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      Brian Malone rolled his eyes and muttered a curse as four males in their teens or early twenties scattered in different directions. Once, just once, he wished a criminal would obey the command. So much for a lunch break.

      Brian, his partner, Rafe Montoya, and two other special agents with the North Carolina State Bureau of Investigation had just met up in the parking lot of a diner when they spotted the gang members on the opposite street corner. Two out of the four were well-known to local law enforcement and had active warrants out for their arrest. There was a good chance they all had weapons and drugs on them, and since they ran, the agents had reasonable cause to grab and detain the others too.

      Immediately, he took off after the closest one, darting toward an alley. His partner jumped into their department-issued vehicle to try and head the guy off on the next street over. Rafe’s voice came over the radio as he notified headquarters of what was happening. Meanwhile, the other agents took off after one of the other dirtbags.

      The suspect he was chasing was only about sixteen years old, but that didn't mean he could let his guard down. More than one cop had been shot and killed by underage criminals before, and he didn't want to be added to the list.

      The kid turned down the alley, with Brian hot on his heels. Adrenaline pumped through his veins. The gangbanger was fast, but there was no way the little shit was going to get away from him. One of the fittest guys in his district, he ran several miles four times a week and at least two marathons per year. He also did two tours in the Marines before joining the North Carolina State Highway Patrol, then spent six years working his ass off to get transferred to the NCSBI.

      His older and younger brothers had also enlisted in the military. KC, a Navy SEAL, had taken a position in Little Creek, Virginia, training incoming frogmen, after marrying his wife about eighteen months ago. Moriah gave birth to their first child, Megan, five months later, and the little girl had every male in the Malone family wrapped around her teensy-weensy finger.

      Sean was the youngest of the three brothers and did a stint in the Army before joining the FBI. He recently relocated back to the East Coast of North Carolina after working for several years in the Jacksonville, Florida, office. Shortly after moving back, he reconnected with a girl from the boys’ youth whose Aunt Bonnie was dating their Uncle Dan after many long years of friendship. Sean and Grace Whitman, a physical therapist, were now planning their fall wedding on the beach in Whisper. The small town on the Outer Banks was where the boys had lived with their uncle ever since their parents were killed in a plane crash when Brian was fifteen. They couldn’t have asked for a better surrogate father than Dan Malone. He’d been their rock as they grieved and their role model as they grew into adulthood.

      Turning right into the passageway between two commercial buildings, Brian gained ground on the kid and jumped over a trash can that was knocked into his path. They were just about to reach the other end of the alley when Rafe appeared in the unmarked car, slamming on the brakes and coming to a screeching halt, obstructing the exit. The suspect tried to skirt around the blockade, but Brian reached out and grabbed the back of his white T-shirt, spinning him around, belly first, into the hood of the car.

      “Hands behind your head,” he barked, using his body weight to keep the kid from running off again or getting hold of any weapons he might have on him.

      The suspect fought unsuccessfully to get free. “Get off me!”

      With Rafe's help, Brian handcuffed the squirming teen’s wrists behind his back. Ignoring the demands to let him go, which quickly turned into begging, he patted him down for weapons and/or drugs. Other than finding a wallet and a set of keys in the pockets of a pair of baggy jeans, Brian came up empty-handed. He dragged the suspect to the rear passenger door, opened it, and pushed him in. Even if the kid got his hands free, he wouldn't be able to escape—missing door handles and a metal cage separating the front and back seats would prevent it.

      Brian slammed the door shut and sighed heavily as Rafe used his handheld radio to let their district’s command center know they had one in custody. The dispatcher acknowledged him, and within seconds, one of the other agents announced they’d nabbed their suspect as well. Two out of four wasn't bad. Hopefully, one of them got chatty and gave up some intel on an upcoming drug deal or any of the numerous cold cases clogging up the system.

      As Rafe circled to the driver's side of the vehicle, Brian climbed into the passenger seat and glanced over his shoulder, not recognizing the suspect. He looked a few years younger than the others he was hanging out with. But it wouldn’t be a surprise if there were a warrant out for him too.

      “What's your name, kid?”

      The brooding teenager just stared out the window, remaining silent. Brian didn't push as Rafe put the vehicle in drive and headed toward the SBI district office in Elizabeth City. Letting suspects stew a while and come down from an adrenaline high usually loosened their lips.

      Fifteen minutes later, they were in the booking area, where both teams processed their respective detainees. The teens were patted down once more as a precaution and had their shoes and belts removed. The second suspect was one of the gangbangers who was known to have several warrants out for him. He was a drug dealer, a middle-level member of the Devil’s Crew, and looking at his third strike. So, with any luck, he would want to make a deal to avoid a lengthy prison sentence that put him in his fifties before he was paroled. Brian doubted it, though. Most of these fuckers would rather do prison time than rat on their brotherhood, which could result in a death sentence not sanctioned by law.

      As he filled out the paperwork, Rafe stood beside him, cursing under his breath. Brian glanced up and raised his eyebrows. “What's up?”

      His partner held open their suspect’s wallet with a driver’s limited learner permit in full view. Andrew Bingham. The last name sounded familiar, and Brian struggled to remember where he’d heard it before. Then Rafe showed him a small photo stuck in a clear plastic sleeve on the other side of the wallet.

      Shit. That's where he knew the name from. This wouldn’t go over well. Shaking his head, Brian glanced at the kid, who suddenly looked younger than his sixteen years and ready to cry. Nope, this wouldn’t go over well at all.
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        * * *

      

      Tess Bingham slowly but efficiently stitched the chest cavity of the deceased man, on whom the medical examiner had just finished an autopsy. Prepping and closing the bodies were among her many duties as Dr. Peter Hansen's assistant—a position she held in the Dare County coroner's office for the past four years.

      Some of her friends thought it was creepy that she worked with the dead, but Tess loved her job. She’d always wanted to become a doctor herself, but after tragically losing her parents in a car accident, the then twenty-one-year-old had taken on the responsibility of raising her younger brother.

      There was no way she could have done that while attending medical school, with its demanding coursework and clinical requirements. Instead, with the college credits she had already earned, she only needed to complete three online courses to finish her bachelor’s degree in biology, which allowed her to take the job with the coroner’s office. But once Andy went off to college, she hoped she might finally have the chance to pursue medical school.

      She loved her brother, Andy, but he was a typical teenager, susceptible to peer pressure, and occasionally got into trouble while still grieving the loss of their parents. So far, his problems were all school-related, resulting in a few detentions—nothing too serious. But Tess feared that, despite his excellent grades, he might really screw up someday. If that happened, there was a strong possibility the state would put him in a foster home or juvenile detention until he turned eighteen. He could face expulsion or, at the very least, lose out on several scholarships he might be eligible for.

      After she finished closing the car accident victim’s chest, she covered him with a sheet. He was a large man, and she would have to wait until one of the other two M.E. assistants returned from lunch to help move the body onto a stretcher. They would then place him in one of the morgue’s refrigerated drawers until he was released to a funeral home. In the meantime, Tess sterilized the scalpels, saws, and other equipment used during the autopsy. Once that was done, there was paperwork to file, samples to take to the lab, and the metal exam table to clean and rinse.

      Hopefully, that was her last autopsy of the day. There’d been three others earlier. And those were only the ones Dr. Hansen did. He and two other medical examiners covered all of Dare County, and some days were far more hectic than others. Today had been somewhere in between—busy but not too busy. If all went well, Tess could leave on time and then stop at the supermarket. She wanted to actually cook something that night instead of ordering takeout or microwaving frozen dinners. The last two weeks had been one or the other, and she was tired of them.

      An hour later, only one more body had arrived at the morgue, and Clark Emery would assist Dr. Kristina Winiecke with it, so Tess went into the locker room to change out of her scrubs and work shoes. After throwing on her jeans, a short-sleeved knit shirt, and clean, white sneakers, she let down her messy ponytail, brushed her hair, grabbed her purse, then headed toward the rear entrance of the building. The staff had their own assigned section in the back parking lot, which was also reserved for morgue vehicles and funeral home pickups.

      She pushed open the door to the records/reception office, and before she reached the door to the lobby, Patty Flynn, the front desk clerk for the past twenty-two years, flagged her down. “Tess, you have a phone call.” The older woman raised her eyebrows and fanned her face. “It’s that hunky Special Agent Malone. What I wouldn’t give for a night with him.”

      Rolling her eyes, Tess stopped beside Patty’s desk. “I assume you have him on hold, and he didn’t hear that.”

      “Hey, I might be sixty-two, but I’m not dead yet. That man is fine. And of course I have him on hold. The last thing I need is a sexual harassment charge seven months before I retire.”

      An amused smile spread across Tess’s face. Patty was a hoot, and they would all miss her when she was gone. Taking the phone handset from the other woman, Tess punched the flashing button to connect the call. It wasn’t unusual for members of the various local law enforcement agencies to contact her and ask questions about a case if Dr. Hansen wasn’t around. She knew practically everything he did after an autopsy.

      However, that didn’t explain why her heart rate spiked at the mere mention of Agent Brian Malone. Patty was right—the man was a hunk. But he was also a huge flirt and a love ’em and leave ’em kind of guy. The latter she heard through the local law enforcement gossip mill. Even if he weren’t a love ’em and leave ’em kind of guy, no way would Tess mix business with pleasure. She also didn’t have time to date, between working, raising her brother, and maintaining their home. For now, romance was completely out of the question, especially with someone she knew through the ME’s office.

      Reminding herself this was a professional call, she said, “Hello, this is Tess. What can I do for you, Agent Malone?”

      “Um, yeah, Tess. Hi. I... uh... I hate to call you like this, but I’m afraid I have your brother at the SBI District Office, and I need you to come down here.”

      All thoughts of the hunky man on the other end of the phone flew from her mind. “What! Is—is he okay? What did he do? Is he⁠—”

      Brian interrupted her panicked line of questioning. “He’s fine, Tess. He hasn’t been charged with anything, so he’ll be released into your custody. I’ll explain what happened when you get here.”

      “O-okay. Um, I was actually on my way out the door at work. I can be there in about ten minutes or so.”

      “That’s fine. Drive carefully. Andy is okay, so there’s no need to race over here. When you get to the front desk, tell them you’re here to see me, and they’ll send you back.”

      Letting out a heavy breath, Tess tried to calm down. If Brian said Andy was okay, then he was. The man might be a playboy when it came to dating women, but she knew he was a complete professional while at work. He sat in on several of her autopsies before, with and without his partner, Rafe Montoya, and she never had a problem with either of them. Well, except when Brian’s gaze met hers, and her girlie parts took notice of the man’s good looks.

      Ugh. She brought her brain out of the gutter. “Okay, I’ll be there in a few.”

      She handed the disconnected phone back to Patty, who wore a sympathetic expression. “Is Andy okay?”

      “According to Agent Malone, he is. That will probably change when I get my hands on the little twerp.” She paused. “Patty, I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

      When tears filled Tess’s eyes, and her lip quivered, the clerk stood and pulled her into a motherly hug. “You’re a strong woman, Tessa Marie Bingham. Everyone here knows that. You’re doing the best you can do for that boy—he’s just growing up and testing his boundaries, as they all do. If I told you stories of what my boys did when they were Andy’s age, you’d understand where I got all these gray hairs from.”

      She let go of Tess and grabbed a box of tissues from the corner of her desk. “Now, dry those eyes, drive carefully, and go flirt with Agent Malone instead of beating the daylights out of your brother. You don’t want any witnesses around when you do that—especially not the cops.”

      A barked laugh escaped Tess, and she wiped her tears away with a tissue. “Thank you. What am I going to do without you?”

      “Don’t you worry. I’ll still stop in to see everyone now and then, and you can always call me. You’ve become like a daughter to me, Tess—please don’t ever forget that.”

      Tess gave the older woman a brief hug. “I won’t. Thank you.”

      After saying goodbye, Tess hurried out to the parking lot and hopped into her car. She spent the entire drive to the local SBI office trying to forget how sexy Brian Malone’s voice had sounded over the phone and convincing herself not to kill her brother when she saw him. She only succeeded with the latter—one out of two wasn’t bad, right?
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      After receiving a call from the agent manning the front desk that Tess had arrived, Brian met her in the lobby. His gut clenched at the worry in her hazel eyes. Despite his reassurances that her brother was unharmed and not under arrest, he was certain she wouldn’t relax until she laid eyes on Andy.

      It took him a moment to realize she wasn’t dressed in her usual scrubs. It was the first time he’d seen her in everyday clothes. Her chestnut-colored hair was down—another first for him—and appeared silky smooth. His fingers itched to touch it. He’d always thought she was cute, but now, in those snug faded jeans and a blue V-neck top that only gave him a hint of her cleavage, she had his dick stirring in his dress pants.

      Reminding himself what she was here for, he held out his hand. “Sorry about this, Tess.”

      “I highly doubt it’s your fault, Agent Malone,” she responded, briefly shaking his hand and then pulling from his grasp again.

      “I think after all the autopsies I’ve attended with you and Dr. Hansen, you can call me Brian.” After all, he always called her by her first name—things weren’t that formal behind the scenes at the coroner’s office.

      “Okay... Brian.”

      He gestured for her to follow him back to the investigation bureau. “I’ll take you to Andy, and then we’ll talk.”

      “Thank you.”

      She still hadn’t relaxed, but hopefully that would change in a few minutes. Brian knew all about how her parents were killed in a car accident a few years ago. Even though he hadn’t been on the call, it was big news locally. A tractor-trailer they were directly behind blew and shredded a tire, sending large chunks of hard rubber sailing through the air and striking the windshield of Eli and Pam Bingham’s sedan. Tess’s father lost control of the vehicle, drove off the road, and rolled down an embankment. The husband and wife were both pronounced dead at the scene. And just like that, Tess’s and Andy’s lives changed forever. Tess had needed to drop her medical school plans and raise her then twelve-year-old brother. Brian doubted things had been easy on them, but he was sure Tess was doing everything she could to keep her brother out of foster care and juvie.

      He unlocked and opened the door to the interrogation room, where the kid had been cooling his heels, and let Tess enter first.

      “Andy!”

      Relief tinged with shame bloomed on the boy’s face as he stood. Tess pulled him into her arms and hugged him tightly. Closing the door, Brian leaned against the wall, giving the siblings a moment together.

      Tess finally grasped Andy’s shoulders and pushed him back to arm’s length. “Now, what is going on? What did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything, Tess, I⁠—”

      Brian cleared his throat. “If you both take a seat, I’ll explain what happened, Tess.”

      The teenager scowled. “You know him?”

      “Yes, I know most of the agents from here and the local police officers. They sit in on autopsies, and I talk to them on the phone a lot about cases.”

      Frowning, Andy eyed him, probably trying to figure out if that was the only thing going on between his sister and the cop. Brian returned the intense stare, silently reminding the kid that he was the one in trouble at the moment.

      Andy finally glanced away, and Brian pulled out one of the three chairs at the table. “Have a seat, Tess. Can I get you some water or a soda?”

      She sat and shook her head. “No, thank you. I’d really just like to know what’s going on, Agent Malone.”

      Deciding not to correct her about using his title in front of Andy, Brian pointed at the seat the teen had occupied for the last half hour. “Sit.”

      Once his command was obeyed, Brian took the last chair and sat back, crossing one ankle over the opposite knee. “Andy was hanging out with some members of the Devil’s Crew—a street gang.”

      Andy interrupted, “I told you⁠—”

      Tess held up her hand. “Quiet. I’ll let you tell me your side after Agent Malone is finished.”

      Her brother rolled his eyes but didn’t say another word. Instead, he crossed his arms and dropped his gaze to the table with his mouth set in a thin line. Tess’s attention returned to Brian, who continued. “He told me he was walking from school to a computer store a few blocks over from where we spotted him. Andy said he knows who the guys are, but he’s not involved with them. One of them stepped into his path and started asking him questions, preventing him from passing. I can’t verify that because they were talking when we pulled into the parking lot across the street and spotted them. Two of the gang members had warrants out for them, and they all ran when we approached. Andy took off, too, so that made him fair game to haul him in for questioning. It wasn’t until after we got him down to booking that we found out he was your brother.”

      Tess’s hazel eyes narrowed in confusion. “So, he’s under arrest?”

      “No, he’s not. As I said, he was brought in for questioning. Unlike the other guy we caught, Andy didn’t have any drugs or weapons on him.” Brian watched as some of the tension left her stiff shoulders. An image of him giving them a massage, while she was naked, popped into his sometimes-perverted mind, and he shoved it out again. The last thing he needed right then was a hard-on.

      He’d always thought Tess was pretty, but meeting with her outside the morgue—even under the current circumstances—had him seeing her in a different light. He and Rafe both innocently flirted with her a few times at the coroner’s office, just as they did with ER nurses, the female court clerks, and other women they often met through their jobs. However, neither had ever crossed the line with any of them.

      Although truth be told, Rafe probably regretted not asking out a certain FBI profiler who had come from Quantico to help with a serial killer a few months ago. She was also a friend of Sean’s, and it had been obvious to both Malone brothers that Rafe had more than a passing interest in the beautiful psychologist. But Brian and his partner had seen far too many law enforcement members get screwed in on-the-job flings or relationships, so neither pissed in their own sandbox. As he studied Tess, Brian began to regret the personal oath he’d made long ago.
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        * * *

      

      It was a huge relief to hear Andy didn’t have any drugs or weapons on him when he was stopped, not that she thought he would have. She had no reason to believe he was involved with the local drug scene at all. However, she knew a few of her own high school classmates who were able to hide their addictions from their friends and family until they either overdosed or got arrested.

      She tried to be vigilant, keeping an eye on what Andy was up to, but she also wanted to give him a little leeway. He would be an adult in two years, but still had some growing up to do. Despite a few incidents at school—cutting classes to hang out at a friend’s house, participating in relatively harmless pranks, and fighting with another male student who’d harassed a girl in Andy’s computer class—he was a good kid. She knew that with their parents gone, and her having to learn how to raise him by trial and error, things could be a lot worse.

      Turning in her seat, she regarded her brother. He was growing up so fast and looking more like a man every day. He sported a small mustache and a goatee that he let grow out about a month ago. It made him appear older, and she wasn’t ready for that yet.

      Reaching across the table, Tess placed her hand on his arm. “Do you know those boys?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve seen them and their buddies around. I only know a few of their names from other people, but that’s it. I don’t hang out with them. I swear, Tess, I was just walking to Cyberline, and Diego got in my face.”

      Cyberline Computers was a local store Andy liked to hang out in after school for a bit. He was a whiz at computers, and Tess hoped he maintained his good grades to get into a college where he could get a degree in the field. She’d put most of her parents’ life insurance money and the settlement the siblings received from the trucking company into safe investments for her brother’s future tuition, thanks to the firm where her father had worked for years. Hopefully, Andy would win a few scholarships to offset the cost of a four-year college.

      “What did he want?”

      “He asked me where I was going, and then he asked if I wanted to make some extra money. I said no, and next thing I know, the cops are yelling for everyone to freeze.” His gaze dropped to the table again. “Everyone ran. I didn’t know what was going on and got scared, so I ran too.” He jutted his chin toward the lawman. “He chased me and threw me over the hood of the police car.”

      “What?” Tess glared at Brian, ready to bawl him out, but he rolled his soft brown eyes and then sat forward.

      “I did not throw him over the hood of the car. Don’t lie to your sister, Andy. I turned on my body cam before we approached and announced ourselves. So did my partners. Everything was recorded.” His gaze met Tess’s. “When I finally caught up to him, I grabbed him by the back of the shirt and shoved him against the car to handcuff him. Remember, I didn’t know who he was and why he was running from me. He could’ve had a weapon on him for all I knew. I can show you the video if you want.”

      She knew the SBI had issued body cams to their agents after an incident last year when one of them was falsely accused of shooting an unarmed man and planting a gun on him after the fact. The agent was vindicated, though, when a nearby business’s security camera showed what truly happened.

      Tess glanced at Andy, and when she saw his guilty expression, she knew he’d exaggerated a bit. After a moment, she faced Brian and shook her head. “No, that’s okay. I believe you.” She shifted in her chair. “So, what happens now?”

      Brian lifted his open palms, then dropped them again. “Since he’s underage, I couldn’t question him until you got here. What I repeated to you was stuff he said on his own...” He scowled at Andy. “...despite being told several times to be quiet, as I brought him up here from booking. That was for your own good, kid. I didn’t want you to say anything that might incriminate you. If you did, it would’ve been on the record even though I wasn’t interrogating you and hadn’t read you your rights. So—God forbid—something like this happens again, keep your trap shut until your sister or a lawyer gets here.”

      His gaze softened as it returned to Tess. “I’d like to ask him some questions, with your consent, and then you get to take him home. As I said, he’s not being charged with anything, so it would be an interview, not an interrogation.” That was another relief to hear. “You can also tell me to stop at any time. I’m not trying to pin anything on him, so no trick questions. I actually believe he’s not in with those idiots, but I’d like to hear if he knows anything about them that we haven’t come across yet. We’ve been trying to get them off the streets for a while now, but we haven’t been able to get hard-core evidence on some of them.”

      Tess appreciated how straightforward the man was being. She’d learned some of the state’s criminal procedure law through her job, but it was nice that he made certain she understood everything. “Okay. You can ask him questions.”

      Andy frowned at her but didn’t object. Good—because she was interested in hearing his answers as much as Brian was.
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      Watching Tess escort her younger brother to the parking lot, Brian tried to keep his gaze off her ass. It was difficult to do because it was almost made for his big hands to cup and squeeze. Damn it! Why did he suddenly feel attracted to her? He’d known her for a few years, but only on a professional level. Now, out of nowhere, he was interested in getting to know her on a personal one.

      It appeared she was doing her best to raise Andy. The kid might be going through the usual teenage crap like getting into trouble at school—Brian found that out during the interview—but it was evident he loved and respected his sister.

      “Wow, is that Tess? I never knew she had such a hot body under those loose scrubs.”

      Pivoting, Brian glared at his partner, who’d come from behind and stopped next to him. “Knock it off.”

      Pulling his gaze from Tess, Rafe laughed when he noticed Brian’s annoyed expression. “Hmm. When did you start getting a hard-on for her? Not that I want to look down to confirm it or anything.”

      He growled, then headed back toward the bureau’s bullpen. Fortunately, Rafe didn’t keep razzing him. If he had, all Brian would need to do was bring up Dr. Suki Ralston, the FBI psychologist, and that would’ve shut the dark-haired man up.

      “So, the kid’s not involved with the Crew?” Rafe asked, following Brian into the bureau.

      “No, thank God. Tess has got her hands full raising him, but after talking with him, I’m convinced he’s got nothing to do with them. He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      After asking Andy a bunch of questions for over half an hour, Brian hadn’t gotten any intel he hadn’t been aware of already. The Devil’s Crew was your typical street gang—territorial drug dealers, car thieves, burglars, and robbers. Some members were serving short sentences in the local county jail for misdemeanors, while others were doing hard time in prison. But like he’d told Tess, plenty of gang members were still out there, being menaces to society. Andy said he knew who they were through other students in his high school but avoided them whenever possible because they were bad news. Andy was a computer geek, not a hardened criminal in the making.

      As Brian sat at his desk to work on a few reports and cases, his cell phone rang. Glancing at the screen, he smiled and then answered the call. “Hey, Moriah. How’s my favorite sister-in-law?”

      Her laughter rang out. “I’m your only sister-in-law, Bri. At least until Grace and Sean get married in September.”

      “True. So, what’s up?”

      “KC and I are bringing Megan down to the beach house for the weekend for Uncle Dan’s birthday. I wanted to know if you needed anything from the NEX? I already spoke to Sean and got his order.”

      Living just off the naval base in Little Creek, Virginia, Moriah taught elementary school while KC worked as a SEAL instructor. With access to the NEX—a tax-free department store on base offering everything from household goods to clothing at discounted prices—she’d gotten into the habit of asking family if they needed anything whenever they made a trip. When they visited Whisper, they stayed at Uncle Dan’s beach house, since he’d moved into the apartment above his hardware store a few years earlier.

      “Um, I’m sure I need a few things. Can I text you a list later after I get home?”

      “Of course. Oh, and by the way, we picked up the portrait. It came out amazing! Dan is going to love it.” The Malone brothers had been wracking their brains trying to think of a birthday present for the amazing man who’d adopted his brother’s children as his own after their parents’ deaths. If it hadn’t been for Dan, the siblings would have ended up in foster care.

      They’d almost run out of ideas for a special gift when Moriah suggested a painted family portrait. The last time she and KC had brought Megan for a visit, she’d taken a photo of Dan, KC, Sean, Brian, Megan, and Dan’s dog, Jinx, posing on the beach. She then gave it to an artist friend on the Navy base to recreate the image on a canvas. When Brian had asked why Moriah, Grace, and Bonnie Whitman, Dan’s girlfriend and Grace’s aunt, hadn’t joined in the picture, Bonnie responded that they’d be added after Brian found the woman he would marry one day.

      His response had been, “Well, that’s never going to happen, so get in the damn photo.”

      The women had all scoffed and rolled their eyes. No matter what Brian said, he hadn’t been able to convince them he was a bachelor for life. When Sean, KC, and Dan told him to shut the hell up and let them take the picture, he finally surrendered.

      Brian was happy his brothers and uncle had fallen in love with their women, but he’d never met someone who made him think about settling down and having kids someday. He liked living alone and didn’t want some woman moving in, redecorating, and messing with his routines. And don’t even get him started on the idea of kids. Yeah, he loved Megan, but he’d been scared as hell to hold her when she was an infant, terrified he would drop her. Although he would admit to being in awe watching KC with his daughter during the first few times they visited Whisper after the little girl was born. The big, bad Navy SEAL had changed her dirty diapers, fed her, and carried her around like he’d been doing it all his life. He hadn’t even blinked when she’d puked formula all over his new shirt. It took everything in Brian not to barf up his own dinner after seeing that. He’d grown much more comfortable around Megan since her first birthday rolled around two months earlier, but he couldn’t wait until she was a little older and not so fragile.

      After finishing his chat with Moriah, Brian tossed the cell phone on his desk. He was about to dive into his paperwork when his landline rang. The caller ID read “Coastal District’s Assistant Director,” and Brian picked up the handset. “Malone.”

      “Grab Montoya and head out to Highway 344 and Herrington Road. Fatal three-car accident—at least two dead and one critical. A trunkful of narcotics was found in one of the vehicles—the driver is in custody with minor injuries. Troopers secured the scene. SBI was requested for the stash.”

      “Shit.”

      Sitting at the desk across from him, Rafe set down the report he’d been reviewing and narrowed his eyes at Brian, waiting to hear what had prompted the curse.

      “My words exactly,” AD Johanssen replied. “I’ll let them know you’re on your way.”

      Setting the handset back on its cradle, Brian stood. “Let’s go, partner. The day just went to hell.”
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        * * *

      

      “Go study for your finals. I’ll clean up.” Tess stood and picked up the paper plates they’d used for their pizza dinner. So much for making a home-cooked meal. By the time they left the SBI district office, she’d been in no mood to go food shopping and told Andy to call in an order to their favorite pizzeria on the way home.

      It didn’t take long to restore order to the kitchen in the three-bedroom home they grew up in. Without their folks, the place was big for them, but neither sibling could bring themselves to agree to sell it and move somewhere else. Between Tess’s salary and dividends from their investments, they were able to cover the mortgage and bills. Tess hoped someday one of them would raise a family in the home, but the way her nonexistent love life was going, her sixteen-year-old brother would probably be married with kids before she was.

      The last time she went out with a guy had been months ago—a blind date a friend had set her up on that was boring as hell. Why Nikki had thought Tess would be compatible with a guy who couldn’t stay off his phone for more than five minutes was beyond comprehension. Then the jerk had gotten offended when she declined a second date. Tess wasn’t even sure they could classify that night as a first date. Even the waitress at the restaurant had rolled her eyes and shaken her head when she noticed the guy was more interested in updating his social media accounts than talking to Tess.

      When he went to the restrooms, taking his phone with him, the waitress asked if Tess needed help getting out of the date. She’d been willing to spill something in his lap—accidentally. Tess laughed but told the woman she’d be fine. As soon as the bill came, Tess paid her half, then dryly thanked her date for a good time, but said she didn’t think they had anything in common to see each other again. He couldn’t understand why and went on an obnoxious rant about her to Nikki the next day. Tess’s friend had already gotten the scoop by that point, apologized to her, and agreed never to set her up on any more blind dates.

      After pouring herself a half glass of the Merlot she favored on occasion, then grabbing her e-reader from the kitchen counter, Tess sat on the couch in the family room and turned on the news. The anchorwoman was in the middle of a report about a fatal accident on Highway 344, which also resulted in a large drug bust. Tess stared as the picture switched to a live video at the scene. She winced at the sight of the crumpled sedan in the background, partially covered by a large blue tarp and surrounded by emergency personnel. Three people had been killed—two women were pronounced dead at the scene, while a third victim, a woman in her twenties, died at the hospital. Their names hadn’t been released yet, pending proper identification and notification to the next of kin.

      The camera panned left to show an SUV with heavy front-end damage being dragged onto the tow truck’s bed. Debris was scattered across the roadway as police detoured traffic around the scene and kept bystanders from getting in the way of the accident investigation team. Tess’s eyebrows shot up when she saw Special Agents Malone and Montoya placing a handcuffed man—probably the drug dealer—into the back of a marked patrol car in a clip that stated it was recorded earlier. They must have gotten the call shortly after Tess and Andy left the SBI office. Both men’s mouths were flat, and their body language was stoic. She knew it was common for police officers to blank their expressions when escorting suspects when cameras were present. They weren’t supposed to smile, laugh, appear enraged, or express any other emotion. It was considered unprofessional, and many police departments had rules about it in their protocols.

      The picture switched back to the on-scene reporter who wrapped up the story with a promise to update it after a scheduled police department press conference the next morning. Well, it was obvious the three victims would be on the autopsy schedule tomorrow. Hopefully, by then, they would already be identified by family members. It was the one part of her job she hated more than anything—that moment when a family member lost hope there might have been a mistake, and it wasn’t their loved one lying under a white sheet. Some people quietly sobbed, others shook their heads in disbelief, stood completely still, or turned away. The worst, though, was when wails of grief echoed off the walls, and Tess could hear them clearly through the plexiglass separating her and the deceased from the family members and their police escort.

      Tess’s thoughts returned to Brian Malone. If he and Rafe made the arrest, they would probably be at the morgue in the morning. The two agents might not sit in on all three autopsies but would want to be there for the preliminaries and ask the medical examiners a few questions. They would need some information to pass on to the district attorney assigned to the case for the initial charges.

      For the first time, a little giddiness coursed through her at the thought of seeing Brian. She’d always thought he and Rafe were handsome and nice—they even flirted with her a bit, but she knew it was all innocent fun. Neither of them had ever been crude to her or any of the other women they interacted with at the ME’s office. Tess had never been bothered by their joking and teasing, since a lot of the cops flirted with her. However, some of them had come a tad too close to crossing the line into unprofessionalism. She had no problem putting those jackasses in their place.

      The first time it happened, not long after she’d been hired, Dr. Hansen almost stepped in to intervene, but Tess gave the young rookie a verbal dressing-down that led him to apologize for his behavior. Hansen had given her a wink and a thumbs-up from inside a dead man’s chest. She’d been surprised the next day when the officer returned with a bouquet of flowers. He repeated his apology and said he deserved to have his ass handed to him. Tess hadn’t experienced a problem with him since. In fact, she’d learned that he'd recently gotten engaged to a lovely woman.

      As the news switched over to the weather report, Tess’s cell phone rang, and she answered it after glancing at the screen. “Hi, Patty.”

      “Hi, sweetie. I’m just calling to make sure everything is all right with Andy.”

      Tess grabbed the remote, lowered the TV volume, and then settled deeper into the couch’s cushions. “Yes, he’s fine. He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Agent Malone released him to me after asking a bunch of questions about a street gang.”

      “Street gang? What made that hunky agent think Andy was in a street gang?”

      She smiled at the defensive tone coupled with the “hunky” description. “Like I said, wrong place, wrong time. He was heading to check out some new game that came out at the computer shop he likes. As he walked by some gang members, one of them stopped him to ask a question. Andy was just about to move on when the agents approached because a few of them had warrants. He panicked and ran when the others did. The agents didn’t know who he was, so he got swept up in the arrests, but they didn’t charge him with anything. Agent Malone said he believed Andy when he said he didn’t hang out with them. He’s in his room now, studying for his finals, and I’m having a well-deserved glass of Merlot.”

      “Good for you. Before you go to bed, though, make sure your windows are shut and your patio umbrella is down. They’re predicting thunderstorms with high winds and possibly hail heading our way. They’ve already done quite a bit of damage southwest of us.”

      Tess glanced at the muted TV as the weatherman showed a graphic of the large, approaching storm. Dare County was right in the middle of its path. Great.

      After chatting with Patty for a few more minutes, Tess disconnected the call, stood, and strode into the kitchen. Peeking out the back door, she surveyed the patio. The chairs and table were heavy enough not to be tossed about, and the umbrella was down and tied in place. When she checked the front of the house, she noticed the recycling bins were still at the end of the drive. Instead of asking Andy to do the chore, Tess ran out and returned the bins to the garage. Once back in the house, she turned on the AC, then went around from room to room, shutting all the windows. It was cool enough inside with the evening air coming in, but it wouldn’t take long for the house to heat up with the windows closed.

      Returning to the family room, she got comfortable again, picked up her glass of wine, and powered up her e-reader. As she read about the hot, alpha hero and strong, independent heroine in author Riley Edwards’s new release, Tess’s mind began to replace the main male character with a certain handsome special agent and herself as the woman he eventually falls in love with.

      What the hell is up with that?
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      Four hours later, an explosion jolted Tess awake in her bed, her heart thumping wildly as if trying to escape her chest. The deafening crash had come from the other side of the house. Throwing off her covers, she jumped up, confused and scared, and tried to turn on her bedside lamp to no avail. The power was out, but she found her cell phone on her nightstand, brought the screen out of sleep mode, and turned on its flashlight so she could see. Seconds later, Andy burst into her room, his eyes wide in alarm. “Holy shit, Tess! What was that? Are you okay?”

      With a shaky hand, she reached for her bathrobe. Lightning flashed outside her window, moments before thunder roared overhead. The heavy rain came down in sheets as the wind rattled the windows. “I—I’m fine. What the hell happened?”

      “I don’t know,” her brother responded as he spun around and hurried out into the hall with Tess following. It didn’t take long for them to figure out what, in fact, had happened. Andy stopped short at the entrance to the family room—or what had once been the family room. A large elm tree that had stood in the backyard for longer than Tess was alive had crashed through the roof and the back of the house, landing right where she’d been relaxing on the couch earlier. The downpour whipped in through the massive hole, and more lightning crackled through the air, followed almost immediately by booming thunder.

      A pounding on the front door was accompanied by their next-door neighbor, Al Reynolds, shouting, “Andy! Tess! Are you okay? Open the door! Andy? Tess?”

      Andy hurried over and unlocked the door, letting the middle-aged, soaking-wet volunteer fireman in. Relief flashed in his eyes. “Thank God. I just got back from a call out... was in the house for maybe two or three minutes, then heard the tree cracking, followed by the crash.” He held up his cell phone. “I’ll call it in.”

      Tess’s body trembled from the drop in adrenaline and the shock. The family room was destroyed, and outside, the storm still raged. Their neighbors across the street, Frank and Amelia Carbone, were the next ones through the still unlocked front door. They wore raincoats over their pajamas, not that the outer garments did much to protect against the ongoing deluge. The couple had lived in the neighborhood for as long as the Bingham family, and Tess went to school with their twin daughters.

      While Frank eyed the damage and let out a low whistle, Amelia rushed over to the siblings. “Oh, my God, Tess, Andy, are you okay?”

      Somehow, Tess managed to pull her attention from the wreckage and nodded. “Yes, Mrs. Carbone. W-we were both in bed.”

      “Dear Lord, thank goodness.” She glanced at the opening in the roof as Al told Frank the police and fire departments were on their way, then turned back to Tess and Andy. “Why don’t you gather your things and come over to our house? I’m not sure what the police and fire department can do right now, but you can’t stay here tonight.”

      “I—I don’t⁠—”

      Al went out the rear kitchen door to survey the damage from the patio, while Frank joined the rest of them, still standing in the hallway. He interrupted what Tess was about to say. “Amelia’s right, Tess. Both of you grab a bag of clothes and things for the morning. You can get anything else you need tomorrow. Al said the fire department will make sure the gas and electrical lines aren’t damaged, then cover up the hole with tarps for the night. The building inspector will have to look things over in the morning, along with your insurance company. Then we’ll get the guys from the neighborhood over here with chainsaws. Once the tree is out, we’ll help you recover anything salvageable in there.”

      Tess was still in shock and didn’t move as tears filled her eyes. Many sentimental items were in the damaged room—photos of their parents, a beautiful quilt their mother had made, memorabilia from family vacations when the siblings were younger, their dad’s leather-bound collection of classics, and much more.

      Her brother put his arm around her shoulder. “C’mon, sis. It’ll be okay. Let’s grab our things.” At that moment, he sounded older than his sixteen years—as if he sensed she was seconds away from falling apart and needed his support.

      Silently, Tess let her brother lead her back toward their bedrooms. Not for the first time that day, she wondered how much more bad luck, tragedy, and worry over Andy and everything else she could take before she had a nervous breakdown.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Holy cow! Are they okay?” Brian asked Patty the next morning at the coroner’s office as she explained the dreadful reason for Tess’s absence after he and Rafe arrived for the autopsies on yesterday’s fatal car accident victims. Due to the amount of drugs recovered at the scene, the SBI had taken over the entire case. The suspect was high as a kite at the time, so three counts of vehicular homicide would be added to the charges.

      “Yes, thank goodness. It came down in the family room, and they were both sleeping in their bedrooms on the other side of the house when it happened. When I spoke to her about an hour ago, the building inspector had just arrived, and the insurance company was sending someone out. The fire department covered the opening with tarps last night to keep any more rain from getting in and flooding the other rooms. That poor girl. She’s been through so much these past few years.” She shook her head sadly. “But, she’s strong—I’ll give her that. She and Andy will get through this too. I just wish I had room in my condo for them to stay with me, but it’s only a one-bedroom.”

      Rafe frowned. “Where are they going to stay?”

      “I don’t know. Right now, they’re at a neighbor’s house, but from what she told me, the Red Cross will find them a place. I’m sure it’ll be weeks before the insurance money comes through and longer than that for the damage to be repaired.”

      Brian felt awful—Tess needed this like a fish needed feet. He wished there was some way he could help her and Andy. He was about to ask Patty if she knew of anything he could do for them when an idea popped into his head. Pulling out his cell phone, he told Rafe he’d meet him in the autopsy suite in a few minutes and then stepped out into the lobby. Hitting a speed-dial button, he waited for the call to be answered.
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