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  Chapter 1: Luke Bradford




  "Luke! Could you come in here, please?" called Jacob Bradford; his snow white hair and beard gave him a slight resemblance to Santa Claus.




  "Sure, Dad. Whaddya need?" Luke asked as he walked from his office into his father's. Their offices were inside the main house at the Bradford Ranch, a cattle ranch on the outskirts of Santa Barbara, California.




  "I just got off the phone with the state seismology department. They asked if they could set up some equipment to detect seismic activity on the ranch as part of study."




  "So, you told them hell no, right?" Luke asked hastily.




  "I told them it was fine. They said our ranch would get recognition for helping out," Jacob said as he was busy working on some paperwork; his eyes never leaving it.




  "Recognition? Like what? They put, 'Bradford Ranch' on one of those little stupid signs you see on the side of the freeway? Those are fricking LAME."




  Jacob glanced up at his son but his head did not move. He was beginning to get annoyed by Luke's smart ass remarks. He slowly sat back in his chair and crossed his arms.




  "Luke, as you know I'm going to be running for a political position here in the next few years. Anything that gives the ranch a good name with the state of California and its people is worth it."




  "So...why are you telling me all of this?" Luke asked.




  "I'm telling you all of this," becoming even more annoyed, "because I need you to let them on the property today and show them where to set up their equipment."




  "Oh, Christ." Luke muttered, under his breath. "I've got like two big deals I'm closing today. Can't Benjamin do it? He's always out on the ranch anyway." Benjamin was the head ranch hand.




  "Benjamin's got his work lined up for the day. Besides, I want someone from the Bradford family to show them around. It will make a better impression on them."




  Luke paused for a moment and looked up at the ceiling, showing his disinterest in his dad's request before agreeing. "Okay, pops. What time do they get here? I'll make a couple of phone calls and get what I need done here as quickly as possible."




  "They'll be here at 2 o'clock. Thanks, Luke. I appreciate it," Jacob said happily.




  Luke retreated back to his office. Despite being a smart ass, his father was used to it. He had much respect for his dad so he would have done whatever he had asked of him.




  Luke looked at the clock; it was 1:15 pm. He had 45 minutes to close two overseas deals for over $500,000 worth of beef otherwise, the people would be gone for the weekend. The beef industry was fast-paced. If he didn't tie-down these leads as soon as possible, they could easily find another supplier.




   




  This is just great. God damn California seismology yahoos better not screw up these contracts of mine.




   




  Stressed over the amount of work he had to do in the little time he had, he picked up the phone and got to it.




  





  Chapter 2: Madison Howard




  "I'm going back to work in like two minutes, Mom! Gotta go. Love you!" Madison said hurriedly to her mom on the phone. She was on her lunch break at a burger joint in downtown Santa Barbara.




  At 25, Madison had a degree in geology but she was working an entry-level field position with the state of California seismology department for the time being. It didn't pay much and it wasn't that great of a gig but it covered her living expenses. She was hoping for something better to open up soon.




  She stuffed the last few greasy french fries into her mouth and then signed on to her work laptop to see where the next job location was:




   




  Bradford Ranch. That sounds interesting. 5719 Mountain Canyon Drive. Hmm...




   




  It didn't sound familiar to her so Madison dialed it in to her GPS for directions.




  "Go 500 hundred feet then make a U-turn onto Sycamore Lane. Then go 500 feet and make a U-turn onto Sycamore Lane."




  "Stupid GPS! Not this again! Better not make me late!"




  The GPS supplied to her from work had been known to act up at the worst of times. Madison new better so she had a map on hand which she used to get the directions from where she was eating lunch to her next stop.




  She was quickly on her way to Bradford Ranch where she was about to meet none other than Luke Bradford.




  





  Chapter 3: Actions Speak Louder Than Words




  Madison pulled up to the Bradford Ranch gate and pushed the white button on the call box.




  "Hi. Can I help you?" a man asked.




  "Hello. My name is Madison Howard and I'm here from the seismology department to set up some equipment on your property."




  "I'll be right there to guide you in."




  Madison waited in her pickup truck. It was old and the longer she sat there, the hotter and more uncomfortable it got. The rusty thing had no air conditioning so she rolled down her window with the crank which let a slight breeze into the cab but not much to cool her down without the truck moving.




   




  Will this guy HURRY UP? WTF is taking so long? It's been almost 5 minutes now. Maybe I should push the button again to see if he forgot? I've got work to do. C'mon!




   




  Just then, she started to see a black SUV coming around the bend from the other side of the entry gate. The gate opened and she saw a hand motion for her to follow behind.




  As she began to follow the black SUV, which happened to be a Range Rover, she realized why it had taken so long for the guy to meet her. The property was enormous and it took a few minutes before they even reached the main house, where they stopped to park. To say it was huge would be an understatement. This place rivaled the biggest homes Madison had ever seen.




  Madison put her pickup in park and pulled the emergency brake up. It was a piece of shit and better not to take any chances with. Especially, since she was parked on a slight incline. She hopped out and immediately fanned the front of her shirt to cool off. She was sweaty at this point. It was a hot summer day.




  Luke exited the Range Rover and turned toward the woman who just emerged from the pickup. He was instantly taken aback by her appearance. Not that he'd ever imagined what a state employee would look like before but he never would have thought it would be someone attractive, let alone gorgeous.




  Luke had been focusing on work solely for the past few years so being alone with a woman was something that had not happened for a long time but he knew this was business and not pleasure. However, he couldn't help himself and continued staring at her.




  Madison was a natural beauty. Her hair was auburn, her eyes brown. She had a well-toned physique from doing yoga 4 times a week. It took no time at all for Luke to notice that she was the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes upon.




  "How's it going? I'm Luke," he said feeling awkward about how to introduce himself to her.




  "Madison. Nice to meet you," she said, reaching her hand out to shake his. She looked at his face for the first time. He was well-groomed and very handsome. Probably close to her age too. She certainly wasn't expecting a guy like this and she was pleasantly surprised.




  They shook hands and their eyes met. Luke was at a loss for words at this point; his lips slightly parted and in his mind in a stupor. Madison brought his focus back, ignoring his strange expression. She thought maybe he was just tired.




  "So let me show you where I need to set up these sensors. There are 5 locations where they need to be." She pulled up a detailed map that was on her laptop which she had downloaded from her work log online while waiting for him at the gate. Luke woke up from his daze and shook it off. He put his hand on her laptop to take a look at the map she was showing him, standing closely next to her. He was so close that Madison could feel his body heat. If it were anyone else, this would be getting a little weird at this point but this guy was dreamy so she didn't mind even if it meant sweating even more.




  "I see," Luke said while placing his hand on his chin, seemingly deep in thought about the locations. "You're gonna want to ride with me. I'll take you to each of these spots. Hop in." He stood there looking at her, waiting for a response.




  "Ahh.... thanks but I prefer to drive myself in my own truck. Plus, it has all of my equipment," Madison's radar had now gone off. She was sensing Luke was trying to pick up on her. That was not something she wanted to deal with while trying to do her job.




   




  Nice try, mister. It's going to take more than that to pull one over on me.




   




  He was super sexy but this was work and she was against mixing work with her personal life. She was just there to get her job done and get out of there. It was Friday and this was her last stop for the day and she'd had a long week on top of it. Not to mention, she just met this guy like 5 seconds ago. WTH?




  "What I meant was, you're actually going to need to ride with me. To get to a couple of these places, there's very rough terrain. We'll need to cross a creek too. There's no way your truck is capable."




  Now Madison felt stupid.




   




  Okay, I guess he's not hitting on me. Oh, well. Carry on...




   




  She felt slightly disappointed because maybe he wasn't making an advance; she actually did like the thought of the attention from him.




   




  Back to work, Madison. Focus!




   




  "Okay, let me get my equipment and I will ride with you then."




  "Sure thing, let me help you," Luke said. They walked to the back of her pickup truck to get the gear out. They both went to grab a duffle bag at the same time and their hands met. They both paused for a moment...




  "Oh! Sorry!" Madison said in a cute voice. She liked the fact they had touched again.




  "Don't be, Madison. I'll get this for you," Luke said with a handsome grin on his face. He grabbed her work gear and loaded it into the back of his Range Rover. Then he walked to the passenger side of the car and opened the door for her to get in.




  Now it was impossible for Madison to stay focused. Not only was the guy super hot, he was also a gentleman. None of the guys she had dated before would have ever asked to help her carry something, let alone open a door for her. The last guy she dated, Henry, wouldn't even put the toilet seat down!
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