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      When my French Bulldog gets sick during an unexpected snow storm, the town’s new veterinarian offers to come to my secluded cabin to check on my ailing pooch.

      Expecting a middle-aged woman, I’m shocked when the most stunning beauty I’ve ever seen knocks on my front door.

      One look at the curvy beauty and my brain cells go on strike.

      Like an idiot, I let my mouth runaway with consulting my mind and I end up insulting her.

      Luckily for me, the weather cooperates and traps my curvy girl in the secluded cabin with me.

      I plan to use the time wisely. Winning over the girl who stole my heart won’t be easy, but I’ll do whatever it takes to convince her to forget my Chilly Reception and take a chance on forever with me.
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            RAND

          

        

      

    

    
      “Odin, you lazy, little shit.” Adding sugar to my coffee, I call to my black French Bulldog, but he snuggles back into the warm comforter and ignores me. “It’s snowing outside,” I add. That draws a reaction from him. He hops from the bed and follows me to the living room, stretching on the way.

      After pulling on my heavy winter coat, I grab his matching coat and boots. Rolling my eyes, I squat down to dress the spoiled pooch. Thank God there’s no one for miles around to see me walking my warmly dressed dog. “I can’t believe I let my mother talk me into this shit,” I grumble to Odin. “Fucking designer clothes for dogs is crazy.”

      Odin ignores my bitching and waits by the door for me to let him outside. A blast of frigid air nails me in the face as I follow my excited pet out into the blinding snow. This November winter storm snuck up out of nowhere. As one of the town recluses, I usually crave the solitude that Alaskan winters bring. This year, I procrastinated, and this bad weather caught me with my pants down. I’ve had a writing deadline occupying my thoughts and haven’t prepared for the long, cold winter months ahead.

      Within a few minutes, my spoiled, indoor-loving dog comes running up onto the porch. I roll my eyes as he dances around, waiting for me to open the front door.

      “Let’s get you some breakfast.” My glasses fog as we enter the warm cabin, reminding me I forgot to remove them before taking Odin out. After heating his fancy dog food, I place the plate in front of the fireplace and head to the kitchen to rewarm my coffee.

      A blinking icon on my computer screen warns me I have a video message. This far up in the mountains, I have spotty cell phone service at best, which doesn’t bother me at all. My family knows the easiest way to reach me is on the computer. As a writer, I needed a reliable way to communicate with both my editor and agent. Satellite internet provides dependable service year-round, and I can conveniently ignore all the calls I don’t want to take.

      “Hello,” I answer my mother’s call.

      As she appears on the screen, I notice the worry shining in her pale blue eyes. “I heard the weather is turning bad out there,” she frets. My mother keeps an eye on the weather conditions here and panics every time a storm blasts through Polar Bear, Alaska. Odin walks over and drops at my feet when he hears her voice.

      “It’s not too bad.” I downplay the conditions, attempting to soothe my mother’s nerves. My dad escapes to the golf course to avoid her dramatics. “Odin loves the new coat and boots you sent.” Trying to distract her doesn’t work.

      “You should bring him here when it gets cold.” It’s an argument we’ve had often over the last two years. My mother thinks we should spend every winter with her in Florida.

      When my mystery book series, Roland & Flint, took off, I went from high school English teacher and part-time writer to overnight sensation. Life in the spotlight got old quickly, between the constant deadlines and dealing with fans showing up at my door. Needing to escape and concentrate on my writing, I bought an isolated log cabin in Alaska. At first, I planned to stay at the cabin a few months out of the year to work. But the small town’s peace and tranquility quickly grew on me, and I decided to make it my permanent home. I love Polar Bear, but loneliness began to weigh on me. A couple of Christmases ago, my mother surprised me with Odin. I still miss human company sometimes, but the quiet solitude is worth it.

      “We’re perfectly fine here,” I remind her. Visiting my mother in Florida is great occasionally, but I don’t ever plan to move back there. “I have everything I need for the winter.” Well, almost. When they announced the approaching storm, I placed an online order for my supplies that should be delivered next week if the roads are passable. If not, I’ll make do with the non-perishables I’ve been storing up all summer. “I have enough dog food to last me for five years,” I tease.

      “You better have enough to take care of my little man.” My mother stares at me and raises an eyebrow. I’m not sure if she misses me or my dog more.

      Keeping my face straight is hard, but I manage to contain my eye roll. “Don’t worry. I will take good care of the spoiled pest.” I joke about Odin, but my mother knows how much the little shit means to me.

      “Pick him up so I can say hi,” she orders me. Reaching down, I lift him up and hold him in the camera’s view. My spoiled pooch licks the screen as my mother talks to him. “Keep him warm,” she reminds me.

      “Don’t worry,” I reassure her. “I have to go. I’m expecting a call from Hanna.” My editor checks in on my progress every Monday morning. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” I promise my mother before hanging up.

      After placing Odin on his bed in the corner, I wait to hear from Hanna. Our weekly meeting is short since I don’t have a book due for several months.

      “Odin.” I head to the living room to find my all too-quiet pet. “Are you getting into trouble?” I ask while noticing the guilty look on his face. Finding no signs of destruction, I wonder if I imagined the look.

      I’m sitting at my computer when Odin walks up and vomits on my shoe. Fuck. The little shit did get into something earlier. I lay him on his bed in front of the fireplace before cleaning up the mess. Two hours later, I clean up puke for the third time as worry clouds my mind. My poor buddy is really sick. Staring out the window, I see the storm darkening the sky and decide he needs medical attention.

      Polar Bear’s long-time vet, Dr. Simms, retired several months ago and a new, female vet took over the practice. Since Odin hasn’t needed to see her, I haven’t met her yet. No time like the present runs through my mind as I dial the veterinary office.

      The emergency operator assures me the vet will be by soon. It’s grown darker now and I’m glad I won’t have to brave the storm for Odin to be seen. Hanging up the phone, I find my dog snoring loudly on his fluffy bed. Hopefully, he rests until help arrives.
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      Well, they say no good deed goes unpunished. I wipe off the windshield with a fast-food napkin and pray I manage to find Rand Ryland’s cabin. Thick snowflakes fall all around me, covering the ground, and it’s nearly impossible to make out the lines on the road.

      My family begged me to reconsider my move to Polar Bear, Alaska. They warned me the winters are brutal and a city girl like me will have a hard time adjusting, but I ignored their reservations. The small town needed a new veterinarian, and I craved a new adventure. Win-win.

      As the weather turns colder and winter storms blow in, I’m starting to wonder if I made the wrong decision. Sure, I fell in love with the tiny town four months ago when the mild summer warmth welcomed me. Now, I’m freezing my baguettes off and second-guessing this bright idea.

      After graduating, I had a hard time finding a veterinary practice where I felt welcome. Young, blonde, and abundantly curvy automatically equals not too bright in many of the older veterinarians’ minds. One of my college professors had the perfect solution. His uncle was retiring and needed someone reliable to take over his practice in Polar Bear, Alaska.

      I jumped at the opportunity to buy a well-established business in the quaint town and ignored any possible consequences. Like dying on an icy mountain road trying to find an isolated cabin in the dark. My poor little French Bulldog patient is waiting for me to help him, and I’m the one who needs assistance.

      Since moving here several months ago, I’ve worked hard to show my new patients that I’m knowledgeable and capable of taking over for Dr. Simms. “I might not live long enough to prove I deserve this chance,” I mutter as my SUV slides on the slick road. My heart pounds in my chest as I debate turning back. Up ahead, I faintly see the sign for Mistletoe Mountain Road and breathe a sigh of relief.

      Rand Ryland’s cabin should be right after the next curve. The residents in Polar Bear love to gossip about the famous writer living on Mistletoe Mountain, but I haven’t met him. Evidently, he doesn’t come to town much. His French Bulldog, Odin, has an appointment for his check-up in a few months, and I figured I’d meet the infamous Mr. Ryland at that time.

      Unfortunately, Odin had other ideas. He’s violently ill, and I’m trying to make it out to his isolated home in the middle of a horrible November storm. Rand Ryland sounded frantic earlier on the emergency answering machine. I’d just sat down to eat my dinner in front of the television when the call came through. I didn’t have the heart to ask him to load up the sick animal and drive it all the way to town in a snowstorm, so I told the operator to
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