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      Coming Home for Christmas brings together steamy holiday romances where snowy storms, second chances, and Christmas magic kindle the spark of love.

      

      When a snowstorm halts Olivia Miller’s holiday plans, rancher Lucas Peterson offers her refuge—and together, they discover that life’s greatest gifts often come through unexpected storms.

      

      Emma Miller’s reunion with billionaire Theodore White, an old high school friend, sparks a chance to mend old wounds and ignite a long-buried love.

      

      After a spark-filled night nine months ago, Amelia Miller and EMT Ryan Allen reconnect in an unexpected holiday twist that brings them face-to-face with love’s surprises.

      

      Dr. Noel Baker’s friendship with Dr. Hannah Young faces the ultimate test when a fake holiday relationship takes a passionate turn.

      

      Join these couples as they discover that, even in the coldest moments, the road home leads to love.
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        When Olivia Miller’s Christmas plans unravel in a blinding snowstorm, her life feels as bleak as the winter road. She’s lost her job, ended her engagement, and now, her car is stranded in snow. Just as hope slips away, rancher Lucas Peterson appears, offering her refuge from the freezing night.

      

        

      
        Lucas has his own ghosts this Christmas, haunted by his parents’ passing. As he and Olivia shelter together, a spark of attraction ignites—a love that grows as naturally as the season’s first snow.

      

        

      
        In this steamy holiday romance, Olivia and Lucas discover that sometimes, life’s storms bring the greatest gifts. Will their love be enough to melt the past’s icy hold and lead them toward a future of hope, joy, and holiday magic?
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      As Olivia Miller drove along the highway, the night hurled snow like Mother Nature spewed the white stuff.

      The blizzard warnings were right. The wind howled, blowing her little hatchback all over the road while big flakes smacked the windshield like tiny snowballs. What was she doing out in this mess?

      Music blared on the radio, and Olivia cringed at the Christmas carol that filled her car, asking for presents, snow, and mistletoe. Mother Nature was delivering on the snow.

      “I’ll be in Hell for Christmas,” she sang changing the words, tears flowing down her cheeks as she thought about her miserable life.

      This day couldn’t get much worse.

      The holiday season was supposed to be a beautiful, happy time. A time of love and family, and damn it, this was going to be the worst Christmas ever.

      Trying to watch the road, she wiped at the tears that had not stopped flowing since she’d left Billings.  She’d waited until the last minute to leave, waiting around for the big jerk since he promised to go with her. And now she was on the road to Whitefish later than she planned. The storm they’d been predicting was upon her. In the dark, she watched as the snowflakes flew in the headlights, the wind shoving from lane to lane, her windshield wipers working overtime to remove snow.

      Her sleigh was struggling and she wasn’t feeling jolly, merry, or bright.

      For the first time in years, her mother had issued a demand that the family gather at Christmastime for an important announcement and she’d thought that she and the jerk would be the center of that revelation.

      In her mind, she’d dreamed of an engagement ring and a happily ever after with him asking her in front of her family. Only the dream was a nightmare, and she’d been the only one thinking of a pledge to marry. Not the big jerk.

      The only disclosure she’d be making would be that she was still single and alone. That the man she’d thought was Mr. Right was actually Mr. All Wrong. Mr. All Wrong caught in bed with his coworker. Even now her eyes had a hard time unseeing the two of them entwined together, naked.

      And then there was a second life-changing event that had come completely out of the blue taking her by surprise.

      The only thing that could be worse would be if she was pregnant. Thank goodness she’d been on the pill. Especially now.

      Somewhere her life had taken a wrong turn and she’d found herself on a road she didn’t know how to navigate. Until today, she’d thought that everything was going great. Then life imploded and everything that could go wrong, did, including the job she loved.

      Fired.

      So what was the family message if not her engagement? She’d not been home since she graduated from college. Time seemed to have gotten away from her and she’d been focused on the asshole and being the best at her career.

      So much for the job and the man she loved.

      This was not the first time she’d found a boyfriend cheating on her. What was wrong with her that she seemed to choose men who couldn’t keep their dick in their pants?

      With a sigh, she wondered how her sisters would react to the news that, once again, she was on her own. Once again, she’d caught her man in bed with someone else. She doubted her siblings ever had problems in regard to men. Especially Amelia, the golden girl.

      One of the reasons she avoided going home was she knew she’d have to deal with her sisters. Why the urgency for the family to spend Christmas together? They’d grown up, and once they reached college, had become disconnected. By choice.

      And now the twins would be there. The favored girls. No, not the oldest woman but two girls that could do no wrong. Amelia’s life was always perfect. Head cheerleader, valedictorian, Mensa member, and scholarship winner.

      Now a lawyer.

      The family super achiever who probably had never broken a nail and her hair and makeup were always perfect and the world awaited her like a queen with her subjects. Bow down to Her Highness.

      And Emma was a carbon copy, though she was the introverted twin. Still a super achiever, Emma kept her accomplishments more on the down-low compared to Amelia’s shouting from the rooftops. A nurse in the NICU unit, she helped to save babies.

      Olivia…she just plodded along, thinking everything was fine and then she discovered the truth. And nothing was right. None of her decisions, her career, everything gone to hell.

      No one would ever call her an overachiever. And she doubted her sisters had ever been fired from their jobs.

      The snow was beginning to pile up on the road and the few cars that had been on the highway suddenly disappeared. It was just her and a truck that had been behind her for the last several miles. When she reached the next town, she would find a hotel and spend the night.

      Waiting for the big ass had been a huge mistake and now she was paying the price in more ways than one. Not only had he cheated on her, but he’d put her so far behind schedule to return home. The plan had been to leave at noon. At five, she gave up and went to his apartment. Mistake number two.

      At this rate, she wouldn’t make it home tonight. And maybe that was for the best. And yet she needed her mother’s hug. It was the reason she’d not completely canceled.

      Maybe the two of them could figure out where she’d gone wrong. And there was this supposed family announcement that her mother wanted everyone to hear.

      In the white glare of her headlights, her brain realized an elk stood in the middle of the road like the king of the mountains. His size was intimidating and no match for her little car. The damn animal was staring her down, not moving. Her foot immediately moved to the brakes and when she hit them, her car began to spin on the snowy road.

      Mistake number three. Don’t slam on the brakes on ice and snow.

      With a scream, she turned the wheel in the opposite direction and when she finally gained control, she saw the snow bank just as her car slammed into it.

      Maybe this day could get worse. Her head smashed into the driver’s door window and blackness came rushing toward her. Why had she waited on the big jerk? Why?
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      Lucas Peterson watched the little car spin on the road trying to avoid the elk that had decided it was in his best interest to finish crossing the snowy road. What the car was doing out on a night like this, he had no idea, but when it landed in the snowbank, he knew they were in trouble.

      After pulling his four-wheel drive to the side of the road, he hopped out into the cold, sinking to his ankles in snow. The flakes blasted him in the face and he was thankful he wasn’t far from home. Pulling his cowboy hat down over his eyes, he approached the semi-buried car.

      Yanking open the door, he realized a woman was slumped forward.

      “Are you all right?”

      She sat back and he saw the blood on her forehead. Glancing at the driver’s window, he noted a spider web of cracked glass that had probably been spun when her head connected with the pane. For the first time, he considered she could be seriously hurt.

      The woman was beautiful, her sapphire eyes dazed. He wasn’t about to move her until he was certain she had mobility in all her limbs.

      If she needed an ambulance, it would take hours for them to reach her. Long, cold hours of them trying to stay warm while the storm raged on.

      “What a fucking spectacular day,” she gasped as she gazed at him, her eyes unfocused.

      That was an odd statement.

      “Move your fingers and toes,” he commanded.

      When her eyes teared up, it was all he could do to keep from pulling her into his arms and comforting her. She looked so vulnerable sitting there with her seat belt fastened securely and a trickle of blood on her face.

      There was something about her that made him want to console her and tell her everything was going to be all right. That he would not let anything bad happen to her after this moment.

      “I’m all right,” she said. “Everything is working.”

      “Show me,” he commanded and she moved her fingers and her limbs.

      “I just need to get home,” she said sniffling.

      Sadly, he didn’t think she was going to make it tonight. In fact, he didn’t know what he was going to do with her. But he couldn’t leave her out here in the blizzard.

      “Do you need an ambulance?” he asked still wanting to make certain she was unharmed.

      “No, just a minor headache,” she said, glancing out at her car. “Now what do I do? Can I get out of this mess and continue on?”

      “No,” he said. “I think your radiator is busted. I smell antifreeze.”

      He knew what he wanted to do. An air of fragility about her urged him to protect her, keep her safe.

      “Noooo,” she cried. “My car. My beautiful little car. What else can go wrong today?”

      That was a question he couldn’t answer because he didn’t know what had happened to her. But he could tell she’d been crying.

      “I live right down the road,” he said. “No one will come out during the storm to tow your car into town. Come with me and you can stay until a tow truck can get you out of the ditch or I can pull you out once it stops snowing. Maybe it will be all right.”

      That last statement was doubtful, but he wanted to make her feel better. She looked so dejected, completely spent.

      Her brows drew down and he figured she was contemplating whether it was a good idea to go with a total stranger. And with the way the world was today, he couldn’t blame her.

      “This storm has just started. No one is getting out in this weather. In fact, the state police are telling everyone to stay off the roads,” he told her. It was true, they had issued the warning less than an hour ago. “You’ll be safe at my house. Here in the car, you’ll freeze to death. As soon as we can, we’ll get someone to pull your car out.”

      “I don’t know you,” she said and winced as she reached up and touched her head in the spot where she’d hit the side window.

      It was a valid concern, but she could either choose him or stay here and freeze to death.

      “I don’t know you either,” he said. “But I’m not going to let you freeze to death out here in this weather. Until this blizzard passes, we can be strangers sharing a house. You can stay on one side of the house and I’ll stay on the other.”

      Just then a blast of snow and ice hit him and he had to hang onto the car. The weather was quickly deteriorating. They needed to get home before the snow blocked the road to his house.

      Though he knew she was not going to like what he was doing, he had no choice.

      Gazing at her, he reached into the car, unbuckled her seat belt, and lifted her out.

      “Hey,” she said. “I haven’t said whether I’m going with you or not.”

      “Darling, we’re running out of time. This road is going to be impassable soon. Time to go or we’ll both be stuck trying to survive a snowstorm. That’s not how I want to spend the next few days.”

      He carried her through the snow, opened the passenger door of his truck, and set her inside. She’d felt soft in his arms and he liked the way she smelled of Christmas cookies, reminding him of his mother.

      He had the most incredible urge to kiss her, but that would frighten her.

      “My purse and phone are still in the car,” she said. “I need to call my family and tell them where I am.”

      Nodding, he walked back through the accumulating snow. They would have three feet by morning. Reaching inside, he grabbed her purse, phone, and keys to the car that had died on impact.

      Then he hurried back to his truck.

      When he stepped inside, he handed her everything and then pulled the truck away from the side of the road. The headlights showed the snow was coming down harder. They would be doing good to make it to his ranch.

      Glancing at her, he could see she was nervous and he couldn’t blame her. Times were dangerous for women, but she had nothing to fear from him.

      And he knew when they arrived at his ranch, she would not like the idea that they were alone.

      “Where were you headed?”

      “Whitefish,” she said with a sigh. “My parents are expecting me. I need to let them know I’m going to be late.”

      What the hell was she doing out so late on the road going to Whitefish? She was still three hours away.

      “Why didn’t you leave earlier?”

      A big sigh came from her and he knew something had held her up. “The plan was to leave at noon. I got held up until five. And now it appears I don’t know when I’ll get there.”

      He wondered what had kept her from leaving. But that was none of his business unless she wanted to tell him.

      “When we get to the house, why don’t you call your family? You can use my phone if yours doesn’t work. Mine works most of the time,” he said. “I’ve got a booster antenna for it on the house.”

      Sometimes the weather kept his phone from working, but he hoped for her sake that she could reach her family. Certainly that would make her feel better. At least then someone she knew would know of her whereabouts.

      Turning onto the dirt road that led to his ranch, he had to be careful or they could get stuck. The snow was deep and the mud was frozen.

      Putting the truck into four-wheel drive, they began the sloppy trek down the lane slipping and sliding through the snow. When he reached the gate, she gazed at the large wooden entry. “Peterson’s Folly.”

      He grinned at her. “I’m Lucas Peterson by the way. I’d shake your hand, but right now I need both on the wheel.”

      “Olivia Miller,” she said. “Why is your ranch called Peterson’s Folly?”

      Gazing at her, he smiled as he recanted his family history.

      “My grandfather had a racehorse named Folly and he won enough money that he was able to purchase this spread. It’s been in the family for generations.”

      And now he was the only family member left. Sadness gripped him, but he pushed the feelings away. Now was not the time or there might be no family left after tonight.

      The automatic gate tried to swing open through the snow and he knew it wasn’t going to make it. “Excuse me.”

      He jumped out of the truck and the snow came up mid-calf. Pushing the gate open manually, he had to move some of the snow out of the way with a shovel he kept chained to the gate.

      When the snow was deep, the tool came in handy.

      Once he’d moved enough snow, he climbed back in.

      This was the first big snowstorm of the season. Sure, they had several inches before, but this storm was going to make feet, not inches.

      “Don’t be surprised if we get snowed in for a couple of days,” he said, putting the truck back in gear. Thank goodness the cattle trucks had hauled away most of the herd several weeks ago. The remaining heads were close to the house and he could feed them hay.

      “No,” she said. “I have to be in Whitefish for Christmas.”

      Stealing a peek at her, he could see she was visibly upset at the idea of not getting to her family before the holiday. “We’ll see what happens.”

      Whitefish was still several hours away and the roads were already covered with more snow coming down. The plows would not be out until the precipitation stopped and then they would see how much damage the little vehicle had sustained.

      It was not looking good for her to make it to Whitefish before Christmas.

      As they neared the house, she saw the Christmas lights that twinkled different colors on his ranch house.

      The lights always filled him with warmth and happiness, even though his mother was no longer around.

      “Oh, this is beautiful,” she said. “Who put up the lights? Your parents?”

      Now she was about to learn they would be alone.

      “No,” he said, “I put them up.”

      His mother had loved the house to be adorned for Christmas, and in honor of her memory, he made certain their home was decorated just the way she would’ve liked.

      It always filled him with pleasure at the thought of how happy she’d be to see he’d kept up the tradition. But secretly, he wished she was here hanging Christmas lights and giving the family direction on how she wanted everything.

      Olivia frowned at him. “You do have family living with you?”

      He licked his dry lips. “No. My parents are both dead. I gave the servants the week off to spend with their families. We’re going to be all alone.”

      Until now, he’d planned on being by himself for the holidays.

      A gasp came from her and she shook her head. “No.”

      “If you want me to, I’ll go stay in the barn,” he said, knowing it would be a cold night, but at least she might feel more comfortable. And he wanted her to trust him. He would never hurt her, but she didn’t know that beneath his cowboy hat was just a lonely man.

      Biting her bottom lip, he could see that she was indecisive. “No, it would be too cold.”

      “Good,” he said. “I was not looking forward to bedding down with the cattle. Don’t worry, I’m not a serial killer or a rapist or a bad person. Just a lonely cowboy.”

      Her brows drew together. “You’re a stranger,” she said. “And yet, I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t stopped.”

      As the truck pulled up in front of the house, he didn’t answer her, but feared she would have frozen to death.

      “We’re two strangers brought together by a bad storm.”
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      Olivia sat in the truck that Lucas had pulled beneath an awning in front of the house.

      “Let me help you out,” he said as he crawled from the truck. When he reached her side, he opened the door and assisted her down.

      “I’m really all right,” she said just as her knees buckled beneath her.

      While she felt fine, the emotional trauma from the day was starting to get to her. It was like everything that could go wrong had, and now she reeled from the emotional day.

      “Sure you are,” he said. “No ambulance can make it out here tonight, so don’t grow weak on me now.”

      A sigh escaped her. “This really has been a colossal bad day.”

      He didn’t say anything as he walked beside her holding onto her elbow in a gentle manner. Through his gloved fingers, strength resonated from his fingertips. Warmth filled her and she was stunned at the way the big cowboy seemed to hover over her to protect her, holding her to keep her from falling.

      Christmas decorations lined the sidewalk leading up to the big wooden front door with a big wreath. She groaned at the sight, knowing it was doubtful that she’d make it home to Whitefish, to her family, and the big announcement that her mother had insisted they come home for.

      When Lucas opened the front door, she glanced into the house and saw all the Christmas decorations filling the log cabin. They were gorgeous, but it was just another reminder of what she’d gone through today.

      A groan escaped from between her lips. Not even her mother put up this much at Christmas. Yet it was beautiful, even if she didn’t want to celebrate. She had no reason to be happy, jolly, and filled with good cheer.

      Lucas shot her a look. “Are you all right?”

      “Yes,” she said, wondering if he was going to treat her like fine china the rest of the night. But after today, would that be a bad thing?

      Standing in the hallway, she gazed into the big room with a tall Christmas tree sparkling with white lights and glass bulbs hanging on the limbs and tinsel. Decorations were scattered about the room.

      It looked like someone had puked Christmas all around the room, and while normally she’d be thrilled, after today, it was just a reminder of everything she’d thought she’d receive for Christmas and wasn’t.

      “Oh, you’re a grinch,” he said.

      Hardly. She was the teacher who had gone out of her way to make certain her students had a little something for Christmas. No, she didn’t use to be a grinch or Scrooge or even a grumpy Christmas person, but sometimes life interfered, and this year, she was spinning from the interference.

      Turning, she faced him. “No, I’m not a grinch. I’m a realist, and right now, my Christmas spirit is badly bruised.”

      “We’ll have to change that,” he said smiling at her.

      Good luck with that.

      She didn’t want anyone to make her feel better. She felt like she had the right to hate Christmas and everything else in her life at the moment.

      “Let me show you to your room,” he said.

      “Where are you sleeping?” she asked, nerves filling her.

      “I’m on the other side of the house. The guest quarters are on this side,” he said. “But if you need me, I’m not far.”

      Oh no, she didn’t need a man, though Lucas was very handsome in the light. His big brown eyes and long dark lashes were an enticement, but not one she was going to be tempted to try.

      At the moment, she almost hated the opposite sex. But it wasn’t Lucas’s fault that someone had kicked her to the curb in spectacular fashion with a woman in his bed.

      “Currently, we have electricity, but this storm could take it down anytime. I’d suggest if you’re going to take a shower, you grab one now before we lose hot water,” he said.

      Taking her elbow, he led her up the stairs. She couldn’t help but wonder if it would be wise for her to take a shower since they were alone. Maybe he was a Boy Scout, but her trust in men was shredded. She didn’t trust anyone.

      And yet she didn’t get bad vibes from Lucas, but sensed a sweetness about him she wasn’t quite expecting. It was like he wanted to make certain she was all right. That she was comfortable with him.

      It wasn’t like she had much of a choice on whether to stay or leave. But right now, she’d just like to be left alone to do her grieving without sharing her feelings with a stranger.

      He led her to a bedroom with a queen-size bed and its own private bathroom. The guest room was nice and the perfect place for her to stay. But she didn’t want to be here.

      “You should have everything you need in the bathroom. I’m going to take a shower now in case we lose power. When you’re finished, come down to the big room,” he said. “I’ll fix us some dinner.”

      She nodded and watched as he walked out the door. Then she turned and gazed at the room. With a sigh, she took her purse into the bathroom. She tried to call her parents and all she got was a fast busy signal.

      Instead, she sent her parents a quick text hoping they would receive it and not worry about her, plus, someone else would know she was at Peterson’s Folly Ranch.

      There were stories of women disappearing and never being seen again, and she often wondered what happened to them. Could they have been rescued on a snowy night?

      With a sigh, she removed her clothes before she crawled into the shower, wishing she’d thought to bring her suitcase with her. But then again, right now her head ached and she’d been barely conscious of what was going on.

      Before starting the water, she locked the bathroom door. No, it wasn’t much of a deterrent. If he really wanted in, he could simply bust the door down. When the warm spray hit her, she couldn’t help but enjoy the way the water felt against her skin. This morning’s shower seemed like a week ago.

      Even this afternoon felt like days ago.

      When she finished, she stepped out and grabbed a towel. Glancing around, she sighed. She had nothing clean to wear.

      After opening the bathroom door to the bedroom, she noticed a pair of flannel pajamas on the bed. Lucas had brought her something to wear.

      At least flannel pj’s were not sexy or enticing.

      Putting on the pajamas, she noticed they smelled like Lucas and her heart beat a little faster. These must be his and she pulled them up almost to her breast to keep them from pooling around her ankles. With one last glance in the mirror, she noticed her head oozed blood again.

      The cut was high next to her hairline, and hopefully, it wouldn’t leave a scar.

      After grabbing a couple of aspirin from her purse, she tried her parents’ phone one more time. Not even a signal. She headed downstairs, feeling extremely self-conscious in his pj's. Yet she enjoyed the feel of the flannel against her skin.

      Glancing at the Christmas decorations, she tried to shake her grouchiness. This was her favorite time of the year, and yet she’d had one of the worst days she could ever remember.

      It wasn’t often you were fired from your job, found your boyfriend in bed with a coworker, and then had a freakish wreck that damaged your car and had you spending the night with a stranger.

      A very handsome stranger.
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      After Lucas laid the pair of pajamas on her bed, he’d hurried to get his own shower, knowing the electricity would go down soon. While he had a backup generator, there was no telling how long before they had regular service again, and he hated to put a strain on his generator that would make certain they stayed warm and were able to cook.

      Outside the window, the wind howled.

      Stepping into the shower, he sighed as the warm water pelted him.

      Standing beneath the spray, all he could think about was the woman on the other side of his home. He’d been alone for so long and it was nice to have company. Especially, a beautiful woman like Olivia who he’d felt an immediate attraction to.

      The urge to shield her and make her his was undeniable. But he wouldn’t do anything that would cause her alarm.

      Why she’d been out driving in this storm, he had no idea, but when he’d seen her little car trying to stop before it hit the elk, he’d known she was going into the ditch. And when he’d seen that her head hit the window, he’d been worried.

      A big ambulance would have trouble maneuvering on unplowed roads, even with chains on the tires. And with the strong winds and blowing snow, a helicopter could not have rescued her.

      He was thankful she was not hurt any worse. But the damage to her car was going to be bad.

      She appeared to be a very strong-willed woman. There was a sadness that emanated from her sapphire eyes. And now she would be sleeping under his roof. At least until the storm passed and they were able to get her car moved by a wrecker.

      It had been so long since he’d dated. He’d not been out on the town since his family had passed away. Life could turn in an instant and leave you alone. Leave you with no one to spend the holidays with. Leave you in a big ranch house that held so many memories of his parents and his sister, of them running down the stairs at Christmas.

      Memories of the laughter and the happiness that he missed.

      When Olivia walked through his front door, he’d envisioned her laughing before the Christmas tree, her belly rounded with his child. Shaking his head, he cleared his thoughts. He’d just met her, and yet immediately, he’d felt a connection.

      A connection, but that didn’t mean he was ready to wire into her sockets and live happily ever after. Right now, he was just helping her in a desperate situation.

      The thought of her on the other side of the house, naked in his shower, had his breath catching. Oh yes, that damn connection had him thinking about her in sexual ways. Exactly what she didn’t need at this moment.

      Reaching down, his hand closed around his cock and he sighed. Olivia was a temptation fate had delivered, and he wasn’t going to screw this up. It had been so long, and he could see the fear in her eyes. Better to take care of his cock now than to let her see that he’d been instantly attracted to her.

      Besides, this was his life. Alone, jerking off in the shower. But at least tonight, he had a face and a body to imagine as he gripped his penis and envisioned Olivia’s full breasts and long legs wrapped around him. Her sweet, full red lips that he longed to taste. The feel of her breasts crushed against his chest as he pounded into her.

      Somehow he needed to make her feel at ease, and walking around with a hard-on would only freak her out. She had nothing to worry about from him, but she didn’t know that. She didn’t know he was a good man who respected women and only wanted to find true love. To spend his life beside one woman, honoring and loving her and raising a family.

      Children. To have laughter and joy filling this house once again.

      Throwing his head back, he moaned as he came alone in the shower. This was his life and he was tired of having no one to share his day with. No one to talk to about his dreams or create a family with. The big ol’ house echoed with the memories of his family.

      He turned the water off, grabbed a towel, and quickly dried off. The lights flickered and he felt certain the power would soon go out.

      Pulling on a pair of warm pajamas, he took a deep breath and walked into the living room. She sat on his couch frowning at her phone, her long dark hair tumbled forward covering her face.

      “I can’t get through to my parents,” she said. “They’ll be worried sick.”

      “Try with my phone,” he said. “I’m hooked up to the antenna we have here on the property. Hopefully, you can get through on it.”

      She glanced up at him, her sapphire eyes gazing at him with a little less trepidation. Hopefully she would soon relax and realize she had nothing to fear from him. In reality, he was the one who actually had everything to fear from her because he wanted a woman in his life. If he became attached to her, she would break his heart and that thought scared the hell out of him.

      Was he so lonely that the first woman to come along he was drawn to? Was he so lonely that he would jump at the chance for romance with just anyone?

      No, he refused to feel that way after the last woman had broken off their engagement. This time he was going to be certain.

      He’d endured enough pain in the last year. It was time for him to experience happiness again.

      She reached up and took the phone from him and quickly dialed her parent’s number.

      “Mom,” she said.

      “Where are you?” he heard her mother ask, panic in her voice.

      “The car is in a ditch,” she said with a whimper. “But I’m okay and I’m staying⁠—”

      In that moment, the power died, and in the darkness, he watched her face crumble. Frantically, she redialed.

      “No, no, no,” she cried redialing over and over again. The phone was dead.

      The generator came on and she handed the phone back to him and covered her face. He’d seen the tears and his chest ached at the sight.

      “Hey, what’s wrong? You’re safe, you’re warm, and you can stay here as long as you need to,” he said. “At least your mother knows you’re safe.”

      She made a big gulping noise and he knew the sobs were seconds away. What would he do with a crying woman? Tears were something that always got to him.

      Reaching out, he pulled her to her feet against his chest. She needed comforting.

      “It’s been a horrible day,” she said as the tears seemed to overwhelm her. “Everything went wrong. This is the worst Christmas ever.”
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      Everything that happened today overwhelmed her and the tears came tumbling down her cheeks fast and furious. Sure she’d cried over the big jerk earlier, but this time it was the cumulation of everything.

      Being fired, catching her cheating boyfriend, her car landing in a ditch, and now the damn phone not working to let her mother know she was fine.

      Sobbing, she leaned against this stranger’s warm chest. “I got fired from my teaching job this morning. I read a Christmas story to the children that one of the parents objected to and they fired me.”

      The tears came faster. She’d loved her students. Seeing their bright, eager, shiny faces each morning had been a joy and she loved teaching. And when one of the children asked her to read the story, she hadn’t hesitated. It was a lovely Christmas story, but someone objected and now she was unemployed.

      “I’m sorry,” he said patting her on the back.

      “My mother insisted we all come home for Christmas this year,” she said sobbing. “I thought my ex had planned to ask me to marry him in front of my family.”

      The memory of seeing him this afternoon made the tears come faster. The pain of his deception was almost more than she could bear.

      “We were supposed to leave at noon,” she said. “I kept waiting for him to come over. I called him. I texted him, and finally, I drove over to his apartment.”

      She cried even harder. That had been mistake number one. You never went over to your boyfriend’s apartment to wait on him, only to discover he was too busy entertaining to let you know he had changed his mind.

      Lucas’s hand was on her back and he rubbed in a comforting way. “It’s okay.”

      “I had a key to his apartment, and when I walked in, I found him in bed with one of his coworkers. He said he had planned to call me and tell me we were breaking up, but just hadn’t done it because he and Cynthia were in bed having sex.”

      She sobbed. “I thought he was going to ask me to marry him. I thought we were happy. He said he loved me and wanted to meet my family. And then I find him in bed with another woman.”

      Hiccupping, the tears kept coming. “I’d been waiting for him all afternoon and he’d been in bed with Cynthia. It was after five when I left. Traffic was bad getting out of Billings and then the storm arrived. I was so scared and when I saw the elk standing in the road, I hit the brakes too hard and slid into the snowbank. My car is probably totaled, I have no job, and now no boyfriend. Plus, Christmas with my family can be trying. And yet, my mother wants us all together for the holidays.”

      The thought of being around the super twins had her crying even harder. Especially since she thought she would receive an engagement ring for Christmas, and instead, she was stuck in a stranger’s home.

      “How can I be happy and cheerful when I just destroyed my life,” she said.

      “I’m sorry,” Lucas said. “You really did have a bad day. But he didn’t respect you. My father raised me to honor and respect women. And that man didn’t do either. You deserve someone much better. You deserve a man who will love you and take care of you and your children. You may not think so right now, but you dodged a bullet. A marital nightmare.”

      While his words were comforting, she continued to cry.

      “Right now, teachers are so vulnerable and parents don’t realize that without teachers their children are not going to go very far in this world. You need to find a school district that will support you and have your back. You’re teaching the next generation, and you shouldn’t be taken for granted. That school district did you no favors.”

      Oh, how she was going to miss her students. She’d loved them. And even the principal, Mrs. Stewart, had cried when she said she had to let her go. The school board was backing the parents even though they believed the book she’d read to her class had not been bad. But they were afraid of the parents and so it was just easier to let her go. Why fight when she could be replaced?

      Now her teaching career had a stain on it, though Mrs. Stewart promised to give her glowing reviews. Did the parents not understand what this did to a teacher? Maybe their home lives were the reason, but regardless, she’d cared for each and every one of them.

      His arms were wrapped around her and she realized her breasts were crushed against his chest and it felt good. When had the asshat ever held her like this or comforted her like Lucas was? Promised her she would find something better?

      She gave a little hiccup, but the tears were finally starting to slow down.

      “How is your head feeling?”

      “It’s throbbing,” she said, realizing she’d never taken the aspirin.

      “Let’s sit you down at the table. I’ll put some antibiotic cream on the gash and give you some aspirin. Then we’ll put an ice pack on it,” he said. “I also need to make certain your eyes aren’t dilated.”

      The man was a stranger and yet he’d cared more about her than her ex.

      “With as much crying as I’ve done this afternoon, I’m surprised my eyes are still working.”

      Leaning back, she saw the wet spot on his pajamas at his shoulder where her tears had flowed. “I’m so sorry. I soaked your shirt.”

      He reached out and ran his hand through her hair. “It’s all right. After the day you’ve had, it was probably good for you to have a therapeutic cry. Let’s take care of that wound. Then if you’re hungry, I’ll feed you some soup.”

      Taking her by the hand, he led her into the kitchen and guided her to the table. First, he gave her two aspirin and a glass of water. She quickly downed them, hoping they would ease the pounding in her head.

      Watching him, he hovered around her.

      Reaching into a drawer, he found a small flashlight and gazed into her eyes.

      “Your pupils are reactive and dilate, so I think you’re okay,” he said. “But I don’t think you should go to sleep right away. Let’s keep you up for a while to see if you do all right.”

      It made sense, but frankly, she still just wanted to lie in bed and cry herself to sleep.

      Next, he took a first aid kit from a drawer. After wiping her head with a towelette, he put antibiotic cream on the cut and covered it with a bandage.

      “There, now you’re all set unless you start to feel bad. Let’s hope you start feeling better,” he said.

      Sitting there, she watched him move around the kitchen and wondered why he was alone. He’d said he gave his servants the week off. But where was his family? And why wasn’t he married?

      “My housekeeper made me some homemade chicken noodle soup. Are you hungry?”

      She’d had nothing since breakfast, so she should probably eat.

      “Yes,” she said. “It’s been a long time since this morning.”

      “Good,” he said handing her an ice pack. “You sit right there and I’ll warm us up some food.”

      As she watched him fix her a bowl, she couldn’t help but think how this kind, gentle man was taking care of her – a stranger. Part of her thought it was just a set-up and soon she’d be fighting him off, but the kinder, gentler side of her was staring at him in appreciation.

      What would it be like to be Lucas’s girlfriend? Shaking her head, she knew that couldn’t happen because it was way too soon after being dumped.

      Thinking back on the men in her life, she realized that no one had ever taken care of her like Lucas. When she had the flu, the boyfriend’s response had been “stay home, don’t come see me and I hope you get to feeling better soon.”

      The least he could have done was bring her food or go to the store and get her medications. But no, he’d been afraid of contracting her disease as he liked to call it.

      When they finished the delicious soup, Lucas smiled at her.

      “Feeling better?”

      “Yes,” she said realizing the aspirin and even the cold pack had helped with her headache.

      “Good,” he said as he stood to gather the used dishes.

      “Let me help you,” she said feeling like she should do something instead of just sitting there taking advantage of his kindness.

      “No,” he said. “You need to rest tonight. Why don’t we sit in the living room and I’ll build a fire to help the generator warm the house.”

      She nodded and he helped her walk into the living room.

      “I think I’m going to be all right,” she said. “You don’t have to help me.”

      “Tonight, I want to make certain you don’t get dizzy or fall. Let me pamper you,” he said.

      What boyfriend had ever said that to her? None.

      As she sat on the sofa, he laid a soft blanket beside her. “In case you get chilled.”

      She pulled it up over her legs and sighed.

      After he had lit the fire in the huge rock fireplace, she gazed at him sitting so far away in a recliner. It was like he was trying to make her feel comfortable around him. And she was glad.

      So far, he’d not made any moves on her and for that she was grateful.

      “Now that I’ve cried all over you and gotten your pajamas wet telling you about my bad day, tell me about yourself. How long have you lived here all alone?”
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      Wow, he couldn’t believe the kind of day she’d had. No wonder she’d not been excited to see the Christmas decorations. Today, she’d lost almost everything she’d felt hopeful about in her life. He wanted to make her feel better. To make her smile, comfort her, and let her heal. No wonder women often thought men were jerks.

      He could see color coming back in her cheeks and that was a good sign. They’d been so white when he brought her into the house. But now she was starting to relax and he was glad.

      But how much should he tell her about his past? Not that he had anything to hide, but his story was kind of like hers today – sad – and she needed some happiness. He’d tell her just a little. But not everything.

      Tonight was going to be about making her feel better. Later, he might tell her about his family, but right now, she didn’t need to hear his miserable tale.

      “My family has been ranching here since before Montana became a state. My great-grandparents were some of the earliest settlers. My great-grandfather was quite the character. And his horse Folly was the reason we have this ranch.”

      Lucas knew he was fortunate. He was wealthy because of his ancestors who had survived some of the worst blizzards and still made this ranch successful. In the morning, he would need to take hay out to the cattle even in the snow.

      But that was a small price to pay for the life he led.

      “We raise cattle and have over a thousand head in the summer. In the winter, I sell off all but about two hundred pregnant mommas. Our winters make it too difficult to keep cattle year-round.”

      “Oh my,” she said. “What about family? I would think it would take a lot of people to run an operation like this.”

      He would have to give her an abbreviated version. “My parents are both dead,” he said not really wanting to talk about what happened.

      “Is your girlfriend going to be all right with me staying here? If you were my boyfriend, I wouldn’t be too happy about a single woman staying with you.”

      A chuckle came from him. “My last girlfriend decided she didn’t want to live out here in the boonies with me. That was over a year ago.”

      In fact, she’d deserted him a week after his family died. And yet, he felt grateful. Because if she didn’t care enough to be concerned with him dealing with grief, then there was no place for her in his life.

      “You’ve had a dry spell,” she said. “Lucky you.”

      “Yes, ma’am, I have,” he said. “I’m very picky when it comes to women. For me, I want a marriage like my parents had. They were each other’s universe and they had each other’s backs. They were first in each other’s worlds and loved one another until death separated them.”

      She stretched her legs out on the couch and pulled the blanket up closer. A gust of wind slammed into the house, and for a moment, the lights flickered, but the generator continued.

      “That storm is not getting any weaker,” she said with a sigh.

      “No,” he said. “I’ll give you a flashlight before we go to bed, in case the generator fails.”

      “Thank you,” she said. “How long were your parents married?”

      “Thirty-five years,” he said. “The first years, they were separated because my father was in the service. When he came home, my mother got pregnant with me. How about your family?”

      She’d said something weird about going home for Christmas and he wanted to understand. Knowing a person’s family dynamics helped to understand them so much better.

      “My parents have been married for thirty years. I’m the oldest and then there are the twins — my sisters.”

      “What did you mean by golden girls.”

      She gave a little laugh. “The twins are both overachievers. Amelia is a lawyer and Emma is a nurse. The lawyer, she was valedictorian in high school and graduated with honors from college. She was given a full scholarship to law school and now works at a prestigious firm. Emma works in the NICU unit and saves babies. I’m the one who was doing good to graduate from college being a teacher. But it’s what I love, and now, I fear no one will hire me.”

      Her bottom lip trembled and he wanted to reach out and kiss her but resisted. Though her full red lips were a temptation he was finding hard to keep from staring at.

      “You’re going to find a better teaching job than the one you had. And the students will love you.”

      She bit her lip and it was all he could do to keep from groaning. “I hope so.”

      He had to change the subject and get her mind on something else.

      “Tell me what you like to do. I know you love kids, but what other kinds of things do you love?”

      Nodding, she gazed off. “I’d love to write children’s books. Someday that’s going to be what I do. My kids gave me such great ideas about what they wanted to read, so that’s my future plan. I love to travel and see how other people live. And someday, I would like to live in a foreign country for a month.”

      That was interesting and he loved that she wanted to be a children’s writer. “What was your favorite book growing up?”

      “I loved all the Disney classics but also Little Women. I couldn’t imagine living during that time period.”

      Standing, he walked over to the fireplace and put one last log on the fire. Tomorrow, he would need to restock the wood inside. Thank goodness he’d moved a cord of timber into the barn preparing for winter. They would probably burn through most of it in the next few days.

      “What about you? What books did you enjoy as a child?”

      “Oh, I wasn’t one for reading until my mother insisted I let her read to me. Then it was amazing, the worlds, the stories, the characters, and I became hooked on listening to her voice every night as I went to sleep. I loved pirate stories, and she would go to the library to find new pirate stories to read to me.”

      A grin spread across her face and then she yawned. He could see she was growing tired and she probably needed to rest.

      “Let me look at your pupils one last time to make certain you’re all right. I don’t want you going to sleep and never waking up,” he said as he walked over to the flashlight he’d brought with him.

      Shining the light in her eyes, her pupils reacted normally.

      “Good,” he said. “I think you’re going to be fine.”

      Yawning, she nodded and he handed her the flashlight. “In case you need it tonight. In the morning, I’ll be up before six. I’ll need to check on the chickens and collect the eggs. After breakfast if you want to go with me, you can, or you can stay here in the house, but I’ll need to take hay out to the cattle in the pens close to the house.”

      A crease appeared between her eyes. “How do you do that?”

      “I have a wagon on sleigh runners and I load it up with bales and then I connect it to the snowmobile. It’s the more modern way of ranching.”

      She smiled and yawned again. “I think I should go to bed.”

      “You need to rest,” he said. “And Olivia, don’t worry, sleep well tonight, and know that I won’t be anywhere near your bedroom. You’re safe here with me.”

      Not that he didn’t want to be, but he wanted her to feel comfortable.

      With a slight grin, she rose from the couch. “Thank you, Lucas. You’ve been a lifesaver today. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t stopped.”

      “You’re welcome. Sleep well,” he said as he pulled the fire screen in front of the fireplace and walked out of the room. As much as he wanted to make certain she made it up the stairs without falling, he thought she would feel more secure if he went to his side of the house.

      She stood, watching him go, and he could feel her eyes on him.

      He hoped she liked what she saw.
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      Olivia awoke to the smell of coffee drifting through the air. Last night, she’d put a chair in front of the door, hoping she wouldn’t hear it being opened. And this morning it sat in the exact spot she’d left it.

      So far, Lucas appeared to be a very nice, handsome young man who had piqued her interest. She’d felt a sense of sadness about him, that he was alone. Last night, he’d mentioned his parents were dead, but she had not asked him how long they had been gone. Today, she’d find out more about them.

      The man had taken in a complete stranger. What if she’d been a serial killer? And yet he’d opened his home, fed her, made certain she didn’t need medical attention, and attended to her wounds.

      He’d even let her sob on his shoulder about her dreadful life. Christmas was only a few days away and she wasn’t certain she’d make it home in time.

      She was shocked at the Christmas decorations about the house. Had he done the decorating or had his housekeeper? She’d ask him about that as well. There were things about him that she found intriguing and she wanted to learn the answers.

      Stretching, she thought about yesterday and sighed. The worst was being fired from the job she loved. But as far as the jerk was concerned, she was better off without him.

      If only she
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