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      “No, don’t do it! Don’t—” Suds flew into the air as a sopping wet dog stood on her hind legs and spun-hopped in a large metal tub sitting on the grass. Chest fur that should have been silky and white clung to her body, matted down with water and caked-on mud.

      Cold bathwater soaked into Levi Renner’s faded tee as he tried to maintain his grip on the dog’s collar. “Quit spinning. You’re gonna break my finger, Chopper.” He jerked his hand free and slung lathered soap to the ground as he tested his finger, hoping it was still in working order. “You’re not making this job very easy.”

      Levi chuckled as he brushed strawberry-blond hair off his forehead with the back of his arm. The hot afternoon sun beating down on his back reminded him of the late hour.

      “Let’s try again, girl. We’ve got to get that mud off. You have to make a good impression today.” He scrubbed a fresh palmful of shampoo into the border collie’s chest even as clods of dirt dangled from the tufts of fur running down the backs of her legs.

      He shook his head, the smile on his lips fading. The corners of his mouth turned downward as he sighed. Who was he to talk about making good impressions with a four-day-old beard on his chin, hair in need of a trim, and jeans fraying at the hem? Half the guys back at the base probably wouldn’t even recognize him if they passed him on the street today.

      Where was the spit-and-polished staff sergeant he’d been up until six months ago—the go-to guy when it came to tactical aircraft maintenance? His role in the Air Force had been just as vital as that of the pilots who flew his babies. Without him and his crack team of maintenance specialists, those hotshot pilots never would have even left the ground.

      Yeah, he’d been a big deal once upon a time.

      Now? Well, now he looked in about as good a condition as the scroungy dogs the rescue took in. The only difference between him and them was that the dogs always seemed to improve during their stay at the Wounded Warrior Rescue. Levi, on the other hand, seemed to fall away from perfection a little more each time he came to work.

      These days, Staff Sergeant Renner was a dog washer, a human pooper-scooper, and babysitter to puppy dog rejects. How the mighty had fallen.

      “How’s it going out there, Levi?” Kat Davenport’s silver hair brushed the tops of her shoulders as she peeked out the side door of the rescue. “She’s almost here.”

      Levi scooped sudsy water into an old pitcher and poured it over Chopper’s back. “Who is?”

      “Our new veterinarian. Her father’s the one who’s interested in adopting your little friend there.” Kat pointed at the dog Levi still struggled to keep in the tub.

      “I’ll wash this pooch up in double-time. Can you stall our visitor while I finish up here and dry her off?”

      Kat looked him up and down. A teasing grin crinkled the aging skin at the corners of her eyes. “If you want my advice, you’d better take a minute and dry yourself off, too. You look like a wet rat.” Her infectious laughter coaxed a smile onto Levi’s lips. “Wait! What am I thinking? We’re talking about an animal-loving veterinarian here. If you come walking through the door looking like a pitiful wet rat, it’s bound to get you two off to a great start.”

      A sinking feeling settled in the pit of Levi’s stomach when Kat winked at him. The last time she’d done that was when she’d hinted about setting him up with his old high school sweetheart at his friend’s upcoming wedding. Only after being drafted into the wedding party himself had he found out that his ex was going to be the maid of honor. Kat wouldn’t have already given up her romantic notions on that front, would she?

      One could only hope. There weren’t two people on earth more ill-suited for each other than him and his ex. They’d broken up for a reason—a good one. She’d made it clear that he wasn’t good enough for her. He glanced at his surroundings. If he wasn’t good enough for her back then, what would she think of him now?

      Levi washed the last of the mud from Chopper’s hind leg and fixed his gaze on Kat, who was grinning from ear to ear. The way her eyes sparkled with mischief told him all he needed to know. She was coming up with a plan. He sighed and shook his head. What good was it to escape one romantic setup, only to fall prey to another one of Kat’s harebrained matchmaking efforts?

      So far, he’d kept his head down and let her insinuations and hints about his need for a good woman in his life go unchallenged. But things were getting real. If she was willing to set him up with any random woman who happened to walk through the door, he wouldn’t have a moment’s peace as long as he worked at the rescue. And, like it or not—he needed this job. The rescue may have been situated on one of the most picturesque beaches on the Gulf, but his life was no vacation. It was time to set his boss straight.

      “Kat, if I’ve heard you say it once, I’ve heard you say it a million times. Your rescue, your rules. But seriously, you’ve got to take it down a notch with all this matchmaking business. It worked out great for Trent and Olivia, but you can’t spend the rest of your life trying to find everybody else’s other half. I’m not interested. I don’t need to get things off to a ‘great start’ with this vet. I’ll coordinate the checkups like you asked the other day, but that’s all.”

      Kat’s brows drew together as she threw a hand over her heart. Her eyes were as wide and innocent as a ten-week-old pup’s. “What on earth are you going on about? You two are going to be seeing a lot of each other over the next few weeks. It’s important to get along with your co-workers. That’s all I was saying. What did you think I meant?”

      Her innocent expression was as phony as the day was long and so comical in its execution, Levi couldn’t help but laugh. There was no stopping her.

      Kat clapped her hands and rubbed her palms together. “Now, get the lead out! It’s not polite to keep a lady waiting.” She quirked a brow and stifled a smile before ducking back indoors.

      Levi dropped his chin to his chest and blew out a long breath. There was no escaping whatever Kat had planned. Before he knew what was happening, Chopper took advantage of his momentary lapse of concentration. Forty pounds of soapy dog leapt out of the over-sized steel tub and headed straight for the gate.

      “Joke’s on you, girl. I remembered to latch it this time,” he said with a chuckle.

      After four months of working at the rescue, Levi had learned a thing or two. Unfortunately for him, he hadn’t learned what exquisite escape artists determined border collies could be when they really put their minds to it.

      Chopper ran up the chain-link gate and sailed over the top without so much as a look back. All she needed to be the perfect image of Super Dog flying through the air was a bright-red cape tied to her collar. Too bad for Levi, there was no mild-mannered Clark Kent side to Chopper. She was all go—all the time.

      Levi rushed to the gate and fumbled the latch while the dog widened her lead. “Get back here, you troublemaker.” Chopper had run the length of the side yard and rounded the corner to the front before Levi even made it through the gate. “Chopper!”

      He sprinted to catch up, visions of the busy road out front filling his mind. This may not have been his first choice for a job, but the thought of anything happening to Chopper sickened his stomach.

      When he reached the front, a golden-haired woman stood with her back to him in the gravel driveway, wrangling Chopper like a pro. The sudden release of tension rounded his shoulders as he let out a huge sigh of relief. The musical sound of her soft laughter caused his stomach to dip and gave him the urge to smooth his tousled hair. She must have been the new veterinarian, but she didn’t look like any vet he’d ever seen.

      The perfect highlights in her hair shimmered in the sun as her loose waves cascaded down her back. Her gauzy, pale-yellow shirt was tucked into a high-waisted, white pencil skirt and danced in the light ocean breeze. His eyes took in the lines of her long, sleek legs. How she managed to look elegant in her yellow heels while containing Chopper was beyond him. Everything about her was impressive.

      Levi stood a little taller and cleared his throat. “Sorry about that, ma’am. Thanks for catching her.” He ran his fingers through his hair, kicking himself for allowing it to get so shaggy.

      “No apology necessary,” the woman said, turning to face him.

      Levi’s breath froze in his chest when light-blue eyes framed by delicate wire-rimmed glasses locked onto his. He knew those eyes. Brooke Larsen. The only girl he’d dated in high school. The only woman who’d ever successfully stolen his heart. She was just as drop-dead gorgeous as ever and she was standing a mere six feet away. His pulse soared when her smile widened.

      “Levi, is that you?”

      After momentarily choking on his own tongue, he managed to spit out a two-word reply. “It’s me.”

      “I didn’t expect to see you until we met up with Trent and Olivia for the wedding rehearsal. What are you doing here?” She tucked her hair behind her ear, a pleasant expression resting on her face.

      She’d voiced the same question his mind demanded an answer to. What was she doing here? He was expecting a veterinarian, not the girl who’d ripped his heart out at the prom. Her friendly demeanor managed to free a few more words from his stunned lips. “I work here.”

      Brooke squatted next to Chopper, still holding on to the dripping dog’s collar. “That’s awesome. Remember all the great times we had here after school when we were kids?”

      Did he remember? A better question was, how could he forget? He’d brought her here nearly every day to give her a few extra happy moments to hold onto before having to return to her less-than-happy home.

      He remembered the way her nose would wrinkle when she laughed at surprise kisses from the furry residents. And the way the color in her cheeks would deepen when their hands would brush while showering affection on the lonely dogs behind the fences. A twinge of sadness pricked his heart when he remembered the first time he’d visited the rescue alone after things had ended between them. He lowered his gaze to the ground. He remembered lots of things.

      “Those were the good old days.” His tone was less enthusiastic than he’d intended. They settled into an awkward silence, neither seeming to know what to do next. He stepped forward and reached for Chopper. “I should probably be getting back to work.”

      No sooner had the words left Levi’s lips than Chopper gave her best effort to shake every last drip of water from her coat. Droplets sprayed into the air, covering Brooke in soiled bathwater.

      Levi held his breath as Brooke removed her glasses to dry her face. For a woman who had always been meticulous about her appearance, she was taking the mess really well.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said. “Let me clean those off for you.” He took her glasses and buffed them against his chest. Pulling them away to inspect them, he found that they were neither dry nor clean. On top of being wet, they were now smudged, and a few wet dog hairs clung to their surface.

      He offered her a sheepish grin that begged for mercy as he searched in vain for a dry section of shirt to clean her glasses properly. “Maybe I’d better just give these back to you before I make things worse.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “It happens. Why don’t we trade?” She took the glasses, then stood and offered him Chopper’s collar.

      “Yeah, good idea. I need to get her inside and dried off. She has to put her best paw forward in a few minutes when she meets the new vet. I’m hoping to get her adopted off—tonight!” He backed away, hoping to protect Brooke from any more of Chopper’s messy shenanigans.

      “Tonight? What’s the rush?” Brooke arched a brow.

      “My life will be infinitely easier once this little troublemaker is someone else’s headache.” Levi took the collar, and patted Chopper on the side. Things would definitely be calmer if he didn’t have to deal with that bundle of energy every day, but life wouldn’t be nearly as colorful. As tough as he tried to act on the surface, he knew he’d miss Chopper once she was gone.

      “So you want to hurry up and push this troublemaker off on the new vet, huh?” She grinned at him, an ornery twinkle dancing in her eyes.

      “That’s the idea.” Levi rubbed the back of his neck. “My theory is that a vet will feel too guilty to send Chopper back to the rescue once she gets to know her. A dog-loving veterinarian is just about the only hope this girl has of finding a home. I sure wouldn’t want her at my place.” He laughed.

      “There you two are,” Kat called as she marched down the front porch steps. “How wonderful. I see you two are already catching up. What do you think of the dog, Dr. Larsen? Is she a keeper?”

      Levi’s jaw dropped. “Dr. Larsen?”

      Brooke held his gaze while answering Kat’s question, her teasing grin growing bigger by the second. “I don’t know, Kat. I’ve heard she’s somewhat of a troublemaker.”

      “Levi, have you been telling stories on that poor dog? You know she’s one of the sweetest things on the property.”

      Levi’s head was still spinning. The ex-girlfriend he was destined to celebrate his best friend’s wedding with was also the veterinarian Kat had arranged for him to work with at the rescue? There was no doubt about it; when Kat decided to spring a romantic trap, she went all out.

      He picked Chopper up and hugged her tight as his gaze locked onto Brooke’s eyes once again. There would be no more escaping for Chopper, and if Kat had her way, there would be no more escaping for him, either. Fortunately for him, romance was a two-way street, and there was no way Brooke Larsen would ever agree to walk down it hand-in-hand with him again.
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      Sharp gravel from the driveway bit into the bottoms of Brooke’s feet. Whose big idea was it to wear thin-soled, four-inch heels to meet a rescue dog, anyway? A woman who’d forgotten what it was like to live in a small town where appearances weren’t the number one priority, that’s who.

      She took a step toward the porch and winced as she turned her ankle. Her eyes darted to Levi. Thank goodness he was preoccupied with the dog and hadn’t noticed her nearly topple over. As humiliating as it would have been to fall under any circumstances, it would have been so much worse with him looking on.

      The last conversation they’d had in their high school parking lot had stuck with her over the years—vividly. He’d thrown a lot of stuff in her face that night; especially her neurotic need to always look like she had it together. It would be the cruelest of poetic injustices to make a fool of herself in front of him now.

      She sucked in a sharp breath when her foot landed on a gnarly piece of sandstone.

      “You okay?” Levi looked her way and asked.

      She forced a smile. “I’m fine. Just a little farther and I’ll be home free.”

      “Nonsense.” Kat strode over to Levi and snatched Chopper away. “Get on over there and help that girl, Levi. What’s the point of having them big strong arms, if nobody can use them to lean on?”

      Kat’s words drew Brooke’s gaze to the muscular cut of Levi’s arms, before it wandered to his chest. The wet tee-shirt clinging to his chiseled torso hinted at a statuesque physique beneath. Levi had been all kinds of adorable when they were younger, and his cuteness factor had only gone up since then. He’d definitely grown into a man’s man and thickened up in all of the best places, but it only took one look into his green eyes to transport her back to a simpler time. A time when liking someone and having them like you back was enough. No adult complications.

      A small sigh escaped her lips as her gaze rolled over him. They’d had some great times together before everything turned sour.

      No, focus!  Trips down memory lane would only confuse things. The only purpose history served was to help people keep from repeating it. And her recent history, in particular, told her that relationships were a bad idea right now. She needed time to heal from her most recent relationship debacle before she could even think about men again. Her cheeks warmed when he caught her eyes lingering.

      She averted her gaze to the freshly-painted gables jutting from the roof of the rescue. Her eyes traced the scrolling trim decorating the eaves, while she scolded herself for taking in too much of the local sights—namely, Levi. She hadn’t come that evening to meet up with an old boyfriend—and she certainly hadn’t come to check him out either.

      But those arms though…

      Levi stepped up beside her, his sudden closeness charging the air between them. She tucked her hair behind her left ear, a nervous habit she’d had since she was a tiny girl in dance class. His broad hand cupped her elbow as his quiet strength guided her steps.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “No problem.” The corner of his mouth pulled up into a tense but friendly smile.

      She chewed the inside of her cheek as her careful steps took her away from her vehicle. If she could make it to the bottom stair of the front porch without spraining her ankle, she’d call it a win. So far, she’d kept her veil of perfection in place. Allowing Levi to get a peek behind it was not something she was willing to do.

      As far as anyone in Liberty Cove knew, she had it together, and that was the way it was going to stay. Brooke Larsen didn’t have bad days, disappointments, or heartaches. Nope, she was the image of perfection, unsullied by the trials of mortal man. That was the story, at least. No matter what was going on deep inside, she’d learned how to sparkle on the outside—her mother had seen to that.

      She tugged her phone out of her back pocket. “I guess I should take a few pics of the dog. Dad will want to see what she looks like.”

      “Good luck getting her to hold still,” he said.

      Her stomach dipped when he inclined his head toward her and offered his patented half-grin. He’d always been able to charm her into agreeing to just about anything with that very smile. She’d missed that grin and the dimple that accompanied it.

      She searched his face, hoping for a glimpse of that dimple hiding beneath his scruff. No luck. But that was okay with her. His lightweight beard didn’t disappoint. She was a veterinarian, after all. Furry faces were kind of her jam.

      “Do you think you could help hold her still for me?” she asked.

      “Sure, as long as you keep me out of the frame.” He gestured toward his wet clothes. “I’m not exactly ready for a photo shoot at the moment.”

      “What are you talking about? You look amazing.” Shocked by her own emphasis on the word amazing, her mouth went completely dry. When had her flirting skills been set to autopilot? She wasn’t supposed to be cozying up to any man right now, much less her ex.

      She blew a shallow breath from her lips to steady herself before trying to smooth things over. “I mean, you haven’t aged a day. Well, not actually. You know, you do look older, but in a good way. Not in a ‘Whoa, what happened to that dude’ kind of a way.”

      Why wouldn’t her lips stop moving? “You look…” Handsome. Hunk-alicious. Hotter than a BBQ in July. All of those words fit, but none of them were words she could say out loud. “Healthy. You look so… healthy.” She cringed at the way her voice squeaked out the last word.

      “You look healthy, too. Big, wide eyes, and nice bright, rosy-red cheeks.” Levi grunted a stilted laugh from the back of his throat. He’d seen right through her.

      Embarrassment turned up the temperature in her cheeks a few more degrees, even as her frustration mounted. Putting on a good front shouldn’t have been so difficult for a woman with her amount of practice. Playing her role and playing it well had become a part of her daily life. Even when she felt like she was dying inside, the show had to go on. So what was her problem, now? She swallowed hard, trying to force her swirling emotions down as deep as possible so her ever-lovin’ cheeks could return to their natural shade.

      “Aren’t surprise reunions just the best?” Kat said. “I knew you kids would be a great match.”

      Both Levi and Brooke’s heads snapped to attention and they stared at the middle-aged woman standing at the base of the stairs.

      “Kat…” Levi wore a smile on his face, but his voice held the edge of a warning in it.

      Kat raised her hand and interrupted him. “Say what you will, Levi, but I’ve always believed success comes from putting the right people together in the workplace. If you team up the wrong people, nothing will get done. But match the right couple and magic happens.”

      “Well, I’m looking forward to working my magic on these dogs.” Brooke forced a smile that was equal parts awkward and desperate—desperate to get this conversation over with.

      Even though her little hometown on the Texas shoreline was the polar opposite of southern LA where she’d operated her boutique veterinary practice, she was still driven to project the right image; the image of a successful businesswoman. Who could blame her? No one would want to come home and admit to everyone that their business had fallen apart. Not after spending an entire lifetime trying to convince everyone how put-together she was. People would never look at her the same way again if they knew the truth about her—that she was a failure.

      She gazed up at Levi, disappointment rushing to fill the emptiness in her heart. He’d been the one person during her teen years she hadn’t had to put a front on for. Keeping him on the outside and only allowing him to see her polished facade was alien to her. It was just another reminder of the fact that she’d lost something precious with him—something she’d never found with anyone else since.

      “Watch your step,” Levi said when they reached the base of the stairs.

      “Ah! So much better.” She breathed a sigh of relief when she stepped onto the bottom stair.

      Levi released her elbow and stepped back as she climbed the stairs to the porch. He scrubbed his fingers through his hair. With his shoulders drawn up and a tight-lipped smile plastered on his face, he looked just about as uncomfortable as she felt.

      “Well, I’ll let you and Kat get to it.” He turned to Kat and took charge of Chopper. “You were going to show Brooke the new renovations, weren’t you, Kat?”

      Kat glanced down at her wrist. She gasped. “Would you look at the hour?”

      “What are you looking at, Kat? You’re not even wearing a watch,” Levi said.

      “Don’t pester me with minor details.” Kat swatted at his arm. “I’ve got to run. I promised to babysit for Olivia so she and Trent can run over to Libby’s for their final cake taste-testing.” Kat turned to Brooke with a wide smile on her face. “Can you believe the wedding is only two weeks away?”

      “I’m so excited for her!” Brooke punctuated her exuberant words with a bright smile, hoping she wasn’t laying it on too thick. She didn’t want to rain on her best friend’s parade, but it was difficult to get truly excited about a celebration of love when her heart was still charred from the last time it had been burned—burned by the same man who’d stolen her business right out from underneath her.

      “I think it’s fantastic the way everything has worked out,” Kat said with a dreamy quality to her voice. “You two can spend your days together here—working with the dogs, I mean. And then you can spend the evenings working together on Trent and Olivia’s party. I just love that they’ve decided to have a joint party instead of separate bachelor and bachelorette parties, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, it’s a really nice idea, but I’m not planning that party with Levi. I’m supposed to work with the best man.” And thank goodness for that! When she’d agreed to be Olivia’s maid-of-honor, she’d known Levi would probably be a part of the wedding party as well. But there was no way the groom was going to ask anyone but his twin brother to be the best man. Anyone could handle being around their ex a couple of times at a wedding rehearsal and ceremony. But working day and night with him? No, that would be a little too close for comfort.

      Levi cleared his throat. “Trent’s brother won’t be in town until the day before the wedding. He asked me to step in for him and plan the party with you.”

      Brooke’s jaw dropped. Olivia had failed to mention that little detail when they’d met for lunch the day before.

      Levi’s nose wrinkled as his gaze bounced around to evade hers. “I didn’t know you were the maid-of-honor when I agreed to the job.”

      “Umm, sorry?” Boy, was he ever off his game. Where was the smooth, joke-cracking guy she used to date? He wasn’t still holding a grudge, was he? He was the one who had dumped her—he didn’t get to hold a grudge.

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” Levi ran a hand over his face, color rising in his already-sunburned neck. “I’ve got nothing against you personally. It’s just awkward⁠—”

      Kat stepped up behind Levi and gave his shoulders a squeeze. “Okay, enough talk, Levi.”

      He turned to Kat. “All I meant is that a little warning would have been nice. Am I right, Brooke?”

      Brooke shrugged, unable to find the right words to say.

      “No, really, stop talking,” Kat said through a forced, toothy grin. “You’re not doing yourself any favors, darlin’. Now, be a dear and show Brooke the exam room we set up for her.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Levi looked like a scolded puppy as he led Chopper up the stairs. He opened the door for Brooke and gestured for her to go on in. A less-than-enthusiastic smile rested on his face.

      A wistful sigh escaped Kat’s lips when Brooke took a step toward the door. “This sure does bring back memories, doesn’t it? How many times do you suppose you kids came to the rescue together back in the day?”

      “More times than I can count.” Brooke’s strained features softened with the smile her fond memories brought on. The times she and Levi had shared at the rescue had convinced her that her desire to heal broken animals was more than a passing whim. He’d been her biggest cheerleader at the time, convincing her to push through her crippling fear of failure and go after her dream.

      She snuck a quick glance in his direction, her harsher memories fading a bit. In a way, she had him to thank for her career. Granted, it was on life support at the moment, but she’d bounce back. She didn’t have much of a choice. There was no way she was going to live in her childhood bedroom a day longer than was absolutely necessary.

      “Precious memories,” Kat said. “Well, I’ve gotta roll. You two be good now.” She winked at Levi before turning to leave, causing Brooke to wonder if pushing them together hadn’t been a part of Kat’s plan all along.

      “Kat—” Levi reached a hand out toward her, but all she did was wave her key fob in the air and call out her goodbyes. A moment later, her headlights flashed, the horn tooted, and Kat was sliding into her leather seat, wearing a guilty smile on her lips.

      Chopper pranced in place and whined incessantly, tugging against Levi to break free from his grasp.

      Great. Brooke removed her smudged glasses and massaged the bridge of her nose. She’d come that evening for the sole purpose of checking out a dog for her dad and having a look at the exam room she’d be working in over the coming weeks. Instead of that, she’d been left alone with an animal that was a total mess and a man from her past that clearly didn’t want to be within twenty yards of her.

      Let the good times roll.
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      Levi’s stomach churned with the same ferocity as a set of Apache helicopter blades at takeoff. He glanced in Brooke’s direction as a small cloud of dust followed Kat’s vehicle down the driveway toward the main road. They were alone—well, sort of.

      Technically, they had about twenty or so dogs with them, but there were no other humans on the premises. No doubt Kat had arranged to have Brooke stop by once Jax, Levi’s right-hand-man, had already gone home for the day.

      He glanced down at the unruly dog he had by the collar and couldn’t help but chuckle to himself. He had zero backup.

      “I guess we should go in,” he said.

      “Yeah.” Brooke’s voice wavered.

      “You know, we can wait and have a look around tomorrow morning if you want. Kat will be here then.”

      Brook wrapped her arms around her torso and took half a step backward. “If you’re uncomfortable⁠—”

      “No, I’m fine. I just thought you might want to wait.”

      “I’m fine if you’re fine,” she said with a shrug.

      “I guess we’re both fine then.”

      Brooke’s head bobbed slowly. “I suppose we are.”

      The silence that stretched between them took on an unnatural chill for an early summer afternoon in south Texas.

      “I really should take a quick look at the exam room, but I don’t need a guided tour,” she said. “You can just point me in the right direction. I’ll find it.”

      “It’s no bother. I’m happy to show you around. Kat kind of put us in an interesting position and I didn’t want you to feel like you had to do something you didn’t want to do.”

      “I thought it seemed like something was up when I called to say I was on my way over, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.” She folded her lips inward as her eyes squinted with an uncomfortable looking smile. “Either way, I need to see what’s on hand so I know what to bring with me in the morning. I’ll be starting the check-ups bright and early. Can’t get the job done without the tools of the trade.”

      “Wow, you’re ready to jump right in, aren’t you? I shouldn’t really be surprised, though. You’ve always been a go-getter.”

      Brooke’s expression softened, but not before a flash of sadness crossed her face. It disappeared as quickly as it had shown up. Someone who didn’t know her well might have missed it entirely. But Levi noticed. He’d always noticed everything when it came to Brooke, and no amount of years apart could change that.

      “I suppose you’re right, but this isn’t about being a go-getter. I really need to have all the existing animals here checked out before the new dogs arrive. Kat isn’t sure exactly when they’ll get here. You never know how long a quarantine will last—it could be two weeks, or two months. It all depends on whether or not any of them develop signs of illness.”

      She lowered her gaze to the planks on the front porch. “But don’t worry. I’ll stay out of your way. I didn’t know you worked here when I took this job, either. I guess we’re both kind of in the same boat.” Brooke kept her arms wrapped firmly around herself and drew her shoulders up as if she felt the same chill that ran through Levi’s body.

      He’d been right. For all her flirtatious ways a few minutes before, when it got right down to it, she didn’t want to touch him with a ten-foot pole. But that was fine with him. He didn’t need any added drama in his life—he got enough of that from his parents’ bill collectors who’d somehow managed to get a hold of his cell number.

      A knot formed in the pit of his stomach. His parents had fallen into a financial hole they were never going to escape without his help. Walking away from his position in the Air Force had been the hardest decision he’d ever made, but it was either that, or watch his parents slowly crash and burn without him—and that was not an option he’d been willing to consider.

      What he hadn’t counted on was needing
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