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        This book is dedicated to the unexpected, the unpredictable.

        Just when you think you’ve seen it all, another twist awaits around the bend.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dear reader,

      If you’re keeping up with the Walker universe and reading the books in the order outlined on my website, you’ll want to keep in mind that this book takes place after Violet, in the Walkers of Coyote Ridge series. While it isn’t necessary to read Violet, you do meet several new characters who appear in this book, some of them become an integral part of the task force.

      Also, I should mention that the “something big” I promised was coming… Well, it’s here.

      

      Thanks for reading!

      Nicole Edwards
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        Monday, September 26, 2022

      

      

      “I’m sure a lot of people would be fond of hospitals if they were all like this,” Brantley Walker mused as he strolled down the long corridor toward the labor and delivery wing. Although he’d visited at least once a day for the past nine days, it still caught him off guard how nice this place was.

      “Yeah?” Reese Tavoularis, the man Brantley had married nine short days ago, didn’t sound convinced.

      “Shit. If you could be taken care of in a place like this”—he gestured toward the nurse’s station, which held two child-size vases of fresh flowers, giving the sterile white space some life—“Why wouldn’t you?”

      “You and I both know those flowers came from Wes.”

      Brantley had figured as much. It made sense that Wesley Buchanan, grandfather-to-be, would ply the nurses in this wing with gifts simply because he could. Rumor was he’d catered in breakfast, lunch, and dinner for the staff in this wing at least four times in the past week. The man was generous like that. Not to mention, fucking loaded.

      As they neared the door to JJ’s birthing suite, Brantley’s shoulders tensed. “I really hope she’s in a good mood.”

      “I’m sure she’s not,” Reese said with a smirk. “But she wouldn’t be JJ otherwise.”

      True. These days, his best friend, Jessica James, a.k.a. JJ, wasn’t known for her charming personality. He didn’t fault her for it, really, but it also didn’t make him look forward to these daily trips. Since he’d been through worse—in the Navy when he was buried under a building and nearly died—he opted to suck it up. She wouldn’t be in this hospital forever.

      Taking a deep breath in, Brantley rapped his knuckles on the door with his exhale. There was no response right away, so they waited. He was about to knock again when he heard JJ say, “Get your asses in here already.”

      Nope. No good mood today either.

      Squaring his shoulders, he pressed the handle lever to open the door. He pushed it open slowly, revealing the enormous suite where JJ was riding out the last days of her pregnancy—however many there might be.

      “Hey, Tesha,” JJ greeted, smiling down at their canine partner. These days, Tesha went along for the ride anytime they left the house. “I’m so glad you could make it.”

      Brantley fought the urge to laugh but instead rolled his eyes. Passive-aggressive much?

      “We brought you somethin’,” he told his best friend.

      There was a barely-there hint of a smile on her face as she eyed the takeout bag Reese was carrying.

      “It’s about time,” JJ grumbled, a dark storm cloud in the otherwise soothing gray room.

      “Good mornin’ to you, too,” Reese told her as he walked the forty miles from the door to the bed to give her the breakfast they’d picked up on their way in.

      And fine, maybe forty miles was a bit of a stretch, but the space was enormous. Large enough to hold a king-size bed, a long, glossy white dresser mounted to the wall, a bathtub that would hold at least four people, two wall-mounted televisions, two nightstands (on wheels to get them out of the way if needed), as well as a sitting area that was about the size of their living room. Oh, and there was also a private bathroom that put Brantley’s to shame.

      At the moment, JJ was propped up in the big bed, half a dozen pillows keeping her in place, while the father-to-be, Sebastian Buchanan, a.k.a. Baz, was occupying the sitting area on the far side of the room, feet propped up, laptop resting on his thighs. Brantley got the feeling they didn’t move much from where they were and probably wouldn’t until the delivery.

      “Do you share that thing with him?” Brantley asked, gesturing toward the bed and then over to Baz.

      “Only when I have to.” She flashed a smile.

      Brantley had to wonder which was more comfortable: the bed or the chocolate-brown leather recliners? If it were him, he would likely choose the chairs since they were positioned to face a fifty-five-inch television currently playing a news channel with the volume all the way down.

      Brantley jerked his chin at Baz. “Mornin’.”

      Baz’s smile looked forced, but he managed a subtle chin jerk in response.

      “He’s in time out,” JJ announced.

      “Time out?” Brantley barked a laugh. “For what?”

      “You want to tell them?” JJ asked, sounding far too much like Brantley’s mother back when he’d been a wild and rambunctious kid and she spent most of her waking hours reprimanding him. No doubt he’d deserved it. He wasn’t sure the same could be said for Baz, though.

      Baz inhaled deeply, exhaled slowly. “Because I went to the gift shop and forgot to pick her up a package of the little chocolate donuts,” he droned, his tone defeated.

      “He got these,” JJ said, lifting up a package of powdered donuts. The white ones that left a mess on your shirt and fingers when you tried to eat them.

      “And those are bad, why?” Brantley was almost positive he’d seen JJ eating those little powdered circles before.

      Her eyes narrowed, and he knew he’d said the wrong thing.

      “Well, it’s a good thing we got you these,” Reese told her as he set the bag on the tray beside the bed.

      “They’re your favorite,” Brantley noted.

      She curled her lip, reaching for the bag. “No, my favorite is—” Her eyes popped wide. “Oh my God! These are—” Her gaze slammed into Reese. “How?”

      Reese grinned. “I stopped by Batter & Bliss yesterday and asked Ramona if she’d make you a couple. She made ’em fresh this mornin’.”

      Tears rimmed JJ’s lashes but didn’t quite spill over as she stared lovingly at her breakfast. “Cronuts. And it’s not even Saturday.”

      Brantley watched as JJ sniffled, wrapping the croissant-donut hybrid in a napkin as if it were some sort of rare delicacy.

      In an effort to change the subject, Brantley wandered over to the large tub that sat in the corner of the room. It was shaped like a Jacuzzi, only there weren’t any jets. Apparently, those were bad for pregnant women, which he’d learned the first time he made the mistake of asking about it.

      “Get any use out of this thing yet?” He patted the edge of the tub, knowing what the answer was. If memory served, the tub was used for water births.

      “No. And we won’t if I have anything to say about it,” JJ insisted.

      Based on Baz’s expression, that was a topic better left unexplored.

      “Alrighty then.” He looked around the room, trying to come up with something to say. He figured talking about the large, fully tiled bathroom with its shower built for forty would likely not go over any better than if he brought up the machines discreetly tucked away behind a curtain at the head of the bed. They were tracking things like heart rates and contractions, feeding the information directly to the nurses working out there with all those flowers.

      JJ nibbled on her pastry. “What’s on the agenda today?”

      That was a loaded question if he’d ever heard one. But only because JJ’s mood swings were strong enough to take a fully grown man out at the knees. He wasn’t sure whether he should tell her the truth or shrug it off as though there wasn’t much to do. Either way, she would likely blow a fuse or two.

      Since it was inevitable, he opted for the truth.

      “We’re meeting with a coupla people.”

      With the cronut halfway to her mouth, JJ paused, her eyes narrowing, green sparks flickering in them.

      “People?”

      Brantley nodded.

      “People people?”

      He nodded again, wondering if those monitors she was hooked up to caused brain damage.

      “What kinda people?”

      “The human kind.”

      “For what?”

      Confused, he said, “For what what?”

      JJ’s eyes narrowed again. “What are you meetin’ them for?”

      “Interviews,” he blurted because he couldn’t think of anything better.

      Her gaze shifted across the room, landing on Baz briefly before swinging back and slamming into him. “Why didn’t I know about this?”

      Brantley looked at Reese, wishing marriage caused telepathy because at least then Reese would be able to answer his silent question: What the hell is the correct answer to that?
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      Oh, shit.

      Reese knew they were in trouble. Which, to be fair, wasn’t really new. At least not since JJ was admitted to the hospital. He only wished he’d put some distance between himself and her before they revealed that tidbit of information.

      “Uh-uh,” JJ snapped when Reese attempted to take a step away from the bed. “Don’t you dare.”

      He swore he heard Baz chuckling across the room, and he could only imagine the guy was thinking, Better you than me.

      “Why are you meeting with more people? I thought you’d hired everyone already.”

      “We did,” Brantley said.

      JJ’s eyes narrowed to slits.

      Definitely not helping.

      Brantley laughed. “Cool your jets, woman. We’re just meetin’ to talk. That’s it.”

      Although her eyes remained pinned on Brantley, JJ relaxed a little. “About what?”

      Reese stared at Brantley, wondering how he was going to talk his way out of this.

      “To see if they’d be a good fit.”

      Okay. Not bad. Not exactly the truth, but not bad for a little white lie.

      Granted, Reese didn’t think it was a good idea to correct Brantley’s statement. They were actually meeting with Simon Jennings and Archer Halligan, but only Archer was a potential hire. The conversation they’d have with Simon was what would likely set JJ off if she found out about it. But only because she would want to be in on it. And he honestly couldn’t blame her since they usually kept her apprised of those things. Now that she was technically on leave, not to mention she was supposed to be resting and not stressing about work, they were tackling things without her input.

      And yeah, now that he thought about it, that was likely one of the reasons for her bad mood.

      “I promise, we won’t talk about anything in depth unless you or Baz are there,” Brantley said, attempting to defuse the situation.

      “Promise?”

      Reese grinned when Brantley canted his head to the side. “I said that already.”

      She puckered her lips in a pout. “I hate that I can’t be there.”

      “You’ve got far more important things to worry about right now,” Reese reminded her. “And since the task force can’t run smoothly without you, we’re as eager as you are for you to get back. But only after you and those babies are healthy.”

      JJ’s expression softened, and a smile formed. She looked at Brantley. “How’d you get lucky enough to get this guy to marry you?”

      “I can be persuasive,” Brantley teased. “And now that we’ve got that cleared up, we’re gonna have to get to HQ.”

      “I wish you could take me with you,” JJ said, relaxing on the pillows. “I’m bored.”

      “Bored?” Reese asked. “You’ve got a laptop, an iPad, a Kindle, and a phone beside you. How can you possibly be bored?”

      Before she could blast him for not understanding, Brantley spoke up.

      “We might have some things for you to research later today or tomorrow. I’ll be sure to send it your way.”

      Her eyes widened and glittered with hope. “You better.”

      Reese watched as Brantley walked around, coming to stand at the head of the bed.

      He leaned over and kissed JJ on the forehead. “Be good to that guy over there in the corner. He’s one of a kind.”

      JJ’s eyes lit up when Brantley stood tall, her gaze sliding to Baz. “Don’t I know it.”

      Reese started toward the door with Brantley beside him, glancing back at JJ when he said, “If you think of anything you need, holler at us. If we don’t make it by tonight, we’ll do our best to come back in the mornin’.”

      “Do we have to come back?” Brantley joked in a conspiratorial whisper.

      “Hey! I heard that.”

      “Love you! Keep those babies cookin’ a little longer,” Brantley tossed back before urging Reese out the door with Tesha trotting at Reese’s side.

      Once in the hallway, Brantley laughed. “Is it me, or does she get grumpier with each passing day?”

      “Can you blame her? She’s cooped up in that room day and night.”

      “It was her choice.”

      “Only because she didn’t want strangers traipsing through her house.”

      She’d had two choices: stay at the hospital in a fancy suite paid for by Wes Buchanan or go home and have a nurse—the aforementioned stranger—who would take care of everything she needed. Because of all she’d endured recently, JJ had opted for the hospital stay because she was uncomfortable with people she didn’t know being in her house. But it wasn’t like she was being held prisoner. She could leave the hospital if she absolutely wanted to—although it would be against medical advice.

      A flash of memory had a cold chill snaking down his spine. Reese shook his head to dislodge the image, but it took root. An underground concrete cage with no way out. Endless days and nights. Extreme heat, bitter cold.

      Brantley’s voice jarred him back to the present. “It’s only been nine days.”

      “You say that like you’d last five minutes in that bed.”

      “I would if you were naked and in it with me.”

      Realizing there was a nurse sitting at the desk, Reese felt his cheeks heat. She had a phone receiver to her ear and probably hadn’t heard the comment, but still.

      “The good news is,” Brantley continued, “Dr. Tinder said the babies are doing okay.”

      True. For now. To keep them that way, JJ’s doctor put her on bed rest until her due date, which was still four weeks away. While everyone was praying to whatever higher power they believed in, the fact was those babies could be born any minute now.

      

      Half an hour later, as they were pulling out of the Whataburger drive-thru with their breakfast quickly cooling in a white and orange paper sack, Brantley glanced his way.

      “How long do you think she’ll last? I mean, really last? I’m sure she’s dangerously close to leveling the hospital, and it hasn’t even been two weeks.”

      Reese took a sip of his coffee, peered over. “I’m sure the walls will hold. Even against her wrath.”

      “You really think she’ll make it four more weeks?”

      Reese gave a quick shake of his head. “I’ll give it till the end of the week.”

      “Before she blows a gasket? Or before the babies are born?”

      “Babies.”

      Brantley cocked an eyebrow. “You care to wager on that?”

      Reese huffed a laugh. “I am not wagerin’ on JJ’s health.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      As was the case for everyone close to JJ, Reese was hoping the twins would make it full term, but according to Baz, that wasn’t likely to happen. The soon-to-be father had been reading up on this stuff and was now a walking encyclopedia of potential problems that could arise, none of which made for a good night’s sleep, he was sure. Reese damn sure didn’t envy the man.

      “Regardless,” Reese said as he lifted the lid on his coffee, “we’ve gotta get the baby shower done.”

      Brantley leaned back, resting one hand on the steering wheel. “You know I’m not gonna do it, right?”

      Reese’s smile was slow and knowing. “I know you don’t want to do it.”

      As expected, Brantley flopped back against the seat, adamantly shaking his head. “Come on, Tavoularis. Can you honestly see me leadin’ the charge on a baby shower?”

      “You’re her best friend. Plus, you led the charge for a team of Navy SEALs.”

      Brantley nodded enthusiastically. “Exactly. And that was gravy compared to puttin’ together a party that won’t piss JJ off.”

      Reese laughed, letting Brantley see the truth in his eyes.

      “You’re fuckin’ with me, aren’t you?”

      “A little, yeah. Holly, Elana, and Becs are workin’ with Baz’s mom to get it all done.”

      “When is it?”

      “They’re tentatively plannin’ for Friday. Provided JJ doesn’t have the babies by then.”

      “And if she does?”

      “They’ll wait until she comes home.”

      Brantley sized him up. “And how long’ve you known that little nugget of information?”

      A slight shrug was Reese’s initial response, his attention shifting to Tesha, who was watching out the window, tongue lolling out of her mouth.

      “Sometimes it’s too easy, right, girl?”

      Tesha peered back at him, and Reese would swear she was smiling.

      “Since when?” Brantley repeated.

      Because he knew Brantley wouldn’t let it go until he knew, Reese answered. “Since about the time JJ begged me not to let you handle the baby shower preparations.”

      Brantley reached over the center console, his big hand shifting to Reese’s thigh. “Anyone ever tell you payback’s a bitch, Tavoularis?”

      That wicked hand wandered higher, higher still until Brantley’s fingertips brushed the denim covering Reese’s quickly growing cock. As much as he would’ve liked the tease, Reese knew they had things they had to deal with first, so he put his hand on Brantley’s and shifted it back a safe distance.

      “That’s what I hear. Right now, we just need to worry about what kinda trouble we can get into today.”

      “We already know what that trouble entails,” Brantley said, flipping on his blinker as they neared the exit for Coyote Ridge. “A podcaster.” Brantley glanced over at Reese. “I got it right that time, huh?”

      “You did.” Reese grinned. “But I’m more interested in talkin’ to Archer Halligan.”

      “You want him to work for us that bad?”

      He did. Having talked to Archer at length on Friday night, Reese was convinced the guy would be the perfect addition to an almost perfect team.

      However, he opted to tone down his excitement, not wanting to come across too eager.

      “It wouldn’t hurt. Now that the chaos has settled—Z’s words, not mine—he wants us to take on more cases. Which means more people.”

      “Your brother’s crazy if he thinks the chaos has settled.”

      “Don’t you dare jinx us,” Reese grumbled.
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      Twenty minutes later, after they’d gotten home, dished up Tesha’s breakfast, and polished off their own, Reese was walking toward the barn, aptly named HQ by JJ, with Brantley not far behind him.

      “I don’t know how much of an update we’re gonna get.” Reese pointed at the parking area. “Not too many people are here.”

      “You’re underestimating Holly and Elana,” Brantley stated as Reese keyed his passcode in to unlock the door. “It’s like they know where everyone is every minute of every day.”

      “Everyone but you,” Reese corrected. “No matter when I ask, no one ever knows where you are.”

      Brantley smirked, reaching to hold the door open. “I’ve trained ’em right.”

      Reese walked into the barn, greeted by the sight of a nearly empty space accompanied by a man’s voice coming from the speakers overhead. He recognized the voice instantly, but before he could comment, Brantley was pointing toward the ceiling, looking around as though trying to find a disembodied head.

      “What the hell is that?” Brantley asked.

      “Sorry!” Holly squealed, fumbling with her mouse. “We like to listen when no one’s here and it’s quiet.”

      The man continued to speak, his voice clear and concise.

      Reese looked around, noticing there was no one else in the room. “We?”

      Holly pointed toward the loft while she focused on her computer screen. “Elana and I.”

      “You two like true crime?” Reese asked, watching her wiggle her mouse one more time before tapping the button.

      The sound cut off as Holly nodded. “Yeah. I listen to a couple, but Havoc Your Way is my favorite. Simon’s very thorough.”

      “Thorough with what?” Brantley asked. “Reading a book?”

      “It’s not a book,” Reese told him.

      Brantley’s eyes snapped to his face, his forehead creased. “No? What is it then?”

      Reese laughed. “Think back a second. Friday night. Moonshiners. Violet’s boyfriend.”

      “That?” Brantley pointed at the ceiling. “That was a cast thing?”

      “Podcast,” Holly corrected. “Havoc Your Way with Simon Jennings.”

      Brantley’s forehead creased. “The guy who’s stoppin’ by today?”

      “That’d be the one,” Reese confirmed.

      “And he’s not readin’ from a book?” Brantley asked, looking genuinely curious.

      “No. He’s probably got notes,” Holly said. “But he’s an investigative journalist. He’s looking into actual events that happened.”

      “You really do like that shit?” Brantley asked, still pointing upward, presumably toward the speakers from which the voice had come a moment ago.

      “Simon’s comin’ here?” Holly asked, eyes wide, jaw flopping open.

      “Yes, he is,” Reese told Holly, then looked at Brantley. “It’s not shit.”

      Reese didn’t bother telling Brantley that he found the podcasts rather fascinating. And yes, he happened to be partial to Havoc Your Way because Simon Jennings was good at deciphering fact from fiction in the cases he tackled. He laid out his thoughts while still managing to keep the truth from being lost.

      “You should try it,” Holly told Brantley.

      “Thanks, but no. Where’s everyone?”

      “Evan and Slade are lookin’ into a lead for one of the cases they’re workin’. Becs had a parent/teacher conference early. She’ll be in as soon as that’s done. Charlie’s workin’ from home this mornin’. She’ll be in after her meeting with her mother’s case worker. Jay, Darius, and Atticus went to pick up the desks Baz ordered. They should be back soon. And I haven’t heard from Luca yet.”

      “He texted me a little while ago,” Reese told her. “Said he’s runnin’ late, but he’ll be here.”

      Brantley said, “Tell me there’s coffee,” at the same time Holly said, “Did you see JJ?”

      She directed Brantley toward the small kitchen with a point of her finger, clearly understanding Brantley’s priorities. After he passed, she turned her attention to him.

      “We did, yes.” Reese perched on the corner of Evan’s desk, which was closest to the door. “She’s doin’ as good as can be expected.”

      Holly chuckled. “King of the understatement.”

      “He is that,” Brantley called from the kitchen. “She’s losin’ her mind.”

      “Wouldn’t you?” Holly shouted back. “She’s been there for nine days.”

      “You’d think it was nine years,” Brantley shot back.

      “Technically, she chose to stay there,” Reese reminded them.

      “Only because she doesn’t want a stranger in her house. I’m gonna go up there at lunch,” Holly said, using her inside voice once again. “Baz wants to come in for a while. I figured I could update JJ and work from there this afternoon.”

      “We have any new hires comin’ this week?” Brantley asked Holly when he returned, carrying two to-go cups of coffee.

      “Thanks,” Reese said as he took one.

      “Baz and Darius decided they’d have ’em start next week. On Monday. Baz is worried he won’t be here and doesn’t want to overload Darius.”

      “He’ll be fine,” Brantley stated. “He’s quiet but more than capable.”

      Reese was glad they had another week at least. He wasn’t sure now was the right time to onboard a bunch of new people. Not without confusing them more than was necessary.

      Nodding his understanding, Reese asked, “Anything hot come in?”

      Holly shook her head. “We got a call from Corpus Christi PD. They said they’re lookin’ into a missing tourist and might need our help. They’re stretched thin, and the woman’s family is puttin’ pressure on them to drop everything. Her dad’s a government official. They didn’t say who or what, but they’re thinkin’ they might get a ransom demand soon.”

      Reese nodded. Unfortunately, they’d seen a lot of those cases lately. Most of them occurred during the summer, when college students went to the beach. Due to the proximity to Mexico, they saw a lot of kidnappings for ransom because it was likely easy money for the cartels. But because people were willing to shell out the dough to get their loved ones back, the bad guys weren’t seasonal.

      “If they need us, just holler,” Brantley told her. “In the meantime, I’ll be in my office.”

      “Me, too,” Reese told her. “If Simon and Archer show up here instead of the house, send ’em over there.”

      “Archer Halligan’s comin’ here?” Holly asked, her mouth falling open.

      “Close your mouth, girl,” Brantley joked. “He’s not your type.”

      “And why not?”

      Brantley looked at Reese and smirked before responding. “I’ll let you figure it out when he gets here.”

      Reese stood, grinning at Holly’s confusion. Rather than explain, he followed Brantley out of the barn and over to the house. As they were walking, the beeping sound signaling a large truck backing up could be heard.

      “You know if we don’t get in the house quick, they’ll target us to help them unload those desks,” Brantley mentioned as they headed for the back patio.

      “Shit.” Reese shook his head. “We really should help ’em.”

      “No. We really should let ’em earn their paycheck.”

      “I’m pretty sure movin’ furniture is not in their job description.”

      “Their job description is anything I choose it to be.”

      Reese chuckled. It was only funny because it was true.

      “You have any luck gettin’ a hold of Travis?” he asked when they reached the back patio door.

      “Tried. Multiple times. I didn’t leave a message. Figure if he’s curious and ready to talk, he’ll call me back.”

      Reese wasn’t so sure that was going to happen. Travis Walker was quite possibly the most stubborn human being who ever lived.

      And Reese considered himself an expert on the subject since he was married to a Walker and knew firsthand how stubborn they all could be.
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      Atticus James planted his foot on the step and hefted himself up into the back of the large box truck to join his co-workers, Darius Frost and Jay Hernandez.

      “Have you never moved a piece of furniture before?” Darius asked, shuffling over to one end of the desk.

      Based on his tone, Atticus knew that no was the wrong answer. However, it was the truth in his case. Despite knowing he would only be ridiculed by admitting as much, he went for it anyway.

      “As a matter of fact, no,” he said, lending his help by grabbing the side of the desk.

      His admission had Darius coming to a halt, causing Jay to slam into the rear end of the desk. Atticus’s grip slipped, causing the desk to tilt at an odd angle before they wrangled it back to level.

      And to think the loading ramp was only a few feet away.

      Professionals, they were not.

      “A little warning would be nice,” Jay said, recovering quickly as they shifted the desk into place over the motorized ramp so they could lower it to the ground. Thankfully, someone had thought ahead and rented a truck that would suit their purpose. Damn good thing they hadn’t asked Atticus to do it because clearly, he would’ve fucked that shit up.

      Jay stepped to the side to press the button. The motor whirred as the desk lowered to the ground.

      Rather than wait, Atticus hopped down from the truck, watching Darius ride down with the large metal and wood monstrosity. What the hell was Baz thinking when he ordered these things? They were enormous. And ugly. And quite possibly relics.

      Once on the ground, Atticus and Jay moved into place to assist again.

      “You can’t be serious,” Darius said, his eyes locked on Atticus as he backed off the ramp. “Never?”

      “Never.”

      “Never?”

      “Tacking on more nevers isn’t gonna change my answer, dude. It’s not that unusual.” Atticus looked between them. “Right?”

      Jay chuckled. “Not if you’re eight.”

      Atticus flipped him off without taking his hands off the desk, so the gesture was lost in the chaos. And that was exactly what this was. Fucking chaos.

      When Darius asked him to come along for a ride to the office supply store, he had no idea they would be bringing back desks. Pens and paper, sure. He was all for taking a trip. It beat sitting inside with nothing to do. He’d met his quota of reviewing applications and backgrounds for people the team was looking to partner him up with. At this point, he was willing to work solo to avoid going down that rabbit hole again.

      But this … this was bullshit.

      The worst part was he hadn’t even seen it coming. Not when the guys at the store loaded all four desks into the back of the moving truck Darius had rented. Not during the drive back to HQ. And not even after Darius parked. It wasn’t until Darius and Jay shouted at him as he was heading for the barn that he realized they were expecting him to move this shit.

      Life was easier when he was scrawny and weak. No one expected him to do anything then. Now that he’d bulked up and was working out religiously, they were expecting more from him.

      “We just have to get them inside,” Jay told them. “After that, someone else can move them.”

      “Is that all?” Getting them from the truck to the door was the hard part. “And why couldn’t we back the truck up to the barn?”

      Darius’s dark brown eyes widened. “Uh…”

      “Seriously?” Atticus barked a laugh. “And you think I’m the idiot?”

      That got Jay laughing, which then spread through them all, cutting the tension somewhat.

      It still didn’t thrill Atticus to have to move furniture—that wasn’t in the job description, thank you very much—but it helped. It would’ve been nice if they could’ve scheduled this when Slade and Evan were in the office. Or Brantley and Reese, even. Then again, he got the feeling those four were purposely keeping their distance simply so they didn’t have to do this part of it.

      

      An hour later, Atticus was sitting at his desk, his feet up, sipping water while Holly, Elana, and Jay attempted to come up with some sort of seating arrangement that would make sense. At one point, the barn had felt enormous, but as they continued to crowd it up with desks and fancy electronic equipment, it was losing some of its bulk. If it weren’t for the height of the ceiling, it would’ve been claustrophobic. The walls felt like they were closing in as less and less square footage was available.

      Good thing he spent most of his time in the field. Or he would once they had the partner situation taken care of. Maybe that would happen once JJ returned. Without her there, no one seemed to know what was going on. A bunch of ants running around aimlessly after someone kicked the anthill and dislodged their queen.

      “Hey!”

      Atticus shot up out of his chair, dropping the water bottle.

      A giggle sounded from over his left shoulder, and he turned to see JJ’s head filling one of the large screen televisions.

      A string of curses wove through his brain, but thankfully for all involved, Atticus managed to keep them from tumbling out of his mouth.

      “Did I scare you?” she asked, watching him from her computer screen.

      Atticus skimmed the edge of the television to see where the camera was, but he didn’t see one.

      “It’s built-in,” JJ told him, clearly figuring out his objective.

      “And you can just pop in whenever you want?” he shot back.

      “Whenever. I. Want,” she drawled, making it sound like a threat.

      “Do I hear—JJ!” Holly squealed as she raced over to stand in front of the television. “You’re here.”

      JJ smiled.

      Atticus scooped up his water bottle and took a step back so the girls could do their girl thing. He made a mental note to shift his desk so that his back wasn’t to that damn television.

      Since no one was paying any attention to him, he slipped out the door, pulling his phone from his pocket as he did. He brought up the text group he had going with Slade Elliott and Carson Briggs, the two men he was in a pseudo-relationship with. Was that a thing? Pseudo-relationship? Or were they just fucking? He honestly didn’t know. Regardless, they frequently used the text thread to chat about nothing of importance.

      Atticus walked over to the picnic table that had shown up sometime last week. He wasn’t sure who brought it, but he knew it wasn’t Brantley or Reese because they’d been as surprised to see it as everyone else.

      He took a seat on the tabletop, putting his feet on the bench as he skimmed through the last of the messages. They had to do with getting together for dinner. Which they’d done on Saturday. Kinda. The togetherness had happened. As had the dinner. Just not exactly at the same time. Atticus had eaten while Slade excused himself to work out in his home gym, and Carson sat on the couch and watched Atticus eat.

      But they’d been under the same roof, so he figured it was progress.

      Since Atticus was currently renting Slade’s guest room and Carson lived across the street, they saw each other often. More so now that Carson and Slade had made up. Well, technically, he wasn’t sure made up was the right way to describe it, but they were no longer avoiding one another. Atticus hadn’t gotten them to sit down (together) for a meal as of yet, but that was next on his to-do list. Granted, he was stalling a little on that because he was still trying to wrap his head around dating two men at the same time while those two men were dating each other.

      Okay, fine. The three of them were in a relationship. There. He acknowledged it.

      But was relationship the right word?

      They were having sex.

      The three of them.

      Together.

      Sometimes.

      Sometimes separately.

      Not nearly as often as Atticus would like, but that was partially his fault. Trying to get Carson and Slade in the same room without snipping at each other wasn’t an easy feat. Sure, all seemed right as rain when they were naked because no one had time to snip at anyone then. But Atticus wanted more than that. If he was going to give this a chance to work, he wanted to do it the right way. There were just too many ways for it to go wrong otherwise.

      Which begged the question: what was the right way to date two people while those two people dated each other?

      “Whatcha doin’?”

      Atticus launched up, stumbling as his feet hit the ground. “What the fuck!”

      Slade was laughing. “I thought you heard me comin’.”

      Atticus flattened his palm to his chest. “If y’all keep this shit up, I’m gonna have a heart attack.” Could a twenty-five-year-old be scared to death?

      “Y’all?” Slade looked around as though expecting to see someone.

      “I thought you were working a case,” Atticus told him, wanting to change the subject and get his heart rate back to normal.

      “Got a text from Reese to come back.”

      Atticus wondered why Reese was summoning people. Did they have a case?

      Slade bumped his shoulder. “Figured if it wasn’t life or death, maybe we could grab lunch later.”

      Shoving his phone in his pocket, Atticus frowned at Slade. “We?”

      “You and me.”

      Atticus wanted to ask him if they should invite Carson, but Slade seemed to be in a good mood, and he was learning that you did not throw wrenches into Slade’s good moods. There weren’t enough of them as of late. And Atticus knew part of the reason was that Slade thought he was second to Carson in Atticus’s life.

      It wasn’t true.

      Hell, he didn’t want to place an order on either of them because it felt wrong for so many reasons. He enjoyed spending time with both of them. They had a good time, no matter what they were doing. And yeah, he was attracted to them equally. Maybe for different reasons, but the heat level was still the same. Slade and Carson were as different as night and day, and strangely enough, together, they did it for Atticus in a big way.

      “I could do lunch,” he admitted.

      Slade’s face lit up as though Atticus had just given him gold bars wrapped with diamonds. He’d honestly never had anyone react to him the way Slade and Carson were these days, so it was still a bit of a surprise.

      Good, for sure, but a surprise, nonetheless.
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      JJ stared at the screen, soaking up the sight of her team as they laughed and joked while she looked on. She could only imagine how creepy it was to have her face planted on a big screen mounted on the wall, but for the moment, she didn’t care. Not since it meant she actually got to feel as though she was at HQ with all of them.

      “Have you listened to the recent podcast?” Elana asked.

      “I’m two behind,” JJ admitted. “So no spoilers.”

      “You need to get caught up,” Holly said, excitement weaving through her words. “Simon’s comin’ here.”

      “What? Here? As in”—JJ pointed toward the screen—“there?”

      Holly nodded enthusiastically.

      “When?”

      “Today!”

      JJ frowned. “Why don’t I know about this? Who’s he comin’ to see?”

      “It’s they,” Elana clarified. “Archer and Simon are comin’ to talk to Brantley and Reese.”

      Those no-good, lying buttholes. She knew they’d purposely left out names because she would’ve insisted on being there. She should be there.

      “What are they talkin’ about?” she asked, desperate to know.

      Elana looked at Holly, then back at JJ. “A job, I think.”

      “You think?”

      “They were all there at Moonshiners on Fri⁠—”

      “All who?” JJ asked, feeling as though she was on another planet for all the details she was missing out on.

      “Simon came to town to talk to Holt—they’re friends. He met Violet⁠—”

      “They’re dating. I know,” JJ told her. “They were at the wedding.”

      “Engaged,” Elana corrected, grinning.

      “Seriously?” Jesus. It was like the world was spinning at a faster rate while she was cooped up in this damn hospital.

      “Yep. And they’re buyin’ a house.” Elana smiled sheepishly. “Archer’s gonna move in with them.”

      JJ swirled her finger. “Are they like … um…”

      Elana and Holly stared back at her, clearly waiting for her to finish the question. She wasn’t sure how to.

      “Are they … uh…” Then it hit her. “Are they like Trey and them?”

      Frowning, the women looked at each other, then back at JJ.

      JJ swirled her finger again. “The threesome thing.”

      “Ah.” Elana grinned. “Nope. None of that goin’ on. Archer’s just a roommate. Paige, their other partner, might be lookin’ at a house to buy, too.”

      “So how’d they get on Brantley and Reese’s radar?”

      “Violet introduced them on Friday night when we were all at Moonshiners. Now they’re comin’ here to talk more.”

      Hmm. JJ needed to have a conversation with her best friend because clearly, he wasn’t giving her all the details. Was that on purpose? Because Brantley didn’t want to burden her with undue stress? Or was he simply not thinking about her because she wasn’t there?

      Considering the emotional roller coaster that was pregnancy, JJ decided not to jump to conclusions. At least not while Elana and Holly were looking on.

      “I’ll try to catch up on the podcast tonight,” she promised. It was about the only time she could get any peace and quiet. Which she needed if she was expected to pay attention to a podcast.

      “Don’t forget, I’ll be up there in a coupla hours,” Holly promised. “Want me to bring you anything?”

      “I’m good.” And she was. Despite her complaints, she had pretty much anything she could possibly need next to her bedside.

      Although she hated to end the call, JJ said her goodbyes before hitting the button to cut the connection. She stared at the darkened screen with a frown.

      “I miss them,” she muttered.

      “They miss you, too,” Baz said from his recliner in the corner of her hospital room.

      She looked over. For a brief moment, she’d forgotten he was there. If only she could forget it was a hospital room, perhaps she could relax a little. From the inside, with the exception of the monitor that was currently keeping track of her contractions—which she was having sporadically, despite her denial—the place had very little resemblance to a medical facility. It was spacious and bright. Not quite homey, but she’d give them credit for trying.

      And yes, it was comfortable. More so than she expected when she agreed to stay there. It sure as shit beat having strangers traipsing in and out of her house. No way was she doing that. No way, no how.

      So this was her concession.

      “I think Brantley’s holdin’ out on me.” She cut her gaze to Baz. “Did you know Simon Jennings was comin’ to talk to them today?”

      She studied him hard, waiting to see if he would lie.

      “They mentioned they might have someone in mind for the open investigator position, but they didn’t tell me who or when they’d be coming by.”

      “You and I both know Simon Jennings is not lookin’ for a job.”

      Baz looked sincerely confused. “Do we?”

      Dang it. The man was too honest for his own good. If he’d lied, then she’d have a reason to blast him with some of her pent-up frustration. Since he didn’t, she needed to come up with a different tack.

      Ah.

      “Maybe I could get a day pass,” she told Baz, offering up her best puppy dog eyes.

      “Not gonna happen.”

      “You are no fun at all.”

      He chuckled, his gaze lingering on her as he set aside his iPad.

      JJ had to admit Baz had been a good sport about it all. For the past nine days, ever since they brought her in, he’d been by her side almost every minute of every day. If she were him, she would’ve gone home every night to sleep in their bed, where it was possible to get decent rest. Here, with nurses coming in to check on her, it wasn’t conducive to sleep, no matter how comfortable he claimed that recliner was, since no amount of coaxing on her part would get that man to sleep in a king-size hospital bed. His words.

      Granted, the nurses didn’t come in as often during the night as she imagined they would have if she’d been in active labor. As it was, she was having contractions, but they weren’t severe, and they weren’t regular. According to Dr. Tinder, keeping her in bed as much as possible was the key. Now that her cervix was beginning to dilate, she’d noticed the good doctor was getting a little more worried about the situation.

      “You should go to HQ,” JJ told Baz now. “Check on things.”

      “You just talked to them. Sounds to me like they’ve got it covered.”

      “They were lyin’,” she told him.

      “Were they?”

      She shook her head at the same time she said, “Yes.”

      There was no reason for her to believe they were pretending that everything was fine. From what she’d seen with her own two eyes, no one was bustling around the office. Evan and Slade were the only ones actively working on a case. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Charlie and Jay were still looking into the social media scam, but despite their efforts, that one was slow going. Everyone else seemed to be preparing for the new hires coming on board next week.

      “I’ll swing by there when Holly gets here.”

      That was what he always said, although he inserted a variety of names into the sentence. For whatever reason, Baz didn’t want to leave her alone. JJ didn’t want to admit that she was grateful for that. While there were nurses and doctors all over this place, she still felt more comfortable when someone she knew was around.

      That was likely a result of the traumatic events she’d endured this past year or so. Which was precisely why she didn’t want strangers coming and going from her house. That was her sanctuary. No way was she letting a stranger inside and risking them coming back to do her harm. Been there, done that. The T-shirt didn’t fit anymore.

      “I think I should shower,” she told Baz. “Before Holly gets here.”

      “I can help with that.”

      She flashed a coy smile. “Promise?”

      “JJ…”

      “What?”

      “You heard what Dr. Tinder said. No sex.”

      Her eyebrows slammed down. Yeah. She’d heard that part. And she’d never despised a person as much as she despised him in that moment. Darn those doctors and their medical nonsense. No sex because it might cause her to go into labor at this point.

      “What does he know?” she countered without heat.

      Baz laughed, just as she hoped he would. It was the little things that kept her going, and this man’s laughter was part of it. She hated that he felt he needed to stay at her side night and day. At the same time, she loved that he was there because she needed him now more than ever. JJ didn’t want to admit it to anyone, but she was scared. Not so much about being kidnapped or any of that. Not anymore.

      No, at the moment, the one fear she couldn’t seem to tackle was becoming a mom. It both terrified and thrilled her at the same time.
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      “Holly just texted. Simon and Archer are here,” Reese called from his second-floor office. “She saw ’em pull up, so she’s walkin’ them to the back door.”

      Brantley looked up from his computer, tilting his head to stretch his neck.

      They’d both gotten right to work after they’d checked in with the team—or rather with Holly, since no one else had been around. It had become routine. Waking up, going for a run, back for a shower, then a quick trip to the hospital, followed by breakfast on the go. After that, they worked in their offices for an hour or so to give the team time to trickle in before heading over to HQ. At that point, the day became a whirlwind of research and interviews as they worked on the cold cases Baz had assigned them.

      While Brantley wouldn’t outwardly complain about their daily hospital visits, he would admit it was causing a minor interruption in their sweet little routine. On the days they went early, Brantley missed out on water fun first thing. Not exactly how he liked to start the day—being inside Reese was his new favorite place—but he was dealing with it since it was only temporary.

      Brantley pushed back from his desk, figuring it would be more professional to greet their guests directly, considering their introductions had taken place at a bar. Not that there was anything wrong with that. Brantley considered himself a laidback kinda guy. No need for formalities in the workplace. Certainly not with the amount of stress they endured on a given day. But he would admit that making a good impression was in their best interest. From a business perspective, anyway.

      “You want me to bring ’em up here?” Reese asked when he reached the doorway. “Or not,” he tacked on with a smile.

      Brantley smirked as he approached. “We can go downstairs. I could use some food.”

      “Seriously?” Reese looked at his watch. “You just had breakfast a coupla hours ago.”

      “I had coffee and a sausage biscuit. Not exactly breakfast of champions,” Brantley corrected. “Plus, comin’ up with all the ways I’m gonna make you cry out my name takes energy.”

      It was impossible to miss the blush that crept up Reese’s neck. He loved that he did that so often. It was fucking adorable.

      Reese’s eyebrows lifted slowly. “And you expect me to make you a sandwich.”

      “Nope. I’ll make it.”

      “Will you now?”

      Brantley nodded, then gestured for Reese to precede him toward the stairs. “Of course. Then tonight, you can reward me for makin’ the effort.”

      “Ah. And what does this reward entail?”

      “Your mouth. My dick.”

      Reese huffed a laugh as they walked down. “And if I make your sandwich?”

      “My dick. Your mouth.”

      Reese snorted. “Nice try.”

      “What? Tell me you don’t enjoy it.”

      The soft hitch in Reese’s breath was the only answer he needed.

      Despite his teasing, Brantley already knew which way this would go. Reese would make him a sandwich because Brantley’s attempt at cooking was usually subpar. Even with something as simple as a sandwich. His patience made it as far as yellow mustard, bologna, and two slices of bread. Reese, on the other hand, piled on the deli meats, fancy cheeses, and veggies and even added some of that fru-fru mustard shit. There was no comparison. This meant, at some point this afternoon, Brantley would show his gratitude for Reese’s determination. He preferred to do it when Reese least expected it.

      “I’m not sure I trust you to make anything in the kitchen,” Reese said when they reached the main floor.

      “There’s one thing I’m good at makin’ in the kitchen,” Brantley said, reaching for Reese’s arm and pulling him to a stop.

      “A mess?”

      Brantley huffed a laugh as he stepped in close, lowered his voice. “If you think makin’ you come is makin’ a mess, then yeah.”

      God, he loved the way Reese’s whiskey-brown eyes glazed over.

      “That won’t be happenin’, Navy boy,” Reese said. “We’ve got company comin’.”

      “Fair enough.” Brantley leaned in, tilted his head slightly. “You can make me a sandwich, and when the house is clear, I’ll put my mouth on your dick. How does that sound?”

      To stop Reese from arguing, Brantley jerked him tight against him before crushing his mouth to Reese’s. He figured they had no more than ten, maybe fifteen seconds before their guests reached the house, which was just enough time for a quick fix to hold his addiction to this man at bay.

      It took tremendous effort to refrain from touching Reese. In a perfect world, he would keep the man naked all the damn time, simply so he could indulge whenever he wanted. Unfortunately, life was not kind to his overactive libido, but he was learning to deal with it.

      Mostly.

      Brantley pulled back just as the knock sounded. A second later, the sliding glass door opened.

      “We have company,” Brantley said, holding Reese’s glazed stare.

      “Payback’s a bitch,” Reese whispered before pivoting on his heel and heading for the kitchen.

      Yes, it was. And Brantley was looking forward to it.

      He followed Reese, stopping at the kitchen island in an effort to conceal the evidence of what they’d been doing seconds ago. His dick was threatening to tear through his zipper, and no one needed to see that.

      “And who is this?” Archer asked, his full attention on Tesha, who was alert and standing but not growling.

      Brantley was silent, expecting Reese to do the greeting. Only he didn’t.

      “Tesha,” Brantley told him. “She’s our … I was gonna say partner, but I’m not sure that’s the case. She’s more like the boss. We relocated her from a bad existence and put her in charge of ours.”

      “Sounds like a win-win. Would it be all right to pet her?” he asked.

      “Sure.”

      Archer approached slowly, stopping with a few feet between them. The giant of a man squatted down and held out one big hand. “Hey, girl. Name’s Archer. I like animals, all kinds. Not so much ferrets, but that’s a story for another time.”

      All eyes were on Archer and Tesha. It only took a second for Tesha to move closer. She sniffed Archer’s hand before moving again and again until she rested her chin in Archer’s palm. He moved slowly, rubbing her head with his thumb and gradually shifting his hand until he was scratching the top of her head.

      Tesha, not usually so friendly with strangers, moved in until she was practically in his lap.

      “You must be all right,” Brantley joked.

      “Yup. You and I will be besties soon enough,” Archer told Tesha as he stood slowly, grinning from ear to ear.

      “I’ll be in the barn if you need me,” Holly said, her eyes trailing over Archer Halligan like he was a lollipop and she was about to take a lick.

      “We were about to make sandwiches,” Brantley told them while Reese busied himself with dishes and ingredients, likely trying to hide the blush on his face. “Want something?”

      “I’m good. Thanks,” Simon said.

      Archer grinned. “I won’t say no to food.”

      “Sandwiches,” Brantley stated. “With ham.”

      “Turkey and roast beef,” Reese corrected.

      “Sorry. Turkey and roast beef on white.”

      “Wheat,” Reese announced.

      Brantley grinned and winked at their guests before continuing. “Turkey and roast beef on wheat with Swiss and mayo.”

      “Cheddar and must—” Reese pulled his head out of the fridge. “You’re fuckin’ with me, aren’t you?”

      “A little bit, yeah.” He turned back to Archer and Simon, pointing toward the stools on the other side of the island. “Have a seat. Somethin’ to drink?”

      “Water works for me.” Archer nodded toward Simon. “He’ll have the same, although he’ll tell you he’s good.”

      Brantley had only met Archer Halligan a few days ago, but he would admit he’d liked the guy instantly. He couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was about him, but he had a feeling the beast of a man would fit in well with the team.

      “I am good,” Simon countered. “Not everyone likes to raid the pantry wherever they go.”

      “It’s a good way to get to know someone,” Archer argued.

      “It is not.”

      “You say not, I say is.”

      “How long’ve you two been married?” Brantley asked, interrupting the banter.

      “Sorry about that. I asked him to be on his best behavior,” Simon said with a smirk. “He’s not, so it must be a day that ends in ‘y’.”

      Reese snorted a laugh from behind him. “I’ve got one like that.”

      “Now that that’s outta the way…” Brantley grinned. “I thought maybe we could talk briefly this mornin’, then reconvene this afternoon when I can get Sebastian Buchanan—we call him Baz—here. We’ve recently promoted him. He handles caseloads and whatnot. Runs the office. Or he will once he’s back from paternity leave. JJ’s in the hospital—bed rest until the babies are born.”

      “So she was right?” Simon asked, grinning as he glanced at Archer. “JJ was havin’ contractions at the wedding but was adamant she was not in labor.”

      Brantley laughed. “That’s JJ. She’s stubborn enough to hold off until she’s ready. Or she likes to think she is.”

      Archer glanced between them. “So you’re not in charge?”

      “Technically,” Reese drawled.

      “Don’t listen to him. We tried that whole thing with me runnin’ the show,” Brantley admitted. “I’m not a fan of bureaucracy and red tape. Workin’ for Sniper 1 Security means there’s a shit ton of that. I leave that shit to Baz and Reese. I prefer to work cases.”

      “I know the feelin’,” Archer said. “I’ll do what needs to be done, but I like to get my hands dirty.”

      Yeah, Brantley liked this guy.

      Since Reese was still working on the sandwiches, Brantley opted to jump right into it.

      “If you’re still workin’ on the…” He circled his finger in the air. “The thingy cast.”

      “Podcast,” Reese corrected.

      “Yeah. That thing. How much time would you have to dedicate to the task force?”

      Archer looked at Simon, and a silent question passed between them. A second later, Simon nodded.

      Archer met Brantley’s gaze. “I think the question is, how much time will you need me on the task force?”

      “We’d prefer someone full-time, but there’s some leniency in there when we’re not workin’ an active case.” Brantley looked at Simon. “Do you have an idea of how much time you’ll need him on a weekly basis?”

      “Depends on the story I’m workin’ on. If I keep ’em local, I do a lot of the investigatin’ myself when Archer’s off doin’ other things.”

      “What’s local? Like state level?”

      “I was thinkin’ more along the lines of keepin’ it closer to home for a while.”

      “Home being…?”

      “Here. Coyote Ridge. We’ll have a permanent address on October thirty-first.”

      Brantley looked at Archer. “And you?”

      “Same. I’m movin’ in with them.”

      “No roots, huh?”

      “Temporary ones,” Archer said with a smirk. “I’m hopin’ to shift that to more permanent in the future.”

      That made Brantley feel a little better. It was difficult enough to find someone, but hiring them, getting them set up and through the onboarding process was a pain in the ass, regardless of who was responsible for doing it.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I know nothin’ about what you do,” Brantley told them. “So I don’t know what it entails. You have experience lookin’ for missing people? Or workin’ cold cases?”

      “The majority of the stories I do are cold cases,” Simon explained. “The cases vary. Robberies, fraud, missing persons, unsolved homicides.”

      “Do you get to choose? Or do your podcast bosses decide?”

      Simon chuckled. “No boss, but I do have sponsors. I’ve been a stickler for deciding on my own. I’m an investigative journalist by trade, so I have an eye for a story when there is one.”

      Interesting. He looked at Archer. “What about you? You an investigative journalist, too?”

      “No. Just an investigator.”

      “Ah. You have a gun permit?”

      “I do.”

      “Know how to shoot?”

      Archer’s grin widened. “I’ve got a little experience.”

      Reese brought over a plate, handed it off to Archer. “He was a Marine scout sniper.”

      Brantley looked at Archer. “Once a Marine, always a Marine.”

      “Oorah!”

      “Brantley was Navy,” Reese noted. “SEAL. SpecOps.”

      “He says it like he’s a civilian.” Brantley laughed. “Reese was in the Air Force. He did two tours in Iraq. One in Afghanistan. POW.”

      “No shit.” Archer stared at Reese. “Glad you made it back.”

      “You and me both,” Reese muttered, clearly not wanting to discuss it.

      “Thank you for your service,” Simon said. “All of you.”

      “When’d you get out?” Archer asked, looking at Brantley once again.

      “A coupla years ago. Forced retirement. Medical discharge.”

      “Do you miss it?” Archer asked.

      Brantley cut his gaze to Reese. “Not as much as I used to. Thanks,” he told Reese when he passed him a plate. He was about to explain how the task force worked, simply to get off the subject, when the back door slid open, and Baz appeared.

      “Hey, man,” Brantley greeted with a grin. “You look just like you did a few hours ago. Like shit.”

      Baz huffed a laugh. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. I thought you weren’t comin’ in until later.”

      “JJ kicked me out.” Baz waved a hand to encompass the room. “I think she’s lookin’ for the dirt on this meeting.”

      Of course she was.

      “How’s she doin’?” Reese asked.

      “She’s good. My mom’s with her now. Holly’s headed up there.” Baz nodded toward the two men sitting at the counter. “I tried to warn her she’s gonna get an earful about these two.” His gaze snapped up to Brantley’s face. “Because apparently, her best friend is a lowdown, no good, secret-keeping asshole.” He flashed a grin. “Her words.”

      Brantley could pretty much hear JJ calling him that. She meant it with love.

      “But on a positive note, she misses you guys.”

      “We miss her, too,” Reese said, then made the formal introductions.

      “This JJ sounds like a badass,” Archer stated.

      “She is,” Brantley, Reese, and Baz said at the same time.

      While he ate his sandwich, Brantley watched the interactions. They’d been looking for another investigator for what felt like a damn long time. One who could partner with Atticus now that the newest member of their team was fully onboarded and certified. They’d looked at somewhere around fifty applicants. A couple had seemed like they would work, but not exactly fit.
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