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        Thanks for reading!

        Nicole Edwards

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Friday, August 5, 2022

      

      

      The sliding door at the back of the house flew open, dragging Brantley Walker’s attention from the iPad in his hands to the woman taking refuge inside his house.

      “Hell yes! I smell coffee!”

      He set his tablet down and regarded his best friend with a frown. “Not from outside, you didn’t.”

      “Pregnancy nose, B. Keep up.” Jessica James, a.k.a. JJ to anyone who knew her, slid the door closed harder than necessary. “Tell me there’s coffee, B.”

      “Is that really a thing?”

      Her eyebrows slammed down. “Coffee?”

      “Pregnancy nose.”

      “Yes.”

      “Really?”

      She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes.

      “Can you track scents like Tesha?”

      Amusement glittered in her eyes. “I see what you’re doin’.”

      “Do you?”

      “Yes.”

      “What am I doing?”

      “You’re tryin’ to distract me. That, or you’re stalling. Which is it?”

      “Why would I do either?”

      “You don’t want to share your coffee.”

      He flashed a smile and picked up his mug. “You can’t have coffee.”

      “Sure I can.” She rushed toward the kitchen island, moving as fast as her pregnant belly would allow. “Just don’t tell Baz.”

      Although JJ was the one to put herself on a caffeine diet, she’d enlisted Baz to hold her to it. And Brantley got the feeling JJ was just as worried about disappointing her baby’s daddy as she was overdosing her unborn baby on caffeine. Love really did look good on her.

      Brantley glanced out the door to ensure Baz wasn’t standing there, ready to bust him. He knew if the man caught him supplying coffee to JJ and their unborn daughter, he would not be happy. It was bad enough that each week he had to hear at what stage their child was in—based on the book JJ was reading, at twenty-nine weeks, the baby was now over a foot long and close to two and a half pounds. He seriously doubted something that size needed the caffeine.

      “Come on, B,” JJ pleaded. “I promise, the peanut won’t care.”

      Peanut was the nickname they’d given their unborn child back before they found out the sex of the baby. Now that they knew, he wasn’t sure why they didn’t refer to her as princess or baby doll or some other unnecessary nickname. It would’ve been simpler if they’d given her a name already. Then Brantley could start learning it, and he wouldn’t risk forgetting by the time she arrived.

      If she ever got here. No one told him that pregnancies—while being nine months long—felt like they lasted an eternity. He couldn’t remember his sisters’ pregnancies dragging on like this. He couldn’t imagine how JJ felt.

      The coast was clear, so Brantley set his mug on the counter and turned to the refrigerator.

      “Oh, I love you, B.” JJ pulled out a stool and dropped her laptop bag on the countertop. “More than you could ever know. Cream, please.”

      He grabbed the bottle off the top shelf, shut the door, and turned back to his best friend.

      “I swear, I won’t tell⁠—”

      He passed over the bottle.

      JJ frowned. “What’s this?”

      “It’s the only form of coffee I’m allowed to give you.”

      “This is juice, Brantley.”

      He flashed another grin and picked up his mug.

      “I can’t believe you’d betray me like this,” she pouted.

      “I can’t believe you didn’t steal my cup when you had the chance.”

      JJ glared at the mug in his hand. “I would have. If I’d … thought about it.” The glare shifted to his face. “And if I’d known you were a Judas.”

      Brantley pointed toward the back door, which was now sliding open as Sebastian Buchanan, the father of the peanut and the manager of JJ’s coffee intake, stepped inside. “Talk to him about it. I’m just doin’ what I’m told.”

      “Yeah? You never do what you’re told,” she grumbled. “Why start now?” JJ turned a sweet smile on Baz. “If I break up with you, I’ll get coffee.”

      “True,” he said. “But then you won’t get my⁠—”

      JJ slapped her hand over his mouth, cutting him off.

      Baz slowly moved her hand from his mouth. “I was gonna say eggs Benedict. You won’t get my eggs Benedict. What did you think I was gonna say?” Baz asked, feigning innocence.

      JJ rolled her eyes and glanced at Brantley. “He does make really good eggs Benedict.”

      Brantley’s upper lip curled. “If that’s some kinda double entendre, I’m gonna throw up.”

      “Double entendre? For what?” JJ asked, eyes wide and sparkling with payback. “Did you think I was thinkin’ about his⁠—”

      Baz saved the day this time, placing his hand over JJ’s mouth so that the word was muffled.

      Brantley watched her eyes, noticed the smile a second before Baz pulled his hand away and wiped his slobbery palm on his jeans.

      “Penis!” she blurted.

      “JJ,” Baz scolded with amusement.

      “Penis, penis, penis,” she sang.

      Brantley couldn’t help himself; he choked on a laugh.

      “Jesus, JJ.” Baz’s face was as red as his T-shirt.

      “What?” She looked at Baz. “It’s not a bad word. He likes penises as much as I do. Plus, he’s got two. One he was born with and one he takes to bed every night.”

      JJ looked at him and cocked her head, daring him to disagree.

      Knowing she was attempting to embarrass him, Brantley waited until she took a sip of juice to look at Baz, nod, and deadpan, “It’s true. I like penises.”

      JJ snorted, then reached for a paper towel to wipe her mouth.

      “Now that we’ve got that outta the way,” Baz muttered.

      “I can’t believe you’d tease me with coffee,” JJ harrumphed.

      “I didn’t tease you. You assumed.”

      JJ’s eyes narrowed on him. “Just for that, you’re wearin’ a cummerbund to your wedding.”

      Brantley smirked. “I’ll wear whatever you want me to wear. Hell, I’ll go naked, I don’t give a fuck. As long as I’m at that altar, I don’t care.”

      JJ rolled her eyes. “You’ve gotten mushy in your old age.”

      Maybe. Or perhaps it had nothing to do with age and everything to do with the man he was marrying in forty-three days. If it weren’t for the fact JJ was planning the wedding with his mother and Reese’s, Brantley would’ve eloped by now. He didn’t care about the hoopla; he merely wanted to make Reese Tavoularis his husband.

      “Speakin’ of mushy.” JJ opened the lid on the juice. “Where’s Reese?”

      “He took Tesha to the vet.”

      JJ’s forehead creased with concern. “Somethin’ wrong?”

      “Nope. Routine shit. Something about wanting to learn how to brush her teeth correctly.”

      “There’s a wrong way to do it?” JJ said at the same time Baz said, “And the vet’s gonna show him that?”

      Brantley looked at JJ. “I don’t know.” He glanced at Baz. “Who else would show him? They don’t have dog dentists.”

      “You know this for a fact?” Baz said, deadpan.

      “I do, yes. Reese checked.”

      Baz nodded as though that made sense, then took a sip of JJ’s juice when she passed it to him.

      JJ’s eyebrow quirked. “You don’t find that weird?”

      At first, he had, yes. The same way he found it weird that Tesha sometimes slept in their bed and that she could get so excited when someone mentioned hamburgers or how “go” now seemed to be a trigger word that made her tail wag ridiculously fast.

      But his answer was, “Tesha’s his baby. I just nod and agree.”

      JJ looked at Baz. “That’s how it’s done, Detective. Nod”—she nodded her head slowly—“and agree.” Her voice dropped an octave or ten. “Yes, dear, anything you say.” She smiled. “Now you try.”

      Baz laughed but turned his attention to Brantley. “You hear anything from Charlie or Jay?”

      And just like that, Baz had redirected the train barreling down the wrong track, bringing their morning back to the work topics they usually discussed when they stopped by the house on their way to the barn.

      Brantley set down his coffee mug. “Charlie checked in last night.”

      “Is it as hot in Chicago as it is here?” JJ asked.

      “No,” he told her before looking at Baz. “Charlie said they talked to the mom who thought she was chatting with a neighbor a few doors down. She admitted she didn’t know who lived there, but whoever was on the other end knew enough about the neighborhood to sound legit.”

      It was the first person they’d found who admitted to interacting with the human trafficking ring using social media as their personal shopping center. The traffickers infiltrated online groups and posed as members of small communities to track the comings and goings of the children they were attempting to abduct. In the past year, ever since the task force had first heard of the problem, the kidnappers had successfully abducted three kids across the country. After the last one, Brantley had assigned Charlie and Jay to the case full-time, with Baz overseeing it.

      “What’s that entail?” JJ asked, then formed air quotes with her fingers. “‘They knew enough about the neighborhood.’ I mean, did they know that Susie Homemaker put her kid on the bus every morning at eight? Or that Joe Schmoe’s Doberman barks all night long? I don’t get it. How do you trust someone online when you’ve never met them face to face? Don’t they know you can learn far too many intimate details about a person and their habits just from what they post on social media?”

      That was the question of the hour. And it was true. Some people didn’t realize when they complained on Facebook or Twitter about missing their kids because they were spending a week at Aunt Susie’s house that they’d given people a little too much information. Now the bad guys knew to check out Susie, their target’s Facebook friend, to see where she lived. Or when they ranted about Fido waking the neighbors when he snuck out the dog door that they’d told everyone there was easy access to the house—through a dog door.

      “No idea,” Brantley admitted. “But they’re takin’ the lead on this one. I’m just in the loop.”

      “It’s hard to believe it’s been so quiet the last couple of weeks,” JJ noted.

      Brantley looked at Baz and sighed.

      “What?” JJ’s gaze bounced between them. “What’s that look you just gave him?”

      “We’re gonna get a case.”

      “How?” She glanced at Baz. “When?”

      Baz shrugged. “It’s bound to happen now that you’ve jinxed us.”

      JJ’s grin was slow and wide. “Jinxed? Seriously? You believe in superstitious bullshit?”

      “Watch,” Brantley told her. “I guarantee within a week, we’ll have a case.”

      She rolled her eyes again and grabbed her juice. “That’s not a bad thing, B. It’s what we do. We work cases.” JJ got to her feet. “Now come on. Let’s see what trouble’s brewing at the barn.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Don’t be mad at me,” Reese said.

      He glanced in the rearview mirror, recognizing the pout.

      “It had to be done. And deep down, you know it feels better.” Reese flipped the signal to turn. “Seriously. I do it at least twice a day. You can handle havin’ your teeth brushed once a week, easy.”

      Tesha’s eyebrows twitched.

      “Keep lookin’ at me like that, and we’ll do it daily.”

      Reese chuckled when she turned her attention out the window.

      If it was weird that he talked to his dog, he didn’t care. He did it all the time. These days, he didn’t even care if anyone was around to hear him, either. He considered it fate that almost two years ago, he and Brantley had been called down to Houston to work a case that had turned out not to be a case at all. It had led Reese to the home of Tesha’s former owners, the parents of the kid they thought was missing but had, in fact, been sneaking around with a girl from another school. Tesha had been neglected and tied up in the backyard without any shade and just out of reach of the food and water bowls that had both been empty. Without hesitation, Reese had revoked her former owner’s rights to own a dog by carrying Tesha out of that backyard.

      As far as Reese was concerned, aside from falling in love with Brantley Walker, it was the best thing he’d ever done. Never had he figured that, at thirty-three, he would be settling down, making a life with a man and a dog. Yet that was what he was doing.

      “Almost home, girl. I bet JJ’s there.”

      He watched Tesha in the rearview to see her reaction. The moment she heard JJ’s name, her ears cocked, and she started looking around. It wasn’t a secret that Tesha loved JJ. Strangely enough, Tesha had become more protective of her since JJ got pregnant. How the dog knew, he wasn’t sure, but it was another of Tesha’s many endearing qualities.

      “When we get to the house, you can go to the barn and see her. Cool?”

      Tesha leaned forward and rested her head on the corner of the seat back, her snout pressing on Reese’s shoulder. He reached back and gave her head a scratch.

      “I’m glad you forgive me.”

      A few minutes later, Reese pulled up to his house, parking behind Brantley’s truck so he didn’t block the exit from the parking area everyone else used. He climbed out and opened Tesha’s door. She waited patiently until he unbuckled her leash from the seat belt clip.

      “Go,” he told her. “Have fun.”

      With a flurry of speed, Tesha launched out of the truck and took off at full speed for the barn, weaving around to the back where the dog door was.

      Reese was still smiling when he walked into the house.

      Brantley leaned out of the kitchen, watching him. “If brushing teeth makes you smile like that, you’re welcome to do mine whenever you want.”

      Reese chuckled, joining Brantley.

      “Although, if you’re up for that task, I could think of something else I’d prefer you to put in my mouth,” Brantley said, his voice husky.

      Reese felt his face heat. It was a reaction he couldn’t help. Didn’t seem to matter how long he was with this man, Brantley still had the ability to make him blush.

      “How’d it go? At the vet?”

      “All good.”

      “Tesha mad at you?”

      Reese laughed. “Not anymore. JJ’s here. She’s forgotten all about it.” He jerked his chin toward the barn. “Anything happenin’ that needs our attention?”

      “Not yet. But beware. JJ jinxed us again.”

      “Yeah? We’ve got a week, then?” It seemed whenever JJ mentioned things were slow, they would get a case that would have them running around like chickens with their heads cut off. They’d spent the better part of the summer doing just that. Only this week had they slowed down long enough to catch their breaths.

      “If we’re lucky.”

      Brantley passed Reese a cup of coffee.

      “Thanks.”

      With cup in hand, Reese followed Brantley upstairs to their offices. Back when they’d originally modified the house for their business, they had spent more time in the barn than behind their desks. Now that they had a full staff, unless there was an active case or one of their weekly debriefs, they spent most of their time here tackling paperwork or making calls to check on cold cases, or—the worst part of their job, as far as Reese was concerned—sitting on conference calls with the Sniper 1 Security team.

      They had fully integrated into the day-to-day of one of the country’s most successful private security agencies. With that came access to a variety of cases and assignments. Although they still worked missing persons cold cases, they were also on rotation for personal security assignments of high-profile clients and events. From what he could tell, the team was enjoying the shake-up.

      “You workin’ on somethin’?” Reese asked before they parted ways into their separate offices.

      Brantley turned to look at him, a gleam in his eyes. “Can’t say I am. Why? Did you wanna take me up on my oral offer?”

      Reese was grateful he hadn’t taken a drink. “I … that …uh…”

      Brantley’s grin intensified. “The offer stands. Always. Day. Night. Just say the word.”

      Shaking his head, Reese turned toward his office. He grinned so hard his cheeks hurt. That man never ceased to amaze him. Who else could turn a toothbrush into a euphemism?
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      “Good morning.”

      Evan looked up from his computer screen when he heard the sweet, lyrical voice. Unfortunately, the owner of that voice had been talking to Luca. Otherwise, Evan would’ve responded in kind. Instead, he forced his gaze back on the screen, pretending not to watch Rebecca Richter, known affectionately as Becs, walk to her desk.

      Of course, pretending might’ve been an exaggeration since Evan couldn’t help himself from checking out her magnificent ass. A few times, he’d wondered if she wore jeans on Friday simply to taunt him. It worked. Every Friday, he was forced to endure the way that damn denim molded to her sexy form.

      Not that Becs thought she was sexy. He’d once heard her telling Holly that her body was shaped like a pear. Although he didn’t know exactly what that meant, the image it painted was fairly straightforward. Perhaps she was right, but she’d said it as though that was a bad thing. It wasn’t. Not even a little. Becs wasn’t exactly tall, nor was she short. At five six, she was precisely the right height for a six-foot-tall man like himself. Sure, she was narrower up top, and her breasts were on the small side, but they were exactly enough. He’d fantasized more than once about kissing his way down her body, starting at her breasts, then along the gentle curve of her waist and down to her hips … fuck, he liked her hips. He wouldn’t pretend he wanted to see a woman’s hip bones when she was naked, so Becs’s hips were perfect for…

      No.

      No, no, no. He would not go down that road. If he did, he’d be forced to remain in his seat for the rest of the day. Otherwise, he would risk someone seeing the erection he sported anytime he thought about Becs—naked or otherwise—which just so happened to be all the goddamn time.

      His gaze shifted to her mile-long legs encased in denim. And her perfect heart-shaped ass…

      Yeah, he wasn’t fooling anyone. He could pretend all day, but he was still staring.

      “Mornin’,” Luca grumbled, not bothering to look up from his computer screen.

      Looked as though not much had changed in the past few days.

      Evan hadn’t been in the office for most of the week because he’d been keeping busy pounding pavement in the field with Slade—his partner since his original one left the task force—working a cold case in San Antonio. Although Evan had nothing in common with Slade, he liked the laid-back country boy just fine. He was a hard worker, even if he talked more than Evan preferred.

      “Is Darius comin’ in today?” Slade asked Becs.

      “Nope. His sister’s getting married tomorrow. He went back to Dallas for the weekend,” she explained.

      Evan should’ve remembered that, considering he’d been relying on Darius as his research analyst since avoiding Becs had become commonplace for him. Good thing he had Holly to rely on as a backup when Darius wasn’t available. Thanks to the two of them, he didn’t have to put in too much time behind the desk, nor did he have to fumble through a conversation with Becs, both of which required him an intimacy with her he couldn’t deal with anymore.

      Perhaps intimacy wasn’t the right word, but it was the only way he could explain it. Being around her … fuck. It made him want things he hadn’t wanted in a long damn time.

      “What about Holly?” Becs inquired as she took a seat at her desk, cutting off his view of her perfect ass.

      “Upstairs with JJ,” Luca muttered, still focused on his monitor.

      Becs chewed her bottom lip but didn’t ask anything more.

      Evan could almost feel bad for Becs. He was sure she thought they were shutting her out when that wasn’t the case at all. Luca was merely being Luca, doing his best to keep her at arm’s length. The guy had been doing it ever since Becs made it clear she was interested in him as more than a co-worker or friend. Not that she’d said it outright—not that Evan knew, anyway—but Luca acted like she’d declared her love for him on a billboard for the world to see.

      As for Evan, it hadn’t been his intention to ignore her, nor did it have anything to do with her skills. Becs was brilliant, from what he could tell. But she was also a complication he did not need in his life. And since they’d become friends outside the office because their daughters were BFFs—a term his daughter said he had to use because best friends wasn’t cool—Evan was spending far too much time in Becs’s presence as it was.

      “Anyone heard from Jay or Charlie?” Slade asked.

      Luca grunted.

      Slade laughed.

      Evan realized Slade wasn’t asking because he cared. He probably did, but Slade was running through the list of employees in an effort to frustrate Luca, who preferred quiet in the mornings.

      Evan found it interesting that all these personalities somehow managed to gel. More than that, they worked well together. The Off the Books Task Force had earned a reputation with local law enforcement as a go-to for help when they needed it. And thanks to their affiliation with Sniper 1 Security, federal agencies were now occasionally looking to them for assistance.

      Despite the recent changes in the team, they were as strong as ever. Perhaps more so now that Jay Hernandez had officially transitioned from an analyst to an investigator after Trey left the task force. Jay’s position had been filled by Holly, who had initially been hired as JJ’s assistant. Now Elana filled that role. As far as investigators went, the task force was back to having four teams of two now that Atticus James had come on board. And though they gave Atticus shit about it, there was no relation to JJ. The kid couldn’t have come at a better time since Sniper 1 Security called Decker Bromwell to the home office back in June.

      “Do you need me to help with anything today?” Becs offered.

      “Whad’ya think, boss?” Slade asked, his question directed at Evan.

      “We’re good. Nothing pressing,” Evan answered, sparing a glance at Becs so she wouldn’t think he was avoiding her. Which he was.

      He probably should’ve leaned on Becs more, but spending too much time with her was not a good thing as far as he was concerned. It was bad enough that he couldn’t stop thinking about her. Day, night. It didn’t matter. And when she wasn’t plaguing his thoughts, she was often stopping by his house to pick up her daughter. Because of their chaotic schedule, Evan’s mother was now filling in as a full-time babysitter for both girls, so it wasn’t uncommon for Becs to be lingering in his living room talking to Kaye about her day.

      Those social chats were the very reason Evan had started going to the gym. Not because he’d needed it, although he had, but because he preferred to be whipping his body into shape rather than risk asking Becs out on a date when he knew that would be the worst thing that could happen. Technically, he was merely trading one form of torture for another.

      “Is Sophia excited about her birthday party?” Becs asked.

      Realizing Becs had managed to drag him into the conversation, Evan nodded. “She is.”

      “Are all the girls she invited coming?”

      “They are,” he confirmed, tapping the keys to make it look like he was too busy to talk.

      “That’s right,” Slade called from his desk. “She’s nine today, huh? Why’re you here?”

      “They call this a job, Slade,” Luca noted, glancing over his shoulder. “People show up for it.”

      Slade scratched the side of his nose with his middle finger, glaring at Luca.

      Luca chuckled, his gaze shifting to Evan. “She havin’ a party this weekend?”

      “Slumber party,” Becs answered for him. “Carly and some other girls from their class last year are gonna hang out with Sophia all weekend.”

      Evan nodded.

      “Shit, dude.” Luca whistled. “A house full of nine-year-old girls? You’ve got some boulder-sized stones, you know that?”

      “You’re welcome to come help out,” Evan told him.

      “I’ll be there,” Becs noted, then glanced at Evan. “I promised your mom I’d help.”

      Great. Just what he needed. A weekend with Becs.

      Luca snorted. “You couldn’t pay me to spend my weekends with a bunch of little kids. Serious respect, though, man.”

      Evan tried not to notice the way Becs’s face fell. He knew she’d been trying to get Luca’s attention for months. Ever since they started working here, she’d had eyes for him. He suspected Becs was keeping her advances subtle so as not to alert the entire team to her intentions, but Evan hadn’t missed them.

      He wanted to say he didn’t care that she had a thing for Luca, but that was a fucking lie. Despite knowing he would never be a good fit for Becs, Evan couldn’t deny he’d returned to the land of the living because of her. He’d been mourning the death of his wife for so long that he honestly thought it would never happen. But here he was, pining for her like a damn teenage boy, not a grown man who knew better.

      Realizing he was still staring at Becs, he sat up straight and stretched his neck, pretending he’d been lost in his thoughts. She was now looking at him, but he couldn’t decipher her expression. She seemed almost … surprised. As though she was seeing him for the first time.

      Or she was simply trying to figure out why he was staring.

      Yeah. That was more likely.
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      Becs managed to stay busy until lunchtime. She waited until almost everyone had disappeared, hoping for a moment to speak to Evan alone. And she finally had the chance since they were the only two people in the barn. Downstairs, anyway.

      JJ was still in her loft office, likely with her headphones in so she could work in peace. Baz had left to pick up food for the two of them. Atticus had gone to the house earlier to talk to Reese or Brantley about a case he was working on. He never came back. Holly and Elana had taken their lunch break to run to the outlet mall in Round Rock. Evidently, Elana had a date on Saturday, and Holly was helping her find the perfect outfit.

      Even Slade had slipped out, deciding to grab lunch at the diner in Coyote Ridge with Luca after the man asked everyone if they wanted to join him, and no one else hopped on that bandwagon. Although two months ago, Becs would’ve jumped at the chance to make a fool of herself in front of Luca, she’d picked up on his hints lately. Like his comment earlier when he said he wouldn’t spend a minute with a bunch of kids even if someone paid him. She got the feeling that wasn’t entirely true. It was merely his equivalent of a semaphore flag, warning her to keep a safe distance. Stop. Turn around. Not interested.

      Yeah. She got it.

      And if shit like that hadn’t been obvious, Becs had figured it out on her own when she saw Luca with another woman after work one day. Rather than go straight home, Becs had headed to downtown Coyote Ridge to stop in at the bookstore. Turned out Luca’d had a similar idea, only she was sure he wasn’t there searching for a book for an eight-year-old. If he had, she didn’t know how he could’ve found one while playing tonsil hockey with a stunning brunette near the back door.

      Not that seeing him had broken her heart or anything. Becs had thought he was an attractive, intelligent man when they first met, and she’d indulged in the fantasy that one day, she might date a cowboy.

      But she’d gotten over him quickly. Not only because she realized they had absolutely nothing in common outside the office but also thanks to an infatuation she wasn’t quite as capable of shrugging off. Seemed to be a trend she was starting. Finding herself attracted to men in the office. And in this case, one particular man she had no business whatsoever fantasizing about.

      Evan Vaughn.

      In all fairness, she had far more in common with Evan than anyone else on the task force, although she was sure he would say differently. On the personal side, they were both in their thirties. It didn’t matter to her that there were seven years between them. Evan had turned thirty-nine back in June, and she’d turned thirty-two last Monday. He claimed he was now on the fast track to forty, but Becs had never been one to gauge age by a number.

      Plus, they both had daughters who were the center of their worlds, respectively. Career-wise, they’d both started out pursuing legal careers before shifting into law enforcement. Evan had done two semesters of law school before dropping out and becoming a police officer in Tampa. Becs had been a paralegal prior to this job. On the past relationship front, Evan had lost his wife to violence, and Becs had divorced her husband because he inflicted it.

      Okay, so the last point wasn’t really a similarity. Becs did not relate her abusive marriage to the fact that Evan’s wife had been brutally murdered by a serial killer. Aside from the fact that the experiences had shaped who they’d become, there was no correlation at all. And while she knew Evan hadn’t fully recovered from the loss, Becs found herself wanting to help him move on even if it wasn’t in her best interest.

      But while they did have things in common, and she was certain they’d make a great couple, Becs didn’t want Evan to know she had a crush on him. Over the past few months, they’d developed a rather wonderful friendship outside the office, and she had no desire to give that up. Not even if it would quench her long-running dry spell.

      Becs cut her gaze to Evan, waiting to see if he was getting ready to leave. Based on his routine, he would get up from his desk in roughly three minutes. He would make a quick stop at the restroom, then he’d come back to his desk, grab his phone, his wallet, and his keys before heading out the door. The man was nothing if not a stickler for routines, and if he didn’t get lunch at the appropriate time, his natural grumpiness level dialed up about ten notches come mid-afternoon.

      Countdown begins in three … two…

      Becs locked her gaze on her computer screen when Evan pushed his chair back from his desk. She skimmed her email while he stretched and waited another minute when he went to the back of the barn where the restroom was.

      Once she was alone in the space, she began running through what she wanted to say to him.

      Hey, Evan. Your mom and I thought it would be best if I stayed the night and helped with the birthday party.

      Hmm. No, that sounded like it had been Kaye’s idea. Since it hadn’t, she figured it was best not to blame Evan’s mother.

      Hey, Evan. I talked to your mom the other day. I was thinking maybe I could spend the night and help with the birthday party.

      No, that wouldn’t work. Without a direct question, Evan would likely shrug her off.

      Hey, Evan. What do you think about me staying the night to help with the birthday party?

      Maybe that was too forward.

      Shit.

      No matter how she worded it, she could imagine the look on his face. It was almost a foregone conclusion that he was going to stroke out when he thought she was inviting herself to stay the night. Of course, she wasn’t thinking she would spend the night in his bed. She figured the girls could build blanket forts in the upstairs game room, and Becs could sleep in Sophia’s room.

      Hey, Evan. Mind if I camp out in your daughter’s bed this weekend? I’d like to help with the party.

      God, she sounded like a moron.

      Becs cleared her throat when she saw Evan coming toward his desk.

      It was now or never.

      “Hey, Evan.”

      Before he fully turned toward her, his cell phone rang. Because he was always worried that something had happened to Sophia, he went to his desk and squinted at the screen.

      He held up one finger, signaling he needed a minute.

      “Hey, Mom. What’s up?”

      Becs did her best not to eavesdrop. Or to look at him. Neither was easy for her. First of all, they were in the same room, so she couldn’t very well tune out his conversation when no one else was around. Not without putting in her earbuds, but then she risked him leaving before she realized he was finished. And two, she really liked looking at Evan. Over the past couple of months, she’d noticed a few changes. When he first started working with the task force, he was one of those guys who seemed to blend with the background. With his light brown hair and dark brown eyes, he looked like a lot of guys one might see on a daily basis. At six feet tall, he’d been a little overweight, although he’d looked even bigger than he was because he wore suits that were too large for him.

      She knew for a fact he’d started spending time at the gym. He’d lost twenty-two pounds, or so she had heard him telling his mother. And now that the weight was gone, so were the suits, which was a good thing. They would’ve swallowed him whole. She got the feeling Slade had worn off on him because Evan’s wardrobe had shifted from cheap suits to jeans and casual shirts that were cut to accentuate his muscular physique.

      The interesting thing was it hadn’t been his physical changes that had drawn her to him. Becs had liked Evan just the way he was before he’d undergone the physical transformation. This version of him … well, he was hot. That’s what he was.

      “All right, Mom. I’ll ask her, but I can’t imagine she’d say yes.” He paused for a moment before saying, “Yep. I’ll be home by five. Tell Sophia to relax. Her birthday weekend’ll start when it starts.”

      Evan disconnected the call and tucked his phone in his pocket before grabbing his wallet and keys.

      “Was that Kaye?” Becs asked, aiming for casual.

      “Yeah. She’s got it in her head that I should ask you if you’d like to hang out this weekend to help with the party.”

      “Hang out?”

      His gaze shifted to the floor. “Stay the night or whatever.”

      God, he was cute.

      “I’m more than happy to help,” she said.

      “You’ve probably got plans.”

      “Nope,” she blurted a little too quickly. “I mean, you know. There’s the grocery store. But I can do that anytime.”

      Evan met her gaze again. He nodded. “It’s up to you.”

      “Yeah. Sure. I’ll hang out this weekend.”

      For a brief moment, they stared at each other, and Becs felt the heat building somewhere deep in her soul. She knew she needed to ignore it, but by God, she wasn’t sure she was strong enough to do so.
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      Reese stood at the grill, in charge of the food for the night’s festivities, while everyone else chatted and chilled. They’d been having these Friday night cookouts at the house for most of the summer. It hadn’t been intentional, but Reese enjoyed how the team came together outside the office as much as in it. It allowed them to socialize and talk about something other than work. It had become routine at some point, something Reese looked forward to at the end of a busy week.

      “You need any help?”

      “I’m good for now,” Reese told Baz as he rolled the line of sausage links on the grill. “I’ve got JJ’s burger almost done.”

      “Has anyone else noticed how much we spoil her?”

      Reese laughed, staring down at the grill as though noticing for the first time that there were sixteen sausage links and one hamburger patty.

      Baz was right. They’d all been spoiling JJ for quite a while now. Sometimes, they were running out to get her something she was craving. Other times, they pitched in at her house when she wanted something moved or changed completely now that they’d moved in. Sure, Baz was doing most of the work, but everyone else did their best to help simply because they wanted to.

      Reese wanted to say it was because of the pregnancy—which was partly true—but he knew it was more than that. Considering all JJ’d been through over the past year and a half, she deserved to be spoiled by all of them. First, she woke up to a grizzly scene in her house because her ex-boyfriend had staged his own kidnapping and used JJ to make it look real. Later that day, things had gone from bad to worse when her house blew up because that idiot ex-boyfriend had trusted the wrong people to help him. Thanks to Juliet Prince’s psychotic need to punish Travis Walker, they’d all ended up with targets on their backs. Then there was the guilt JJ still felt because she hadn’t been able to find Juliet before the unthinkable happened, and they lost a good friend.

      As though that hadn’t been enough karmic injustice, throughout all of it, JJ’d had to sit back and watch when Baz thought he was having a baby with a one-night stand.

      So, yeah, JJ deserved for them to treat her like a princess. And because she was pregnant, they could disguise it as merely helping out because she needed to take it easy. There was no way JJ would’ve sat back and accepted their help any other way.

      “Did you crumble the bleu cheese into it?” Baz asked, looking over Reese’s shoulder.

      Reese flipped the turkey burger once more. “Yeah. Just like she asked.”

      Baz lowered his voice, a slight hint of fear in his tone. “And the pickled okra? Was someone able to find that?”

      Reese grinned. “Elana has it all taken care of.”

      “Thank God,” Baz huffed.

      It was safe to say Baz was a good man, and he was good for JJ.

      “Grab a plate,” Reese told him.

      When Baz presented it, Reese set the turkey burger stuffed with bleu cheese on it.

      “Lifesaver,” Baz muttered. “That’s what you are.”

      Reese wouldn’t go that far, but he grinned. He grabbed his beer and took a sip while shifting the sausage links again. His gaze strayed to Brantley, who was in the yard, standing by Slade and Atticus, throwing the ball for Tesha while listening as Atticus told one of his animated stories.

      Reese had stopped keeping a close eye on Atticus when he realized the kid only flirted with Brantley when he was around. No one else knew that he was aware of the ruse, and he maintained his defensive, jealous stance when the moment called for it, but not because he wanted to wring the kid’s neck. He didn’t. Not anymore.

      No, Reese kept it up because he knew Brantley enjoyed it. The Navy SEAL who’d been hardened by life enjoyed that Reese was possessive. And he was. Brantley was his, and after all they’d been through, nothing and no one was going to come between them. Now that he knew Atticus was on the up and up, Reese liked him more.

      “Dinner’s ready,” Reese announced, directing the statement at Luca, Elana, and Holly, who were inside, setting out everything they’d pitched in to buy for the meal.

      “Feels kinda thin this week, huh?” Luca said, taking the plate of sausage links from Reese.

      It was thin. Decker was off doing whatever assignment he’d been called up for. Charlie and Jay were still in Chicago finishing up so they could return home for a while. Darius was enjoying some family time at his sister’s wedding. Evan and Becs were also doing the family thing at Evan’s daughter’s birthday party. That left only nine of them. But it was exactly enough.

      When everyone slipped inside to get food, Reese grabbed another beer from the cooler and walked over to where Brantley threw the ball to Tesha.

      “You gonna eat?”

      Brantley turned to him and smiled. “I figured I’d let them get theirs.”

      Reese passed Brantley the beer.

      He took it, but not before he leaned in and kissed Reese, lingering for longer than he normally did when people were around. Reese didn’t mind anymore. It no longer mattered to him where he was or who was around. Provided he had the chance to kiss this man for the rest of his life, he didn’t give a shit who witnessed it.

      He’d come a long way in the past two years, and he wouldn’t change a thing.

      Except maybe for Atticus to shift his attention to someone else’s man.

      And fine, maybe it did still bother Reese.

      Just a little.
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      “Carly’s here!” Sophia yelled. “Carly’s here, Dad! She’s here!”

      Evan nodded at his daughter, doing his best to conceal his reaction. If Carly was there, then her mother was also there, which meant Evan’s weekend with Becs was about to begin.

      Not that it was a weekend with Becs. She would merely be there. In the house. With him.

      Why the hell did he agree to this again?

      Evan should’ve told his mother that they didn’t need the help. Between him and Kaye, they could easily handle everything half a dozen eight- to nine-year-old girls could need. Seriously, how hard could it be to ensure they were fed and not running amok?

      Oh, who was he kidding? He was outmaneuvered when there were only two. Multiply that by three, and he was in way over his head. At least with Becs there, they stood a chance.

      As for whether he would survive the weekend … well, that was anyone’s guess. If Becs mentioned Luca even once, he would likely hide in his study until Sunday afternoon when the kids’ parents would return to get them.

      A loud squeal sounded from the front of the house. It was followed by another loud squeal. That was how little girls communicated. Somehow, those squeals translated to “You’re here!” and “Yep! I am!” and “Let’s get this party started!”

      “You’ll survive,” his mother said, patting him on the shoulder.

      “They’re barely four feet tall. Of course, I’ll survive.”

      Kaye grinned. “Sure. Let’s pretend you’re worried about the little girls.”

      Evan frowned. “What?”

      His mother chuckled. “I’ve seen the way you look at Becs.”

      “You’ve seen no such thing,” he muttered, taking a sip from his coffee to keep from having to continue the conversation. It was six thirty in the evening. The last thing he needed was coffee, but he figured the girls would stay up until at least ten, and since his bedtime was nine at the latest, he needed the caffeine if he was expected to make it.

      “Hey,” Becs greeted when she walked into the kitchen. Her pretty blue eyes shifted between him and his mother. “Are we the first ones?”

      “You are,” Kaye answered. “Shelly’s mom called a few minutes ago. She’s on the way.”

      Evan focused on breathing while Kaye ran through the list of girls who were coming and the status of their arrival. He did his best not to look at Becs, but she made it damn near impossible. She was wearing a black tank top with white shorts, both of which showed off her silky alabaster skin. Her shoulders were sprinkled with freckles, as were her nose and cheeks. He’d never found freckles sexy until Becs.

      “I’ve made finger foods for dinner,” he heard Kaye say. “Little sandwiches. Bologna, turkey, ham. I figured they could have a selection. I’ve also got carrots and celery. Ranch dip and peanut butter if they want it. Would you like some tea? Or I made a pot of coffee for Evan if you’d prefer that.”

      “Tea would be great,” Becs answered.

      “Why don’t the two of you take a breather before the other girls arrive,” Kaye suggested. “Enjoy the calm before the storm.”

      Evan sipped his coffee, staring out the back window to avoid looking at Becs.

      “Evan?”

      Frowning, he looked at his mother. “What?”

      “You. Becs. Find a quiet place for a little while.”

      “I don’t need quiet,” he said petulantly.

      “Go. Now.”

      As he had growing up, Evan reluctantly did as his mother instructed.

      “Is everything okay?” Becs asked, following as he led her toward his study.

      No. No, it certainly was not.

      He wouldn’t tell her that, of course, so he grunted, hoping she would take that as a positive response. Why ruin her weekend, too?

      He stopped at the door to his study. It was more of a man cave than an office. A place for him to escape when Sophia or Kaye (or both) took over the living room. It didn’t matter that there was a game room upstairs with a television, Sophia preferred to be downstairs most of the time. And since their choice of television programs differed dramatically, he’d made a space for himself so he could watch sports while she binged the Disney channel.

      Becs chuckled when she walked into the room. “I love the sign on the door.”

      No girls allowed, it read. Handmade by his daughter. Sophia had declared the space his, and so far, she’d abided by the rule.

      Not that he cared whether she joined him. When Evan was home, spending time with his daughter was all he cared to do. With her around, he could keep his mind from wandering to other things.

      Looked as though Becs’s presence had the same effect because now that she was here, his full attention was in the present, not lingering in the past where it drifted often.

      Evan gestured toward the black leather sofa that faced the television.

      She paused in front of him. “Are you okay?”

      He nodded, answering with another grunt.

      Her voice softened. “I can go if it bothers you that I’m here.”

      When her gaze shifted to the wall, Evan looked over. She was checking out the eight-by-ten of him and Gayle. It had been taken when Gayle was pregnant with Sophia, the two of them smiling at one another. A happier time, for sure.
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      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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