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      I patted the old woman on the shoulder gently while reassuring her. “He’ll be just fine after a little rest.”

      The woman's reaction was completely understandable, and I felt a great deal of sympathy and concern for her well-being.

      Her husband's sudden death many years ago left her with no one but a stubborn but lovable dog, whom she eventually grew to cherish as her sole companion. It was understandable that she would be worried.

      The reason for his illness is simply that he consumed rotten food this time around.

      “Perhaps you should think about the muzzle again?” It wasn't the first, second, or even third time that Mrs. Rainer had brought her sweet dog in for the same reason; it was actually the fourth time in less than six months.

      Even though he was always on the lookout for scraps during their walks, she had insisted that she would not muzzle him.

      The old woman now nodded, as if finally convinced. “I’ll get one at the front desk.” She was still shaken up. There was no need to keep him overnight.

      After she’d checked on Fez, the dog, one more time, she handed him over to Betsy, her assistant.

      Fez was more than happy to leave the examination room. His tail was wagging vigorously, and the treat in Betsy’s hand was irresistible.

      Following their departure, I collapsed into the nearest chair, feeling content that the day had finally ended. It had been a long one. All I could think of was a cup of steaming hot cocoa and settling in to watch a movie.

      I rubbed my temples because I felt a headache coming on. As my eyes roamed around the room, my heart swelled with pride and satisfaction, taking stock of all that I had accomplished in my relatively brief life span.

      Rising from my seat, I gazed out the window to witness the snowstorm that had been forecasted had already begun. It was incredibly fitting for the festive season, so when I saw it, my eyes immediately lit up. Since it was December, it was to be expected.

      Opening the window a fraction, the blast of cold air hit me and relieved some of the tension I had felt. The place that I now called home was a charming and quaint little town that I’d grown to love.

      The original plan after graduation had been to follow in her mom’s footsteps and open a clinic in the big city. But one day, she’d seen an ad for a clinic in need of a vet.

      The owner, it turned out, was planning to retire, and unless someone took it over, the clinic would be forced to close.

      The town had an instant charm that captured my heart, leading me to make an impulsive offer to buy it. For the past three years, this has been the place that I’ve called home.

      The architecture in Pepper Cove looks like something from a storybook, with cozy cottages and pretty flowers. It was surrounded by lush greenery. The community was welcoming, and most had been born and raised there.

      Every so often, an outsider like her had come in and she couldn’t have felt more welcome. Her favorite time was Winter when snow blanketed the town, transforming it into a winter wonderland.

      There were festive decorations in the streets and shops, including a bakery named Sweet Delights with the most delicious pastries and cake.

      Unfortunately this year, Mum had to fly to the east to visit a sick relative on Christmas Day, so I couldn't be with her.

      Betsy invited me to spend Christmas with her, but I still felt uneasy about being alone during the holiday season. Although I usually enjoy being independent, this was one of the rare occasions where I wished I had a partner.

      With a quick and efficient motion, I drew the curtains, shut down my computer, and then made my way to the reception room. Betsy was gathering up all her belongings.

      “Anything else I can do for you before I leave? I know it’s a few minutes earlier than closing time.”

      “No, no. I’ll be fine. You go on, I’ll be leaving pretty soon myself.”

      Although I thought about locking the door after Betsy left, I ultimately chose not to. With seven minutes remaining before closing time, I quietly moved behind the reception desk.

      It was my duty to respect the designated hours, even though I had a feeling that nobody was going to show up.

      Browsing the next day’s calendar, I noticed there were lots of appointments, which meant another busy day. Since my clinic was the only one in town, I didn't really mind. However, it didn’t leave me much time to socialize.

      As I was almost at the door, ready to leave, and had just turned off the lights, I observed a tall figure running towards the entrance.

      At first glance, I noticed that something was curled up under his jacket and it gave me a moment of alarm. Years of living in a city that is known for its crime and danger make it tough to break the habits that were formed.

      “Oh, thank god,” said the man as he lifted the hood of his jacket.

      Upon laying eyes on the stranger, I was consumed by a fiery passion that left me frozen in place, unable to move or speak.
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      I stood at the window, gazing out at the snow-covered landscape of Pepper Cove.

      The small town had become my refuge after a painful breakup, a quiet escape from the bustling city life he had known for years.

      It was to be my first Christmas here, and as the holidays approached, he faced a dilemma.

      Despite his excitement at the invite from his pals, there was a slight hesitation as I stared at his laptop screen.

      They had called it his presence, but it was a desired request for him to attend a holiday gathering at the ski lodge.

      There were several reasons he thought it was a good idea, and it sounded good to him. To see his friends would be good, as it’d been such a long time since they had all gotten together.

      Being surrounded by lovely ski bunnies would not only be enjoyable for him, but it could also do him some good.

      His group of raucous friends had hinted that it would be beneficial for him to "clear the pipes," as they had put it.

      They had invited him on a ski trip for the Christmas break, promising a week of adventure and camaraderie in the mountains.

      It was tempting, no doubt. But, as he watched the snowflakes falling from the sky, he felt a strange attachment to the town he now called home.

      Pepper Cove was a place of simplicity, a stark contrast to the noisy, fast-paced world he had left behind. It was a town where people knew their neighbors and greeted strangers with warm smiles.

      His co-workers had been his only connection since he arrived, and though they had been friendly, he still felt like an outsider.

      As he contemplated his decision, memories of his heartbreak from over a year ago resurfaced. He hadn't come to Pepper Cove looking for love or even companionship. Women were the last thing on his mind. He had moved there to lick his wounds, to heal in solitude.

      The town's name struck him as ironic, and he often chuckled about it. Unlike pepper that adds spice, the town was quite calm and nothing exciting happened there.

      Just as I was about to accept the invite, a faint sound of a car engine reached my ears, distracting me.

      I watched as the vehicle sped down the snowy road, tires skidding dangerously on the icy surface. My brow furrowed in concern as I wondered if the driver had lost control.

      In a heart-stopping moment, the car swerved, and a sickening thud echoed through the stillness of the winter night.

      The car didn't stop; it sped away as if nothing had happened. Although it was possible that he hadn't realized he had hit something, I had my doubts about it.

      Bastard!

      Without a second thought, I rushed outside and navigated the slippery sidewalk, my breath visible in the frigid air. My heart sank when he saw the tiny, motionless form on the road. It was a kitten, more than a ball of fur.

      The injured creature needed my help, so I knelt down and scooped it up. The kitten's small body trembled in my hands, and it let out a feeble meow. At the sight of the helpless thing, my heart went out to it.

      With a voice that soothed, I cooed to the little one, promising to get them help. My first instinct was to find help because he knew time was of the essence. I pulled out my phone and searched for a veterinary clinic.

      That the only open clinic in town would close in less than ten minutes filled me with dismay.

      I thought about driving, but the roads were treacherous and getting my car would take too long, which meant I wouldn’t arrive on time.

      With the injured kitten cradled in my arms, I dashed through the snow towards the clinic, guarded by the mobile app. The town was deserted at that hour, so the streets were quiet.

      When I reached the clinic, I was relieved to see a female figure closing up shop. The lights inside were being shut off one by one, but, she was still there. Without hesitation, I hurried toward her, clutching the injured kitten under my jacket.

      Breath visible in the cold air, Brady approached the woman. "Can you please help me?" he pleaded.
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      With my eyes fixed on the tall man before me, my heart quickened its pace and pounded inside my chest. He was gorgeous.

      The unease I had felt for a fleeting moment dissipated when I heard the frightened meow of a kitten in his arms.

      My apprehension gave way to empathy because it was a sound that I knew all too well. It was the plea of a tiny, injured creature in need of help.

      The stranger stood at over six feet tall, with sandy blonde hair tousled by the winter breeze, when he removed his hood.

      The striking green eyes held a mixture of concern and determination, and his fit figure hinted at a life lived outdoors.

      As he approached, I felt a strange flutter in my chest, a longing that I hadn't experienced in a long time. However, that was not the moment to focus on such emotions.

      Without a word, I unlocked the door and ushered the man inside, and quickly shut and locked the door behind us to keep the cold at bay.

      The cold weather had been harsh for the brief time the door was open. Once we entered the clinic, we were greeted by a comforting warmth that surrounded us.

      As soon as I placed the injured kitten on the table, my focus shifted to conducting a comprehensive assessment of her wellbeing.

      The little creature had a fractured leg and signs of burns on its fur. She needed immediate attention and her treatment would
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