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      Who the hell was knocking at this late hour?

      Nine forty-five wasn’t late by most folks’ standards, but ranchers started their day at four o’clock in the morning. It was long past time to go to bed. Morgan had been restless lately, thinking too much about his mother sitting in jail. Lost on how she could have spiraled so far.

      He shelved those unproductive thoughts as he opened the door.

      “Good evening, Sheriff Lawler,” Morgan said, more than a little concerned at the house call.

      The two exchanged greetings and a handshake. Timothy Lawler had been two grades ahead of his cousin Adam in school, so they knew of each other. Lawler had been a star quarterback who was being scouted by some big-name programs when he took a hit that broke his arm in four places. He’d managed to get off the game-winning throw, but the injury had ended his career and any hopes of playing college ball. He’d gone to school and studied criminal justice instead and then followed in his father’s footsteps in law enforcement. The man was about as fair-skinned as they came. He had ginger hair in a military cut, a hawk-like nose, and compassionate honey-brown eyes. He wore jeans, boots, and a tan shirt with the word, Sheriff, embroidered on the right front pocket.

      “What can I do for you?” Morgan asked, his blood pressure rising.

      “I have a few questions for you,” Lawler said, giving away nothing with his expression. The man was all business. “May I come inside?”

      Morgan opened the door wider with a nod. The sheriff followed him into the kitchen area of Morgan’s log cabin style home. It had two bedrooms, a living room that was open to the dining room, and a small galley kitchen. The place was all Morgan needed to be comfortable after a long day working cattle.

      “I’ll get straight to the point,” Lawler said in a tone that matched his tense expression.

      Morgan stood at the granite island as he folded his arms across his chest. “Alright. What can I do for you?”

      “I have questions about the dates you’ve been on from DateApp,” Lawler said. “I apologize for the personal nature of the line of questioning, but it’s relevant to a case or I wouldn’t be here.”

      It went without saying, but Morgan played along. He threw his hands in the air. “I’m afraid I don’t know anything about such an app. And the last date I went on was…” He stopped to think about it when the answer didn’t immediately come to him. He’d been too busy or, more realistically, too bored with what felt like Groundhog Day of dates to go out much recently. “I guess it’s been a minute.” He brought his hand up to scratch his head. “I’d say four months, give or take.”

      The sheriff’s left eyebrow flew up. “Are you certain about that?”

      “Do you have evidence to the contrary?” Morgan asked, getting right to the point. There was no use beating around the bush.

      “I have an IP address and your profile,” Lawler informed, pulling out his cell. He tapped the screen a few times and then tilted the device toward Morgan so he could see.

      Morgan took a step closer. “That’s my picture and it’s definitely my name, but I promise you right here and now that I have no idea about the dating site. This is the first I’ve seen or heard of it.”

      Lawler studied Morgan for a long moment. The sheriff must be deciding if he believed him or not.

      “What else does it say? Is there some other information in the profile?” Morgan asked, wanting to know just how much the imposter knew about him and his life.

      The sheriff scrolled.

      A few words stuck out as Morgan skimmed the text. Cattle rancher. He couldn’t deny that one. Single. That was true. Looking for love. Definitely not. He pointed toward the phrase. “I would never say something like that, let alone write it for the world to see.”

      Lawler nodded.

      “It’s a lie,” he defended. “But I’m guessing you’ll need more proof than my word.”

      “The profile alone isn’t as incriminating at the IP address,” Lawler admitted. “In fact, if it wasn’t for that, I wouldn’t even be here.” He paused. “Folks have been known to set up fake profiles before.”

      “Let’s say, for the sake of argument, that I’m innocent here,” Morgan stated. “I am, by the way. But why would I set this up? Last I checked, it’s not illegal to set up a profile on one of these dating apps.”

      “It is when the last person you corresponded with on the app ends up missing,” Lawler pointed out.

      Morgan bit back a curse. A female responded to the fake profile and was now nowhere to be found. Would the sheriff assume Morgan was involved just because of his mother’s recent attempted murder charge? Did everyone look guilty now?

      He put his hands up, palms out in the surrender position. “Do I need an attorney present for the rest of this conversation?”

      “That would be entirely up to you,” Lawler said. “I have no intention of placing you under arrest this evening, if that helps sway your decision.”

      The words, this evening, weren’t exactly reassuring.

      “I’ll hold off for now,” Morgan said after a thoughtful pause. “But I have to ask. Is there any chance this can be tied to my mother’s case?”

      “I can tell you that a young lady filed a missing person report in Austin. It came to my attention when a citizen of my county came into question as part of the investigation,” Lawler informed. “I’m answering a call for cooperation from Austin PD and said I’d check the situation out on my end.” He shrugged. “My guess is that if Austin believed the claimant, they would have assigned a detective to the case. This came across my desk as a request for professional courtesy.”

      “Meaning, if you check me out and give the all clear, they’ll drop it,” Morgan surmised.

      “That’s the idea,” Lawler said. “Or, at the very least, they’ll bark up another tree. They’ve already called hospitals and jails. The risk assessment in Austin is low.”

      “Meaning?”

      “She isn’t deemed likely to hurt herself,” Lawler said. “She isn’t wanted for a crime, so there’s no legal ramifications for going missing.”

      “I might be asking the obvious here,” Morgan continued, “but is it possible the person in question decided to go off the grid of her own free will? Or is in a location where cell connection isn’t possible?”

      Lawler nodded. “There’s a concerned party who believes otherwise. Law enforcement does its best to locate the individual in question when a worried citizen brings a missing person to our attention.”

      “I’m guessing whoever created the fake profile page of me was recently in contact with this person,” Morgan said.

      “That’s correct,” Lawler confirmed.

      Morgan issued a sharp sigh. “I don’t know what to tell you about the profile, except that I had no hand in creating it. You’re welcome to check my laptop.”

      “I’d appreciate having a look,” Lawler said.

      “Check my phone while you’re at it.” Morgan retrieved both and set them on top of the granite island in the kitchen area. He booted up his laptop and scrolled through apps on his phone. “In my line of work, I don’t have cell coverage most of my working day, so I use this thing for texts and phone calls when I’m in range.”

      “I’m not seeing the dating app,” Lawler confirmed.

      “You won’t find it on my laptop either,” Morgan continued as he gave the sheriff access.

      After a minute of searching, Lawler shook his head. “Not finding anything there either.”

      “And you won’t because I’ve never signed up for a dating app,” Morgan said. “But I plan to get to the bottom of how someone used my picture to set one up. Don’t these apps have a responsibility to verify a user’s identity?”

      “They’re all different,” Lawler replied. “Some go deeper than others. Whoever set your profile up was tech savvy enough to use your IP. I’ll let you know if I have any additional questions,” he continued after making a few notes on his cell phone. “I appreciate your cooperation.”

      Morgan showed the sheriff out and then closed and locked the door behind him. There was a time in Lone Star Pass when he wouldn’t have thought twice about leaving his home unlocked or keys in the truck. Times were changing and it was better to be safe than sorry.

      Gravel crunched underneath tires as the sheriff pulled away. Morgan cut off the kitchen light and then headed toward the bedroom, hoping it didn’t take too long for the missing person to turn up. He probably should have asked for more details in the case so he could dig around. Although, he doubted the sheriff would volunteer the information.

      He brushed his teeth, washed up, and then stripped down to boxer shorts for sleeping. Sitting on the side of his bed, he grabbed his cell and skimmed the news to see if anything had been written about fake dating profiles turning up. It unnerved him that someone had used his name and likeness to set up an account. He pulled up the site, figuring he needed to shoot a message to their customer service department to flag the profile as a fake.

      As he finished up the message, a noise sounded outside. Morgan knew the layout of his cabin by heart, so he didn’t need to turn on the light to walk around. Instead, he palmed his cell phone and dimmed the brightness to next to nothing.

      The noise came from around the back of the cabin. A fleeting thought the sheriff might be coming back to snoop around tried to take hold. Morgan dismissed it. Lawler had been honest and upfront. Plus, he hadn’t been invited to hang around.

      Morgan grabbed his shotgun from the coat closet near the front door and loaded a shell. He slipped out the front door and then made his way around the side of the cabin, heading the long way where it was dark.

      With his back against the outside of his cabin, he turned the corner to find a female figure bent over his trash can, digging around. What the hell?

      “Stop right there and put your hands where I can see ’em,” he demanded, lifting the shotgun so the barrel pointed right at the center of the woman as he stepped into the light.
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      Avril Capri brought her hand up to cover a gasp. She quickly lifted both in the air, following the imposing man’s command before he fired. “Stop. Please. Don’t shoot. Are you Morgan Firebrand?”

      His profile said he was six-feet-three-inches and spent most of his days working cattle. In person, his physical size was more intimidating than she expected. As he stepped into the light, she realized he had on nothing but boxers. Assessing the threat level caused her to take in his tall, muscled frame. He had big hands—hands that could probably crush her skull if he wanted to. He was stealth. And he was quick.

      Did he have her sister Mazie?

      “What the hell are you doing here and why do you know my name?” he asked, staring at her from behind the barrel of a shotgun.

      “I’m looking for my sister,” she stated, trying to level her now jacked-up pulse. Her voice shook with fear and her mouth dried up.

      “In the trash?”

      “No,” she quicky countered. Then, realized how this must look. Folks in these parts had a right to shoot trespassers if they came across as a threat. She prayed the rancher would hold off until she could explain. “I’m sorry for coming here unannounced, but my sister is missing and I thought—”

      The man cut her off with his glare.

      “I’m desperate,” she pleaded, regaining her voice. “Please don’t shoot.”

      Thankfully, he lowered the weapon. The light cast shadows on a face etched from granite. From this distance, she couldn’t see his eyes clearly or read his intentions. But he dropped the business end of the weapon toward the ground.

      “Why are you digging around in my trash?” he asked. His strong, masculine voice was a study in calm. Deep and gravelly, it caused her arms to goosebump and her body to ache with something that felt a lot like need. She chalked it up to fear, not desire.

      “Like I said, I’m trying to find my sister,” she admitted.

      “You must be the concerned citizen the sheriff mentioned,” he half mumbled, barely loud enough for her to hear.

      “I’ll just be on my way,” she said, hoping it would be that easy to walk away. Her car was parked on the side of the road a mile away. Coming here unannounced had been the worst of bad ideas and screamed of her desperation. As a self-defense teacher, she should have known better.

      “Not so fast,” he warned, keeping the barrel lowered as he walked toward her. “Come inside where we can talk.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not a good idea.”

      He softened his stance. “You want information about me and I have questions of my own. Seems to me the quickest way for both of us to get what we want is to head inside and have a conversation.”

      Could she trust the man? At this point, did she have a choice?

      “My name is Morgan Firebrand, like you asked,” he said as he stopped a foot in front of her. He offered his hand, balancing the shotgun in the crook of his arm.

      She took the firm handshake. “Avril Capri.”

      “Sheriff Lawler was here a little while ago,” he said. “He checked my cell and my laptop to see if I set up the dating app profile that your sister may have been using before she disappeared.” He paused for a few seconds. “I didn’t. Getting to the bottom of who did and why is understandably more important to you. But now that my name is involved, I plan to see the investigation through. You’re welcome to call the sheriff to verify that everything I just said is true. You could tell him that you stopped by if you’re worried about being alone with me.” He glanced at the log cabin. “I live alone, so there’s no one else inside.”

      The rancher walked away before she could respond. He was right. She had questions. She’d been naïve enough to believe she could slip onto his property and dig around without getting caught. It was time to face the music. Her sister Mazie’s life might depend on the information this man could provide, so she followed him.

      Stopping on the porch, she pulled out her cell and sent her neighbor a text message that she was walking inside Morgan Firebrand’s cabin. That way, if she didn’t come out again there would be a record. Instincts said she could trust him, but she needed proof and a failsafe.

      “Give me a minute to throw on some clothes,” Morgan said after flipping on the light and leaving the front door open.

      “Okay,” Avril said, palming her phone as she stepped inside the unfamiliar place. She closed the door behind her but stood right next to it, her hand at the ready. If she needed to grip the handle, it would take very little movement. She glanced around the room in search of anything that could be used as a makeshift weapon.

      Her heart pounded against her ribcage, beating erratically. Deep breaths.

      Morgan returned, wearing jeans and a black t-shirt that only highlighted a body that was obviously used for hard labor and rigorous workouts. Honest blue eyes with the thickest black eyelashes looked right at her. Through her?

      “If you’re uncomfortable, we can leave the door open,” Morgan said. “But I can’t promise insects won’t bombard us.”

      He took a seat on a leather chair in the living room and then motioned toward the couch.

      Avril walked a couple of steps and then sat down. She’d already cased the place and decided this was the home of a normal person. It was tidy and the decorations were sparse, but there was something calming about the décor and the simplicity of the space.

      “Tell me about your sister,” Morgan said, clasping his hands as he leaned forward.
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      Being looked at as a possible kidnapper wasn’t exactly on Morgan’s list of life goals. But one look at Avril’s desperation softened his frustration at the situation. If one of his siblings disappeared, he would move heaven and earth to find them. He couldn’t fault her for digging through his trash when he might have gone to similar lengths if he thought he had a real lead.

      “Mazie is her name. She’s my younger sister by ten years,” Avril began, holding onto her phone so tightly that her knuckles turned white. She shook her head and shrugged. “She’s always been the free-spirited one between the two of us, but this has obviously gone too far. She’s never gone this far without making contact.”

      Avril tucked a piece of thick, dark hair behind her ear. Her hair had a reddish tint. The color looked almost burgundy. Her big beautiful eyes were an intense shade of blue. It was almost like looking into another world.

      Otherwise, she had an oval face and full soft, kissable pink lips. Her closed-off demeanor gave the impression she was a serious individual, and that few people got past the walls she clearly had up now despite the circumstances.

      “What makes you think your sister Mazie didn’t decide to take time off from life?” he asked.

      “She wouldn’t do that without sending a text first,” Avril defended, but it was clear he’d struck a chord when she tensed up.

      “Did she always let you know where she was going to be and when?” he asked. He’d dated a true free spirit once. She would disappear for a couple of days before suddenly popping back into his phone.

      “No,” she said with almost brutal honesty. “But she wouldn’t just disappear on me like this.”

      “How do you know?” he asked.

      “I just do,” she said defensively.

      He wasn’t trying to rile her up.

      “I’m just asking because I had the sheriff stop by a little while ago, asking me questions about a profile that I never set up,” he said, once again getting right to the point. This wasn’t exactly the time to be coy. A life could possibly be on the line, and he risked jail time if he didn’t clear his name. “So, I’m afraid that I’m behind the eight ball on this one.”

      “Welcome to the club,” she said on a frustrated sigh.

      “Let’s be honest with each other then,” he said. “I have no idea why someone chose my name to hide behind, but I don’t take it lightly.”

      Another sigh deflated her chest. It was probably easier to believe he was involved. Now that she heard he wasn’t, she would have to start over. As much as he could sympathize, Morgan didn’t love the idea he was being cast in the light of a possible abductor or worse. His mother’s actions had placed a dark cloud over the family. Was it one that had made the sheriff drop by unannounced rather than call or text?

      The way Avril sat perched on the chair closest to the door reminded him that she was in his home, despite being afraid. He might not have been thrilled to find someone going through his trash, but he was even less psyched about her being scared of him.

      “And I’d also like to point out that you’re the one trespassing on my land and I have a right to call the sheriff,” he continued. “But then you’d be the one behind bars and I can’t have that while you’re trying to find your sister.”

      “Don’t tell me you suddenly care about my well-being,” she said with a look.

      He put a hand up. “I didn’t mean to come off like I didn’t care. Of course, I do. Ranchers live by a code that says we help each other out.”

      She conceded with a nod.

      “Since Austin PD is involved, I’m guessing that’s where your sister lives,” he said.

      “Yes,” she confirmed. “Downtown.” Avril tightened her grip on the cell. The woman would be considered beautiful by most standards with her thick auburn hair that fell past her shoulders. Those shrewd blue eyes seemed like she could look right through a person. How could her sister get one over on someone like Avril? She responded with as few words as possible, so not the talkative type. Though, it could have more to do with the circumstances than anything else.

      “I have to ask, so pardon the bluntness of the next question,” he said.

      Avril’s lips compressed into a frown and her gaze dropped to the wood flooring like making eye contact would somehow make this worse.

      “Are we looking for a body?” he asked as gently as he could.

      She squeezed her eyes shut as she shook her head. “No. At least, not yet.”

      “Then, we’re looking for someone who is still alive,” he said, thinking out loud.

      “That’s the hope,” she continued.

      “Which is why this search has even more urgency,” he deduced.

      “If I have a chance to find my sister alive, I’m going to take it if that’s what you’re saying,” she said. “The longer she’s gone, the worse her chances are based on everything I’ve read.”

      “We both want the same thing,” he reassured. “So, tell me more about Mazie so we can find her.”

      “I thought all you wanted was to clear your own name,” she said, looking caught off guard.

      “If I can help find her, it’s my responsibility,” he said before leaning forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Now that I’ve met you, I’m even more determined.”

      If those words meant anything to Avril, she didn’t give her reaction away. In fact, she’d make an amazing poker player.

      “I appreciate your…” she flashed eyes at him, “…interest in my sister’s disappearance, but I work best alone.”

      “Working together will help us cover more ground,” he pointed out.

      Her forehead creased as she contemplated those words.

      “Tell me more about your sister,” he said, capitalizing on the non-rejection. Plus, the more he knew about Mazie, the better chance he had of figuring out what might make her disappear other than the obvious answer of being abducted. “What does she do for a living?”

      “Mazie runs a video channel with a loyal following,” Avril said. “It’s another reason why I know she wouldn’t just disappear. She posts every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.” She heaved a sigh and toyed with the phone in her hand. “Until two weeks ago.”

      Fourteen days was a long time for someone to be missing.

      “Is that when you realized she might be MIA?” he asked.

      Avril shook her head. “I called in the missing person report nine days ago, but Austin considered the threat low because the last couple of videos my sister put up hinted at a surprise coming.”

      Basically, it took her five days to realize her sister was missing. Hadn’t he read something about the first twenty-four hours or so being critical?

      “I’m guessing there are no other concerned parties in this case and that you have no idea what surprise she was talking about,” he recapped.

      “My sister only recently started dating someone
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