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      The past threatens to tear apart this new sizzling partnership…

      Former Navy SEAL Neal Ward swore he’d never have anything to do with his father’s private investigation agency. But when he dies under suspicious circumstances, captivating PI Lori Hart drags Neal into the investigation. He agrees to protect her, but it won’t be easy concentrating on the case when Lori herself is so irresistible.

      To catch the culprit, they’re forced to fake a relationship, but Lori’s starting to question her insistence they remain platonic. Touching each other and acting in love is driving her crazy—especially since Neal’s so good at switching off their relationship in private. Doesn’t he feel anything for her?

      If only he’d let her in and forget the past, Neal would realize what a great team they’d make…
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      Neal Ward couldn’t stop staring into the open grave.

      He felt like he was standing too close to it, because even when he looked away he could still see the gaping hole in his peripheral vision. A stark reminder of everything that would remain forever unsettled.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” a woman’s voice said, moving closer to him in the grayish, overcast light.

      He’d heard the phrase dozens of times since he arrived at the cemetery, the go-to platitude that assumed that he actually considered burying his father a loss. His brothers were better at faking it for the people gathered to mourn Gary Ward on the cool September day, but he managed to muster up a halfhearted nod of acknowledgement for the woman standing next to him.

      She sniffled. “Your father was a wonderful man.”

      Neal cleared his throat and tried to come up with an appropriate response to what he knew was a lie. She was anchored beside him, seemingly unaware that she was supposed to murmur a few comforting words and then move on. When he finally glanced over he realized that he recognized the teary-eyed woman.

      “Lori, right? Thanks for being here.”

      It was Lori Hart, his father’s administrative assistant at his Detroit PI business. He’d met her the year before when his dad had shown up uninvited on Neal’s doorstep in Cleveland to try and convince him to come work at the agency.

      If he hadn’t been so pissed about the unexpected visit he might’ve paused to take in the auburn-haired beauty hovering in his father’s shadow. Instead, his frustration had shifted to anger and he’d fought with him. Again. And his dad had walked out, just like he always did, claiming he had important work to do. If only his family had meant more than his job…

      Not that any of that was Lori’s fault.

      “It’s good to see you again,” she continued, dabbing her eyes with a tissue, then turning to face him. Same pretty hazel eyes. Same cute freckles across her nose. He stopped himself. Nope. Neal was only here to bury his dad. Then he was heading back to Cleveland the first chance he got. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      I’m not. Luckily, he bit back the words before they escaped, and caught the eye of his older brother, Lance, across the way, shaking hands and hugging the bereaved. Lance had always been better at the niceties than Neal. Beside him was their younger brother, Ryan, who looked about as miserable as Neal felt. Yeah, the Ward brothers were all dealing with some heavy shit.

      Regret. Was that the emotion leaving him feeling so unsettled? Because it sure as hell wasn’t grief for a man who felt like a stranger. But part of him wished he could go back to the week prior and change things. Change the fact that when his dad had called him, he’d let it go to voicemail. Change the fact that instead of listening to what would turn out to be his dad’s last message, he’d deleted it unheard. Change a lot of the interactions between him and his dad over the past few years.

      Yeah, the old man had been a shitty parent, but now that Neal was a grown man, they could have at least learned to tolerate each other like adults without lapsing into the old fights and recriminations and hurts. But no. Their relationship had stayed thorny, and then it had ended just as it had been for pretty much the last twelve years—in silence.

      “We appreciate everything you did to help my father,” Neal finally said, hoping that it would end the conversation and she’d move on so he could focus on anything but the hole in the ground a few feet in front of him.

      “Thanks.” Lori’s brow furrowed more deeply. “But … there’s still more I need to do.”

      It was an invitation for him to ask what she meant, but he wasn’t taking it. No way.

      Lori’s eyes bored into him until he finally turned to face her. She must have picked up a few interrogation techniques from his father, because she wasn’t letting him off the hook easily. She pulled her black coat across her chest and glanced around, then moved a step closer to him.

      “I think your father was murdered and I could really use your help to investigate what happened,” Lori whispered, her eyes daring him to say no.

      Neal frowned and swallowed hard. Dammit. “Murdered?”
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      Lori blinked at him, a flash of irritation in her eyes before it was quickly covered by concern. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything here,” she gestured at the headstones surrounding them, “but I thought you should know, and I wasn’t sure if we’d get the chance to talk again.”

      His frown darkened to a scowl as he tried to connect the dots in his head. “You think someone murdered my dad? Because I’ve seen the coroner’s report and it was most definitely ruled a heart attack. He might’ve been an asshole…” Several mourners around them shot harsh looks Neal’s way and he lowered his voice. “But he wasn’t bad enough for someone to kill him.”

      A beat passed, then two. Lance shot him a sharp look chock full of “shut-the-fuck-up-dude” and Ryan just shook his head. Finally, Lori took his arm and drew him over to a quiet spot away from the crowd, beneath a tree. “I know you and your dad had a strained relationship over the years, but he was a good man.” At Neal’s incredulous look, she pursed her lips. “It doesn’t matter whether you agree with me or not. I’m telling you, I’m the one who found him, and there are pieces that just don’t add up. But the police won’t take the case.”

      He sighed and stared up at the slate-gray sky. “Maybe you should listen to them. They know what they’re doing.”

      “Yeah? Well, so do I.” She crossed her arms, her jaw tight. “I got my PI license a few months ago, with your dad’s help. He might not have let me work the dangerous cases with him, but he helped me hone my instincts, and right now they are screaming that this is all kinds of wrong.”

      He shook his head at her insistence. It wasn’t that he doubted her abilities, but she’d been close to his dad and grief sometimes had people seeing shadows that weren’t there. The last thing he needed right now was to get tangled up in some half-baked conspiracy theory from his dad’s assistant. Or to dig deeper into the feral ball of emotions that was currently clawing up his insides over the loss of his dad. Neal took a deep breath for patience and seized his best excuse.

      “Well, as much as I’d like to help you, I’m afraid I’m heading home tonight, so I won’t be around. Sorry.” He gave her a tight smile, then started to sidle around her to head back to where his brothers were still talking to people. “Excuse me.”

      “No.” Lori blocked his path once more. “I won’t excuse you. Gary was my friend. My mentor.” Her voice caught, and damn if the sound didn’t stab him right in the heart. His feet froze in place, and Neal winced as the movement jarred his bad shoulder—the injury that had forced him to leave the Navy SEALs a year earlier. It had healed as well as it was going to, but it was still sensitive. The damp fall air didn’t help either.

      “Look, I’m sorry, Lori. I know you were close with him, but I’m not sure what it is you want me to do here.”

      “Come to the office with me. Now. That’s what I want.” She stood in front of him, all five foot and change of her, bold as any six-foot-plus team commander he’d ever seen. She had guts, he’d give her that. “Let me lay out my case for you. Hear the evidence, then decide. If you still think there’s nothing there, then I’ll let you go home in peace. Promise.”

      He wanted to say no. Wanted to get the hell out of Detroit and never come back. Wanted to put his dad and his regrets and his pain out of his head and just get the hell on with his life, but damn if he could. His own stubborn moral code wouldn’t let him. The guys on his team used to call him Superman because he liked to play the hero. Too bad it had burned him in the end. He could only hope it wouldn’t burn him now, too.

      Neal exhaled slowly and hung his head. “Fine. I’ll give you an hour. That’s it. Then I’m out of here.”

      “An hour it is.” Lori smiled and for a moment it eclipsed the bleakness around him.

      “Let me tell my brothers where I’m going,” he said. “I’ll meet you there.”

      Twenty minutes later, Neal stood at the entrance to Ward Investigation. The office was located on the third floor of an unremarkable three-story building on a downtown side street, with nondescript black awnings over the windows. From the names on the glass, there was a dry cleaner on one side of the first floor and gift shop on the other. Down the block at the corner was a coffee shop. He walked inside and headed upstairs where he found Lori, waiting by the door.

      “Thanks for coming,” she said, letting them inside and flipping on the lights. It was nice, if a bit small. There was enough room for two large desks, plus some storage in the back for filing cabinets and a small table. No nonsense, like the man who owned the place. Or, used to own it. She walked over to the neater of the two desks and sat down, gesturing toward the chair across from her. “Have a seat.”

      Neal found himself unable to stop looking over at his dad’s desk. “Is that where it happened?”

      She nodded, her eyes fixed on the spot like she was haunted by what she’d seen. “When I found him he was slumped over the desk. At first I thought he was just sleeping. He’d pulled a couple of all-nighters recently and hadn’t been taking care of himself. But then when I touched his arm to try to wake him, I knew he was gone.” Her breath hitched and she took a moment before continuing. “Anyway.” She fussed with some papers on her desk, frowning down at them. “I noticed right off that something was not right with the scene.”

      “What did you see?”

      “Well, first off, it looked like he was drinking a coffee from that shop down the street—which didn’t make any sense. He hated their coffee. And his wedding ring was under the desk, on the floor. He never took that off.”

      “So you’re wondering why he would drink coffee from a place he hated,” Neal said, allowing her to work through her evidence even though he knew it was fruitless. “Any ideas?”

      “Well, my guess is he probably didn’t want to be rude to whoever he was talking to who bought the coffee for him. Gary was like that. He’d choke it down just to be polite.”

      “Hmm.” Neal had never known his dad to be particularly polite, especially about things he didn’t like. He also could have mentioned that his dad took his ring off during his brief second marriage—replacing it with a new ring—but refrained.

      Neal’s mom had died when he was two so he didn’t have any memories of her, but it was clear to anyone with eyes that his dad had never really moved on after her death from cancer. When his half-hearted attempt at a second marriage went down in flames, he put his first wedding ring back on, the day after Neal’s stepmom walked out.

      Not that taking off the ring was exactly hard evidence of murder. Maybe Gary had been cleaning the ring, or had taken it off to scratch an itch. Whatever. Didn’t change his mind. “Hate to say it, but I’m just not convinced. Is there anything else?”

      Lori hesitated a moment, then lowered her gaze. “No.”

      “Right.” Neal stood and straightened his suit coat, then started for the door. “Then I’ll be on my way. It was nice seeing you again.”

      “Wait,” she said, standing too fast and knocking some papers on the floor. “Shit.”

      Feeling like even more of an ass than he already did, Neal went back to help her pick them up. But when he knelt next to her, he noticed that she was shaking, staring at a note in her hands.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” he asked, his inner protector roaring to life.

      Lori handed him the note, eyes wide with fear. “I don’t know why I didn’t see this earlier. I guess I was just too intent on convincing you to help me. It was right there on my desk…”

      Her voice trailed off as he stared down at the paper clutched in her hand. The scrawl on it was messy, angry.

      Stop investigating Gary’s death. Or the same thing will happen to you, bitch.

      A muscle ticking in his cheek, Neal straightened, helping Lori up with him. “You should hand this over to the police. Let them take it from here.”

      After a moment, she shook her head, frowning. “But what if whoever sent that note finds out I told them? If they’re mad about me investigating, how much angrier will they be if the police show up and start digging? Besides, these days, the police basically hang up as soon as they hear my voice on the phone. I doubt I could find anyone to take me seriously.”

      “Even with the note?” Neal argued. “Isn’t that proof that something’s really going on here?”

      “They’ll probably claim I wrote it myself.”

      For a short, shameful second, he had actually wondered the same thing himself, thinking it might have been a ploy to pressure him into helping her. But almost immediately, he’d dismissed the thought. Her face had gone deathly pale when she’d read the threat, and while he didn’t know her that well, he doubted she was that good an actress. And he’d seen the same fear in the eyes of many a soldier on the battlefield when their lives were in danger. No, she hadn’t written the note. But that didn’t mean the police would believe her.

      She perched on the edge of her desk, her expression shifting from worried to resolute. “I think the best way out of this is through. Like your dad always said. I’ll keep investigating his death, but I’ll keep it secret—that way, I’ll be safe.” She paused. “As long as you’ll stay and help.”

      He wanted to argue with her. Stay?

      Neal glanced around the small room again. He hated to admit it, but the note changed everything from grief-induced speculation to something real. The only options were to let it go…or to keep investigating, secretly. He thought again about his father’s death, his brain churning through the facts. His dad had been healthy. No history of heart problems, either. For him to drop dead all of a sudden seemed odd. Not that it didn’t happen, but it was rare without some underlying condition. If his father really had been murdered, then a killer was walking around free—and Lori was right in his crosshairs.

      Well, shit. Looked like his hero’s heart had just landed him right in the thick of it again.

      Neal gave her a stern look across the desk. “If I stay—and it’s still a big if—we’ll need a cover story. Whoever wrote that note will be watching.”

      She bit her lip. “Yeah, you’re right.”

      They both went silent and Neal racked up all the ways that what he was considering doing felt wrong.

      “What if we pretend to be… dating?” She offered in a shy voice. “It would explain why you’d be hanging around, spending time with me. We could say we met last year, which is true, and kept in touch. Then when you came home, we continued where we left off, and now you’re sticking around so we can see where things go.”

      Neal scrubbed a hand over his face. He didn’t like it. Not at all. But he didn’t have any better ideas. “I want it clear between us that this is just pretend. One-hundred-percent platonic.”

      “Absolutely.” She gave a curt nod. “You know, for years, my go-to line whenever nosy neighbors or relatives or skeevy guys in bars asked if I was seeing someone was to tell them that I was in a long-distance relationship, then change the subject. So, from my end, this fits in fine.” She frowned. “Of course, I’ll have to tell my sister the truth, since she won’t buy my falling in insta-love, but I think everyone else will believe it.”

      If only Neal had it so easy. He could just imagine what his brothers were going to say when he told them. And unfortunately, that would have to happen sooner rather than later, because he had to get his stuff from their dad’s place. If he was staying in Detroit for more than the two nights he’d planned, he sure as hell wasn’t staying there. Too many bad memories. Too much pain.

      “Fine.” He stood again. “I’ll find a hotel room. Where do you live? I want to be close by in case of trouble.”

      Lori opened her mouth, then closed it. “Why don’t you stay with me?” He started to protest, but she held up a hand. “I have a three-bedroom house and it’s just me right now, so it’s fine. We’ll be roomies. Nothing more. Besides, in case of trouble, you’ll be right there.”

      Dammit. She was right again. It was a pattern he wasn’t enjoying. “Okay. I still need to go to my dad’s to get my stuff.”

      “Perfect.” She hopped off the desk, purse in hand, and walked with him to the door. “I’ll come with you.”
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      Lori sat in the passenger seat of Neal’s SUV, still feeling a bit shaken as she thought about that note. Sure, she hadn’t locked the place up as tight as she normally would because she’d been hurrying to get to Gary’s funeral and swamped with grief, but still, the fact that someone had been in there was unsettling. Nothing felt quite safe now, not even her car, which Neal had insisted they leave behind at the office, saying he needed a chance to sweep it for potential threats before it was safe for her to drive. He said he thought a bomb was unlikely, but was still a possibility—along with listening devices.

      She shook her head and tried to focus on something else. Like the fact that Neal had agreed to help her investigate. She obviously could use his skills and expertise from the military, but she’d been fully prepared for him to say no. Working so closely with Gary the past few years had given her a good insight into their relationship—rocky at best and downright hostile at worst. And from the perma-scowl on his face all day today, it was clear he wasn’t thrilled to be here.

      It had been a hard day for both of them, for lots of different reasons.

      As they headed through downtown Detroit, past the glowing lights of the Fox Theater and out toward the suburbs, she couldn’t help sneaking glances at Neal from the corner of her eye. Gary had kept pictures of his sons on his desk at work, and many an afternoon, when it was slow, Lori found herself staring at them, imagining what the men in the pictures were like. Neal’s had been of him in his dress whites, looking pristine and perfect. Secretly, she’d always had a tiny crush on him, not that she’d ever tell him that. Nope. This arrangement they had was strictly professional.

      With a sigh, she rolled her stiff neck and glanced over at him again as they turned the corner onto the street where Gary lived. Still so weird to think he was gone. “This must be so hard on you and your brothers, dealing with all this so unexpectedly.”

      “Hmm,” Neal grunted, not looking at her. “Wasn’t what I expected to be doing this week, that’s for sure.”

      “Is there a lot to do to settle his estate?” she asked.

      “I don’t know,” Neal bit out as he turned into the driveway of his dad’s two-story colonial and parked. The headlights switched off automatically, leaving them sitting in sudden dark silence. He tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, as if burning off excess energy. “I’m not really involved in all that. Left it up to Lance and Ryan since they were closer to Dad than I was.” He ducked his head slightly to peer out at the glowing front windows of the house. “We should get in there so I can get my stuff. Don’t want to be too long.”

      He got out of the car, leaving her to trail after him. She didn’t hold his rudeness against him, knowing funerals made people act weird.

      Lori walked up onto the porch just as Neal opened the door. Inside, she saw Lance, his suit jacket gone and his dress shirt sleeves rolled up, sitting on the sofa with a beer in one hand and his feet on the coffee table. Ryan was chilling in the recliner across from him, sans drink, his shoes off and his stockinged feet elevated on the footrest. They both looked about as exhausted as Lori felt.

      “Hey, bro,” Lance said. “What’s—” His voice halted as Lori stepped inside behind Neal and closed the door.  He frowned and straightened, hiking the bottle in her direction. “—going on? Miss Hart.”

      “Lance,” she said, giving him a weary smile. “Please call me Lori.”

      “Lori it is then,” he said, nodding politely. Lance was always polite, if maybe a little formal. Lori had always gotten the impression that he didn’t let his guard down easily. He was a Navy SEAL, too, though Gary had mentioned that Lance had recently been promoted out of active duty and into a desk job at the Pentagon—and that he was none too happy about it. “What brings you here tonight?”

      “Oh, Neal needed to pick up his stuff, and he and I wanted
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