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      A bolt of lightning stretched across the night sky, like long tentacles gripping the once-velvet canopy, in search of something just out of reach. The dotting of stars was now fully covered by rolling gray clouds—clouds that had an ominous feel. The weatherman warned tonight’s storm could bring hail and possible tornadoes, derailing the search team’s efforts.

      The search is being called for tonight.

      Like hell it was. There wasn’t a thunderstorm strong enough to stop Tanner Firebrand from searching for his missing friend; text or no text from the lead volunteer. BethAnne Dyer was out here somewhere. He could feel it in his bones.

      This stretch of land near the water was on the boundary of the Guadalupe River State Park. Tree branches along the bank looked like a thick, tangled web. Hiking and camping were popular along this four-mile stretch of river. BethAnne hiking or camping, though? It’s not something Tanner would have guessed in a million years. Something wasn’t right.

      A pair of volunteers twenty feet ahead stopped and stared at the ground on the other side of a rock. One of them knelt down. Tanner’s heart skipped a beat. The reality that this was about to go from a search and rescue to a search and recover mission struck like a physical blow; the volunteer stood and shook his head. BethAnne had been missing forty-eight hours already. Time was the enemy.

      The couple linked their hands and then turned toward the path leading to the parking lot, no doubt giving up for the night. Or maybe they were giving up on finding BethAnne altogether.

      A few large droplets of rain spilled down from the swirling cloud overhead. One splatted on Tanner’s forehead. It had the force of Ms. Wriggle’s finger from fifth grade, when she poked Tanner for ‘not trying.’ A school counselor didn’t figure out his dyslexia for another four years. Ninth grade was too little, too late for intervention, but Tanner’s determination to read on the same level of his peers kept him up late nights studying, attempting to catch up.

      Tanner Firebrand didn’t give up, which was the reason he planned to stay the night in the small tent he’d set up, just in case BethAnne came this way in need of immediate assistance on the way to her car parked in the lot. Her cell must have fallen out of her purse or backpack next to her vehicle without her realizing it. Tracking software had given the sheriff the location of her cell after she’d texted her cousin about being ‘out of pocket’ for a couple of days to go camping.

      “Are you heading out too?” a somewhat familiar female voice cut through the howling winds from behind.

      He turned to answer. Did he know the tall, wheat-colored blond? “I’m here for the night. How about you?”

      “Tanner?” She took a couple of steps toward him, squinting as rain pelted them both. “Is that you?”

      She knew him? Hold on a minute. Recognition dawned. He knew exactly who this was. “Aimee Anderson. It’s been a long time.”

      The wind whipped her hair around. She brought a hand up to hold it back from her face. “It has. I don’t get to Lone Star Pass much anymore. Not since middle school. My cousin preferred to come to Austin to visit me. Said we’d done everything there was to do in Lone Star Pass by the time I was nine.”

      Aimee was four years younger than Tanner and BethAnne, who’d been in the same grade in school.

      “I’m sorry about BethAnne,” he said, raising his voice to compete with the howling winds. “We won’t stop until we find her.” He stopped short of saying alive, although that was still the hope.

      Aimee gave a slight nod of acknowledgment. Her chin quivered as she tucked it to her chest and then turned her face away from him before clearing her throat. “Thank you.” Shoulders straight, she took in a breath and faced him again. “Looks like everyone else is going home for the night.”

      “Keith and Travis are still here,” he pointed out, having to shout over the winds. “Not everyone intends to call it a day.”

      “That means a lot, Tanner. I’m sure my cousin appreciates the support from you and your family.”

      Aimee spoke about BethAnne in the present tense. Good. She hadn’t given up on finding her cousin alive.

      The conditions, however, were getting worse fast, which might mean the storm would blow over just as quickly. “Do you want to get out of the rain? My tent isn’t far from here.”

      “Okay,” she said, both hands trying to keep her long hair from slapping her in the face. She managed to wrangle most of her thick locks into a rubber band that she pulled from her wrist as she followed him to higher ground where he’d staked his dome tent.

      After unzipping the door, he let her go inside first.

      “I can hear myself think in here,” she said, sitting down and crossing her legs like they’d done during circle time in elementary school. Rain dripped down her face. Her hair and clothing were wet.

      Tanner pulled out a hand towel from his supply bag. “It isn’t much, but it’ll help.”

      Aimee thanked him after taking the offering. She patted her face and neck before wringing her hair into the towel. She was four years younger than him and BethAnne, so he hadn’t paid much attention to her looks back when he was in high school. Now? They were impossible to ignore. The thickest, blackest pair of eyelashes hooded cobalt blue eyes, contrasting against her creamy skin. Her pink, kissable lips weren’t something he should be staring at, so he lifted his gaze to those eyes, causing his heart to skip another beat for a different reason this time. She was tall, all legs, with a lean runner’s build and just enough curves to make her sexy. More facts he didn’t need to notice about her under the circumstances.

      She handed over the towel. “That’s a big help, actually.”

      “There’s not much I can do about your wet clothes,” he said, taking the offering and redirecting his thoughts away from how much she’d changed and grown up. “I have no magic there.”

      “It’s not like her.” Aimee lifted her gaze to meet his. “She’s not a hiker or a camper.”

      “I was just thinking the same thing before I ran into you.”

      “She texted me to say she was doing it, though,” Aimee continued on a shrug. “Never answered when I asked what the hell she was thinking.”

      “Did she mention coming here with someone?” It was the only logical thing in his mind. BethAnne wouldn’t do this by herself.

      Aimee shook her head. “I immediately assumed she was meeting up with someone and she wasn’t ready to talk about him.”

      “As in a new relationship?” It would explain why she hadn’t been seen around town with anyone.

      “That’s where my mind went,” she admitted. “You know how it is when you first meet someone and you’re putting your best foot forward? If they want to go camping, you go camping. If they like a band, you’ll try listening to it.”

      “Until the shine wears off a new relationship and folks settle back into who they really are.” He knew the pattern all too well. It’s how he’d lost most of his girlfriends. They thought ranching life was fun until they realized it wasn’t just horseback riding and picturesque hayrides. “That’s when the relationship usually ends.”

      Aimee nodded as she shot him a look that told him she’d been down the same road. “Funny how they think your habits and routines are cute until you don’t change up your life to suit theirs. Then, all of a sudden, they get in the way and become a nuisance.”

      “I’m far too stubborn to change on someone else’s whim.” Which explained why he was still single and dedicated to the cause. Although he could admit ever since he turned thirty a year ago, it felt like something was missing in his life.

      Even so, he’d be damned if he fell into the trap of thinking someone else could fill it; Tanner had everything he needed, except perhaps a dog. As much as he enjoyed the animals on the ranch, like Hutch and Miss Peabody, to name a few, he was ready for the companionship of a dog of his own.

      Relationships were too unpredictable. Speaking of which, he had a thought pertaining to BethAnne.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “An investigation into phone records and e-mails should reveal if your cousin was seeing someone,” Tanner said, breaking into Aimee’s thoughts. She’d forgotten how good-looking the Firebrand men were. Tanner was no exception. In her opinion, he stood far above the rest, which was saying something. And she’d had a small crush on him years ago that seemed to still be simmering.

      “The sheriff has been cooperative so far, but information is flowing one way right now,” she revealed. “He hasn’t been too keen on telling me anything.”

      “Right now, she is considered ‘missing’ and could be of her own accord,” he pointed out. “In theory, at least. There’s no reason to suggest foul play since her phone was found in the parking lot right where she said she was going.”

      “She should have surfaced by now, though.”

      “He has to consider the possibility she doesn’t want to be found,” he said. “If she hadn’t let you know where she was going, he would probably be more worried.”

      “He said something along those lines.” She still didn’t believe her cousin would go camping and then disappear for two solid days without making contact. “Her car is in the parking lot. Her phone was found underneath it, like you already mentioned. She’s missing. What else is there? Why isn’t he connecting the dots?”

      “There was no sign of struggle in the parking lot, for one.”

      Why did he have to make so much sense when she was running on pure emotion? “That’s true.”

      “It might not be characteristic of BethAnne, but it’s realistic to think she happened to lose her phone before going camping with or without someone else,” he said. Again, making more sense than she wanted to hear.

      “I know,” she conceded. “But do you ever just get a feeling in your bones that tells you something is dead wrong? That someone you love is in trouble?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Then, you know what I’m talking about.”

      “It’s the reason I’m here in the first place and the reason I’m not leaving until we find her, find Aimee.”

      “Same,” was all she said. All she needed to say to the handsome rancher. He’d been four years older than her at school, and way out of her league, despite the crush she’d had on him. He’d been BethAnne’s friend so, therefore, off limits anyway. Not that he’d looked twice at Aimee all those years ago when she’d visited Lone Star Pass to spend time with her cousin.

      It was all water under the bridge now.

      BethAnne might be Aimee’s cousin, but she felt more like a big sister. “Did you know BethAnne was the first one in our family to go to college?”

      Tanner shook his head.

      “She was,” Aimee explained as rain pelted the tent. “In fact, she was the one who inspired me to get a degree, which wasn’t easy. I had to work two jobs just to afford classes, because I had to pitch in to help my mom with rent. She did her best, but couldn’t afford to do everything on her own.”

      “I remember BethAnne moving back to Lone Star Pass after college,” he said with a smile that warmed Aimee’s heart. She liked being able to talk to someone else who cared about her cousin.

      “Why didn’t the two of you ever date?” The question came out before she could reel it in, no matter how much she wished she could do just that at the moment. “Sorry. You don’t have to answer that.”

      Tanner’s cheeks turned red. “It’s fine. We had a great friendship and decided a long time ago that we would have ruined it by dating. Good friends are hard to come by. Plus, I’m related to half the town.” He chuckled. “BethAnne and I made a pact in ninth grade never to cross that line, so we could be in each other’s lives forever.”

      “That might be the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard,” she admitted, knowing full well BethAnne’s heart was not in the pact all those years ago. She might have resigned herself to the fact Tanner wouldn’t go there. He was known to dig his heels in.

      “I’m surprised she never told you, considering how close the two of you were,” he said with an arched brow.

      “I asked outright one time and she got flustered.” If Aimee had to guess, she would say the friendship pact only lasted on one side. “I’m pretty sure she had a crush on you all through middle and high school.”

      “I doubt it,” he said. “We’d made the pact long before senior year.”

      People changed. Aimee had loads of personal experience to draw from there. Her own mother had turned on her after meeting Aimee’s now stepfather. At least, stepfather by common law marriage guidelines. Old folks had used the term, shacking up, to describe Rena and Jack’s relationship status. Her mother liked the words, it’s complicated.

      The only thing complicated about Rena now was the strained relationship with her only child. But then, the writing had been on the wall for that one for quite a lot of years. Aimee had chosen to see what she wanted their bond to be over what it had become. A lost cause.

      “What about you?” Tanner’s voice broke through her heavy thoughts. She looked over in time to see him glance at her wedding ring finger.

      “Oh, God, no,” she said. “I need a man in my life like I need needles in my eyes.”

      His stunned reaction made her laugh.

      “That was graphic,” she said. “I didn’t mean it to sound like that.”

      His eyebrow shot up again. “Sounds like there’s a story behind those words.”

      “Not really,” she said, rolling her shoulders a couple of times to work off some of the tension. “I’ve just never been one of those people who needed someone in their life to feel complete, which goes against popular romantic ideas.”

      “Not to me, it doesn’t.”

      A kindred spirit?

      “Plus, I’ve watched my mother’s relationships over the years.” She involuntarily shivered. “No, thanks.”

      He outright laughed, causing her stomach to flip and heat to rush through her.

      Aimee reminded herself she was in the presence of a Firebrand. Someone who probably had chemistry with a whole lot of ladies. Except that he didn’t strike her as a player who went around sleeping with women and ditching them straight after. Not to mention the fact BethAnne wouldn’t get close to someone like that anyway. She’d only ever spoken about Tanner in the best possible light. He’d reached something close to saint status with her cousin.

      The real person was likely somewhere in between saint and sinner in the gray area where most spent their lives.

      Aimee’s cell buzzed at the same time as Tanner’s. The odds of that happening randomly weren’t high, which caused an ominous feeling to settle over her. She searched for her phone inside her small backpack-style purse as he fished it out of his front pocket. The fact he cursed after checking the screen sent her pulse through the roof.

      Aimee’s hand shook as her fingers closed around her phone. She checked the screen.

      Three words sucked the air out of the tent. Aimee struggled to take in a breath as anger roared through her. The message could only mean one thing…BethAnne was dead.

      “I’m going right now.”

      Tanner shook his head. “Not a good idea.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she countered as the urge to scream became a physical ache.

      Tanner looked resigned. “Whatever we walk up on, we’ll face it together.”

      As much as she might be reassured by his presence, he couldn’t fix this. He couldn’t erase the three words on the screen.

      She’s been found.
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      BethAnne was buried in a shallow grave, her mouth sewn shut.

      Tanner stood in between the sheriff and Aimee, who’d turned to puke, doing his best to hold his stomach contents in. “This might be my fault.”

      “What makes you say something like that?” Sheriff Lawler asked. Timothy Lawler had been two grades ahead of Tanner’s cousin Adam in school. The sheriff had been a star quarterback who’d been scouted by several big-name programs until he took a hit that broke his arm in four places, ending his dreams of playing college ball.

      “The mouth…”

      He stopped as bile burned the back of his throat. Seeing BethAnne like this would haunt him for the rest of his life. It was bad enough that his friend was gone. But to be taken out in this manner, with such obvious hostility, caused his hands to fist at his sides.

      “Yeah?” Lawler was one of the good guys. His ginger hair was always cut tight, military style. A hawk-like nose sat below a pair of compassionate brown eyes. He wore jeans, boots, and a tan shirt with the word, Sheriff, embroidered on the right front pocket, his usual.

      “Hold on,” Tanner said to Lawler, needing to make sure Aimee was okay. After seeing her cousin in this condition, okay might be too much to hope for. Not puking her insides out would be a more realistic hope. He placed his hand on her back as she bent over in the opposite direction, dry coughing. “Hey.”

      “I’m alright,” she lied, he guessed she was putting up a brave front. “Keep talking so the bastard who did this doesn’t get away.”

      Keeping one hand on her back to reassure her that he wasn’t going anywhere, he turned toward the sheriff. The rain had stopped for the moment, but the storm promised to get a whole lot worse. “BethAnne told me a secret that might have upset someone enough to want to punish her. Alicia tried to trick my brother Rowan into thinking she was pregnant by him.”

      “Weren’t BethAnne and Alicia friends?” Lawler asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Tanner replied. “BethAnne was too good of a person to let a lie like that go on, once she found out what Alicia had done.”

      “Alicia should have realized Rowan would ask for a paternity test.”

      “I highly doubt she thought it through, sir,” Tanner continued. “But my brother had no reason to believe she’d cheated, since everything seemed fine between them. He’d been clear about not wanting a family or marriage, until he met someone in Colorado, that is.”

      “Tara Dowling.”

      “Yes, sir.” Tanner forced himself to look at BethAnne, who was too still lying in the dirt half covered with it. He searched her limp body for clues as to who might have done this to her if not Alicia. Something wasn’t adding up about the scene. “Alicia wouldn’t have been able to carry BethAnne far, would she?”

      “Not without help,” the sheriff responded as he scanned the ground. He pointed. “The rain is washing away evidence as we speak, but it does look like one person pulled the deceased into the grave.”

      Tanner noticed Lawler didn’t use BethAnne’s name. Was it a way to keep emotional distance? Because Tanner could use a few tips as his emotions flooded him. Anger. There was an emotion. It was all-consuming at the moment. His hands fisted as a feeling of helplessness came over him like a heavy, gray rolling cloud on an otherwise sunny day. He clenched his back teeth so hard they might crack as he kept his gaze on BethAnne. “This isn’t deep, so I doubt they dug this in advance.”

      Lawler nodded. “Families frequent this area and kids are generally given a wide berth of freedom if they’re old enough to handle it. Whoever chose this sight would know this, in the event this was planned in advance.”

      “Would someone do this to another person if it wasn’t pre-meditated?” Tanner motioned toward her mouth.

      “Not likely,” the sheriff confirmed.

      “Which means this was planned in advance,” Tanner stated.

      Lawler held a hand up to stop Tanner from continuing down that path. “Right now, we don’t know that. It’s too early to make assumptions, so let’s hold off as I gather evidence and interview folks.”

      Tanner seethed. “The person who did this shouldn’t be allowed to sleep in their own bed tonight. BethAnne was a kind person with a heart of gold. She didn’t deserve this.” His anger took the wheel again. He had to remind himself to slow down and breathe.

      “I can see why your mind would go to Alicia,” Lawler said sympathetically. “It’s one trail.” He paused for a few beats. “There will be others. In my experience, cases like these are rarely so cut and dried. I have to look at this from all angles. Believe me when I say the person responsible might get to sleep in their bed tonight or even a few more. But justice will be served.” He turned to Tanner. “Which means the legal system, not a vigilante.”

      The thought had crossed Tanner’s mind. He clamped his mouth shut rather than give away the fact he’d been seriously contemplating taking matters into his own hands. “I plan to confront Alicia.”

      “Bad idea,” Lawler said.

      “Tell me why.”

      “Because you could scare her into lawyering up, for one,” Lawler started, making logical sense when Tanner was working off pure emotion. “She is a suspect at this point, nothing more. There will be others. The more I can get her to think I’m asking her to cooperate, rather than pointing a finger at her, the better chance I have of getting her to talk to me and possibly incriminate herself.”

      Tanner put his fists on his hips. He scanned the area.

      “I need your word that you won’t interfere with my investigation, Tanner.”

      He issued a sharp sigh. “You have it.” Which didn’t mean Tanner wouldn’t dig around or rattle some cages to get answers. But he gave his word that he wouldn’t get in Lawler’s way.

      Aimee stood up, keeping her back to the makeshift grave. She’d seen more than enough and he didn’t blame her for looking the other way. If he could do the same, he would. Guilt kept him from it. That same guilt would keep him from sleeping tonight, tomorrow night, and every night until the person responsible for BethAnne’s murder was locked behind bars where they belonged.

      “Why don’t you take Ms. Anderson down to my office,” Lawler offered. “Both of you can give statements there.”

      Tanner understood the sheriff’s move. He was trying to get her away from her cousin’s body and from the horror of what had just happened.

      Aimee shook her head. “No, thank you, Sheriff.” She turned to face the gravesite. “I’m not leaving her here alone.”

      “She won’t be,” Lawler said with compassion. The winds calmed down some and it was only drizzling now. A temporary reprieve? “I give you my word.”

      “As much as I believe you mean that, Sheriff, I have to decline the offer.” She wiped a hand over her mouth and he noticed how much hers trembled. “I’m not leaving until she does.”

      The sheriff looked
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