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Dedication


For my husband.

You have always been the most romantic man I know.

Thank you for showing me what a hero should be.
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Chapter One


JUSTIN HART ROLLED his neck from side to side, working out the stiffness as he stared at the computer screen in front of him. He wished this new accounting program his cousin, Bailey, had insisted he try was easier to learn. He knew she was right and it would make everything easier—eventually. With a niece on the way and a holiday double wedding next month, he was trying to get as many items as possible eliminated from his to-do list before the end of the month. And since their accountant had been imprisoned for embezzling from his sister Jessie, it was just one more thing on his already full plate.

Justin rubbed his eyes and leaned back in the chair, flexing his hands before folding them behind his head. He should have let Nathan, his financial guru future brother-in-law, handle it. Nathan had offered to handle Justin’s finances until they found another accountant, but that would mean spending even more time on his sister’s part of Heart Fire Ranch than he already did. Not that he didn’t love Jessie and his other sister, Julia, but they were both so busy finding a rhythm in their new relationships that, most of the time, he felt like a third wheel. It was frustrating trying to talk to either of them while they made lovey faces at Nathan and Dylan. No matter how much he liked Nathan and Dylan, it made it hard to keep from punching either man. It was still his job to protect his little sisters, the same way he always had.

It would piss both of his sisters off if they heard him say that out loud. He couldn’t begin to count how many times they’d both told him to quit acting like their parent over the past year. But, now that Mom and Dad were gone, he was the only one left to watch out for the girls. And since her mother had left and her father was busy running his car dealership, that included Bailey, the youngest of their clan and, right now, the one frustrating him the most.

She needed to grow up and settle down, but she’d always been the family “wild child.” It was obvious from their argument after he closed his veterinary clinic earlier this evening and the way she’d spun her tires as she pulled out a couple of hours ago that she was losing patience with his meddling. He should probably call and check that she got home okay. Justin grabbed his cell phone as he rose from behind his desk and made his way to the front windows of the clinic, lifting the blinds to watch the snow that was now coming down heavily. It rang several times before going to voice mail, and he prayed she just had the ringer turned off. If Bailey hadn’t headed straight home, or had gone to one of the local bars as she’d been doing more often lately . . . he didn’t even want to finish his line of thinking.

He disconnected the call and tucked the phone back into his pocket. Hopefully she’d missed driving in this mess. The early snowstorm was unexpected and wet, quickly turning into sludge all over the roads. He was glad he didn’t have to walk more than a few feet out the back of the clinic to his house. It might not be ideal for some, but it sure made late-night emergencies convenient for him. Or nights like tonight, when he just couldn’t shut his brain off enough to sleep, he could stay and get his paperwork done.

The wide swing of headlights coming around the bend toward his clinic caught his eye. It was late and, with weather like this, most locals knew to stay inside. It had to be someone traveling too fast on the icy stretch of highway. Suddenly, the headlights spun and he saw the taillights and flashing brake lights moving forward as the car skidded. He ran back to his desk to grab his jacket when the screech of metal cut through the silence of the night.

Justin ran out the front door, barely registering the dark shadow that ducked into the bushes by the driveway. He was too focused on the car pressed against the brick wall that lined the entrance to his clinic. He could vaguely make out that the driver was a woman as he ran to the side door, pulling his cell phone out. Somehow she had managed to do a complete spin, stopping with the headlights facing the correct direction again but with the front bumper of her very expensive luxury car firmly planted into his brick wall. Banging on the window, he saw her look his way. With eyes wide, looking scared and surprised in the light from his phone, she opened the car door.

“No, I’m fine, thank you. I don’t need anything but the tow,” he heard her say just before she pressed a button to disconnect a call over the speakers in the car. Hurrying to the front of the car, she looked past the bright lights into the bushes before turning back toward him. “Did you see it?”

“See what? Are you okay? Do I need to call an ambulance?” The air bags in her car hadn’t deployed, so she couldn’t have been going too fast and she didn’t appear to be injured, although she seemed frantic as she searched the darkness.

“I’m fine. I was going slow because of the snow, but there was a dog. Where is it? I know I hit it. We have to find it.”

The soft thump of the windshield wipers was the only sound in the darkness as she moved toward the driveway. Had this woman lost her mind? She was out in the middle of a snowstorm, in a car that cost a small fortune, at night, without chains on her tires, with nothing more than a sweater on, looking for a dog that might or might not exist.

“Ma’am, let’s get you inside. We can wait in there for the tow truck to come get your car and you can get warm.”

“No, I know I hit a dog. I felt it when the car spun.”

“Are you sure it wasn’t just you hitting the wall?” She turned back toward him, her body silhouetted by the headlights.

Holy crap, she’s pregnant!

He ran to her side, yanking his jacket down his arms and wrapping it around her shoulders. “Okay, let’s just get you inside and then I’ll come back out and look for the dog.”

She narrowed her gaze at him warily. Even in the semidarkness, he could easily read the distrust in them. Or maybe it was her stiff shoulders. Either way, she didn’t believe him for a second.

He sighed loudly. “Fine, you go inside and sit down. I’ll find the dog.”

She looked as if she was about to refuse again but she nodded once, then leaned in to turn off the car and grab her purse from the passenger seat before hurrying into the warmth of his clinic. He wanted nothing more than to follow her back inside, where he could change into dry clothes. Justin let out a low growl, wishing he could ignore his father’s voice in his head reminding him he had to keep his word. He went back to her car and, moving to the other side of the vehicle, inspected the damage. It wasn’t as bad as it could have been, but the bumper was bent forward to the point of pressing against the tire. She wasn’t going to be able to drive it until it was fixed.

“That’s a damn shame,” he muttered. That BMW cost twice what he’d paid for his 4x4 pickup. And it was brand-new. It was going to cost a small fortune to fix it, if they could even get the parts all the way out here. The headlights turned off automatically, and Justin looked back toward the clinic. He could see her silhouetted against the window from the lights inside, watching to see if he really searched for the dog. “Seriously?” he muttered to himself.

Wandering slowly up the driveway, Justin scanned the wet shrubs, looking for the mysterious stray dog that, if it existed, was likely long gone. The snow had turned to icy rain, pelting him mercilessly as he tried to use the light from his cell phone to look for the animal. After several minutes of freezing torment, he concluded there was nothing to see. If she had even hit a dog, it had probably crawled off to die. It wasn’t pretty, but it was common, and there was little he was going to be able to do to save it. He was a veterinarian, not a miracle worker. There was no point in staying out here freezing any longer while snow and icy rain slid down the collar of his flannel shirt. He almost regretted giving up his jacket.

Justin turned off his phone and tucked it into his pocket, turning back toward the clinic to see the woman still watching through the window. He recalled her desperate eyes, how she’d been ready to search for the dog herself, and felt guilty for not finding the dog.

What the hell?

Justin heard a quiet rustling near the shrubs and turned back toward them, pulling out his phone again. This time, as the light swept over the base of a large pine, he saw the unmistakable glow of eyes. He slowly crept toward the tree, cautious of making any sudden moves that might frighten what could be a dangerous, injured animal.

“Come here, buddy. Are you hurt?” Justin held his hand out slightly, praying that it wasn’t a coyote. “It’s okay,” he said, using a falsetto tone.

He heard the soft whine and saw the wet paws move toward him from under the shrub just before the unmistakable blocky head of a black Lab followed. “Damn it,” he muttered.

The dog crawled toward him, low to the ground, and nudged his outstretched hand. “Are you going to let me carry you inside?” he asked the dog, praying it was friendly.

He was rewarded with a warm lick on his fingers, as if the dog understood and was happy to comply. He moved toward the animal and circled his arms around its soaked body. Justin could feel the poor thing shivering against him, though he was unsure whether from fear, injury, or the cold, as he hurried toward the clinic.

The woman opened the door as he reached it. “You found it!” She rubbed the dog’s face. “I’m so sorry, baby.” She followed closely as he took the dog into one of the exam rooms.

Justin immediately palpated the animal, looking for blood and broken bones. He noticed a scrape on her hip as his fingers trailed over the animal’s rounded belly. He snatched a stethoscope from one of the drawers and pressed it against the wet dog, under its ribs.

Crap! “She’s pregnant.” He should have realized as soon as he picked the dog up, but he’d been so busy trying to get inside that he hadn’t paid attention.

“What?” The woman’s hands instinctively touched her own rounded abdomen before covering her mouth. “Oh my goodness, is she okay?”

He took the dog’s temperature and glanced at the thermometer. It was only slightly lower than normal, but her gums were too red for his liking and she was panting faster than he would like to see. The dog rolled her pleading, chocolate-brown eyes up at him. There was a good chance she was either going into second-stage labor or shock. Maybe both.

He met the woman’s gaze and could see the worry in her green eyes, tears forming in the corners. She moved toward the dog’s head, stroking the animal’s silky wet ears, apologizing as if the dog could understand her words. It struck him as odd. Most of the women around here didn’t cry after hitting a stray dog in a snowstorm; they were far too worried about their own well-being or what had happened to the car. But so far, she hadn’t exactly met any of his expectations.

“I’m going to take her to the back. My guess is that she’s far enough along to deliver these pups, but I want to see what I’m dealing with. You can’t go back there.” She remained silent but her eyes flicked up to meet his, and he could read the distrust again. “I can’t have you exposed to the X-rays in your condition,” he explained. “I’m going to do everything I can to keep this dog and her babies safe.”

He reached for her hand. It was meant to be reassuring, something he’d done with dozens of patients, but the jolt of emotion that shot through him took him by surprise. Sure the woman was beautiful, but it wasn’t as if he hadn’t been around beautiful women before. Justin didn’t want any romantic complications now, so it was easier to date women who wanted the same thing he did—no stress and no ties, friends with benefits. He’d gladly let his sisters have their romance; it just wasn’t something he had time for right now.

“I . . . I promise,” he stammered, trying to ignore the foreign feeling, shoving the reaction aside.

He scooped the dog in his arms before carrying her into the back room to take the X-rays, wondering if the stress of having too much to do and his late nights were responsible for his momentary lapse of logic and oversensitized response to the woman in his lobby. As Justin prepped the dog for sedation, he pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed Bailey’s number again. He needed her here to help him with this.

No answer and his call went directly to voice mail.

“Bailey, I need you to come back. I have an emergency. A pregnant Lab came in and I need to deliver these puppies by C-section. She’s going into shock.” He took a deep breath, wondering how he was going to manage this alone. “I know you’re mad at me, but get back here now.” He paused, cursing his stubborn streak. “Please,” he muttered before hanging up.

Justin shoved his phone into his pocket. Was she really so pissed at him that she wouldn’t answer the phone? Or was it just his bad luck? Either way, he was screwed.

He looked down at the now-sedated dog lying on the table. He couldn’t waste any time if he was going to try to save her and the puppies. He’d seen the proof on the X-rays. The puppies were viable, but she had a small internal hemorrhage that had to be controlled. He was going to have to recruit the only hands he had available.

“I NEED YOU to help me deliver these puppies.”

Alyssa stared at him and wondered if he’d lost his mind. She couldn’t deliver puppies; she didn’t know anything about animals. She hadn’t even been around any since she’d moved away from home and her mother’s yapping Yorkie for college. “I thought you said I couldn’t go back there,” she pointed out.

“That was while I doing the X-rays.” He pointed to a door off to one side of the room. “I need another set of hands, and we can’t waste a lot of time talking about this. I’m going to open her up. When I get the puppies out, I’ll hand them to you and I need you to wipe them down with those towels. You just need to make sure they’re all breathing, then put them over there, so that the mask blows oxygen on them.”

She looked where he pointed at what looked like a small nest of bedding with a cuplike oxygen mask to one side of it. Alyssa looked back at the man in front of her. He was doing everything he could to help this dog when he could have just walked away. She had been the one who caused the damage, after all. Her eyes fell on the dog, lying on the table, completely covered with sterile blue paper except for the exposed section the vet had wiped down with what looked like iodine.

Resolving herself to do whatever he needed in spite of the apprehension coursing through her veins, Alyssa ran her hand through her loose hair and twisted it into a makeshift knot at the back of her head. “Okay, just tell me what you need me to do.”

“Take these,” he said, his eyebrows shooting high on his forehead as if he was surprised by her quick acquiescence, as he handed her a pair of latex gloves. He glanced up at her as he set the scalpel against the shaved belly of the Lab. “I’m Justin Hart, by the way.” His blue eyes searched hers intensely, making her insides flutter oddly.

“Alyssa.” She heard the breathless quality of her voice and cleared her throat. He flashed a smile, and a dimple appeared in one cheek. He had full lips, the kind that you wanted to bite gently before kissing. Attraction slammed into her, jolting her more than when her car had hit the wall outside.

“Well, Alyssa, hold up that towel in both hands and we’ll get started. You’re about to have a litter of puppies.”

She tried unsuccessfully not to study him as he worked, from his rugged square jaw to his broad shoulders and his penetrating blue eyes. The man was a giant, towering over her and, while she wasn’t as tall as most models, five nine was usually enough to put her at eye level with most men. Not with this one.

Everything about him seemed larger than life, from his sheer mass to the bright smile he’d given her. Even his hands were enormous, although she hadn’t seen them used for anything more than kindness as he’d tenderly cradled the dog. He seemed as kind as he was tall, and she thanked her lucky stars that at least one thing had gone in her favor tonight.

“You sure you’re ready for this?” His voice drew her attention.

“No,” she admitted, nervously.

He chuckled quietly. “Don’t think about it too much. It will be over before you know it.”

His voice was reassuring, deep and smooth, reminding her of rich wine and dark chocolate. Just like both of those things, fantasies were a luxury she couldn’t allow herself to indulge any longer. Not with everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours. She needed to keep her focus on her future, and this side trip in the middle of nowhere had already delayed her more than she could afford.

As he made the first incision, her blood went cold and her stomach rolled. The scent of antiseptic was all around her, and she suddenly felt queasy. She didn’t think she’d made any noise, but Justin looked up at her, his eyes searching her face.

“You okay?”

Hold it together, Alyssa. This is no different from biology class.

Unable to speak, she nodded. He dabbed at the blood that oozed with gauze, quickly but carefully working his way through the layers of skin before pulling some unrecognizable part of the dog’s insides to the outside of her body. Alyssa was surprised to find that her repulsion passed and curiosity got the better of her as she watched him make another incision, revealing the first puppy. Reaching for the tray of equipment beside him, he plucked another piece of gauze from a pile and pulled open the amniotic sac encasing a small black puppy. He pulled the membrane from the puppy’s face before clipping the umbilical cord and tipping the puppy upside down.

“Okay, we’re going to move quickly. Here’s the first one. Just rub him down really good and make sure he’s breathing.” He watched her for a moment as she ran the towel over the sides of the puppy. “Good. Don’t forget to move over his face and neck, too. That will help work the fluid out.”

She tried to follow his instructions, but the puppy gave a gurgled yip. Alyssa froze midstep on her way to the makeshift puppy bed, her gaze shooting toward his in fear. “What did I do?”

He glanced up, chuckling slightly at her discomfort. “Nothing. That just means he’s alive and ready to meet his mom. Get ready, I’ve got another one for you.”

She set the puppy on the pile of towels, surprised to find them warm from a heating pad placed underneath. Hurrying back to the operating table, she reached for a clean towel to receive the next puppy. He laid it into her hands and she began rubbing it as she walked toward the bedding.

“Why do you keep the bed warm?”

“It’s enough of a shock being born,” he replied as he continued to work. “This way, it’s a more gradual adjustment and it helps regulate their body temperature.”

They repeated the process in silence while the squirming pile of puppies grew. Some black, some white-blond, but all of them grunting now, nudging one another in the pile.

“Last one,” he announced, laying it into her hands.

She could feel the difference in this one immediately. He was smaller than the others and, where the others had been plump with round bellies, she could feel the ribs on this one. Alyssa rubbed at the puppy’s side gently, feeling as if this one might break at any moment, but there was no quiet whine this time. She opened the towel and didn’t see the telltale rise and fall of his chest.

“He’s too still.” She hurried back to Justin at the table.

“Set him down,” he ordered. “Grab that stethoscope.” She held it out to him, and he arched his brows, nodding at his hands, buried inside the anesthetized dog on the table. “You need to see if he has a heartbeat. I need to stop her bleeding.”

“I don’t know what I’m listening for,” she argued.

“Just put that on.” She slipped the earpieces in. “Good, now lay the end on his chest and tell me what you hear.”

“Nothing . . . wait, I hear something but it’s quiet.”

Justin reached for a piece of gauze and rubbed it over the puppy’s face a few times before it gasped, opening its mouth wide. “Okay, take him and put him right in front of the mask. I’ll come check on him as soon as I finish with the mom. Just stay with him.”

ALYSSA LAID HER head in the crook of her elbow, trying to stay awake. Justin was finishing with the female Lab as she watched the puppies. She was keeping a close eye on the littlest one, the one that had trouble breathing. They were all so small and weak, but he was even more so. Her hand instinctively curled around the side of her pregnant belly, where her child lay, nestled under her ribs. In less than six weeks, she’d be watching her own child sleep. Rather than comforting her, the thought made her panic.

She had no idea what she was going to do next. The last thing she’d expected when she went out to lunch with her best friend yesterday was to find out Lillian had been sleeping with her husband for the past four years. Elijah’s infidelity hadn’t come as a complete surprise. They’d been drifting apart for years; however, it didn’t lessen the pain of the betrayal, or the shock that it had been with her friend. The confrontation with Elijah that followed had been bad enough, but with his apathetic response when she had demanded he either remain faithful or give her a divorce, he shattered the last remnants of the illusion she’d clung to that their Hollywood marriage wasn’t as fake as everything else in the industry. He’d laughed at her, reminding her that she was nothing more than an out-of-work actress, and nothing without him, before agreeing to the divorce. He’d told her to leave the house before he returned from the office for dinner, as casually as if he was dismissing one of the house staff instead of throwing out his wife and child. In a daze, Alyssa had packed the car up with her clothing and jewelry, assuming she would find a way to sell what she didn’t need to support her and the baby.

But that would last only so long. Her mother suggested she come home for a short visit, which would at least give her a roof over her head and buy a little time before the baby was born, but she hadn’t told her parents about Elijah’s cheating, or the divorce. She wasn’t sure how long she could stay without telling them the truth. They both adored Elijah; he’d paid for their condo. What if they blamed her? She’d invested everything she’d had into Elijah’s agency, and he’d already warned her that she wouldn’t get anything from him. She didn’t even have a way to pay for doctor’s visits or the delivery now, she reminded herself. Worse, she didn’t even have a doctor any longer. Worries beat against her brain like the staccato beat of a drum, making her heart race in her chest as her child moved within her.

Two strong hands settled on her shoulders. “You did a good job.”

“Oh!” Alyssa jerked upright and slid the rolling chair to one side.

Justin’s lips curved into an apologetic smile. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I thought you were awake.”

He cocked his head to one side, and his dimple sank into his cheek, giving him a boyish charm. She brushed back the bangs that had fallen from her bun and tucked them behind her ear. “I was. I just thought you were still with the mom.” She realized she was staring at his perfect mouth and quickly looked back at the puppies, which were grunting softly and wiggling against one another. “I was just sort of lost in my own head, I guess.”

He turned to a cupboard nearby and withdrew two needleless syringes. “What are those for?”

“We need to give them colostrum so they have the antibodies they need and don’t get sick.” He walked back and handed her the syringe. “Just a little on the back of their tongues, and we’ll do it again in an hour. Like this.” He reached for the first puppy and put a few drops of the liquid into its mouth. “Later, she should be able to feed them all. If not, we’ll supplement them the same way.”

Justin glanced up at her through thick, dark lashes—lashes most of the women in her career field would kill for. “This is a nice litter. What do you think you’re going to do with them?”

“Me?” she squeaked, pausing as she reached for a puppy. “Doctor, I can’t take them with me.”

“I think we’re beyond that ‘Doctor’ business. Just Justin is fine.” He arched a brow and smiled at her, the dimple creasing his cheek before his brows dropped forward between his eyes, thoughtfully, and he set the puppy down, reaching for the next one. “You won’t be going anywhere for a while, at least not until your car gets fixed. But I guess you probably won’t be able to keep them in a hotel either. I guess they could stay here until you head out.” His brows lifted again, as if he was certain his explanation was sufficient.

Crap, how am I going to pay for a hotel, or to fix the car? Is he really expecting me to pay to keep these puppies, or for the surgery?

“Um . . . I can’t pay for any of this.” She tucked the strand of hair behind her ear again and saw his eyes flick to the massive diamond solitaire settled on her left hand under the latex glove.

Alyssa couldn’t meet his gaze for fear of the recrimination she expected to see there. She wanted to tell him it was none of his business, remind him that appearances could be misleading, but knew she wouldn’t. She used to have a backbone, but over the past six years of her marriage, she had caved as Elijah pressured her to spend less time on set and more time helping him build his agency. She’d given him control of her already successful career, allowing him to make higher demands in her contracts, until producers could no longer meet them. She had believed him when he convinced her that it was time to “retire” in order to focus more attention on his agency and starting a family.

Her hand trailed over the baby, quiet within her. Now that fantasy lay in rubble at her feet. Her husband had kicked her out, said he didn’t love her, didn’t want her or their child, and left her pregnant and alone. She should have been devastated. Instead, she felt hollow.

Her eyes slid over the man seated in front of her, his still-wet hair standing at odd angles at the top of his head as he fed the puppies, and guilt swept in. The least she could do was offer him some sort of explanation. He had come to her rescue and stayed outside in the sleet to find the dog she hit.

Alyssa cleared her throat, breaking the awkward silence that had fallen. “The truth is that expensive things are all I have right now. I don’t have any money or any way to get any until I sell a few things. I’m not even sure I still have insurance on the car to fix it.” She looked down at the puppies, praying he wouldn’t force her to admit anything more.

“Sounds like you’ve got yourself in a real mess, Alyssa.” He ducked his head to meet her gaze. “Give me some time to see if I can’t figure out something to help you.”

“Why . . . I can’t ask you to . . . ”

Justin arched a brow and cocked his head at her. “I don’t recall you asking. Besides, my father would skin my hide if I was anything less than a gentleman for a damsel in distress.”

She wanted to believe he could be her white knight, but Elijah had taught her the hard way that fairy tales were nothing but fantasy. The only person she could count on now was herself.





Chapter Two


JUSTIN STARED AT the woman across from him. As familiar as she looked, he couldn’t put his finger on where he might have seen her before. Alyssa wasn’t from around here, that much was certain. There weren’t many women in town who could afford a designer purse, impractical boots, and a luxury vehicle more suited to city jaunts than the winter mountain terrain. But there was something else, some memory niggling at the back of his mind, teasing him, just out of reach.

She was exquisite, the most physically attractive woman he’d ever seen, but there was something in her eyes that drew him in. Sadness. Melancholy seemed to radiate from her, and he wanted to pull her into his arms, to shelter her from whatever haunted her beautiful green eyes. Her damp cardigan sweater clung to her with the tie resting just above her protruding belly. Even pregnant, she was svelte to the point of being too thin.

Her waifish appearance reminded him of a fashion model. She was certainly lovely enough to be one, but the idea didn’t suit the woman standing in front of him. Justin assumed models would be accustomed to taking criticism and judgment, and this woman looked as if she’d crumble if he so much as raised his voice.

That was it, he realized. Behind her sadness, he recognized fear. Justin felt the uncontrollable instinct to protect Alyssa swell in his chest. She might not be his responsibility, but he couldn’t stop the desire to help her any more than he could have let the dog die. When she glanced up at him again, his mouth opened without acknowledgment from his brain.

“D’you know anything about accounting or running an office? You did pretty well with these guys. You could work here for a while, at least until you get your car fixed or figure something out, since my regular help doesn’t seem inclined to answer her phone.”

“I guess, but I couldn’t let you fire her . . . ”

What the hell are you doing? He knew she came from money, since she wore a huge wedding ring. Hell, that ring alone should have been enough reason for him to keep his mouth shut, since she was another man’s wife, but his lips continued to move.

Justin laughed out loud, but he wasn’t sure whether it was at himself for his stupidity or her comment. “I can’t fire her; she’s my cousin. But maybe this would be a wake-up call to be more responsible.”

Alyssa gave him a slight smile before ducking her head again. He didn’t miss the fact that she wasn’t able to meet his eyes for more than a few seconds.

“My sister has a ranch with a few guest cabins. I can see if she has one empty. I’m sure she’ll let you stay as long as you need to.”

Her eyes jumped back up to meet his. He could easily read the gratitude, and a hopeful light flickered to life in her eyes. But there was more—a wariness he couldn’t explain and that had no reason to be there.

“Why are you being so nice? You don’t know me.”

Justin shrugged, as if car crashes and late-night emergency puppy deliveries were commonplace for him. “It’s the right thing to do.”

The light in her eyes darkened immediately and she frowned, not saying anything more. He reached for the runt, still in front of the oxygen and barely moving. “I don’t know if this little guy is going to make it,” he warned, slipping the dropper into the puppy’s mouth. He wasn’t surprised when the puppy didn’t even try to suck. It wasn’t a good sign.

“We have to help him,” she insisted, her voice firm as she set the puppy she was feeding back into the squirming pile of little bodies.

Justin looked up at the determination he heard in her voice, the antithesis of the resignation he’d seen there only moments before. His gaze crashed into hers, and he felt an instant throb of desire. He cursed the reaction, especially since she was right, he didn’t know her or her story.

“We? Does this mean you’re staying?” The corner of his mouth tipped upward in anticipation of spending some time with her, finding out how a woman like her ended up in the middle of nowhere like this.

Easy, boy. You’re allowed to help and that’s all. That ring on her finger and that belly say she’s committed to someone else.

Yeah, well, that sadness in her eyes and the fact that she’s alone say something completely different, he internally argued with himself. Justin wondered what happened to his “no romantic entanglement” resolution and how quickly this woman was able to make him reconsider it. But he couldn’t just leave a damsel in distress to figure things out on her own. His father had taught him better than that.

ALYSSA WATCHED AS the tow truck lifted her car onto the back of the flatbed trailer, chewing at the inside of her lip as she handed the driver her insurance card. She was grateful for the twenty-four-hour service but suspected the driver had come out so quickly in the storm only because he’d recognized the name of Justin’s clinic, not because of her insurance company. She looked at the crushed bumper of the car and cringed.

When Elijah told her to take the BMW and leave, he hadn’t said which BMW. When he found out she’d taken his new M4, the one that cost him nearly two hundred thousand dollars, he was going to be furious. Her stomach churned and she felt ill at the thought of him finding out. It had been a stupid act of defiant retaliation for what he’d done to her.

Now she questioned her own sanity in doing it. She’d planned on selling the car when she arrived at her parents’ house and using the money for a nest egg, something to give her and the baby a new start, especially since she probably wouldn’t see a dime from Elijah. How had she gone from a dream life—married with millions, about to have their first child, and famous—to being alone, crashing her car, and becoming the owner of a litter of puppies? All in the span of twenty-four hours.

That didn’t even take into account the job and temporary housing Justin had offered her. Alyssa couldn’t escape the nagging feeling that she was making yet another wrong turn on a long road of mistakes, but she really didn’t have any other choice but to accept Justin’s generosity. At least this way, she would have a roof over her head and a way to try to pay for her car repairs if Elijah had already canceled the car insurance.

She signed the slip for the tow truck driver, ignoring the curious glances he kept casting her direction when he thought she wasn’t looking.

“I knew it!”

“Excuse me?” Alyssa took a step backward.

“I thought I recognized you but, well, it’s kinda dark and . . . you’re Alyssa Cole. You were in that movie a while back where you were the wife of the politician. Didn’t you win an award for that one? I liked the one with the aliens undercover in the White House better, though. That was awesome,” the man gushed.

She glanced back at Justin, who stood nearby, watching the exchange, waiting for her to finish. The only indication he’d heard was the slight dip of his brows on his forehead.

The aliens flick had been the last movie she’d acted in before ending her career two years ago. She might have won an Oscar for the other, but fans loved this one, gaining her several viewers’ choice awards. She’d been approached to do the sequel, but Elijah—both her husband and agent at that point—had demanded such an exorbitant salary for her that the producer had rescinded his offer. There were offers for several other movies, but according to Elijah, they all fell through for one reason or another. It was then that Elijah suggested she think about retiring to start a family. With his agency successful, for the most part thanks to her as his high-profile client, she agreed to put her career on hiatus in order to focus on starting their family. Like an idiot, she’d believed he wanted the same things she did. She’d been crazy to think a baby could bring them closer to repairing the charade that their marriage had become.

“Why didn’t you do the others? They weren’t nearly as good without you.” The driver caught himself and looked at her sheepishly. “I don’t suppose you’d take a picture with me?”

She smiled at the young driver. He was far more excited about the circumstances of their meeting than she was, but it wasn’t his fault her husband—soon to be ex-husband, she corrected—had single-handedly crushed her career before leaving her pregnant and alone.

“Sure,” she said, giving him a bright smile, posing the way she used to for media events and paparazzi. He pulled out a cell phone and held it out, snapping a couple of pictures in quick succession while the flash nearly blinded her.

“Thank you so much,” he prattled, holding out a grease-covered hand. “I can’t believe I’m towing your car. I’m Dave, by the way.”

She shook it gingerly. “Do you think I can pick the car up by tomorrow afternoon?”

He laughed, and then cleared his throat as if he realized his mistake. “Oh, you’re serious. Well, we can’t fix it here in town. I’m going to have to take this to our shop and tow it into the dealership in El Dorado Hills in the morning. But I know Mark; he’s a great guy and he’ll fix you up ASAP.”

“El Dorado Hills? That’s almost an hour away.” She glanced back and saw that she was alone. Justin must have gotten tired of waiting and gone inside. “How long will they need?”

“I’d say at least a week, maybe two if the quarter panel is damaged.”

Alyssa thanked Dave, and watched as he drove away with her incapacitated nest egg, feeling the bottom drop from what little hope she had to get to her parents’ house and try to find some sort of a job before the baby came. It was going to be hard enough to find a job pregnant, but she felt as if she was doubling in size every week. She needed a way to take care of herself and her child, and it was looking less likely that she’d find someone to hire her when she was about to give birth any day.

JUSTIN COULDN’T BELIEVE she’d outright lied. He remembered the movie Dave mentioned when he picked up the car. She was freakin’ Alyssa Cole. Married to some superagent. She’d practically been Hollywood royalty until she’d vanished from the big screen a few years ago. No wonder he’d recognized her; she’d graced every checkout-line tabloid for months.

He could forgive a lot of crap, but the one thing he despised was dishonesty. What did she mean she couldn’t afford to pay him for taking care of the dogs? She probably had more money than she knew what to do with. He must have sounded so stupid offering her a job in the clinic. She probably thought he was some backwoods hick idiot. Justin felt the irritation at her duplicity bubble up within him, and he tried to stifle it.

She hadn’t exactly lied, he realized. She just hadn’t been forthcoming with who she was. He couldn’t help but recall the apprehension he’d seen in her eyes and found himself wanting to forgive her oversight. She had just spun out on the freeway and crashed her car.

The bells over the front door chimed as Justin checked on the Lab, just starting to wake from the anesthesia. Her puppies, satiated, were happily sleeping in a pile on the warm towels in a crate nearby so she could see and smell them, alleviating her stress.

“Justin? Are you in the back?”

He didn’t bother to answer her, knowing she’d find him and still trying to get a handle on his irritation with her lie by omission. His gut twisted as he sat down on a stool near the puppies. Alyssa appeared in the doorway and watched him silently, a slight blush of what he assumed was shame covered her cheeks, and she looked unsure how to address the elephant in the room.

He wasn’t about to make this easy on her and refused to look her way, instead staring down at the pups. “When you’re ready, I’ll call my sister and see if she can take you back to her place. I have to stay here with the dogs.”

“I’ll stay with you,” she offered, quietly.

“Isn’t that a bit beneath you? I don’t think these guys will be asking for your autograph or a picture.” He gestured toward the puppies.

He wasn’t sure why he was so angry that she hadn’t told him who she was. It wasn’t as if she owed him anything. They didn’t have any sort of relationship, but that didn’t stop the gnawing irritation from taking hold. He’d been ready to help her, to open his business and his home to her on a gut instinct. To know that he’d been so wrong about her, misjudged the situation so completely, fried him, and he felt his anger stir again.

Surprised by his sarcasm, she took a step back and folded her arms above her belly protectively. “I . . . I’m sorry I didn’t tell you who I was. I just . . . ”

“You know what? You don’t owe me any explanations.” He held up a hand, barely glancing up at her. He was surprised he’d managed to keep his voice indifferent when he felt anything but. “There’s a couch in my office if you want to get some sleep. I’ll let you know when Jessie gets here.”

He twisted the stool, turning his back to her, feeling like a bigger jerk with each passing second.

Cowboy up, he scolded himself. Tomorrow morning she could call her agent husband and he could come pick her up—puppies and all. This entire mess would be one less thing for him to worry about.

“I NEED YOU to come and pick her up.” Alyssa heard Justin’s voice carry through the office walls as she tried to get comfortable on the worn leather couch. “Because her car was just taken to the shop, and Dave says it’s going to take a week to fix.”

She could hear irritation in the huskiness of his voice. He sounded tired, but she’d seen that much in his eyes. That didn’t explain his reaction when she’d come back in from talking to the tow truck driver. Justin had been pissed. At her. She hated when people were mad at her. She couldn’t imagine what she’d done to offend him.

“Can’t you just double up the guests in one of the other cabins? Well, what about Julia?”

His voice was growing more frustrated and the conversation was sounding less optimistic with every word. Alyssa cursed her luck. Here she was, stuck in a veterinary clinic in the early morning hours with no way to leave. She could call her father and have him drive down from Carson City, but he wouldn’t get here for another few hours at the very least. She would have to wait until the sun was up before calling him, and if she was honest with herself, she dreaded the disappointment in her father’s eyes when she told him about her marriage more than Justin’s annoyance.

She awkwardly pushed herself up from the couch and made her way down the hall to the small office she’d heard Justin’s voice bellowing from. Even with his back to the doorway, she could hear the frustration in his sigh of resignation.

“What the hell am I supposed to do with her? She’s a movie star. I don’t have time to cater to—” There was a long pause. “I can’t take her back to my place. She’s married, and that’s where I draw the line. Yeah? Well, thanks a lot.” He spun around in his chair to throw the cell phone onto the desk as he ran a hand through his light brown hair. “Son of a bitch,” he whispered, burying his head in his palms. He didn’t see her in the doorway.

“If you don’t mind me waiting a little longer, I’ll call my dad to come pick me up.” Her voice was quiet, but it broke through the stillness like shattering glass. Justin’s chair creaked as he sat up, obviously surprised to see her standing in the doorway. “I appreciate how much you’ve helped me already. I don’t mean to be a burden.”

Justin rubbed a hand over his tired eyes, letting his fingers run over the scruff covering his jaw. “So, you heard we have a bit of a predicament?”

She moved toward the seat across from his desk and sat down carefully, cupping one hand around the side of her stomach, nodding. “Like I said, I’ll have my father come get me. It’s just still a little early to call.” She glanced at the clock on his desk. Was it really only three in the morning? “He should have me out of your hair before lunch. But I can’t take the puppies,” she added.

As much as she’d like to, there just wasn’t room at her parents’ condo. She wasn’t even sure they were going to be able to make room for her and the baby in spite of her mother’s insistence. She didn’t even want to think about how her parents would react to news of her divorce. They were going to be devastated. Elijah was the son her father had never had, and he’d always charmed both of them. The same way he charmed everyone else, she thought bitterly. They might take her side, but she still worried that they might think she was to blame.

Justin pressed his lips together and nodded slowly, drawing her attention back to him. He rubbed his finger over the bottom of his chin. She could read the questions in his eyes—why would she call her father and why couldn’t she take care of the puppies? She owed him some sort of explanation after the way he’d taken her in without hesitation. For crying out loud, he’d offered her a job and a place to stay.

Before he knew who you were.

“I was on my way to my parents’ house when I got surprised by this storm.”

He didn’t look convinced, as if he knew she was holding back information. It was in his best interest to let her call her father and leave, but something in her eyes seemed to make him think twice. “You don’t want to stay and help with the pups?” he asked. “At least until your car gets fixed?”

“I can always come back for the car later.” She avoided his first question, finding it hard not to be drawn into the depths of those blue eyes, and forced herself to look away from him.

“Alyssa?” He said her name quietly, cajolingly. Her heart skipped several beats and her gaze jumped up to meet his at the way he drawled her name and chuckled quietly. His lips curved into a smile, but she could see a different emotion in his blue eyes. They were penetrating, empathetic, almost convincing her to tell him everything she’d gone through over the past day and a half. Almost.

“You’re so full of it.”

“I’m not lying,” she argued, trying to calm her racing heart.

“I didn’t say you were.” His blue eyes were intense, seeing far more than she wanted him to. “That’s at least four hours of travel, more like five with the snow. Besides, we’re both adults. I think I can trust you to keep your hands to yourself, right?” Justin winked at her and gave her a playful grin, that dimple creasing his cheek again.

This man had her stomach flipping and twirling, like a Cirque du Soleil performer. It was a feeling she hadn’t had since . . . well, she didn’t remember ever reacting this way to a man, not even with Elijah, and they’d dated since her senior year of college, when she first started acting. How could a stranger cause this sort of reaction in her body with nothing more than a smile? Alyssa felt a small measure of guilt travel down her spine. A married woman shouldn’t feel this way just because a handsome man smiled at her. What about your husband?

Ex-husband, she corrected herself again. And it never seemed to stop Elijah from straying.

It was time she admitted that her marriage had been over for a long time; Alyssa just hadn’t wanted to believe it. Neither of them was in love with the other. She wasn’t sure they ever had been. It hurt her to find out he’d been sleeping around, especially when Lillian claimed she wasn’t the only woman, but Elijah had always loved the idea of their marriage, the fame it gave him, far more than the reality of it. She’d only wished she’d seen it sooner.

The baby kicked, bumping against her hand. Elijah was still the father of her child. She needed to try to make this work, to forgive him, for the baby. She and Elijah had been happy together once. Maybe they could settle for that, for their child’s sake, if she could just find a way to forgive him.

She ignored the voice that taunted her for her naiveté. She had to stop thinking about her past, the what-ifs and should-haves. She knew she couldn’t overlook his affairs, and he wouldn’t ever stop. Her future lay ahead, with her and her child. Everything else was fantasy that existed only in the pages of romantic comedy scripts. This was real life. Men weren’t knights in armor. Happily ever afters were reserved for the big screen in two hours of edited scenes.

“Had to think about it that long?” Justin was still staring at her, as if he was trying to wait her out with that sexy gaze of his. It almost worked.

“I was just . . . thinking.”

“Okay,” he finally said, rising from the desk. “I won’t push you to tell me what’s going on, but if you want someone you can talk to, honestly, without judgment, we’ve got a long, sleepless night ahead of us taking care of these puppies. As much as I’d like to offer you a bed, I need those hands of yours again.”

What was that supposed to mean?

He moved to the front of the desk and held out his hand, waiting for her to take it. She looked at his long fingers, more refined than she’d expected for a man his size, but calloused from hard work. Justin was completely unlike the polished men she’d spent the past six years schmoozing in Hollywood, the antithesis of her normal life.

“The mom should be coming around, and I don’t want her to be worried about her pups,” he explained, reaching toward her.

She took his hand, letting him help her up from the chair, eyeing him speculatively. She might not know him well, but he had that look in his eyes that said he wasn’t giving up this easily. He wanted answers, so she’d better figure out something to tell him soon.
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