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      An old rivalry blooms into passion for a Navy SEAL and his fake girlfriend…

      US Marshal Kelsey Poppins has an axe to grind. She’s determined to prove her co-worker is innocent. But her old high school rival, Navy SEAL Ryan Ward, isn’t convinced. His father died investigating a sinister crime ring. And he’s convinced Kelsey's friend is involved…

      But when they both sneak into a Federal building and find incriminating evidence within, her boss catches them in the act. Needing an excuse to explain his presence, Ryan leaves Kelsey weak-kneed with the hottest kiss she’s ever had. Now, they’re faking a relationship as they work together to solve a string of murders. All while trying to stay alive… And out of each other’s arms.

      Ryan won’t allow one more person to die. Not on his watch, and definitely not Kelsey. Maybe it’s the danger, the adrenaline rush of cheating death…  But Ryan soon realizes he’s falling for her, hard. And he’s powerless to stop it.

      When the investigation and their attraction both heat up, Ryan must decide what’s more important. Catching the killers? Or keeping Kelsey safe…
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      “Shooting down the walls of heartbreak…” Ryan Ward whispered before pulling the trigger.

      Bang! Bang!

      He glanced down the row at the paper target, two perfect holes straight through the center, and grinned, then tugged off his headphones.

      “How the hell do you do that?” his brother Neal growled at him. All three brothers were sharing a single lane at the shooting range. It would have made more sense to line up separately so they wouldn’t have to take turns—but then they couldn’t mock and poke at each other while they were shooting which, obviously, was the most important part. “You’re like the frigging Yoda of shooting or something,” Neal said with a scowl. “You barely even looked at the target.”

      “When you’ve got it, you’ve got it,” Ryan said with a smirk, stepping back to let Neal take his turn. “Not my fault I got all the sharpshooter genes while you got…hey, what did you get again?”

      “‘Gentlemen, you can’t fight in here,’” their oldest brother, Lance, teased from behind them, quoting one of their favorite movies. “‘This is the war room!’ Or at least, a room with plenty of guns.” Neal and Ryan just rolled their eyes. Ever since Lance had gotten back together with his ex-wife, who was pregnant with his child, he’d become a total goofball.

      “So if we aren’t going to fight, what are we supposed to do?” Neal asked, lining up his shot and then firing several times. “Hey, I know—we can talk about why Ryan’s decided to leave his SEAL team.”

      “Nah, I think we should talk about how lousy your shooting has gotten. Think you might need glasses, bro?” Ryan examined the paper bullseye the machine had brought forward with mock concern. In truth, Neal was a good shot—all the Ward brothers were. But Ryan was the best. He never missed…except for metaphorically shooting himself in the foot.

      It had been two and a half months since his final assignment with his SEAL team—since he’d charged in on a mission despite orders to stay put. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t been in the best headspace, having just learned his father had died. It didn’t matter that his instincts had been right, and the mission would have failed without him. The navy had no use for a man who didn’t follow orders. The best his CO could do was get him an honorable discharge, for mental health reasons.

      Ryan snuck a look over at his two brothers, also former Navy SEALs. Neal had served with distinction until he’d been injured in the line of duty. Lance had put in twenty years with the navy and retired with full benefits. They were the best men he knew and he was proud to call them his brothers, but as the baby of the family, he’d spent his whole life trying to live up to their example. He wanted to wait a little longer before admitting to them just how badly he’d screwed up his military career. They could keep asking all they wanted—he would keep dodging their questions.

      “Or maybe you just need some shooting lessons,” Ryan suggested to Neal. “We could ask whoever’s in that lane to our right—they’re doing pretty well.”

      The person in there had been shooting since they got there, not saying a word, just firing and reloading and changing the bullseye, then starting again. Whoever they were, they had their headphones on and couldn’t hear what the Ward brothers were saying anyway, so who cared. Ryan peered around the separator again at the anonymous shooter. At first, he thought it was a guy—on the short side, maybe half a foot shorter than Ryan’s own six-foot-one. Slim, all dressed in black. Hair covered by a black ball cap and face obscured by the headphones and safety glasses and hat. Nothing that indicated gender one way or the other, but Ryan watched the person shoot, saw how they balanced against the recoil and realized it had to be a woman, based on the center of gravity.

      His dad had been a private investigator and had taught Ryan plenty of tricks of the trade. Most especially trick number one: be observant. So he always had been. Sometimes, he’d use it as a party trick, showing off like Sherlock Holmes, but most of the time, he just quietly took note. The habit was so ingrained that he did it automatically. Without catching a glimpse of this person’s face, he was already pretty sure he knew a number of things about her. She was practical, no frills. Highly trained, definitely not a civilian, but not military. Law enforcement of some sort would be his guess.

      There was also something oddly familiar about the person…

      Bang! Bang!

      He returned to his own stall and watched Lance take his turn before sneaking a peek at his watch. They’d been here for a few hours now and he was ready for a beer. “Our time’s about up,” he announced. “How about we get out of here? Want to grab a drink at Swingin’ Sue’s? I’ll buy first round.”

      He put his gear away, half-listening to his brothers talk about their love lives. Neal was focused on his upcoming wedding to their dad’s old assistant, Lori. Lance couldn’t shut up about Ruth and the baby they were expecting. And Ryan…well, Ryan had his new self-appointed mission. It wouldn’t exactly keep him warm at night, but it would give him a sense of purpose again. And that, way more than any romance, was exactly what he needed.

      On that topic, he actually did want to update his brothers on what he had in mind. “Hey, I think I found something interesting going over the intel from Dad’s case earlier. Pretty sure there’s a dirty US Marshal involved. It would explain a lot.”

      His words rang out in the suddenly silent shooting range. The woman in the next lane must have been reloading.

      Lance stopped stuffing things in his duffle bag. “Seriously?”

      “Yep.” Their father’s case had been a tangled mess from the start, but they were in the last stage of it now. They’d found the person who had killed their father, while trying to make it look like a natural death. They’d found the person who’d ordered the hit in the first place—the mob boss who’d been angry at Dad’s investigation into one of his criminal rackets. But there was one piece of the puzzle still missing. “We know that Russo wanted Dad out of the way once he started looking into those prison inmate deaths. But we still don’t know who got to those prisoners in the first place. For my money, it must have been a US Marshal.”

      “Wow,” Neal said, blinking at Ryan. Then he cursed and turned away, brows knit. “It’s an interesting idea. But you know Lori and I can’t really help you look into it, right? We’ve got a full caseload on top of our wedding planning. That doesn’t leave us with much time to spare to chase down some theory for you, bro, just based on your hunch.”

      It was more than a hunch, but Ryan let it slide. He got how busy Lori and Neal were, now that they were running Dad’s PI business together. And he knew they’d already done their part for the overall investigation. It was Lori who had first chased down the idea that Dad had been murdered, working with Neal to find out who had done it. Then Lance and Ruth had followed the trail of the man who had ordered the hit. Lance and Neal and Lori and Ruth had all put a lot of time and effort into those cases.

      When Ryan didn’t answer, Neal went on. “But I get the appeal of wanting to solve the final piece of the puzzle for Dad’s last case. Especially since the trail’s gone cold and the police have given up on it.”

      “Does anyone else think the Marshals are involved?” Lance asked, frowning.

      Ryan took a deep breath and shook his head. “Nope. Just me, for now.”

      “Hmm.” Lance picked at the front of his jacket. “And closing this case is really what you think you should be doing right now? Instead of going back to your SEAL team?”

      Going back to his SEAL team wasn’t an option, not that Lance knew that. All he’d told his brothers was that he’d decided to leave the military so he could focus on finishing this case. If they happened to assume that he’d voluntarily left the navy to work this investigation, that wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t actually said that—even if he’d maybe implied it, hoping to stop the questions about how he could still be on bereavement leave weeks after any real leave would have ended.

      “Of course,” Ryan said. This wasn’t an avoidance tactic. He really did want to find out that last person responsible for their dad’s death. Maybe then his grief would finally lessen over that whole thing, because damn. His chest still ached over it. Too much loss too close together. First Dad, then his SEAL team… He brushed it off, staring down at the graffiti-carved tabletop. “It’s what’s best for me.”

      Liar.

      Lance paused a beat or two, then nodded, his expression unreadable as he finished securing his gun case and picked it up. “Because going down a rabbit hole trying to arrest every criminal in the city who’s even tangentially related to Dad’s death isn’t what he would’ve wanted for you.”

      “I know that. I’m not an idiot, bro.” His shoulders tensed, the muscles in his upper back knotting tight with frustration. Yes, he had other shit, important shit, going on, but that wasn’t what was happening here. It wasn’t. He wasn’t avoiding what had happened. He was just letting it sit a bit, digest, then he’d deal with it all when the time came. There was the sound of shuffling feet from the stall on his other side, then a couple of clicks as the person reloaded. Still shooting away without a care in the world. Lucky. “Look, guys. I’m fine, okay? If neither of you wants to be involved in my investigation of the marshals, I’ll do it myself. But for the record? It’s not a wild goose chase. I’ve got a plan.”

      “Oh, Jesus.” Neal shook his head, chuckling. “Not another plan.”

      “Right?” Lance said, laughing. “We’ve been down that road too many times with you, little bro.”

      Ryan flipped them both off, then sat forward, lowering his voice to avoid being heard in the quieter place. “Seriously. Just hear me out. I want to sneak into the local US Marshal’s office to get a look at some files and—”

      “And?” a voice said beside him, cutting him off. “Please go on describing how you plan to break into a law enforcement facility. That sounds like a really excellent idea to discuss, especially in public. No wonder your friends don’t seem impressed by your planning skills.”

      He froze. That voice. He knew that voice. His heart sank as the woman from the next lane pulled off her hat to reveal long red hair and a face he knew all too well. His old high school nemesis, Kelsey Poppins.

      Oh shit.

      “And the best part of the plan was definitely to bring it up in front of a US Marshal.” Kelsey was watching him with a superior look. Perfect. Just great. Same old rivalry, still alive and well. Same little tingle of awareness inside him too. Shit. Even worse, she was a US Marshal now. He might have seen that on her social media profiles earlier. Not that he’d been looking. Nope. Okay, time to redirect the conversation.

      “Kelsey, good to see you,” he said. “I don’t think you know my brothers—let me introduce you.” He stretched out the introductions as long as he could, hoping to get her engaged in some other topic so that she’d let drop what she’d overheard…but he should have known better than to think that would work. Kelsey had always been like a dog with a bone. Once she latched on to something, she never let go.

      “So this plan of yours to break into the office—” she began. “You know I’ll have to report you, right?”

      “Report what?” he asked. “Report that you thought you heard me making a joke with my brothers in a gun range?”

      “I know what I heard,” she answered, undeterred. “And you weren’t joking.”

      No, he wasn’t, but he wouldn’t admit that to her. Not yet. Because come to think of it, this could be a great opportunity. If he could get her to help him, it would make it ten times easier to get into the office and get access to the files he needed. But she wouldn’t agree easily, so he’d have to…guide her to the decision.

      “Wasn’t I? Can you really be sure? It’s noisy here, and you were wearing headphones most of the time we were talking. Plus, you were pretty distracted for a while there, weren’t you? Rough day at work, so you came here to blow off some steam…only you weren’t hitting the targets like you wanted to, and that just made it worse, right?” He’d heard the way she’d tsked and huffed at herself over shots that didn’t land quite right. Her aim had smoothed out the longer she’d stayed, but she’d seemed pretty frustrated at the start, which hinted that it hadn’t been a good day overall.

      “I was hitting the targets just fine!” she said, face flushed bright red. So she was still just as bad a liar as she’d been in high school. It was a little endearing. “Better than you could do, I’m sure.”

      Gotcha.

      “Better than me? Are you sure?” he asked, using his skeptical tone to bait her as much as possible.

      “Of course I’m sure!”

      “Then you wouldn’t mind making a little wager?”

      “I…what?”

      “A shooting competition. Right here, right now. Two shots. Best bullseye wins. If I win, you have to sneak me into your offices to see the files I want.”

      “I knew you weren’t joking about wanting to get in!”

      “Maybe I was, maybe I wasn’t. It only matters if I win, though. If you win, I promise I’ll drop my idea completely. So do we have a deal? Or are you not so sure of your shooting skills after all?” He watched her closely, waiting to see what she’d decide. The Kelsey Poppins he remembered always rose to a challenge. Was that part of her still the same?

      Kelsey straightened and gave him a curt nod. “Fine. Let’s do it.”

      “Okay.” He couldn’t help grinning as he winked at his brothers, who stood behind him shaking their heads, then got his stuff out again. Both he and Kelsey got locked and loaded, put up new targets at the end of their lanes, then waited.

      “Ladies first,” he said, waiting as she took her stance and fired.

      Bang! Bang!

      She pressed the button to bring her target back to her, staring at him the whole time with a defiant grin. And fuck it all, it turned him on. He pushed that thought away and locked it down. He was on a mission here—and he would never let anything distract him from that. He turned his attention to her paper target. Not bad. Two holes pierced the center. Not quite exact middle, but darned close.

      “Nicely done,” he said as he slammed a full magazine into his Glock. “But now it’s my turn.”

      Then Ryan turned and fired two shots.

      Bang! Bang!

      Ryan pressed his button, his gaze on Kelsey the entire time as the machine slowly churned and the paper target rustled forward on its hook and chain.

      “Jesus Christ,” Neal said again. “How the hell do you do that?”

      Ryan grinned from ear to ear, taking the target down without looking at it and handing it to Kelsey. When her gaze flicked down to it, the pretty pink color drained from her cheeks.

      “Fuck,” she said, just confirming what he’d already known. He’d won.

      Only one hole sat dead center in the target, because both bullets had passed through it cleanly.

      “You…you win,” she admitted, sounding so gutted by the fact that Ryan felt a pang of remorse. Had it been a jerk move to manipulate her into this situation? He could get tunnel vision when he was on a mission, so focused on the end goal that he didn’t pay attention to what he was screwing up along the way.

      “It was a dumb bet,” he said, words spilling out in an unpracticed rush. “We can forget about it.”

      Her eyes flew up to meet his, and whatever she saw on his face actually made her soften a bit. “A deal’s a deal,” she said. “And you won the bet.”

      “Tell you what,” he offered, “why don’t you come over to Swingin’ Sue’s with us? We can tell you some more about the situation. When I’m done, if you still think I’m totally off base, you’ll have your chance to try to change my mind. Sound fair?”

      “Yeah,” she agreed. “Sounds fair.”

      Fifteen minutes later, they walked into the bar across the way. The place was about forty years old and the interior looked it, faded paint and water-stained ceiling. But the drinks were cheap, and the food was good. Plus, the owner had been a friend of their dad’s, so it kind of felt like a home away from home.

      Lance held up four fingers toward the bartender to get them their beers, and they took a seat at a booth near the back. Neal and Lance took one side of the booth, leaving Ryan and Kelsey to share the other. Once the server brought their drinks and departed, Ryan took a swig of beer, then got down to business. “Kelsey, my brothers and I have been looking into what happened to our father ever since his funeral. I’m sure you’ve heard on the news that he was murdered. We helped catch the killer and the mob guy who ordered the hit.”

      She nodded, staring down at her bottle. “Yeah, I saw.”

      “Well, there’s still one more piece to solve. The part they aren’t really talking about on TV is why our dad was looking into the mob in the first place. Dad was hired by a local lawyer—” Lance’s ex-wife, Ruth, “—because some of the clients she represented were dying very suddenly of heart attacks in jail. And it always happened right after changing their pleas to guilty for crimes she was very sure they didn’t commit. When the mob realized my dad was looking into it, he suddenly died of a supposed heart attack, too. Over the past two and a half months, we’ve uncovered everything that happened, except for one thing—who actually killed the prisoners? It couldn’t be a prison guard because the killer would have to have access to multiple different prisons. Unlikely that it was a prisoner, or even a group of prisoners who were with the mob, because most of the guys died in their cells and didn’t have mob-affiliated cellmates. A police officer would have no excuse for visiting all of those prisoners, so it would draw too much attention. Also, nearly all of the prisoners with suspicious deaths died on a day when they were transported. And since prisoner transport is handled by the US Marshals, well…” He shrugged. “That makes them the most likely candidates in my book. If I can look at the records to see who handled transport of those prisoners on those days, I’ll be able to see if there’s a pattern.”

      “There isn’t,” she said, sounding absolutely certain. “No US Marshal would do anything like that.”

      “Then I’ll see the paperwork, realize there’s no pattern after all and have to come up with a new theory.”

      She opened her mouth, as if she wanted to say something else, but then shut it, still thinking. Finally, she spoke. “Those files are confidential.” Her auburn brows drew together as she glanced first at him, then his brothers, then back to him again, her expression worried. “I could get in a lot of trouble if I’m caught. I could lose my job.”

      Damn. If there was one thing she could have said to get him to cave, it would be that. He was already going through the pain of losing the career he loved, and he wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

      Ryan sighed. “Look. I’m not trying to get you fired or in trouble, Kelsey. If you think there’s another way I can get a look at that information, then tell me and I’ll try that instead.”

      She seemed to consider that a moment, then shook her head, her expression unreadable. “No. We’ll do it your way. I’ll get you the files. Then you’ll see that I’m right and it wasn’t a US Marshal after all. But,” she held up a finger. “It’s on my terms and my rules. I can’t let you wander all over by yourself. Understand?”

      He nodded, just glad it was still on.

      “Good.” She took a long swig of beer, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand. “We can work out the details tomorrow.”
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      “No,” Kelsey said the next morning as she and Ryan sat across from each other at a little coffee shop near her office. It was where they’d agreed to meet so they could plan out how they’d get Ryan in to see the files he needed. “That won’t work at all. We need to keep it simple and stay cautious.”

      Of course, the words “simple” and most especially “cautious” had never been in the same sentence as Ryan Ward, so they disagreed. About literally everything. As always. Jesus H. Christ. It was like she’d stepped back in time ten years and they were in high school again, bickering over anything and everything while he teased her and pranked her every chance he got. He had always been the most frustrating, aggravating, infuriating, gorgeous…wait, no, that last part was something she wasn’t supposed to think about. He might be movie-star handsome—even more so now than in high school, his body having filled out in all the best ways in the nine years since they’d graduated—but that didn’t change the fact that “trouble” was practically his middle name.

      “No,” he said, frowning and sitting back in his chair, his long legs tangling with hers under the table. She compressed her lips and avoided kicking him. Barely. “It’s not enough for you to get the files and then just show them to me later. I want to be there with you. Talk to people.” At her “are you serious” look, he waved her off. Overconfident to a fault. Same shit, different day. “Don’t worry. I’ll come up with a cover. I’m good at that. It’s what I’m trained to do.”

      Uh-huh.

      Kelsey rolled her eyes, then shook her head. “Look, I get that you’re a SEAL, Ryan. That’s a big deal. Congratulations. This isn’t an undercover mission where you’ve got a whole team behind you, making sure everything goes according to plan. This is just us—and if we mess it up, I’d lose a job that I really love. There’s no reason for you to be in my office, Ryan. You said you wanted the files, and I can get them and share them with you electronically. That way you can see if there are any suspicious patterns. Easy-peasy. No personal contact necessary.”

      He scoffed and straightened. “Checking the files is only the beginning. The real detective work comes from talking to people and following any leads as they pop up. I do my best work face to face. I need to see things, touch things, assess the details.”

      Yeah, I bet you do.

      She bit back the words before they got out. She should have expected this. He’d always been cocky as hell. She’d hoped that military service might ground him a little, but she supposed that was asking too much. His ego was so bulletproof, it
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