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      She came to Charleston chasing a murder story. They didn’t expect to catch feelings.

      Delaney makes her living digging into the past for her #1 true crime podcast—but this time she plans to up the ante. When a man mysteriously falls from a haunted aircraft carrier, she isn’t buying the cause of death. Her boss thinks she’s there to research the unsolved recent murder, but Delaney plans to do a lot more. As long as she can get her bodyguard partner onboard.

      Dane has put up with Delaney’s antics before, but he’s not prepared for how far she’ll go this time. He’s the walking definition of “grumpy-SEAL”, but his intense stare and razor-sharp jawline won’t let Delaney get herself killed.

      He’s trained to protect her. She refuses to be underestimated. Together, they’ll either solve a murder—or commit one.
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      It wasn’t that I was a man-hater of the entire species. But one man in particular would never receive a moment of peace from me. It wasn’t even his fault—not entirely. Sure, he’d started it, but just something in my veins grew agitated every time I saw him.

      Like right then.

      Dane Dunn.

      The tall, dark-haired and brown-eyed former Navy SEAL walked into the Mellow Mushroom Pizzeria like he was the hottest person in the room.

      And frankly, it pissed me off, but he was. The woman at the table next to me even swooned.

      I pushed back a piece of my long brown hair, a few shades lighter than the hot dude in question, and did my best to appear perpetually pissed off.

      “Dane,” I said as he slid into the chair on the other side of my table. “I’m glad to see you made it on time today.”

      “Delaney.” He adjusted his chair and rolled his eyes so hard it looked like it hurt. “Don’t start that again, princess. I’ve only been late once.”

      Once was enough.

      I hated it when he called me princess. I told him so on our last trip together, but it only seemed to make him call me that more often. It would be the last time I’d tell him anything important. Clearly, he wasn’t to be trusted. I already knew that, but it was good to have it confirmed.

      “It was an important time.” We had a case to research together in Maryland. Dane showed up an entire day late with a story about a parrot and buried treasure.

      I’d been fine in Maryland alone for that day. Truthfully, I’d been great on all my cases. My job as a researcher for the podcast Death Finds You First wasn’t that adventurous. You have one reporter robbed at gunpoint, and everyone loses their minds. Management brought in the SEALs right after.

      They were here to serve as bodyguards, but considering my best friend—and stand-in reporter—was almost killed under their protection, I wasn’t sure they were worth the money. He saved her life… technically.

      “I already ordered,” I said as he grabbed his menu from the table.

      Dane’s eyebrows lifted an inch. “Is that so? I guess that means you expected me after all.”

      “What can I say? I’m an optimistic person. Always thinking the best of people.” Well, everyone except the SEAL in front of me.

      Our waitress, a young twenty-something wearing a tie-dyed T-shirt, approached our table carrying a medium pizza—half veggie and half meat. The tie-dyed uniform matched the décor of the restaurant. Mellow Mushroom looked like a hippie, high-as-a-kite, designed the place. The large, brightly painted murals on the wall freaked me out, but they had the best pizza I’d ever eaten.

      “Thanks,” Dane said as he spotted the meat-heavy side of the pizza.

      I grabbed my first piece and slid it onto my plate. “No problem.”

      Just because I didn’t like the man didn’t mean I’d keep him from the world’s best pizza. We’d shared more than one pie together on different cases, so I knew his preferences. And those never included veggies.

      “Going to all these places with you is going to make me fat,” Dane said as he took two pieces for himself. A hunk of sausage flopped off and rolled to the floor.

      I scoffed as I chewed my piece. The delicious flavor of cheese melted over my tongue. My word, I loved cheese. “Now, you sound like a woman.”

      “So, why are we in the beautiful city of Charleston, South Carolina, in October? And why is it still so hot?”

      “Because it’s the South. Be thankful the humidity is lower this time of year.” I’d gone to visit my friend, Elenore, in Savannah in August, and I swear the air was trying to drown me. “We’re here to research the mysterious death of William Drake, a local who died six months ago.”

      The case had gotten very little national attention—people died all the time—which meant no other podcasts had highlighted it. We’d have fresh material before anyone else. With podcast subscribers growing every month, we needed cases to stay ahead of the curve. Something new with a good spin.

      Death Finds You First had been the number one downloaded and listened to podcast for months. We weren’t losing that title because we let our cases grow stale.

      “How did good ol’ Will die?” Dane asked. He’d moved on to the second piece of pizza and was already eyeing another.

      I set my crust on the edge of my plate, so he’d know it was safe to grab it. “Police declared William dead on the scene after finding him floating alongside the USS Yorktown, a World War Two aircraft carrier that now serves as a museum outside of town.”

      “Fascinating,” he said, tipping his head to the side in interest. See, I knew this would be an exceptional case to highlight. Dane grabbed my abandoned piece of crust and ripped off half of it in one bite.

      I nodded. “Right?”

      “Did he fall off the ship?” Dane asked.

      Now he was asking the important questions. I’d trained him well. “No one knows. William was on the USS Yorktown for an overnight paranormal investigation the night of his death.”

      “What did he do for a living?” Dane asked. “Billionaire, CEO, real estate tycoon?”

      “No.” My lips pursed. You didn’t have to be rich to be an interesting dead person. “He was born and raised in Charleston. Will worked as a local tour guide and ran a successful history of Charleston blog. He was on the boat as part of the paranormal investigation, but none of the other participants saw him fall into the water.”

      “That’s… suspicious.”

      “Yeah, I thought so too. Hence why we’re here.” And a few other reasons, but we didn’t need to get into them right then. I intended to keep my ultimate plans as far away from Dane’s notice as possible. Then he couldn’t stop me.

      Considering he noticed everything—that damn SEAL training—I’d have my work cut out for me.

      Dane chewed on another piece of pizza, rescuing a wayward piece of sausage this time. “And this is podcast worthy because?”

      See, he always asked more questions than I wanted.

      I leaned in at the edge of the table to whisper. “What if the ship’s ghosts killed him?”

      Dane’s forehead furrowed, creating deep lines across its middle. “I was under the impression you were smart.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked as I pulled back from the table. That’s rude.

      Someone pushed away from their chair loudly, causing a scraping sound to echo in the slightly noisy restaurant.

      He took a sip of water. “Ghosts? Really?”

      “No, but it would be a good story, and who knows,” I said with a small shrug. “Maybe we’ll end up solving it.”

      “Oh, no.” His furrowed expression returned. “Is this because of Elenore and Savannah? Her solving that case was a fluke.”

      “No, calm down, killer. It’s just a fresh case, unlike our last two. The police ruled William’s death a suicide, even though he had no water in his lungs.”

      That was freaking just wrong. How did someone drown without water in their lungs? It made no sense, and no one else was looking into it. Suspicious.

      I jerked my head around Dane as someone behind him swore hard enough to cut through the regular sound of chatter.

      “That means,” Dane thought for a second, “he was dead before going into the drink.”

      “Exactly. That means murder, Dane.”

      Murder with a capital M.

      “You’re a fucking asshole. I can’t believe you’d cheat on me,” a woman yelled from the same table that had the commotion earlier. I immediately moved my attention from Dane to the argument.

      A man stood up. “Diane, don’t be this way.”

      Splash! Water sprayed over the table, the man, the chair, and the floor as Diane threw a full glass of it at him.

      “What the fuck was that for?” the man at the table behind them, who got hit with the offshoots, yelled. He stood up too.

      Dane counted out a stack of money from his wallet and threw it on the table. “Why are you always causing trouble everywhere we go?”

      “Me?” How was he blaming this on me?
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      Glass shattered on the tile floor as the woman tossed her plate at the man but missed.

      “She’s giving me ideas,” I said as Dane walked in front of me, keeping me secure from the fray. He was also interrupting my view of the proceedings and forcing us to leave our pizza.

      She screamed, and the man ducked for cover as she picked up a chair. Darn, now things were getting good. I wanted to see who won because it definitely looked like the woman had him on the run.

      Dane glanced back at me once we made it safely outside. “You are trouble everywhere you go.”

      “Me?” I opened the Uber app and scheduled us a ride back to our place in downtown Charleston.

      I had us staying in neighboring Airbnb condos in the tourist section, so we had an authentic feel of Charleston. Also, the place had a spiral staircase in the pictures. Telling me not to stay at the place with a fancy staircase when it was in budget was worse than passing up a fifty percent off shoe sale. A proper woman did neither.

      “What exactly did I do to break up a couple at dinner?” I asked as a blue Chevy Trax slowed at the curb. I checked the information on the app and walked toward it.

      Dane’s long legs kept up with me easily. “They probably saw you, and something in their DNA awoke for drama. It’s your aura.”

      I rolled my eyes at him, much like he had at me when he first sat down. “Funny. I guess the third time is not the charm.”

      “Huh?” he asked after closing my Uber door and getting in on the other side.

      I buckled in, making sure not to look at him while I did it. “It’s our third case together, and you’re just as annoying as on our first.”

      “Don’t you know? That’s why they pay me extra, princess.”
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      “You’re really making us go on a ghost hunt on our first night here?” Dane asked as we walked along a narrow sidewalk toward the large gray ship anchored at Patriots Point in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina. It was just a short Uber trip over a bridge away from the main section of Charleston.

      “Yes, but let me stop here and get a picture of the boat.” I snapped a photo quickly, doing my best to get a good view of Charleston in the background. We’d come back with official cameras and get more B-roll footage, but this gave people something to work off.

      With the way the moon shone over the waves on the water, the boat gave off an eerie ghost vibe. It was perfect.

      Dane scoffed beside me.

      “What? You don’t like my shot?” I pulled my phone down and reviewed my images. I liked them.

      He shook his head. “Your photos are fine, but your terminology is disrespectful. She’s a ship.”

      “Really? Does anyone care?” Dane spent years as a Navy SEAL. He definitely cared, but I cared way more about grinding his gears.

      It worked. He turned and strutted off toward the boat, shaking his head. “A boat is for recreational activities. Ships are much larger and used for shipping or military purposes. They deserve respect.”

      “It’s 10:30, which means they’ll be boarding us for our tour on the ship soon, so get a move on,” I said even though I was a full pace behind him. “And of course we’re going on the tour. This is where Will died. This boat while on this very tour. Everything begins here.”

      Therefore, we would too.

      A small group of people had formed a circle next to a long dock that led to the ship. It didn’t look all that sturdy, and I had a moment of concern, but not enough to keep me from it. If the dock broke, it was literally Dane’s job to save me, and he needed to earn his keep.

      “What’s our cover?” Dane asked as a man and a woman, each hauling a black trunk behind them, approached the group.

      We maintained a short distance away from everyone else. Because we were staying in separate rooms at a large condo association, I hadn’t come up with a cover for why we were here. The simple answer was a couple together on vacation, but thinking about dating Dane made my gut do weird things.

      “Let’s just go the newlywed route. It’s worked for us before,” he said as the man greeted our group.

      I nodded. “Yeah, fine.”

      If he didn’t have a problem being fake married to me, I didn’t have one being his fake wife.

      “Hello, everyone. Are you all here for tonight’s paranormal investigation aboard the USS Yorktown?” the man said.

      A chorus of confirmations greeted him.

      Adrenaline hit my veins, just enough to get me excited about the evening. I loved investigating cases, and this one had so much potential. I couldn’t wait to sink my teeth into it.

      “Great, let’s get started,” the guide said and led our group onto the dock, over the water, and into the boat… er… ship.

      We set up shop in the theater room. Yes, the ship was huge and had a theater onboard. I guess I understood what Dane meant. An entire city on the water. It wasn’t until you were in it that you developed an appreciation for what they’d built and then the men who lived in it.

      Our guide and his assistant placed various pieces of equipment along the theater’s staging area as he began his speech. “This ship is actually the fourth vessel to carry the name USS Yorktown.”

      “See how he calls it a ship?” Dane whispered in my ear as we moved closer.

      I pretended not to hear him.

      “The government commissioned this ship
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