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      The GPS died twenty miles ago, but I keep driving deeper into the Wyoming wilderness anyway. My pristine white SUV looks ridiculous against the backdrop of endless sagebrush and jagged mountains, like a wedding dress at a rodeo. But I need this job. Need it so badly that I'll follow hand-drawn directions on gas station napkins if that's what it takes.

      The Griffin-Palmer ranch materializes out of the heat shimmer like a mirage. Weathered buildings cluster around a main house that's seen better decades, and cattle dot the pastures like scattered dominoes. I park next to a pickup truck that's more rust than metal and check my reflection in the rearview mirror. Professional. Competent. Definitely not someone whose medical license is hanging by a thread thanks to a pharmaceutical company's vendetta.

      I grab my medical bag and step into the heat. The smell hits me first—hay, dust, and something sick underneath it all. That's why I'm here. Cattle dying faster than the local vets can figure out why.

      "You the fancy city vet?"

      The voice comes from the shadows of the barn, low and gravelly like whiskey over rocks. A man steps into the sunlight, and my breath catches somewhere between my lungs and my throat.

      He's tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair that needs cutting and eyes the color of storm clouds. His jeans hang low on lean hips, and his t-shirt stretches across a chest that looks like it was carved from the mountains surrounding us. But it's the way he looks at me that makes my pulse skip—like he's cataloging every inch of me for later use.

      "Dr. Brooke Sterling." I extend my hand, fighting to keep my voice steady. "And you are?"

      "Wade Griffin." His hand engulfs mine, callused and warm. He doesn't let go immediately. "You here to save our cattle or just to look pretty doing it?"

      Heat flashes through me—part indignation, part something else entirely. "I'm here to do my job."

      "Good." A second voice cuts through the tension, smooth as honey with just enough drawl to make me think of tangled sheets. "Because we're about out of cattle to lose."

      Another cowboy emerges from the barn, this one all easy smiles and golden charm. Where Wade radiates dark intensity, this man seems to glow with mischief. His hair is lighter, his build leaner, but there's something equally dangerous about the way he moves.

      "Jett Palmer," he says, tipping an imaginary hat. "The better looking half of this operation."

      Wade snorts. "In your dreams."

      "Every night, brother." Jett's grin widens as his gaze travels down my body and back up again, slow and deliberate. "Though lately, I've been having different kinds of dreams."

      My cheeks burn. I'm not used to men who look at me like I'm something they want to devour. In my world, I'm Dr. Sterling—respected, untouchable, definitely not the subject of anyone's midnight fantasies.

      "The cattle," I manage, clutching my medical bag like armor. "Where are the sick ones?"

      "Eager to get started." Wade's lips curve in what might be a smile if it didn't look so predatory. "I like that."

      They lead me toward the pasture, flanking me like bodyguards. Or hunters. The air between us crackles with something that has nothing to do with the approaching storm clouds gathering on the horizon.

      "Local vets think it's some kind of respiratory infection," Jett explains as we walk. "But their treatments aren't working. Lost twelve head in the past two weeks."

      I nod, slipping into professional mode. "What symptoms are you seeing?"

      "Labored breathing, loss of appetite, fever." Wade's voice is clipped, businesslike. "Some of them just lie down and don't get back up."

      The first sick cow is easy to spot. She stands apart from the herd, head hanging low, sides heaving with each breath. I approach slowly, hands visible, letting her see me coming.

      "Easy, girl," I murmur, running my hands along her flank. Her temperature is elevated, but not as high as I expected. Her breathing is definitely labored, but there's something else...

      "When did you last change their feed?" I ask without looking up.

      "Feed's the same as always," Wade says. "Been using the same supplier for years."

      I press my stethoscope to the cow's chest, listening to the wet rales in her lungs. "What about water sources? Any changes to their grazing areas?"

      "Nothing's changed." There's irritation in Jett's voice now. "We know our business, Doc."

      I straighten, meeting his gaze. "I'm sure you do. But I know mine too." My voice is firm but professional, making it clear I won't be dismissed so easily despite being on their turf.

      The wind picks up suddenly, whipping across the pasture with unexpected force, carrying the heavy scent of rain and sharp, electric ozone. Thunder rumbles ominously in the distance, still miles away but unmistakably getting closer with each passing minute. The cattle shift nervously, sensing the change in pressure.

      "Storm's coming in fast," Wade observes, his experienced eyes scanning the rapidly darkening sky as clouds build and churn overhead. "We should head inside before it breaks completely."

      "I need to examine more animals first." I move purposefully toward another sick cow standing apart from the herd, medical bag in hand, but Wade steps deliberately into my path, his broad shoulders blocking my way.

      "No." His tone brooks no argument, a ranch hand used to giving orders that are followed. "Storm like this hits without warning out here. You don't want to be caught in the open when lightning starts striking. These hills attract it like nothing else."

      "I can handle a little rain."

      "This isn't rain." His voice drops, and something in his tone makes goosebumps rise on my arms despite the heat. "This is Wyoming trying to kill you."

      Lightning flickers in the distance, followed by thunder that's definitely closer than before. The cattle are getting restless, sensing the approaching storm. Even I can feel it—a pressure building in the air like the moment before everything changes.

      "Fine," I concede. "But I need to set up somewhere I can work. Take samples, run some tests."

      "Barn's got everything you need," Jett says. "Power, running water, plenty of space."

      We hurry toward the barn as the first fat raindrops splatter the dusty ground. I'm acutely aware of both men flanking me, their long strides forcing me to almost jog to keep up. By the time we reach the barn doors, the rain is coming down in earnest.

      Inside, the barn is surprisingly well-equipped. Clean stalls, good lighting, even a small laboratory setup in one corner. I set my bag down on a wooden table and start unpacking supplies.

      "Impressive setup," I admit.

      "We're not complete hicks out here," Wade says dryly, his eyes narrowing slightly as he watches me unpack my sophisticated equipment.

      "Could've fooled me," I mutter under my breath, then immediately regret it when both men go still, their bodies tensing like predators that just caught a scent.

      Jett laughs first, a rich, deep sound that echoes throughout the cavernous barn space and seems to vibrate through the wooden beams above. "She's got claws, this one. Not afraid to use them either."

      "Good thing we like 'em sharp," Wade replies, his voice dropping to a husky timbre that makes my stomach flutter uncontrollably. His gaze lingers on me with an intensity that feels almost tangible in the charged air between us.

      I busy myself organizing instruments, trying to ignore the way they're both watching me. The storm is picking up outside, rain drumming against the roof with increasing intensity.

      "So what's a fancy veterinarian like you doing in a place like this?" Jett asks, settling onto a hay bale like he's got all day.

      "Work," I say shortly.

      "Must be pretty desperate for work to come all the way out here."

      My hands still on the stethoscope I'm cleaning. He's fishing, but he's not wrong. I am desperate. Desperate enough to take a job in the middle of nowhere because it's the only one I could get.

      "Everyone needs work," I say finally, the words coming out more defensive than I'd intended.

      "True." Wade moves closer, close enough that I can smell him—soap and hay and something distinctly male, that earthy, musky scent that clings to men who work outdoors with their hands. "But you didn't answer the question."

      I look up, meeting his intense stare, those dark eyes boring into mine with unsettling perception. "Maybe it's not any of your business."

      "Everything that happens on this ranch is our business," he says quietly, his voice dropping to a low rumble that seems to vibrate through the space between us. "Including you."

      The way he says 'you' makes heat pool low in my belly, a molten sensation spreading through my core. Like I'm not just the veterinarian they hired to treat their livestock. Like I'm something they've claimed for themselves.

      Thunder crashes overhead, close enough to rattle the weathered

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Get a free Maya McKenna book!
      


      		
        1. Brooke
      


      		
        2. Wade
      


      		
        3. Brooke
      


      		
        4. Jett
      


      		
        5. Brooke
      


      		
        6. Wade
      


      		
        Get a free Maya McKenna book!
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/ravaged--ruined-kindle.jpg
A MFM MILITARY MENAGE ROMANCE =

& RUINED

callie rosewood





OEBPS/images/mountain-men-mayhem.jpg
callie rosewood






