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      She’s tempting his basic instincts . . .

      
      Sunshine, Idaho, is the perfect place to give injured animals a refuge . . . or to find one. Veterinarian Dell Connelly suspects
         there’s a reason his clinic’s uber-efficient receptionist has taken shelter here.

      
      Jade Bennett couldn’t be happier to escape the big-city jungle to work with injured animals . . . and enjoy the gorgeous view
         of her ruggedly sexy boss.

      
      Jade is used to planning everything in her life, but Dell’s seductive, alluring ways have sparked an uncontrollable desire.
         And though Dell has never had time for love, Jade’s strength and sass is the kind of call no red-blooded male can resist .
         . .

   



      
      
      One

      
      Come on, baby,” he murmured. “Give it up for me. You know you want to.”

      
      Jade Bennett did her best to ignore the way the low, sexy voice made her shiver. Besides, it wasn’t aimed at her. Dr. Dell
         Connelly—dog whisperer, cat whisperer, horse whisperer, and known woman whisperer—was talking to a stray kitten.
      

      
      The feline in question huddled miserably beneath the bench seat in Dell’s vet center waiting room, staring at him from narrowed
         eyes, clearly having none of the sweet talk. She was a scruffy, mangy grayish brown with sharp green eyes, and, like Jade,
         not swayed by sweet talkers.
      

      
      “Huh,” Jade said from behind the reception counter. “Most females leap right into your arms at the slightest encouragement.”

      
      Dell craned his neck and regarded her from eyes as dark as his secrets. “Not all.”

      
      There was a beat of silence during which she did her best not to break eye contact. He was right. Not all females—otherwise she’d have made the leap.
      

      
      You’re leaving in one month; it’s far too late now . . .
      

      
      As if suddenly realizing Dell was in the room, the huge St. Bernard snoring behind Jade’s chair snorted awake and lifted her
         head. Seeing her beloved, Gertie lumbered up to her huge paws with a joyous bark of welcome before barreling toward Dell,
         skidding a little on the smooth linoleum as she scrambled around the corner of the desk and . . . launched herself into Dell’s
         arms.
      

      
      It was a good thing the guy wasn’t a lightweight because Gertie moved with the velocity of a freight train. Dell braced himself,
         but all that delicious warm mocha skin of his—courtesy of his Native American mother—covered an impressive amount of tough
         testosterone and muscle. Still, even a six-foot-two, 180-pound veterinarian extraordinaire could be leveled by the freight-train
         force of a chunky St. Bernard, and at impact Dell landed on his ass. He merely laughed and gathered the dog in close, not
         appearing to mind either the floor or the sloppy kiss on the jaw.
      

      
      He was wearing dark blue scrubs that looked annoyingly good on him, the bottoms of which had slipped low in the scuffle, revealing
         a inch or two of forest green knit boxers and a strip of smooth, slightly paler skin, not to mention the hint of prime male
         ass.
      

      
      Unconcerned about the display, Dell gave Gertie a full body rub, then pushed her off of him.

      
      The stray kitten, which looked to be three to four months old, old enough to have gathered plenty of wariness, did not approve of Gertie’s exuberance. Beneath the chair, she pressed herself closer to the wall and hissed.
      

      
      “Aw, you’re fine,” Dell told her, rubbing his jaw as he studied her. He had a hint of stubble, like maybe he’d slept too long
         to spare the time to shave that morning.
      

      
      It shouldn’t have been so damn sexy.

      
      
      Neither should the way Gertie was sidling back up to him, trying to love him from not so far.

      
      Animals always loved Dell. Little kids, too.

      
      And women. Let’s not forget how many women loved him.

      
      He was bending low to whisper to the kitten, using that low, undeniably authoritative but oh-so-mesmerizing voice, the one
         that could melt the panties off a female at five paces.
      

      
      Good thing, then, that Jade was at least seven paces away.

      
      “Gertie here’s just a big hunk of love,” he was assuring the kitten. “Emphasis on the big hunk. Sit, Gert,” he commanded with
         soft demand over his shoulder.
      

      
      Gertie wriggled with barely contained joy but sat. Then grinned.

      
      “There,” Dell said to the kitten. “See? We’re all harmless.”

      
      Harmless? Please. Dangerously smooth, maybe. Effortlessly charming, yes. A walking orgasm . . . without a doubt.

      
      But harmless? Hell no, and at just the thought, Jade snorted.

      
      “Ignore her, too,” Dell said to the kitten. “She’s the smartest one here, but she never learned how to chill. In fact, she’s
         a lot like you, all tough and wary and grumpy, but I’m betting you’re both just big softies deep down inside.”
      

      
      “I can hear you, you know,” Jade said.

      
      “Way deep deep inside . . .”
      

      
      Jade worked at ignoring his alluringly boyish smile—which she didn’t buy for a second because there was nothing boyish about him—and went back to loading the schedule for tomorrow’s patients.
      

      
      You want him . . .
      

      
      She worked at avoiding that little voice as well. Lots of things to avoid. But she was leaving, going back home to Chicago
         at month’s end. Plans had been made, notice had been given. It was as good as done.
      

      
      The kitten went back to being pissed off at the world.

      
      
      And Dell laughed softly. “So now I’ve got two women completely ignoring me. I’m going to get a complex.”
      

      
      As if. Dr. Dell Connelly knew the meaning of the word. He was sure and confident, always. Steady as a rock. Never second-guessed
         himself.
      

      
      It was really annoying.

      
      “Come on, kitty,” Dell said. “Trust me.”

      
      Jade could have told her not to bother resisting, that she’d cave eventually. They always did. It was because Dell was the
         genuine deal, and animals could see that. Animals meant everything to him. While women flocked to him like bees to honey,
         she’d never seen him put his personal life ahead of his work. It was really a fascinating paradox. The gorgeous man could
         have anyone he wanted, and yet he didn’t seem to want much more than what he had. A successful animal center, a few close
         friends, and speed-dial to the pizza joint.
      

      
      Jade knew that she tended to shut people out and keep them at a distance. Dell did, too, but he went about it differently,
         making himself available to everything and everyone . . . while keeping it all shallow.
      

      
      He didn’t take anything too seriously, especially women.

      
      But the kitten continued to stare at Dell with a heartbreaking defiance that Jade recognized from every time she looked into
         the mirror.
      

      
      Gertie whined and wagged her tail, sweeping the floor with each pass, hopeful to make a new friend.

      
      Wasn’t going to happen.

      
      “Okay, how about this,” Dell said. “Come out and I’ll buy you dinner.”

      
      The kitten didn’t blink.

      
      “Losing your touch,” Jade murmured, sorting files.

      
      Dell flashed her a smile that said As if, and her nipples hardened. Which meant he was right—he wasn’t losing his touch. Not even close.
      

*  *  *

      
      
      Dell eyed the unhappy kitten and wished she could talk to him. He wished the same thing about his enigmatic receptionist behind
         him.
      

      
      Jade was working her computer with her usual slightly OCD efficiency, which was in complete opposition to her eye-popping
         green fuzzy angora sweater that reminded him of a lollipop. A lollipop with really great breasts. Peanut the parrot was perched
         on the printer at her right. Both Peanut and Gertie were part of Belle Haven, and since Belle Haven was Dell’s large animal
         clinic, the animals and everything in the place belonged to him. Well, except Jade.
      

      
      Jade belonged to no one.

      
      “From what I can gather,” she said, eyes still on her keyboard, “the kitten was deserted at some point during the mob of the
         free vaccine clinic this afternoon. And,” she added in the same conversational tone, “if I figure out who did such a thing,
         I’m going to shoot them.”
      

      
      Nothing reached Dell’s hard-shelled, softhearted receptionist faster than a neglected or abused animal.

      
      Something they had in common.

      
      “We’ll find her a home,” he assured her, looking the kitten in the eyes. “Promise. Now how about it, you, ready to come out
         yet?”
      

      
      “Ready to come out!” Peanut chirped, doing her best imitation of Dell’s low-pitched voice.

      
      Dell didn’t take his eyes from the kitten. “I know, you’ve had a majorly sucky day. Come tell me all your troubles.”

      
      “Does that actually ever work for you?” Jade asked.

      
      “Shh, you,” he said, and keeping his movements light and easy, he reached beneath the chair. “Come on, beautiful.”

      
      “Mew,” said the kitten.

      
      “Mew,” said Peanut.

      
      “It’s all going to be okay,” Dell assured the cat. “No one’s going to hurt you.”

      
      When the kitten just stared at him, Dell slowly slid his hand beneath her belly, which was nearly concave. Her ribs were so prominent he could have counted them, which pissed him off, but though she growled and let out one last protesting
         “mew,” she let him pull her from beneath the chair without slicing him raw with her claws. “Good girl,” he murmured, holding
         her against his chest and scratching her beneath the chin.
      

      
      She watched him very carefully, but it was as if she knew that he knew. Hell, maybe abandoned souls recognized abandoned souls,
         he wasn’t sure, but she slowly relaxed until finally, unable to resist the gentle scratching, she even closed her eyes and
         rested her head against his chest.
      

      
      “Yeah, there you go,” he said quietly. “Lifting his head, he flashed a grin at Jade. “If only your species were as easy.”
      

      
      “We both know that for you they are.” She shook her head. “And that should be illegal.”

      
      “What?” he asked innocently. “Sweet-talking a p—”

      
      “If you say pussy,” she warned. “I’ll make sure that tomorrow you’ll be up to your eyeballs in vaccines and well-puppy checkups
         from sunup until sundown.”
      

      
      “I like puppies.”

      
      “Scratch the puppies. Did I say puppies? I meant anal-gland expressing. I’ll find every large animal in Sunshine who needs
         it done and book them, just for you.”
      

      
      Dell laughed. She did that a lot, his stalwart, snarky, razor-tongued receptionist. Made him laugh.

      
      As well as threaten him.

      
      He was used to it. Hell, he even liked it, which made him all kinds of sick, he knew. Maybe it was the fact that she ran the
         front desk of his vet clinic in those runway clothes, never so much as blinking when she got covered in dog and kitten hair.
         Or worse.
      

      
      Maybe it was her ability to handle his patients and their owners with equal aplomb or that she never took any of his shit.
         Or that she had a way of uncomplicating his life for him—a miracle considering that she’d come here with virtually no references whatsoever. Dell still no had no idea what had
         possessed him to hire her, but he had, putting her into a position that had supposedly been only temporary while he looked
         for someone more qualified.
      

      
      And yet he’d never looked for anyone else.

      
      It had been eighteen months, but that ship had sailed. She was going back to her old life, whatever that was—she’d been frustratingly
         stingy with details—and leaving them.
      

      
      Him.

      
      He had no idea what he’d do without her sitting at the helm of his world, running it with cool, distant efficiency. Not to
         mention, she was a nice view. She kept her silky strawberry blond hair perfectly twisted on top of her head, except for the
         few errant strands that had slipped out and were brushing across her shoulders. Her eyes were green, shot through with streaks
         of amber, and saw everything. She had a mouth, too. Smart, cynical, and made for a man’s fantasy.
      

      
      And since he should absolutely not be going down that road, thinking about that mouth with the vanilla gloss that he always
         wanted to lick off, he shook his head to clear it. He usually had more sense, but there was something about Jade and her whole
         don’t-touch attitude that made him want to rise to the challenge.
      

      
      And he meant rise.

      
      Her fingers were clicking on her keyboard, her screen revealing her beloved spreadsheet program, which he knew held her notes
         on anything and everything from which patient he was going to see tomorrow to what color her fingernails would be next.
      

      
      His favorite was the bright fuck-me red.

      
      “Adam’s checked in from Boise,” she said, referring to his brother. “His class went late, he’s staying over.” She stood. She
         was average height and average build, but there was nothing else average about her.
      

      
      
      Ever.

      
      She coaxed Peanut onto her arm, easily transferring the parrot from the printer to the bird’s night cage.

      
      “Night-night?” Peanut asked her.

      
      “Yes, Peanut go night-night,” Jade said with a sweetness that Dell never got directed at him. He watched her blow a kiss to
         the bird, receiving one in return, along with a soft mimicking “mew,” and with a low laugh, Jade covered the cage with a blanket.
      

      
      Her black trousers had pleats, Dell noted, and were snug on the best ass he’d ever seen. All business in front, party in the
         back . . .
      

      
      That eye-straining sweater that matched her eyes and name seemed to shimmer beneath the overhead lights. He’d once asked about
         her name and she’d told him it was for her grandmother, who’d ruled her family with the strength and elegance of the jade
         gemstone.
      

      
      Clearly she took the name seriously. Dell had the feeling that when it came to the family she didn’t often talk about, she
         took everything seriously.
      

      
      She wore tiny sparkling earrings up one earlobe, matching the myriad bracelets on her wrist, and heels that he wasn’t sure
         how she managed to balance on, though he enjoyed listening to them click, click, click across his floors all day. His patients
         enjoyed it, too, especially their owners. The male owners. How many times had he seen a guy come through here and attempt
         to pick her up? Exactly the same number of times he’d seen Jade politely and firmly shut them down.
      

      
      There was a little part of him that enjoyed that very much. Okay, a big part, but he’d never made a move on her. Like the
         government, he preferred to keep his state and church separated; never the two shall meet. Not that that stopped him from wondering what secrets his sexy receptionist had that kept her celibate.
      

      
      
      Or hell, maybe she merely left Sunshine and whooped it up on the weekends somewhere else, out of the limelight of their small
         Idaho ranching town.
      

      
      She was moving around the room, shutting down for the night. Belle Haven was a full-service clinic. Behind this main building
         was also a large barn housing their horses and additional equipment, both his own and his brother’s. Adam was a local trainer,
         breeder and search-and-rescue specialist.
      

      
      Their reception area was large and airy, with wide-planked wood floors lined with comfortable benches for waiting. At one
         end was a long counter—Jade’s—and behind it was the hub of the entire place.
      

      
      Jade’s jurisdiction.

      
      She ran this front room like a drill sergeant, and half the time Dell wanted to put his hands around her neck and squeeze.

      
      The other half of the time he wanted to put his hands on her for something else entirely. Since he was fond of living, he
         kept both these urges to himself.
      

      
      “What are we going to do with the poor thing?” Jade asked. “Take her home? Oh, wait. You never take any of your women home.”

      
      This was true. He didn’t bring women home.

      
      He went to their place. He gave the kitten a cursory look over. Other than being far too skinny, she seemed healthy enough.
         “She’ll need to be spayed and vaccinated.”
      

      
      “Want me to call Lilah for tonight?” Jade asked.

      
      Lilah ran the kennel next to Belle Haven, and she was also the Humane Society as well as one of Dell’s closest friends. Lilah
         would take the kitten and keep her until she could be placed in a good home. “That’d be best,” he said. “Because I have a—”
      

      
      “Date,” she said, swiveling her chair to give him her back. “Shock.” She went back to closing up.

      
      Everything had its place with her. Files were always meticulously filed; the copier, fax, and computer were carefully covered to protect from dust. Pencils, pens, and assorted other equipment
         placed into their spots in drawers. Dell never got tired of watching her, and never failed to smile when the last thing she
         did was consult her various to-do spreadsheets to make sure everything had been done, even though she knew damn well it had
         been.
      

      
      She never forgot a thing.

      
      “It’s not a date,” he said. Or not exactly. “I’m heading into Coeur d’Alene for a friend of a friend’s birthday party.”
      

      
      “Yeah, I know. I get the messages on the machine, remember?” She clicked over to another of her spreadsheets on the computer.
         “Your friend of a friend left a message reminding you that he wants to introduce you to—and let me give a direct quote here”—she
         read from her screen—“Mandy, a stacked blonde who’s hoping to play dirty doctor with a doctor.” Jade swiveled back to arch a brow in his direction.
      

      
      He shrugged. “You can’t believe all of what Kenny says.”

      
      “What percentage?”

      
      “What?”

      
      Her expression was classic don’t mess with me. “What percentage of what Kenny says can we believe?”
      

      
      “Half.” He lifted a shoulder. “Maybe forty percent.”

      
      “Okay, so by sheer odds, you’re either meeting a stacked blonde, or playing dirty doctor.”

      
      Dell laughed and came around the counter. Good Christ, had she smelled that delicious all day long? He leaned over her chair
         and took another whiff.
      

      
      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      
      “Seeing what’s left on your spreadsheet.”

      
      “Hey.” She pushed him with her shoulder. “Personal space intrusion.” She pushed him again as she dialed Lilah. She had to
         leave a message, which she did while keeping a narrowed eye on him at the same time. The same sort of narrowed eye the kitten
         still had on him.
      

      
      
      Two females, both suspicious. Both wary.

      
      Both having been hurt.

      
      Dell would have laid money down that Jade had no idea how much of herself she gave away when she looked at him like that.
         And to be fair, she was good at hiding.
      

      
      But he was better. The skill had been hard earned from his growing-up years, further honed by the nature of his job. There
         were no words when it came to animals, and out of necessity he’d become the master at reading anyone and anything. He could
         see past Jade’s dazzling clothes and tough-girl exterior, past the uptight perfectionist to the vulnerable woman beneath.
      

      
      Yeah, the woman was definitely hiding.

      
      What he didn’t know was why. He had a few ideas, none of which he liked, but whatever the reason, it made him a little heartsick
         for her, it the same way he felt for the kitten, sitting quiet but not compliant in the crook of his arm. Unfortunately, he
         knew without a shadow of a doubt that only the kitten was going to allow him to help her. He smiled down at her as he stroked
         her beneath the chin, which seemed to be the magic ticket because she let out a rumbling, rusty purr. “You’re sweet,” he murmured,
         rubbing his jaw along the top of her little head.
      

      
      “Aw thanks,” Jade said. “I try.”

      
      Dell smiled because that was a lie and they both knew it. Then she surprised him.

      
      “I’ll take the kitten,” she said, and in her usual efficient way stepped back from her desk and critically eyed the clean
         surface as she slung her purse over her shoulder. Heels clicking, she moved to the wall of storage cabinets. Without hesitation,
         she opened one and pulled out a kitten carrier. Then she went to another cabinet, bending low to grab a bed liner, expertly
         lining the kitten carrier. “Grab me some food? And a litter box, too,” she said over her shoulder.
      

      
      He didn’t move. “You’re going to take the kitten overnight,” he repeated dubiously.
      

      
      
      “Yes.” Her hand and arm brushed his chest as she relieved him of the kitten. “Why do you look so flummoxed?”

      
      “Well, maybe because you’ve never done such a thing before. Hell, Jade, you’ve never even let any of us come to your place.”

      
      Ignoring that, Jade carefully slid the kitten into the carrier and turned her back on him, heading to the door.

      
      They were the last two in the building. Keith, his animal tech, and Mike, his vet nurse, had both already left. Jade hit all
         the lights except one interior, casting them in a soft glow. “Look,” she said. “My job is running this front reception room
         like a well-oiled machine, right? That includes any loose ends.”
      

      
      He stepped between her and the door. “And the stray is a loose end?”

      
      “At this point, Doctor, you’re a loose end. Everything in the back handled?”
      

      
      The “back” consisted of two exam rooms, a surgical suite, an x-ray and ultrasonic suite, and his and Adam’s offices. “Closed
         up tighter than a drum,” he assured her.
      

      
      “Hmm.” She didn’t look impressed. She liked it better when she made the last walk through. And with good reason. He’d been
         known to be distracted enough to forget to turn something off or to even lock himself out. He opened the front door for her,
         then put a hand on her arm, waiting until she met his gaze. “I owe you. Lunch tomorrow?”
      

      
      “We can never agree on a place.”

      
      “Name it, then,” he said. “Name your price.”

      
      This appeared to interest her given how she cocked her head. “That’s a lot of power.”

      
      She had no idea how much power she already had. “Anything.”

      
      She considered this so seriously he smiled. Then she flashed him a rare one of her own and his heart actually stuttered. “You’re
         not going to like it,” she warned.
      

      
      
      Oh, how wrong she was. “There’s not much I don’t like, Jade.”

      
      She poked a finger in his chest. “Okay, what did I tell you about flirting with me, about using my name in that sex-on-a-stick
         voice?”
      

      
      Now this interested him. “You think my voice is sex on a stick?”
      

      
      She poked him again. He liked to think it was because she had a secret thing for touching him, but then again, he was a realist.
         If she’d wanted him that way, she’d have let him know by now.
      

      
      “I want you to let me take care of the stack of bills on your desk,” she said. “The one that’s threatening to fall over and
         hit the floor.”
      

      
      They both knew that the state of his desk, which looked like it had been napalmed, drove her organized, anal heart absolutely
         nuts. As did how he could be counted on to lose his keys, wallet, or hell, his own brain in the mess at least once a week.
         But though he hated paperwork with the same passion that he hated vegetables, he wasn’t going to hand over the reins of his
         admittedly sloppy accounting. He realized that meant that he trusted the animals in his care more than he did the humans,
         but hell, everyone had their faults. “If you took care of the mess on my desk,” he said, “that would be you doing me the favor.”
      

      
      “Not really. I need to organize that desk, Dell. And you hate handling the bills, I heard you swearing at them just this morning.”
      

      
      “I was swearing at the news. Another vet clinic was robbed last night.” There’d been a series of vet robberies between here
         and Spokane in the past week. The threat of it happening here, at his place, the one he’d built with his own sweat and blood,
         pissed him off. “Just after closing time. This time a tech was still in the building, working late, and was knocked out.”
      

      
      
      “Oh my God,” she said, covering her mouth. “What did they take?”

      
      “Ketamine.”

      
      “Ketamine.” She frowned. “Horse tranq?”

      
      “Turns out it’s a good human narcotic as well.” Not to mention an effective date rape drug but she’d gone very still, very
         pale. “Hey. You okay?”
      

      
      “That’s why you stayed tonight,” she said. “You wanted to walk me out to make sure I was safe.”

      
      “And the kitten. I wanted the kitten to be safe, too.” He smiled, but Jade didn’t. Instead, she looked out the window into
         the dark parking lot with obvious unease, making him doubly glad he’d stayed.
      

      
      Belle Haven was just outside of their small town of Sunshine, five miles down a narrow, winding road. Their closest neighbor—Lilah’s
         kennels—was a quarter mile away. They were surrounded by the rugged, majestic Idaho Bitterroot mountain range, the peaks looming
         high. To say that they were isolated out here was an understatement.
      

      
      Since Jade was still just standing there looking out the window, Dell took the kitten carrier and litter from her and nudged
         her out the door.
      

      
      It was early autumn and the chill on the night air cut to the bone, reminding him that winter would be here before they knew
         it.
      

      
      At her car, Jade took the kitten back and set the carrier on the backseat, making him smile when she carefully pulled the
         seat belt across it. Straightening, she faced him again. “See you and your disastrous desk tomorrow.”
      

      
      The cell phone in his back pocket was vibrating. He was late and knew it, so he ignored the call. “Forget about my desk. It’s
         a mess, it’ll take you days.”
      

      
      “My greatest fantasy,” she said.

      
      “That’s just sad, Jade.”

      
      “Don’t distract me with your perverted mind. I was made for this.”

      
      
      “What, were you born with the need to organize?”

      
      “No, I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth. The need to organize is just a freak of nature, one of life’s mysteries.”

      
      Infamously private, Jade didn’t talk about herself often. She’d been born and raised in Chicago, he knew that much. And that
         she had family there, family she’d promised that she’d come back to.
      

      
      Fairly private himself, Dell had never pushed her for more, but every time she doled out a little tidbit about her past and
         gave him a tiny glimpse inside, he found himself all the more fascinated by her.
      

      
      A silver spoon . . . If that was true, they’d grown up just about as different as two people could get.

      
      “So, what do you say?” she asked. “You going to let me in or what?”

      
      Actually, the question was—would she ever let him in . . . “You’re a nut,” he said. “You know that, right?”
      

      
      “When I clean your office, you’ll be calling me a goddess.”

      
      “I’ll call you whatever you’d like, but forget about the—”

      
      His phone was going off again. Reaching around him, Jade slid her hand into his scrubs back pocket. Through the thin cotton,
         her fingers stroked his ass cheek, and his brain clicked off. Just completely clicked off. This condition was not improved
         when her breast brushed his arm as she lifted his phone.
      

      
      “Dr. Connelly’s phone,” she answered professionally, her face so close to his he could have turned his face and captured her
         lips with his.
      

      
      It was her scent, he decided; it drugged him. Made him stupid. Maybe it was her skin, too, so pale compared to his, so soft
         and deceptively fragile-looking.
      

      
      Hell. It was her. Everything about her.

      
      The night around them was so quiet he had no problem hearing the feminine voice coming out of his phone, inquiring of his
         whereabouts.
      

      
      
      “Let me check for you,” Jade said, eyes back on his. “Please hold.” She muted the phone and looked at him, affecting a sex
         kitten voice to match the one on the phone. “Are you . . . available?”
      

      
      Having some problems accessing working brain cells, it took him a minute to answer. “Last I checked.”

      
      She pushed a button on his phone, working it better than he did. “Yes, Dr. Connelly is still here. Who’s calling?” Jade listened
         with careful politeness, contrasted by the long look she slid his way just before she rolled her eyes.
      

      
      Not at the woman.

      
      At him.

      
      She slapped the phone against his chest. “She says you’re late.” She slid behind the wheel and drove off into the night, leaving
         him in her dust.
      

      
      Literally.

      
      Still he watched until her taillights vanished before he lifted his phone to his ear.

   



      
      
      Two

      
      At her place, Jade deactivated her alarm and flipped a switch. As they’d been programmed to do, four different lights came
         on, one in each corner of the living area, kitchen nook, bedroom area, and entry to the bathroom.
      

      
      Instant visual access.

      
      Expensive, and worth every penny. Everything was neat as a pin and just the way she’d left it. In order.

      
      Order meant safety, and Jade depended on both. She set the kitten carrier on the foyer floor and opened the little door. The
         kitten tentatively poked her nose out, definitely not quite as sure of herself without Dell’s warm arms.
      

      
      Jade supposed she couldn’t blame her. Dell had a way of making a woman feel safe. “Get comfortable,” she said as her cell
         rang.
      

      
      Dr. Doolittle himself.

      
      “Don’t tell me,” she said. “You lost your wallet and/or your car keys.”

      
      “Okay, now that hurts,” Dell said, sounding anything but wounded.

      
      
      “Uh-huh. Why else would you be calling after hours when you’re supposed to be playing doctor?”

      
      “If you think you know me so well, why don’t you guess?”

      
      “You’ve forgotten the code for the alarm,” she said. “Again.”

      
      “Hey,” he said. “Once.”

      
      “Yeah, once. Once a week.”

      
      “I’m calling to make sure you got home okay.”

      
      His words were a direct hit to her carefully built defenses. She’d gotten used to being on her own. But Dell was a true pack
         leader and took care of his own. Whether she liked it or not.
      

      
      She didn’t. It gave her a false sense of security. She’d been working on that, on letting people in. On trying to loosen up.
         She’d even put it on her to-do spreadsheets to remind herself. Live. Open up. Have fun.
      

      
      Wasn’t she driving into Coeur d’Alene every Wednesday night to take a line-dancing class? Skiing here and there on the weekends?

      
      So she needed to not be charmed by him. She was leaving, and now was not the time to get involved, not when her time here
         was nearly up. “I’m home safe and sound, thanks,” she said, then paused. “Good night, Dell.”
      

      
      “Night, Goddess Jade.”

      
      She hit the End button and looked down in surprise at the soft “Mew.” She’d almost forgotten about her house guest. “That
         was our boss,” she said, and shook her head. “Making sure we’re okay.”
      

      
      “Mew,” the kitten said, sounding . . . lonely.

      
      Common ground, Jade thought. Loneliness. And something she could understand that Dell could not. He wouldn’t know lonely if
         it bit him on his very fine ass.
      

      
      The kitten had stepped outside of the carrier but not a foot farther.

      
      “It’s okay,” Jade told her. “It’s all about baby steps.”

      
      The kitten sniffed the floor.

      
      
      “Really. Mi casa es su casa,” Jade assured her. “Well, for the night, anyway.” She walked through her living room area. She’d rented this place the day
         she’d come to town eighteen months ago now. It was an older building, built in the 1950s, and beautifully renovated. Jade
         was on the top of three floors. The loft was large, the ceilings high, lined with intricately carved crown molding. It had
         come furnished and cost an arm and a leg.
      

      
      But far more important to Jade, she could see everything in one sweeping glance.

      
      She flipped through her mail, separating it into three piles: junk, bills, letters. The junk mail she dropped directly into
         the shredder under her small desk in the corner. The bills she set next to her laptop to be promptly paid. The letter she
         set on the mantel and then stared at for a few minutes.
      

      
      It was from her mother. Everyone else in her life called, texted, or e-mailed, but her mother had never gotten the hang of
         modern technology.
      

      
      Jade had a pretty pothos plant whose abundant leaves had worked their way in front of the few pictures she had on the mantle.
         Nudging them aside, she looked into the eyes of her family. Her well-meaning retired physician parents were arm in arm in
         front of their large successful medical center, which until eighteen months ago, Jade had overseen for them. The job had been
         her life, which was no wonder given that the center had five major departments to oversee; urgent care, ob-gyn, family practice,
         pediatrics, and orthopedics.
      

      
      Then there was the picture of Jade and her cousin, Sam Bennett, a doctor as well, the two of them on skies and mugging for
         the camera.
      

      
      Both pictures had been taken two years ago now and represented a time when Jade had known exactly who and what she was, and
         the path of her future.
      

      
      They’d been a happy, loving, successful family.

      
      She ran a finger over her father’s face and heard his voice in her head, shaking slightly with the Parkinson’s disease that was slowly killing him. Nothing can scare you, princess. You’re a natural, you were born to be strong and do anything you want.
      

      
      How often had he told her that?

      
      Every day.

      
      Her mother, too.

      
      Sam had been fond of the mantra as well, and it had meant even more coming from him. Only two years older than Jade, Sam was
         far more a brother than a cousin. He called weekly and texted daily, checking on her, bugging her to come home.
      

      
      Something she’d promised to do the day she’d left Chicago. She’d told them she’d be back within the year. But that year had
         come and gone and she’d had to ask for an extension because she hadn’t been ready.
      

      
      Now it had been eighteen months and her grace period was gone. But as it turned out, she could get her pencils and her lists
         and her clothes just the way she wanted, she could expect her world to fall into place just the way she wanted, but healing
         . . . healing couldn’t be ordered.
      

      
      Healing had to come from the inside.

      
      It had to come from the “strength” her family had constantly told her she had, strength she’d blindly accepted as fact.

      
      That had been the fatal flaw.

      
      Because she’d never had to actually be strong. And as it turned out, being told you’re strong and actually being strong were two very different things.
      

      
      Which she discovered the night she’d been tested beyond endurance.

      
      After the attack, she realized the truth—that everyone had been wrong, very wrong. She hadn’t been strong at all. Once that had sunk in, her foundation had cracked and fallen away from beneath her
         feet.
      

      
      And she’d run. She’d run hard and fast, from family, from well-meaning friends, from work, from everything. She’d come here to Sunshine and ordered herself to feel safe. But the attack
         had showed her that even ordering something to happen couldn’t stop the unexpected. So even as she worked hard at creating
         structure to Dell’s life, she wasn’t facing her own weakness—dealing with the unexpected.
      

      
      Her cell phone rang again, and still staring at the unopened letter, she answered without looking at the ID. “Dell, I’m going
         to start to think you’d rather be playing doctor with me.”
      

      
      There was a startled beat of silence. “You and Dell are playing doctor?”

      
      Jade winced. “Hey, Lilah.”

      
      “Don’t ‘Hey, Lilah’ me. You got some ’splaining to do, Lucy. You’re playing doctor with Dell?”

      
      “No! I just thought you were him again, and—”

      
      “Again?” Jade was sounding excited now, a big mistake on Jade’s part. Lilah had the nose of a bloodhound, and she was on the scent.
      

      
      “Is there something going on that I need to be informed of pronto?” Lilah asked.

      
      “No!” Jade drew a calming breath. Like Dell, Lilah worked with animals and could read a lie a mile away. “Okay, let’s focus here.
         Where are you?”
      

      
      “In Boise with Brady.”

      
      Damn. “Are you at least getting some action from the hottest pilot in all of Idaho?”

      
      “In all the land,” Lilah corrected. “Not just Idaho. And don’t think I didn’t spot the subject change. Nicely done. What did you do with the
         stray?”
      

      
      “I took her.”

      
      There was a prolonged silence at this. “You?”
      

      
      Jade sighed. “It’s not that weird. You were gone and there was no one else.”

      
      “So . . . you have the stray at your place?”

      
      
      “It’s just for the night, Lilah.”

      
      Another pause. “Can I talk to her?” Lilah joked. “And get the secret admittance handshake?”

      
      “Ha,” Jade said at the subtle knock at the fact that she never invited any of them over. She had no idea why Lilah liked her,
         but she was glad. Lilah was open and welcoming and inspired trust. And she got the same feelings from Sunshine itself. “I’ll
         bring you the kitten tomorrow.”
      

      
      “Sounds good. But I’m actually calling about tomorrow night. I want to get everyone together at Crystal’s.”

      
      Everyone meant Lilah and her boyfriend Brady—an ex–army ranger, now a pilot for hire—and Brady’s brothers, Dell and Adam.
         They were a tight group, and considered themselves family.
      

      
      By some miracle, they’d included Jade in that group. “Sounds good.”

      
      “Tell Dell for me?”

      
      “Okay.”

      
      “Aha!” Lilah cried triumphantly. “So there is something going on with you two.”
      

      
      “Lilah, we work together. I meant I’d tell him tomorrow at work.”

      
      “Or when you play doctor . . .”

      
      There was no doubt Dell could show Jade a good time. But she’d seen his patterns over the past year and a half, and they didn’t
         involve being friends with the women he slept with. And they were friends. So she could squelch the occasional yearning for
         more. Especially since . . . “He’s on a date.”
      

      
      “Oh.” Lilah sighed. “You got my hopes up there for a minute. I know, stupid.”

      
      Yes. Yes, Jade and Dell together would be stupid. He was her boss. He had an allergy to relationships. And she wasn’t made
         for quickie affairs, not to mention that she was going back to Chicago soon.
      

      
      All good, solid reasons to avoid said stupidity.

      
      
      “Bringing this back to me,” Lilah said. “Put tomorrow night at Crystal’s on your fancy spreadsheet calendar thingie and send
         it to Dell. Wait—are you still forbidden from sending him any more spreadsheets?”
      

      
      This had happened a few months back after Jade had accidentally (on purpose) mixed up his social calendar, causing him to
         pick up the wrong woman on the wrong night. “Nah, he got over it.” Dell got over everything, it was part of his easy charm.
         Nothing much got to him.
      

      
      “Make it seven o’clock tomorrow night,” Lilah said.

      
      “I’ll be there.”

      
      “Want me to come by and get you?”

      
      “Sure.”

      
      “I’ll honk for you.”

      
      The usual routine. Jade looked around her loft. Eighteen months, and though Lilah had picked her up numerous times for a girls’
         night out or dinner or any of a hundred other things, Jade had never invited Lilah inside.
      

      
      Or anyone.

      
      At first it was because she’d been protective of her privacy. And then as she’d made friends, it had been a way of keeping
         her heart protected from becoming too attached.
      

      
      Which, of course, was far too late. She drew in a breath. “Don’t honk,” she said.

      
      “What?”

      
      “Tomorrow night. When you get here, just come up.”

      
      “You mean you’re finally finished painting?” Lilah asked, sounding excited.

      
      Jade bit her lip, feeling a flush hit her cheeks at the shame of the little white lies she’d told everyone to protect herself.
         “Yeah. I finally finished painting.”
      

      
      “Well, it’s about damn time, considering you’re leaving next month, sheesh! Can’t wait. See you tomorrow.”

      
      Jade hung up the phone and looked at the kitten sitting in the doorway of the foyer, watching her with those narrowed feline
         eyes. “Baby steps,” she reminded the both of them.
      

      
      *  *  *

      When Lilah picked Jade up the next night, she was grinning as Jade opened the front door. “Lemme in, lemme in,” she said,
         pressing past Jade.
      

      
      Jade held her breath as Lilah walked through the place. “It’s—”

      
      “Nice,” Lilah finally said, turning in a circle. “It’s . . . wow nice.” Lilah lived in a tiny cabin, one that was both adorable
         and ancient. At any given moment either the plumbing or electricity were threatening to go out and stay out. But the place
         had been purposely, carefully, lovingly furnished by Lilah herself, and every inch of it was . . . well, Lilah.
      

      
      Jade looked around now, trying to see her loft as if for the first time to decide what these furnishings said about her. Smooth
         lines, glass, mostly white or pale earth tone colors.
      

      
      Clean.

      
      Neat.

      
      They said expensive lease.
      

      
      “So neat,” Lilah said, sounding amused. “I shouldn’t be surprised at that.”

      
      There was very little clutter. Jade had always been proud of that, and the clean lines. It said she was on top of things.
         Successful. Smart.
      

      
      An illusion, and one easily shattered at that.

      
      “It’s so light and airy,” Lilah said. “Fancy.”

      
      And costly. The word went unspoken, but it was true. She paid for the tight security and a good neighborhood, made all the
         more pricey because she was on a month-to-month, not an annual lease. The owner charged her more to give him the security
         he needed in case she bailed.
      

      
      And she did plan on bailing.

      
      Sooner or later . . .

      
      Or so she’d been saying every month for over a year now.

      
      
      “Mew,” said the stray kitten that Jade hadn’t given to Lilah this morning.

      
      Lilah scooped the kitten up for a hug. “Aw. You’re what, four months old? You’re precious.” She looked at Jade. “I thought
         you were going to bring her to the kennels for adoption.”
      

      
      “I am. Tomorrow.”

      
      She’d meant to do it today, but there was just something about those green eyes that said the little thing had seen too much
         for her few months. And the way her little ribs stuck out, it grabbed Jade by the heart and wouldn’t let go. She wanted to
         fatten her up first, is all, give her a day off from the cruel realities of the big, bad world out there.
      

      
      “You have beautiful taste,” Lilah said, something new and a little different in her voice now, and Jade paused. She understood
         Lilah’s confusion. Jade had once told her that she’d come to Sunshine for the good winter skiing and a break from her life.
      

      
      Obviously the receptionist job and ski-bum premise didn’t quite add up to being able to afford a place like this. “I lease
         it furnished.”
      

      
      Lilah looked at her as if she was speaking another language. “Really? Why?”

      
      Jade hesitated. She could tell Lilah the whole sordid story. That’s what friends, real friends, did.
      

      
      But she couldn’t tell. She couldn’t tell anyone, not without falling apart, and falling apart was not on today’s to-do spreadsheet.

      
      But she could be honest about something, at least. “I leased it furnished, because as you know, I never intended to stay in
         Sunshine long.”
      

      
      Lilah nodded. “So the whole ‘I’m painting my place’ thing . . .”

      
      “I’ve never painted anything in my entire life,” Jade admitted. “I’m sorry. I—”

      
      Lilah set the kitten down and squeezed Jade’s hand, her eyes warm with understanding. “You don’t have to explain yourself to me, Jade. Not until you’re ready.”
      

      
      It was the first time that Lilah had ever let on that she knew that Jade hadn’t been honest with her, and the knowledge made
         Jade’s throat burn. “Thanks,” she whispered.
      

      
      “But you can tell me something else.”

      
      “Anything,” Jade said, relieved.

      
      Lilah watched the kitten jump up on the couch and make herself at home. “Why did you keep her?”

      
      They both looked at the kitten now daintily licking her Lady Town.

      
      Jade bit her lower lip. “I don’t know. Anyone claim her?”

      
      “Nope. And she’s going to leave hair all over that pretty couch.”

      
      “I didn’t want her to be put down,” Jade said.

      
      “I don’t put animals down. Ever. And you know that.”

      
      Jade sighed. “Look, she acclimated. I can’t kick her out now.”

      
      Lilah grinned. “You are so full of shit tonight. All the way around. Why can’t you just admit you’ve fallen for her?”

      
      “I don’t fall.”

      
      At that, Lilah laughed outright. “Oh, honey. Haven’t you learned yet? You can control a lot of things—work, what you watch
         on TV, how much ice cream you inhale—but you can’t control what your heart does.”
      

      
      Jade brooded over that for a moment. “You can control how much ice cream you inhale?”

      
      Lilah laughed again. “Come on, Brady’s meeting us at the bar. He told me I had to be on time tonight or he wouldn’t put out
         later.” She took one last look around and sighed wistfully. “Someday,” she murmured. “I’m going to have a place like this.”
      

      
      Jade followed Lilah out and carefully set her alarm. Maybe she had the more expensive place and bigger savings account, but
         out of the two of them, Lilah with her tiny cabin, kennels, and adoring boyfriend was by far the richer.
      

      
      *  *  *

      Jade accepted her small glass of wine from the bartender and lifted a brow at the huge margarita he placed in front of Lilah.
      

      
      “I have big plans for tonight,” Lilah said with a grin, licking the salt off the edge of the glass.

      
      “Does it involve being flat on your ass?” Jade asked.

      
      Lilah laughed and took a healthy sip of her drink. “Flat on my back maybe.” She grinned stupidly at the man who walked into the bar and headed directly for her.
      

      
      Brady Miller.

      
      The big, badass ex–army ranger didn’t look any less big and bad as he returned Lilah’s goofy smile and bodily plucked her
         out of her chair and squeezed her tight.
      

      
      Lilah sighed sweetly, cupped his face, and kissed him long and hard, like maybe she hadn’t seen him in a year instead of that
         morning before she’d left for work.
      

      
      Jade turned away to give them a moment, and herself, too. Had a man ever looked at her in the way Brady looked at Lilah? If
         so, she couldn’t remember it.
      

      
      She’d dated in Chicago, usually with men she met through her connections at work or at the charity events she’d often run
         for her family. Similar minded as she, these men had professional lives that took up much of their time, and for whatever
         reason, not a one of them had sparked a long-term interest.
      

      
      They’d been wrong for her.

      
      She was good at that, meeting men who were wrong for her.

      
      Still, she’d managed to have relationships, some that had even hung on for a few months at a time, often longer than they
         should have. What hadn’t happened was the magic that made her want to take the next step. Magic she would have said didn’t
         exist.
      

      
      Except it did.

      
      
      She was looking at it between Brady and Lilah. Then she locked eyes on another man entirely, Dr. Dell Connelly. She felt a
         little quiver, which was ridiculous because out of all the men in the land, he was the most wrong for her of them all.
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