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      I named this series SEALs Undone because that’s exactly what happens. Big, tough Navy SEALs are undone by the women they fall hard for. These stories are light on conflict, full of sexy heat, and short enough to read in a single night.

      This is a three-book bundle, volume one in the SEALs Undone Collection. These books are also available individually.

      There are nine stories in this series, and it is now complete. Each can be read as a standalone romance. And if you enjoy my SEAL romances, check out the ASSIGNMENT: Caribbean Nights world (Navy SEALs on islands!), and my Pine Harbour series (small town military romance).
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        Drew Castle is a Navy SEAL with a bad case of indifference. Until Annie Martin shows up on his doorstep, scared out of her mind, and all of a sudden, keeping her safe becomes the most important mission of his life.

        And this time, he’s on his own.
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      Training at dawn was easier on the east coast. The slap of sand under his feet, the salt in the air, men all around him...that was the same. But Drew missed the sunrise. Eventually it would make an appearance, climbing over San Diego, lazily providing absolutely no inspiration to drive hard at the end of the run.

      He missed Virginia. Early to bed, early to rise. That was the east coast way. But after completing his time at the Senior Enlisted Academy in Newport, he’d been given the choice, and for reasons he still couldn’t understand, he’d chosen the west coast.

      It wasn’t that he hated California. Drew was far too disciplined to spend that kind of energy on what was just a place. Places held no meaning. It was what you did there. Who you saved. Sometimes, who you killed.

      Maybe he was getting too old for this shit. All around him, young hotheads made it look easy. Novak and Dumbrowski, third-generation Americans who still got saddled with the Polish jokes, were at the front of the pack. He saw a lot of himself in Novak. A lot of Kevin in Dumbrowski. Coming out here didn’t get him away from any ghosts. If anything, breathing in the Pacific Ocean every morning kept a part of his best friend alive inside him.

      Kevin. Losing a team member was an understood risk of the job, and over the years, everyone had experienced it. But he hadn’t been the same since he dragged Kevin onto that helo thirteen months ago, knowing that it was too late to save anything other than his body. They’d been more than team members. They survived BUD/S together. Brothers from another mother, they used to joke, even though it hit a little close to the truth. Kevin had been the closest thing to a family Drew had.

      Sixteen years. That motherfucker stayed alive through firefights, infiltrations, recon missions and more than one long weekend in Miami. And got shot in the back when they thought they were done the job. Fucking fate.

      Drew didn’t have PTSD. He’d passed his psych eval with flying colors, and he’d been pretty honest with the docs. Not completely honest. There were some dark corners of every SEAL’s mind that one learned never to share. But compared to some of the bullshitting that happened in that chair...he was mentally fit for the job. But did he still have the necessary drive?

      He just didn’t care about anything. And if it was anyone else, he’d counsel them to think about walking away. Because without that fiery urge to conquer, he wasn’t useful to the team.

      That was a terrifying thought.

      Not just for himself, although he really had no idea what he’d do if he retired early. But also for the mission. Missions. They were at war, quietly and unendingly, and leaving that fight to others just didn’t seem right, especially when he was still physically able.

      In front of him, Novak kicked it into high gear. The pull-up bars, their informal finish line, were in sight and Drew shook off his thoughts. He’d missed the moment when he could have left the younger guys in his dust, but he was going to stay with them. At least for today.

      “Hoo-ya.” One by one, they pushed hard to the end. Dumbrowski launched himself into the air and held himself from the horizontal rail for a moment, then lowered his body in a controlled fashion.

      “Show off,” Drew muttered.

      “Shut up, Castle, you can kick my ass if you want to.”

      “Fucking right, and don’t you forget it.”

      “We’re hitting a club tonight, you wanna come with?”

      He could. He probably should, he didn’t socialize enough with his men. But he wouldn’t. “Nah, but thanks. Maybe another time.”

      Fun was something he’d also left behind in Virginia. Kevin had always raved about the girls out here, and Drew couldn’t deny there was something about the sun-washed hair and bikini-ready bodies that revved a guy up. He’d even enjoyed a bit of casual revving with a bartender he’d met while being surly. But he’d just bring the party down, and his guys didn’t need that.

      They hit the showers and changed into uniform. Just another day at work, with meetings and managing officers. What Drew wouldn’t do for a deployment right about now. Nothing like a well-planned attack to take your mind off meaningless shit like feelings.

      By the end of the day, he was ready for an omelet, a video game and bed. He stopped at the grocery store—he was constantly running out of eggs. In Virginia, he’d lived with two other guys. Apparently, the only thing he missed about having roommates was their quiet support of his omelet addiction. On the other hand, no one groused if he played Metal Gear Solid for three hours straight, which was a win in his books.

      He let himself into his apartment building and set his bag of groceries down on the floor so he could check the mail. His phone chirped in his pocket—Dana, the bartender, wanted to know if he’d be up for a late night visit when she finished work. His dick twitched yes, so he responded affirmatively, and jogged up the stairs.

      Grub, game, girl.

      It was what passed as a rollicking good time in Castleland lately, and he wasn’t too twisted not to appreciate that he still had it pretty good. If Kevin were alive, he’d kick Drew’s ass for not living every day to the fullest.

      I’m trying, asshole.

      Try harder, dickhead.

      In the shower, he leisurely stroked his cock, looking forward to the midnight booty call. Dana liked guys in uniform. She was a part-time student, with plans to move to Europe the following year. Zero questions about commitment, and a wicked mouth. Given that he had absolutely no emotional ability to be a boyfriend right now, their occasional arrangement was perfect.

      You should go to Europe with her.

      It really annoyed him that Kevin talked to him.

      I’m not really talking to you. It’s your misplaced guilt or something.

      “Tell me something I don’t know, asshole.” He pulled on a pair of workout shorts, turned on the TV for some background noise, and made quick work of a mushroom and cheese omelet.

      When a knock sounded at the door two hours later Drew winced at the timing, and hit pause on his game. Maybe she’d cuddle up with him while he finished the level.

      Okay, maybe she’s not the girl to throw your career away over. Definitely not if he wasn’t sure who he wanted more, Dana or the big boss.

      But it wasn’t the pretty bartender on his doorstep. A beautiful brunette stood in her place, a woman with whom he shared a special and tragic connection. All other thoughts fled his mind as he tried to process why she was in front of him. “Andrea?”

      Kevin’s younger sister stared back at him as he stood there, blinking, and he realized he was being rude. “Come in. How did you...”

      “Some guy held the door for me.” She followed him into the apartment, her arms twisted together in front of her body. “I’m sorry for showing up unannounced. I took a chance that you were around.”

      He took in her jeans and blazer, her polished boots and careful jewelry. She hadn’t made the drive south from L.A. for a casual visit. He grabbed a hoodie he’d left on a barstool at the kitchen counter and tossed it on, all of a sudden feeling underdressed for whatever conversation they were about to have. “It’s no trouble, I’m glad you caught me. What’s going on?”

      She let out a nervous laugh. “You’re going to think I’m nuts.”

      He shook his head. “Promise I won’t.”

      She pulled out her phone, pressed a few buttons, and passed it over, her hand shaking. “Press the star button to listen to this message.”

      Kevin’s voice filled his ear, for real this time. “Andrea, it’s me. It’s really me, and I need your help. It’s about—” his voice broke up in a rough electronic crackle, then warbled back to life “—so I’ve set up a private email address we can use to communicate back and forth. The password is our first pet’s name. You’ll remember that, won’t you? I miss you so much.”

      Drew fisted the phone tightly in his hand, the urge to pitch it against the wall almost overwhelming. He took a deep breath and turned his back to Andrea for a moment.

      Her voice was watery and small as she spoke behind him. “It’s not him.”

      His shoulders sagged with relief that he wouldn’t have to explain that to her. He turned around. He didn’t know her very well. They’d only met a handful of times. Easter one year, when she was still a teenager. Her parents’ funeral, an overnight stay with Kevin a year later on their way to Hawaii, and then again at Kevin’s funeral. But his best friend had talked about her enough that he had a picture of who she was. Smart, analytical, but also a dreamer. A romantic and an optimist, with a tidy, uncomplicated life.

      Drew’s total opposite. He was glad he didn’t need to drag her into the dark recesses of his mind where he could too easily imagine where that kind of twisted message came from, but he hated that she figured it out on her own. Clever girl.

      But right now, standing in front of him, she just looked scared, and he was reminded that her uncomplicated world was built on a foundation of loss. And now her cage had been rattled. Fuckers. He wanted to make that go away for her, protect whatever was left of her innocence. “No, it’s not. Andrea...”

      “It’s Annie,” she whispered. “No one in my family called me Andrea. Ever.”

      The cruelty of that mistake in the faked message twisted his gut. “I’m sorry you had to hear his voice like that, in a sick joke.”

      “Is it just a joke?” She cleared her throat. “I have some money. Life insurance from my parents, Kevin. The house.”

      “Whoever did this didn’t ask for money.”

      She furrowed her brow, her eyes still wide and scared. “Don’t you think that’s the next step? A fake ransom demand?”

      Yeah, probably. “Have you called the police?”

      “No, I heard the message, got in my car and drove here. I don’t know what I would have done if you weren’t home. Maybe gone to the base? I’m terrified to make a wrong move here.” She looked at the phone in his hand. “That didn’t feel like a joke. Or a fake kidnapping, to be honest. It felt like a threat, but I can’t imagine to what end.”

      His first instinct was to call his CO, his commanding officer, and take Annie into work, hand the phone over to the Intel guys and let them figure this out while she had a nap behind the secure gates of a United States naval base. But there was something in her expression, a slight tremor in her pinched brow that gave him pause. “Annie, are you telling me everything?”

      She swallowed hard and nodded.

      “Because you came here for a reason.”

      Her big blue eyes searched his face, and he willed her to see whatever she was looking for. After a minute, she dropped her gaze to the floor and sighed. “Kevin always told me that if anything happened to him, I could trust you.”

      “You can trust me. Kevin trusted me, and I’ll do everything in my power to honor his memory and protect his family. But I need to know everything that you know.” He ducked his head, grabbing her attention. “No secrets.”

      A flutter at the base of her neck gave her away, and she groaned. “I don’t know how anyone could know this, because I’m guessing you don’t, and I wasn’t supposed to, but Kevin...has a child. A secret son, being raised by his mother. And her husband.”

      Drew reared back on his heels, like she’d just tossed ice water in his face. No way. Dude, what the fuck? But Kevin didn’t answer, because this time, Drew couldn’t fill in what his best friend would say.

      “It was a short affair, while he was in Washington ten years ago. Nobody should know. The husband doesn’t know. I was a teenager when it happened...” Annie kept talking, and Drew sorted through what she was saying, but most of his mind was trapped in a flashback to ten years earlier. Kevin had come back from the capital decidedly cagey about his recreational activities. Uncharacteristically so. All he’d said was that he’d gotten involved with someone he shouldn’t have.

      “Do you know the couple’s identity?” Drew’s mind was whirling a mile a minute, sorting out the possible outcomes. He didn’t like the threat assessments he was coming up with. “Is there anyone else who might, a cousin or something?”

      She shook her head. Annie and Kevin’s parents had been killed in a car accident a few years earlier. Drew had been at their funeral. Well attended, but little in the way of extended family.

      “And you didn’t tell anyone else about this call?”

      “No.”

      He’d seen a lot of awful shit over the years, and while this barely scraped the surface of gross human behavior, he couldn’t imagine Annie would share his jaded outlook. Or appreciate it. “Okay. There’s not much we can do before the morning, given that it might just be a prank.”

      She nodded and took a deep breath. “And then we’ll call the police?”

      “Probably start with the Navy, since that’s what I know. They might punt it to the civilian investigators. I don’t know.” He splayed his hands wide, unsure of what to say next. “Hell, Annie, I’m sorry this happened to you.”

      “It’s okay.” She let out a watery laugh. “Probably this time tomorrow I’ll be back at work and some teenager with aspirations of being a hacker will be having an uncomfortable conversation with the LAPD.”

      He stepped closer and touched his knuckle to her chin, lifting her face so she could see the confirmation in his own that she’d done the right thing. “This might be just that. But if it’s not, then I’m glad you reached out to me.”

      “Kevin always said...” She bit her lip, her teeth pressing into the plump skin to hold back the rest of the sentiment. A crease formed between her eyes, and he wanted to reach up and rub it smooth, ease that ache.

      He wasn’t the only one struggling with loss. He felt like an ass for not acknowledging that sooner. “He was right. It’s good that you came.”

      She tilted her head to the side with a wry smile, and he cupped her cheek in his palm for a moment before reluctantly letting go. “Well. Then, I’ll just go find a hotel, and first thing in the morning—”

      “No.” He surprised them both by interjecting. “Stay here.”

      “I couldn’t impose, really.”

      “This probably isn’t about you, but if it is, you should stay here. I’ll find you some clothes to sleep in and a toothbrush—”

      Another knock at the door interrupted him, and he cursed. “Okay, so that’s, uhm...That’s a friend. I’m just going to explain to her that my plans have changed for the night—”

      “Oh, god. No. I’ll go.”

      The knocking resumed, this time in a playful pattern, and they jockeyed around each other to get to the door first. Drew won, and pressed his hand flat against Annie’s chest. “Seriously, stay.” He took a peek through the peephole. Shit. Dana was wearing a trench coat. That could only mean one thing.

      He took a deep breath and opened the door. “Dana, before you open that coat, you should know I’ve got a guest.”

      The bouncy blonde grinned and sashayed in. “Isn’t that the kind of thing you should ask a girl if she’s into first?”

      “It’s not like that. We’ll—”

      Annie cleared her throat and stepped into the open doorway. “I’ll head out so you can continue with your plans.”

      Dana looked Annie up and down and spun back to Drew. “What’s going on here?”

      Drew sighed. “It’s a long story. Annie, please don’t leave.” He braced his arm across the doorway, blocking her exit. “Dana, this is Annie, the sister of an old friend, and she’s going to be staying with me for a few days. Maybe I’ll call you next week.”

      Dana pursed her lips. “Maybe?”

      What the hell? Yes, maybe. That was their deal. In the three months they’d known each other, they’d hooked up seven or eight times. There was no guarantee of more sex. No dating. Just...easy. And if it wasn’t easy, he didn’t need any drama. “Or not. Up to you, okay?”

      She hitched her shoulders and tightened her belt. “Or not sounds about right. Have fun on your sleepover, Drew.”

      Annie stepped out of the way and Drew lifted his arm, and as quickly as Dana had swirled into their conversation she was gone again. He pressed the door shut and threw the deadbolt and safety latch. “Okay, so I’ll get you—”

      “No.” Annie shook her head. She’d crossed her arms at some point, and from the firm set of her shoulders, wasn’t planning to uncross them any time soon. Shit. Was this a girl code thing?

      “That was just a misunderstanding.”

      “Like, where you misunderstood how to be a human being?”

      Jesus Christ. “Pardon?”

      “You really hurt her feelings!”

      “So? Feelings weren’t supposed to enter into it! Not my problem she saw you and got catty. Maybe she was jealous.” Drew tamped down his annoyance. They had bigger things to worry about than Dana and her temper tantrum.

      “That’s ridiculous. She didn’t get upset until you said,” Annie cleared her throat and dropped her voice a register. “Or not. Up to you, babe.”

      “I didn’t say babe. She’s not my babe.” He rolled his eyes and stalked off to his bedroom. He yanked open his top drawer and pulled out a black t-shirt and the smallest, lightest pair of running shorts he owned. She’d still be swimming in them, but they had a drawstring waist. He’d changed his sheets earlier, in anticipation of the ill-fated hookup, so he tossed the clothes on the bed and stalked back to the living room.

      Annie had shrugged out of her blazer and was laying her jewelry carefully on the raised kitchen counter. Chunky necklace, matching bracelet, sparkly earrings. It all looked good, but without it she looked nice in a different way. Pretty. Young. He searched his memory. She was ten years younger than Kevin, who was a year Drew’s junior. Twenty-five, and she dressed like a school principal. Acted like one, too.

      She was going to make some guy’s life hell. Drew chuckled to himself. With good sparring might come angry sex, though, and that would be fun.

      Dude, that’s my fucking sister.

      He took a step back into the hallway and scrubbed his palm against his jaw. Shit. Where had that thought come from?

      I don’t know, asshole, but lock it down.

      Consider it locked, bro. Drew cleared his throat and moved forward to try again. “The bedroom is yours for the night, I’ll take the couch.”

      She swung past him, avoiding his gaze. When she reached the doorway to his room, she paused, then glanced up. “I’m sorry about commenting on your private life. It’s none of my business.”

      He shrugged. “Sort of was, given it played out like that in front of you.”

      “If you want me to talk to her, tell her there’s nothing to be jealous about...” She waved her hand. “Once all of this is sorted out, if you want her to be your babe after all. She seemed...” Annie cleared her throat. The obvious choice there would be nice, but Dana wasn’t really that. “Fun.”

      Yeah, she was fun.

      But as he turned off his PlayStation and grabbed a blanket from the hall closet, it wasn’t images of Dana sliding all over his body that he had to push away. And when he woke up to screams in the middle of the night, it wasn’t worry about Dana that made his heart leap into his throat.
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      Annie clawed her way to full consciousness, desperate to escape the awful noises in her dream. As she blinked awake, she realized she was the source, moaning and groaning under her breath. Drenched in sweat and shaking like a leaf, she gulped for air and took what little she could see in the strange room around her. Clean sheets, big bed. That belonged to Drew Castle. Douchebag extraordinaire and real-life hero.

      And then he was in the doorway, his large body tense and at the ready. “Annie?” Light flooded into the room from the hall behind him, and instead of moving directly to her, he looped the long way around the bed and flicked on a lamp.

      She opened her mouth but nothing came out. Fear squeezed around her neck and across her chest, and she couldn’t prevent tears from welling up and spilling down her cheeks.

      “Jesus, Annie.” He came around to her side and crouched, his gaze darting from her face to her phone, which sat untouched on the bedside table, then back to her face and finally down her body. “Nightmare?”

      Must have been, she thought silently. Holy fuck.

      “You didn’t get another call? You aren’t hurt?”

      She shook her head.

      He glanced at the alarm clock next to the lamp. “It’s the middle of the night. Any chance you’re going to get more sleep?”

      Another shake. Not a chance in hell. She cleared her throat, tentatively testing her vocal cords. “Is—” Her voice cracked. “Is there anything we could do about the message right now?”

      “Most of the Intel guys won’t be in until 0800, but I think we should go grab some breakfast and then head to the base. If only to help you feel safe.” He hung his head. “We shouldn’t have stayed here last night.”

      His regret was palpable, and she scrambled onto her knees, shaking her head. “I do feel safe with you.” The simple truth of the words made her feel better. She shook her head again, ridding herself of the creepy feeling she’d woken up with. “No, I wasn’t scared last night. I’m not sure what my dream was about, it was too abstract to explain, but that’s all I’m freaked out about.”

      He lifted his head and cocked one eyebrow. “Would diner breakfast make it better?”

      She couldn’t help but laugh. He was a grown man, but crouched beside the bed he looked like an eager kid, and his smile warmed her from the inside out. “Absolutely.”

      It didn’t take her long to wash up and get dressed in yesterday’s clothes. What had she been thinking, hopping in her car and driving south from L.A. without a bag of stuff?

      She hadn’t been thinking. Driven by adrenaline and fear, she’d tunnel-visioned on the fact that Drew Castle was the only person in the world she could trust when it came to her brother’s memory. And even now, knowing that he was an overgrown teenager, that didn’t change anything. Kevin had been the same way, chasing anything in a skirt and kicking back with boy toys at every opportunity.

      And it didn’t matter what or who Drew did in his spare time if he could help her. A tremor of something suspiciously pride-like niggled at the back of mind as she reflected on the fact that he’d dropped both his video game and his booty call to help her, and she pushed that thought away. She wasn’t a teenager anymore, in awe of the sex-on-a-stick SEAL lounging in her family room after a big Easter dinner.

      Ten years ago she’d have given anything for Kevin and Drew to look at her as more than a kid. But as it got dark, they’d gone out without a backwards glance, and Annie had drifted off to sleep wondering what it would be like to be sexy enough to capture the attention of a grown man.

      Ha, she snickered. They were barely older than she was now. How much her perspective had changed in that near decade.

      But her big brother had taken his job seriously, and his family as well. More than one holiday had been spent perfecting “What to do in a Zombie Apocalypse” plans. Annie understood Kevin was making sure she knew how to protect herself. He’d taught her to shoot, to fight dirty, what to yell at the top of her lungs to grab maximum attention and how to be stealthy.

      The last tips came in very handy in her last year of high school.

      The first time she got drunk with Kevin, on the Christmas Eve of her twentieth year, she shared how helpful he’d been to her teenage social life. And he told her about some epic drives down the Eastern Seaboard with Drew for crazy weekend leaves. It had been a rare moment of sibling bonding, almost as equals. The following year, their parents were gone, killed in a head-on collision with a minivan. No more Christmas Eves with her brother.

      He’d offered to come home, but she had friends with large families. With no shortage of holiday feasts for her to attend, it didn’t make sense for him to travel at peak time when it was just the two of them. They’d have time for that in the future when they had families of their own.

      Annie blinked back unexpected tears and shook off the melancholy memories. No time to get lost in what might have been. Some asshole was messing with her brother’s memory, and that couldn’t stand. She straightened her shirt and joined Drew in the living room, just in time to see him tuck a handgun into a concealed holster at his hip.

      “Is that really necessary?”

      He turned and smirked as she reached for the jewelry she’d left on the counter the night before. “I could ask you the same about that stuff.”

      “My stuff can’t kill someone.” She kept her tone playful, because she had no doubt that his was the safest concealed carry around, but did people really just do that?

      Had Kevin? Due to their age difference and his career choice, she hadn’t known her brother as well as she’d have liked. There was supposed to have been time for that later as well.

      Of course, that meant she didn’t really know Drew, either. How much of her opinion of him was colored by her memories of a brash older brother who played hard and resisted taming?

      As if he could read her mind, he patted the gun. “I don’t wear it all the time. I just...”

      Yeah. There was something about having a stranger show up on your doorstep worried about boogeymen that brought out the paranoia. “No worries.”

      “Besides,” he muttered as he pulled on a sweater over his snug black t-shirt. “Your stuff is pointy. I’m surprised Kevin didn’t teach you a thing or two about using whatever’s on hand.”

      She laughed. “He did.” She took a sobering deep breath. “I was just thinking about that, actually.”

      He opened the door and gestured for her to move into the hall. As they made their way to the elevator, Drew regarded her with quiet curiosity, but he refrained from asking just which Kevin memory she’d gotten lost in. She was just about to offer something to keep the conversation going when he made a gruff noise in his throat and changed the subject. “We can take my car. I park underground.”

      She bobbed her head in agreement, and before too long they were buckled into a sports car that seemed way too small for his oversized frame. But he drove it with ease, his long, lean fingers dancing around on the gear shift, his right knee bopping against the center console panel whenever he wasn’t accelerating. She found herself following the long curve of his arm up to his shoulders, round with working muscles, and then down the front of his body. She wondered idly if he looked larger than life when naked as well, and as that thought twirled around in her head, she turned and looked out the window, afraid the pink of embarrassment would give her away. What was wrong with her? From panic to pervert in less than five minutes.

      Her friends would protest that looking was just fine, but it really wasn’t when it was your dead brother’s best friend who was trying to help you figure out why you’d been creep-stalked. Besides, looking at Drew probably got women in trouble. Women like Dana. God, he might be the world’s nicest friend, but Drew Castle had shown the night before that he could be a first-class dog when it came to women, and no good would come of imagining him in his underwear.

      Or out of it.

      He drove northeast out of downtown, and before too long they pulled up in front of an old-school diner lit up with blue neon lights. They seated themselves in a booth and a waitress showed up a moment later with a steaming pot of coffee and two menus.

      “Hey, honey.” She smiled at Drew, a friendly middle-of-the-night grin. “Where are your friends?”

      “Pushed ’em off the boat.” He slid his mug forward and turned to Annie. “Coffee?”

      “God, yes.” She offered them both a weak smile. Breakfast at four in the morning, in the middle of drama...sure, everyone just act like it’s just another day at the office. But for Drew and Sarah, if her nametag could be trusted, it was exactly that.

      They ordered—two eggs with ham for Annie, three with steak for Drew—and after Sarah whirled away with a pop of her gum, Drew leaned back in the booth and notched his head to the side, regarding her with unvarnished curiosity.

      “What?”

      “You’re handling this well.”

      “Doesn’t feel like it on the inside, trust me. I’m a fish out of water.”

      He lifted his mug and sipped slowly, his eyes trained on her the whole time. “So what is your water?”

      “UCLA. I’m a graduate student there.”

      He stilled for a moment, his mug in mid-air, then he set it down and eased forward over the table. “Really? That’s great.”

      She laughed. “I’m not sure how great it will be when I’m looking for a job at the end of my studies. I’m in the History Department.”

      “Ancient History?”

      “Nope. The exact opposite actually. Modern American History.”

      “Fascinating.” From the way his eyes had lit up, and the keen interest all over his face, she actually believed him. A warm flush started in the middle of her chest and radiated up and out. “Kevin said that you were smart, but he never—” He cut himself off and reached across the table to touch her hand. “I’m sorry. He talked about you all the time. I just wasn’t the greatest listener.”

      It wouldn’t have occurred to Annie that Drew, or anyone else, would find her studies anything other than boring. But with his warm, strong fingers branding themselves on her skin, she was having trouble thinking of a way to reassure him it was fine. “Uhm...”

      He shifted his grip, slipping down and around her hand so his fingers cupped hers and his thumb traced over the round pad of flesh on her palm. “I’m listening now, Annie. I’m glad you came to me last night. I’m going to help you.” She glanced up, reluctant to look away from the hypnotic pattern he was tracing on her skin, but something in his voice snapped through her silliness. She looked at him, and he looked at her, something heady and tempting on his face, but then he licked his lips and shuttered his gaze. “I’m going to be there for you because Kevin can’t. Think of me as his surrogate, okay?”

      No, she wanted to shout. You can’t sit there like sex-on-a-stick and ask me to think of you like a brother! There was no way she’d be stupid enough to actually sleep with the man, but if he kept invoking her brother’s name, it would make her future filthy fantasies incredibly awkward. “Sure.”

      They both retreated to coffee and private thoughts until Sarah returned with plates piled high with food. As the scent of buttered sourdough bread, perfectly cooked ham and heavily seasoned hash browns filled her nose, Annie’s mouth started watering and her stomach growled loud enough to grab Drew’s attention. He glanced up from his plate with a smirk and she blushed. “I didn’t eat dinner last night.”

      “This is dinner and breakfast all rolled into one.” He pointed with the back end of his fork. “Dig in. You’re not going to offend me.”

      That hadn’t been on her mind. She wrinkled her brow and shook her head.

      “What?” He washed down his mouthful of food with a big gulp of coffee.

      “Do women usually eat like dainty flowers around you?”

      “No.” He laughed. “I don’t usually eat with the women I...hang out with.”

      Wow. That was even less sexy than the surrogate brother comment. “That’s...nice.”

      He cocked one eyebrow, but didn’t respond again.

      She started to slow down as her plate emptied, and when he looked up again, his smirky tone had shifted back to the keen interest of before. “So, history. What’s your specific area of interest?”

      “Economics. One of my advisors specializes in modern world capitalism, the other in American political history. My interest is the financing of grassroots political activism, but it’ll be a while before I get to my own research. For now I’m taking classes and working as a research assistant on other projects.”

      “Shoot, that’s pretty cool. And your dad was a professor, right?”

      She nodded. “Yep. Public Policy at USC. That’s where I did my undergraduate studies. I had to have a special course schedule in my third year because his class was a required component.” She knew her voice was wistful, but this was Drew. She might not know him very well, but instinctively she understood she didn’t need to hide her pain from him. “Him teaching me would have been a conflict of interest, so I took an equivalent course online. That was probably harder, having him grill me to see if I was learning everything I needed to know from some other teacher.”

      Drew nodded and chewed, then swallowed some coffee. He took his time looking at her and rolling that over before pushing the conversation again. “Kevin didn’t talk about your dad a lot.”

      She quirked her lips to the side. That didn’t surprise her. “They didn’t get along, really. My father worried Kevin wasn’t interested in academia. Kevin didn’t like that Dad questioned the government’s use of military action from time to time.”

      Drew snorted. “What an asshole.”

      “Hey!”

      “Not your dad. Kevin. He probably shared the exact same opinions. We just don’t have the luxury of voicing them.”

      Annie picked up her coffee, buying herself a second to think. “Kev? Critical of...anything?”

      “Hell ya. Between you, me and the toast, most of us get frustrated when we’re sent in like an expensive Band-Aid when the real solutions are longer, more complicated—”

      “And probably even more expensive.” She sighed. “Wow.”

      “Hey, it’s okay.”

      She curled a small smile for his sake. “Sure, I know. It’s just... you knew him better than me.”

      “While you’re here, I’ll share what I know, okay?” She nodded and he grinned. “But first, tell me about the boring research they’re making you do while you jump through hoops to do your own.” He took a huge bite of his steak and chewed.

      “How did you know?” This time, the smile was bigger, and very real. “Uhm, let’s see. I get to tag along on some interesting research trips. We’re going to Washington next month to interview a few senators. Muriel Castillo, Lawrence Lassiter and Rob Harris.”

      Drew’s fork clattered on his plate. He finished chewing, slowly, while his eyes burned a hole in her head.

      “What?”

      “Rob Harris?”

      “Do you know him?”

      “Do you?”

      “What? No. I know he’s on the Senate Committee on Armed Service. Is he one of the ones you and Kevin aren’t fans of?”

      “First, I said that Kevin had opinions. Lots of guys do. I don’t. Not really. I do what my commanding officer orders me to do, because I trust he’s thinking about that shit so I don’t have to. Second, when these interviews were set up, who made the arrangements?”

      “I did. Being an RA is a lot like being a lackey.”

      “You called Rob Harris’s office and set up an appointment? What did you say the interview was about?”

      “Civilian leadership, military connections, rise to power...that’s the scope of my advisor’s research.” His probing gaze was completely freaking her out. “Drew, are you thinking that has something to do with the message?”
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      It definitely did, but how much could he tell her? A little bit of knowledge was a dangerous thing, and she was already on the verge of panic.

      Now wasn’t the time for talking anyway. He slid a glance at her cell phone, sitting quietly on the table beside their mostly empty plates. A rapid-fire burst of curse words slid through his mind as he realized they’d probably said too much. He couldn’t tell her everything he knew about the dark underbelly of Washington, even if there wasn’t a probable bug in front of them. Frustration rolled through his gut that he was operating on the fly. He was a team player. Sure, he was trained to deal with any variability, but his operations were analysed, planned and executed based on a lot more intel than an ugly gut feeling.

      Waiting for the other shoe to drop was an option, but not one that sat well with him. An alternate plan started to crystalize in his mind. He grabbed his backpack, threw some money on the table, and without another word reached across and tugged Annie out of her seat. With a yelp, she snatched her stuff with her free hand and stumbled along in his wake as he tugged her out of the diner.

      “Drew, what the hell is going on?” She slammed her hand on the car door as he moved to open it. “Hang on a second!”

      “Sugar, we might not have a second. Get in, and I’ll explain as soon as I can.”

      He waited just long enough for her to do up her seatbelt then he peeled out of the lot and tore off into the darkness. His destination was just on the other side of the next main thoroughfare. Annie kept glancing at him, and he willed her not to say anything until they got there. He turned again, this time in the dark pre-dawn shadow of a hospital. He quickly navigated around the building branded with a glowing H and pulled into a parking garage.

      Annie gave up any pretense of not staring at him as he quickly wound his way up to an upper level and pulled into one of many vacant spots. Her gaze was hot on his skin and a small part of his mind started to process why that didn’t make him uncomfortable.

      He grabbed her phone, stuck it in the glove box along with his, and silently indicated for her to get out of the car.

      “Why are we here?” she asked as he started walking toward the stairwell, the hollow echo of his footsteps the only sound bouncing off the bare concrete.

      “Because if anyone calls asking about you here, they’ll hit a wall of privacy protection. At least temporarily. Let’s go find a bus.”

      “This is crazy,” she muttered, but she trundled after him. “We don’t want my phone in case they call again?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “Well, that clears that up.” She ducked past him as he held open the door to the stairwell.

      He sighed. She was right. She deserved at least a partial explanation.

      The blaze in her dark brown eyes told him taking a second to think about what information he could offer was a mistake. “Hey, if this is annoying for you—”

      “Annie, this isn’t—” He barked out a short laugh. “Annoying? Hell, no. This is better than a regular day at the office for me. But I’m not used to explaining myself.”

      “And I’m not used to ditching my phone in a parking garage and going on the lam!”

      He ducked his head and propped his hands firmly on his hips, willing himself not to laugh. When she put it like that…it was a miracle she’d let him drag her out the restaurant.

      When he looked up, prepared to defend his wild and crazy and totally random plan, the look on her face surprised him, and not just because the fiery spark had softened. He swallowed hard at the bare trust staring back at him. Jesus. He was on her side and he’d keep her safe but he wasn’t a fucking hero.

      Something dark and possessive clenched hard in his chest. He wanted to be her hero, probably for all the wrong reasons. How could he know that he was making the right call here?

      She stepped forward and pressed her hand to his arm. Her touch, cool and smooth, slithered under his skin and took root. He stared down at her, wanting more of her touch. A lot more, and as if she sensed his desire, she stroked her palm up to his shoulder. “Drew, I appreciate all of your assistance. But if you think this is truly some sort of spy-game, then we need to go to the authorities.”

      It was time to share. His heart thudded in his chest. The uncommon reaction bothered him more than he wanted to admit.

      “Senator Rob Harris, senior ranking Democrat on the Armed Forces Committee,” he said quietly, his muscles shifting with each word as he chose them carefully. “He’s a good friend of the Director of the CIA. There are other connections that I’m not sure I can tell you about right now, but let’s just say I’m aware of him and his colleagues.” Harris had never meddled directly in any operation Drew had been involved in, but others had. “The senator also has a 9 year old son and a beautiful wife.”
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      Drew said the last sentence slowly and carefully, his eyes tracking over her face as the words sank in, but his measured delivery didn’t stop the point from knocking her for a loop. She gasped out loud, then slapped one hand over her mouth to keep the sobs inside and pressed the other hard against his chest. Oh my god.

      Even as the pieces slid together, she didn’t want to believe it. “You can’t know—”

      “Not for sure.” He held her gaze, his own strong and confident, and she blinked hard to keep the tears at bay. “All I’m saying right now is I’m not sure going to the authorities is a good idea. I have a friend I can call, who was in Washington at the same time as your brother, but I can’t do it from the phones we had. The main bus lines will start running soon, and we’ll head back downtown. Then we’ll get some more information and make a new plan.”

      “You think that Kevin...and Senator Harris’s wife...”

      “I think someone knows Kevin’s secret, and misunderstood your request for a meeting.” He glanced down at her hand, still pressed against his chest, and groaned under his breath. He tugged her hard against him and ran one large hand over the back of her head. “You okay?”

      “No?” She let out a watery groan of her own. This was crazy. “Then what was the phone call about?”

      “Testing the water? Hell if I know. But we can’t...fuck. We can’t just walk onto the base and open a can of worms without knowing more.”

      He made a good point. She sagged against him, letting his strength seep into her bones. It felt...right, and she didn’t pull away until he reminded her they needed to keep moving. They found the bus stop, noted the next arrival time, and waited.
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      Drew didn’t know if he was anywhere in the vicinity of making the right decision. Frankly, other than getting as far as possible away from what was guaranteed to be a tracking device, he hadn’t made any decisions. And for the first time in seventeen years, he didn’t have orders or a plan. Sure, he’d run into unexpected situations. He had to make snap decisions all the time, with lives on the line.

      But this time, the situation had knocked on his front door, and he didn’t have any back up. No team. Just his gut instincts warning him that Annie had accidentally wandered into something ugly.

      Drew paid cash to the driver of the first bus to come along, and Annie led the way to seats in the very back. Under the hum of the fan overhead and the dull noise of the engine, Annie asked him the question he was just asking himself. “Where are we going?”

      “I have no idea,” he answered honestly, looking out the window. “We’re heading downtown. Might as well loop back to my place and grab some stuff, then...” He trailed off. He needed a new phone. There was a convenience store two blocks east of his apartment, and he could have Annie wait there while he dodged home for supplies. “Will you be offended if I hide you somewhere while I do that?”

      Her eyes got really wide and her lips parted. Dark pink lips, soft pillows on an otherwise lean face. Fuck. She was scared and he was lusting after her. Asshole.

      “Uhm, I guess not. Do you think that’s necessary?”

      “The odds of you actually being in danger are pretty low. But if you are, for whatever reason, the odds that they’ve tracked you to me are pretty high.”

      “With my phone?” She closed her eyes and rubbed the tiny crease between her eyebrows. “Damnit. I should have just gone to the police in L.A.”

      “And let me miss all this fun?” He rubbed a knuckle against her jaw. “Annie, you can put the weight of the world on my shoulders, okay?”

      She let him lift her face, and she blinked up at him, but doubt and confusion still warred in her eyes. “Why?”

      Because it was his job.

      But this didn’t feel like work. For the first time in ages, he felt that tug from the inside out, a sense of right and wrong and he knew what side he was on. But it was more than that. It was personal, too, and not just because of Kevin.

      Dude...

      Sorry, bro. Just being honest with myself. And he’d keep it to himself, too. No good could come of admitting he was motivated by her pretty face and pouting lips. Focus. “Because it’s my job. I mean, you aren’t a job, but this is what I’m trained to do.”

      “Why do I get the feeling you’re going to tell me that a lot?”

      “It’s the only answer I’ve got, sugar.” The only one he could voice out loud, anyway.

      She stretched her legs out in front of her, rotating her ankles left and then right, then lifted her chin and pinned him with another look. “Do you call everyone that?”

      “No.” She wasn’t mad, but he couldn’t read her expression. “It just slips out. I’ll stop.”

      “It’s okay.” She cleared her throat. “I don’t mind...” She held his gaze for a minute, her eyes crinkling at the corners before a smile split across her face. “Brotherly affection is better than nothing, I guess.”

      If that’s how she read it, he wasn’t going to correct her. He looped his arm around her shoulder and tugged her close. “You’re not alone, Annie. I can’t give you much, but I can give you this.”

      “Wow, an early morning escape from a deadly cell phone, by city bus no less. It’s the stuff of action movies.” She snickered and tossed her head back, letting it rock against his bicep, and he fought an urge to pull her even closer, until there was no space left between their bodies, and his hand could slip off her shoulder and down to the delicate curve of her high, round breast. He’d just graze it with his fingertips, the barest of touches, and she’d tip her face toward his. The laughter in her eyes would fade, replaced with heat and then they’d kiss...

      Instead, she slapped his thigh and stood up. The bus was waiting at a red light, and Annie pointed out the window at a twenty-four hour discount store. There was a bin of baseball hats in the entrance, and a rack of sweatshirts. He nodded. Smart girl. He tapped the signal strip, indicating to the driver they wanted off, and ten minutes later he was paying cash for a burner phone, two hats, two hooded sweatshirts, and a spare outfit for Annie, who’d apparently leapt in her car without packing an overnight bag.

      While they waited for the next bus, he sent an international text to one of the few numbers he had memorized. Rik, it’s Drew. When you’ve got a chance, call this number. Soon, if possible. Have some questions about your time in DC with KM.

      The phone rang three minutes later, his friend’s slight accent barely noticeable in the three short words he spit out. “What is it?”

      “Kevin’s sister came to visit me last night.” He spelled out the details of the message, and what he’d learned over breakfast. He could hear Rik’s smirk as he described their current mode of transit, but it didn’t last long.

      “You’re such a law-abiding citizen, Drew. It didn’t occur to you to steal a car?”

      “Some of us still work within the law. I know it’s a novel concept.”

      “Your mistake is working, period.” Rik had gotten married the year before, and was officially retired from the Norwegian FSK. Unofficially...well, Drew didn’t want to know how his friend could afford to live on a private Caribbean island. “Give me her phone number.”

      Drew realized he didn’t have that information. He covered the handset and turned his attention back to Annie, who was staring at him with unabashed curiosity. “What’s your number?”

      He relayed the information to Rik, who said he’d call back in a few minutes. “And Castle...you know enough to stay clear of security cameras, right?”

      “We’ve got baseball hats and a plan to get back into my building underground, yes.”

      When he disconnected, it took Annie all of five seconds to let the questions fly. “Underground? Within the law? Who did you just tell my life story to?”

      “Rik Amundson, a total son of a bitch and the only other person in the world who might know about your brother’s child. He was stationed at the Norwegian Embassy in Washington when Kevin was at the Pentagon. They got pretty tight, and two years later, we spent time with him overseas. We’ve kept in touch.” He paused before sharing the next piece of information. “Kevin saved his life once.”

      “In Afghanistan?” Big eyes, small voice. Annie’s knowledge of what they did was probably limited to whatever was on TV.

      “No...”

      “Never mind, I know about operational security, I shouldn’t have asked.” She waved her hand and turned around, looking down the increasingly busy street for their bus. Her long brown hair swung loose to the middle of her back, and he swallowed against the temptation to gather it into a handful and tug her back against him. He shoved his hands into his pockets, not trusting his will power, and once again wondered where this attraction was coming from. She was pretty, but she’d been pretty before. He’d noticed her beauty when he’d visited with Kevin on their way to Hawaii, and the three of them stayed up late in her kitchen, but it didn’t affect him then like it was now. It should have… she’d made them cookies and teased him about being a bikini snob, and now that he was thinking about it, he couldn’t understand why he hadn’t been attracted to her then. But there’d been some sort of block. Even last night...it wasn’t like he opened the door and saw her as a woman for the first time.

      So what had shifted? Was it having her in his bed, even if he’d been on the other side of the wall? He must have conflated her with some fantasy and if he wasn’t careful he might act on it. Which would be stupid, because easy come, easy go. He’d wake up tomorrow and she’d just be Annie again. For today...he needed to spend more time talking about Kevin and less time wondering if she’d tremble when he kissed her neck.

      If, not when, asshole.

      “It was in the Artic,” he blurted out. “Rik got on the wrong side of a polar bear and Kevin took the beast out at five hundred meters.”

      Her head lifted, paused, and then started bobbing with silent laughter. She slowly turned back, her hands held up in disbelief. “Please tell me it wasn’t a cute little one like on the Coke commercials.”

      “Nah. Although that would have made for excellent ribbing, this was a big motherfucker, definitely scary and planning to tear Rik limb from limb.”

      “A bear!” She took a deep, steadying breath and let out one more giggle. “I didn’t realize SEALs operated in the Arctic.”

      He shrugged. “Training exercise.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” They both heard the hiss of bus brakes at the same time, and the conversation faded as they stepped onto the next bus. Forty-five minutes made a huge difference, and this time they weren’t alone. They stood near the back door, holding onto opposite sides of the same pole, and before he knew it they were disembarking a few blocks east of his apartment.

      “I don’t need to buy a phone anymore, but I’d still like you to stay somewhere safe while I go home and grab my stuff. There’s a coffee shop over there. Can you go read a paper for twenty minutes?” He wrote down two numbers on a receipt and pressed it into her free hand. “If I’m not back in half an hour, call my CO. I’d rather not involve him until we know what’s going on, but you say my name and he’ll come and get you. Then call Rik. He’ll find a way to keep you safe.”

      Another nod, and she sprinted across the road, ball cap firmly in place, their shopping bag dancing in her hand. He faded into the shadow of the building behind him, watching for a few moments, then turned and headed for the building behind his. A rarely locked door connected the underground parking garages. He took the stairs up, listening for shifting movements above and below, but there was nothing. He eased the stairwell door open, reassured himself his hallway was empty, then let himself into his apartment. He went first to the small safe in his bedroom, removing his emergency stash of cash. Then he retrieved his loaded FN57, the spare magazines for that as well as for the Glock 29 on his hip.  He grabbed a backpack, stuffed some clothes in it, and since he was standing at his dresser, the box of condoms he kept in his top drawer.

      Don’t even think about it.

      I’m not.

      You’re a douche—

      The burner phone vibrated in his pocket, cutting off his inner quarrel. He glanced at the time and headed for the door. He’d have to talk on the run. He checked the peephole before shouldering his way into the hall. “What did you discover?”

      “Not a lot yet, but what I did, I don’t like. Where are you?”

      “Leaving my apartment now.”

      “Is she with you?”

      “No. Heading back that way now.”

      “So, that message...”

      Drew didn’t want to know how Rik had accessed it. “Can we figure out who sent it?”

      “Yes, in time. Why would someone want to have access to her phone?”

      “What kind of access?”

      “The message was a Trojan horse. It delivered a tracking app that connected with the GPS in the handset, but also gave the receiver access to the camera and internal memory.”

      Drew punched his way into the stairwell and took the steps down two at a time. “Can you tell if it’s still in my car?”

      “It hasn’t moved.”

      “Just a matter of time, though, right?”

      Rik was silent at the other end of the line for a moment, then exhaled slowly. “If a senator is involved, I’d imagine yes.”

      “I need to keep her safe, man.”

      “I can help with that. You have passports?”

      “I do. I think she does.”

      “They’re not necessary to get here, just to get home again. I’ll text you details.”

      “Got it. Hey, and Rik?”

      “Yeah?”

      The thought of Annie losing any memories of Kevin... “Can you back up her phone? Photos, text messages, that sort of thing?”

      “Already on it.”

      “Thanks.” He emerged back into the early morning brightness. “Don’t look at any of it.”

      “See you soon.”
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      Her booth provided a clear sight line to the front door and a quick exit out the kitchen. She’d paid the waitress for a cup of coffee she hadn’t touched and now flipped through pages of day old newsprint she wasn’t reading. Drew would be back any second, she had no doubt. This was all a complete misunderstanding, and there was no reason for panic to be winding its way around her chest and up her throat. Stripping her mouth of all moisture and making her so lightheaded she could barely think straight.
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