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Chapter 1 – The Puppy With No Name

[image: ]


Jeremy Calloway did not attend charity galas for enjoyment.

He attended because markets responded well to philanthropy. Because shareholders liked photographs of benevolent billionaires. Because the board preferred headlines about generosity over acquisitions.

And tonight’s event—an upscale pet adoption benefit hosted at the Calloway Grand Hotel—checked every public-relations box.

Crystal chandeliers shimmered above rows of white linen tables. A string quartet played something soft and forgettable. Waiters drifted through the ballroom with champagne flutes balanced on silver trays.

And scattered strategically throughout the elegance—

Were puppies.

Jeremy stood near the back of the ballroom, fingers loosely wrapped around a glass of sparkling water he had no intention of drinking. His tailored tuxedo fit him flawlessly. His silver hair, precisely styled, caught the light. He looked every inch the composed titan of industry the business magazines adored.

He felt none of it.

Across the room, a golden retriever puppy tumbled out of a satin-lined basket and promptly tripped over its own paws.

A ripple of laughter moved through the crowd.

Jeremy’s jaw tightened.

He had been informed there would be “tasteful animal interaction.” He had not anticipated chaos wrapped in fur.

“Mr. Calloway.”

He turned to see a young woman approaching him with steady steps, a clipboard tucked beneath her arm. She wasn’t wearing a glittering gown like the donors. Instead, she wore fitted black trousers, boots, and a cream blouse with the sleeves rolled to her elbows.

Practical.

Her dark hair was pulled into a loose ponytail, a few strands escaping around her face. She looked young—mid-twenties, perhaps—but there was nothing uncertain about her gaze.

“I’m Nicolina Rossi,” she said, offering her hand. “Lead trainer for the rescue.”

Her handshake was firm. Warm.

Jeremy nodded once. “Calloway.”

“I know,” she said lightly.

There was no simpering. No breathy admiration.

He found that... refreshing.

Before he could respond, a sudden weight pressed against his polished Italian loafers.

Jeremy looked down.

The golden retriever puppy had waddled directly into him and was now enthusiastically chewing the hem of his trouser leg.

A faint snicker sounded from somewhere behind them.

Jeremy stiffened. “Remove it.”

Nicolina didn’t move immediately. Instead, she crouched beside him, studying the puppy with amusement dancing in her eyes.

“Well,” she said, “looks like he’s made his decision.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“He likes you.”

Jeremy stared at the small creature currently gnawing on fabric that cost more than most people’s monthly rent.

“That,” he said evenly, “is not a decision I’ve made.”

The puppy released his trousers only to climb—clumsily but determinedly—onto Jeremy’s shoe, tail wagging with unrestrained enthusiasm.

Nicolina scooped him up at last, cradling him against her chest. The puppy immediately tried to lick her chin.

“He’s been shy all evening,” she said. “Hasn’t approached anyone.”

Jeremy arched a brow. “So I should feel honored?”

“Maybe.”

She adjusted the puppy in her arms, and for a fleeting second, the ballroom faded. Jeremy noticed the way she held the animal—not as an accessory, not as a spectacle—but as something precious.

“You don’t strike me as someone who came here to adopt,” she added.

“I didn’t.”

“That’s what they all say.”

He studied her. She wasn’t intimidated by him. Not by the tuxedo, the reputation, the hotel bearing his name.

Interesting.

The puppy squirmed suddenly, reaching toward Jeremy again with tiny, insistent paws.

Without thinking—without understanding why—Jeremy extended his hands.

Nicolina hesitated only briefly before transferring the puppy into his arms.

The weight was negligible. Warm. Alive.

The puppy wriggled, then settled, pressing his small body against Jeremy’s chest as if it belonged there.

The noise of the ballroom seemed to dim.

Jeremy hadn’t held anything fragile in a very long time.

The puppy’s heartbeat fluttered against his palm.

Something unfamiliar stirred in his chest—something dangerously close to ache.

“He’s eight weeks old,” Nicolina said softly. “Found abandoned with his litter near a construction site.”

Jeremy’s fingers absently stroked the puppy’s soft ear.

Abandoned.

The word lingered longer than it should have.

“He’ll need patience,” she continued. “Training. Structure. Time.”

Time.

Jeremy’s schedule was measured in fifteen-minute increments. His calendar dictated his days. His nights.

He did not have time.

The puppy yawned—wide, pink, utterly defenseless—before nestling deeper against him.

A laugh escaped Jeremy before he could stop it.

It was quiet. Rough with disuse.

Nicolina noticed. He could tell.

Her expression shifted—not triumphant, not calculating. Just... observant.

“He chose you,” she repeated.

“That’s absurd.”

“Dogs are good judges of character.”

Jeremy glanced at her. “And what does that say about mine?”

“That you look scarier than you are.”

A beat.

He almost smiled.

Across the room, a photographer lifted a camera.

Jeremy’s posture straightened instantly.

“This is not a wise decision,” he murmured, more to himself than to her.

“Adopting him?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“You haven’t even said yes.”

Haven’t I?

He looked down again.

The puppy had fallen asleep.

Just like that.

In his arms.

As if trust were the simplest thing in the world.

Jeremy’s house had been silent for three years.

Too silent.

Rooms designed for entertaining now echoed with absence. Staff moved like ghosts. Dinners were eaten alone in a dining room built for twelve.

The quiet had weight.

The puppy shifted, sighing softly.

Nicolina watched him carefully now. Not pushing. Not selling.

Just waiting.

“What’s his name?” Jeremy asked.

“We haven’t given him one,” she said. “Didn’t want to get attached.”

Attached.

Jeremy exhaled slowly.

A life measured in contracts and mergers suddenly felt strangely small in comparison to the warm bundle breathing against his chest.

“Where do I sign?” he asked.

For the first time that evening, Nicolina looked surprised.

“You’re serious?”

“I don’t make jokes about paperwork.”

A slow smile spread across her face.

It transformed her.

“Yes, Mr. Calloway,” she said, reaching for her clipboard. “You’re serious.”
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The ballroom buzzed as word spread.

Billionaire Adopts Rescue Puppy.

Flashbulbs sparked like fireworks.

Jeremy ignored them.

He signed the documents with steady precision.

Nicolina walked him through the basics—feeding schedule, vaccinations, recommended supplies. Her tone was professional again, though a hint of warmth lingered beneath it.

“You’ll need a crate,” she said. “Training pads. Chew toys. And patience.”

“I employ over three thousand people,” Jeremy replied dryly. “I’m familiar with management.”

She tilted her head. “Dogs aren’t employees.”

“No?”

“They don’t respond to authority. They respond to trust.”

Their eyes held.

Something flickered there—brief, electric, unexpected.

Jeremy broke the contact first.

“My assistant will arrange whatever is necessary.”

“I’d recommend hands-on involvement,” she countered gently. “It matters.”

He studied her for a long moment.

“You’re very comfortable giving me instructions.”

She didn’t flinch. “He deserves it.”

Jeremy glanced down at the puppy—still asleep, oblivious to the cameras, the wealth, the spectacle.

Deserves it.

“Yes,” Jeremy said quietly. “I suppose he does.”

Nicolina handed him a small folder. “If you need training support, I offer private sessions.”

“Of course you do.”

“That wasn’t a sales pitch,” she said, lifting a brow. “It was a warning.”

Despite himself, Jeremy felt the corner of his mouth lift.

“Miss Rossi.”

“Nicolina.”

“Nicolina,” he corrected smoothly. “I have the distinct impression you believe I will fail spectacularly.”

“I think,” she said carefully, “that you’re about to discover your house isn’t as prepared as you think it is.”

Jeremy looked toward the towering chandeliers, the pristine marble floors, the immaculate order of his world.

He looked back at the puppy.

“I imagine,” he said, “that can be remedied.”

She smiled again—slow, knowing.

“Good luck, Mr. Calloway.”

He adjusted the puppy in his arms, surprisingly protective already.

As he walked toward the exit, cameras flashing and donors whispering, Jeremy felt something unfamiliar settle into his carefully constructed life.

Not control.

Not obligation.

Something softer.

In the quiet of the limousine, as the city lights streaked past the windows, the puppy stirred and blinked up at him with trusting brown eyes.

Jeremy swallowed.

“You have no idea what you’ve done,” he murmured.

The puppy licked his thumb.

For the first time in years, the silence waiting at home did not feel quite so absolute.

And somewhere back inside the glittering ballroom, Nicolina Rossi watched the departing car and wondered—

Whether the formidable Jeremy Calloway understood that tonight hadn’t been about publicity.

It had been about being chosen.

And neither of them yet realized just how much that small, stubborn puppy was about to change everything.
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Chapter 2 – This Dog Needs Structure
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Jeremy Calloway’s mansion had been designed for silence.

Forty-two thousand square feet of marble, glass, and curated stillness overlooking the city skyline. The floors gleamed. The art was original. The air carried the faint scent of lemon polish and discipline.

By 6:12 a.m., that silence was dead.

A sharp, high-pitched bark pierced the quiet like a fire alarm.

Jeremy’s eyes snapped open.

Another bark followed. Then a thud. Then the unmistakable sound of something small skidding wildly across imported hardwood.

He sat up slowly, jaw tightening.

He had reviewed quarterly projections past midnight. He had a video conference with Tokyo at eight. He had slept precisely four hours.

The barking continued.

“Unacceptable,” he muttered, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed.

He had insisted the puppy sleep in the adjoining sitting room. A tasteful bed had been purchased. Premium toys. Organic food. An entire delivery of “essentials” had arrived before midnight, courtesy of his assistant, Margaret.

Efficiency, he had assumed, solved most problems.

He stepped into the sitting room.

The puppy stood triumphantly in the center of an expensive Persian rug, tail wagging as if he had conquered a kingdom.

Jeremy followed the puppy’s gaze.

His Italian leather loafers—custom made in Florence—were no longer structurally sound.

One had been reduced to a fringe of decorative strips.

Jeremy inhaled slowly.

The puppy barked once, delighted with himself.

“This,” Jeremy said evenly, “is precisely why I do not make impulsive decisions.”

The puppy tilted his head.

Then squatted.

Jeremy’s eyes widened a fraction too late.

“No.”

It was.
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By 7:03 a.m., the staff had mobilized.

The rug was being professionally cleaned. The loafers were beyond repair. And the puppy—who had not yet been named—had discovered the joy of sprinting down long hallways at alarming speeds.

Jeremy attempted to conduct his Tokyo call from his home office.

“—and as you can see, the acquisition timeline remains intact,” he said smoothly into the camera.

Behind him, unseen by his colleagues, the puppy leapt onto a low antique table.

A crash echoed through the room.

Jeremy did not turn around.

His jaw flexed once.

“In fact,” he continued, voice steady, “we are ahead of schedule.”

A sharp yapping began. Insistent. Echoing.

On screen, one of the executives frowned. “Calloway-san... is everything all right?”

Jeremy held eye contact with the camera.

“Yes.”

The puppy began dragging what appeared to be a silk throw pillow across the marble floor, growling ferociously at it.

Jeremy closed his eyes briefly.

The barking intensified.

“Apologies,” he said tightly. “One moment.”

He muted the microphone and turned.

The puppy, energized by chaos, sprinted directly toward him and collided with his trouser leg.

Jeremy stumbled back half a step.

“Stop,” he commanded.

The puppy wagged harder.

Margaret appeared in the doorway, impeccably dressed as always, though her expression betrayed restrained concern.

“Sir,” she said gently, “may I suggest professional intervention?”

Jeremy stared at the creature currently chewing on the leg of a
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