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      Changing Tides series

      “Recommended for contemporary romance fans who appreciate strong female leads, handsome naval officers, and a dog playing matchmaker.” — Library Journal

      "Love Runs Deep is her finest work to date." Slick, Guilty Pleasures

      Camden Point Mystery series

      “Gail Chianese explodes onto the paranormal romantic mystery scene with a slow-burn, second-chance romance that readers of the genre are sure to love!” — Elicia Hyder, bestselling author of The Soul Summoner series

      “In Gail Chianese’s mystery, Tell Me Lies, the characters are fresh, the plot is complex, and the readers will definitely savor the piquantly sweet sex scenes. But it’s the side-splittingly hilarious banter between Lexie and her best friend and agency partner, Kat Jones, that is the frothy icing on this multi-layered whodunit.” — Josie Brown, author, The Housewife Assassin’s Handbook series

      West Side Romance series

      “Convincing characters, hot love scenes, and emotional depth.”— Library Journal on Bachelorette for Sale (starred review)

      “This book will make your heart smile.” —Kristan Higgins, New York Times bestselling author

      “This book lives up to the promise of its title: playful, sweet, sexy and fun.”— Jamie Beck, Wall Street Journal and USA Today bestselling author

      “Gail Chianese is a spunky, spirited, and sassy new voice in contemporary romance with a series destined for the keeper shelf!”— Roxanne St. Claire, New York Times bestselling author

      “The West Side Romance series is like the perfect pick-me-up latte—hot and steamy, with a layer of frothy fun on the top!”— Jessica Andersen, New York Times bestselling author

      “Engaging and down-to-earth…features characters readers can root for.” — Library Journal
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      The girl he loves best is his K-9 partner. But could he be open to romance with a gorgeous veterinarian?

      

      Jackson Faraday lives to be at the center of the action. Standing at a crossroads between manning a desk and waiting on a dream job with NCIS, the Navy MP fears either choice will mean saying goodbye to his favorite canine colleague. But when a training exercise leaves his best girl injured, he calls on a hot vet for help. 

      Risa Reynolds is looking to sink her roots even deeper. And though she’s attracted to the big-hearted sailor trying to save his dog’s career, she has a strict rule against dating military men, no matter how handsome. But as the caring veterinarian works with the wounded pup, her resistance to her patient’s master melts away.

      Still torn by his options, Jax worries for the gorgeous doctor’s safety when someone starts stalking her. And though Risa relishes Jax’s strong embrace, she’s anxious his ambition means he’ll soon be out the door.

      Can this cautious pair trust in each other and give their budding relationship a chance?

      

      A Hero to Love is the moving second book in the charming Changing Tides contemporary military romance series. If you like well-written characters, slow-burn sexy times, and light mystery, then you’ll adore Gail Chianese’s enthralling read.
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      Jackson Faraday was worried about his girl.

      He should have been worried about his future. Time was running out for him to make a decision—stay in the Navy or get out—and the detailer was breathing down his neck. But the decision to throw away the past twelve years wasn’t easy.

      He wanted more.

      If NCIS—Naval Criminal Investigative Service—would decide on his application, that would be great. But what if they turned him down? Did he stay in for twenty years and retire? Then what? Start over at the bottom? Go home to a one-stoplight town with a police force that spent all its time dealing with bored teens wreaking havoc or frustrated couples fighting? Work security for one of the nearby casinos? All viable options, just not what he wanted.

      He wanted to make a difference.

      He shoved away the nagging questions. He had more pressing concerns. Like what was wrong with Bella, which was why he was at the base training center, even though his shift was officially over.

      “Come on, Bella. Give me your best for an hour, and then I’ve got a treat for you.” He wagged the Frisbee to get her attention. Instead, Bella whined and flicked her ear.

      “Hey, Jax. Heard we had a win in the courtroom today.” Chief Casey Thomas drove his Jeep up next to the chain-link fence.

      “Stone? Yeah, he’s going away for a good couple of years for that little video stunt of his. Not that it makes up for what he put Lieutenant Riley through, but it’s a start.”

      “Me and a couple of the guys are going to grab some grub and head out to the beach. Enjoy what’s left of summer. Come join us.” Casey drummed his fingers on the outside of the driver’s door, giving away he had more on his mind than a night’s celebration.

      “What’s up with you, man? You seem agitated.” He and Casey went back a ways. Spent some time in the sandbox together. Normally the guy was as easygoing as cool beer slipping down your throat on a summer day.

      “Got my orders in today.” Casey slid out of the vehicle and walked through the gate. “I’m heading to Pensacola.”

      “Isn’t your ex-wife there?”

      “Near enough.” Casey squatted down and scratched Bella’s ears. “Did you hear back on your application yet?”

      “You know what they say: No news is good news.” At least, he hoped that’s what it meant.

      “You know what you need? To find a nice lady who can take some of your stress away and make you forget your worries.”

      “The only lady I need in my life is Belladonna.”

      “She’s a little hairy and has an attitude.”

      “Aw, but you forget. She loves me unconditionally and always has my six.”

      “Not lately.” Casey stood and looked out at the obstacle course. “The new handler had her out this morning, running her through basic commands. She ignored them all. I know you two have a tight bond, especially after two tours, but you’re leaving soon. She’s got to get used to new people.”

      Bella had been more than his partner while deployed. She’d been his anchor, his pillar of strength, his confidant, and his hope when all seemed lost. Bella wasn’t just his K-9 partner. She was his family. The idea of leaving her was ripping him apart inside. Chances were, she could sense his mood and the turmoil going on inside.

      “Which is why I’m passing on your offer.” Jax released the German shepherd’s leash. “Thought I’d do some special one-on-one training with her and see how it goes. Find out if it’s the new guy or her.”

      “She wouldn’t be the first dog to burn out.” Casey looked down at the dog, who hadn’t moved. “Of course, if she’s declared unfit for duty, you could adopt her. But then, what would you do with her while you’re in Glynco for NCIS training?”

      Jax dropped the leash and Frisbee on top of his backpack and looked into the brilliant blue sky. He’d been playing the “what if” game for two months now, with no answers in sight.

      “Let’s deal with one problem at a time.”

      “If you change your mind about tonight, you know where to find us.” Casey waved as he hopped back into his Jeep and drove off.

      Jax squatted down and ran his hand down Bella’s back. “Okay, girl, let’s get the work over so we can play.” Truthfully, everything they did was work. The game of Frisbee honed the dog’s speed, agility, and tracking ability just as much as anything else they did. She simply liked it better than the obstacle course. Not that Jax blamed her.

      Jax stood up and gave the hand signal for sit.

      The dog looked at him, then closed her eyes with a deep sigh.

      “Bella, sit,” he commanded.

      She rolled over onto her side and laid her paw across her nose. Casey really nailed it with his description. The dog had an attitude—a bad attitude—and a military working dog that didn’t follow orders was of no use to the service.

      Jax went through the commands again and again, getting no response. The two had worked together for almost six years—since Bella’s first assignment—and she’d transferred with him from the Middle East to the Sub base. In all that time, she’d never ignored an order from him. He bent back down and gave her a cursory inspection, but he didn’t find any apparent reason for the dog to balk. Concerned, Jax sat down on the ground next to his partner.

      “Bella girl, talk to me. What’s going on in that brain of yours? Is it the heat? Don’t you like the new guy? Tired of the same old routine? Trust me, I’d understand if that was the problem. Maybe we should call it a night, and tomorrow go see Doc and make sure you’re okay.”

      Bella scooted closer and laid her head on Jax’s lap, her tail thumping in the grass.

      “You gotta be okay, girl.” Absently, he scratched behind her ears as he thought of the past six years. “I don’t think I could handle it if we’d come this far and something happened to you.”

      Jax leaned forward and picked up the Frisbee. As he talked about nothing to the dog, he tossed the toy up and caught it, making no demands on Bella. Pretty soon, she was sitting, her gaze following the disc.

      “Ah-ha. Okay, I get it. There are times when I don’t feel like working either. I’ll make a deal with you. Five minutes of play and then a lap around the course. Deal?”

      Bella barked in response.

      Jax laughed and jumped to his feet, relieved to see her respond like her old self. He threw the Frisbee, and Bella took off at the speed of light. Bella caught the disc and returned it.

      They repeated it again and again.

      “Okay, last one, and then we work.” Jax threw it with all his strength.

      The disc flew up. Bella chased, but instead of running straight across the lawn, she ran up the stairs of the dog walk. At the top, she launched into the air. She caught the disc, but something was wrong. The world slowed as Jax ran. His arms outstretched. Bella wasn’t going to clear the bridge. Almost there. He dove, but it was too late.

      Bella crashed to the ground a couple of feet in front of him after bouncing off the wooden structure. She let out a yelp that made Jax’s stomach cramp. He crawled to her side. She didn’t move, but thankfully, she was breathing. She tried to lift her head but flopped back down, whining. Jax ran his hands over her body. Cries emitted when he touched her hindquarters, but his hands came away clean.

      Carefully, Jax scooped her up and walked as quickly as he could, without jarring Bella, for his truck. “Hang on, baby. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      And he prayed like he hadn’t done since his last night in the desert. Just like now, Bella had been at his side, and they’d been pinned down by enemy fire. He’d prayed that night that they’d make it home alive and in one piece. He prayed now that his dog would live because even though she technically belonged to the U.S. Navy, she was the love of his life.
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      Risa Reynolds took one last look around the examination room before flipping off the light switch. It had been a long and busy day at the base veterinary clinic, and she was ready to go home to her own four-legged babies: Athena, Eir, Morpheus, Buggsy, and Lolita.

      Some said she had too many animals. She’d say she didn’t have enough.

      She headed toward the back door just as someone pounded on the front door. Or, rather, tried to kick it in. It could only mean an emergency. Risa dropped her bag and ran through the small building. Her heart stopped at the sight of the limp dog in the man’s arms.

      Quickly, she had them both inside and the dog on the exam table. Risa didn’t bother with the paperwork. Her objective was to assess her patient’s condition, not to worry about payment.

      “Okay, sweetie,” she cooed in response to the dog’s whimper. “Everything’s going to be alright. What’s her name?” Risa glanced up into a pair of striking hazel eyes filled with concern and love.

      “Bella,” he croaked. “Belladonna. She’s okay, right?”

      Risa ignored the question. It was too soon to say. “Bella. Such a fitting name for a pretty girl.” And probably deadly, too, because she’d be willing to bet every last nickel in her bank account her patient was a military working dog.

      “Okay, run me through how she got hurt.”

      The man, Jackson, introduced himself and ran through the events and Bella’s recent attitude as Risa slowly felt each muscle, joint, and bone, noting the dog’s reaction—especially the yelp when she touched her hindquarters.

      “That’s where she hit the deck of the dog walk.” Jackson put his face right in the dog’s face and crooned to her. Risa thought about warning him that dogs in pain could bite unexpectedly, but the man and dog seemed to have a bond beyond that of an ordinary partnership.

      “We’ll need to X-ray her to see if anything is broken. Is Bella a working dog?”

      He nodded, never taking his gaze off of the animal as he gently stroked her ears. “She is. We’ve been through a lot together.”

      “How old is she?” Risa felt along her spine and let out a small sigh of relief when Bella didn’t cry.

      “Seven.”

      Risa scratched behind the beautiful shepherd’s ears and examined her eyes, checked her mouth, and looked for other signs of shock.

      “The good news is she’s still young and in excellent health. She’s also not showing signs of shock.” But she was too quiet and too still, and Risa didn’t like that at all. That information wouldn’t help Jackson or her patient, so she kept the worry to herself and would wait for the test results. “I’ll need to call in one of my techs to help me, so I can X-ray Bella.”

      “I can act as your assistant.”

      “Keep her calm. I’ll be right back.” Risa slipped out of the exam room and prepped the X-ray table, filled a syringe with a painkiller, and grabbed the trauma board they kept handy for patients that couldn’t handle being picked up. Walking back into the room, her heart broke a little at the sight of the big man—he was well over six feet tall—with tears in his eyes. “How’s she doing?”

      He cleared his throat and looked down at the dog. “I think she’s in a lot of pain.” Bella tried to scoot closer and started whimpering. “She came down hard on the dog walk. You don’t think she’s bleeding internally, do you?”

      Risa had no way of knowing at this point, but telling him wouldn’t help him or Bella, and she needed a calm assistant. “No, I think she may have a broken rib or hip, and that’s why she’s so still. Once the pain meds kick in, we’ll move her into the other room. Okay?”

      Risa gave her the injection. Within a few minutes, Bella settled into a deep sleep. Together, Jackson and Risa lifted the dog onto the board and carried her to the X-ray table. Jackson stuck close to Bella’s side.

      “Sir, you’ll need to step back here behind the shield with me,” Risa said.

      “Please call me Jackson or Jax.”

      Jax. She liked the sound of that, especially how he said it with his southern drawl.

      “Where you from, Jax?” She absently asked as she took the pictures necessary to see what was going on inside her patient.

      “Promise you won’t laugh?”

      It was the first smile she’d seen, and wow! It was a good thing she wasn’t walking or operating heavy equipment. He was a good-looking guy, maybe not quite in Hugh Jackman’s league. Then again, in her opinion, no one was. His hazel eyes were striking in that they were neither blue nor green nor brown but a mix of all three colors. The hair at his temples had started to gray, yet it blended well and made him look distinguished. But it was his smile that got her. When his lips tilted upward, the result was devastating.

      “Cross my heart and hope to die, or however that goes.” For good measure and to keep the smile in place, she drew a big X across her chest.

      He took a deep breath and let it out with a chuckle. “Jacksonville, Georgia, ma’am.”

      She cringed and laughed. “Please, thirty-three is much too young to be called ‘ma’am,’ and I hear it way too often with all the young kids in sub-school around here.” She stepped out to change the film and angle of the machine. “So, Jackson from Jacksonville? I like it. Guess your parents didn’t want you to forget where you came from, huh?”

      “Technically, I was born in Stuttgart, Germany—Army brat—but I think my mom was homesick at the time.” He watched her every move as he monitored Bella’s sleep.

      “I’m almost afraid to ask if you have siblings, and, if so, what are their names?”

      He moved out of her way as she slipped back behind the screen for the next set of pictures. “Just a sister—Missy Grace.”

      “That’s… sweet. Did you live in Mississippi when she was born?” Risa slipped back out to grab the films, stopping to rub Bella’s ears before taking care of the X-rays.

      Jax stroked his dog’s back. “No, we were in Georgia by then.”

      She looked up, puzzled. “So why not—”

      “Georgia?” he finished her question. “I have no idea why other than she might have been afraid she’d get about five or six girls to come running every time she yelled for us.”

      Risa couldn’t even imagine one other classmate with the same name, much less her extremely British mother yelling. Then again, as long as Risa had done well in school and had been home in time for dinner, neither of her parents had worried much about her or her life. She was given instructions and expected to follow them to the letter, which she’d done until college rolled around. Or so her parents thought because in Risa’s mind if she didn’t get caught, she wasn’t guilty. College changed everything. The Professor and Mr. Reynolds still weren’t over the fact that she’d turned down Oxford.

      They just didn’t understand. England was entirely too far from her animals.

      “I’m guessing by the slight accent that slips through, you’re not a native of Connecticut either,” Jax said.

      “Guilty. Born just outside of London, where we lived until I was about five. Then my American dad was transferred back to the states, and, of course, his fair English bride packed up her life, said goodbye to her homeland, and dragged me here.”

      “Did you ever want to go back to England?” he asked.

      “No. This is home now.”

      Risa slid the X-ray into place and turned the light on, forgetting the conversation. She scratched at the side of her neck as she studied the image.

      Good. Very good. One question was answered, but she’d still like to know what caused Bella’s recent behavior issues that Jax mentioned.

      Jax had moved quickly and quietly across the room until his body was within an inch of hers. He didn’t touch her or push her out of the way. She wasn’t sure how to explain it, other than the heat radiating off of him, along with his commanding presence, forced her to notice him.

      He pointed to a section on the screen. “What’s going on there?”

      “She’s fractured her hip, either when she hit the walk or the ground.”

      Every muscle in his body tensed up, and he looked over his shoulder toward Bella. “Will she need surgery?”

      “She shouldn’t. It’s a clean break and should heal on its own in a few weeks. She will need someone watching her, as she won’t want to put weight on her leg. She may need assistance getting up to eat or taking care of her business. Is that going to be a problem?”

      He shook his head. “No. She’ll probably consider it a vacation.”

      “I’ve heard of some military working dogs being given an honorary rank and even awards, but I’ve never heard of them earning leave time.” She said it teasingly, hoping Jax would take the lead and run with it.

      “They don’t. My girl’s been a little stubborn lately, not wanting to listen to the other handlers.”

      That tidbit caught Risa’s attention. It was the second time he’d mentioned an attitude issue. “How does she do with you? Does she follow your commands?”

      Risa moved back to the table where Bella was still sleeping, thanks to the analgesics she’d given her. She rechecked her vitals.

      “She went after the Frisbee. That’s how we got into this mess.”

      “Yes, but did you give her any working commands, or was it a play date?”

      “A play date?” He crossed well-developed arms over an equally well-developed chest and stared down his nose at her. “Lady, I’m a chief in the U.S. Navy, not a five-year-old. Bella’s my partner. Everything we do is training or work.”

      “Didn’t you just say you were playing Frisbee?” She ignored the stare-down and the bulging muscles, along with the sneer and sarcasm. If she hurt his pride, he could get over it because what mattered here was her patient’s health—both physically and mentally.

      Risa continued her exam and glanced up at Jax, waiting for him to answer her question.

      “Fine. Call it what you want. Bella loves to fetch.”

      Risa ducked her head to hide her smile. He was trying so hard to come across as a strong military guy.

      “Like I said, she’s been a little stubborn lately.” His voice softened as his big hand stroked the dog’s fur like he was caressing a newborn.

      “Jax, I’m just trying to help.” She reached out and gave his hand a quick squeeze to get his attention before letting go. Stepping over to the cabinet, she reviewed the labels before pulling out the right bottles. “It wasn’t your fault she got hurt.”

      “Let’s hope the Navy agrees with you.”

      Risa stopped in the middle of filling the prescriptions to look at him. She hadn’t thought he’d get in trouble for an accident. “If you need, I can explain to your boss that this is a simple and common accident. Also, that she’ll be okay in a few weeks.”

      “Why were you asking about her behavior?”

      “Your comment when you first arrived. It didn’t sound like she’d been herself recently. Plus, not listening to a handler she’s worked with for years. There’s a chance she could be burned out or suffering from PTSD.”

      He flinched. It was there and gone in the blink of an eye, but she’d caught it. Chief Faraday was the kind of guy who wore the weight of the world on his shoulders… Or at least the well-being of a dog that wasn’t even his.

      “What do I do with those?” He nodded toward the bottles in her hand.

      “Three times a day for both. It’s essential that you keep her calm and from moving around a lot. Use the sling to help support her hind legs when she gets up to walk, but keep it far enough forward. Here.” She pointed to the area where he needed to place the device. “Her appetite might drop off some due to the lack of activity, but that’s normal. Dogs are pretty intuitive when it comes to healing. Just don’t let them rush her back into training.”

      “Will do, Doc. I assume Dr. Lagasse will be around tomorrow to check on Bella at the kennel or do I need to bring her in for a follow-up?”

      “He’s on leave, so I’ll be by in the morning.” She turned and grabbed a pen and pad of paper, quickly scribbling on it before handing it to Jax. “Please give this to whoever is on duty. If she takes a turn for the worse or appears to be in a lot of pain, have them call me right away.”

      “Thanks. And if you really want to help, don’t include that you think my dog has mental issues in your report. They’ll want to send Bella to Texas for reevaluation and training. Let’s get her leg healed and give her a break, and see how she does first.”

      “I’ll agree on one condition.” She waited for him to respond but only got a raised brow. “Be honest with me about her progress. I might be able to help and keep her from being sent away.” What she was offering to do went totally against her job description working for the Navy, protocol, and her better judgment, but damn. She knew if someone tried to take away one of her four-legged family members, her heart would break.

      “You got a deal, Doc.”
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      Risa pulled up in front of her farmhouse and swore. Sitting on the front steps was Fiona Sinclair, her best friend in the whole world, sipping a glass of wine with Risa’s cat on her lap and the pups at her feet. After Jax had left with Bella, Risa had cleaned all the equipment and sterilized the room. Then she wrote up her report while everything was fresh in her mind, minus her suspicions about the dog’s mental state.

      And she’d forgotten about Fiona and their plans.

      They had met on the first day of first grade. Fee had been the only one not to make fun of Risa’s English accent. Risa had been tall, gangly, and shy, while Fee had always been a bit smaller than the others kids. She’d also been a bit fiercer, and they’d made a perfect team.

      She hung her head as she slipped out of the SUV. “Fee, I’m so sorry—”

      Fiona held up a hand. “Was it a work emergency?”

      “Dog with a fractured hip.”

      “Aw, poor baby. Say no more. Here, you probably need this as much as I do.” She held her near-empty wine glass out to Risa.

      Risa took the glass and sat down on the steps next to her friend. The cool, crisp white wine slid down her throat and burned her empty stomach. She handed the glass back and took a minute to greet her cat, Morpheus, and her two dogs, Athena and Eir while studying the prominent stress lines on Fee’s face.

      “Rough day?” Risa asked.

      “Salvador strikes again.”

      Given Fiona’s ex-husband’s track record, Risa didn’t bother asking what happened this time. It didn’t matter. Her role was clear. “Where’s the body? I’ve got the perfect spot to bury him.”

      Fiona laughed and laid her head on Risa’s shoulder. “I shouldn’t laugh. You’re probably  more than half-serious.”

      “I’ll have you know I’m one-hundred-percent serious. The guy’s a wanker and doesn’t deserve to breathe the same air as that sweet, beautiful boy he helped create. That was his one-and-only good deed in life. Now that he’s accomplished his mission on the planet, he can exit this plane of existence.”

      Fiona held up the empty wine glass. “You drank all my wine, you lush. Anyway, it doesn’t matter because Dylan—and, by extension, me—won’t have to deal with Salvador for a while.”

      Risa sat up with maybe a bit too much enthusiasm. “Is he getting sent to the Sandbox? Or the frozen tundra of Siberia? Both are incredibly too good for him, but it’s a start.”

      “For a woman who would give up her own life to save any four-legged creature, you’ve got a surprising mean streak.” Fiona stood, still holding Morpheus. “Did you hear your Mommy, Morph buddy? I know, I’m shocked, too, but I like it. Not sure what that says about me.”

      “You’ve got incredible taste in friends?” Risa suggested.

      “And horrible taste in men.” Fee set the cat down and automatically went into a mountain pose. She breathed deeply and twisted to the side. “He’s someone else’s problem now. He blew off his week with Dylan because this was the only week he could take his honeymoon.”

      “Your ex got married and didn’t tell you ahead of time?”

      “Nope.” She twisted the other way, exhaling. “Not sure if he thought I’d show up and stop the wedding or what. If it wasn’t for the crushed look on my baby’s face, I’d be dragging you out to celebrate.”

      Risa got the hint. Fee was ready for their yoga workout, but, Risa needed to change out of her work clothes first. She headed inside, followed by the dogs, the cat, and her friend. “Where is Dylan?”

      “With my parents.”

      Stripping off her scrubs, Risa paused. “Then what’s stopping us from going out? This deserves at least a nice dinner and maybe some chocolate lava cake.” She smiled at the thought.

      Fee snapped her waistband. “Uh. . .yoga pants. Plus, you look exhausted. So, how about we call for pizza, and while we wait, do some yoga. You can tell me about your day and why you came home looking all frowny.”

      So much for lava cake. But Risa agreed and finished changing. First, she called in the pizza order, then kicked the four-legged children out to play, or else Eir would be sticking her nose in Risa’s face the minute she went into Downward Dog.

      As Fiona led her through the now-familiar poses, Risa tried to clear her mind as instructed. It was so easy for her friend. She was a pro and had discovered yoga before they hit their teens. For Risa, it was a time for her mind to go into overdrive.

      Risa’s brain kept circling around to her last patient and even more so around her human. Striking hazel eyes, hair that was neither blond nor brown but somewhere in between, and a smile that did funny things to her insides. Add all that to a man who cared deeply for his dog, and you had a near-perfect package.

      “Near” being the keyword.

      “Yo, earth to Risa.” Fiona waved her hand in front of her face. “Hello, pizza’s here.”

      “Has it been an hour already?” Risa asked as she went to pay for the pizza and let the crew back in.

      “Yep. I have to say, I’m impressed. I’ve never seen you so in tune and lost in meditation before.” At the look that must have passed on Risa’s face, Fiona narrowed her eyes and pointed a finger. “You weren’t meditating, were you?”

      “I tried. It’s not my fault my brain won’t settle down.”

      Fiona slid two slices of loaded pizza onto her plate and headed for the recliner. “At least your body is healthy. As for your mind, I give up.”

      “It’s my last patient, Bella. She’s a military working dog.”

      “The one with the broken hip.”

      “Yep, but that will heal on its own in a couple of weeks. I’m more worried about her mental state. She seemed despondent. When Jax carried her into the exam room, she just laid there. Most dogs show some kind of stress or try to get closer to their humans or…something, but it was like she had given up on life.”

      “Did this Jax say anything about her behavior?”

      “He didn’t want to tell me but finally said she’d been non-responsive to commands recently. They were playing Frisbee, which is how she got hurt. It could be that she’s experiencing burnout. It happens.”

      “I thought Doc What’s His Name handles the military dogs.” Fiona had finished off her two slices of pizza and had gone back for more. Risa had no idea where she put the food, as there wasn’t an ounce of fat on the woman.

      “Normally, he does, but he’s on holiday right now. Jax asked me not to report my suspicions just yet, and I agreed, but I’m going to keep a close eye on her.”

      “What else did Jax ask you?”

      Risa looked up from her plate. “Huh? What do you mean?”

      “Who is this Jax guy? Usually, when you talk about work, it’s Fido’s dad or Fido’s mom. I’ve never heard you call them by their name, much less their first name, especially since you started at the base clinic. It’s almost as if the people are simply accessories to the animals, and you really don’t see them.”

      “Bollocks!” Risa tossed her paper plate down on the table next to the couch and stared at her best friend. What a horrible thing to say. Yes, it was true that she preferred animals to most people, but animals loved unconditionally and didn’t play mind games. Still, it didn’t mean she ignored those around her. “That’s not true.”

      “Did he ask you out?” Fiona asked.

      “No. Why would he?”

      “You honestly don’t see it, do you?” Fiona sat down next to her and gave her a one-arm hug. “You’re intelligent, fun, beautiful, and have one of the most compassionate hearts I know.”

      “Doesn’t matter. He’s active duty. I would have said no.” It was a steadfast rule of hers. One she didn’t plan to break.

      “Not all men are like Salvador and move you far from home, cheat, and then leave you stranded.”

      “They all leave eventually.” Risa felt tears burn as old injuries resurfaced. “My feet are happily planted here in Connecticut, near you and Dylan and Mum and Dad, who need me. Plus, Dr. Lagasse is talking about moving to Florida, and that means I’d be in the running to be head vet.”

      Fiona clapped with excitement, her eyes lighting up. “That’s huge. When will you know for sure?”

      She shrugged. “He and his wife are on an extended holiday right now, road-tripping through the Sunshine State. Hopefully, when he returns in a couple of weeks, he’ll have made up his mind, which means I don’t have time for a relationship. I need to be on my toes and proving I can handle the role.”

      “Puh-lease. Everyone has time for love. You just have to be open and receptive to the idea.”

      Risa looked her friend dead in the eye. “Oh, really? When was the last time you went on a date?”

      Her friend squirmed and broke eye contact. Seems the pot didn’t like the kettle calling her out. Too bad because it’s what friends were for—keeping it real.

      “Totally different scenario. I’m a single mom. Guys don’t line up to date me.”

      Risa snorted with laughter. “And you think they do for a woman who smells like a dog and is covered in fur? Guess again. Besides, we don’t need no stinking men. We’ve got each other.”

      Fiona dropped her head onto the back of the couch and looked up at the ceiling. “Don’t take this wrong. I love you and everything, but there are things I could use a man for. Like… reaching the dishes on the top shelf, changing light bulbs, and to give Raphael a break once in a while.”

      Risa covered her face and laughed. “I don’t want to hear about your battery-operated friend.” She got up, let the pups out again, and then stood by the door, watching them play in the yard. “At least you have one.”

      “Hey, I told you I’d take you shopping since you’re too chicken to walk into an adult novelty store by yourself.”

      “Thanks, but I’m still going to pass.”

      “You know they have online stores—”

      “Just shoot me now.” She caught Fiona’s giant smile, shook her head, and signaled for Fee to follow her outside. “Can we please change the subject?”

      “Fine. You don’t want to talk about the hot guy—and yes, I know he was hot, or you wouldn’t have noticed him. I don’t have a love life to talk about. Dylan is fabulous.” She leaned against the rabbit cage as Risa checked their water and refilled their food dishes. “What did you mean by your parents need you? Is there something going on that I don’t know about?”

      Risa took out Buggsy first and cuddled him. “No, healthy and happy. Mum’s thrilled that school is gearing back up. She does love molding college minds, and Dad got a promotion not long ago, but they’re getting up there. Pretty soon, they’re going to retire, and what if something happens to one of them?”

      “Nothing is going to happen to them. They’re still young.”

      “Dad doesn’t know how to do more than make a fried egg sandwich, and Mum can’t balance the checkbook to save her life.”

      She buried her nose in Buggsy’s fur before putting him back and lifting out Lolita. Thinking about her parents in their golden years unsettled her. If they got ill, how would she take care of them? Her place was too small, and they didn’t have the acreage for her animals at her childhood home.

      Plus, they drove her utterly mad after five minutes.

      “I think he knows more than he lets on, and your mom can use computer software that will figure out all the details for her, so stop worrying.” Fee’s tone, along with the eye-roll, pursed lips, and bored sighed, told her it was time to change the subject.

      “Hey, did I tell you I’m going to adopt a mini?”

      “A mini-what?”

      “Horse.” Risa put Lolita back in her pen and secured the top to make sure her babies were safe from any wild predators. “Maybe Dylan would like to give me a hand on the weekends once I bring her home. It’s a great introduction for him.”

      “Oh, like in that commercial where all the other horses shunned the poor little guy. So, the woman put in a doggy door, and the horse could come into the house?”

      “Right, except I’m going to build her a barn.”

      “Can you ride them? They’re kind of small.”

      “Hence the word ‘mini.’ So, no.”

      “Then, what on earth are you going to do with it?”

      Risa sighed loudly. She loved Fee, who was a great friend, but totally didn’t get her love of animals. “I’m going to train her to be a service animal like I did with the dogs. If that doesn’t work, she’ll be a companion for the next horse I adopt.”

      Fee laughed and shook her head. “Adopt away. The more animals you have, the less likely you’ll fall for some sweet-talking sailor and leave me.”

      “No worries there. You know, I have a strict no-dating-military-guys rule.” Which was almost a shame because Jax had been nearly perfect—tall, good-looking with a quiet, commanding presence, those mesmerizing hazel eyes, and a devotion to his dog. What more could a woman want?

      Not much, if only that woman wasn’t Risa.
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      Risa had just rounded the corner after leaving Bella in her kennel when she collided and tripped over a bag of dog food. The floor rose up. She reached out and grabbed ahold of the desk and… Oh, dear Lord, Jackson’s pants.

      More precisely, the area below the waist and way above the knees.

      Quickly as if her hand were on fire—or groping his privates—she let go. She went down and would have face-planted if Jax hadn’t grabbed her elbow and helped her up.

      Way to start the day.

      “Good morning, Doc. Were you looking for me?” His southern drawl was like melted caramel over ice cream—sweet and smooth.

      He had a towel wrapped around his neck and wore a green T-shirt and military working pants. Droplets of water trickled down his face from his damp hair, and he smelled like… wet dog. Or maybe that was the dogs? She stepped closer and took a quick whiff of pure male and clean soap.

      “How’s my girl this morning?” Jax’s greenish-blue eyes twinkled with flecks of gold and brown.

      His girl. She liked the sound of that, even though she shouldn’t. And what a strange thing for him to say since they’d just met. Clearly, he could tell she wasn’t married with the bare ring finger, but maybe she had...oh. It took a moment for the warm fuzzies fogging her brain to clear and realize he was talking about Bella.

      “Good. She’s good.” Risa needed her focus on work and not on Jax’s impressive biceps. “Quiet. Do you know if she’s had her morning pain medication?”

      “She hasn’t. I wanted to wait about an hour after she ate so she wouldn’t be too groggy to take care of her business. I gave her the last dose eight hours ago.”

      Risa glanced at her watch. That meant Bella would have been medicated at eleven. Plenty of time for the effects to wear off. “Is it possible that whoever was on duty already gave it to her before you got here this morning?”

      He shook his head. “No one has gone near my girl, except me.”

      “But what about last night when you went home?”

      “I haven’t left her side until ten minutes ago to wash up.”

      Risa’s jaw dropped. “You spent the night here?”

      “Slept on the cot over there.” He nodded to his right. “Or tried to. Bella whined a lot like she was in pain. She would only go to sleep when I was with her.”

      “You should have called me.”

      “No point in both of us losing sleep.”

      “She seems okay right now, but if you find a half-tablet isn’t managing her pain, you can give her the entire pill.” Risa stepped away to leave, then stopped. “I’ll be back to check on her this afternoon. If you want, I could stay with her tonight. That way, your wife doesn’t get mad.”

      Why the heck had she said that? It was none of her business if he was married. Plus, he was on her “not happening” list. The last thing she needed was to fall for some guy who would just get transferred and break her heart.

      “No worries, Doc. I’ve got no one pulling my strings and telling me when I need to be home. One of my best handlers will be watching Bella while I’m at work today, and then I’ll be back here after my shift. If anything happens, we
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