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      The past threatens to tear apart his new sizzling partnership…

      Not wanting to turn into his absentee father, former Navy SEAL Neal Ward originally balked at joining his father’s PI agency. But when the man dies under suspicious circumstances, captivating PI Lori Hart drags Neal into the investigation. His reluctance disappears when Lori’s life is threatened—so he agrees to safeguard her when she suggests they fake a relationship to catch the culprit. But it won’t be easy concentrating on the case when Lori herself is so irresistible.

      Lori’s starting to question her insistence they remain platonic. Faking a relationship is tougher than she thought. Touching each other and acting in love is driving her crazy, especially since Neal’s great at switching off their “relationship” in private. Doesn’t he feel anything for her?

      Turns out, he does. A lot. But his resentment toward the agency for taking priority in his father’s life might win out. He refuses to fall for a PI and Lori won’t quit.

      If only Neal would realize what a great team they’d make…in life and love.
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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 to spend some more time together, so…” she started. She looked to Neal for him to pick up the story, figuring he’d know what to say to convince his brothers, but he just stood there awkwardly silent.

      “Why do you need your stuff? Are you heading back to Cleveland right now?” Ryan asked, frowning. “I thought you were sticking around at least for the night.”

      “I’m not leaving town,” Neal grumbled as he walked through the room and down the short hall to one of the guest bedrooms. “But I’m not staying here. I’ll be at Lori’s.”

      Ryan and Lance’s gazes both snapped back to her. Heat prickled her cheeks, and she opened her mouth to explain, but Neal beat her to it.

      He came out of his room with a black duffle bag in one hand and plopped it down on the hardwood floor near the door. “Look, it’s not a big deal, okay? She and I have been dating a while and we want to spend some extra time together before I leave.”

      “Uh, wait a minute, dude.” Ryan was up and across the room now, stopping a few feet away from them and looking skeptical as hell. “You’re dating? Since when? And why didn’t you tell us?”

      “I don’t buy it.” Lance frowned. “When the hell did you two meet?”

      “Last year, when Dad and Lori came to Cleveland.”

      “And you kept this to yourself until tonight why?” Lance countered. “Sorry. Sounds fishy to me.”

      Neal scowled, avoiding eye contact even as his brothers closed in on him. “I really don’t care how it sounds to you, bro, because it’s none of your business anyway.”

      “Who flipped your dick switch tonight, dude?” Ryan chimed in, the tension level in the air rising into the red zone.

      Yeah, this was getting uncomfortable as hell. Lori wasn’t a great liar, but Neal was even worse. If they weren’t careful, he’d blow this whole thing before it even started. She inched toward the open kitchen off to the side of the room in hopes of giving the brothers a moment to work it out.

      “I’m, uh, just going to get some water,” she mumbled, though she doubted anyone was listening. She grabbed a glass from the cabinet near the sink and filled it with water, doing her best not to eavesdrop on the conversation from the living room and failing miserably.

      Neal kept trying to sell the line about them hitting it off in Cleveland and keeping in touch, but when that wasn’t enough to convince Ryan and Lance, he pivoted. “Okay, fine. There’s a little more to it,” Neal said. “She thinks she might’ve picked up a stalker working one of her cases. She’s scared, so I’m going to stay with her, keep an eye out for any trouble and see if I can help her get to the bottom of it. It’s not like I’m in a huge rush to get back to Cleveland. I’m getting a decent amount of freelance security work, but it’s not like the town’s going to fall apart without me if I’m gone for a week or so. I’ll be more useful here. And yeah,” he added, “we’ll be seeing where our relationship goes while I’m here too, okay? God, you guys are way nosier than I remember.”

      And maybe Neal wasn’t such a bad liar after all.

      A beat or two ticked by. Then Lance finally said, “Now that I buy.”

      “Yeah, dude. Way to step up,” Ryan added.

      Lori finished her water and joined Neal by the door again in time to say her goodbyes. As they headed back outside, she couldn’t help whispering, “Nice cover.”

      “Thanks,” Neal said, hitting the button on his key fob to open the back tailgate, the headlights flashing twice. “I had to think on my feet a tad there.”

      “But why not just tell them the truth?” she asked. “Obviously, we need to keep up the cover story with most people, but it’s different with family. I’m going to be telling my sister the truth—I wouldn’t mind if you told your brothers. They’re both special operatives, so it’s not like they don’t know how to keep a secret.”

      “Not until we know for sure what happened,” Neal replied firmly. “They were closer to Dad, like I said. I don’t want them to know we think he might’ve been murdered until we have more answers.”

      They didn’t say anything more on the short drive over to Lori’s place, which was fine with her. Her head was still spinning from everything. Hopefully, a good night’s sleep would clear her mind. She gave him directions as they drove and ten minutes later, they pulled up outside her ranch-style bungalow.

      “Stay here,” Neal said, sliding out from behind the wheel, then digging in his duffle bag to pull out a gun. “Give me your keys. I want to sweep the place before you go inside.”

      She passed him the keys, then waited in the car, feeling torn. On the one hand, it felt like overkill. After just one threatening note, it was highly unlikely her life was suddenly going to become a Michael Bay movie. On the other hand, it was nice to know he was taking the threat seriously and that he was committed to keeping her safe. She was used to looking out for herself—it was nice to have someone else on the job for a change.

      The sound of the car door opening again jarred her from her thoughts. Her house was lit up like a Christmas tree now and Neal was returning his gun to his duffle bag.

      “All clear,” he said, then waited on the sidewalk for her as she got out.

      Lori followed him up the path to the front door, doing her best not to notice how his muscled arm brushed hers as they walked or the fact that he looked pretty damned hot when he went into stern-protector-SEAL mode. They went inside and she locked the door behind them, then released the breath she’d been holding.

      It felt good to let go of a little tension. She’d been around enough PI investigations to know that a case like Gary’s wouldn’t be over fast, and if she spent the whole time feeling terrified, she’d burn out and make mistakes. When she found a moment of respite, she needed to make the most of it.

      She toed off her pumps, sighing in relief as her sore feet hit the cool hardwood, then headed for the kitchen. “How about a beer?”

      While she was at the fridge, she pulled out a frozen pizza and put it in the oven to bake. She hadn’t eaten since breakfast and her blood sugar was getting low, which made her cranky.

      “No thanks,” Neal said, frowning. “I’d like to unpack and get some rest. Oh, and we’re getting you a security system for this place first thing in the morning.”

      “Right.” She flashed him a tired smile, then led him down the hall to her guest room, flipping on the lights to reveal a bare-bones space with a full-sized bed and dresser and not much else. The walls were a light pink and there was a stuffed bunny on the bed. She didn’t have a lot of people stay over these days, other than her niece, Hope, and pink was her favorite color. Lori walked over and picked up Mr. Fluffy, tucking him out of the way in the closet. “Probably not your preferred color scheme, but it’s clean and comfortable and should work for the short time you’re here.”

      “It’s fine. Thanks,” he said, brushing past her to set his duffle bag on the floor by the bed, then starting to unpack.

      “So, tell me about your life in Cleveland?” Lori said, twisting the lid off her beer bottle and taking a sip. Damn. The cool liquid hit the spot after a long, hard day. “What do you do for fun?”

      “I work,” Neal said, his tone flat.

      “That doesn’t sound like fun at all,” she teased, hoping to draw him out of his shell. “Come on. We’re stuck with each other for a couple days at least. And we’re going to be playing at being a couple. We need to get to know each other at least a little. What are the stories that anyone who knows you well would know?” Lori leaned a shoulder against the door frame and grinned. “Bet you got up to all kinds of hijinks when you served, eh? Where were you stationed? Any cool countries?”

      He gave her a few monosyllabic answers and she drank more beer, the alcohol hitting her harder than normal because of her empty stomach. Rather than stand there and talk to the wall that was Neal, she decided to check on the pizza.

      By the time it was done, he’d finished unpacking and had joined her at the bar in the kitchen to eat. She passed him a plate with a slice and a napkin, then settled on the stool beside his. He finally took her up on the beer and by the time he finished it, he’d unbent enough to start talking in complete sentences. She kept trying to draw him out, and eventually, he told her about one time when his SEAL team had been stationed in Tunisia and they’d snuck onto one of the Star Wars sets to try and get pics with the stars.

      “That sounds majorly cool,” she said around a bite of pepperoni. “Did you get to meet George Lucas?”

      “Nope.” Neal grinned over the top of the beer bottle. “I saw him from about ten feet away and was going over to talk to him when security caught us.”

      “Oh no!” Her eyes widened. “Did you guys get in trouble?”

      “Nah, they let us go when they found out we were servicemen. Did get a warning not to come back, though. Or tell anyone what we saw. Top-secret and all that.”

      “Wow.” She finished her last bite of pizza and wiped her mouth, saying without thinking, “You’ve done awesome stuff. No wonder Gary was always so proud of you.”

      At the mention of his father, Neal shut down again, his smile disappearing behind the stoic façade. He stood and cleared his dishes and threw away his trash before heading back to his room with his beer. “Thanks for dinner. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Lori watched him go, wishing she could kick herself in the butt for ruining what had become a not-so-terrible evening.
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      The next morning Neal was up and ready to go before the sun rose, as usual. Old habits were hard to break and even after the abrupt end of his SEAL career, he’d kept on with the whole “up at dawn” deal because it helped him be more productive with his days.

      That and he needed to take his meds to keep the pain in his right shoulder under control.

      He padded out to the kitchen in his stocking feet and set about trying to make a pot of coffee. Found the machine fine, but the supplies were a bit more challenging. After quietly digging through Lori’s startlingly messy pantry, he located filters and a canister of coffee behind a haphazard stack of expired boxes of cereal and crackers. Once he got a pot brewing, he quickly organized her shelves, then went to put the coffee canister in the fridge, where it belonged. When he opened the door, he found the shelves in there even more of a mess than the pantry had been—which was surprising since she didn’t have much of anything in there.

      Neal put the coffee on a shelf in the fridge, then stared at the jumble of yogurt containers, a couple of half-used loaves of bread of different varieties, and the empty jug of milk in the door. Curious, he closed that and opened the freezer door to find all manner of frozen dinners. Not exactly healthy fare.

      The coffee maker stopped humming. He poured himself a cup of liquid energy and took a seat at the island bar where they’d eaten the night before, a pad and pen in hand. If he was going to be staying here, they’d need groceries. He liked to stay in shape and a diet of nothing but processed foods didn’t fit the bill. Plus, well, he felt bad about how he’d acted the night before. It wasn’t Lori’s fault that his father had been a shitty parent, and if her innocent comment about a man she only knew from a professional standpoint triggered him, that was Neal’s problem, not hers. Maybe he could start to make amends for being such a grouch by treating her to some decent groceries.

      He'd just finished making a list when he heard the sounds of the shower running in the master bath.

      As part of his “play nice” campaign, he got to work making breakfast for them. There wasn’t a lot of choice, but there were eggs and toast, so that was what he went with. A lot of people were surprised he knew how to cook, but Neal liked it. It helped relax him. He liked the precision of it, and he’d had a lot of practice too, growing up. With Dad never around, and his stepmom gone by the time he was eight, it had been up to Neal and his brothers to learn how to handle the chores. Cooking had been his favorite. By the time he was eleven, when eighteen-year-old Lance had graduated high school and joined the navy, Neal had taken over pretty much all of the cooking. Back then, he’d made breakfast for himself and his little brother every day, and dinner most nights too.

      “Hey,” Lori said, wandering into the kitchen behind him while he worked at the stove. “Whatcha doin’?”

      He shrugged, using a spatula to tease the browned edges of the scrambled eggs away from the edge of the pan before plopping in his secret ingredient—American cheese slices. “Making us something to eat.”

      “Oh.” She poured herself some coffee and gave him some side-eye. “That’s nice of you.”

      “Figured it was the least I could do,” he said, glancing over at her and doing his best not to notice how good she smelled. Her shampoo had this tropical, flowery scent that reminded him of Hawaii. Against his wishes, his gaze flicked down to the robe she was wearing, pink and soft-looking and stopping at her mid-thighs and…

      Whoa, Nelly.

      Neal forced his eyes back to hers, blaming the heat climbing up from beneath the collar of his black T-shirt on the stove. Yep. That was it. His voice emerged more roughly than he’d intended. “Hope you like scrambled eggs.”

      “Sure. What’s not to like?” She smiled and made her way over to sit at the island. She sipped her coffee leaning forward slightly and closing her eyes, her flushed cheeks making him wonder what other circumstances might cause her to turn such a lovely shade of pink.

      Stop it. He was here to work, not get laid. And sure, maybe it had been too long since his last intimate relationship. That didn’t mean now was the time to hook up again, no matter how tempted he might be. Getting involved with his dad’s old admin and friend had huge mistake written all over it.

      Scowling, he turned back to his eggs in time to keep them from burning and busied himself by pulling two plates from the cabinet before serving up a portion of eggs on each.

      “Anything I can do to help?” she asked from behind him.

      “Put some toast in,” he mumbled, shoving the now empty pan in the sink to soak. “I wasn’t sure what kind of bread you liked so I set them all out. I’ll take wheat.”

      “Wheat it is then.”

      He gathered napkins and silverware, then carried them, along with the plates, over to the island and set one batch in front of Lori before taking a seat on the stool beside hers. The toaster dinged and the bread popped up. She leaned over to grab it, her arm brushing Neal’s, and he damned near swallowed his tongue. Not from the contact, though that was bad enough. But when she reached to grab the toast, her robe eased open a bit and he had to look away fast to avoid seeing a whole lot more of Lori than he had a right to. Mouth dry, he chugged more coffee and prayed for mercy.

      If she noticed anything odd in his behavior, she didn’t mention it. Just chatted on about the food and the case while Neal tried to get his errant libido back under control.

      Times like this he missed his SEAL team more than ever. Breakfast had never been charged like this around them.

      The meal passed in a blur, and afterward, Neal cleaned up the kitchen while Lori finished getting dressed. Then they were off to the office. The sun was out today, and though the weird haze of grief and anger still clouded his mood around the edges, he could appreciate that at least the weather was better. He parked the SUV and they walked the half a block up to his dad’s building. Inside the small foyer stood a nondescript white guy, medium-height, thin and pale, unlocking the door to the dry cleaners. Guess those perfectly pressed, spotless clothes of his made sense, given where he worked.

      “Hey, Lori,” the guy said, giving her a polite smile over his shoulder.

      “Hey, Curtis,” she replied, stopping at the bottom of the stairs. “This is my boyfriend, Neal Ward. Neal, this is Curtis Hill. He owns the dry cleaners.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Neal said, raising his chin toward the guy and placing his hand on Lori’s lower back to keep up the façade. Not such a wise decision, in hindsight, given how good it felt to touch her. Too late now, though, so he kept his hand there anyway, ignoring the fizzing awareness prickling up his arm.

      “Same.” Curtis frowned and turned toward them. “Wait. Ward? Were you related to Gary?”

      “He was my dad.”

      “Oh, jeez. I’m so sorry for your loss,” Curtis said. “He was a really great guy. Such a shame he’s gone now.”

      “Yeah.” Neal’s strained smile dissolved completely at that. Everyone loved his dad, apparently. Except they’d never had to be raised by him. He turned and headed upstairs, leaving Lori and Curtis to stare after him. “I need to make a call. Excuse me.”

      He reached the third floor, then realized Lori had the keys.

      Luckily, she followed not too far behind him, giving him a look as she moved in beside him to open the door. “Okay?”

      “Fine,” he said, pushing into the office without any further explanation and flipping on the lights, checking the area before allowing her inside as well. “So, what’s on the agenda this morning?”

      “Well, if you want to start going through your dad’s files on his most recent case, that would be good. I’d tried to convince your dad since I started here to go digital, but he wouldn’t do it, so it’s all still paper.”

      “And what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to keep working on our current contracts,” she said, taking a seat behind her desk. “It’s mainly just background checks for corporations, which I was already doing anyway, before Gary died. I contacted our current clients after Gary died to let them know the situation, and to give them the option of moving over to another firm who agreed to take on some of our load, or staying with me. One client chose to drop her investigation entirely, and most of the trickier cases decided to go with a more experienced team, but I have enough to keep me busy and to keep my paycheck coming and the lights on. It’s a shame about some of those cases we lost, though.”

      “Why?” he asked, stepping over to his dad’s area. In Neal’s mind, the less risk Lori put herself in at present, the better. “I like that you’re sticking with simpler stuff. That’s the smart thing to do.”

      She snorted. “Well, safe won’t find out who killed your dad.” At his sharp look, she cringed. “Sorry. It’s just that your dad mostly shut me out when it came to his dangerous cases. And now that he’s gone, that leaves me in the dark, which is frustrating because I think that last case he was working on got him murdered. If only he’d let me tag along, or at least talked to me about it like he usually did, I might have a better idea of what we’re dealing with.”

      Neal exhaled slowly and sat forward to start going through the stacks of files on his dad’s desk. “Well, then I’d best get started, huh?”

      But sitting at his father’s desk, seeing the familiar knick-knacks and photographs, he couldn’t help remembering how much his dad had poured into his work—and how it had caused him to miss out on everything else. And the more he remembered all those missed birthdays or basketball games or baseball games, the more pissed Neal became.

      “Great guy, my ass,” he mumbled under his breath as he closed one file and opened another, Curtis’s words from earlier echoing in his head.

      “I’m sorry?” Lori looked over at him, frowning.

      “Nothing.” Neal scowled down at the client sheet in front of him.

      Please drop this, he silently pleaded with her. He did not want to get into this with her again right now. He still felt too raw, too vulnerable, too upside-down inside about it all.

      Except no, she wasn’t going to drop it, because she got up and walked over to him, a sour expression twisting her pretty face. “Look,” Lori said, stopping in front of his dad’s desk. “I realize that things between you and Gary were strained, and that you’re still dealing with what losing him means to you, but I lost someone too. Your dad was my friend. And no matter how you felt about him, I’m not the kind of person who just sits around and lets someone talk shit about my friends. So, if you can’t at least be civil when you mention him, then maybe it’s best if you don’t say anything at all. Understand?”

      With that, she walked back to her desk and sat down, leaving Neal to stare after her, torn between affront at her dressing him down like that, and respect for her courage at confronting his bullshit.
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      Luckily, by the time Lori’s mom dropped off her niece Hope for babysitting later that afternoon, Lori had her emotions back under control. She hadn’t meant to lash out at Neal like that, knowing he was going through a lot, but damn. Hearing him disrespect Gary over and over rubbed her the wrong way. No one was perfect, Lori knew that. But Gary had been like a father to her, looking out for her, protecting her, encouraging her when no one else would, and she couldn’t stand to hear his own son say such horrible things about him.

      The bell above the door chimed and she looked up to see her mom and Hope walking into the office. Her mom’s gaze immediately went to Neal, who was still up to his neck in paperwork behind Gary’s old desk, then back to Lori, a question lurking in her eyes. Hope was more direct in her curiosity, just making a beeline straight for Neal.

      “Who are you?” the little girl asked, with full five-year-old bravado, standing with her hands on her hips about two feet from Neal’s chair. “Why are you sitting at Uncle Gary’s desk?”

      “I’m Neal. I’m Lori’s boyfriend,” he said, like it wasn’t a bombshell detonating.

      “Uh, sorry,” Lori said, getting up and coming around her desk to corral her wayward niece. “Hope, come over here with Grandma and me. Neal’s busy.”

      Hope frowned, her bottom lip quivering slightly. “I miss Uncle Gary.”

      “I know, baby.” Lori came over and riffled through the desk drawers, doing her best to ignore Neal’s stare burning a hole through her. She found the stash of hard candy Gary always kept just for Hope and pulled out a peppermint swirl, handing it to her. “Here. It’s a special gift from Uncle Gary to remember him by. Whenever you see one of these candies, you’ll know it’s a sign that he’s looking out for you from heaven.”

      Her chest squeezed at the little girl’s expression, a mix of sadness and joy. “Thanks, Aunt Lori.”

      “She’s your niece?” Neal asked, the chair squeaking beneath him as he sat back.

      “Yes.” She took a deep breath and forced a smile. Best to deal with the fallout now. “Neal, this is Hope—and my mom, Maggie. Hope, Mom, this is Neal. Like he said, he’s my boyfriend.”

      “Excuse me?” Lori’s mom gave her an incredulous stare—which was pretty much what Lori had expected. Not only had she never mentioned Neal to her mom before, which would be a big red flag on its own, but her mother would never expect Lori to get involved with a co-worker again. Not after the disaster last time had been. “Lori, I—”

      Needing to put out this fire as quickly as possible, Lori took her mom by the arm and steered her to the far corner of the office for a bit of privacy. “I know how this looks, Mom, but Neal’s not my co-worker, okay?”

      “What is he, then?” her mom said, glancing over to Gary’s old desk. “Because it certainly looks like he’s working here and you just confirmed he’s your boyfriend, so…”

      “He’s Gary’s son. We met last year when Gary and I visited him in Cleveland. We hit it off and have been doing the long-distance thing for a while now. He’s in town now for the funeral and to settle his dad’s estate. He’s just here today to get things in order with the business, that’s all. Strictly temporary.”

      “Hmm.” Her mother’s expression was still skeptical as hell. “Are you sure this is a good idea? I don’t want to see you get hurt again.”

      “I won’t, Mom. I know what I’m doing, okay?” She took a deep breath. “Don’t you have a hair appointment to get to?”

      Her mom blinked at her, then shook her head and started back toward the door. “Yes. I’ll be back later. I’ve got my phone if anything goes wrong. Be careful.”

      With one last judgmental look in Neal’s direction, she left.

      Cheeks hot, Lori slowly turned back to find Neal trying to concentrate on a file again, while Hope badgered him with non-stop questions about everything from where he was from to what his favourite kind of candy was.

      Great. After how rocky their morning had been, this didn’t bode well for a peaceful afternoon.

      “Sorry,” Lori said, rushing over to take Hope by the shoulders and move her toward an empty table in the corner where she set her niece up with paper and crayons to color with. Once Hope was sufficiently occupied, Lori returned to Neal’s desk.  “Listen, I really am sorry I forgot to warn you about this. I usually look after Hope once a week, to give Alison a chance to catch up on paperwork, since she’s a teacher. Mom’s happy to take Hope during the school day, but she uses the after-school hours for her errands and appointments, so…”

      “It’s fine.” Neal said, giving her a genuine smile. “And I’m sorry too. About earlier. I’m under a lot of stress right now and might have overreacted.”

      She wanted to ask him more about why he had a problem with Gary, but now wasn’t the time. Lori glanced over at Hope and back to him, keeping her voice low. “I’m sorry too. I didn’t think about it until now, but given the threat from yesterday, are you sure it’s all right that she’s here? I don’t want to put Hope in any danger. Maybe I should take her back to my house.”

      “No. I think she’s fine here,” he said, stretching out those long legs of his, drawing attention to his taut, muscled torso. Not that she was looking. Nope. “I looked around the building earlier on a break and it’s actually fairly secure. And we don’t want whoever sent you that note to get suspicious, so you need to stick to your normal routine as much as possible.”

      “Okay.” She opened up the drawer and pulled out more candy to stick in her pocket for later. Neal watched her, his expression unreadable. “What? You want one?” she offered.

      “No.” He shrugged. “I’m just surprised to see it there, that’s all.”

      “Why?” Lori scrunched her nose. “Lots of people keep candy in their desks.”

      Neal sighed. “My dad never did. And he hated peppermint.”

      “Yeah, he bought those just for Hope. He’d talk her into trying a butterscotch sometimes so they could have them together, but peppermint is her favorite, and he liked indulging her.”

      Neal looked stunned. He blinked up at her a moment before pushing to his feet. “Guess my dad changed some since I knew him. Excuse me a minute.”

      With that, he walked over and took a seat next to Hope at the table, asking her about her drawing and even picking up paper and a crayon himself to sketch, leaving Lori to watch them both, a bit befuddled. Given how withdrawn he’d been yesterday and how quickly he’d slammed his walls down whenever she brought up his own family, she hadn’t expected Neal to be good with kids, but he was.

      Hope was giggling as he showed her whatever he’d scribbled on his paper, and Lori couldn’t help grinning too. Then realization struck and she sobered up quickly. All this time, she’d thought that Neal didn’t value family because he’d put such deliberate distance between himself and his father. But now she was getting the sense that the distance was because he valued family so much and Gary maybe hadn’t, at least not when Neal was younger. Interesting. She filed that information away for later, then went back to work at her desk.
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      They ended up ordering takeout for dinner that night, despite all the groceries Neal had insisted they stop and buy on the way home. Neal had said he was too tired to cook, so they’d gotten delivery.

      Now, as they sat across her dining room table, the air filled with the delicious scents of Kung Pao chicken and spicy egg rolls, Lori felt the knots of tension between her shoulder blades relax. Based on Neal’s smile, he appeared to be feeling the same way. The moment seemed right to try and get him to open up to her again.

      After washing down a bite of rice and chicken with her beer, she smiled over at Neal. “Did I ever tell you how I met your dad?”

      He shook his head, swallowing a huge hunk of egg roll dipped in soy sauce. “No.”

      “It’s pretty silly, actually. Makes me look like a real naïve idiot.” She sat back and crossed her arms. “I was working at a marketing firm and dating a coworker—my boss, actually, though he hadn’t gotten that position yet when we started going out. Gary was hired by one of the business partners to investigate my boyfriend for embezzlement.”

      “Was he guilty?”

      “Oh yeah.” Lori sighed. “But worse than that, he’d doctored the paperwork to try to make it look like I was the one responsible instead.”

      Neal paused with his chopsticks halfway to his mouth, a chunk of chicken tumbling back to his plate. “What?”

      “Yeah.” She gave a short laugh and shrugged, resting her elbows on the table as Neal did the same. “He knew my passwords, so it was pretty easy for him to fake. Luckily, your dad saw right through it and pulled together plenty of proof as to who was really responsible. Anyway, your dad thought I had the right to know, so he went out of his way to tell me what was going on. Good thing he did, too, because otherwise, I’d have been confused as hell about what happened. The company was desperately trying to cover everything up to keep from looking bad, so I couldn’t get straight answers out of anyone…except Gary. When I decided I’d had enough of the lies and evasions and left my job, he hired me to be his admin. Gary helped me put my life back together again after it all fell apart. He didn’t have to do that, but he did. And he had my back one hundred percent when I decided to get my investigator’s license. He helped me, mentored me, walked me through every step—and most of all, he believed in me. That really meant a lot.” She took a deep breath and pushed the rice around on her plate with a chopstick. “I guess that’s why I’m so sensitive about hearing you criticize him.”

      “Wow. I had no idea.”

      “Why would you?” She raised one shoulder and flashed him a sad smile. “But that’s why my mom was giving you the stink eye earlier. Seeing you at the desk, she thought we were working together, and she didn’t like the idea of me having another workplace romance. She’s very protective of me now.”

      Neal seemed to take that in a moment, then nodded, fiddling with the label on his beer bottle. “I get that.”

      Several beats passed as they ate more of their food. Finally, Lori’s curiosity got the better of her and she tried again to draw him out. If she was going to ask him to understand her perspective on Gary, then she owed it to him to try to understand his point of view, too. “So, you didn’t grow up in a fairy tale, huh?”

      “Huh?” Neal gave her a puzzled look.

      She smiled. “You seem really tight with your brothers, that’s all. Which is good. But not so close with your dad. I wondered why.”

      At first, she didn’t think he’d answer, since he didn’t say anything for a long while. Lori feared she’d pushed him too far. But then he seemed to relax a bit, those broad shoulders of his sagging as he stared down at his plate. “There was this time when I was little. My dad was supposed to take me and Ryan to see a Tigers game for my birthday.” He put down his fork, sat back, and shook his head. “Man, I was so excited that day. We waited and waited on the front porch for hours, sure every sound we heard was him coming to get us. But with every car that passed, my hopes faded. Lance was home—he’d just gotten back from basic training—and he took us inside and made us snacks while we watched a movie on TV.” He scowled at his bottle on the table. “Later that night, after Ryan and I went to bed, I heard Lance and Dad fighting. He told Dad he had to make a choice. Either he could step up and be a good father to us kids or he could be a good detective, but not both. Dad chose to be a good detective.”

      The edge of pain in his voice made Lori swallow hard against the lump of sympathy in her throat. She’d always admired Gary’s work ethic, but now she could see it had costs elsewhere in his life. “I’m sorry, Neal.” She sighed. “I sometimes forget that people can show me one side of themselves in public and show a completely different one to the people closest to them in their lives.”

      “It’s fine.” His tone was quiet, and he looked up at her, their gazes catching, holding. “There’s a reason why cops don’t investigate the deaths of close friends or family members. It’s incredibly hard to be objective in those cases.”

      Without thinking, she reached over and placed her hand atop his on the table. “How about we agree to be more patient with each other going forward? It’s a start, anyway.”

      He smiled, and her heart did a little tumble as his fingers squeezed hers. “Agreed. It’s a good start.”
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      The next morning they were back at the office and Neal was back to work on the case files. The one that seemed most promising to him was the only file that wasn’t still active—the investigation where the client had chosen to drop the matter entirely after his father’s death rather than either transferring to a different agency or having Lori continue the work. As chance would have it, that particular client was Neal’s former sister-in-law—Lance’s ex-wife, Ruth. By ten a.m., Neal had stared at the damned case file for so long that his eyes felt crossed. And still he’d found nothing in there that would warrant killing his father.

      Part of the problem was that there was barely anything in the file at all. His dad had chosen to be extra secretive about this case, keeping his descriptions as vague as possible. Neal was pretty sure that was because he’d wanted to keep Lori out of it, probably to protect her. Well, if that was your plan, then it looks like you failed, Dad, Neal couldn’t help thinking. Not knowing what was going on might end up being the most dangerous option for Lori since she didn’t know who might be after her—meaning danger could come from anywhere. And staring at this vague, half-empty file wasn’t doing a damn thing to help Neal protect her.

      He sat back and scrubbed a hand over his face, then
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