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      Chloe Brighton flipped on her headlights. Darkness descended on the small Texas town where she’d grown up as she navigated the familiar backroads toward the highway, Austin, and home. Time had gotten away from her. It was well after eight o’clock. She’d hoped to get home before dusk.

      Leaving what had been her family home without answers about her brother felt wrong on so many levels. She didn’t—couldn’t—believe he’d taken his own life three days ago. There was no way that the person she knew would have written a suicide note and disappeared, even though she couldn’t deny the handwriting belonged to him. No one could convince her that he would intentionally write those words because Nicholas Brighton would never have apologized in that way, nor would he take his own life.

      When her brother had stopped returning her calls and texts, she’d phoned the sheriff for a wellness check on her brother. She’d expected to learn that her brother had relapsed and didn’t want her to know he was drinking; instead, she’d learned of a suicide note followed by an intense search for her brother’s body on her family’s property. The house had been cordoned off with crime scene tape and turned over. The sheriff had issued a Be On The Lookout, but her brother wasn’t found, and his body wasn’t recovered, leaving her in limbo. More of those tears threatened.

      Chloe shelved those thoughts before the onslaught of tears came. She needed to focus on the road, on getting back to her apartment so she could process the fact his dog had been found and yet he was still missing. She glanced at the backseat where Zeus lay in a ball, exhausted. Even he’d seemed reluctant to leave Gunner. Three days of searching for her brother had netted zero.

      At the intersection, she sat with her blinker on. A right turn would shave twenty minutes off her drive. Left would take her past the Quinn family ranch. Aiden Quinn had been her best friend in high school. And even though he’d left years ago without looking back, the thought of seeing his family ranch again was comforting. Impulse took over and she turned left.

      Since she was running late anyway, what would a few more minutes hurt? She’d decided to take the long road out of a bout of nostalgia and not a bone-deep ache to see her old best friend again. At least that was the lie she tried to tell herself.

      There’d been something special about the period of time in her life when they’d been close that had been different, simple. Not long after graduation, she’d moved to Austin for college and Aiden moved away for good. Her brother had one year of school left before he planned to join her. Then, her parents had died in a crash. Her brother finished his senior year of high school by staying with a friend’s family before changing plans and signing up for the military.

      Based on what she’d heard of Aiden, he never looked back at Gunner. Thinking about him caused a familiar stab of pain that she’d tucked away long ago. He and his self-made millionaire cattle rancher father had never seen eye-to-eye. Something, and she wasn’t sure what, had happened to push Aiden over the edge. The likelihood of running into him now was almost laughable, although the thought of being near his family home calmed her.

      In the passenger seat next to her, she touched the folded flag and then ran her fingers along the letters of her brother’s dog tags that were sitting on top. Nicholas’s dog, Zeus, was still curled in a ball in the back seat, sleeping. A neighbor had spotted him not long after her brother’s disappearance, but it had taken days of persistence to corral him into her yard.

      Zeus whimpered in the backseat. She risked another glance at him. He was asleep but unsettled. Was he dreaming? Her brother had had him for a little more than a month, but the two had become best friends, according to Nicholas. If she remembered correctly, he’d used the words soul mates. She wanted to offer some reassurance, some sense of comfort to Zeus, but came up empty.

      “You’re okay, buddy.” It wasn’t much, but it was the best she could offer. She’d retrieved one of her brother’s shirts from his laundry hamper for Zeus to lay his head on and another to wear, hoping the German shepherd might find some comfort in his owner’s scent. Her brother had loved his dog. Zeus was another reason Chloe was convinced that her brother couldn’t have taken his own life because it would’ve meant leaving his dog. That’s not something her brother would have done.

      Nicholas may have stopped trusting people and she could admit he’d lost faith in humanity to a very large degree after coming home from his tour, but he’d perked up the minute he picked up Zeus and brought him home. Zeus had quickly become Nicholas’s best friend. And now, Zeus was all she had left of the brother she couldn’t seem to reach even though she never stopped trying.

      Emotion welled in her chest and she blinked back fresh tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks. The past six months had been hard after her brother had come home to Gunner. The hope, the light, that came with his recent improvements had been obliterated with the news he was gone.

      Feeling the weight of the dog tags against her skin, headlights caught her attention on the two-lane highway they’d dubbed Quinnland Road. Up ahead, the pair of white orbs grew as they came barreling down the highway. “Come on, guy. Tone down your lights.”

      Chloe brought her left arm up to shield her eyes. The dog tags were firmly gripped in her right hand along with the steering wheel. She was used to crazy drivers. Austin traffic was basically a never-ending rush hour. The city had two speeds: breakneck and crawl. This guy would fit right in with the first group.

      All she could do was slow down and yield. She eased to the right as far as she could without her tires hitting gravel on the shoulder. Still, the guy’s lights practically blinded her. Did he have on his high beams? She flashed hers at him, trying to alert him to the fact he was making it impossible for her to see. A split-second too late, she realized the vehicle had veered left into her lane and was going to hit her.

      The next few minutes played out in slow motion. The airbag deployed. She screamed for Zeus. She could’ve sworn she’d heard him yelp, and then a thud sounded and the driver’s seat took a jolt. Before she could turn around to get a look at him, her door opened, and she was being jerked out by a substantial man.

      The strong as an ox guy wore all black. Sunglasses covered his eyes, a hoodie concealed his hair, and she couldn’t make out any of his other features clearly. He was angry…no…determined.

      Instinctively, she put her hands down to stop her fall, skinning her wrists in the process. The burn was nothing compared to the pain rocketing through her when her head hit the pavement.

      A low growl ripped from Zeus’s throat, and then she heard him cry out. Determination welled inside her as she tried to push up to all fours and get to her brother’s dog. A strong, masculine hand dug into her hair at the crown of her head.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” The unfamiliar man’s voice came out as practically a growl.

      “Leave my dog alone. Don’t you dare hurt him.” There was no way she could lose Zeus.

      When the only response that came was a blow to the back of her head, dread settled over her, weighing down her limbs. She saw stars. This guy was strong. Nausea gripped her as her vision blurred. Chloe was in trouble.

      “What do you want from me? My wallet? Take it. Take my purse. Just leave my dog alone.” Reaching up to touch her head where it felt like it had been split in two, her hand was slapped away before she could reach her hairline.

      Even with a spike of adrenaline she struggled to stay conscious and alert. The thought occurred to her that she would need to be able to provide details to law enforcement. Glancing up, she saw the man had on a black tracksuit.

      With a vise-like grip, he forced her to face the ground. Her gaze darted around, searching for any sign of Zeus. Where could he be and why was he suddenly being so quiet?

      Please, God, let him have run away. She repeated a silent protection prayer that she’d learned as a young girl in Sunday school. All she could do now was count feet. There was one pair of shoes. She listened for sounds of another person and heard something to her right. From her peripheral, she tried to follow the sound but came up short.

      Another blow to the back of her head with a blunt instrument and she dropped flat onto the concrete. A little voice inside her told her to play dead.

      In a surprising move, she felt a big hand poke at the spot where it felt like her head had cracked in two. She grunted when no words came.

      “She’s bleeding.” The unfamiliar voice was a little bit clearer this time. She noted a Cajun accent. Louisiana? She searched her memory bank, wishing, praying she could figure out who this was and why he’d want to hurt her.

      Trying to move her mouth to speak was useless. It was a strange sensation to say the least, being able to hear her thoughts so clearly and yet not be able to voice them.

      “You idiot. Why’d you hit the back of her head? Now, it’ll be harder to cover up. This just got messy.” There was no luck with the second voice, either. Both sounded muffled, like they were standing in a tunnel.

      As the men argued, she forced her eyes to open and scan the area for Zeus. Where could he be? She called out to him in her mind but realized her mouth still wasn’t working and even if it was, shouting would be a bad idea. An overwhelming feeling that she was about to be sick to her stomach caused her to gasp.

      With the men preoccupied, she wondered if she could figure out an escape. She squinted, barely able to make out their large frames as they went to work, pulling something toward her vehicle. Zeus? She stifled a sob. Whatever it was, it was large. Too large to be Zeus?

      God, she prayed so.

      And then it came. An opportunity to make a move. Both of the men’s backs were turned to her. This was it. It was pretty much now or never. The only question was whether or not she had enough strength to pull off a maneuver.

      Chloe took in a deep breath and repeated the mantra now or never. She rolled underneath her SUV and through to the other side expecting to hear one of the men shout at her or each other. When neither did, she scanned the area for Zeus and figured he must’ve run off scared. He wasn’t himself. He missed Nicholas. Finding her brother’s dog was her number one priority as soon as she got out of sight. Thinking how scared he must be right now was a gut punch.

      “Hey!” One of the jerks must’ve noticed that she’d disappeared.

      As she rolled toward the nearby trees and scrub brush, she heard the familiar one calling the other a few choice names. She was so close to freedom that she could almost taste it. And yet, now that the jerks had realized she was on the move she feared she wouldn’t make it in time.

      And that’s when she heard it. The low growl that she first thought might be coming from a wolf. Footsteps came toward her from behind as she pushed up on all fours and scurried toward the woods. All she could think about was getting away from those men and to safety. Branches slapped her face as she felt her way through the pitch-black woods, moving deeper and listening for sounds of Zeus. He wouldn’t have growled at her, but he would have defended her against the jerks trying to hurt her if he’d been able. If he was out there, he could be injured. She couldn’t risk calling out to him.

      “Stop wherever you are. We’ll find you and it’ll be even worse. Don’t make this hard on all of us.” The voices came from the opposite direction of her. Her second break. How long before the men figured her out and changed course?

      Chloe slowed her pace and moved as quietly as she could, afraid of whatever it was that had growled at her back there.

      As the voices faded, her energy drained. If she sat down for a few minutes, she might get a lot farther. Sitting down ended up being more like a plunk. A tree branch jabbed her in the spine and she bit back the urge to scream.

      Closing her eyes, she leaned her head against a tree. She could listen better this way. Her eyes kept drifting closed and it was getting harder to open them each time. Just another minute and she’d have enough strength to get up. With great effort, she curled onto her side and then clawed for purchase until she climbed into scrub brush for cover.

      A moment later, everything went black.
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      Aiden Quinn exited the freeway, navigating onto the familiar two-lane highway toward his family’s cattle ranch. He couldn’t help but feel the area was stuck in a time warp. Even after ten years, the road leading to his hometown looked exactly the same.

      Granted, it was nighttime, and visibility was limited to what he could see from the headlights lighting the path in front of him. Even so, there were no new houses, no construction to speak of.

      As he drove through downtown, he took note of the same buildings. The square consisted of a post office, City Hall, and the feed store. There was a bakery next door to the inn, and a great lunch place. These were the kinds of establishments that had been passed down to family members for multiple generations. Most everyone was on a first-name basis in his hometown and knew his father. Or at least they thought they did.

      Aiden had been summoned home on the basis that his father was about to make a life-changing announcement. Six out of seven brothers had made the trek home. It seemed Aiden was the holdout.

      Considering the fact that he’d taken off after high school graduation without looking back, he had no idea what his father’s life was like now, so he was clueless as to what the announcement might be. Several of Aiden’s brothers were speculating their father’s health might be declining. Not to be crass, but Aiden would believe it when he saw it. T.J. Quinn was made tough.

      During Aiden’s childhood, he couldn’t remember his father taking a sick day. This announcement was most likely a trick so that T.J. could manipulate his sons. The others had come home and, much to his utter shock, were sticking around. Given the fact that his old man still ran the family cattle ranch, he figured not much had changed. A strained relationship with his father was one of many reasons Aiden preferred to keep Gunner in his rearview.

      Shifting in the driver’s seat, Aiden figured he had another twenty-minutes left of what had been a fifteen-hour drive from his home in Colorado, where he owned and operated a construction business that specialized in designing and building barns. If he’d timed his arrival correctly, he would miss bumping into his father tonight. Aiden figured it was best to get his bearings before facing that beast.

      Life on the ranch started at four a.m., so folks would be retiring to their rooms for the evening. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to see his brothers—they were the only reason he’d made the drive from Colorado in the first place. But being back on the family property, and anywhere near the same vicinity as T.J. Quinn, was enough to digest for one day.

      Aiden rubbed dry, blurry eyes. Up ahead in the distance, a stranded or abandoned vehicle caught his attention. Very few folks drove on this back road. The ones who did were usually lost, not stopped in the middle of the road with headlights on. He slowed down. As he got closer, he realized the vehicle was jackknifed across the two-lane highway.

      The SUV’s lights were still on even though he couldn’t make out a driver. A car crash? One vehicle? He scanned the area for signs of the vehicle’s occupants.

      As he neared the site, he flipped on his high beams. There was a large lump in front of the SUV. He opened his door and stepped out, leaving the lights on. He expected to find someone in the SUV but didn’t.

      His cousin Griff, the sheriff, needed to know about this. Aiden fished his cell from his front pocket as he circled around the front of the SUV. There was a deer all right. He examined the point of impact on the vehicle, and made the call.

      “Aiden, how long has it been?” The warmth and enthusiasm in Griff’s voice was the best welcome.

      “Too long.” In the time since Aiden had left Gunner, Griff had taken over the job of sheriff from his father. That apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree; a saying that didn’t apply to Aiden and T.J.

      “Are you home?” Griff asked.

      “Close. I’m on the highway in between Quinnland and town. There’s been a wreck. Someone hit a deer and,” he checked in both directions, “I don’t see a driver or passengers. The SUV looks to be abandoned. The way the deer is lying strikes me as strange.” He’d heard of the recent crime wave in Gunner.

      “I don’t have to remind you to be careful with fingerprints. Do you see anything inside the vehicle that could help us identify the driver?” Shuffling noises came through the line and he could tell that his cousin was on the move.

      “The driver’s side door is open and the dome light is on.” He walked around to look inside. The implication this could be something besides a car crash sat thickly in the air. Gunner had seen its fair share of crime recently. His brothers had kept him up to date because many had involved his family. “There’s a purse inside that looks untouched.”

      “Okay. I’ll be there in half an hour, maybe faster this time of night. Any chance you can stick around until then?”

      He wasn’t going anywhere. Because a lab coat embroidered with the name, Chloe, was wrapped around the driver’s seat.

      “Does Chloe Brighton still live in Gunner?”

      “No. She lives in Austin now. Her brother does…did until recently.”

      The Brighton family had lived on the outskirts of Gunner and didn’t come into town much as far as he remembered. He and Chloe had been thick as thieves, though. She’d talked him into letting her little brother tag along on fishing trips. He smiled at the memory. “Nicholas? How’s he doing?”

      “You haven’t heard?” Griff’s voice was low and respectful which sounded all kinds of warning sirens for Aiden.

      “Nicholas left a suicide note and then disappeared.”

      Those words were a throat punch. Nicholas Brighton, Chloe’s little brother? It was strange that Aiden thought the guy should still be seventeen-years-old and very much alive, like time had somehow stood still in his home town.

      “Do you know his circumstances? What might drive him to make that decision?”

      “Chloe was adamant that he wouldn’t have. He ended the note with an apology. She claims her brother would never do that.”

      “From what I know of him that sounds right.” Coach had tried to get him to write an apology to his teammates for some small infraction that Aiden couldn’t remember anymore. It was standard practice. Nicholas had refused even after Coach threatened to bench him for the rest of the season. Nicholas had loved football to the point of obsession. He’d opted to sit out and Coach ended up giving him a different punishment.

      “Did you know he’d joined the military after graduation?”

      “I remember something about it.” One of Aiden’s older brothers had done the same. Isaac had signed up after graduation to get away from their father. There were too many stories of servicemen not being able to adjust to civilian life or, worse yet, cope with traumatic experiences. Aiden barely knew what was going on in his own family half the time but he remembered how protective Chloe had been of her younger brother. The fact that he was gone would’ve hit her hard. “Did something happen?”

      “Nicholas ended his tour with a medical board. Lost his left leg from the knee down and part of his right hand.” His service and sacrifice went beyond words.

      Aiden was silent for a beat. His mind snapped to Chloe again and he had to fight the urge to get inside her vehicle and check for clues she was still alive. Griff couldn’t get to the crash site fast enough because his protective instinct had kicked in. There was no way Aiden would contaminate the scene. Another implication was on the table. One that said a crime had occurred.

      Griff continued, “According to the spokesman at the VA, Nicholas had documented emotional difficulties when he returned home. I was able to get medical information about him with Chloe’s permission. There was an issue with Nicholas requesting frequent refills of his pain medications. His sister said he’d been doing better recently, and his doctor confirmed her assessment.”

      “Did Chloe say what she believed happened to her brother and why he’d write the note?”

      “She asked for a homicide investigation.”

      “Murder?” Now that got Aiden’s attention.

      “That’s the card she threw on the table.”

      “Do you believe her?”

      “My opinion doesn’t factor in. I have to follow the evidence and right now that has led to suicide…” Aiden picked up on the hesitation in Griff’s voice. He may not have spent time with his cousin over the past few years but they had the kind of relationship where they could pick right up where they’d left off. People didn’t change at the core of who they were.

      “But now?”

      “I have questions about what really happened. A few details from the case have bothered me, things I can’t discuss.” Griff apologized but Aiden understood the reasoning. “First things first, I need to examine the scene of the accident.”

      “It would be strange for her brother to commit suicide and then something random happen to her.” Although, hearing the possibility hit harder than it should, considering they hadn’t spoken in ten years. He chalked it up to nostalgia.

      “Coincidences can happen. Life is filled with them.” True enough. Aiden had experienced it plenty of times. Like the time when he showed up to his favorite fishing spot at Goldminer’s Pass and ran into the same bear three times. Then again, maybe Aiden wasn’t the only one who liked fishing.

      Aiden walked over to the deer and examined it. There was no way he would put his prints all over a potential crime scene and he was careful when he walked so as not to trample any possible evidence.

      “I see lights ahead. I’m almost to you.” A few moments later, Griff’s service SUV came into full view as he pulled alongside Aiden. His window was down. “Mind helping me put some cones out to block off the road?”

      “Not at all.” The two embraced in a bear hug the minute Griff exited his vehicle.

      “Good to see you, Aiden.” The sentiment was returned. They both seemed content to leave it at that.

      Aiden followed Griff to the back of his vehicle where he pulled out bright orange cones and handed a stack over. “I’ll take this side if you want to block off the other side of the street so no one can drive through. Careful where you walk.”

      Aiden accepted the offering thinking how right it felt to see his cousin again even if being back in Gunner had him slightly off-kilter. He walked along the gravel shoulder and toward the opposite side where the deer lie, hating to see an animal’s life end this way.

      One-by-one, he placed the cones in a line blocking access to the small highway. This wasn’t the homecoming he’d anticipated but it was good to see Griff.

      Watching as his cousin put on a pair of gloves, Aiden moved back to the SUV. Griff picked up the purse in the floor of the passenger side and set it on the driver’s seat. With two fingers, he extracted a brown wallet. “Let’s see what we have here.”

      The snap came undone easily. There
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