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      Brielle Anderson needed to quit her job. Period. This waking up before the sun had to go. She blinked blurry eyes and checked the clock on her nightstand only to get confirmation her eyes didn’t need to be open. She should be sound asleep, lost somewhere deep in REM, but long workdays and travel left her unsure of what bed she was in, let alone which time zone. The changes were messing with her internal clock big time. It was a solid five a.m. in Cattle Cove and no one, repeat no one, should be awake at this hour on purpose.

      Could she go back to sleep if she really put her mind to it? Brielle closed her eyes and gave it the old college try. She rolled over and lightly punched the pillow a few times before repositioning to get comfortable. Didn’t work. She flipped onto her stomach. No good.

      Her mind swirled back to the near miss she’d had on the highway on her way home from the office the other night. She’d nodded off for a second or two and woke up as one of those big SUVs cut her off. If she hadn’t opened her eyes at that exact moment…

      The whole experience had left her shaking. Panic seized her just thinking about what might have happened. Her reflexes weren’t as fast as they should have been thanks to an overall lack of sleep. And yet, seeing those bright red brake lights at the end of her bumper had provided the jolt she needed. She’d swerved and slammed on her brakes in the nick of time.

      Brielle was thankful to be alive. The whole experience had her questioning her life choices. She wasn’t fresh out of college anymore. She’d been head down and guard up, prioritizing career over everything, including relationships. The one friend she had outside of work, her neighbor, could only be loosely classified as such. The recent and stunning realization she didn’t love her job had sent her in a tailspin. Maybe it was her upcoming birthday and the fact she was turning a year older that was making life feel so…off track.

      Then, there was a question that had been niggling at the back of her mind ever since. Would anyone even care if she was gone? Yes, her family would miss her. But her sister’s pregnancy announcement, the fact she was starting a family of her own when Brielle hadn’t gone on a date worthy of a second in years, weighed on her thoughts. It was odd because Brielle rarely ever thought about having a husband and kids or questioned her commitment to her job. She’d been soldiering on just like her dad had instilled in her. Her life had never felt empty before.

      After tossing and turning a few more times, Brielle gave up the ghost and threw the covers off. She sat on the edge of the bed, wishing she could relax her body enough to go back to sleep. Late in the day, around four p.m., she would crash. Hard. There wasn’t enough caffeine in the world to right her jet-lagged schedule or the way her mind kept turning over the situation.

      So, of course, a food craving picked that moment to hit. It was probably stress eating, but she wanted a doughnut. And not just any doughnut, Dana’s Do-nuts. She probably shouldn’t give in. Being on the road, she had to constantly watch what she ate. Eating out three meals a day got old fast and it was a little too easy to grab whatever was convenient over making a healthy choice. She tried her best to save the treats for when she was home, so she wouldn’t overdo it.

      Between trying to go back to sleep and the possibility of eating one of Dana’s finest, the doughnut won. She refused to feel guilty about indulging in one of her all-time favorites.

      Off went her oversized sleepy shirt and shorts. On went her favorite jogging pants and sports bra. She threw on socks and was out the backdoor and onto the screened-in patio lacing up her tennis shoes before she could talk herself out of the trip.

      The bike stored in her screened-in porch was ready and rearing to go. She hopped onto the two-wheeler and tucked the housekey into the pocket band of her joggers. It didn’t take but a second to realize the tires were flat. Not surprising since she’d hardly been home and couldn’t remember the last time she’d ridden the thing.

      The pump was easy enough to find in the bench seat storage, though the fog in her brain wasn’t so easy to shake. She managed, though. Within a couple of minutes, the tires were ready to go. The worse thing about owning a bike was having to constantly pump up the tires before a ride.

      She replaced the pump and guided the bike out of the enclosure and around to the front of her house. Looking around, there were no lights on at this time of the morning in any of her neighbor’s houses. This hour was reserved for bakers and ranchers. Having grown up in cattle ranching country, she was very familiar with the latter.

      Halfway down the street, a cool breeze whipped through her hair. She pumped the pedals hard before relaxing and gliding down to the stop sign. She grabbed the rubber band from her wrist and pulled her hair up. Brielle would never consider herself a morning person. Although, she had to admit, they were nice. She enjoyed watching the occasional sunrise, and in Texas, there wasn’t much that was more beautiful.

      She pumped the pedals, forgetting just how much work riding a bike could be. The cardio would wake her up and have the added benefit of releasing her of guilt for eating a second doughnut. Something with sprinkles. She might as well go all-in at this point. She had to be burning a lot of calories with the way her thighs burned.

      The fifteen-minute bike ride felt like an hour. By the time she reached Dana’s Do-nuts, she was breathing so hard her ribs hurt. So, yeah, travel had interrupted her workout routine and she was getting out of shape fast. If this work schedule was going to keep up much longer, she needed to figure out how to find the discipline to exercise on the road. It wasn’t like there weren’t options. Every hotel had some type of workout facility. Granted, the quality of their gyms was all over the place; one would have a full-sized, fully equipped gym while another barely had two treadmills and a dozen free weights. But she could make anything happen if she put her mind to it. Life had proven she was just stubborn enough to meet any goal she set for herself.

      It was about rallying enough self-discipline to get started. She parked her bike. Despite the recent crime spree in town, she didn’t feel the need to lock up her transportation.

      The hum of an engine caused her to turn. Headlights aimed right at her blinding her, as a truck pulled into a parking spot in front of Dana’s. She brought her arm up to shield her eyes from the brightness. She turned her back to the vehicle and then headed toward the shop door as the driver seemed to catch on, cutting off his lights.

      This early, she was probably going to be the first customer. The smell of freshly baked doughnuts and chocolate assaulted her senses, reminding her just how good this decision had been.

      “Be right with you,” Dana called out from the backroom.

      “No rush,” Brielle responded. There was something warm and familiar about being here. Maybe it was the fact she and her sister, Bethany, used to pop in before school sometimes. Brielle’s sister was four years older, had met the love of her life in college, and moved to Tennessee where they’d both found jobs. Brielle rarely saw her sister anymore but that didn’t stop them from staying in touch or being close.

      The door opened behind her. The bell jingled. The heavy footsteps said the male driver was here for the same reason as her.

      “Well, look who it is. Brielle Anderson.” The familiar voice caused heat to crawl up her neck and her cheeks to burn. Now, she really felt like she was home.

      “Dalton McGannon. That can’t be you, can it?” She whirled around, trying to hide her body’s reaction, masking it with the biggest smile she could muster. Bethany’s high school boyfriend and Brielle’s former secret crush had just entered the building.

      “In the flesh,” he said. Six-feet-four-inches of the hottest male flesh. She stopped herself right there and searched for a gold band on his left hand. He had to be married or committed by now. And, nope. No ring. Which didn’t necessarily mean no significant other.

      Oh, but Dalton had filled out in all the best possible ways. He might have been her sister’s boyfriend, but that hadn’t stopped Brielle from crushing on him. With those honey-brown eyes and just enough face scruff to be sexy, who could blame her?

      He smiled and it caused a devastating reaction in the center of her chest.

      “Wow. How long has it been?” she asked.

      “Too long. I haven’t seen you in forever.” More of that smile and McGannon charm oozed off him.

      “What are you doing here?” Needing to do something with her hands, she searched for her pants pockets before awkwardly remembering she had on joggers. Smooth.

      “It’s Miss Penny’s birthday. I volunteered to pick up doughnuts.” He had the kind of deep timbre that traveled all over Brielle’s body, reminding her how long it had been since she’d had a boyfriend. Or even just a guy worthy of fancy date underwear.

      “Wish her happy birthday for me, would you?” Miss Penny was one of her favorite people, but then again, most people loved the woman. She was warm, caring, and kind. Being around people like her was one of the many reasons people moved to a place like Cattle Cove to raise a family.

      “Happy to.” She laughed when he wiggled his eyebrows as he made a play on her words. All the McGannon boys were charming. Based on her interaction with Dalton, they’d carried the quality into adulthood. Did they go to some kind of special school for charisma? Jesus. Because her heart pounded the back of her ribcage when she stood anywhere near the man.

      “Thank you. She’s a special lady.” She tried to ignore the fact he was wide awake at this early hour, whereas her brain wasn’t quite firing on all cylinders yet.

      “How long has it been since the last time we saw each other?” Dalton leaned a hip against the counter and rested his elbow on the partition. He had the gorgeous cowboy thing down pat with jeans, a cotton shirt and boots. And he filled out every inch of his clothes.

      “Years.” She couldn’t count how many.

      “How’s your sister, by the way?”

      “Bethany’s fine. Happy. She and Tim are expecting in the spring.”

      “That’s really cool news. Tell her congratulations for me.” This conversation had turned them both into carrier pigeons, she mused. Being home was nice for a change. Sleeping in her own bed was something she could get used to. Or at least she hoped she could. The past few nights weren’t great indications and she would be back on the road again in a few days.

      “I will.”

      “How about you? I never see you in town. Do you live here?”

      “My job keeps me on the road. I have a house on Staten Street about a fifteen-minute bike ride from here.” She had no idea why she added the last detail except to say that, even now, Dalton had a tongue-tying effect on her. She over-explained when she was nervous. And forget about his smile. That show of perfectly straight, white teeth made his face even more devastatingly handsome.

      “Brielle. Dalton.” Dana appeared from the back room. Her gaze bounced from Dalton to Brielle and back. She quirked an eyebrow and Brielle could almost see the question forming in her mind, asking if the two of them were together.

      “I’m alone. Just here for me,” Brielle said quickly, her cheeks flaming. Wasn’t she scoring all the calm points today?

      “What can I help you with?” Dana took a fresh pair of gloves off the counter and smiled, thankfully willing to let it go.

      Brielle turned to face the counter, figuring shelves upon shelves of doughnuts would be enough to distract her from breathing in Dalton’s warm and spicy scent.

      She turned to face her. “I’ll have two doughnuts with chocolate icing and sprinkles.”

      “That all?” Dana pulled the pair of doughnuts out and placed them in a small bag.

      “That’ll do it for me.” She’d been planning on eating them right then and there but suddenly felt the need to leave. In fact, the faster she got out of there, the less she could embarrass herself. She’d done quite a number in front of Dalton as it was.

      She paid and then turned, nearly bumping into Dalton. Breathing in his spicy scent conjured up all kinds of inappropriate images.

      “Excuse me.” She sidestepped at the same time as him.

      “You’d make a great dance partner,” he teased. They both knew he didn’t dance. Or, at least, that’s what her sister had claimed prom night.

      “See you around.” The casual line was meant to avoid an awkward goodbye.

      “I’d like that,” he said, causing another rush of warmth to climb up her neck.

      Brielle had to talk herself off the ledge that was Dalton McGannon. Reminding herself that he’d been her sister’s boyfriend in high school did little to quell the attraction she felt. What could she say? He had the whole tall, muscled, and gorgeous bit down. Embarrassing as it was, her body had a mind of its own when she was anywhere near him. Growing up had only changed the intensity. This seemed like a good time to remind herself he was being polite in saying he’d like to see her around. She probably imagined the look in his eyes that hinted there could be more to it.

      She secured the doughnut bag in her basket and turned her bike around toward her street. Hopping on, she took a second to look into the doughnut shop window. A piece of her wished Dalton had checked her out and she shouldn’t let herself feel disappointment that he hadn’t.
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      Dalton stacked five boxes of doughnuts on top of each other and headed out the door. Seeing Brielle was a blast from the past, and he told himself the aftershocks had been felt in his heart and not a surge of attraction. The last time he saw her, she’d been a teenager with braids and braces, all long legs and knobby knees.

      Bethany, his girlfriend at that time and her sister, had been stuck babysitting Brielle more often than not. So Brielle had tagged along on half of their dates. Not an annoyance, so much as a constant presence who was always around, smiling. She’d been all bones and teeth back then.

      Now, he noticed her. Not a good idea, he reminded himself as he walked to his truck where Bandit waited. The hundred- and forty-pound rescue sat tall in the passenger seat. He loved morning drives. Now, if Dalton could keep him off the doughnuts, they’d be in good shape.

      He cracked a smile, thinking how nice it was to see Brielle again. Her back was to him and she’d stopped at the sign. Her feet were firmly planted to either side of her bike. Didn’t look like she was going to make it all the way home with the contents of her bag intact.

      The hum of a vehicle’s engine caught his attention as he secured the doughnuts in the back seat. Dalton did a double take when he saw blacked-out windows. From where he stood, the driver of the vehicle wouldn’t be able to see him. And all he could see was the blackness of the SUV, which caused the tiny hairs on the back of his neck to prickle. There was nothing on the SUV to identify it. No bumper stickers. He had no idea who owned it, which didn’t say much, considering he spent most of his time on the family’s cattle ranch.

      When the vehicle sped up and dovetailed toward Brielle, Dalton shouted. In the next instant, he was barreling toward her. The SUV blocked his view. His heart dropped when he heard a crunch and a scream.

      Dalton bit out a few choice words, hoping Bandit wouldn’t break the half-rolled up window trying to follow. His pulse skyrocketed as he gaited toward her and the vehicle reversed and then sped off. No plates.

      Brielle was on the ground, five feet away from her bike, the back half of which was mangled.

      “I’m okay,” she said, rolling onto her back, wincing. She held up her right arm and showed him her elbow as he dropped to his knees beside her.

      “Did he hit you anywhere?”

      “No. I got off the bike in time and shoved my arm against the bumper. The momentum pushed me out of the way. What a crazy accident, and what a jerk for taking off like that.” Her breath came out in gasps in between words. She was clearly shaken up.

      “That was no accident.”

      She gasped. Eyes wide, she looked to be trying to process those words and coming up short.

      “I saw the whole thing from the passenger side of my truck.” He examined her arm and helped pick pebbles out of her skin. The cement burn ran wrist to elbow. She’d skinned her forearm.

      “What do you mean that was no accident?” The shock on her face made him realize that she had no idea she’d been a target.

      “There were no plates on the vehicle, and it swerved right at you at the last minute. That was intentional.” He pulled out his cell. “And I’m calling Sheriff Justice.”
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      “A vehicle just struck Brielle Anderson on her bicycle. I’m here with her on Main Street across from Dana’s Do-nuts.”

      Brielle’s heart still battered her ribs from the inside. The rest of her body was going to feel the pain from her fall later. And she wasn’t sure she wanted to know why Dalton had the sheriff’s contact information so readily available. Then her parents’ warning came to mind. A couple of months ago, they told her to start locking her doors, which she had. Now that she really thought about it, she remembered them saying something about the McGannon family hitting a spell of bad luck, but that everyone should take note and be careful.

      During college in Austin, Brielle developed the habit of locking doors. Honestly, she traveled so much that she was good about safety. She let her guard down this morning while distracted by seeing Dalton again, and it came back to bite her. But then, this was home despite not staying in contact with anyone other than her parents. She felt safe here. It was one of the main reasons she bought a house here. Eventually, she would fill it with a family and be glad she lived in a town known for family gatherings.

      The fact her parents had to tell her about the McGannons pretty much made her the last person to know what was going on in Cattle Cove despite living here. All her friends had moved away to Austin or Dallas after graduating college. Her own sister had moved to Tennessee, fleeing the small town the minute she could. Only one of her neighbors was even remotely close in age and loosely considered a friend. Gabbie Gilbert moved to town six months ago after living in Dallas for the past five years. Her house was two doors down, and she almost constantly flew or drove back and forth to see her boyfriend—the boyfriend who refused to commit to the next step in their relationship, so she’d moved out and close to where she grew up in Austin.

      Cattle Cove had an appeal Brielle couldn’t pinpoint, except to say it was home. She stayed to be close to her parents. And, besides, work had her almost constantly on the go. She needed a place to plant her feet.

      She tuned into Dalton’s phone call as he gave the sheriff a description of the SUV. Brielle had been so blindsided by the whole episode she didn’t get a good look at the vehicle or the driver. She was still trying to process Dalton’s observation. Who would swerve toward her? Did a cat cross the road? A squirrel? There was no shortage of rabbits this time of year.

      Surely, the driver took his or her eyes off the road for a few critical seconds. The person might have dropped something and then leaned over to get it. That happened…right?

      Reminding herself to take it slow and breathe helped in most situations. Not so much this time. Because deep breaths meant taking in more of Dalton’s spicy scent. Since this wasn’t the time to dwell on an inconvenient attraction, she forced her thoughts away from her sister’s ex.

      There was not one person she could think of who would want to hurt her. And then she glanced at her bike. The back tire was so twisted up it might be beyond repair. And the frame? It looked like it got caught in a meat grinder.

      Dalton ended the call and she could already hear the sirens in the distance.

      “That was fast.” She was thinking out loud and he seemed to realize it.

      “Justice is on her way,” he said, sizing Brielle up. “Are you hurt anywhere else besides your elbow?”

      “Not that I know of. Maybe I should try to stand up.” She tested her arms, but he was already shaking his head. Adrenaline would keep the pain at bay. That and shock. Later, she was going to feel it.

      “Not a good idea.” His gaze swept over her and through her, blazing a hot trail on her skin without intending to. That was just Dalton and his charm. He’d grown into his tall frame, filling it out nicely. The guy had been good looking before and now he was on a whole different level of gorgeous.

      She nodded, shoving the attraction to the sideline while accepting the situation as much as her brain could handle under the circumstances. She was still processing the experience that could only be classified as surreal.

      “Must have been kids joyriding or something,” she reasoned.

      “Or something is right. The jerk could’ve done a lot worse damage to you.”

      Her quick thinking saved her. As soon as she felt the vehicle come up on her from behind, getting too close for comfort, she strong-armed the bumper and used it to catapult herself off her bike. The landing had been hard and she didn’t even want to think about the bruise that would show up later. But she was okay.

      Dana bolted across the street from the doughnut shop. “What happened?”

      The sound of sirens split the air and Brielle didn’t want to shout over them. She twisted up her face and motioned in the general direction of the noise.

      Dana nodded. She turned toward the noise and waved the first vehicle over with both arms in the air. The sheriff’s SUV pulled onto the scene and parked behind Dalton’s truck. Laney Justice stepped out of the vehicle. The sheriff wasn’t more than five-feet-two-inches tall, but she walked with authority. Her confidence said she could handle herself in any situation. Most would describe her as tiny but mighty. She was attractive despite her serious expression. Her hair was pulled off her face in a low bun and she looked as compassionate as she was intense.

      Lights whirled but at least she’d turned off the siren. There was a second one farther away. Ambulance?

      “I’m okay,” Brielle said first to Dalton.

      “It’s a precaution to have an EMT check you out.” He put his hands up, palms out. “I requested it and I hope you’ll agree to be checked over, if only for peace of mind.”

      He didn’t say whose, his or hers, but she appreciated the fact he cared. And it probably would be a good idea to have someone take a look at her to make sure nothing was fractured. Considering no bones were sticking out, she figured she’d been spared a break. She’d slid on her forearm, skinning it worse than anything she’d suffered in grade school while playing tag on concrete.

      Laney Justice introduced herself. She’d been quite a bit older than Brielle in school, but the Justice family had a good reputation in Cattle Cove and Brielle had a vague memory of her.

      “Tell me in your own words what happened,” Sheriff Justice said.

      “I literally heard a vehicle get so close to me that I swerved to get out of its way. Headlights were blinding when I turned to try to get a look at the driver. I strong-armed the bumper, which sent me flying. My bike took the brunt of it. I’m shaken up but fine. That’s about all. It all happened so fast.”

      “Can you tell me your name
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