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      Trapped together by a deadly blizzard, no-nonsense Alice and rugged rancher Blake are forced to face the heat of their growing attraction. As they fight to save a sick horse and survive the storm Blake’s tough exterior begins to melt, revealing the protector underneath. But with danger outside and tension rising inside, resisting each other might be the hardest battle. Will they weather the storm and find love, or will the snow bury their chance of happiness?
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      Fumbling for the phone by her bedside, veterinarian Alice Allen forced herself awake. Calls in the early hours were not unusual, and she needed her brain switched on.

      A squint at the clock showed two a.m.

      “Doc, is that you?”

      The rough male voice on the other end of the line made it sound urgent. “Blake?” She’d know his husky tone anywhere. And could picture the rancher’s dangerous eyes. Even on the phone, Blake Carter’s blazing sex appeal was unavoidable, and her body thrilled on cue.

      Which she could do without. Knuckling her eyes, she rammed her brain into gear and slid out of bed. Blake was a mountain of a man, a no-nonsense cowboy with the emotional range of a rock. Her body might get excited at the sound of his voice, but, not surprisingly, Blake had shown no interest in Alice, who was known as the Ice Queen.

      Unless there was an emergency with one of his animals.

      “Blake? What’s up? What can I do for you?”

      “Get out here right away.”

      With her shoulder holding the phone to her ear, she dragged on clothes. “What are we dealing with?”

      “Just get here, will you?”

      The line cut before she had a chance to ask more. She knew where Blake’s ranch was. She’d attended in the past, but had never heard him sound quite so strung out. The model of steely calm, Blake dealt with problems on his rescue ranch that could break a man, but they only seemed to make him stronger. Some said he preferred animals to people, and everyone agreed that no one messed with Blake Carter.

      “Come on, Bear, we’ve got work to do.”

      Alice’s big old rescue dog was pretending to be asleep, but he had one eye open, watching her. Flopping to the floor from the end of the bed, he stared up at Alice accusingly.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll keep each other warm,” she said with more confidence than she felt as she gazed out at the snow that had been drifting down since early afternoon. It was early in the season for bad weather, but since when had the weather gods cared about that?

      As she tugged on her waterproof coverall, Alice couldn’t help a mischievous thought. What would it feel like if Blake Carter kept her warm? She laughed. As if a hot cowboy like Blake could be bothered melting an Ice Queen! The sight of Alice in her shapeless but practical work clothes was enough to put any man off. And Blake Carter wasn’t just any man. He was the best-looking man in town, if muscles and tan and macho charisma were your thing.

      Notorious for his appeal to women, Blake was equally notorious for sending them packing before they had a chance to get their feet under his table. “Well, as I’m not interested, that’s not a problem for me,” she told Bear. “Come on, let’s go.”

      Snatching up her medical bag, confident she had every piece of equipment she needed in her ancient truck, she pulled on a pair of heavy boots together with a hat, a muffler, and a coat that could withstand Arctic conditions.

      Thank goodness the truck started the first time around! Nothing was certain when Alice was her own mechanic and her vehicle was so old that it was becoming increasingly hard to source spare parts. Bear liked the truck. He’d made his own indentation on the front seat where he sat, securely fastened in his harness.

      Her pulse picked up pace on the way to Blake’s ranch. Weather conditions were worsening, and the roads would soon become blocked. Hopefully, whatever medical emergency Blake had called her to deal with could be sorted out in time for her to get home. The last thing she wanted was to be stranded in the middle of nowhere with a hot rodeo star who now owned a ranch, together with every female heart in the county.

      She felt sorry for those women. Blake’s first love had always been animals. Talk in town said women came a very poor second to that. Blake’s reputation for loving hard and then walking away was unequaled. Easy on the eyes, with an electric-blue stare and a jaw that could crack granite, Blake Carter was unashamedly virile. His blistering appeal was impossible to ignore, even for a woman like Alice, who had sworn off men.

      “No worries there, Bear,” she informed the big dog confidently.

      Bear’s answer was a contented snuffle. Bear was the perfect silent companion. He never argued or complained. “Blake has never done more than grunt at me,” she informed Bear as he snuffled on. “I doubt he’d recognize me in the street.”

      Yet he had called her in the middle of the night rather than wake one of the older, more established partners in the practice…

      They were old, she was young, Alice reminded herself. Blake was only being thoughtful.

      As for Blake grunting at her… Why would he do more when her nickname was the Ice Queen? Some of the cowboys called her Doc A—and not because her name was Alice, but because she was so anal, one of the female grooms had confided. Alice had brushed this off at the time because she was anal when it came to her job. Animals deserved the very best of her and nothing less.

      Thinking about Blake was better than looking out the windshield at the weather, which was growing increasingly concerning. The wind was blowing hard now, driving piles of snow into drifts at the side of the road. There weren’t many things that could distract Alice from a risky drive down icy roads, but Blake Carter was one of them.

      Blake used to manage a huge spread, but he’d made enough money on the rodeo circuit to buy a broken-down ranch. Blake had used his wealth, along with the expertise he’d gained working for one of the most successful ranchers in the state, to turn a derelict property into a thriving concern. But with a twist. He’d transformed the Bar-C into an animal rescue center.

      “Okay, Bear, we’re here,” she announced as they drove beneath the Bar-C archway.

      The big dog grunted, but didn’t lift his head as Alice pressed down on the gas. She could make up some speed along the drive to the ranch house, as it had not only been cleared, but sanded.

      Drawing to a halt in a well-lit stable yard she was impressed by the sense of order. The ranch was not as she remembered it from Old Man Turner’s time. The man Blake had bought the ranch from had been careless with his animals and his property, making the impact of Blake’s takeover all the more striking. The place was tidy. This was one of the first signs Alice looked for in a well-run ranch. She could see several barns were in various states of repair. Some had been completely renovated and others were well on their way.

      The cold shocked her as she stepped outside her heated truck. Flurries of snow were fast becoming battering battalions of ice thanks to the wind. “Come on, Bear, let’s go find Blake.”

      The big dog followed her into a barn that smelled clean and fresh. The sense of purpose among Blake’s staff was impressive. But could any man and his team rescue so many animals? Every stall was full. There were even hutches and cages in the well-ordered tack room. A quick glance inside proved the occupants of those enclosures were being well cared for. Every ranch kept basic medicines on hand, but what she was seeing here went far beyond that. Water bowls were full of clean water and the bedding was fresh. Whatever these animals had suffered, someone was seeing them well on their way to recovery. And that someone was Blake.

      As she stood a moment to admire the rows of polished tack, her gaze was drawn to Blake’s famous saddle. Everyone in town thought him a local hero for winning the saddle in a national rodeo. Hand-stitched by the best saddle maker in the country, it featured ornamental tooling as well as intricate silverwork.

      “Alice?”

      Blake’s deep voice made her jump.

      “I’m over here.”

      She found Blake in a nearby stall, crooning to an emaciated horse. As always, her first impulse was pity, and her second was anger because only human neglect could bring an animal to this. Seeing the poor creature’s head bowed in dejection cut her like a knife, but she never allowed feelings to interfere with her logical brain. Working through possible aggravating factors that she couldn’t see, as well as a treatment plan going forward was more help to the horse than crying over his pain
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