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The sky’s the limit when it comes to love.


Pilot-for-hire Zoe Stone finds her quiet life thrown for a loop when her brother’s friend Parker comes to stay. The US Fish and Wildlife special agent is a handsome flirt with a gift for getting under her skin – which only intensifies when Parker hires her to fly him around the area while he collects evidence on a suspected smuggler.


Now Zoe has to live and work with the guy. But in the air, she sees another side of him. He’s driven, focused, and sharp. And she quickly realises with a shock that Parker also has a gift for setting her heart racing – and that she never wants him to stop.


Want more sexy, fun romance? Return to Sunshine, Idaho for more of the captivating Animal Magnetism series, or visit spellbinding Lucky Harbor in Jill’s bestselling series.
And don’t miss Jill’s Cedar Ridge books – the gorgeous series set in the Colorado mountains, that we promise will capture your heart.






One
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Zoe Stone had tried on everything in her closet and not only did her room now look like an explosion in a mattress factory, not one single item of clothing had worked for her.


She was still standing there eyeing the carnage when her sister, Darcy, appeared in the doorway, arms loaded with clothing. “Got your 911 freak-out text. Here’s all the stuff I’ve ever borrowed from you.”


“You mean stolen?”


“Tomayto, tomahto.” Darcy dumped the entire pile of loot in the only space available—on top of the slightly tubby Bernese mountain dog snoring in the center of Zoe’s bed.


“The pretty little black dress of yours is in there,” Darcy said. “You should absolutely be wearing that for your date instead of the granny dress you’ve got on. Seriously, how old are you, eighty-five?”


She’d just had her first anniversary of turning thirty, thank you very much, but Zoe looked down at herself. Her floral print dress was soft and clingy, fell to just past her knees, and hid a multitude of sins—such as the fact that she’d been stress-eating her feels all week. “It’s not that bad.”


“Zoe, you could walk into any Denny’s before five o’clock and get a discount.”


“I like this dress,” Zoe said, “and so does Oreo.”


Oreo, the aforementioned Bernese mountain dog, cracked open an eye and looked up at Zoe with love and adoration. “See?” she said, ruffling the dog’s big head. “And not that I have time to change anyway, but I don’t see what’s wrong with this outfit.”


“Absolutely nothing,” Darcy said, “assuming that you don’t care if you ever get laid again. And for God’s sake, stop taking fashion advice from a dog who rolls in bear poo and thinks he smells good.”


Panting happily, Oreo smiled up at the both of them.


Through the open window came the sound of a vehicle pulling up. Darcy moved to the second-story window and peered out. “Looks like your blind date’s here. What’s his name again?”


“Newman Taylor.”


“Well, Newman’s in a black Jeep with the top off. Not his top, the Jeep’s top, but still very nice—Whoa.”


“What?”


Darcy’s nose was glued to the window now. “Holy crap on a stick—he’s hot for a guy named Newman. Way too hot for that dress you’re wearing. Quick,” she said, waving a hand at Zoe. “Exchange it for the LBD.”


“I’m fine in this,” Zoe said. Maybe because she couldn’t wear the LBD; she hadn’t shaved her thighs—her own little insurance policy against making any rash decisions tonight such as getting naked. No way would she be tempted knowing she had hairy thighs. “And get away from there and stop spying on him.” But then she moved to the window next to her sister and sucked in a breath because Darcy was right, Newman was hot. Dark hair, a little wavy, a lot wind tousled. Black shirt that fit him well enough to define broad shoulders. Dark jeans. An easy gait that said confident male.


Butterflies took flight low in her belly and she pressed a hand to it. “Oh boy.”


“And I bet he’s got a six-pack, too,” Darcy whispered. “Maybe even an eight-pack. I’m going to need you to remember every detail for me.”


For Darcy, abs were a requirement in a man.


But Zoe had learned a lot for a woman who’d just had her thirtieth birthday—again. She had a completely different list of requirements. Honesty and kindness. That was it. Easy to remember and simple. But she’d also learned that nothing about men was simple.


“I wonder what color his eyes are—” Darcy broke off as the guy stopped on the path to the house and unerringly looked up at the window where the two of them stood staring at him.


With a commingled squeak, they dropped to the floor.


Afraid he was missing some fun new game, Oreo barked happily and leapt off the bed and right on top of them.


“Oomph.” Darcy pulled the silly dog in for a hug. “You big lug. You need a diet.”


Zoe pushed Oreo’s tail out of her face. “Think he saw us?” she asked, panicked.


“Nah,” Darcy said.


Zoe let out a relieved breath. “Really?”


“No.” Darcy grinned and sat up. “He totally saw us.”


Oh for God’s sake. The guy’s a dentist, she reminded herself. By definition, that meant he most likely was a people person, right? Right, she decided. And him being a people person was a good thing since one of them needed to know what they were doing.


She and Darcy—and Oreo—crawled away from the window and stood.


“Feels a little like old times, doesn’t it?” Darcy asked, dusting herself off. “Remember when we sneaked out of the house to do that midnight full moon climb up White Eagle with the Connelly brothers? We climbed out the window and got caught by Grandpa and were grounded for the rest of the summer.”


“That was you and Wyatt,” Zoe said. Their brother had always been able to find trouble. “I never got grounded.”


“That’s right. Wyatt was way more fun than you.”


Zoe slipped into a pair of flats and Darcy rolled her eyes.


“What’s wrong with the flats?” Zoe asked. “You wear flats all the time.”


“Yes, because I have a spinal injury that makes me want to drop to the floor and curl up in a ball whenever I wear heels,” Darcy pointed out. “You don’t have such an excuse. Plus you have legs a mile long that look amazing in heels, which makes me hate you just a little bit.”


“Flats,” Zoe insisted.


“Fine. So what do we know about this guy?”


“He’s a dentist from Hennessey Flats,” Zoe said. “Karen set me up with him. He’s her neighbor.”


“The Karen who does your hair, the Karen who’s been married and divorced three times?” Darcy asked.


“Yeah, so?”


“Sooooooo,” Darcy said, “don’t you think if her neighbor was hot, she’d date him herself, if not make him husband number four?”


Well, crap. She hadn’t thought of that.


“Plus . . . a dentist?” Darcy asked doubtfully.


“What’s wrong with him being a dentist? At least he’s gainfully employed.”


“Nothing’s wrong with it,” Darcy said reasonably. “If you want to sleep with a guy whose hands have been inside other people’s mouths all day long. Do you know how many germs that is? A million. A million trillion.”


Zoe shuddered. “Great. Thanks for that. Don’t you have somewhere to be?”


“Yep,” Darcy said, but moved back to the window. “You got a reprieve; he stopped to take a call.”


Zoe grabbed her purse and turned to Oreo. “Hold down the fort for Mommy, okay?”


Darcy snorted. “If a bad guy showed up, he’d hide in your closet.”


This was probably true but the big, goofy dog was the only home security system she had right now. In the past few months both Wyatt and Darcy had moved out, Wyatt to live with his fiancée, Emily, and Darcy to live with her boyfriend, AJ.


Zoe had told herself she was good with that. Sure, she missed bossing them around as she’d been doing since the dawn of time because one, their foreign diplomat parents had never seemed to notice that they’d had children, and two, well, Zoe kind of just loved to boss people around. But she wasn’t going to complain. Not when she’d seen just about every corner of the world and knew exactly how good she really had it right here in Sunshine, Idaho, alone or not.


Besides, with her newfound freedom she had a lot planned for herself. She wanted to fix up the house, although she admittedly had very little talent in that area. She wanted to learn to bake, even though she had even less talent in that realm. She wanted to date—where she had absolutely zero talent.


It might seem silly, but to a woman who’d been uniquely unlucky in her love life, Zoe had never gotten the hang of dipping her toes into the wading pool, especially with the audience of her siblings.


But now, with the house empty, it seemed like a perfect time.


Hence blind date number one. And she was ready. She wanted this. She totally almost did.


“He’s off the phone,” Darcy reported, back at the window.


Oh God. “I changed my mind,” Zoe whispered.


Darcy turned to her. “No.”


“Yes!”


“Then why did you tell everyone to set you up with blind dates so that you could get laid?”


“I never said that! I really wish you’d stop saying it.”


“What?” Darcy asked. “That you want to get laid?”


Zoe shot Darcy a look that went completely ignored. “And that’s not why I wanted to go out. I just wanted . . .” She trailed off, because what she wanted was much more complicated than her short list of man requirements.


She had a job she loved: being both a pilot-for-hire and giving flying lessons out of the small regional Sunshine Airport. Sunshine was a sleepy ranching town at the base of the heart-stopping Bitterroot Mountains and didn’t see a lot of action, but she managed to keep busy enough to eke out a living.


She had Wyatt and Darcy, whom she loved fiercely even though on any given day she felt like strangling and/or smothering them, but she was working on that.


And then there was the ancient—and some might argue dilapidated—150-year-old Victorian house that her grandparents had left the three of them, which she loved with the same fierceness she loved her annoying siblings.


Not to mention Oreo, whom she’d rescued not all that long ago and who’d quickly become her favorite family member.


So yeah, her life was good and she was happy, blah blah blah.


But something had been missing for a while now.


Joy.


She’d never given that particular emotion much thought before. She’d always been too busy keeping things together. But now that she had an empty nest, so to speak, she’d decided she was due. Past due—


At the knock on the front door downstairs, she nearly leapt out of her skin.


Startled, Oreo gave a loud bark and farted at the same time, and then as he did every single time this happened, he whipped his big head around to stare at his own hind end in surprise.


Darcy grinned. “Killer protective instincts, this one.” She rumpled Oreo’s fur. “I’m going to sneak out the back door, okay?” At the door, she blew Zoe a quick kiss and then smacked her own forehead. “Oh, almost forgot! Wyatt told me to remind you that his friend Parker could be showing up any time over the next few days. And change your dress and shoes!”


“I’m not going to change!”


Darcy sighed the put-upon sigh of a sister who thought she knew everything. “Fine. But do me a favor?”


“Anything if you’ll leave.”


“For once,” Darcy said, “just once, act spontaneously, okay?”


“Spontaneously?”


“Yeah, like if when you open the door and he’s even hotter up close, step outside your comfort zone and kiss him. Right up front, you know? Set the mood.”


Zoe just stared at her. “Are you completely nuts?”


“Well, obviously,” Darcy said. “But what does that have to do with anything?” She laughed, but then her smile faded. “Listen, most people spend a first date filled with anxiety, obsessing over the good-night kiss. Will there be one, won’t there be one . . .”


“I don’t obsess,” Zoe said.


“Are you kidding? You’re the queen of obsessing. So just get it out of the way, okay? Act spontaneously. And then relax and go with the flow.”


“I always go with the flow,” Zoe said.


Darcy laughed. “You go with the flow never. Try it my way? Just this once? Trust me, if there are sparks, you’ll thank me.”


“And if there aren’t?” Zoe asked.


“Then you don’t need to worry that that dress makes you look like a grandma.”


And then the whirlwind that was Darcy was gone.


Zoe took one last look at herself in the mirror. Okay, so maybe the dress didn’t scream sex, but that was okay. She wanted a guy to want her for her, right?


Right.


The knock came again. Solid. Firm. And the butterflies in her belly once again took flight.


Oreo’s, too, given that he gave another ear-piercing bark and scrambled to hide under her bed. All he could fit under there was his big, fat head, which left the rest of him sticking out.


She thought about joining him, but she’d never been much for hiding her head under the bed. So she made her way down the creaky stairs, her dress catching on her legs. Dammit. Darcy was making her doubt the choice, but it was too late now. Still, if the dress wasn’t going to make a statement, then she’d have to make do with her personality.


No pressure or anything . . .


Oreo followed her, hiding behind her legs as she opened the front door and got her first look at her blind date and . . . stopped breathing.


Damn. He was even better looking up close. Tall, and that leanly muscled build of his spoke of a man who worked with his body, not a guy who sat on a stool with his hands inside his patients’ mouths all day. He had sharp, light green eyes that crinkled in the corners, like maybe he spent a lot of time in the sun or, better yet, smiled a lot. A scar bisected his left eyebrow, giving him a dark and mysterious air. His square jaw had a slight shadow of growth, shown off when his mouth curved at her scrutiny, and this time her heart kicked hard because he also had a killer smile.


“Hey,” he said in a deep, warm masculine voice.


“Hey,” she mirrored back as Darcy’s words flashed in her head. Act spontaneously. Step outside your comfort zone.


Kiss him.


Heart pounding, Zoe let out a breath and moved forward, having to go up on her tiptoes to brush her mouth across his.


His lips were warm, firm, and yet somehow giving at the same time. She could have easily lost herself in him, but sanity returned and she stepped back.


His smile got a whole lot warmer, but he didn’t speak.


“Thought I’d get that out of the way,” she managed. “It’s nice to meet you. I’ve never met a dentist without having to be in a dentist’s chair.” Great, and now she was rambling. She bit her tongue to keep it from running off with the last of her good sense.


“Nice to meet you, too,” he said. “Who’s the dentist?”


Zoe’s smile congealed and her heart stopped, just completely stopped. “Uh . . . you,” she said, “You’re the dentist.”


Still smiling, he shook his head. “Not me.”


Oh God. “You’re not Newman Taylor,” she whispered in horror.


“No,” he said. “But if your next guess is Parker James, you’d be right.”


Oh God. Wyatt’s friend, to whom she’d agreed to rent a room for the few weeks he was in town. She’d had mixed feelings about it, but Wyatt had vouched for the guy, and Zoe could really use the money for some desperately needed renovations. “You’re my brother’s old friend.”


“Not all that old, really,” he said, and looked at her mouth.


The mouth she’d kissed him with. Good God, I kissed him.


He grinned.


And . . . she’d said that out loud. Perfect. She covered her face. “I’m sorry, I—”


“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “That kiss was the best thing to happen to me all week.”


Behind her fingers she moaned a little, and he laughed at her. “Wyatt didn’t mention the welcoming committee,” he said. “He did say you might be grumpy. I like this better.”


She was going to have to kill her brother, but since he was out of town for the weekend at a vet conference, that pleasure would have to wait.


Maybe she could just move to Iceland. Iceland might be far enough to escape the humiliation, but probably not. Dammit. She’d kissed a perfect stranger, just accosted him on her doorstep. And . . . now her chest hurt. Maybe an impending heart attack would explain her behavior. Holding her chest, she used her other hand to point at him to stay. “I just need a minute,” she said.


And then slammed the door in his face.


Behind her, in the living room, a brick fell from the ancient old fireplace. It did that every time she slammed the door. She’d tried to get someone out here to fix it but the contractor had wanted her to promise her firstborn, so she’d just decided not to slam the door anymore.


But she kept forgetting. Note to self: Stop kissing strangers, and stop slamming the door. She ran to the kitchen, where she’d left her cell phone, and pounded out her brother’s number.


“Yo,” Wyatt said in greeting. “Hear you’re going out with some dentist guy tonight. Watch where he puts his hands. You don’t know where they’ve been.”


Oh, for God’s sake. Her siblings gossiped like a pair of old ladies. “You’re a veterinarian,” she pointed out. “God knows how many worse places your hands are all day long. Maybe I should tell Emily to watch where you put your hands.”


Wyatt just laughed. Since Emily—the love of his life—was also a vet, it had been an idle threat and they both knew it.


Zoe sucked in a deep breath. “Listen, about your friend, the one who’s coming to stay—”


“Yeah, Darcy told you he’s coming early?”


“Uh-huh,” she said with what she thought was a perfectly even voice.


But Wyatt had been seeing right through her for years. He was the only one who could. “Zoe,” he said in his most annoying brother voice. “You’re going to be nice. You promised. At least until I get back to Sunshine.”


“Yeah,” she said, and grimaced. “About that . . .” She closed her eyes. “I might be a little short on nice as it turns out.” Try hoochie-mama on for size . . .


“Shit, Zoe. He’s there already? What did you do?”


“Hey, I didn’t do anything.” Well, except kiss him.


And then slam the door on his nose . . .


Crap. “So . . . just how good a friend is this guy again?”


“Very,” Wyatt said. “We met in college when we were bartenders at the same place. On my first night, we got jumped at closing by five drunk assholes. Parker saved my ass. Haven’t gotten to see him in years, though, so don’t chase him away before I get home.”


She grimaced again. “Gotta go.”


“Zoe—”


She disconnected. “Oops,” she said. “My bad.” She glanced at herself in the microwave glass door. “Go make nice,” she told her reflection. She turned to do just that, stopping to grab one of the cooling chocolate chip cookies she’d baked earlier. She was a great cook but she’d never been much of a baker. Determined to change that, she’d used one of her grandma’s recipes—Zoe’s first-ever batch that wasn’t from the grocery store’s frozen aisle. She took a bite . . . and nearly gagged. They tasted like baking soda.


She spit the disgusting thing out in the sink and rinsed it down. Okay, so her baking needed a lot more work.


And maybe your attitude.


Brushing the crumbs from her hands, she went back to the living room. She let out a heavy breath and once again opened the front door.


Parker was crouched low, chuckling over Oreo, who’d stayed outside with her new roommate and was sniffing at the guy’s proffered hand.


“He’s not much for new people,” Zoe warned. “And especially not much for men. He’s a rescue and—”


And nothing because Oreo jumped into Parker’s arms and licked Parker’s chin.


Traitor.


Parker winced as he lowered Oreo back to the ground, but the pained expression vanished so fast Zoe wasn’t sure if she’d imagined it. “Are you hurt?”


“Cracked a few ribs a couple of weeks ago,” he said lightly. “Still a little sore, that’s all.”


“How did you do that?”


“Wrangling some big-game poachers.”


She stared at him. “Is that code for none of your business?”


“I don’t talk in code.” Mr. Mysterious rose to his feet, Oreo in his arms like he weighed nothing instead of one hundred pounds of tubby Bernese mountain dog.


“Careful,” she said. “You’ll hurt those ribs.”


“I’m fine.”


The statement was so alpha male to the core that she laughed. “Of course, you’re fine. You’re a man. Good to know you’re all equally pigheaded.”


Not insulted in the least, he grinned. “You have us all figured out, then?”


“Not that much to figure out,” she said.


Those sharp green eyes held hers. “Maybe I’ll surprise you.”


The words brought a quiver to her long-neglected lady parts, but she was pretty confident he couldn’t surprise her. But then he let Oreo lick his face again.


“A real watchdog you’ve got here,” he said fondly, and set Oreo down with one last body rub.


Well, damn, she thought reluctantly. She had to give him at least a few brownie points for loving up on her big old silly dog. “Yeah,” she said. “He’s a real killer.” She slid the killer a long look.


Oreo pretended not to see it, which only served to prove her point about men . . .


“So,” Parker said straightening. “Can I come in yet or do you want to slam the door on my nose again?”


She felt her cheeks flush but met his gaze.


He held it prisoner with his warm, patient one and waited her out.


Great, he was also a man who knew the value of silence. She’d never met anyone like him, that was for sure. “You can come in,” she said, deciding to pretend that the past few moments had never happened, hoping that he’d already forgotten them.


Denial wasn’t just a river in Egypt . . .




Two
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Parker James followed the pretty—and crazy—brunette into the house, his lips still tingling from the touch of hers. He wondered about the missing dentist and why she’d kiss the guy if she’d never even met him—not that it mattered to him.


He’d reaped the benefits. And now he was left to wonder if his insta-attraction to her was thanks to the surprising welcome, or the universe’s way of messing with him since she was his old buddy Wyatt’s sister. Hell, maybe it was just one of life’s little mysteries.


“Help yourself in here,” Zoe said when they’d entered the kitchen. She turned to face him and for the briefest of beats her eyes flicked to his mouth and he knew she was thinking about the kiss, too.


“Thanks,” he said. “But I probably won’t be around much.”


“Wyatt said you’re on vacay. What brings a guy to Sunshine, Idaho, for a vacation?”


Much more than he was willing to share, starting with the fact that forced leave would’ve been far more accurate than vacay. “Peace and quiet,” he said.


She looked at him from fathomless light brown eyes that appeared to be as good at hiding her thoughts as his own were. Good for her. She was interesting, his temporary landlord, he’d give her that.


And she tasted good, too.


“Wyatt also says that you work for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,” she said, watching him carefully. “And that you travel around a lot.”


Close enough, he supposed, even if it was an understatement on all counts. He was actually a supervisory special agent, or RAC—Resident Agent in Charge. It was his division’s duty to enforce the many federal conservation laws in place to protect endangered species and other forms of wildlife. He did so by investigating and infiltrating wildlife trafficking rings, illegal guiding operations, and all matter of assorted other criminal groups.


Since that often meant going undercover for cases that ranged from a simple buy-bust transaction to multi-month undercover stings, it was his usual MO to leave out the details. “Yep, I’m at the USFW service,” was all he said. Besides, this was just small talk, casual chatter. She might as well have said, Nice weather we’re having.


Except that he didn’t feel casual with her and he suspected it had something to do with the way she was still looking at him with those honey-colored eyes that inexplicably drew him when he didn’t want to be drawn.


Did she feel it, too?


Did it matter? No, he decided, it didn’t. Whatever the odd tension between them, nothing was going to happen. So he met her gaze calmly and coolly, usually a pretty clear indication that he didn’t want to be engaged in further conversation, but his heart wasn’t in it.


And it didn’t matter anyway, because unlike most everyone else, she completely ignored the look, pushing for more information. “So you what?” she asked. “Keep hunters and fishermen in line, making sure no one exceeds their license quota, that sort of thing?”


He could appreciate her nosiness. He really could. He himself was nosy as hell, but he never spilled his guts, no matter how good a woman tasted. And she smelled good, too, like chocolate chip cookies, so he made some vague sound of agreement to her assessment of the job she’d described, a job that was genuinely important.


It just wasn’t his job.


“What about poachers?” she asked, not giving up. “People are always getting arrested for poaching in Idaho.” She paused. “You mentioned wrangling some big-game poachers.”


So she tasted good and she was sharp.


He made another low hum of vague agreement because she was right, poaching was a problem. In fact, the man he was currently hunting had started out poaching and had made millions on his illegal gains.


Not that he was going to share with the class.


“You Fish and Wildlife guys have a reputation for being real hardasses,” she said. “You a hardass, Parker?”


“The hardest,” he said.


That got him a smile. “It’s a good thing, the job you do,” she said, surprising him. “We’d lose a lot of species to extinction without you.”


Aw, hell. Now he felt like a dick for misleading her, but he still kept his silence. She didn’t need to know that he had a reputation for being one of the toughest wildlife criminal investigators in the country—something he’d proven the hard way with his badge and gun. Officially he worked out of the D.C. office, but the truth was he was actually rarely there.


He’d arrested people who’d smuggled ivory, skins, rhino horns, parrots, and rare reptiles from all over the world. Big-game poachers had become his trophies in federal court. In one case he’d arrested a cheetah poacher who’d smuggled illegal hides from Africa into the United States. He’d located and stopped eagle poachers who were using traps, bullets, and poisons to kill the birds for their feathers. His cases had halted illegal use of endangered-species body parts in Chinese medicine from New York to San Francisco.


Fact was, over his career he’d worked hundreds of cases for wildlife—each of them unique, all-consuming, and dangerous. As a result, he’d lost more than one decent relationship with a woman to the job, and most of his family. And this latest job hadn’t proved to be any different—none of which he wanted to talk about.


Zoe looked at him for a long minute and then blessedly changed the subject. “So when you are around,” she said, “do you cook?”


He smiled at the hopeful tone in her voice. “Yes, but only when I’m trying to get laid.”


She snorted and then turned away, clearly over him.


He told himself that worked for him. Completely. Socializing wasn’t high on his list of priorities. Hadn’t been for three weeks now. Getting hit by a truck full of big-game poachers making their getaway had put a real kink in his life plan. But since it had nearly put a kink in his life period, he wasn’t complaining.


Much.


And he’d caught the bad guys. Or some of them anyway, though their ringleader, Tripp Carver, aka the Butcher, had eluded him—which the slippery son of a bitch had been doing for three long years now.


A fact that infuriated Parker beyond reason.


Around him, the kitchen smelled delicious, and his gaze locked in on the plate of cookies on the far counter. Homemade cookies. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had homemade anything, and like Pavlov’s dog he migrated over there, passing an open laundry room on the way. In the doorway hung the only thing that could have taken his eyes off the cookies—a row of enticingly lacy and silky things in all colors and textures.


Damn. They were hot as hell, especially when he pictured them on the leggy brunette trying to ignore him every bit as much as he was trying to ignore her.


But then she caught where his gaze had gone and gasped in clear horror at the sight, as if she’d completely forgotten the things were there. To his dismay, she started snatching down the panties and bras, shoving them into a basket.


“Sorry,” she said, grabbing something black and lacy. “It’s been a hectic week.”


“No apologies necessary.” His voice sounded rough and husky to his own ears, but his brain was very busy picturing her in that black and lacy number and it was messing with his entire equilibrium in a big way.


“It’s laundry day,” she said, her cheeks red as she hugged the basket to herself. “The dryer’s harsh on delicates.”


“I’ll remember that. I’ll be sure to hang all my delicates,” he said.


He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt like laughing so much in such a short period of time. Not surprising as the entire first part of the year he’d been on a joint task force between the Department of Justice and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, stuck in a courtroom testifying on a case for two months. For most of that time he’d alternated between wanting to bash his head against the wall in frustration at the snail’s pace of the case and yearning to get back in the field, back to doing what he did best—sniffing out the asshats of the animal world.


Which was why he’d landed here in Sunshine. But all that had been set aside in his brain at the sight of the hot undies.


Now that they’d been stuffed away, he was back to the cookies. Mouth watering, he snagged one. “These smell amazing.”


“Wait!” she cried, and then froze because it was too late, he’d popped the cookie into his mouth.


He froze, too, because it was possible he’d never tasted a worse chocolate chip cookie, not even in the history of ever. He managed not to choke on it, barely. Normally he didn’t care much what people thought of him, but Zoe was kind enough to let a perfect stranger stay in her house simply because her brother had asked.


And also, she was hot and so were her undies, so he very carefully chewed and swallowed manfully when what he really wanted was to spit that crap out. And it was crap. Bad crap.


“So, what do you think?” she asked.


Ah, shit. He hated when a woman asked him that, or anything to do with his opinion, like did her pants make her look fat, or was her haircut okay, or did her cookies suck . . . because deep down she already knew the truth.


He could lie. He was good at lying, real good. But though he couldn’t have explained why to save his own life, he didn’t want to lie to Zoe. “Too much baking soda,” he said.


She tightened her lips.


“You want me to go now, right?” he asked.


She let out a low laugh. “No, I want to throw away the cookies.”


He laughed, too. “Probably a good idea.”


“Yeah.” She eyeballed the tray. “I just wish I’d done that before you ate one and found out I suck at baking.”


“Your secret’s safe with me,” he said.


“I swear I’m an excellent cook. I just never mastered baking, is all.”


“Okay.”


“No, really.”


“Hey, whatever you say.”


She laughed again. “You’re . . .”


A dick. An asshole. He’d heard it all before.


“Honest,” she finally settled on.


He met her gaze and there went that odd thing in the air again. Animal magnetism, he thought.


Or maybe not. Maybe it was just him. He had no idea. His woman-radar was off, way off, at least according to his little sister Amory, who was forever after him about “dating” the wrong kind of woman. He’d never had the heart to tell her that he wouldn’t exactly describe his relationships as dating, and he liked it that way. “Don’t have any reason to lie,” he said.


Zoe chewed on that for a moment and then headed through the archway back into the living room. “C’mon, I’ll show you your room now.”


She walked him through the rest of the house, which had clearly been lived in long and hard but, in spite of showing its wear and tear, was just as clearly well loved. The living room was classic Victorian with fantastic original antique moldings and lots of nooks and crannies, all filled with comfy chairs, bookshelves, pictures, and other knick-knacks.


Parker followed Zoe up a narrow set of stairs, watching her ass as they went. It was a very sweet ass, one that even her oddly old-lady dress couldn’t hide, and he went back to picturing some of her pretty lacy things beneath it. Black? Pink? Sheer?


At the top of the stairs she opened the first door on the right. Inside the bedroom was a full-size bed, a dresser, and a comfortable-looking club chair in a corner.


“There’s a bathroom down the hall,” she said. “I’m sorry, but the other two bathrooms in the house are out of commission until I hire a plumber, so we have to share. I’ll need the shower at seven tomorrow morning to get to work on time.”


While he was picturing her standing in her shower, freed from that dress and wearing nothing but suds, she went on.


“The rules,” she said. “We should go over the rules.”


This got his attention. “Rules?” he asked, wondering if one of them was going to be no weapons. If so, they’d have a problem as his job required him to be armed. And since he lived the job, he was always armed.


“No overnight shenanigans,” she said.


He waited for her to smile, indicating that she was kidding, but she didn’t. “Understood,” he said. “Though it’s a damn shame given our smokin’ chemistry.”


She stared at him for a full beat. “I wasn’t referring to you and me,” she finally said. “I was referring to you and any dates you might want to bring home.” She paused. “Smoking chemistry?”


“You denying it?”


She blushed yet again but held his gaze. And her silence. Finally she said, “Also, no dogs.”


Nice subject change. They both looked at Oreo, who’d followed them and was sitting at her feet, panting and looking up at her adoringly. She patted him on the head.


“He’s a rescue,” she said. “And he was neglected and abused by some asshole, so he doesn’t like men. And also there were a lot of mean dogs where he lived. Other dogs terrify him. Actually, everything terrifies him. He’s a nervous Nelly and I want to move slowly with him.”


“He doesn’t seem all that nervous to me,” Parker said.


Oreo farted audibly.


Zoe fanned the air. “See? Nervous.”


Parker laughed. “My guess would be he’s eaten some of your cookies.”


“Ha-ha,” she said. “But don’t be fooled. He can be a real killer.”


At this, Oreo slid bonelessly to the floor and rolled to reveal his belly, presumably for a good scratching.


Parker couldn’t help it; he laughed again and bent to oblige the dog.


Above him, Zoe sighed. “It’s probably because in comparison to him, you smell really good.”


Parker tilted his head back. “Ah, so you do feel it.”


She grimaced. “Look, sometimes things spill out,” she said around her fingers. “Ignore it.”


“Yeah, not really good at that,” he said.


“Then it’s a good thing I am.” And with that she hightailed it out of the room.


Oreo looked torn for a moment but then huffed out a sigh and got up and followed after his food provider.


Huh. He’d come to Sunshine for a boatload of complicated reasons that had absolutely nothing to do with a real vacation or enjoying himself, but he was doing just that.





Three



[image: image]


Parker went outside to retrieve his duffel bag, and while he was out there he received a text from his sister.






Thanks for the pretty mountain pics! You meet your wife yet? I wanna be a sister-in-law!








Parker shook his head. She never gave up. At age eighteen, Amory was a romantic, wanderlust spirit tied to their hometown and their parents in a way he’d never been.


She claimed to be okay with that. She was sweet and naïve and overprotected for good reasons, by both his parents and himself, but she lived for the daily pics he sent from wherever in the world he happened to be. She also lived to try to domesticate him, or at least get him to find a woman to marry.


He put his phone away and went back inside to find a set of legs sticking out from beneath the kitchen sink. Zoe, flat on her back.


He crouched at her side. “What are you doing?”


“Napping,” she said, voice muted since her head was in the cabinet. Her dress had ridden up to midthigh. She had a set of really great legs to go with her great ass.


“Need some help?” he asked.


“It’s just a slow leak, but it’s driving me crazy.” Her voice was strained, like she was trying to work a wrench. “I’ve got this.”


In direct opposition to the words, the sink began to drip faster.


“You’re making it worse,” he said, and bit back his grin when she swore beneath her breath and climbed out from beneath the sink, her face and hair wet.


“What did you say?” she asked.


“Absolutely nothing.” He grinned. “I have a question.”


She straightened her shoulders and met his gaze warily. “What?”


“Do I get a key?”


She seemed to relax marginally and moved to a drawer so full of junk he had no idea how she found anything, but she pulled out a key and slapped it into his palm.


He closed his fingers around hers. He waited until she met his gaze to ask the question he knew she’d been expecting before. “Do you greet all of your tenants with a kiss?”


“No.” She looked away. “And you’re my first tenant.”


“Setting a new policy, then,” he said with a nod. “My lucky day. So who’s the dentist?”


She stared at him as if just realizing something and whirled, eyeing the clock on the wall next to the fridge. “Oh my God.”


“What?”


“He never showed!” she said.


“Your dentist?”


“No call, nothing.” She snatched a cookie from the plate and shoved it in her mouth. She chewed once, grimaced, muttered “Dammit!” and then spit it out into the sink.


He grinned, and she narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you laughing at me?” she asked.


“Wouldn’t dream of it.”


She pointed at him. “Now that was a big, fat lie.”


“Never said that I couldn’t lie,” he said, “only that I choose not to.” Mostly. “So the dentist . . . he was a blind date?”


She blew out a sigh. “Yes. I’ve been stood up by a guy who hasn’t even met me yet.” She looked down at herself. “Which means it isn’t the dress’s fault. Ha!”


When he didn’t respond, she lifted her head, eyes narrowed. “You think there’s something wrong with this dress, too? My sister, Darcy, said it was a granny dress.”


Parker fought a smile. “I was thinking bingo night. But it wouldn’t have stopped me from taking you out.”


They stared at each other until his phone buzzed. Pulling it from his pocket, he looked at the screen. Oh shit, not good—a FaceTime call from his boss. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to take this,” he said, and walked from the room and into the living room before hitting answer.
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