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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 two 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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            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Navy SEAL Miles Dumbrowski is on his way back to war. He isn’t supposed to fall in love.

        Piper Harrington left San Diego behind, looking for adventure in Europe. The no-strings, easy-breezy kind of adventure.

        Now her heart is headed to the Middle East with a man she won’t see for months. But Miles seems intent on proving he's worth the wait for that second date.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Three shifts into working at The Green Hedgehog, Piper Harrington had accepted this first leg of her European backpacking trip wasn’t going to be the easy working vacation she had planned. That was okay by her, it wasn’t work she was trying to get away from. As long as her well-meaning family stayed on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean and she got to just be Piper for a while, she’d pull pints until her arms fell off.

      “Don’t tell me that pubs in America don’t get a crush after work.” Kate White flashed a good-natured grin. Piper had lucked out two days earlier, walking past the pub just as Kate was plastering a poster in the window advertising for temporary help.

      “Happy hour is more about half-priced potato skins than anything else. Don’t worry—I’m not complaining, I’m just happy to find a job for the next few weeks.” Piper took one last swipe at the bar with her towel and grabbed a seat next to Kate and her plate of french fries. A few patrons remained, obviously regulars, and more would join them as the evening progressed, so the break was much appreciated.

      “Tell me more about San Diego. I’ve never been to America.”

      Piper shrugged. What was there to tell? Her hometown was the best place in the world, but the last place she wanted to be. She couldn’t understand it herself, so explaining it to a brand-new boss seemed like a bad idea. And that wasn’t really the question Kate had asked, anyway. “It’s nice. Clean for a big city. Sun and surf, right?”

      And over-achieving parents and siblings and pressure…

      Needing a break from that drama was part of why she finally applied for a work visa. “I’ve lived there almost my entire life, so this trip is a big deal.” Okay, that didn’t sound neurotic. Good. She munched on a fry instead of saying anymore, best to quit while ahead.

      Kate tilted her head, as if debating whether or not to ask more. Was it that obvious there was more to Piper’s adventure? “You’re not the first backpacker to come around looking for a bit of work. But you don’t seem quite as carefree as most. And after an afternoon like this one, most would be looking for other work.”

      “Carefree isn’t in my genetic code. My parents don’t care what we do with our lives, as long as we work hard.”

      “But yet you’re backpacking across Europe.”

      “I worked hard to plan and save for this trip. My parents are hoping I’ll find inspiration for a career.” Or at least stop “mooning over boys,” as her mother had said. That still stung. “I guess I am, too.”

      She waited for Kate to probe further—not that she had any more answers she could share. Instead the pub owner turned to face the entrance as a Hedgehog regular entered. Piper recognized Sue, the slight woman with silver hair and bright blue eyes, but not the younger man she was tugging along. He was talking to her with obvious affection, head tilted to catch her response as she finished her thought and shrugged off her coat into his hands. Piper definitely hadn’t seen that guy before. He was…sexy.

      Down, girl. Not on the agenda, remember?

      But she couldn’t tear her eyes away. He was larger than life, gorgeous in a roughed-up, J. Crew-ad kind of way. He paused after hanging up Sue’s coat and pulled his cell phone out of his blazer pocket. Piper’s gaze measured him every which way, flickering over what looked like well-loved Doc Marten boots and dark jeans, up to his blond hair, cut short but somehow still mussed.

      He was tall, broad across the shoulders, and his long torso looked lean and cut. Piper knew he would feel solid stretched out on top of her, and all her lady bits started tingling at the thought. Damn. She hadn’t flown across the ocean to fall back into that old routine.

      “Piper?”

      She jumped, realizing she was still standing in front of the bar.

      “Yes. Pardon? I’m sorry.”

      Kate took Piper by the shoulders and guided her around the bar. “Staring isn’t polite,” she whispered, then laughed as Piper pinked up.

      “I wasn’t…oh God, I was. I’m sorry. I was just curious…”

      “Is that what Yanks call it? Curiosity?”

      “What?”

      “We Brits call it lust.”

      Piper turned beet red. She was busted. “Well, embarrassed is an international term, right? So can you go take their order while I crawl under the bar and die?”
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      Miles Dumbrowski sipped his beer and listened with half an ear as his aunt chattered on about nothing with a few friends. This wasn’t his first time in The Green Hedgehog—he flew through the UK at least once a year while on leave from a tour of duty or on his way home from a mission. And, schedule permitting, he often popped down to Hastings to visit his mother’s only sister.

      Tonight was his last night of leave. He’d be heading back to the sandbox in the morning for three more months of deployment before returning to Coronado Beach, his permanent home as a US Navy SEAL.

      This was the first tour he hadn’t spent his leave time on an exotic island. His teammate Jared Sutter had flown to the UK to meet up with his pregnant wife, and Miles had thought England sounded like an excellent idea. After more than a few years of playing hard in his down time, Miles was no longer interested in a party scene. This time, he’d soaked up some culture, sat in more than a few pubs, and seen a few football games.

      And mostly he’d just chilled the fuck out.

      He glanced covertly at the bar again. The usual bartender seemed to be missing tonight, and in his place was the most captivating woman. Miles had been sneaking looks at her since arriving at the pub. There was a lot to appreciate. Dark hair spilled down her back in loose, hypnotic waves. Her eyes were seductive, but her easy smile was completely without guile and the rush of pink that flooded her cheeks every few minutes tended toward angelic more than anything else. She was probably a full foot shorter than him, with bouncy curves and a ton of energy. The perfect size, he realized, to crawl into his lap and watch a movie, to turn around and straddle him once they’d run out of popcorn. The perfect size to wrap his body around all night long and to make one of his t-shirts look illegal the next morning.

      “Miles was in London for a meeting on Friday, and decided to stay the weekend before he headed home.” His aunt dragged him back from his fantasy with a pat on the arm. She was good about not telling people what he did for a living. A meeting. Ha.

      “Shame you couldn’t stay longer,” Kate tossed out as she passed by their table. “We’re playing rugby next Sunday and the Whites would be happy to kick your arse again.”

      Miles could hold his own on the field, but he let her rib him. “I’ll be back, don’t worry.”

      Kate snorted and set her tray down at the next table before coming back to clear away their empty glasses, and as she did, she caught the fact that his gaze wasn’t really on her at all. She smirked. “Have you met Piper yet? She’s an American as well, just here for a few weeks. Great bartender.”

      Piper. He decided to go grab his next drink himself.
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      He was looking right at her. She’d been watching him, too, and there was something about him…she couldn’t put her finger on it, but this was no ordinary guy. He looked like a Norse god and held himself with a certain awareness, like he might pounce out of his seat at any time.

      As if he knew exactly what was on her mind, he shoved out of his chair and prowled toward the bar. Piper did the only logical thing and beetled to the far end where two regulars were arguing good-naturedly. “Would you like another?” Piper pointed to their empty glasses and flashed them a teasing smile when they paused their debate and looked at her. “At least you can agree on what to drink.”

      “Tell him I’m right, Poppy.”

      She laughed. “It’s Piper, and I’m sure you’re both right.”

      “Impossible!”

      “You’re both cranks and it’s no wonder you’re drinking with each other instead of pretty women.” She winked and handed over new drinks. She loved the back-and-forth banter of tending bar. It could be awkward if she missed, but she rarely did.

      “We want to know, Poppy…are you in Hastings because you lost a bet? Surely London would be more interesting.”

      “My parents honeymooned here, actually. My father was working in Germany at the time, and they only had a weekend to get away. They’ve always talked about it fondly. Plus the hostel rates are cheaper. Win-win. And this way I get to spend time with both of you.” Piper patted the bar in front of her, painfully aware the Norse god was waiting at the other end. She’d kept him waiting long enough—and when she thought about it like that, she felt silly.

      Taking a deep breath, she tried to look unaffected as she moved toward him. Tried and failed, she was sure, as her stomach clenched and her heart leapt when she stopped in front of him. His eyes caught hers. Could he read her thoughts? Did he know she’d been ogling him?

      “Need a refill?” she squeaked. Squeaked! Where the hell had that come from?

      “Sure.” He pushed his glass forward and smiled. “I’m Miles, by the way.” His slow drawl rolled over her and she blushed again.

      “You’re not British!” Piper stammered at the harsh bite of the words. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that, obviously, or that it should even be surprising, what with jet planes and all. I mean, that’s how I got here too.” Shut up, Piper, and busy yourself with something other than drooling. “I’m sorry.”

      His laugh was slow and warm, washing over her like a reassuring hug. He reached past his empty glass and grazed her clenched fists with the tips of his fingers. “Kate says you’re an American, too.”

      Piper felt a current of electricity bolt up her arm, and she licked her lips. “Um.” This wasn’t a hard question. “Something like that.” Something like that? “Yes. I mean, yes, I am. And tired! Obviously. I’m Piper.” Her brain had turned to mush, which made thinking hard. She was pretty sure she was embarrassing herself.

      She looked down at her hands, gripping the bar cloth like a lifeline, and then to Miles’s still-empty glass. Shaking ever so slightly, she poured him a new pint of lager—she assumed he wanted more of what they’d ordered the first round—and slid it toward him. Her eyes lifted and stilled as his gaze caught hers once again. The air in her lungs slipped out of her body and new breath rushed in, catching at the back of her throat. Space, she thought, must put some space between us. But taking a step back only meant she could see more of him.

      Miles. She rolled the name around in her mind. How strange that just a few seconds ago she didn’t know his name, didn’t know he was an American, didn’t know what his touch felt like. Miles. He was staring at her, but not staring, really, because that would be rude and this was anything but rude. This was a bubble bath of attention, tingly and soft and warming to the core.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Piper.”

      “Same.” She relaxed into the feelings of connection. Of interest. In the back of her head, a little voice tried to get her attention, but she told it to shut up.

      The door swung open, breaking the spell, and three people made their way to stools at the middle of the bar.

      “I should go do my job,” Piper whispered.

      “You do that,” Miles smiled. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      Two hours later, he was still there, talking rugby with Kate while Piper wiped down the last of the tables. They’d had a few more exchanges, short snippets of words and long, heavy looks, but the bar had gotten busy.

      Now it was almost empty. Everyone else had left a few minutes earlier, including Sue. Piper had watched Miles say a brief goodbye to his aunt and realized he planned to wait for her to finish up, warming her to her toes and scattering her thoughts.

      She put a final chair in its place and headed for the bar. Miles followed. “Can I walk you to the hostel?”

      Ten, nine, eight… Try not to squeal, Piper. “Is it on your way?”

      “Close enough. We’ll actually pass my aunt’s house on the way, but it’s just another block.”

      She grabbed her bag and waved goodbye to Kate.

      “See you Monday. Don’t do anything I would do in the interim,” her boss said, winking. Piper turned quickly for the door, mortified.

      Miles caught up with her a few steps outside the bar. He carefully bumped her shoulder. “Ignore Kate, she doesn’t have a filter.”

      Piper took a deep breath and willed herself to relax. “I guess there’s not very much to do at eleven o’clock at night? No 24-hour Starbucks?”

      “I don’t think so.” Miles paused. “I don’t actually live here.”

      Piper realized that they hadn’t actually talked about much earlier, they had just stared at each other and (at least on her end) had weird tingly feelings.

      “So you’re just visiting?”

      “Yeah.”

      She waited for him to elaborate. He didn’t, just looked at her, which didn’t feel unpleasant—just unnerving. She sucked in a breath. “That’s nice. I don’t have any aunts or uncles. My parents were both only children.”

      “I’ve got fourteen aunts and uncles, counting on both sides. Made for some pretty sweet Christmases growing up. But Aunt Sue’s probably my favorite, and the only one in Europe.”

      “Fun.”

      “How about you? Are you an only child?”

      She shook her head. “Nope, I’ve got a brother and a sister. And we’re all close. What my family lacks in extension it makes up for in intensity.”

      “Good intense or bad intense?”

      “Um…mostly good. Sometimes bad.”

      “Too close for comfort?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know.” She glanced over at him. She didn’t know how much to share—he wasn’t overly forthcoming himself, except about the size of his family. He looked genuinely interested, though, so she took a deep breath and plowed on. “We spend a lot of time together, even my brother who is married and has his own family. They’re at my parents’ place for dinner a couple of times a week. I love that, mostly, but I’m glad to have a break from it as well.”

      “So you got on an airplane and flew across the ocean?”

      “Pretty much. Seeing Europe is a good excuse for some alone time.” Piper laughed. “Seriously, I’m not really running away, this is just a working holiday.”

      “Good way to do it.” He hesitated. “I’ve seen a lot of the world through my job, too.”

      Tell me more about that, she wanted to ask. But if he’d wanted to offer more, he would have. “The idea of going to a different city every day or two doesn’t appeal to me as much as staying in one place for a bit. I want a chance to sink into a community, meet people, hear their stories, discover hidden gems.”

      “And for that, I am grateful, because meeting you has been the highlight of my…time overseas this go round.” There wasn’t even a hint of smarm in what could have sounded like a line. He was genuinely charming and even though he was a total mystery to her, she trusted the authenticity in his words.

      What was wrong with this guy? There had to be something… And yet even as the question flashed through her mind, Piper didn’t want to find out. It didn’t matter if he was perfect, or just putting on a good cover. That was the beauty of a vacation hookup, after all. Sure, she hadn’t planned on ever having one, but that was before she laid eyes on six feet something of blue jeans and easy smiles.

      “Maybe you could show me some of the tourist hotspots tomorrow—I don’t work again until Monday.”

      “Hmmm.” Miles slowed to a stop, his brow pulled tight.

      “What? If you don’t want to…”

      “Oh, I promise it’s not that I don’t want to.” He grinned and held his hand out to Piper. “I have to go to work tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” She took his hand, his fingers warm and strong around her own. “Well, the next chance you’ve got.”

      “Why waste a perfectly good opportunity? Let’s start right here. Right now.”

      She laughed. “Okay, I’m game. Where to?”

      He winked, a dark promise in the shadowed night. “Who says we need to go anywhere? This is a pretty significant spot, I’d say.”

      Piper looked around at the dark, deserted street. The high street was up ahead, but there was nothing remarkable about where they stood.

      “I don’t get it,” she whispered, but from the look on his face she wanted to get it. This sounded good. Weird, but it wouldn’t be the first time Piper had fallen for weird. It would be the first time that weird could pass for Captain America.

      “This spot?” He tugged her close. “This is the site of our first kiss.”
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      “This is the site of our first kiss.”

      It should have sounded like an awful line, but Piper only felt relief that he knew exactly what she wanted, and then a rush of excitement. Every bit of her hummed in anticipation, her palms itching to press into his broad chest, her hips aching to lean against his. He slid his gaze over her face—slowly, carefully. Hungrily. Was he looking for permission? Piper could taste her desire, sharpness flooding her mouth. Her lips parted, and he closed the gap. With a sharp intake of breath, he lifted his hands to her face and slid his lips over and between hers. He tasted like beer and salt. Peanuts. Bar snacks had never been erotic before, but Piper wanted to cover Miles’s naked torso in peanuts and nibble them off one by one. She slid her tongue across his bottom lip as his hands raked into her hair. He nipped at her lower lip, eliciting a quiet groan of pleasure that doubled as his tongue moved against hers. Piper shivered, and Miles pulled back in concern.

      “You’re cold.” He looked her up and down—she was wearing a black cotton wrap-around shirt and faded jeans, which had been fine for the walk to work at midday—and shrugged out of his blazer. “Here, put this on.”

      “Now you’re going to be cold.”

      “Not a chance.” He wrapped his arms around her waist under the jacket and pulled her close again, curving his upper body so their heads were close. “Where were we?”

      Piper pressed her lips against his, then to his jaw and around to his ear. “Don’t get me wrong, I could do this all night, but maybe we should continue this when it’s not so dark and cold. I don’t have any plans for tomorrow, just sayin’.”

      Miles took a ragged breath, pulled back slightly and kissed Piper’s forehead. “I need to tell you something.”

      “What?” Piper slid her hands up his sides, wanting to explore all of him. She couldn’t quite reach the hard planes of his back, so she smoothed her palms flat against his equally hard chest. A muscle twisted under her fingers, and she craned her head to better see his face. “Miles, what is it?”

      “I’m heading back to work tomorrow afternoon. If there was any way to change my flight, I would, but…”

      “You’re going back to the States?”

      He pressed his lips together. “No. Different direction.”

      She paused her hands, forgetting their original path as she frowned. “That’s cryptic.”

      “That’s my job.”

      “In the other direction.”

      “Yep.”

      “Are you coming back this direction any time soon?”

      “I’m going to be busy for a few months.”

      And she’d be long gone, anyway. A few weeks here, then Paris, then Prague, and Greece… “And then?” Maybe they could meet up again.

      “More work. I’m sorry.”

      Her fingers shook and she grabbed the bottom of Miles’s t-shirt, wanting to hold on to him even as the delicious heat that had been building in her core disappeared and a cold stiffness filled her body. “So tonight… This was what?”

      Miles’s fingers moved again between his jacket and Piper’s shirt, up and down, his thumbs rubbing from the bottom edge of her rib cage to her hips and back. “I don’t know. This was the night we met.”

      “That’s…poetic. So I’ll be a bittersweet memory?”

      “You’re mad.”

      No, she had no right to be mad. He was a stranger who tasted like beer and peanuts and wrapped her in his blazer, turned her on and made her want more…but stranger. She sighed. “You don’t think you should have mentioned you were leaving in the morning before kissing me?”

      “I didn’t mean to trick you, Piper. But I’m glad I didn’t say anything if that was the only way I got a taste of you.”

      “A taste?”

      “Yeah.” He smiled tentatively. “Delicious taste, in fact.”

      As she looked at Miles’s face, half in shadow, she realized he was as nervous as she was sad. She stared at him for a moment and then let her gaze drift over his shoulder to the dark building across the street. A few hours ago she wouldn’t have cared. She still shouldn’t. Her mother’s voice rang loud in her head. You’re such a dreamer, Piper. You get swept away by hope. Success comes from good planning and hard work. This trip might be an unusual path to success, but Piper knew she needed to find herself before she could go home. Maybe it was for the best that whatever this was between her and Miles end before it could snowball into something messy, something that would take over her life.

      “Miles, I just got here. I’ve saved for this trip for four years, and I’m planning on traveling around Europe for the next year. Falling—” Piper cut herself off, horrified. What was about to come out of her mouth? Had she not learned anything from the first twenty-four years of her life? It was time for Piper to be her own first priority. Her only priority. Romantic delusions about Norse gods needed to be shut down. “And since your work seems to keep you busy, and our paths aren’t likely to cross again, we should probably say goodnight soon and go our separate ways.”

      “Soon, or now?” He nuzzled her cheek, but she sensed he was holding back now. “There’s no pressure here, Piper. But I think we should stop at my aunt’s house, grab some warm sweaters and go sit on the beach for a bit.”

      She relaxed against his chest and nodded despite herself. She wasn’t ready to say goodbye yet. Because beer and peanuts. He brushed a quick kiss across the top of her head and they eased into a stroll, his arm slung around her shoulders, hers tucked around his waist. He explained that Sue’s house was on a side street just one block up. When they got there, Piper was reluctant to disentangle from Miles’s warm, hard body, but she really didn’t want to be the topic of gossip at the pub on Monday, so she let Miles go up the steps ahead of her.

      “I’ll wait here.”

      “Come on. I’m sure my aunt’s in bed. The lights are all off. I’ll just be a second, but you should wait inside where it’s warm.”

      Piper tiptoed into the foyer of the narrow row house and watched as Miles climbed the stairs. The entry was lit by a small lamp, and her eyes strained to take in the details of the darkened rooms beyond. The house smelled like books and beeswax, and she could see the outline of a fireplace on the far wall, surrounded by floor-to-ceiling shelves stuffed to bursting with books. Immediately to her left in front of the window, a sofa was flanked by more piles of books, these mostly hardcovers and oversized reference books.

      The floor above her creaked, and Piper jumped, but in the next second Miles reappeared on the stairs in front of her.

      “Your aunt has a lot of books.”

      “She doesn’t have a TV, never has, but she has pretty much any book you could name. She’ll read anything.”

      “I’m the same way! I tried to get my parents to ditch their cable service a couple of times, but my brother can’t live without football and my mom is addicted to the home-decorating channels.”

      Miles handed her a thick, oatmeal-colored wool sweater that must have been his aunt’s because it was snug on Piper. He pulled on a thinner light blue cashmere sweater himself and topped it again with his blazer. Piper made a small noise of appreciation, and Miles’s face reddened. She was happy to see he wasn’t always totally cool.

      He quietly closed the door behind them and they set out at a quick pace for the center of town, holding hands. Miles asked a few questions about her family, and Piper told him about her dad’s new model-train hobby and her mom’s antique shop.

      “Um, what else… My brother is a contractor, and my sister is in medical school. She got the brains, he got the brawn. I’m not sure what I got. Middle-kid problems, right?” Piper shivered as they stepped on to the boardwalk, and Miles turned his body to protect her from the wind. She couldn’t make out his expression exactly, but as she pressed her hand to his chest, she could feel his heartbeat pick up. “You don’t really want to hear about my family, I guess.”

      Miles chuckled and slid his hand under Piper’s shirt, warming the small of her back. “I do. Later.”

      They moved their faces at the same time, cold noses touching before mouths found each other and then the heat was everywhere again. Piper found Miles’s skin under his shirt, and they were moving together, being inside each other’s clothes because they knew it was all they could have. Miles’s left palm settled at the bottom curve of Piper’s breast, his other hand trailing licks of fire up and down her spine. He was being too damn gentle, Piper thought, arching toward him. She wanted to imprint all of him onto all of her, the feel of his much taller body curving around and over hers, the smell of his soap, the feel of his smooth, warm skin stretched over what felt like a very impressive set of abdominal muscles.

      Stumbling, Miles backed into a wooden railing. Piper swayed against him and he groaned. He jerked them down to the ground and pulled her into his lap. “You’re driving me mad.”

      Burying her head in his neck, she breathed in. Beneath the beer and peanuts, his skin smelled like mint and man. Miles was going to feature heavily in her fantasies over the next year, and she only had one night to fill in the details. She kissed the apex of his neck and shoulder and the tendon flexed.

      “Do you like that?” Piper nipped in the same spot with her teeth, then rubbed it with the tip of her tongue.

      “I like everything you do, Piper.” Miles took a deep breath. “I like you way too much for having just met.”

      Same, she wanted to say, but what was the point?

      “Hey,” he said gently. “Ignore me. Tell me where you’re going next on your travels.”

      “Paris next month.”

      “Nice.”

      “Have you been?”

      “To Paris? Never.”

      “Where have you been?” And where are you going?

      “My job takes me to the ugly parts of the world. I’d rather be in Paris.”

      “I’ve probably romanticized it, but I can’t wait.” She curled into the warmth of his torso as he stroked her arm.

      “Don’t go falling for a French man.” He said it so quietly, she almost didn’t hear it. But she did, and the impossible promise in the words was something she couldn’t un-hear.

      “I’m not planning to fall for anyone,” she whispered.

      He made a sound, halfway between a groan and a growl, and pulled her in for a rough, hungry kiss. “Neither was I.”
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      “I’m not planning to fall for anyone.”

      “Neither was I.”

      Piper stilled, her face pressed into Miles’s neck. Had she heard him right? What were they doing? There was no future here, and leading Miles on would be cruel if he was the type to fall hard and fast. She’d clearly read him all wrong. He looked like such an alpha male on the outside, but inside he had feelings. Which made him a great guy for dating. Totally the wrong guy to make out with.

      “Miles, I…” Why did it feel like she was breaking up with him? And why did that feel wrong? You always worry about other people, Piper. That’s why you’re twenty-four and have no idea what you are doing with your life. Stick to the plan. “You’re amazing. This was amazing. But it’s late, and you’re leaving tomorrow. We should probably cool it before we do something we’d regret.”
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      Miles watched in disbelief as Piper shuttered her physical reaction and stood. He had just been dumped. One hour, that was probably a record for the world’s shortest relationship. It wasn’t a relationship, dumbass, and the fact that’s where your mind went is probably why Piper’s running scared. You are scaring her. He raked his hands through his hair and nodded. Pressing too hard would guarantee tonight was a one-off.

      He rolled his eyes at himself as he stood to join her, shoving his hands in his pockets to keep them to himself. He’d lost sight of the truth that tonight couldn’t be anything but a one-off. Because he was heading to Iraq for another three months.

      Nodding, he gave in. “For the record, I could never regret anything with you, but you’re right, it’s late. Let’s head back.”

      Relief flooded her face, and his gut pinched. What was going on in her head? This wasn’t just a vacation for her—this time abroad was obviously a mission. She’d come in search of space to sort out whatever was on her mind.

      But she was from San Diego. Maybe when she got back, if he wasn’t overseas again…

      God, that was tempting. All he needed was a connection. Something casual. He took a deep breath and offered a laidback smirk. “I’ve never been to Paris. Will you email me with updates on your adventure?”

      She hesitated, a response frozen just behind her lips.

      Hesitation was good. It wasn’t a straight-up no, which meant there was a part of her that wanted to say yes.

      He leaned in slightly. “Look, if we were back home, I’d ask for your number. This is just like that, no pressure.”

      “And if we lived in the same place, I’d give it to you. You’re a great guy, Miles.” Piper sighed and fixed her gaze on a point in the distance. “But honestly, I’m glad that’s a moot point, because the last thing I want right now is a relationship. This is the year of Piper.”
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      Miles pressed his lips together, like he wanted to ask a third time, but was holding himself back.

      He needed to hold that line, because she was close to giving in. He was just so cute. No, not cute—he was more than that. Bigger, stronger, more noble than cute entailed. He was like a high-school quarterback, all grown up.

      She took a deep breath that did nothing to quell her nerves. The last thing she wanted to do was say goodbye to Miles. But she didn’t want to hook her heart on a sailing ship, either. She owed it to herself to be fully present on this adventure, not wishing for something that couldn’t be. This needed to end now. Tension was rolling off Miles’s body beside her, and she ached to turn and soothe him. Not your problem, Piper.

      His voice tight, he asked what she sensed was one last question. “If we lived in the same place, you’d feel differently?”

      Yes, yes, a million times yes. “No,” she lied. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m not looking for a relationship right now.”

      Miles started talking again, but they were almost at the hostel, and he cut himself off. “Okay, I’m sorry. Look, I promise that I’m not a crazy stalker, and I’m not going to harass you, but I’d really like to get periodic updates. I’d love to see Paris through your eyes.”

      She couldn’t say no to that. She nodded. “I’ll get your email address from your aunt. But don’t get your hopes up, I’m not really a computer person.”

      “That’s okay. I don’t always have Internet access at work. But when I do get online, if there was a message from you, that would make my day.”

      “Where the heck are you going?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said quietly, stepping close and brushing his thumb against her lips. His fingertips lingered on her cheek for just a second, but it sent shivers down her spine. “I’m doing what’s got to be done, and I’m fine out there.”

      His tone twigged something deep in her heart. Something…familiar. “Miles, are you a soldier?”

      He pulled his lower lip between his lips and narrowed his eyes, looking up at the dark sky.

      “You can tell me,” she whispered. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      She’d drifted closer still, and their bodies were almost touching as they stood in the shadow of the quiet building where she was staying.

      He looked down at her and, with a groan, pulled her in tight for a hug. “I’m just a guy doing a job I’d rather you not think about, okay?”

      It wasn’t okay at all. She’d been ten kinds of selfish, and all this guy had wanted was something to look forward to at the end of whatever he was going to do.

      “I’ll email you,” she breathed. “I promise.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t promise anything you don’t mean.”

      “I mean it!”

      “You didn’t a minute ago.” He dusted a kiss across her forehead. “I want you to find me again because you want to connect with me. No other reason.”

      “But I don’t want you to—”

      He cut her off again, this time with a hard kiss right on the mouth. She opened for him, instantly, and whimpered when he pulled back after just a brief, bittersweet slide of lips. “It’s my job. I don’t need care packages and empty promises. I need you to live the life you want to live and be happy, got it?”

      “Got it.”

      He kissed her forehead and stepped back, stopping a few feet away. “And if we ever end up in the same city, you owe me a date.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. He stood there, obviously not leaving until she was safely inside, but she couldn’t do it. So much for her stupid bravado about independence. One night of kisses with a stranger and her heart was leaping hard against her ribcage, desperate to be pressed against his broad, strong chest again. To feel his arms around her and his lips on hers.

      Reluctantly, blindly, she stepped backwards up the steps, and opened the door. Be safe, she mouthed at him.

      Lifting his hand, Miles waved—an acknowledgment and a goodbye wrapped in one.

      She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, he was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Piper tossed and turned all night, finally abandoning the effort at dawn. She pulled spandex shorts, a sports bra, a sweatshirt, and her running shoes out of her backpack. She wasn’t diligent enough to train for a race, but she liked that running could happen anytime and anywhere, and it was a healthy-ish way to work shit out.

      And the way her head was still spinning over Miles—the kisses, the realization that he was in the military, the longing she already felt for him—she needed to do some major processing.

      Heading away from the quaint and historic downtown, she settled into a good pace and the restless feeling fell away. Few people were out and about so early on a Sunday morning, although she could see many having breakfast or otherwise getting ready for the day through their front windows.

      Ordinary people doing ordinary things.

      She thought about her family on the other side of the ocean.

      Her mother always said she was the dreamer in a family of doers, although saving for a trip and taking off on an adventure felt an awful lot like doing to Piper. Even if it didn’t have a larger goal than just seeing the world and coming back with a better understanding of herself.

      Because Piper definitely didn’t understand herself. She didn’t get why she always felt slightly out-of-step.

      Like falling for someone who she’d only known—and would only know—for just a few hours.

      She needed to get over it.

      Bad timing, that was all. Miles would be the hot military hero she’d tell her granddaughters about in fifty years—the one that got away.

      A dull ache made her think that, if not broken, her heart was most definitely bruised. Reasonable aftereffect of being sucker punched.

      She blinked back almost-tears and pumped her arms faster, driving her legs harder until her chest burned because of exertion and nothing else.

      Keep telling yourself that, Harrington.

      The sun was higher in the sky when she finally slowed to a walk, and the streets were getting busier, so she headed back to the hostel. As she cruised down the last block, she saw Sue step out of her row house—and then Miles was in the doorway, and Piper tripped over her feet as she jerked to a halt.

      God, he was beautiful. He was wearing sweat pants and a t-shirt, but the sweats were low on his hips and the t-shirt stretched tight across his hard, chiseled chest. She could still feel the flat, strong planes of his torso under her fingers.

      And more to the point, he was still there. Sue got into a waiting car. She was dressed quite formally, as if she was attending a wedding or church or something.

      It only took her a split second to make up her mind. She needed to talk to him one more time. Touch him, hold him, never let him go. Just talk…say goodbye properly.

      Her entire body tingled with adrenaline as she knocked on the bright blue door. When it swung open and Miles stepped into view, words caught in her throat. He was freshly showered, which made her all the more aware of the fact she’d just run five miles. His hair was damp, and she caught a whiff of a different soap than last night. This one was more expensive, slightly spicy, like it had a matching cologne and a designer price tag. It wouldn’t normally do much for her, but on Miles it was a pheromone. A smile slashed across his face, replacing his initial surprise with obvious delight.

      “Hi.” Piper took a ragged breath.

      “Hi.” Miles reached out and slid his hands around her upper arms, guiding her inside. “You’ve been running?”

      “Yes. I was heading past, and I saw…” She waved her hand. “You’re not gone yet.”

      “Not yet.” His hands tightened on her arms for a second, then he relaxed his grip, but he didn’t let her go. “Soon.”

      He raked his gaze down her body, and when his eyes met hers again, they were… Dancing sounded like the wrong word. Alive. Interested.

      “I wasn’t sure I’d see you again,” he said quietly. “And I don’t want to assume too much about you showing up this morning, but…”

      “You can assume,” she whispered back. “Anything you want. I needed to see you.”

      As she talked, a frantic rush of words, his eyelids slowly dropped, hooding his gaze. Not all the way, just to half-mast. Like he was thinking hard. Holding himself back from saying things.

      She felt the same way.

      “Miles,” she let his name whoosh out of her, half plea, half prayer. That was all it took.

      Lowering his head, he slanted his mouth over hers, and she could feel the tension in his body as he held his hunger in check. She tasted his lips, his tongue—oh God, his tongue, so firm and insistent and probing—before he pulled back.

      Tugging her past the foyer, he turned their bodies as one into the front sitting room, his hands sliding under her sweatshirt, hissing as he found the bare, damp skin underneath.

      His mouth returned to hers, hot and demanding, and as he kissed her—although “kiss” didn’t really describe the way he was consuming her from the inside out—he levered them sideways, sinking onto a soft couch.

      Their legs slid together, the soft fleece of his sweat pants rubbing against her bare skin, but under that fabric she could feel strong, heavy thighs, muscles bunching as he wrapped himself around her. And when he slid a hand down to her practically naked butt and pulled her in even tighter, she felt something else.

      He was huge and hard. For her. All of a sudden, it felt like he was practically naked, too.

      Hands shaking, she squeezed his shoulders, then stroked upward to his neck. Warm, clean skin stretched taut over tight muscles. She kissed her way down the bulging tendon, licking and tasting as she went.

      “Maybe this isn’t a good idea,” he forced out, his voice strained.

      “Wait, why?” She pulled back enough for his face to slide into focus. His lips were wet, shiny from kissing her, and she wanted them to be doing that again.

      He scrubbed a hand over his face, then pushed up off the couch, leaving her bouncing on her back in his wake. He muttered something she couldn’t make out, then stalked into the hallway.

      She wasn’t positive, because all the blood had rushed out of her head and there was a dull buzzing sound between her ears, but she was pretty sure she’d just been shot down. She squeezed shut her eyes a little tighter and willed the ground to open up beneath her. When that didn’t happen, and she hadn’t died of embarrassment, she took a breath and decided to back out gracefully.

      “Right. Of course not. You need to go. And actually, I mean, it’s not… It’s just that I thought you might…”

      Righting herself, she avoided looking up at Miles and stumbled to the door. As she turned the knob, Miles’s right hand closed over hers and his left wrapped around her waist, pulling her back into his chest. Into all of him, actually, and despite her pathetic attempt to throw herself at him followed by a complete meltdown, she could feel his erection pressing into her. He was still hard.

      “Shit, I’m sorry. Don’t run away. Don’t run away and think for a second that I rejected you, Piper. There just isn’t time right now. I absolutely want to make love to you, more than you know.” His mouth pressed into her hair, his breath making the edge of her ear tingle.

      She stilled inside his arms. Big, stupid man. “Who said anything about having sex? We were just making out and you put the brakes on.”

      He huffed a frustrated laugh in her ear.

      “I was ten seconds away from ripping your shorts off. Believe me, I needed to stop.”

      Oh God. They could… She didn’t have anything on her, but maybe if he had a condom… “Maybe we didn’t need to stop.”

      Miles groaned, his hands moving again, grasping her waist and turning her around. He pulled her hard against his body, then up, pressing her against the door.

      “Do you have protection? I don’t, and we should be smart…” Miles silenced her with his mouth, kissing first her top lip, then the bottom, and harder in the middle, willing her to open for him again. As they kissed, slower and sweeter this time, he caressed her body from top to bottom, imprinting on her skin. It was goodbye all over again. She wanted to cry.

      With a regretful sigh, he rocked into her pelvis, giving her a moment of bittersweet ecstasy before lowering her to the ground. “I’m sorry. God, humping you against my aunt’s door wasn’t what I wanted to do to you either, but I couldn’t help myself. You blow me away.”

      Piper didn’t know how to take that. “Thanks, I guess.”

      “Look, there’s probably a lot more we could say here, but there isn’t time to do this right.” He dragged a breath into his lungs, then stared at her, like he was trying to find the right balance of words.

      She couldn’t find them, either. So she fell back to her promise. “I’ll email you.”

      He started to say something, then cut himself off and started again. “Listen, I want you to think about something. Meeting up when I’m stateside. I’ll come to you.”

      It was their conversation from the night before, but now she didn’t want to say no.

      She wasn’t going to say no, but she couldn’t find the words to say yes, either. She just stared at him dumbly.

      “A weekend? Whatever you want, if you still want to.” He reached for her hand and lifted her wrist to his mouth. “I know that I’ll still be hungry for you. I’ll always be hungry for you, Piper.”
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      Miles buried his head deeper in the dark green linen scarf he was using as pillow and blanket and sand net. As in, keep-the-fucking-sand-out net.

      He needed a few hours of sleep, but the wind had picked up in a big way and the blown-out building they were sheltered in didn’t offer much protection. Plus the over-eager fire team they were attached to for this intelligence-gathering reconnaissance mission wouldn’t shut up.

      From where Jared was standing watch near the window, Miles heard a muttered instruction for everyone to be quiet, and he closed his eyes again. His buddy had his back. As soon as dark fell, they’d head out again, get what they needed, and then ditch these motherfuckers back at the base.

      He didn’t normally mind working with the regular troops, but ever since coming back from England, his nerves had been on edge. This was their first time off base since returning, and last night had been good. They’d gotten a lot of pictures, and Vince Nash—the fucking ninja recon freak of SEAL Team 9—had visually confirmed that the compound was full of women and children.

      Which made their job that much more difficult, but better to know.

      Stop thinking about it. But if he blanked his mind, Piper snuck in. Wide eyes and a confused, wobbly smile… So fucking innocent.

      He knew what she imagined he was doing here—nothing like reality.

      Or maybe he didn’t know, because she hadn’t sent an email yet.
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      Piper sat on the edge of her bunk and stared at the folded piece of paper tucked between the pages of the paperback novel sitting beside her. She rolled her new cell phone back and forth between her hands. Kate had paid her first week’s wages in cash and Piper had gone straight to the mobile shop to pick up a prepaid phone. Her first text message was to her sister-in-law, who had promptly responded with love and demands for a longer email update. Now her thumb was rolling over the screen. She’d already added his name to her address book, but she’d still hung on to the paper. SmilesMiles@xmail.com. Every night for the last week, she had traced her fingers over the words and around the torn edges, reliving every detail of their few hours together. But as time slipped past, she worried that each day blurred her perception of what had really happened between them. Doubt started to creep in, making her second guess all the things she wanted to say to him.

      And then there was the worry she needed to stay positive for him. Morale and all that.

      She’d email him…soon. As soon as she found the right words.

      Resolved, she slid her cell phone into her purse and tucked her novel under her pillow. Time to move forward. Her guide book flopped open to the pages about Paris. These words were also committed to memory, and Piper sank into them, only feeling slightly guilty at the relief that washed over her at the fantasy escape.

      She’d only made it halfway through the guided walking tour of Sacre Coeur when her phone beeped. She leapt off her bed and scrambled for her purse, heart pounding, even though she knew it was ridiculous.

      He doesn’t have your email address, remember? It was on her to make the first move.

      Instead of Miles, it was Kate. Rugby at the park tomorrow. We need sausages and buns to grill. Can you pick them up before you come in?

      That she could do. She tucked her book away, grabbed her purse and headed for the door.

      At the store, Piper piled her basket high with buns, sausages, mustard and relish. She passed on the hot dogs because they didn’t look the same as at home.

      All of a sudden, Miles’s aunt Sue popped out from the cereal aisle. “Hello there.” She cast an appraising look at the armful of meat. “Are you hungry?”

      Piper laughed. “Actually, Kate invited me to a rugby game-slash-barbeque tomorrow—and tasked me with picking up some food.”

      “That sounds lovely. You know, I used to play, with Kate’s parents, in fact. I think we’d all end up in the A&E if we tried now!”

      “You’re pretty spry, Sue. I think you could take the White brothers.”

      The older woman chuckled. “Of course. They’d never see it coming.”

      “How about you? You don’t have a basket or a cart.”

      “I’m actually just getting some anti-nausea medicine. I’m leaving for a cruise on Monday.”

      “Oh, fun!”

      “I’m looking forward to it, but I’m in a bit of a pickle, which is why I stopped you. I was hoping to ask a favor. Or maybe do you a favor? Normally my neighbor pops over to water my plants, but she’s traveling to London soon because her first grandchild is due any day. I was wondering if maybe you’d like to stay at my place while I’m gone and take care of it for me. You could save the money that you’re spending at the hostel, and I wouldn’t come home to dead plants and missing valuables.”

      Piper raised her eyebrows. “Really? We just met, are you sure you trust me? I mean, I’m totally trustworthy, and if it would help you, I’d love to do it.” She worried her bottom lip as a thought occurred to her. “How long will you be gone?”

      “Two weeks. Is that a problem?”

      “No, not at all.”

      “Excellent. Thank you, dear. And hopefully it won’t be too quiet and boring at my place for you.”

      Piper waved her hand. “Oh no, not at all. I get all the social time I need at the pub. Plus getting to read some of your books would be an added bonus.”

      Sue cocked her head to the side and wrinkled her brow. “How did you know... Ah, right, my nephew. Of course.”

      She carried on, blithely ignoring Piper’s rapidly pinking cheeks. “Okay then, well, you might as well move in tomorrow morning. Come round for breakfast? Excellent.”

      And as quickly as she had appeared, the silver-haired elf was off again, leaving Piper alone between the freezer bins to wonder what she’d done to deserve such good luck.
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      No sooner had dusk set than the shooting started. Every ten or fifteen minutes, a few shots cracked in the night. On the horizon, a distant glow told him a house or a car was on fire. So much for getting closer to the ISIS commander’s location tonight.

      “We can’t get involved,” Jared muttered in his ear. Nothing he didn’t know. They were ghosts, just gathering intel at this point.

      From the darkness of the alley, Vince stepped silently into view. He shook his head. “Not us.”

      Not tonight, but it would be soon. This town was about to become the next front in a dangerous, unstable conflict, and Miles would be at the heart of it.

      “Do we head back?”

      He glanced at Sutter, then at Nash. “How much closer can we get?”

      Vince shrugged. “Front-row seat if you want.”

      There was no question what they had to do. “Then let’s pack up and go see what these assholes are doing.”
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