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When one door closes … second chances open another …

Ethan was lost after a major accident abruptly shifted him from a military life to a civilian one, from working with dogs to odd jobs … In that time, he’d spent months healing from his physical injuries. When he connects with Badger and the rest of his Titanium Corp. group of former SEALs, Badger offers Ethan an opportunity he can’t refuse. A chance to do the work he used to do … with a twist.

Cinnamon works from home as a project manager plus is heavily involved in global dog rescues—dogs of all kinds. When Ethan walks into the next door’s vet’s office with an injured shepherd in his arms, she sees another lost soul—just like the canine ones she helps.

Ethan knows he’s about to take a dangerous step, but he’s on the job, and no one—on the job or not—hurts animals while he’s around. This poor shepherd has taken enough abuse, and Ethan fears she is only the tip of a nightmare he’s determined to uncover. But he knows she’s going to lead him in the right direction.

He has his sights set on saving one dog in particular, Sentry: K9 File 01.
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Prologue
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Badger walked into the office for the impromptu meeting and smiled at his friends. “I had a very unusual and cryptic conversation this morning, which is why we are all gathered here.”

“You going to tell us about it?” Erick asked, lifting a fresh cup of coffee to his lips.

“No, he is,” Badger said, pointing to one wall. “I have Commander Glen Cross on the line.” He hit the button on the phone. “Go ahead, Commander. You’re on video. What can we do for you?”

The commander’s stern countenance filled the screen before them. “Who is that there with you? Identify yourselves.”

One by one the men executed a roll call.

The commander, a smile in his voice, said, “Now those are some names to warm my heart. I heard you’ve started a new company, Titanium Corp, to employ other former SEALs in situations like your own. Is that correct?”

“Yes, that’s correct.” Badger glanced around the room at the waiting faces. “Is there something we can help you with?”

“Yes, possibly. But only if you have time to volunteer. This is a big-heart mission that unfortunately doesn’t come with pay. … You know how very proud the military is of our K9 program, correct?”

The men nodded.

“Absolutely,” Geir said. “We personally have had good reasons to be thankful for that program.”

Badger added, “It’s been a huge success. We worked with the dogs in Afghanistan several times.”

“We had a tracking system for those dogs that left the military,” the commander continued, “to make sure they went to good homes. But, with budget cuts, we’ve run into a bit of a problem.”

“What problem is that?” Erick asked. “Those dogs deserve the best.”

“We don’t want them treated like they were in the Vietnam War,” Jager said, his voice hard.

“Absolutely,” the commander said. “I’ve got a dozen K9 files here of dogs that have ended their naval careers. However, we’ve lost track of them. The cases were supposed to be looked into, as we want to make sure our veterans, human and K9, are well cared for. But so much work is involved, and we’re constantly dealing with other aspects of the K9 program, so we have no time to investigate. I find that very difficult, and I can’t ignore these dogs’ plights.”

“What situations are they in now?”

“Everything,” the commander said. “You know we have a system for naming them, and all these dogs are tattooed in a specific sequence. I have the fact sheets in each of their files. For example, the first one graduated and was immediately sent to Afghanistan. He was active for about nine months. His owner took an IED and went home as a quadriplegic. The dog went home with him, not as injured but as no longer fit for active duty. Unfortunately the owner was involved in a severe crash within six months of getting home and was killed. His wife couldn’t handle the situation, and the dog was handed over to a dog trainer, who then found a home for him, who then got rid of the dog because he had behavioral problems. And so on. His whereabouts are now unknown.”

The men exchanged hard glances.

“What is it you would like us to do?” Cade asked cautiously.

“I deeply care about these animals that have served our country,” the commander said in a low voice, “so I’m asking you to do anything you can to locate them, to ensure they are in a good environment. But only if you can volunteer your time because there’s zero budget money. Otherwise I’d be getting my men here to do this.”

“You want us to track down the dogs and make sure they are okay?” Badger asked.

“We created these dogs,” the commander said. “We made them the trained soldiers they are. Society seems to think, if these K9s can’t get along with people, then the only answer is to put them down. But if there is any other answer, I would like to think we would take that avenue first.”

The men looked at each other again.

Jager said, “I’m game.”

Geir nodded. “Always. One of those dogs took an IED for me over in Afghanistan. Blew up his trainer too. Those animals deserve the best care that we can possibly give them.”

“And, for these twelve animals, we have failed them,” the commander said. “I’m not assigning blame, and I can’t accept the guilt, but, as a country, we have failed these animals. I’m asking you to find it in your hearts to help them.”

“Any suggestions on how?” Laszlo asked. “We’re hardly flush with funds ourselves.”

“Understood,” the commander returned. “That’s why I delayed contacting you. I can’t pay you, but … if you ever need anything else …”

Badger smiled. Having the help of a commander was priceless. He glanced around at the others. They were all grinning. “We’ll find a way,” Badger said. “No promises on the time frame.”

“Perfect,” the commander said. “Faxing the files to you now as we speak.”

The whirring of the fax machine in Badger’s office confirmed the commander’s words.

“As for suggestions on how to find them, … everything we have is in each of the files. Go carefully. Make sure they don’t need anything. That they’re safe. That the people around them are too.”

The men nodded.

“That’s a problem with people and dogs normally,” Badger said. “And trained dogs no longer working with their trained handlers get confused and frustrated at the lack of commands—often becoming dangerous.”

“Exactly,” the commander said. “I don’t have anybody else to dump this special project on. And I’m sorry. It really is a dump. It’s only because I care that I’m even contacting you. If you get any good results, I’d love to hear back. You’re my last hope.” And he hung up.

Badger lifted a single sheet of paper in his hand, the topmost from the fax machine, still printing out more. “He’s sending me all the files for the twelve dogs listed here.”

“That’s a brutal change for these animals,” Geir said. “Those dogs are incredibly well-trained and thrive within that structured environment.”

“They were also extremely attached to their handlers, and the bond is mutual, like any pet owner,” Jager said. “So where are the trainers and handlers who worked with these animals? Isn’t that the first and foremost responsibility of these initial specialists assigned to the K9s, as in most cases they become the owners after the dogs are discharged?”

“Yes, and no,” Badger said. “You heard what the commander said regarding this first case. We’ve got a handler-turned-owner who came home already severely handicapped and then died. When you think about it, his civilian wife can’t handle that service dog, particularly if it’s new to her family, not to mention when dealing with her own personal loss. She’s also moved now and apparently doesn’t know who the trainer pawned the dog off on, as she was only too happy to get rid of a problem.”

“Exactly, although finding where the dog is now could be a dead end,” Geir said. “But I’m all for trying.”

“Let’s get a show of hands.”

Unanimously all seven raised their hands.

Badger nodded. “That’s why the commander asked us. We’re very much like those dogs. We were also lost in many ways. And we’ve picked ourselves up and pulled together as a team. We are who we are because of each other. It’s up to us to find these dogs and to make sure they are okay.”

Geir said, “But none of us have K9 training.”

“True,” Badger said. “What about asking some of the men who work for us now? Find out who of them might have K9 training and go from there.”

“Ethan,” Jager said. “He’s swinging a hammer on Geir’s house. He’s an electrician by trade in the military, a very handy guy to have around. A little bit of a loner, like the rest of us, but he moved to the K9 Unit eight or so years ago and served in that capacity in Afghanistan.”

“Ethan? He was K9?” Cade asked. “I didn’t know that.”

“That’s right. I heard something about that.” Geir’s fingers thrummed the table in front of him. “He’s also a hell of a worker.”

“Yes, he is. I’ve spoken to him about what happened in Afghanistan. He doesn’t say much, but I gather the same accident that took his dog also took his leg,” Jager said. “I highly suggest we talk to him first, see if he’s willing to take the first dog file.”

“The first file?” Erick asked in surprise. “Are you thinking of asking a different man to look at each file?”

“Why don’t we start with Ethan? Maybe he can run this whole K9 locate-and-update division. Or at least give us some leads on other K9 personnel. It’s possible Ethan knows men in the industry who are back home again who can take this on,” Talon said, speaking up for the first time. “Ethan needs a purpose in his life anyway. But we can’t discount the idea that these dogs could be all across the country and beyond.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to talk to him,” Badger said with a nod. “I think he’s the right man, but Ethan has to be willing.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Laszlo said. “I like the idea of Ethan handling this completely, whether he’s hands-on for each lost K9 or just managing any other men assigned to these files as needed.”

Erik nodded. “Ethan is a good man. Although he’s not easy to talk to. A loner by nature. And he is lost. I think what’s lost is that missing K9 partner in his life. Once you’re part of a K9 Unit, it’s pretty hard to walk away from it.” He paused, his gaze going from one to the other. “What about money though? Are we offering any? Not that we have to offer …”

“I suggest we call Ethan in the morning,” Badger stated, “put the proposition before him and see what his response is.”

“How about we don’t give him a whole lot of choices?” Jager said. “Like most of us, he has learned to take orders and to follow directions. I say we tell him that we’re looking for a dog, give him an overview, then ask him to go after it.”

“Maybe during his free time. He has to make money too.”

The others all agreed.

Badger smiled. “Ethan’s better off financially than most, after inheriting his grandparents’ estate. So that might not be as big of an issue as we’re thinking. Plus this might bring back his passion for life again.”

“It’s all about how we approach it,” Erick said with a grin. “As we well know with the women, it’s all in how everything is approached.” He smiled down at his wedding ring as he turned it on his finger. “Just like they surprised us, I suggest we surprise Ethan. We all know it’s what he really wants to do.”

“It’s possible.” Jager nodded. “But again, it has to be his decision.”

“Agreed.” Badger raised an eyebrow, looking around as everybody nodded. “Agreed by all then. Ethan is it.” He picked up the topmost pages from the fax machine and laughed. “Even better, this dog was lost in Texas. Last known location was Houston.”

“Perfect.” Cade laughed. “At least he’d have some support there with Levi and his teams nearby.”

Badger’s phone rang. He picked it up and chuckled. “Guess who? Perfect timing. Let’s talk to him right now.”


Chapter 1
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Ethan Nebberly studied the desolate ground ahead of him. His gaze shifted slowly, looking for any sign of movement. He’d caught sight of a dog from the corner of his eye as he drove past. He’d turned around and gone back. He didn’t have any business taking this detour, but, seeing the injured shepherd take off, away from him, his only thought had been to help.

Ever since Badger had talked to Ethan, he’d been hard-pressed to think of anything but finding the dog in the K9:01 file. Ethan was never one to leave an animal in need and wanted to get started right away. Badger had persuaded him to slow down and to give them a bit of time to gather some intel.

During training, the dog’s name was Sentry, but, as he’d been handed off several times, he had likely been renamed several times. So Ethan continued to call him by a number in his head, to help distance himself from the dog’s fate. The last known place for the dog was Houston, which was also convenient. Levi’s Legendary Security company was in the area, close to where Ethan was now.

As soon as he realized he was heading in this direction, he’d contacted Gunner, who had been instrumental in getting Ethan into the US War Dogs Association program years ago. They’d kept in touch ever since. Gunner had never been one to leave an animal in need either and couldn’t wait for Ethan to “get his ass over” to his place, as he had put it.

There. Out of the corner of Ethan’s eye again, he sensed movement. The small shepherd lay still, blending in with the rock. The dog was weak enough that it couldn’t keep evading Ethan. He took another step forward, hearing sounds off in the distance. But he didn’t dare stop, his gaze always on the wheat-colored hide of the animal in the tall grass. Drought had taken over this area and had turned the crabgrass the same color as the dog’s hair. This particular shepherd had usual dark markings up around the head and chest area but with a very light-colored back. Ethan walked several more steps, quiet in his approach.

The whisper of movement continued to his left. He did not want other people involved. He preferred to live a life on the edge of society. People asked too many questions. They assumed that politeness was friendliness, and then they dug into Ethan’s life, well past the point he was prepared to share anything.

This dog called to him in a way he hadn’t felt since his military K9 days. He’d seen more than his fair share of injured animals, dogs hurt beyond recognition, where a bullet had been a mercy killing. But then he’d seen men in the same condition too.

Sometimes he wondered if those people would have preferred a bullet, just like those dogs he’d worked with. Ethan himself was one of the walking wounded. He understood some of what this dog was going through. Another step and the shepherd locked its gaze on him. From the dog’s size, he’d guess she was a young female. She was exhausted, angry, hurt and incredibly dangerous. A low growl erupted from the back of the dog’s throat.

Ethan stilled, sending waves of loving energy toward the animal. He didn’t know if it helped, but he’d always had a way with dogs, particularly the vicious ones. Then he’d rather spend his time with four-legged animals than the two-legged ones.

He’d spent a lifetime hunting down the two-legged ones. Hunting this four-legged one was out of compassion; Ethan couldn’t walk away and leave it alone.

Behind him, a man called out, “Hey, can I help you?”

Ethan didn’t answer. He knew that was the starting volley. More questions would follow.

He took another step toward the shepherd. The growl picked up again; this time he knew the other man could hear it too. His footsteps stopped, but Ethan didn’t let his gaze slide. He crouched slowly, and the shepherd’s muted growl descended an octave, but it didn’t stop.

He never said a word to the animal. The animal already knew words were false. She’d heard them before. No way the injury she sported was anything but man-made. Ethan crouched lower, taking another step toward the dog.

Behind Ethan came soft running footsteps, but again he didn’t dare take a chance to look. He held up a palm toward whoever approached. The footsteps stopped again. When Ethan caught the sucked-in breath of the man closing in on him, he knew he too had seen the shepherd.

The shepherd started to growl again.

“Are you sure you want to approach her?” the stranger asked softly.

Ethan gave a single head nod, keeping his hand up to stop the man from approaching. Ethan took another step, crouching even lower to appear less threatening to the injured animal.

And then again, maybe not to this poor animal, having suffered abuse at the hands of a human.

Ethan could sympathize with that mentality. It wasn’t that he was antisocial, but he was antipeople. Still, he’d agreed to see Gunner, and he was on the hunt for a missing dog. Not this one unfortunately. Ethan was after a big male with different coloring.

He took two more steps toward the shepherd; her eyes had a dull glaze in them, as if she had no more fight left in her. He was only three feet away. He dropped to his knees and just sat here, studying her injuries. Blood was on her flank; her leg had an open wound—showing tendon, muscle, possibly bone—but also her front shoulder needed to be looked at closer. She was starving, on the run and hurting. She’d made her last stand, and she figured she was done.

He reached out a hand in a nonthreatening way, lowered himself farther to the ground. Her eyes tracked him, but she never made a sound. Her eyes were golden and filmed with pain but still with enough fire to cause him serious injury if she went for him. Though he was concerned about her and her injuries, he had to convince her of that. Only silence floated on the wind behind him. The grass gently wafted to the side as a breeze rolled over them, and none of it mattered to her.

Or to him.

He took another slow, cautious shuffle forward. Her muscles bunched, the corner of her lips pulled back, showing her teeth, but no heat accompanied the sound coming from her throat. He slipped closer. And then she did something that made his heart break.

She just lay her head down and gave up.

He hated to see that because he’d been there himself. Tears burned the corners of his eyes as he watched one of the proudest, strongest, most beautiful animals in the world just roll over and say, I’m done. That was so not helping right now. He needed her to fight what was coming. It would be ugly, but, if he could coax her through it, she’d be fine on the other side. But the next hour, the next day, maybe the next several weeks, if not months, would be a painful recovery. It would be a bitch.

But, with his help, she could master her recovery.

He gently reached out a hand toward her fur.

The stranger behind him murmured, “Careful. She’s not totally done yet. There’s still fire in her eye.”

Ethan gave a clipped nod because that was a good thing. Maybe she hadn’t totally given up. He laid a hand on her shoulder, feeling her tremble underneath his hand, her body shaking with fear. But she was so weak, she could do nothing more than lie here, knowing the end was coming. He ran a quick hand down her back, feeling each and every rib. Her leg was broken, the skin open and crusty with infection. She had wounds on her belly, and he just wasn’t sure what else.

“Was she hit by a car?” asked the man, now beside him.

Ethan nodded.

“I have an anesthetic in my hand. I’d like to administer it to the shepherd, so we can get her some help.”

Slowly Ethan raised his head from the animal in front of him and took a calculated risk to turn to look at the big man at his side. He studied the bald head, the massive shoulders of a man in a muscle shirt and shorts, with a very interesting prosthetic at the end of a stump barely showing underneath the tied-up shorts. Stone. He held out a syringe.

“Hello, Stone. I’ll take it.”

Stone nodded, and the syringe slowly crossed hands. The shepherd, her body shaking, watched, the whites of her eyes showing.

With a gentle hand Ethan slowly administered the anesthetic to take the dog’s pain several levels down. He doubted it was enough to knock her out, but, if it was enough to move her, at least they could get her some help.

“A vet’s around the corner,” Stone said. “An animal rescue’s just down the hill.”

Ethan’s gaze narrowed as he studied his surroundings. He hadn’t realized he was so close to Anna and Flynn’s place. He waited for the anesthesia to take effect and for the shepherd’s eyes to slowly close. He handed the syringe back to Stone as he slowly straightened. “Kat says hi.”

Stone’s eyes widened, and the corner of his mouth kicked up. “Well, I’ll be damned. Ethan. It is you. I wasn’t sure initially, but there aren’t too many humans I know who can approach a wounded animal like you just did.”

Ethan’s lips twitched at that response. “Not quite as smooth or as good as I used to be.” He motioned to Stone’s leg. “I think I’m wearing a more advanced model than you are.”

Stone blustered. “No way. How could Kat not give me the latest and the best?” he asked with a huge grin. He reached out a hand and shook Ethan’s. “Damn, you’re a sight for sore eyes. It’s been what? Three or four years since I saw you last?”

Ethan shrugged. “Maybe. It’s been half that long since I was in active service.”

“Levi said something about you coming but didn’t expect you so soon. Neither did I hear much about the reason why you’re here. Other than meeting up with Gunner.”

“I’m following up on a request from up the chain of command. Looking for a K9 dog that might or might not be okay. And, yep, Gunner is on my list of people to stop by and see.”

“Gunner is a good guy. I know he’s looking for a pair of security dogs. Sounds like you two should do well.” Stone pointed down the hill. “I was helping out at Anna’s place, building another set of dog runs, when I saw you up here.” His gaze dropped to Ethan’s legs. “Sorry about the accident that took your leg. Sometimes life’s a bitch, isn’t it?”

Ethan dropped his gaze to the dog at his feet. “And sometimes it’s the bitches that are life.” He turned to look at his truck parked on the side of the highway. “I don’t know how badly hurt she is, but it looks bad.”

“Louise will let us know,” Stone said.

Ethan walked around and gently scooped his hands underneath the frail dog. He motioned toward his truck. “I can hold her, if you can drive.”

Surprise lit Stone’s gaze again. He judged the distance and said, “You’ll ride in the bed or in the front?”

“In the bed.”

Stone nodded once, and the two men, not saying another word, strode over to Ethan’s big black Dodge Ram 3500 pickup. It took a little bit of scrambling to get into the bed of the truck, while holding the shepherd, but Ethan managed it.

“Nice wheels,” Stone said as he shut the tailgate and then hopped into the driver’s side and turned the key, starting the engine. With Stone driving carefully, they headed down the road.

In the distance Ethan could see other people watching the two of them. He ignored them, keeping his focus on the shepherd in his arms. He shifted her weight and caught sight of the tattoo number on her leg. Not a navy number but from a breeder or the owner. She could have a chip too. He’d need a vet to look for that. He noted it. Someone had cared about her once.

He’d find out soon enough.

Not even ten minutes later they pulled into a large parking lot to an even larger animal clinic. Stone hopped out, came around and opened the tailgate, so Ethan could slide out with his precious cargo. Then they walked inside.

By the time Ethan made it through the double glass doors, a gurney was already pushed toward him. Very gently he laid the shepherd on it.

A woman stepped in front of him, took one look at the shepherd and said, “Do you know what happened?”

Ethan shook his head. “I saw her an hour or so ago. I’ve been tracking her since.”

Stone interrupted. “Louise, this is the shepherd we told you about. The one we couldn’t get close to.”

Her gaze went from one man to the other; then she looked at the shepherd. “Well, somebody managed to.” She turned, pushing the gurney toward the internal set of opaque doors, marked Surgery. “I’ll let you know what I find.”

Ethan followed.

She stopped at the surgery doors and faced him, shaking her head. “Medical personnel only.”

He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at her.

She hesitated, looked at Stone, then back at Ethan. “So you’re one of them?”

He raised one eyebrow.

She sighed. “Do you have any training?”

He tilted his head to the side. “Field style.”

She groaned. “Of course you do. You’re a handler.”

He gave a slight shrug. “You could say that. Trainer, handler, keeper of War Dogs.”

She looked torn.

“I want to remain beside her.”

Louise made a quick decision and gave him a clipped nod. “Stay out of my way.”

He didn’t answer, just placed a hand on the shepherd and followed alongside the gurney. He walked into a large room with multiple surgical areas.

Louise snapped out orders. Staff came from several corners, and, while Ethan watched, blood was taken, X-rays were snapped, and a full physical exam was done, quickly but efficiently.

Louise said finally, “I’ll be back in a minute. I want to see her X-rays.”

Ethan hadn’t said a word, his hand on the shepherd’s head, gently stroking it to let her know she wasn’t alone.

Finally Louise came back. “She’s in pretty rough shape.” She then ordered IVs for the dog. “We’ll get some fluids and some nutrients into her and try to stabilize her. She’s got a couple busted ribs. Her leg is broken. The back leg looks to have taken a severe blow. We might have to put pins in her hip,” she admitted cautiously. “Someone shot her as well, a glancing blow off the right shoulder. But her broken leg, I can’t say that it’s looking terribly positive.” She pulled her phone out and brought up a photo.

Ethan’s heart sunk at the news.

“You aren’t her owner. So who will pay for this?” she asked.

“I will.”

Surprise lit her eyes. “Glad to hear that. Will you let us look after her?”

He patted and studied the soft fur on the dog’s head. “Yes. I think her hip is okay though. It won’t need pins.”

“I’ll see as I get further along. It looks like the animal is young and in emaciated condition when she was hit. Probably dragged herself off the road and has been trying to survive ever since.”

He nodded. “Fix her up.” He took a step back. “No matter the cost.”

Louise hesitated, then said softly, “You know it could be expensive.”

“I can easily make more money.” His gaze was steady, and then he nodded. “Sometimes we all need something more than merely money.” On those words, he turned and walked out of the surgery room. Instinctively he knew Louise was one of the vets who cared. And she’d do everything she could to keep that shepherd alive.
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Cinnamon Michelson studied the man standing at the surgery doors, his hands shoved deep into his pockets, a grim line on his lips, his jaw clenched. She didn’t understand what was going on, but whatever it was hurt him. Even as she watched, a muscle in his jaw flexed at something happening on the other side of the frosted glass.

He stayed there for too long. She didn’t think it could be good for him. Obviously an injured animal was in there, and it was one he cared about deeply. She’d brought in a friend’s dog for more of a grooming-related visit, one she looked after on a regular basis. The little guy would be another half hour yet before he would be ready to go home.

She turned to look around the large sitting room, then walked to the coffeepot. There she poured two cups. She looked at the man still standing at the door and headed to him. “I thought you could use this.”

He turned to look at her with a speed that almost made her spill the coffee. Instantly his hands reached out and studied her, but he didn’t grab the hot cups. He had grabbed her wrists.

Her breath released slowly. In a gentle voice she said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. I brought you a cup of coffee.”

At the confusion in his eyes and the intent way he looked at her, she had to wonder how long it had been since anybody had done such a simple deed for him.

She smiled up at him. “You didn’t look like the kind of guy who would use sugar.”

He tilted his head to the side, looked down at her wrists. He dropped her hands and accepted the cup. In a low, deep voice, he said, “Thank you. And, no, no sugar.”

She motioned toward the area where the coffee was set up and said, “If you need creamer, it’s over there.”

His lips quirked. “Black is the only way to drink coffee.” He glanced at his cup and over at hers, then said, “Thank you. I’m sorry for grabbing you.”

His voice seemed almost … rusty, as if maybe the apology or the polite conversation was hard for him.

She didn’t know what it was about these injured animals, but she was a sucker for each and every one. She tilted her head in a gentle motion, wary of making a faster motion and scaring him. “You didn’t hurt me, so it’s all right.” She stepped back and sat in one of the chairs against the wall. “It doesn’t help to stand there and watch the animals on the other side. You know that, right?”

His eyes shuttered away something, like he took a step backward into his own little world again. She was sorry she’d brought it up.

He gave her a crooked smile and said, “Nothing wrong with doing it either.”

“Don’t you think it hurts you more?” she asked. “Whatever injured animal is in there is getting the best help they can get. Louise is phenomenal.”

“I don’t know her,” he said, “but I’m hoping that shepherd gets the care she needs.”

“Is she yours?”

A second curtain went down, shielding whatever else his eyes might reveal. He gave a brief shake of his head. “No, I saw her when I drove past the road. Then stopped to help her.”

“Any idea what happened?” she asked curiously. She hadn’t told him that most of what she did was arrange for animal adoptions, usually from other countries, but sometimes within the general area or across the country. She and Anna worked closely together. He probably didn’t know Anna and probably didn’t know about Anna’s shelter.

“No,” he said, his voice tight. “Possibly hit by a vehicle.”

She felt herself recoil against that. “An all-too-common occurrence,” she murmured. She dropped her gaze to the cup of coffee in her hand and lifted it, hoping it wouldn’t burn her lips. She blew over the cup’s edge, and, when she thought it was safe, she took a sip. “What are you doing after she’s taken care of?”

He only looked at her.

“Or have you not thought that far ahead?”

He raised his gaze. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “But I couldn’t leave her out there.”

Cinn’s heart melted a little. Any guy who would go to this much effort to save an injured shepherd couldn’t be bad. Those who looked after animals the best were usually injured in some way themselves. Maybe in the hopes somebody would treat them better too. In a moment of self-clarity, she thought, I have to stop psychoanalyzing men. It had gotten her into trouble more than a few times. On dogs, that worked great. But men were a different story.

“Anna and Flynn’s shelter is around the corner,” Cinn said gently. “They might take her in.”

He shook his head. “No. I’m not deserting her.”

A wealth of emotion was in that word deserting. She sat quietly contemplating what that meant to a man who appeared to be lost in his own world.

“Can you look after her?” she asked suddenly, worried the shepherd would end up in a situation worse than the one this man had found her in.

“Yes.”

And that was all he said. She didn’t have any right to push it. But it was hard not to. “I work with animal rescues around the world. We move animals into homes from country to country. If you need somebody to look after her …”

He gave a hard shake of his head but remained silent.

Even without words he had made that pretty clear. She settled in her chair and waited. Not another sound came out of him.

Finally the double doors opened, and Louise came out. She looked tired, but a happy smile appeared as she walked toward the man beside her and smiled at him. “You were right. No pins required. It was dislocated. I couldn’t see that from the X-ray. Too much damage around it. I fixed her up as much as I could. She will need several days here with us.”

He straightened slowly, towering over Louise. But Louise didn’t appear to be intimidated in any way. Cinn wondered about that. Then again, Louise was with Rory and the rest of Levi’s gang. And she was probably used to dealing with these hard alpha males. Though this one appeared to be a broken, dangerous one.

Cinn sighed. “I did suggest that maybe, if you didn’t want to look after the shepherd, Anna might take her.”

Louise turned and looked at Cinn with a smile. “Hey. I didn’t see you there. You’ve been talking to this gentleman, have you?”

Cinn nodded. But the man in question never moved.

“Stone said your name is Ethan?” Louise asked boldly.

Ethan gave a clipped nod.

“Do you live around here?”

Ethan shrugged.

Louise appeared satisfied with that.

But, for Cinn, it raised a million more questions. Stone knew him? She knew Stone from Anna and Flynn’s place. Many of Levi’s men came to help out there. But she’d never seen Ethan before. Who was he? Where was he staying? She thought she knew every local male. And what kind of a man went out of his way to help a shepherd and to stay to hear her prognosis? The shepherd would need long-term care until she was fully healed. Was he ready for that?

“I want to see her,” Ethan said.

Louise considered him for a long moment. “When we get her set up in the cage, I’ll let you in for a minute.”

The briefest of smiles crossed his face, but it was enchanting to Cinn. He sat abruptly, taking a sip of his coffee.

Louise headed back into the surgery area. Knowing the way she worked, chances were she would deal with another half-dozen animals before her day was done.

Cinn had often wondered about getting more education, but just the thought of seven years of vet school had been enough to stop her. She was a project manager, a job she operated from home for a large company. It gave her a lot of freedom, so she could continue her volunteer work with the animals. Though sometimes it was difficult to make both of them work.

Just then Megan, the receptionist, called Cinn’s name. Cinn walked over to see Mitzi, the little shih tzu she’d brought in for her friend Sandra, being led toward her.

“Her nails are taken care of,” Megan said. “That one toenail was infected, but we’ve cleaned it out, disinfected it, and she should be good to go now.”

Chuckling at the greeting Mitzi gave her, Cinn bent down, scooped her into her arms and said, “Are you okay to put this on Sandra’s account, or do you want me to cover it?”

“It’s all good,” Megan said.

Cinn waved goodbye and left her empty coffee cup on the counter where she’d placed it. At her car, she put Mitzi into the carrier in the back, snapped it tight, making sure the seat belt was buckled, and got into the front seat.
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.


____________________________________________________________________________________________________
    _____     _     _    __      ____      _   _     __        ______    _     _    ____      _____ 
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EULA ( the End User License Agreement )

This document is a legal agreement between you the end user, and Dharma Type.  
By using or installing Dharma Type font(s), you agree to be bound by the terms of this Agreement. 

1. You may use this font for both commercial and non-commercial works at no charge.
2. You may use this font to create images on the website or printed matter on papre, logomark.....up to you.
3. You may not sell this font without permission.
4. You may not redistribute this font without permission.
5. You may not modify, adapt, translate, reverse engineer, decompile, disassemble, or create derivative works based on this font.
6. This font are Copyrighted by Ryoichi Tsunekawa. All rights reserved. You may not claim copyrgiht rights for this font.
7. DISCLAIMER 
This font is provided to you free of charge.
Dharma Type give no warranty in relation to this font, and you use this at your own risk.
Dharma Type will not be liable for any damage to your system, any loss or corruption of any data or software,
or any other loss or damage that you may suffer as a result of downloading or using this font, whether it results from our negligence or in any other way.

Here is a list of things you could do, Only if you want to:
* Link http://dharmatype.com/ or credit "Dharma Type"
* Tell me what did you use this font for.


FAQ

Q_ Can I use this for a commercial product?
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Q_ Can I use this on a web page via css @font-face?
A_ Yes, You can!

Q_ Can I donate $ to you?
A_ Yes, You can! ( Paypal: info@flat-it.com )
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