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      “You’re doing great, Chrys.” Tanner Hill smiled as he petted Chrysothemis, one of his prized female golden retrievers. Apollo, her mate for this litter, stood at his shoulder, as though he knew these were his offspring. “That makes boy number four.” He gently picked up the pink, hairless puppy and allowed his mother to lick the newborn clean. He nudged the baby dog next to his brothers and helped him find nourishment. The pup latched on like a champ.

      Whelping puppies was one of Tanner’s favorite times. It was a renewal of life, hope, and a promise for the future. In eighteen months, these puppies would offer a veteran, suffering from PTSD those same emotions.

      Two hours ago, Apollo had found Tanner in his office, deep in the endless paperwork associated with running a training facility for service dogs. The old man of the kennel had released his come now bark. Tanner hadn’t heard that particular intonation since Afghanistan, where Apollo had been by his side as a bomb-sniffing dog. Jumping up, Tanner had followed the animal he’d trusted with his life during their years together in the Marines.

      In the reception area of the kennel, he’d been brought to Chrys curled into the tree skirt. She’d been breathing heavily, obviously in labor. Tanner turned off the bright Christmas tree lights and sat next to her, offering what comfort he could. So much for the whelping box he’d carefully prepared. Chrys had done the same thing with the last litter, but she’d chosen the laundry room in his house.

      He watched as she expelled yet another puppy. When she twisted to get to the newest one, he gently laid her head back down and petted the length of her sweaty body. “Let me help. I’ll get it for you.” He kept his voice low and tender. As he repeated the process, he commented, “Another boy,” and smiled over his shoulder at the proud father. Apollo, for some reason, usually sired males, which worked well for Tanner’s business. Most often, the vets who suffered the worst PTSD symptoms preferred a male service dog.

      Chrys sighed and her breathing relaxed. She must be done. Tanner regretted not taking the momma-to-be to the veterinarian yesterday to get an x-ray to count the pups as he’d planned, but he’d been short-handed. Two of his kennel kids, as he liked to call the high schoolers who cleaned the kennels and runs, had asked for the day off since their parents were traveling elsewhere for the holiday.

      Too late now. She’d gone into labor several days early, according to his estimate. Tanner was an experienced midwife and it wasn’t Chrys’s first time either. They should be fine. But just to make sure, he called the veterinarian.

      His call went to voice mail. “Hey, Case, sorry I didn’t make it in yesterday for that x-ray, but it doesn’t matter now. I’m sitting here on the lobby floor whelping puppies. Everything seems to be going fine. I’ll call you if that changes. See you at your Mom’s place tomorrow. Four o’clock, right?” Tanner disconnected the call.

      Bleep. The security gate notification broke the spell of the heartwarming scene before him.

      Who would be coming here at this hour, and on Christmas Eve? Tanner checked the huge black watch he’d worn since Explosive Ordnance Disposal school. Although dark outside, it was only seven-thirty, not as late as he’d thought. Whoever it was had the code to the gate because he saw the security panel change to someone entering. A glance at the constantly changing video display showed Dr. Bailey Conrad’s little sports car speeding up the slippery driveway as the falling snow blocked large portions of the feed.

      Tanner’s whole body warmed at the mere thought of her impending arrival. She was an incredible woman. Every day she helped veterans heal their minds from the horrors they experienced during war. But she also bore the scars of battle, both internally and externally.

      He looked directly into the eyes of Chrys as he lightly held her head and promised, “I’ll be right back. You’ll be fine. Apollo will watch over you.” As he rose, he gave a hand signal to the new poppa.

      Tanner dashed into the bathroom and washed his hands, then slid into his boots. He grabbed his jacket and headed for the door. Had he realized how much snow had fallen in the past few hours, he would have shoveled, but he’d procrastinated since he doubted anyone would come until his trainers showed up for work on December 26. He was wrong.

      Tanner glanced toward Chrys. Apollo sniffed his offspring and licked the face of their mother. Talk about a Hallmark moment. He loved his dogs, even the newest five he hadn’t gotten to know yet. Their personalities would develop quickly and Tanner couldn’t wait to begin their training.

      Satisfied everything was fine with the new family, he rushed into the blowing snow. He reached the end of the long sidewalk as Bailey slid to a stop. Circling the powerful little car, he opened the door for her.

      “Take these before I eat them all.” A large plastic box was shoved through the open space. Maybe she was just dropping off and wouldn’t come in.

      Tanner’s heart sank. He couldn’t blame her though. No doubt she wanted to get home before the storm got worse. Although the snow delighted children dreaming of a white Christmas, it could be a nightmare for adults traveling on this holiday.

      Bailey swung her good leg out and followed it with the boot-clad prosthesis. She shifted her feet back and forth, from the knee down. “Like my new boots?”

      Tanner tore his gaze from her dazzling smile and cheery face to take in the red boots polka-dotted with every color in a crayon box. His smile widened. They were so Bailey. Utilitarian, yet a little wild. “They’re something else, that’s for sure.”

      She took the hand he offered and stepped away from the car. Heat radiated up his arm from the point they connected. This always happened when they touched and it embarrassed him. This had never occurred with any other woman, but always did with Bailey, even if they casually brushed against each other. Maybe she had a high body temperature, or something.

      He glanced down the twenty feet to the office. “I’m sorry I didn’t clear the walkway, but I wasn’t expecting company. You’ll have to watch your step.”

      Her raised eyebrows nearly reached the red cap she wore over her shoulder-length black hair. “I can do this, you know.”

      “I’m sure you can,” Tanner agreed, “but I can’t afford a lawsuit if you fall and get hurt. Now be a good girl and hang onto my arm.”

      While she obviously hated to accept his help, she did as he’d asked. Her slightly uneven gait was barely noticeable most of the time, but he felt a slight pressure when she carefully placed the once-damaged leg. Tanner savored the way she leaned into him, trusting that he had her.

      “What the heck are you doing out in this weather?” Tanner scolded as they made their way to the kennel’s office.

      “I wanted to give you those cookies and wish you a Merry Christmas.” Bailey leaned on him as she stepped onto shining concrete covered in a thin layer of ice. “I’m headed into D.C. to spend Christmas with my friends. You remember Katlin, don’t you?”

      “Oh, yeah, I know Katlin, and her crew.” He‘d trained the Rottweiler mixed breed she’d rescued from the pound. Then retrained him before he realized he needed to train Katlin and four women she was with constantly. Together, they were fun, and a little crazy. But he’d felt the underlying anxiety in each of them. He wasn’t sure exactly what they did for the Department of Homeland Security, and truthfully, didn’t want to know, but the group of military women lived together and traveled a lot. The second time around, he’d trained their dog with several of the calming skills used with PTSD vets. It seemed to be working. On her last visit to drop the dog off for boarding, he’d seen a significant difference in Katlin.

      As Tanner and Bailey neared the glass door to the lobby, he remembered what he’d been doing before she’d arrived. Hoping she wouldn’t be grossed out, or worse yet, faint, he warned, “Chrys is having her puppies⁠—”

      “Oh my gosh,” Bailey interrupted. “Are they all okay? How many did she have? When did she have them? This is such great news for your breeding program. I’ll bet you’re excited.”

      “Whoa.” Tanner stopped the rapid fire of questions. “Take a breath. She was having them when you drove in so I have to warn you, the tree skirt is ruined. Giving birth isn’t pretty.”

      “Ahhh, she had them under the Christmas tree?” Bailey hurried her steps. “I want to see.”

      She’d obviously missed his point. “It’s going to be messy in there.”

      “In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m a woman.” She took a step and her boot slid an inch, but balanced herself and kept on moving. “I know all about messes.”

      Oh, he’d noticed all right. He’d seen her curvaceous little body in spandex-hugging running gear as she practiced for the regional qualifications for the Paralympics last year. Now, she was working toward representing the U.S.A. in Rio.

      When he opened the door for Bailey, he heard a whimper. His gaze flew to Chrys. She was obviously in distress. Big brown eyes beseeched him to help. A peek over his shoulder at Bailey assured him she was fine. In three long strides, he was beside his dog. Counting the pups feeding and sleeping next to her, she hadn’t had another. With a glance at her backside, he knew she wasn’t done.

      Tanner grabbed his cell phone and debated calling the veterinarian, his good friend Case. This was Chrys’s third litter, so she was aware of what to do and had embraced the mothering instinct before. A touch to her abdomen indicated that she was having another contraction.

      He felt a tug on his jacket collar. The clean, lightly citrus scent told him that Bailey stood behind him, but he kept his eyes on the distressed dog.

      Soft hands on the back of his neck sent tingles down his spine. “Let me take your coat and hang it up, then I’ll come help you.”

      He let her slide the coat off his shoulders and focused on the panting female dog in front of him. “I think there are more puppies.” At least that’s what Tanner hoped. If she were having other problems, he’d need Case to get there right away. Given the weather, they might try a video call.

      Bailey positioned herself on the floor beside him, extending her prosthesis out straight. “What can I do to help? Should I boil water or something?”

      He chuckled. “That’s just in the movies.” The sack-covered nose of another puppy emerged.

      “Oh, my.” Bailey’s words were exaggerated on a long exhale of breath. “I’ve never seen anything being born before.”

      “Never?” Tanner looked at her now. Her brown eyes were wide, amazement written across her pretty heart-shaped face. He’d grown up right there, on his grandparents’ farm, which he’d converted into his kennel and training facility after he’d gotten out of the military.

      His family had raised cattle for three generations, so he’d helped pull calves since…well…all his life. The cats that populated the barn and caught the ever-present mice seemed to have kittens constantly. Then there were the dogs. He had seemed to collect them, but Nonni made him stop at eight additional mouths to feed. He couldn’t imagine a life without animals and all the joys they bring.

      “Never.” She sounded disappointed. “My mother refused to allow animals in the house, especially anything the size of these goldens.” She hugged Apollo and leaned into the dog. “So what do you think, big boy? Are you excited about your new babies?”

      Big boy? Tanner glanced at Bailey. Oh, she was talking to Apollo, not me.

      As though the dog understood her words, he licked Bailey’s face. Apollo was trained to read reactions and it suddenly hit Tanner, Bailey was highly emotional at that moment and his dog was comforting her. He should probably be the one offering…whatever she needed.

      The next puppy fully appeared, and Chrys did her thing by cleaning him up.

      “Scoop the puppy up in your hands and place him with the others,” Tanner instructed.

      “I…I can’t do that,” Bailey protested. “It’s so little.” She stared at the squirming new life. “And naked.”

      Tanner burst out laughing. “It has hair, just not all fluffy like you’re used to.” He poked her with his elbow. “Go on.”

      He could practically see her mental pep talk as resolve moved through her body. With an almost imperceptible nod, she slid her hands under the wet puppy and held it up to him. “Now what?”

      “Put him—no, roll it over and let’s see if it’s a boy or girl.” Tanner watched pink tinge her cheeks and roll down her neck. She was so cute, he wanted to take her face in his hands and kiss those glossy lips.

      Bailey shoved the precious bundle toward him. “You can do that.”

      He held both her hands in one of his and rolled the puppy over with the other. Prominently on display was his manhood. “Another boy. That makes five.” Tanner guided their hands down to where the others were suckling as he rolled the newest one to its feet. “I like to help them get nourishment right away. The mother accepts her offspring faster when they eat and she provides them with her own immunities. Chrys is a good mom and all these will do fine.” When Tanner released her hands, it was as though a part of him had left.

      Bailey leaned in close and watched the puppies as some fed and others dozed. Her face was mere inches from his. If she moved her face…

      No. They were business colleagues. She determined which veterans would benefit from having a psychiatric service dog and told him what to train the dog to do. Together, they’d helped forty-eight vets so far, and he had a kennel filled with more dogs at various stages of training. There were hundreds of dog training facilities in
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