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      The sun was descending on what had been a scorching hot late summer day in Cattle Cove, Texas. Ensley Cartier had parked her car on the side of the road. She walked through the woods and entered the meadow; the beautiful oak trees a stark contrast to the memory of what had happened here.

      This place. This beautiful and destructive place had taken so much from her. An icy chill ran down her spine at the memory of her younger brother walking into these woods years ago and never walking out.

      Coming back to her old hometown, she’d felt compelled to stop here first. What had happened here was the reason she’d come back to town anyway.

      The trail that had led to the meadow was overgrown. The same path had been well-worn years ago. A lot had changed since those innocent days in high school when her future had been bright, and she didn’t have to leave the light on to sleep at night.

      It was getting late and she shouldn’t be out here alone. That creepy feeling she’d heard referred to as a cat walking over a grave caused her skin to goosebump.

      Ensley turned tail and picked up her pace. Her hiking boot got caught on scrub brush and she nearly face-planted. She corrected her balance, grabbing hold of a tree trunk as her phone went flying and the sharp bark jabbed into her palms. She mumbled a curse.

      Thankfully, her flashlight was still on and she could plainly see her phone. Getting from point A to point B was another story altogether. As she slowly stepped toward the glowing light, a noise stopped her cold.

      A twig snapped behind her. Icy chills raced up her spine as she reminded herself this was deer country. Though there were probably other creatures out here that she didn’t want to consider.

      The hair on her arms pricked as the feeling of being watched settled over her.

      Heart thundering in her chest, Ensley made a move for her cell phone, snatched it and then ducked behind a tree. She could only pray that whatever was behind her couldn’t hear her out-of-control heartbeat against her ribs.

      Her cell picked that moment to buzz, indicating an e-mail came through. She squeezed her hand around the speaker a few seconds too late. If there was a person behind her, there was no way he or she wouldn’t have heard the noise.

      Then again, the woods were alive with sounds from cicadas chirping to crickets to frogs. The wind whistled through the trees. She was grateful for the breeze in what otherwise would’ve been a stifling hot night.

      On all fours, Ensley heard the first low and deep growl. It was the deep baritone of an animal that was close by and ready to strike. She scrambled to stand, fingers closed around her cell phone. She shone the light in the direction of the growl in time to see an incredible, massive German shepherd.

      Head low to the ground, it inched toward her with raised hackles and bared teeth.

      “Whoa there, buddy.” Ensley remembered the years she’d spent at Cattle Cove. She’d encountered animals in the wild before. Remaining calm could mean the difference between being attacked and walking away unscathed.

      Adrenaline shot through her causing her pulse to spike and a whoosh to sound in her ears. This probably wasn’t the time to remember the article she’d read a long time ago about animals being able to smell fear.

      Yes, she was afraid. The dog’s sharp, white teeth were showing. His air snaps echoed.

      Keeping her eyes constant on the animal inching toward her, carefully and purposefully, she backed up until she felt a tree. It might not be much or help for long, but maybe she could delay the dog’s bite for a few critical seconds if she could manage to put the tree trunk in between them.

      Not daring to take her eyes off the agitated animal, she said, “I’m not here to hurt anybody.”

      He barked three short barks, baring his teeth again. What was an incredible animal like this one doing out near the meadow alone? And he was impressive. Scary as all get out, too. More growling reminded her just how serious he was.

      She tucked her chin to her chest, figuring the animal would go for her throat on instinct.

      “Hold on there, buddy. No one’s here to hurt you.” She knew better than to make a quick move. Shining the flashlight from her phone onto the dog, she realized he had on a collar. That was the first bit of good news. It meant he had an owner. His carriage said he was trained.

      This was the perfect time to curse the fact she had no weapon and had foolishly ran from her car into the woods, trying to ground herself in this spot without really thinking it through. She should know better. And she did.

      Now, staring her mistake in the eyes, she realized the weight of her consequences.

      A dog tag meant this guy had to have an owner somewhere. She knew from her limited experience with animals that German shepherds were incredibly loyal breeds. He inched closer.

      Maybe she could stall long enough for his owner to show. “Who do you belong to, bud?”

      Ensley bit back the irony of the thought that her life could end very near the exact same spot her teenage brother’s had almost ten years ago. With questions raised about how the now-dead county coroner had handled a few cases, or more accurately mishandled them, she’d come back to investigate her brother’s. She’d never bought the accidental death ruling or the theory her brother and his best friend had gotten into a fight that led to a murder-suicide.

      She needed new evidence for the sheriff to reopen the case.

      The dog moved another step toward her. His low, throaty growl a little too close for comfort. This was so not a good situation to be in. Considering the dog had tags, she might get lucky and his owner might appear. And as long as she was making wishes, she might as well go all in and pray the person wasn’t out here hurt somewhere. An injured owner, or worse yet, dead, would agitate the breed of dog that had been created for protection.

      Nose to the ground, the roughly seventy-to-eighty pounds of lean muscle moved toward her with military precision.

      Risking a glance at the tree, she quickly assessed she wouldn’t be able to climb it. Being back here brought on a tidal wave of emotions. The dog had to be picking up on all her emotions, frustrations and fears.

      Since the animal was getting too close for comfort anyway, she had about one option left. It was to scream for help in the hopes the owner would hear and call off his dog.

      A black snout with yellow and black markings, a pair of large, intense eyes stared her down. The longer she watched, the more she realized that the animal was flat out terrifying.

      “Hold on there.” Again, she used the calmest voice she could manage under the circumstances.

      Making a move was pretty much now or never considering the low, throaty growls had intensified.

      Ensley opened her mouth to scream just as she heard the deepest, most bone-penetrating voice calling the dog off.

      “Karma.”

      The strong, male voice shouted out a word she didn’t understand but was pretty certain was in German. She wondered whether that would make the animal some sort of police dog. Karma immediately retreated and she let out the breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding.

      Running into this dog reminded her of the dangers of being alone in the woods and of being back in her hometown. She could use a friend right now and especially if that person turned out to work in law enforcement. It was the only thing that made sense because she was certain an untrained dog would have attacked her.

      Her thoughts instantly snapped to her brother. Cooper must have been so scared in his final few moments out here. The injustice about the case poured gasoline on the fire already burning inside her. She used that anger as fuel to be bold.

      “Hello. I’m lost. Who’s out there?” She trained her flashlight in the general direction where the dog had disappeared. The very real thought he could return at any moment struck. Fear rippled through her.

      Ensley repeated a silent protection prayer she’d learned as a little girl. It was one she’d repeated often after her parents divorced and her mother retreated into herself as she nursed a broken heart. A few years later, she passed away.

      “I said, ‘hello’!” she shouted, louder this time.

      A large male figure emerged, stepping out from between two trees. The growling dog was by his side. He squinted and immediately raised his hand to cover his eyes. She realized she was blinding him with her flashlight beam.

      “Sorry.” She lowered the light to a patch on the ground in front of her. A different kind of energy shot through her when she got a good look at the man’s face. A lightning bolt struck. There was something very familiar about him.

      And then, she remembered.

      “Levi McGannon?” she asked, not bothering to hide her shock.

      He confirmed with a nod.

      Wow, that really took her back. He’d been six years ahead of her in school and the twelve-year-old girl that she’d been had a very large crush on the eldest McGannon son.

      Despite Levi having five brothers and five cousins, all males, not one McGannon had been in her grade. It was impossible not to notice them, though. Everyone in town and probably all of Texas knew who they were. The McGannon family was one of the richest cattle ranching families in the state.

      Declan McGannon had been a grade ahead of her and Dawson McGannon had been a grade below. But it was Levi who’d always stood out to her.

      “I’m sorry. Have we met before?” Levi lowered his hands enough for her to see those penetrating dark eyes of his staring at her. He cocked his head to one side.

      Ensley hadn’t seen him in more than ten years. He’d gone into the military right after high school. He and his brothers were tight-knit and ran in different circles, despite her dad and stepmom doing their level best to climb the social ladder.

      “No. I lived here a really long time ago. There’s no reason you would remember me. We went to the same high school but not at the same time. I was there with a few of your brothers and cousins.” At six-feet-four inches, he was hard to miss. Then again, all the McGannon brothers and cousins were tall and even back then had the frame for what Levi had grown into…a tall, muscled man.

      His dog growled again, and Levi said another word she didn’t understand.

      “German?” she asked.

      “Yes, he was a soldier. Bomb sniffer. He got out before his handler, who is still on active duty. Karma didn’t have a place to go so a friend of mine called me up and asked if I had enough land to give him a home. Even after a year, he’s…excuse me…who did you say you were again?”

      “Oh, sorry. I’m Ensley Cartier.”

      Recognition dawned. “I know that last name.”

      “My father was a lawyer here. We left Cattle Cove ten years ago after my brother…” She couldn’t finish that sentence. The pain was still too real, too raw.

      Levi nodded his head and shot her a look of apology. “Cooper. Your brother’s name.”

      “That’s right.” Hot tears burned her eyes. She ducked her head, chin-to-chest, so he wouldn’t see.

      “I’m really sorry. I remember hearing about that case. It was a sad situation all around.” There was so much compassion in his voice, unlike what she’d heard from the families involved after the fact years ago.

      His dog, however, had a laser focus on her while he stood with his hackles raised.

      “I’m sorry about him.” Levi motioned toward Karma. “He doesn’t take to new people easily. He would probably feel better if he could make sure you don’t have any sort of explosive device on you. He’s very leery of anyone he doesn’t know, especially if he doesn’t get a chance to clear them.”

      “What does that mean?” She extended her arms out, shoulder height and palms down. She was careful not to make a sudden movement. “Will this help?”

      “It should.” Levi snapped a leash on Karma’s collar and walked toward her.

      The dog made quick work of sniffing her up and down. She must’ve passed because his aggression levels dropped and he moved beside his owner and stood.

      “If you’re ever with a bomb sniffing dog and he sits down, you’ll want to clear out of the vicinity as fast as possible,” Levi informed.

      “Good to know.” She had no plans to spend more time around a dog trained to sniff bombs than she had to. Her heart went out to the dog, though. From everything she’d heard, dogs and their handlers became very close. Separating them seemed cruel to her, but at least this guy seemed to have found someone who cared.

      The McGannons owned acres and acres of land. A hundred? A thousand?

      Her father had chomped at the bit to be their will and trust attorney, but McGannons weren’t country club types and they already had a lawyer. If anything, she respected them even more for their down-to-earth qualities. If her father had been more like them, she imagined she and her brother would’ve had a very different upbringing. One filled with Sunday suppers around the dining table and home-cooked meals.

      “Why did you name your dog Karma? Was he discharged with that name?”

      “No. I gave him a different name for a different life. His original name was better off buried with his past. I renamed him Karma because if he doesn’t like you, karma is a real bitch.”

      She laughed despite her somber mood. “I can already tell he doesn’t like me, so I’ll take a couple of steps back to put some distance between us in case he decides he wants to know how I taste. But I’m also turned around in the woods. I haven’t been home in a really long time and I would appreciate it if you could see me back to US 87 where my car is parked.”

      “Not a problem. Karma and I would be happy to walk with you.”

      She shot a glance toward his dog and shook her head. “I’d like to stay as far away from him as possible.”

      “Why is that? He can be scary at first, but he’s a good dog.”

      “Considering the fact he’s done nothing but growl at me, I’d rather not risk a bite,” she hedged.

      “If Karma didn’t like you, we wouldn’t be standing here having this conversation right now,” he chuckled. Levi turned in the opposite direction she would’ve gone without his navigation help. “This way.”
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      Levi may not have remembered Ensley Cartier, but he had heard about her case. Deaths, especially those involving teens, were rare in Cattle Cove. Most of the crime that occurred came from the big city when murderers drove out to the country to dump a body in a cornfield.

      If Ensley had been this stunning, Levi was damn certain he would’ve remembered her. But then, based on what she’d told him already, they were six years apart in age. Six years was a huge difference in high school. But comparing someone who was in their mid to late twenties versus early thirties, the age gap shrunk considerably.

      Ten years ago when her brother died, Ensley would’ve been a senior in high school. Levi’s chest squeezed for her pain—pain that was still evidenced today. There was something haunted in her eyes that Levi could relate to on a primal level.

      Although he had already signed up to serve his country as a Marine, the news about Cooper Cartier and the others had traveled across the miles.

      And he could sense her heartbreak even after all these years.

      Levi managed to get her back to her vehicle within minutes. It helped this area backed up to McGannon property. He knew his family’s land like the back of his hand.

      “Thank you,” she said. “Knowing where you’re going makes a huge difference. I feel like I could’ve wandered around in there all night. It’s my fault. I thought I could get to the meadow and back before dark. My bad.”

      “Well, I’m glad the worst thing you ran into was Karma.”

      Her thick wheat-colored hair got caught in a breeze and whipped around her face. Large, cobalt blue eyes stared at his dog, causing his chest to take another hit. She was afraid.

      Karma was intimidating. In fact, most folks crossed the street and walked on the other side when they saw the two of them coming. Not that Levi minded. Most people would consider him a loner. He spent most of his time on the ranch and preferred it that way.

      On closer appraisal, Levi realized Ensley was shaken up enough to be trembling. Well, now he really did feel bad.

      Maybe he could get her talking so she would relax a little bit. He didn’t feel right sending her on her way like this. The fact she was alone and facing what had to be terrible memories made him believe she didn’t have a support system here in town. He glanced at her ring finger to see if she was married. No band and no tan line.

      “I heard your family moved after you graduated high school. Do you mind if I ask what brings you back after all these years?” Levi asked.

      “My brother for one.” She leaned a slender hip against her sedan. “The other reason is Lowell Whitfield.”

      Levi arched a brow. “The coroner?”

      “That’s right. He worked my brother’s case. I never believed his findings.”

      Now that Whitfield was gone, a few of his cases were in question. She must believe her brother’s was one of them.

      There was something about Ensley Cartier that made Levi want to get to the bottom of the sadness in her blue eyes and now he was even more curious about her. He couldn’t pinpoint the reason for his next words, but the question came out anyway.

      “Do you want to grab a cup of coffee? I know a place that has the best you’ve ever tasted.”

      “Excuse me?” Ensley’s surprised reaction almost had Levi thinking the coffee offer was a bad idea.

      Levi wrinkled his nose and took in a deep breath. He’d been outside all day…did he smell bad or something?

      His ego wasn’t used to being bruised if he asked someone out, and this wasn’t even for a date. He genuinely felt bad for the woman and her situation. He didn’t want to leave her stressed and looking scared.

      “I asked if you wanted to grab a coffee.” He shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly like he didn’t care about the cold shoulder. He glanced around. “I’m not hitting on you, if that’s what you’re worried about. I just found you wandering around in the woods and figured you could use a friend.”

      “I have friends,” she said defensively before seeming to catch herself. “But I could use an ally. How well do you know Lowell Whitfield’s family?”

      Now he really did regret the offer. Luckily for him, it didn’t seem like she was going to take him up on it.

      “Not well enough to matter.”

      She made a cluck-noise with her tongue. “I don’t believe that for a second.”

      Her arms were folded over her chest, a defensive move. Her chin was down, a protective instinct. Everything about her body language said she was closed off. Most people did that when they felt vulnerable or exposed.

      He’d seen it plenty of times while interviewing people overseas during his time in Kandahar. He’d gotten pretty good at interviewing witnesses; skills he never wanted to have to use again and one of the many reasons he’d returned to Texas and the land he loved after his tour. Working the cattle ranch that his father had built into an empire was all that Levi cared about.

      “Believe it or not, I wasn’t trying to insult you by asking you out for coffee.”

      “I didn’t think that you were.” Her stiff body language said he wasn’t making any progress.

      And since this fell into the not his problem category, he figured he’d tried to do the Good Samaritan thing. It didn’t work out. And he probably needed to count his blessings and move on.

      So, why was he still standing there?

      “Hold on a second.” Ensley blew out a sharp breath and her shoulders softened. “I could actually use a friend. The thought of going back to my motel room after this and eating alone isn’t exactly the most appealing thing.” She had a little hint of sparkle in her eye, like maybe going for coffee with him would give her a chance to pick his brain a little bit.

      Oh great. The first person he’d asked out since his last date with April turned out to be a bust. Levi suppressed a chuckle. He wasn’t exactly asking out Ensley Cartier. She just seemed too broken to walk away from and too stubborn to admit she needed help. He’d always had a soft spot for anyone in trouble. He glanced down at Karma. Yep, a weakness that had him fighting for the underdog.

      “Is there a place that will let him come inside?” She motioned toward Karma.

      “There’s one I can think of. It’s not too far from here. It’d be faster to take my ATV if you don’t mind leaving your car.”

      She glanced around, looking a little bit helpless and a lot confused. Levi was beginning to think he was losing his social skills. A consequence from moving to the outermost part of the family’s ranch as far away from the big house as he could build?

      He decided to ignore the adorable dimple on her chin as he waited for her answer.

      “Is it busy there? I’m not sure I want to be around a lot of people right now,” she hedged.

      “I can almost guarantee we’ll have the place to ourselves.”

      “I guess it couldn’t hurt to leave my car here for a little while. As long as you promise to walk me back.” She glanced down at Karma. “And you keep him as far away from me as possible. I don’t want to be too readily available if he changes his mind about me and decides I’m a threat.”

      “Karma?” Levi feigned surprise. “He’s a cream puff.”

      “Well, just make sure that pastry doesn’t decide to take my arm off.” Her voice was so low that he almost didn’t hear it but also so sarcastic that he chuckled out loud.

      Finally, someone who seemed to get his sense of humor.

      “That wasn’t meant to be funny,” she quipped, and he realized he’d assessed her too soon.

      “I know,” he said a little too quickly. He needed to get his defensiveness under control. Well, this was off to a really great start. But then, company had been in short supply lately. He either needed to talk to another human or actually go back up to the big house. As long as his Uncle Donny was still there, Levi preferred to be almost anywhere else.

      “How far is this coffee shop from here?”

      Levi turned around and caught Ensley’s gaze. His heart betrayed him with a little squeeze. He would deal with that later. Right now, he had one question on his mind.

      “Trust me?”

      “Why should I? I know your brothers and not you specifically. They were good people. Decent. I know you come from a good family.”

      She’d used the word, good, to describe him twice already. This was going well, he mused.

      “From an investigator’s perspective, I’d be a pretty bad criminal. My dog’s DNA is all over this place.” He motioned toward a tree and she seemed to get the message. “Your car would lead them to your identity. My dog would lead them to me. If I had anything less than the best of intentions, this wouldn’t be the smartest way to go about it.”

      “I don’t know you personally and I have no idea if the fact you come from a good family means you’re a decent person. Or if you’re the lone, rogue McGannon.” She stared him down and he saw a hint of her personality behind those beautiful blues.

      Well, Levi really did laugh now. He also noticed she didn’t answer his question. “Do you?”

      Another sharp breath later, and her shoulders relaxed just enough for him to see that she was going to say yes.

      “Good.” He reached for her hand and linked their fingers, a big mistake considering the effect their contact had on him. He ignored the electricity shooting up his arm with enough voltage to revive a dead heart. He had news for her and anyone else; that wasn’t going to happen any time soon.

      He led her to where his ATV was parked.

      “Climb on back.” He and Karma were a well-rehearsed team when it came to the ATV. Levi bent down and unlatched Karma’s leash. The two of them had been checking fences earlier to make sure there were no places cattle could get out when Karma had taken off. He must’ve heard someone and gotten spooked. Maybe he’d heard Ensley. Only a couple of times in the last few months had he run away and not at all lately. They were making progress on their relationship.

      Levi clearly had a lot of work still to do when it came to handling the retired bomb sniffer. Even a year later, he felt like he was still gaining Karma’s trust and strengthening their bond.

      When he’d first received the dog, he’d had to drive to San Antonio and fill out a mountain of paperwork. It had all been worth it. Taking care of Karma was the best thing Levi ever could’ve done. It had given him a greater purpose after he’d soured on the fact that the lines between good and evil could be blurred, thanks to his time overseas.

      The ATV barely dipped when Ensley took the seat behind him. She leaned far back so they made as little contact as possible. That took some effort on an ATV meant for one.

      He glanced behind him to see that her hands were behind her, firmly planted on the seat. He hoped she wouldn’t be disappointed when she saw where he was taking her. He’d been honest before—the place they were going had the best coffee in all of Cattle Cove and probably all of southeast Texas. At least in his book anyway.

      It was his respite and the place he went to every morning to make fresh coffee before connecting to the morning call. There was a ranch meeting every day at four a.m., rain or shine.

      “Where are you taking me?” Ensley asked.

      Levi started the engine, turned to the side, and said, “One of my favorite places.”

      He waited for her to protest but she didn’t. He found that he wanted to hear her story and get to know her a little bit better. Chances were she was just cruising through town, staying for a few days and needed a short-term friend. He was up for it.

      Levi could admit to being restless lately. Bored.

      Maybe it was the bits and pieces of the case and how devastated the community had been that tugged at his heartstrings and made him want to help Ensley. No family should ever have to deal with the loss of a child.

      From what he’d heard, Ensley Cartier had been a loving big sister who cared deeply about her younger brother. Folks had said Cooper was seen with his sister more than his parents. From what he remembered, the two had different mothers. Their father had been labeled as a social climber shortly after moving to town.

      People in Cattle Cove had a rare ability to see right through bull. Mr. Cartier had seemed to fit the BS bill. He’d moved the family to town and then joined the country club set. That was about as much as Levi remembered about her family.

      Being overseas and facing a different enemy had his mind far away from home and things that went on here. Even so, the news of Cooper Cartier and his best friend’s death…news that had rocked the community…had made it all the way to Kandahar.

      If memory served, Cage McGannon had been friends with Cooper. Levi’s cousin had played on the same sports team and ran in similar circles. So much so, Levi remembered the case had shocked and devastated his much younger cousin.

      Levi rode over the terrain, his headlights shining the way. His favorite lake wasn’t far away, and he liked the sound of the wind as it whipped through the treetops. A ten-minute ride later, he pulled up to his campsite.

      “I thought you said we were going to the best coffee shop around,” Ensley said.

      “That’s not exactly accurate. I said we’d be going to a place to get the best coffee. Nowhere in there did I say it had to be bought.”

      “Good point.” She climbed off the back of the seat and he half expected her to demand to be taken back to her vehicle. Instead, she walked around the campfire and started searching for something.

      Levi stood there for a long moment, trying to figure out Ensley Cartier.

      “What are you looking for?” He stood there, perplexed.

      “A match.”

    

  

