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      The parched dirt soaked up his blood as fast as it poured from his body. Army Major Daxton Cooper had no choice but to accept his reality. With multiple bullet wounds and his fucking leg blown to hell, he was going to die in this God-forsaken place. His last goddamn day in Afghanistan would be his last day on Earth. He was sure that day had to be the worst day of his life.

      He’d been wrong.

      The months of multiple surgeries and recovery, followed by grueling physical therapy had provided him with five hundred and fifty days of the worst days in his life.

      Impossible to believe, but his mother had just added another day to his list of worst days in his life.

      Dax watched his brother sign another piece of paper, flip it over, and begin reading another report that had to be approved.

      “Let me ask you something,” Dax muttered. “It’s probably still against the law to put a hit out on Mom, right?”

      His brother, Marc Singer, set his pen on the desk and looked up. “As the sheriff of Whispering Springs County, I can say with definite authority that you cannot put a hit out on Mom. What’d she do this time?”

      Dax dragged his fingers through his hair. “She arranged a blind date for me.”

      Marc shrugged and went back to his reports. “So, tell her no.”

      “I tried to, but….” he shook his head, “I owe her. For the past year, she put her life on hold to help me.”

      “So, go.”

      “Wow. Thanks for the excellent advice.”

      Marc looked up and pointed his pen across the desk at Dax. “Look, Major, you’re a grown man. Go or don’t go, but don’t sit here whining about Mom. Besides,

      what do you want me to say? It’s one freaking date. Go, have dinner, come home. Obligation done. Easy.”

      “Hell, you’re older than me and single. She ever set you up on a blind date?”

      “God, no.” Marc shivered dramatically.

      “Why not?”

      Marc looked down at the stack of papers on his desk and shrugged. “No idea.”

      Dax knew his brother well enough to recognize bullshit when he heard it, but he decided to let it slide for now.

      The sheriff leaned back in this chair with a frown. “Now that you mention it, I am a little surprised.”

      “That she hasn’t set up on a date or that she set me up on one?”

      “Both, actually. Plus, how does she know anyone in Dallas to fix you up with? She’s lived in Maine, for what? The last forty years?”

      “Not Dallas. The woman lives here in Whispering Springs.”

      “What? That’s crazy. Um, what have you told her about me?”

      Dax gave his brother a disgusted look. “Nothing. Apparently, you’ve done a great job lying to Mom for the past decade. As far as I know, she doesn’t know you live in her old hometown, if that’s what has you worried.”

      “I’m not worried. Whispering Springs is simply where my job is located. My being here has nothing to do with Mom growing up here.”

      “Right. Keep telling yourself that. And that’s why you have a post office box in Dallas, right? To keep her from worrying?” Dax snorted. “You’re such a liar. If she wanted to, Mom could break you in five minutes.”

      “I suspect she knows anyway. As you say, she’s smart but stick to the subject. Why a blind date, and why here in Whispering Springs?

      “She thinks I’m in Dallas with you, and apparently, driving to Whispering Springs for a date is doable, so she set me up.”

      “True.” Marc lifted his hands palms up and then gestured for him to go on.

      Dax sighed loudly. “Seems she met this woman’s mom on Facebook, and they hit it off since she lives in Whispering Springs. It was probably a way for Mom to keep up with what’s going on in her old hometown without having to actually talk to her brothers.”

      “Still, a blind date? What was she thinking?”

      Dax felt the flush as it climbed up his neck. “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath.

      Marc looked puzzled. “What?”

      “It’s a fucking pity date,” Dax snapped. “Can’t you see that? She figured no one would go out with a cripple. So, make ’em go on a blind date, and they don’t know until they get there.”

      “What in the hell are you talking about?”

      “Me!” He jerked up his pant leg until his artificial left leg was exposed. “Remember this? And if that isn’t bad enough, my face has hideous scars from the shrapnel, and my chest and arms have scars. I look like Frankenstein’s monster. Of course, no woman would want to date me.”

      Marc stared; his mouth slightly agape. “You’re crazy. You’re a war hero.”

      Dax waved his hand across his face and down his body. “Take a peek. It’s not pretty. On second thought, don’t take a peek.”

      “Now, you’re being stupid. Those few places on your face are nothing—barely visible. Besides, any woman who would judge you on looks isn’t worth knowing.”

      “Don’t kid yourself, bro. Women can be as bad as men about how someone looks.” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. I owe Mom, so I’ll go on this damned date, provided the poor woman doesn’t walk out as soon as she meets me.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Last name’s Lambert. Ring any bells for you?”

      “Pretty common name. Only Lamberts I know are Clover Jean and Dale Lambert.” Marc’s eyebrows arched. “They’ve got three daughters. Might be one of them. Got a first name?”

      Dax pulled out his cell phone and opened the calendar. “Um, Cori Lambert.”

      Marc nodded. “Cora Belle Lambert. I know her. Nice girl, but…”

      “But what?”

      “She’s a really nice person. Not a looker like her older sister, Elsie Belle. Now that one’s a total knockout. She’s a former Miss Texas and a runner up to Miss America, but she’s got a soul as black as coal.”

      “What do you mean, not a looker? Are you saying she’s so ugly that she’d appreciate a date with anyone, even someone like me? Good God.” He dragged his fingers through his hair again. “How pitiful is this? Our two mothers think their own children are so unappealing to the other sex that they’re trying to put the two uglies together.”

      Marc groaned. “For God’s sake, she’s not ugly, and you’re not so hideous that you’d scare children.”

      “Gee, thanks. Asshole.”

      Marc grinned. “Really, the only thing I worry about is that she’s so much smarter than you.”

      “Har-har. And how do you know she’s smarter?”

      “Because she’s Doctor Cora Belle Lambert. She’s a psychologist here in town. Actually, I do know her. Not well, but she seems like a nice woman.”

      Dax leaned forward. “Do you think Mom thinks I need psychological help, and that’s what this is all about?”

      A loud guffaw burst from Marc. “No. So, when’s the big night?”

      “Tomorrow,” he said glumly. “We’re supposed to meet at Rick’s on the River. Know it?”

      Nodding, Marc said, “Yep. Nice place. Get a table outside by the river if possible. Inside is okay. It’s just nicer on the patio. Good food.” He eyed Dax’s worn jeans and the T-shirt with a hole under the arm. “However, I’d suggest something other than what you’re wearing.”

      “Thanks for the fashion advice.” Dax struggled onto his feet, his fucking left leg still wanting to give him a fit. He balanced on his cane. “So, Mom really hasn’t ever tried to set you up on some blind date?”

      Marc wouldn’t meet Dax’s eyes. “Shit,” he muttered under his breath. “Fine. She did try a couple of times.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “Told her I was seeing someone.”

      “Hmm. So, you lied.”

      His brother shrugged. “You don’t know that. Maybe I am.”

      Dax scoffed. “Right.”

      Marc pointed toward the door. “Go. Git gone. I’ve got work to do. See you at home.”

      As ordered, Dax stood, gave his brother a one-finger salute, and walked out of the office. Today was much like the life ahead of him—no plans for either.

      His original life plan had been military to retirement, maybe around age fifty. However, at the ripe old age of thirty-four, an improvised explosive device, aka IED, had changed everything about who he was and what he would do with his life.

      The IED had blown off his left leg from mid-calf down, fractured the tibia and fibula of his right leg, and had given him third-degree burns on both arms and shoulders and second-degree burns on his neck and face, not to mention the various cuts and abrasions all over his body. If not for the quick action of his team and the incredible medical care he’d received, he’d be dead.

      Sometimes, he wondered if everyone wouldn’t have been better off if he’d died over there.

      He’d ended up in Texas near his brother because, frankly, he had nowhere he had to be and nowhere he wanted to go. He’d already been to Maine and stayed with his parents for a while, but his mother had smothered him as only a loving mother could. And even though she hadn’t meant to make him feel helpless, all her fawning had produced that exact feeling.

      Now that he was in Texas, he had to keep up the required daily physical therapy for the loss of muscle mass in his left leg. The VA had hooked him up with a local physical therapist. He’d crossed his fingers for a sexy woman to put him through his daily paces. No such luck. He’d ended up with a two-hundred and fifty-pound ex-Dallas Cowboy linebacker who, while thankful for Dax’s service, wasn’t at all intimated by Dax’s military persona or the severity of his injuries. The damn man worked Dax like he was in a second round of boot camp. Sweat, grunts, and pain accompanied every session, but Dax could see the progress, which only drove him to work harder.

      Until he had some idea of where he wanted to land and how to spend the next fifty or so years, Dax kept possessions minimal. Everything he owned could be packed in a duffle bag. He’d given thought to buying a new car or truck, something slick and flashy with automatic everything, but his ambiguity about the future held him back.

      He headed out of the Sheriff’s Department toward the truck Marc had loaned him. Damn thing was a stick, so it just about killed him to shift gears. His masochistic physical therapist loved that he was forced to run through gears. He’d assured Dax that the manual drive truck would be a good exercise to build strength in his left leg and stretch the burned areas of his arms.

      Dax pointed the truck out of town. He’d been in town about a month, and most of his time had been spent settling in, sleeping—as much as a man who had nightmares could—and getting set up for his daily physical therapy sessions. But in the downtimes, or when his brain wouldn’t stop sending pictures of blood and body parts, he’d taken to exploring as a means to distraction. First, he’d been in all the local shops in Whispering Springs, and now he felt the call to drive further out on rural county roads.

      Until now, he’d never been to Texas. He and Marc had talked about the state and his brother’s adopted town, but like most people, he’d never realized just how huge the state was nor how unique the different regions could be. Texas could be a country unto itself.

      Dust rolled behind him as he took the twists and turns in the roads. Alongside the gravel and dirt lanes were thousands of acres of rolling hills, forests, ponds, and rivers. In the years since Marc relocated to Whispering Springs, he had sent pictures of the area, but they hadn’t begun to capture the lushness of the terrain.

      A field where a herd of fat cattle grazing on waving green stalks of grass caught his attention. He pulled off the road and rolled down his window. Calves hung close to their mothers, bleating for milk, and moving with their mommas when they moved to a fresh grassy area. Overhead, birds flew and cawed, flittering from tree to tree.

      A sense of peace quieted areas inside Dax hadn’t realized were noisy. He settled heavily in the seat with a long sigh. He had no idea how long he sat and soaked in the area’s beauty, nor how long he might have remained if the sound of thudding horse hooves hadn’t broken the serenity.

      A muscular man on a large, chestnut horse reined to a stop inside the fenced yard beside the truck. He clicked his tongue and brought the still-dancing horse to a stand. With a thumb, he pushed his cowboy hat back a little, then crossed his forearms on the saddle’s horn.

      “Howdy,” he said in a friendly tone, but caution flared on his face. “You lost?”

      “No, sorry. Daydreaming. Saw your fields and stopped for a minute to enjoy the view.”

      “Actually, you’ve been parked here for almost twenty minutes. Thought maybe you were having a problem with your truck.”

      Dax shook his head. “Sorry,” he repeated and turned the ignition key. The engine whined and groaned before it finally fired.

      The man frowned. “I know that truck.” Now, his eyes narrowed in heavy suspicion. “Who are you? Where’d you get that truck?”

      “Whoa. Hold on, cowboy. I’m Dax Cooper. The truck belongs to my brother, Sheriff Marc Singer.”

      His comment didn’t appear to soothe the wary cowboy.

      “Really? Singer? Cooper?” The man pulled a phone from his pocket. “Why don’t you wait right here while I call the sheriff?”

      “Sure. Whatever.”

      Dax cut off the engine, blew out a long breath, and settled back against the seat. He hoped his brother hadn’t left the office. Damn cowboy might pull a gun on him while imagining himself as Deputy Barney Fife.

      “Hey, Sara. Travis Montgomery. Fine. Fine. Thank you. Is Marc in? Can I talk to him?”

      Well, well. Cousin Travis. Wasn’t this interesting?

      “Marc. Travis Montgomery.” He laughed. “Right. Anyway, I found this guy driving your truck out by my place. Says name is Dax Cooper. You know him?” There was a long pause. “You don’t say.” Travis leaned over until he could see into the truck’s window. “Nope. Can’t say he looks like you at all.” He laughed again. “Right.” He looked at Dax. “Says he got all the good genes. You’re a pool of bad genes.”

      Dax rolled his eye. “Tell him to kiss my ass.”

      Travis chuckled. “You were right. Kiss your ass. Right. Okay. Thanks.” He slipped the phone back into his pocket. “Sorry. We’ve had a little trouble out here lately with some cattle rustling.”

      “No kidding? I guess I didn’t realize things like that still go on.”

      Travis answered with a scoff. “You better believe it. The stories I could tell you. I’m getting ready to head up to the house. You want to come up? I’m sure there’s fresh iced tea.”

      “Thanks. Another time. I’m just trying to get the lay of the land.”

      “You moving to this area?”

      Dax shrugged. “Not sure.” He looked around. “But it is some beautiful territory.”

      “That it is.” Travis pointed down the road. “If you stay on this road about seven miles or so, you’ll hit Rutherford Road. Take a right and follow that road for about twenty miles, and you’ll hit the highway back into Whispering Springs. From there, you probably know your way.”

      “Appreciate it. Wasn’t sure if I’d have to backtrack to find my way back to town.”

      “I’ll have Caroline, that’s my wife, get in touch and have you guys out for dinner this week. Wait. You married? I can have Caroline call your wife directly.”

      “Nope. No wife. No girlfriend. And before you ask, no boyfriend either.”

      Travis grinned. “Whatever flips your skirt, man.”

      Dax chuckled. “I’m sure dinner would be great. Thanks.”

      Travis touched the brim of his hat, turned the stallion around and rode away. Dax pulled away, a smile twitching on his lips. His brother, Marc Montgomery Singer, had had years to get to know his uncles and cousins, not that they knew Marc was a relative. His brother had kept that tidbit under his hat.

      Now it was Dax’s turn to meet his extended family. He’d be having dinner with Travis and his family with or without his brother.

      And he just might tell them his full name, Daxton Montgomery Cooper.

      Wouldn’t that be a shocker for everybody?
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      Cori Lambert chewed the cuticle on her thumb while listening to her mother on the phone. She pulled her thumb away and looked at the red skin with disgust. Chomping on her cuticles was such a bad habit, but it was impossible to stop, especially when she was stressed and frustrated, like now.

      “Are you listening Cora Belle? You have to be at Rick’s on the River at six tomorrow night.”

      “I heard you, but good God, Momma. I can get my own dates.”

      “I know that, honey, but you know how close I am with his mother.”

      “So, you’ve said, but really? Someone from Facebook has a son in the area, and you think I should go on a date with him? For all you know, he could be a serial killer, or a rapist, or worse—boring.”

      “Don’t take that tone with me, little lady. He just retired from the military, so you know he’s a good man.”

      “Right,” Cori said. “Like rape and murder never happen in the military.”

      Her mother sighed. “Just do this one thing for me. I promise I’ll never ask a favor of you again.”

      Cori scoffed. “You will too.”

      “I’m just worried about you, honey. I want you to find a good man like your sister has.”

      In that case, she’d need body sculpting, a new face, bleach for her hair, contacts to change her eye color, and a new personality. No problem.

      “This is the last time, Momma. I mean it. Next time, I won’t show up, and you’ll be embarrassed. And, let me add, I don’t need a man. I’m happy with my life. I’m happy in my job. Stop fretting over my love life.”

      Very little of what she’d just said was true, but that was Cori’s business, not her mother’s.

      “It’s a mother’s job to worry about her daughter,” Clover Jean Lambert said.

      Cori sighed. “You’ve got another daughter, you know.”

      “Yes, yes, but Annabelle is too young to be thinking of marriage and babies. She has years of college before then. You, on the other hand, are at a perfect age.”

      Right. Thirty-three was the perfect age. Her mother would never give up.

      “I’ve got to run. I’ve got a patient in five minutes.”

      “Call me on Saturday, and let me know how the date went.”

      Cori rolled her eyes, even though her mother couldn’t see it.

      “And don’t roll your eyes,” Clover Jean said.

      Cori glanced around the office. “Crap, Momma. You have a camera in my office or something?”

      “We’ll just call it an or something. Love you.”

      After Cori dropped her cell into her purse, she shook her head with a laugh. She did love her mother. She meant well, but…

      The phone on her desk rang. “Yes?”

      “Dr. Lambert. Jack Rhett is here.”

      “Send him in.”

      She pulled out her folder for Jack Rhett. Sixteen years old. Three school fights. A couple of school suspensions. A foster child lost in the system since his mother had gone to prison for killing his father when Jack had been nine. In two more years, he’d be out on his own, and unfortunately, he was nowhere near ready for adulthood.

      Her door opened.

      “Hi, Jack. Come on in and have a seat.”

      A lanky teenager with dirty, long, black hair shuffled into her office and dropped heavily into the chair. He slid down until his ass was barely touching the seat’s material.

      “So, Jack,” Cori stated. “Let’s talk about what’s going on with you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “I see,” she said with a nod. “How are things at your foster parents’ house?”

      His mouth twisted into a snarl. “Amos is an asshole.”

      Amos and Lillian Vander were new to the foster system and had taken in Jack when he was fifteen. During his last appointment, Jack had mentioned that the Vanders had taken in a five-year-old girl to foster temporarily.

      “You’ve mentioned that before. Is there something specific that he’s done that we need to talk about?”

      Jack shook his head.

      “How’s the new child doing? I can’t remember her name, or did you tell me?”

      “Sally. Her name is Sally. She cries all the time.”

      “It must be hard.”

      He shrugged. “I’ll be out of there soon enough.”

      “And then what?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” he said with another shrug. “Life sucks.”
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      At five a.m., Dax walked into the kitchen and hung his cane on the back of a chair before pouring himself a cup of coffee.

      “I hate you,” Marc said.

      Dax frowned. “Why? What did I do?”

      Marc indicated Dax’s clothes. “You’re up, dressed, and awake. I can barely hold my eyes open.”

      “Training. You’re getting soft in your old age.”

      “Bite me,” Marc said with a chuckle and then his face grew serious. “I hate to be all big brother in your shit, but are you okay? I heard you roaming the house last night.”

      With a shrug, Dax sat. “Sorry I bothered you.”

      “Never said that you did. Just said I heard you. Having trouble sleeping again?”

      “Not again. Still.”

      Marc sat quietly as Dax sipped his coffee.

      “It’s like, whenever I close my eyes, I see all the smoke and my blood.” Dax paused and swallowed against the anger that he fought to control. “I hear my guys screaming, others crying. Around me, bullets ping off rocks and metal.”

      Marc remained quiet.

      “Fuck,” Dax muttered under his breath. His fingers gripped his coffee mug tight. His knuckles whitened from the pressure. He hated feeling helpless against his nightmares. Hated it. Hell, he hated the word helpless. He should be able to control these dreams. They were just dreams, for God’s sake. He simply needed to get control of his mind.

      “Give it time,” Marc said. “Give yourself some time. Pace around the house all you want.”

      “If I’m in your way, I can move on, man.”

      “Don’t be an idiot. If I didn’t want you here, I’d have locked the door when I heard you were coming.”

      Dax smiled. “Asshole.”

      Marc grinned. “Yeah, and don’t you forget it. I wanted to talk to you about running into Travis yesterday, but by the time I got home from that arson fire, I was brain-dead. What the hell were you doing at Halo M ranch?”

      Dax appreciated Marc’s change of subject. He knew his brother was trying to help, and right now, he’d rather have Marc ragging on him than feeling sorry for him.

      “Total fluke. I was driving around and stumbled upon his ranch.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t go there deliberately? Don’t fuck up everything I’ve worked for.”

      “Screw you. It was a fluke that I ended up there, and a fluke he happened to be close to the road. Besides, he invited us to dinner, and I accepted.”

      Before Marc could reply, there was a loud banging on his front door, much like Dax used to do when he wanted to get his guys up after a night of heavy partying.

      Marc shoved his chair back to stand. His robe flapped open, exposing his white undershirt and briefs.

      “Want me to get it?” Dax asked. “At least I’m dressed.”

      “Keep your seat. I can get it.” He pulled his robe around him but there was no belt to cinch it closed.

      “I might limp a little, but I can answer a damned door.” Dax whipped out of his chair and whirled around to prove his point. He wobbled from the quick spin, but caught his balance at the last minute. He headed for the front door with a determined stride, albeit one that was a little uneven. He flung it open, prepared to defend himself, if necessary, but he wasn’t ready for the attack that came. Opening his mouth to speak, nothing came out. Then he wrapped his arms around his baby sister. Her long dark hair clung to his morning beard like Velcro.

      “Sami,” Dax said as he hugged her tight. “God, I’ve missed you.”

      “Who is it?” Marc called from the kitchen.

      Dax lifted Sami Cooper off her feet in a tight bear hug. “I can’t believe you’re here.” He kissed her cheek, now salty with her shed tears. “How did you know I was here?”

      The scratch of a chair being shoved back resounded in the house. “Who’s here? Dax?”

      Sami was jerked from Dax’s arms as Marc pulled her into an embrace. “My God, Sami. Where did you come from?”

      Samantha Montgomery Cooper laughed as she stepped from Marc’s arms. “Well, hell, guys, if I’d known you’d be so glad to see me, I’d have come visit before now.”

      Dax leaned back and studied her. “Damn, you look great. How are you?”

      She sighed. “I need coffee in the worst way. Black and strong.”

      “Gotcha covered,” Marc said. “Come on back to the kitchen.”

      Sami put an arm around the shoulders of each brother, and the three siblings staggered into the kitchen, Dax’s limp becoming more pronounced with each step. He fucking hated his left leg. Still, he hid the pain and joined into the gaiety of the moment, as much as any man in throbbing pain could. Sounds of laughter and the mixture of three voices talking over each other bounced off walls that were used to quiet.

      After each of them had fresh coffee and found seats at the table, Marc said, “You’ve got some ’splaining to do, little sister. What are you doing here, and how in the hell did you find me? My address isn’t exactly well known, at least within the family.”

      “If I tell you how I found you, I’d have to kill you.”

      Marc rolled his eyes.

      Dax put his arm around Sami. “I don’t care how she found you.” He squeezed her shoulders. “I am so glad to see you.”

      “I’ve been worried about you,” she said. “How are you doing? I mean, really doing? Don’t give me the same I’m fine story that you bullshit me with every time I call.”

      Dax grimaced. “So, you’ve talked to Mom?”

      “Yeah.”

      He shifted, moving his left leg into a more comfortable position. “I’m okay.”

      When she quirked the corner of her mouth and rolled her eyes, he sighed. “The knee’s doing great. The left leg still wants to give me trouble, so I’m still doing PT. I’ve some scars from the burns, but those will get better with time, or so I’m told.” He squeezed her shoulder again. “I am so glad to see you. It’s been, what? A year?”

      Nodding, she said, “Pretty much. Saw you in Germany before you were shipped out to the States. Of course, you were drugged out of your mind, so I’m not sure you remember. Do you?”

      “Not really, but kind of. It’s like a really nice dream. Enough about my crappy body, let’s hear about you.”

      “Spill it, you little monster,” Marc said.

      Dax grinned at Marc’s use of Sami’s nickname.

      “I’ve got so much to tell you guys.” She blew out a long sigh. “But I’m exhausted. I just drove into town.”

      “From where?” Marc asked with a frown.

      “Maine.”

      “What? Are you nuts? That’s like a three-day drive.”

      “I know. I know. But I wanted to bring my car. And I wanted to bring Mike with me. I took it slow, so cool your jets.”

      “Mike?” both men said at the same time.

      She grinned. “My dog. The most faithful male I’ve ever lived with.”

      “Where is he?” Marc asked.

      “I left him in the car until I knew if I could bring him in.”

      “I let your brother in. Mike can’t be worse.”

      Sami laughed.

      Dax threw a dishtowel across the table at Marc.

      “I’ll go get him.” She hurried from the kitchen.

      “Can’t believe she’s here,” Dax said.

      “I wonder what she wants,” Marc answered. “You know Sami. She wants something,”

      Dax nodded as he drank his coffee.

      The front door slammed, and nails scratched on the hardwood floor as Sami led the ugliest mutt Max had ever seen into the kitchen.

      “Meet Mike.” Sami’s face was lit with excitement.

      Marc held out a hand to let the dog sniff it before stroking Mike’s head.

      “Where’d you come from?” he directed to the dog.

      “Iraq,” Sami answered. “He showed up one night, moved in, and stayed. I couldn’t leave him behind.” She knelt and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I love him so much.”

      The two men exchanged glances.

      “He’s a good-looking guy,” Dax lied.

      “I know,” she said, kissing the dog’s forehead. “He’s a good boy, aren’t you, Mike?”

      “Let’s get back to you being in Texas. The only way you can be here at this hour of the morning is if you drove all night.” Dax crossed his arm. “I know you’re smarter than that.”

      She yawned. “I stopped in Memphis, caught a little shut-eye, and moved on. The traffic is so much better at night. Plus…” She danced a little jig. “I couldn’t wait to get to my brothers.”

      “Shit,” Marc muttered.

      “What?” she asked with a frown. “You don’t want me to visit?”

      “No, of course not. I love having my baby sister here, but look around. Me, Dax, and now, you. There’s no way Mom won’t be close on your heels.”

      “She can’t get away for the next three months, so we’re safe,” Sami said. “She’s teaching an advanced class in abstract algebra all summer, so she has to stay in Maine.”

      “You’re here for the summer?” Marc asked. “Last I checked, you and the Army were having an affair.”

      “I’m out. Did my time and didn’t re-up.”

      “So, what now?” Dax asked.

      She shrugged. “I thought maybe you had a place for another deputy. I mean, I was a damned fine MP.”

      “I’m pretty sure working for Marc is a horrible idea,” Dax said. “You two would kill each other within a month.”

      “Two weeks, tops,” Marc replied. “Sorry, sis, but no.”

      “You’re telling me that if someone walked in with my education and experience, you wouldn’t hire them on the spot?”

      Marc took a sip of coffee. “If I had an opening, I probably would, but not you. Historically, this department had some trouble with nepotism, and it caused all kinds of problems, so I’m not going there.”

      She blew out a dejected sigh. “I understand
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