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      This Navy SEAL knows danger… but it’s nothing compared to fighting to regain true love.

      Navy SEAL Lance Ward never thought he’d be in the position of seducing his ex-wife and protecting their unborn child—all while trying to solve his father’s murder. Yet, here he is, thanks to Ruth, the only woman who knows how to get under his skin—and under his clothes—in record time. The only problem is, Ruth has zero interest in getting back together. But he’s not so keen on letting her go a second time.

      Ruth gave up on a happily ever after a long time ago. She’s not the same naïve young woman she was when she married Lance all those years ago. These days, she’s a successful, hard-hitting lawyer… with a soft spot for a certain SEAL who can make her blood sing—and for their unborn child.

      But Ruth’s in a predicament. She’d hired Lance’s father to investigate suspicious deaths and then he’d met the same fate. Now it looks like the bad guys are after her.

      As danger nears and her feelings for Lance burn brighter than ever, Ruth realizes it’s not just her life at risk… but her heart.
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      Funny how things always circled back around.

      Lance Ward got out of his car and stood on the sidewalk in front of a bland-looking office building in downtown Detroit, and took a deep breath. The air smelled crisp and clear with a hint of water from the nearby river. Sun was shining today, though the shadows from the buildings blocked out most of it here. Two months ago, he’d wondered if he’d ever come home again.

      Now he was back, with a mission. A personal mission he needed to handle in the next three weeks.

      He looked both ways, then jogged across the busy street to the entrance. The place was a little worn and dated, but still functional—and it seemed to be fully occupied. The lobby was full of suits rushing this way and that.

      God, he hated these kinds of spaces.

      Give him open air and blue skies any day over stuffy boring offices.

      It was one of the things he missed most about being boots on the ground with his SEAL team.

      Which made the fact he was now stuck working in one of those stuffy boring offices himself these days that much more ironic. And awful. The fact that the office building happened to be the Pentagon didn’t make it any more appealing. But he had three more weeks of personal leave away from it, during which he had a job to do, a mystery to solve. It involved his late father, his family, and the woman he was here to see today—his ex-wife, Ruth Becker.

      After his father, Gary, had died unexpectedly, Lance and his brothers had struggled to come to terms with the loss—right up until Gary’s assistant-turned-partner at his PI business had come forward with her theory: that Gary was murdered. Eventually, they had caught the killer…but then learned that Gary’s murder was tied to a larger organization. One that might have set its sights on Ruth, who had hired Gary for the investigation that eventually led to his death. And that was why Lance was here now: because he feared she might be in ongoing danger.

      An elevator dinged and he hurried over to get onboard with the others. He pressed the button for the fifth floor and then stood in the corner, a good head taller than anyone else in the car with him. Everyone stared straight forward as they jolted upward.

      Soon, he exited the elevator again onto beige carpets that led to a door reading Becker Law LLC.

      Passing through the door, he found himself faced with a reception desk. He approached, putting on his best charming smile. “Hello, I’d like to see Ruth Becker, please.”

      The woman behind the desk glanced up from her computer and did a double-take. Lance didn’t think much about how he looked, but women seemed to like it and it came in handy at times like this. He’d inherited his height from his dad, as had his two brothers, and they all shared his dark brown curly hair, too. Then the navy had had twenty years to tone and shape him into someone capable of completing any task—even charming his way into a meeting with his ex. He batted his green eyes at the woman openly ogling him now, not above a little flirting if it got him what he needed.

      “Is she available?” he asked when the woman didn’t respond, leaning an elbow on the desk and widening his smile a bit more, lowering his voice to sound a bit naughtier.

      The woman frowned and clicked more keys on her computer. “Name, please?”

      “Lance Ward.” He straightened a bit. “I don’t have an appointment.”

      “Oh. Um.” Pink flushed the woman’s cheeks and her frown deepened. “Then I’m sorry, but I’m afraid Ms. Becker is—”

      “We’re old friends,” he said, which was true, if misleading. She’d been his best friend when he’d married her at age eighteen. The friendship had mostly fizzled out after she asked for a divorce when they were twenty-two—he’d been too busy feeling shocked and hurt and discarded to feel all that friendly—but even in the aftermath, their relationship had never been bitter or harsh. They’d just…continued their lives in separate directions, right up until his father’s funeral, when he saw her for the first time in years. He gave the woman a look, one that crinkled the corners of his eyes, then winked. “She’ll see me.”

      “One moment, please.” The woman swiveled her chair away and picked up the phone receiver to call Ruth. Her tone was too quiet for him to hear much of what was said, but pretty soon the woman hung up and gave Lance a curt nod. “Please have a seat. She’ll be with you shortly.”

      “Thanks.” He’d barely made it two steps before a familiar voice echoed from behind him.

      “What are you doing here?” Ruth said.

      He turned to find her standing outside a doorway down the hall to his right, looking as lovely as ever. He walked over to her, ignoring the receptionist’s curious stare following him, and stopped outside her office door where Ruth stood with her arms crossed over the top of her gray blazer. “Uh, hi. Sorry to stop by like this, but we need to talk.”

      Her dark eyes looked wary. She waited until he got closer to her to whisper, “Is this about our hook-up?”

      Damn. Lance had been doing his best to forget that for the past couple of weeks.

      God. What the fuck had he been thinking? Well, he hadn’t. That was the problem. It had been the day after his dad’s funeral. Lance had been wrecked, physically and emotionally. He and his dad had had their share of issues. No lie. But they’d slowly been reconnecting these past few years, talking once a week on the phone about sports and work and other assorted stuff that didn’t mean anything really, and everything too, all at the same time. So when he’d gotten the call that Gary was dead, completely out of the blue, it had hit Lance hard. Harder than he’d ever expected.

      Then, seeing Ruth again at the funeral, had been… wow. She’d seemed like a ray of light in an otherwise gray, dreary world, and he’d been drawn to her once more like a moth to the proverbial flame. When she’d invited him for a drink the day after the funeral, he’d been compelled to accept. And later, when they’d gone back to her place, falling into bed with her and losing himself in her body felt like a balm to his wounded soul. The way she’d felt under him, around him. The way she smelled, tasted, sounded. So familiar, yet so very new and exciting too after the time apart. It had been like coming home and discovering it all over again.

      Focus, dude. Focus.

      Lance shook off the memories of their night together and cleared his throat. “It’s not about that.”

      “Too bad,” she said with a ghost of a smile. “I had a good time. But you’re right. Best to forget about it. But if not that, why are you here? Come to think of it, why are you still in Detroit at all? I thought you went back to DC already.”

      “I did. My boss needed me to come back for two weeks to handle some things that couldn’t wait, in exchange for more time off now. I’m back because there’s more going on connected to my father’s death—and I won’t be leaving until I get to the bottom of it. That’s why I’m here. To talk about your meeting with Neal and Lori a few weeks ago.”

      The color drained from Ruth’s pretty face and she blinked up at him a second, then stepped back to wave him inside her office. He didn’t miss the way her gaze darted in both directions before she followed him inside and shut the door. Yep. Something was definitely up here. Ruth had a secret, and he was going to find out what.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say, Lance,” she said, not looking at him now as she took a seat back behind her desk. “It was a short meeting, Neal and Lori following up on why I decided to drop my investigation. Why would we need to talk about that?”

      “Because I want to know why you lied to my brother and Lori,” Lance said gently. Neal had told him that Ruth had seemed spooked during their interview, which had happened just a few days after the funeral. She looked shaken now, too. She’d told Neal at the time that she hadn’t gotten any threats connected to the case she’d given Gary…but Neal hadn’t believed her, and Lance didn’t, either. She was in danger, and she knew it. So why was she lying about it? Didn’t she know he’d do anything to help her, protect her?

      “I didn’t lie. I told them exactly what I’m going to repeat to you now. I hired Gary to double check some facts for me because I suspected my clients were being dishonest with me. I do that a lot. It’s routine in my field.”

      He sighed and stretched out his long legs, making himself comfortable, not intending to budge any time soon as he dropped another bombshell. “Ruth, I’m sure you’ve seen the papers—you know my dad was murdered and that my brothers and I caught the killer. But what the police kept out of the papers was that the killer was just the trigger man. My dad was poisoned on orders from someone in the mob—poisoned in such a way as to make it look like a heart attack. And we believe it happened while he was investigating the deaths of other people who might also have been poisoned in the same way.” She froze and he knew he’d hit a bullseye. He leaned in, holding eye contact with her for this next part, the part he really wanted her to pay attention to. “When Neal and Lori left your office after talking to you, they were tailed. It was not by Gary’s killer. We have reason to believe it was someone connected to the mob. That was the one and only time they were followed by someone other than the killer, which makes it seem pretty obvious to us that the mob wasn’t keeping an eye on them—it was keeping an eye on you. And it might still be.”

      He paused for a minute, letting her absorb all of that. Then he spoke again. “I suspect there’s a lot more to this story than what you’re telling me. And I think you need to tell me exactly what happened that led to you hiring my dad, and what made you call Lori off and cancel the investigation after he was killed. This isn’t going away, Ruth. And if you ignore that—if you refuse to tell me what happened, refuse to let me help—it might just get you killed.”

      “Lance, I’m—”

      “I don’t want to see anything happen to you. That’s why I’m here. Jesus, Ruth.” Lance stood, needing to burn off some of the energy pinballing inside him.  “You were always so strong. Strong and brave and determined to do the right thing. Those were some of the things I lov—” He stopped himself before he said the words. It had been too long and there’d been too much water under the bridge to go back there again. Not now. Maybe not ever. He raked a hand through his hair and stared at the books on her shelves until his pulse slowed. Dammit. He needed to get this right. For his dad. For his family. For himself. And for her.

      Think, dude. Think.

      He exhaled slowly and blinked down at the floor. Something must have happened, something he didn’t know about. Some threat or warning or carefully staged “accident” that had made her back down from the investigation she’d started. Must have, because what else would make his brilliant, beautiful, ballsy ex sit down and shut up? The Ruth he’d been married to would never have given in like that without a very good reason. But could he get her to admit it?

      Lance wheeled around and stared straight at her. She’d always had a good poker face, but he’d usually been able to crack through it. “Ruth, look me in the eye and tell me the truth. Is someone threatening you?”

      The way she blanched said it all.

      Shit.

      “I can’t help you if you won’t be honest with me about what’s going on.” He walked back over to her now, leaning over her desk so only about six inches separated them. “Tell me, Ruth. Tell me what Gary was really looking into for you.”

      For a moment, Lance thought she might try to evade the question, but then she collapsed into her seat and shook her head. “I hired your dad to look at a series of three clients who’d died of ‘heart attacks’ after pleading guilty to crimes I was sure they hadn’t committed. Crimes that would earn them long sentences, against my advice. They were fairly young and healthy, no underlying health problems, yet they’d all had heart attacks. Seemed hinky as hell to me. So I hired Gary to look into it for me. Then your dad died too. The papers said it was from natural causes and I wanted to believe that was the truth…but they said that about my clients, too. And then, shortly after your dad’s passing, I received a warning from a prison contact of mine to drop the whole thing or else something bad would happen to me too, and all the people I care about.”

      Lance took that in, a confusing mix of emotions washing through him. It was a relief to have Ruth finally open up to him and trust him with the truth. But the truth was just as dark and sinister as he’d feared. The danger was very real, and he had a hell of a lot of work to do in the next three weeks if he was going to wrap this up before he was due back in DC.

      “Okay.” He sat back and took a deep breath. She’d let him in on her story. He needed to do the same for her. She deserved to have as full a picture of the situation as he could give her. “So, when we caught the guy who’d poisoned Gary, he told us how he did it. He said he was passed a vial of poison that needed to be injected, not ingested. But he couldn’t just walk up and inject it into my dad, so he drugged him first. Put a sedative in his coffee to knock him out, then injected him once he was unconscious. In the autopsy, they found the sedative but thought he might have just taken a sleeping pill or something. They didn’t notice the injected drug at all.”

      “Christ.” Ruth’s eyes looked huge in her pale face. “That’s horrible. But it makes a lot of sense.”

      “Yeah. I suspect your dead clients were probably taken out the same way. Even if they were somehow willing to commit suicide, it’s not like they’d be given access to syringes and stuff in prison. It would take another person to inject them and then dispose of the used syringe afterward. I intend to find the person, whoever gave the order to kill my dad in the first place, and take them down.” Lance sat forward again. “And to keep you safe. So, until this is over, we’ll be working together, okay?”

      She opened her mouth, closed it, then opened it again. Finally, she nodded.

      “Right.” Lance stood and headed for the door. “I’ll be in touch.”
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      “So, where should we go for dinner?” Ruth asked her friend Collette on the phone the next afternoon. “I hear there’s a great new Italian place over on Oakwood we could try.”

      “Eh. I don’t know. I was thinking maybe Asian this time,” Collette said. “There’s a new sushi bar-slash-Pacific rim fusion opening in Troy near the Somerset Mall. Oh, but speaking of Troy, did I tell you about my firm’s newest client?”

      Collette Simcoe-Smith was Ruth’s best friend from college, and a fellow lawyer. Collette worked in corporate law, while Ruth was in defense. She had also been trying to get Ruth to jump ship and come to work at her firm across town. Collette kept citing the fact that Ruth was seriously undercompensated for the amount of work she put in, which Ruth had to admit was true. Collette also said that corporate law was so much more relaxed, and that Ruth should give it a try sometime. Nice cushy offices, big bonuses, and extravagant lunches, all on their clients’ dimes. But Ruth loved her work as a defense attorney and what it lacked in prestige, it more than made up for in worthwhileness. At least for her. She’d much rather know that she’d made a real difference in someone’s life, rather than just collect a paycheck until retirement. Not that she looked down on those in her profession who did. That just wasn’t her.

      Collette went on, telling Ruth about all the impressive clients she’d be able to work with if she came to work with her, and Ruth let her, scrolling through email on her computer as she half-listened to her friend extoll the virtues of her firm. Collette did tend to be a little on the opinionated side, as Ruth’s mom always said, and could maybe be a little pushy, but that had never kept them from being friends. In fact, Ruth kind of liked having a person so different from her as a sounding board. Anyway, the monologues about how she should change what she was doing with her life were all in good fun. Collette knew Ruth would never switch the type of law she practiced and besides, Ruth was perfectly content with her practice and a woman didn’t just give that up, right?

      When her friend switched topics back to food and which restaurant they should choose, Ruth moved from virtual mail to the real thing, sorting through the stack of envelopes her assistant had left on her desk earlier. Most of it was bills, which needed to be forwarded to the accounting department, or invitations to various functions and fundraisers around the city, which she’d have her assistant accept or decline on her behalf depending on who was throwing the shindig. But one envelope in particular caught her eye. The Ward Investigations logo gleamed in silver foil from the corner. Pulse kicking up a notch, Ruth quickly opened it to find a note from Lori Hart, Gary’s former assistant who had taken over the practice after his death—along with Neal, the middle Ward brother, who Ruth had heard also happened to be dating Lori. Found these while cleaning out Gary’s stuff, the note said. Thought you might like them.

      From inside the envelope, several pictures tumbled out.

      Ruth’s breath hitched as an image from her and Lance’s wedding caught her attention. God. They’d been so young then. Only eighteen. And they’d looked completely in love with each other, dopey heart-eye expressions on their faces. The sad thing was that it was all true, back then. They had been completely in love, convinced that they’d spend the rest of their lives together. She sighed, feeling sad. How things changed. Ruth picked up another photo, this one of her and Neal, laughing at the youngest Ward brother, Ryan, because the seven-year-old had been caught sneaking frosting off the back of their wedding cake. And another, with Gary giving her a great big hug. He’d told her then that Lance had been damned lucky to find her. Her chest squeezed tight. Gary had been such a good man. The way he’d died had been wrong. So wrong.

      Oh God. If only I’d hired someone else to investigate those cases—or just left the whole thing alone in the first place—Gary would still be alive.

      It’s my fault he’s dead.

      Eyes stinging, she shoved the photos and the note back into the envelope, then slid the whole thing into a drawer of her desk. Out of sight, out of mind—or at least, that was the theory. The truth was, she couldn’t stop thinking about Gary…and about her inadvertent role in his death. She’d already been feeling guilty after her meeting with Lance yesterday, mainly about not doing more to help them find the mobster who’d ordered the hit. Gary had been great to her, both as a father-in-law and as a PI. She owed him more than she could ever repay, and it felt like she was letting him down now by letting the person behind his death walk free. She tried to tell herself that it wasn’t her responsibility, that his sons were taking care of it—and considering that all three were highly trained Navy SEALs, helped along by Lori who was a licensed PI, she was sure that they had it all under control. For her part, she still had the rest of her day to get through, clients to see, cases to prep for. The world didn’t stop because of her poor choices.

      Unfortunately.

      Shit. Just shit.

      She grabbed a tissue from the box on her desk and dabbed her eyes, then discreetly blew her nose.

      “So, what do you think?” Collette asked, oblivious to Ruth’s little meltdown, thankfully.

      “Uh…” Crap. Ruth had no idea what her friend had said, and right then she didn’t care. “Fine. Sounds good. Listen, I need to go, okay? See you on Thursday. Just text me the address.”

      She ended the call before Collette could say anything else. Ruth knew she’d hear about it later, but she just didn’t have the headspace to talk about dinner plans right now. What she needed was to get her shit together, get off her butt, and go talk to Lance again. Because while she was scared of the threats, she thought less of herself for letting them force her to back down. Gary deserved better than that. And anyway, whatever danger was waiting for her down this path, she wouldn’t have to face it alone. With Lance there to protect her, they could bring this bastard down, whoever it was. She and Lance might not be together anymore, but she still trusted him to keep her safe.

      And yes. She owed this to Gary. To find the person who ordered his murder and take them down.

      She needed to get this guilt off her shoulders so she could get back to the life she’d built for herself.

      So she’d help Lance, however he needed, whatever he needed.

      Sort of a parting gift for the few good years they’d had together before it all went south.

      First, though, she had to rearrange her busy afternoon. A quick phone call to her trusty assistant took care of that
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