Mrs. Stevens picks Lola up against her chest.

      “Thank you, Vesper. You’re the best vet in town.” She smiles wide before looking back down at the little kitten in her hands.

      I laugh. “I’m the only vet in town.” I pull off my gloves, then reach out to pet Lola. “Hopefully, by the next time you see me, you’ll have forgotten all about that little poke.”

      Mrs. Stevens starts making her way out of the exam room and into the waiting room. I join her at the counter. “Amy, Lola will need a six-month check-up.”

      “Okay, would you like to go ahead and make that appointment now, Mrs. Stevens?”

      “Absolutely. We have to make sure we keep this little one healthy, don’t we?” she asks the kitten in her hands.

      “It was good seeing you again, Mrs. Stevens. Tell Mr. Stevens I said hello.” I make my way behind the counter, heading for my office.

      “I sure will, honey. And you tell your Daddy that I’m making some of that pineapple upside-down cake he loves so much.”

      I laugh. “You know if I do, he’ll be beating down your door for a slice.” I use my shoulder to push open the swinging door that leads to the back of the building.

      “That’s quite alright. We have enough to go around; don’t we, Lola?”

      I smile at the love she has for her new kitten. “Have a good day!” I say as I slip past the door to gather my things.

      I remove my white coat and hang it behind my office door as I make my way to the desk to shut down the computer and get my things. It’s already going on five, and the O’Connor Ranch is at least thirty minutes outside of town. Luckily, it’s mid-spring and daylight lasts a bit longer.

      I climb behind the wheel of my SUV and place my purse and medical bag in the passenger side seat as I program the address into my GPS. Immediately, I roll down all my windows, letting the warm Colorado air blow through the vehicle.

      I turn the radio up loudly as I drive through my small town—a town I’ve lived in my entire life, but also a town I love and never want to leave. I can’t help but notice the way it’s coming to life with the season. The trees have bright green leaves, and the grass is lush and starting to grow thick. Our little main street has potted plants lining the business fronts, helping to bring beauty and charm to the town.

      As I drive past County Line Road, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the rearview mirror. My strawberry blonde hair is blowing all around me from the air coming through the windows, and my green eyes are shining bright in the setting sun. I pull out my sunglasses and put them into place. Stopping at a stop sign, I pull the ponytail holder off my wrist with my teeth and tie my hair up into a messy bun. Looking both ways at the crossroad, I hit the gas and the car leaps forward, carrying me off to my destination.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      The sun is starting to set, causing the sky to look like a swirl of watercolors—oranges, pinks, and purples. The mountain range up ahead is beautiful with the setting sun glistening off its peaks. The air is thick and warm and consumed by the sweet scent of blooming flowers and the wet earth from the spring shower we had earlier today.

      Some people might get bored staring at nothing but land and sky, but there is a beauty in it that I find comforting. I could never be bored looking at this view. There are a couple of foxes running wild through the field to my left, and I can’t help but watch them. My eyes quickly bounce from the road to the animals, and back. I’m so lost in watching them play and run that I almost drive right by the ranch.

      “You’ve arrived at your destination,” the GPS tells me.

      As I hit the brakes and slow down the car, the entrance of the property appears to my right. There is nothing but big, fenced-in fields. Off in the distance, through the trees, I get a glimpse of a red barn. It takes another half a mile of driving, but finally, I find the entrance and turn right, into the gravel.

      I make my way up the long drive that has thick trees on either side. Finally, the narrow road opens up, and the red barn comes into view. Further back on the property is the house that has been completely re-done in cedar siding with navy shutters and metal roof. It’s big for an old farmhouse out in these parts and looks to have a porch that wraps the entirety of the bottom level. There are a couple of old wooden rocking chairs lining the front porch, and multicolored flowers that are growing up the antique wagon wheels and shepherds’ hooks.

      I put the car in park and shut off the engine. Grabbing my medical bag, I step out, looking around the property.

      “You must be Vesper Lawrence, the vet I’ve heard so much about.”

      I tear my eyes away from the immaculate property and spin around to find a man in a cowboy hat walking toward me, holding out his hand to shake.

      “Yes, I’m Vesper. And you are?” I step forward, placing my hand in his.

      He removes his hat and bows his head. His short, dirty-blond hair a mess from being kept under a hat all day. “I’m Tyler Stern. I’m the ranch hand around here.” He offers a sweet smile, revealing his perfect teeth. His dark eyes seem to linger as he drinks me in. “I’m glad you could make it on such short notice.”

      I wave my hand through the air as my face heats up from his stare, dismissing the thought. “It wasn’t a problem.” I return his smile and bite my lower lip, hoping my embarrassment isn’t staining my cheeks. His white t-shirt is clinging to his bulging biceps as he places his hat back on his head and crosses his arms.

      “So…” I pull my eyes away from him and readjust the bag on my shoulder. “You have a sick horse?” I place my hand above my eyes, shielding them from the setting sun.

      “No, she’s not sick.” He turns around and motions with his hand for me to follow him into the barn. “I think she may be pregnant.”

      “Oh. When was she bred?” I ask, following him into the barn.

      He leads me to the horse stall before he turns around to face me. “She wasn’t exactly bred. One of our stallions made its way into her pasture. We don’t usually breed until summer.” He places his elbow on the top of the gate, leaning against it in a cocky sort of way.

      “And why do you believe she’s in foal? Did you catch them in the act?” I giggle at my silly joke.

      He smiles at my words but doesn’t laugh. “Not exactly. I did have to catch him and take him back to his pasture though. And Lucy here usually has her estrous cycle every three weeks like clockwork.”

      “How long has it been since you caught the stallion?”

      “Just over three weeks.” He nods once and presses his lips tightly together.

      I nod and turn around to place my bag on a nearby stool. Opening it up, I pull out my arm-length gloves. “I’ll check her over, really quick.” I point at the horse and pull on my glove.

      “Right.” He suddenly realizes what I have to do. “I’ll just be waiting outside.” He bows his head and makes a break for the door.
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        * * *

      

      After checking over the horse, I take off my glove and thoroughly wash my hands and arms in the industrial sink at the corner. I grab my bag and pull it up over my shoulder, then push open the barn door and step out. Tyler is there waiting patiently, sitting on an old wooden bench beside the barn.

      “Well?” he asks anxiously, standing and staggering from one foot to the other.

      I nod. “She’s pregnant.”

      “Shit!” he breathes out, grabbing his hat off his head and kicking at the rocks. “Bossman isn’t going to be happy about this. We breed in the summer so that we don’t have to worry about winter births.” He runs his hand through his dirty-blond hair, causing it to stand up even worse.

      “I completely understand. A winter birth can be hard on a new foal. But it looks like you have a pretty nice set up here.” I look over my shoulder at the big red barn. “You should have plenty of room to keep them indoors and warm.”

      He smiles, causing his dark eyes to light up. “You don’t happen to have a due date, do you?”

      I let out a soft chuckle. “Since you breed horses, I’m sure you know a mare’s average gestation period is eleven months. If she were impregnated three weeks ago, I’d say around the first or second week of next March.”

      He nods and takes a deep breath as he leans against the side of the barn. “I don’t usually breed the horses. I just take care of them and the land.” He places his hat back on his head and flexes his jaw with worry. “We’re currently between vets at the moment. Would it be possible for you to come and check on her until we get someone new? We’re more than willing to pay you for your time, traveling expenses, and after hour visits, of course.”

      I quickly think it over. I could never turn down an animal in need, and good healthcare early on in the pregnancy is vital for a healthy foal. “I can fill in when needed until you find someone to hire full time.”

      He gives me a wide smile, causing his dark eyes to light up and grow wide. “Thank you, Ms. Lawrence.” He holds out his hand to shake.

      “Please, just call me Vesper…or Ves for short.” I place my hand in his.

      “Will do, Ves.”

      I look up at him and see his cute grin starts to form as he slowly licks his lips. I feel my face flush from the way he’s looking at me, but I’m not the kind to fall for the cute boy-next-door type.

      I clear my throat and point toward my car from over my shoulder. “I should get going. It’s going to get dark soon.”

      “Oh, right.” He holds up his finger, telling me to wait a moment. He rushes into the barn, leaving me standing on the gravel alone. Within seconds, he’s back and holding out a piece of paper. “Here’s a check for your time. I really appreciate your help.”

      I take the check and tuck it into my back pocket without looking at it. “No worries.” I turn to leave but suddenly stop and spin around to face him. “I’ll be back in a few days. I’d like to run some tests to make sure her diet is balanced, make sure she’s getting all the vitamins and minerals she needs for a healthy pregnancy.”

      He crosses his arms over his chest again, his biceps bulging so much I think they may rip his shirt. “Thank you, Ves. I’ll see you in a couple days.” He shoots me a wink, and it only makes my face flush.

      I smile shyly and climb behind the wheel.

      The whole drive home, all I think about is Tyler. The way his eyes seemed to darken when they landed on me. His sweet smile. Those massive biceps. But I push it all out of my mind. I’m not looking for a relationship right now. All I need to focus on is getting my new animal hospital off the ground. We only opened a few months ago, and there is still a lot to do. I’d like to bring in more veterinarians, more techs, and clients. Maybe even expand to different areas of the state. But right now, it’s just me, my assistant, and my lonely animal hospital. Big dreams for a small-town girl. But I won’t let anything get in my way. I want to make a name for myself. I want to help as many animals as I can.

      As I’m pulling back into town, I glance down at the time glowing on the dash—7:05. I’m late for dinner with my family, but I assume they are used to me working overtime by now. Within minutes, I’m pulling into the drive of the white, two-story house I grew up in. The windows are brightly lit up from the inside, giving the house a warm feeling, and the porch light is on to welcome me. There is always a season-themed wreath hanging on the front door. This time, it’s covered in artificial flowers and butterflies.

      I shut off the car and grab my purse before running into the house.

      “Mom, Dad, guess what?” I shout as I rush into the kitchen to find them taking dinner to the dining room.

      Both of them turn in my direction. “What?” Mom asks, nervousness showing on her rounded face, causing the wrinkles around her emerald eyes to deepen.

      “I just accepted a fill-in position at the O’Connor Ranch,” I shout, excitedly. “That’s the biggest ranch in the state. Can you imagine the clientele I’ll get if they put in a good word for me? Ranchers across the state could know my name.” I can’t hold back my enthusiasm now that I’m with my family, who’s always encouraged me to chase my dreams.

      “That’s wonderful, Ves,” Dad says, placing the bowl of mashed potatoes on the island and closing the distance between us, pulling me against him for a hug. Dad is a big man, at least six-five and two-hundred pounds. He nearly squeezes the air from my lungs, but it feels good. I know how proud he is of me.

      “That is good news, Vesper,” Mom agrees; her eyes that resemble mine sparkle as her lips turn up into a proud smile.

      Dad pulls away but keeps me at arm’s-length, leveling his brown eyes on me. “Are you sure you’re going to have the time that this new job requires, given the hours you’re already putting in at the new clinic?”

      I shrug one shoulder as I pick up the bowl he sat down. “It’s only one horse, and I’ll make the drive after hours. In fact…” I pull out the check and unfold it, looking down to see many more zeros than I anticipated. My brows pull together as I study the number, confused.

      “What is it?” Dad steps closer and looks at the check in my hands. “Whoa! They paid you in advance?”

      My shoulders fall in relief. That must be it. This check isn’t for this one visit. It’s for monitoring the entire pregnancy of the horse.

      “I guess so. I thought it was for one visit, but no way could they pay this much for a one-time thing.”

      Mom leans over to view the number. “Oh my! That’s more than what our first house cost!” She looks at Dad with her wide eyes.

      A giggle escapes my lips as I slip the check back into my pocket. Now that I know how much it’s made out for, it feels as if it’s burning a hole in my pocket. People get murdered for less than this, and I’m carrying it around in my back pocket like a five-dollar bill.

      I try to push the thought away from my mind as we sit around the table eating the delicious dinner of fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, and steamed vegetables.

      “How’s Aria?” I ask my mom. “I haven’t talked to her in a while. She never calls me back.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You know your sister. Always too busy with work, school, parties and boys.”

      I nod, not really wanting to bring up her lifestyle because I see how annoyed Daddy gets when we talk about it. Aria is the wild child, very free willed and strong spirited. She makes the most out of life and doesn’t care if that interferes with her school work or grades. Dad throws a fit because he feels like his money is paying for her to party instead of get a degree. I understand both sides of it. She wants to live. There’s more to life than school and grades, as she says.

      “Oh, Dad,” I mumble through a mouth full of potatoes, wanting to change the conversation. “I saw Mrs. Stevens today. She said she was making her famous pineapple upside-down cake.”

      His eyes lift from his plate of food and lock on mine. “Did she happen to say when?”

      A loud laugh escapes my lips. “Why don’t you just have Mama make you one?” I motion toward her with my thumb.

      She wipes the corners of her mouth with her napkin. “Nobody’s pineapple upside-down cake is as good as Mrs. Stevens,” she mocks. “According to your father anyway.” She takes a sip of her sweet tea, ice chips clinking off the glass. “I should just thank my lucky stars that he married me before he found out about her cakes. Otherwise,” she looks directly at me, “you may never have been born,” she jokes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      I stay so busy at the clinic that my days pass quicker than I thought possible. Before I know it, it’s time to head out to the O’Connor Ranch to check on Lucy. Before leaving work, I grab a little cooler, a syringe, and vials to collect some of Lucy’s blood to test.

      Throughout the drive, I listen to music and enjoy the scenery, never tiring of the beautiful landscapes or the wildlife. When I pull into the drive, Tyler is standing out in front of the barn, brushing a beautiful white horse with gray spots. I exit the car, tossing my bags over my shoulder as I make my way over to him.

      “Who’s this beauty?” I ask, reaching out and petting its nose.

      “This,” he smiles, “is Tessa. This will be her first year of breeding, but I know she’ll make some beautiful babies.”

      I smile as I gaze up at the magnificent horse. “I’m sure she will,” I nearly blurt it out, dropping my hand back to my side. “I’m going to go do the blood draw on Lucy, if that’s okay.” I point over my shoulder.

      “Sure. I just brushed her out and put her back in her stall.”

      Before I turn away, I notice the way his dark eyes narrow on mine and the way his jaw flexes.

      “You don’t have time for men in your life, Ves,” I whisper to myself.

      I fill the vials with Lucy’s blood and put them into the cooler. As I make my way out of the stall, closing the door behind me, I run into Tyler’s hard chest, nearly falling backward.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going,” I mumble in my daze.

      It’s only now that I realize his hands are holding me by the hips, helping to support me. He seems to notice too because he looks at them before letting them fall back to his sides. “I’m sorry, I was just coming to check and see how things are going. Was she behaving herself in there?” His face is slightly flushed.

      I tear my eyes away from him, looking at Lucy. “She was perfect. She’s a very sweet horse.”

      He nods as he runs his hand over the scruff of his jaw. “Good.” It feels like he’s searching for something to say. Is he embarrassed about balancing me? Either way, I don’t want to stick around and make the situation even more awkward.

      “I need to get going. This blood won’t keep for too long.” I quickly step around him.

      “Ves?” he calls after me.

      “Yeah?” I spin around to face him.

      He pulls out a piece of paper from his shirt pocket and hands it out between two fingers. “For today’s work.”

      I take the check and open it to see the same number as before. My mouth drops open. “I…I thought the last check you gave me was an advance.” I hold the checkup higher. “I don’t charge this much.”

      He raises his hands, palms facing me. “The owner can afford it. And this is the going rate that he pays to all the vets that treat his animals. You’re not special. I mean, you’re not getting special treatment or anything,” he corrects.

      I shake my head, letting the hand that’s holding the check fall to my side. “I don’t feel right taking it. When will your boss be getting in? I’d like to talk to him.”

      He shrugs as he spins around and walks out the back barn door with me following after him. “He’s not in town much. To be honest, I don’t know why he keeps this place.” He grabs a saddle off a stack of hay bales and walks it back into the barn.

      “Well, does he swing by once a month or something? I can wait. I still haven’t cashed the last check you gave me.” I don’t follow him—it feels like he’s running from the conversation. I just raise my voice so he’s sure to hear me.

      He turns to face me now. “Look, Ves. This is what he pays. I’m only giving you what he wants me to give you.” He finally walks back over. “It’s not a problem. It’s not up for negotiation. This is what the job pays. You’re worth it. Trust me.” He narrows his dark eyes on me.

      I shrug my shoulders as my determination caves. “I don’t like it,” I claim, shaking my head.

      “I’m sorry, Ves. Maybe…” He looks up like he’s looking to the sky for answers. “Maybe you can donate it. Or start some kind of scholarship for students who want to become veterinarians like you.” He motions toward me with his hand.

      My lips turn up with his words. “That’s a really good idea.”

      He offers a wide smile and his eyes light up. “So, you’ll stay. You won’t quit?”

      I turn away with a grin on my face. “I never said I was going to quit.” I look over my shoulder at him. “I’ll see you soon, Tyler.”

      All I can hear is the crunch of the gravel beneath my feet, but I swear I hear him say, “I hope so.”

      I don’t turn around to ask him to repeat himself. I can’t. He’s cute, cares about animals, and he’s sweet. If I weren’t so determined to stay single, I may have fallen for that line, the line that would reel me back in, but I refuse to get off track right now. I’m too busy. I have too many things on the back burner already, and my career isn’t going to be one of them.

      When I get back to the clinic, I set out to run the tests on Lucy’s blood. I’m in the lab when I hear the phone ring, but Amy hasn’t left yet, so I leave it to her to answer.

      Seconds later, she pokes her head into the back room. “Ves, a man named Tyler is on the phone for you.”

      “Oh?” I set down my work and remove my gloves as I make my way to the office, thinking it must be something to do with Lucy. I sit down at my desk and hit the speaker button on his line.

      “Hello, Tyler? Is everything okay with Lucy?” I start picking nervously at the skin around my nails.

      “Yeah, sorry, I didn’t mean to alarm you. I just…” his words drift off.

      “You just…what?” My eyes jump to the phone like they would to his face: trying to find the answer I’m looking for.

      “I just… I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since you showed up here the other day, and…umm, I was hoping…that maybe, you’d go out with me sometime?”

      My mouth drops open. Speechless. This has never happened to me before. I’ve always had something to say, a witty comeback, a retort of some sort. But now, I have no idea what to say. Do I want to go out with Tyler? Hell yes, I do. He’s cute and sweet and good looking, but my career—my dreams. I’m torn.

      “A-are you still there?” he asks, fear dripping from his words.

      “Yes! Yes, I’m here. I’m sorry,” I laugh out. “I was… I was just thinking.” I shake my head, hoping to clear it of confusion.

      “Oh,” is his only reply, obviously feeling a little let down.

      “Look, Tyler… It’s not that I don’t want to. It’s just that we’re working together now, and that may be strenuous. You know?”

      Amy quietly knocks on my door, giving me wide eyes while mouthing the word yes and nodding her head excitedly.

      “It’s just one date, Ves. I’m not going to ask you to marry me or anything like that. We can just meet up somewhere. Have some dinner, drinks, whatever.” He pauses. “Just as friends,” he adds.

      Amy and I are now in silent mode. I’m shaking my head no while she’s nodding her head yes. All the while, she’s taking turns pointing her index finger at me and giving me the praying hands.

      “Fine!” I accidentally say out loud. “I mean, yes. Yes, I will have one dinner with you…as friends.”

      I can practically hear his smile. “Thank you,” he breathes out. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow at eight?”

      I’m gritting my teeth, but I manage to get out a solid, “Sounds good.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow then. Bye, Ves.”

      “Bye, Tyler.” I jab the button on the phone with a little too much force just as Amy breaks out in loud cheers and dancing.

      “You’re such a pain in my ass; you know that?” I ask, standing up and walking past her to finish my work in the lab.

      “Oh, come on. You haven’t been on a date in for-ev-er.” She enunciates each syllable to make it sound dramatic.
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