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      Two months ago, when Paige had first imagined how her summer would play out, it hadn’t been anything like this. She looked around the tiny breakfast room, anticipation ricocheting through her stomach. Her fingers curled around the straps of her drawstring backpack as her heart thrummed loudly in her chest.

      Belgium. She couldn’t believe she was actually on the Battlefield of Europe. She’d pored over first-hand accounts of the Thirty Year’s War, examined primary source material surrounding the French Revolution, and extensively studied the effects of World War I and II on Europe as a whole. Now she’d get to see the places she’d spent a lifetime learning about.

      Paige inhaled a shaky breath. When she arrived at the hotel last night, her eyes had been so bleary with jet lag that she’d been unable to take it all in. Now, she looked eagerly around the space. The breakfast room was quaint, with four round tables big enough for six around the area. Faded gold and green wallpaper, dotted with fleurs-de-lis, covered the walls. Mismatched chairs circled each table, making Paige feel like she was in her father’s dining room. Except this was Belgium, not Washington, D.C.

      The room held a trio of elderly tourists sporting fanny packs, despite the early morning hour. A young boy spoke excitedly in what sounded like Italian as his mother laughed and tried to quiet him. But it was the woman sitting alone at the third table who caught Paige’s eye. She had creamy skin sprinkled with the lightest dusting of freckles, and looked close to Paige’s age—maybe twenty-five or twenty-six.

      Paige tried to peer inconspicuously without being obvious. The silky dark chocolate hair with a fringe of bangs matched the photo she’d been given of Layla, but she didn’t want to assume and end up looking like an idiot.

      She’d get breakfast and hope the woman noticed her and spoke up. Paige picked her way through the tables, heading to the buffet along the far wall. The heady aroma of unfamiliar breads mixed with fresh fruit made her stomach growl. What time had her fellow coworkers arrived last night? Paige had hoped she’d get to meet Layla, Tyler, and Eddie before meeting the twenty high schoolers they’d spend the next nineteen days guiding through Europe. By summer’s end, they’d have guided four such tours.

      Paige grabbed a porcelain plate and eyed the foods spread out before her. A basket of rolls sat at one end of the table, with a platter of deli meats and unfamiliar cheeses next to it. A large bowl of something white and creamy—yogurt, maybe?—was next to a selection of fruit. The hand-painted plaque above the table declared Breakfast is served daily from six a.m. to nine a.m. in French, German, Dutch, and English.

      She hoped her French would be up to the task of communicating with natives this summer. The private schools she’d attended in Washington, D.C. had strong French language programs. But this was different. Her accent would probably give her away as as soon as she opened her mouth.

      Paige glanced at the woman with chocolate brown hair. She was absorbed in her phone and hadn’t noticed Paige. Maybe it wasn’t Layla, but just someone who looked like her.

      Paige placed a little of everything on her plate. She grabbed something at the very end that she hoped was jam. At the table, the woman brushed her hair back, exposing more of her face. The thin nose and heart-shaped face matched the picture Paige had studied on the plane ride over.

      She should go say hello and ask if she could sit by Layla. It would be a long three months if she didn’t make any friends. Even Europe could be lonely if she let it.

      Paige’s fingers curled around her plate, her stomach swooping as she drew closer. The girl looked up and offered a smile. Definitely Layla.

      “Hi,” Paige said. “Is this spot taken?”

      Layla shook her head, making her stick-straight hair bounce across her shoulders. “Nope. Please, save me from eating alone.”

      “Thanks.” Paige slid into the chair in relief, setting her backpack on the floor by her feet.

      “You must be Paige. I recognize you from your photo,” Layla said.

      “I am. And you’re Layla.”

      “That’s me.” Her voice had a musical quality to it that instantly made Paige feel grungy in comparison. “It’s nice to finally meet you. Is this your first trip with Destiny Tours?”

      “Yes.” When her mentor professor, Dr. Hodges, had told her about the job, she’d been hesitant. Three months in Europe, all expenses paid. Free admission to the best museums in the world. It all sounded like a dream, and she should’ve jumped at the chance instead of being reluctant. But the last year had been hard.

      “You’re falling behind,” Dr. Hodges had gently reminded her. “Your grades were barely average last semester. This is a good opportunity to correct course. You’ll need to start writing your dissertation in the fall. This is the perfect research opportunity.”

      “I don’t know.” Paige fiddled with a lock of her hair and thought of the man who had broken her heart. What if he returned to D.C., and she was gone?

      “It’ll give you some great experience before you start teaching,” Dr. Hodges had prodded. “The hiring board loves hands-on experience.”

      So Paige had agreed to the summer in Europe. Dr. Hodges had written her a glowing recommendation, and she’d gotten the job.

      “I worked with Destiny Tours last summer,” Layla said, pulling Paige out of the past. “Best experience of my life. You’re going to love it.”

      Paige had no doubt she’d love Europe. The teenagers she’d be chaperoning? That was the part that made her nervous. “How difficult is the job?” Paige asked, hoping the apprehension didn’t leak through her voice.

      Layla shrugged. “Not bad. Were you ever a residence adviser for freshmen?”

      “No.” With her father’s brownstone a mere ten-minute walk from campus, it hadn’t made financial sense to move out. And she’d always worked as a professor’s assistant, eager to learn as much as she could.

      “Oh. Well, it’s a lot like that. Lots of energy and lots of fun. We usually run the kids so ragged during the day that they’re too exhausted for evening shenanigans.”

      That was something, at least.

      “So, Paige, where are you from?” Layla asked.

      “Washington, D.C.”

      “Oooo, really? Is your father a senator or something?”

      Paige laughed. “No, nothing like that. He’s a history professor at Georgetown. He specializes in American studies.”

      “Wow, that’s so cool. Did you attend Georgetown, then?”

      Paige took a sip of her orange juice, nearly gagging on all the pulp. Yuck. “Yes. I’m working on my PhD right now. I’ve got a job waiting for me in my dad’s department as soon as I graduate.”

      “Wow.” Layla leaned back in her chair, eyebrows raised and eyes wide. “I’m going to feel like an idiot next to you. I barely managed to get my bachelors.”

      “What did you study?” Paige asked politely.

      “Mostly sleeping in and talking my way out of failing.” Layla smirked. “School isn’t really my thing.”

      Great. Paige hoped she wouldn’t end up chaperoning a chaperone. Talk about flighty.

      “Have you had a chance to meet the guys yet?” Paige asked.

      “I ran into Tyler last night. Apparently Eddie broke his foot last week and had to quit. Tyler wasn’t sure who they’d found as a replacement.”

      “That really stinks,” Paige said. As resistant as she’d been to the job at first, now that she was here, she couldn’t imagine having to quit.

      “I feel bad for Mr. Dawson. It can’t have been easy finding a replacement on such short notice.”

      “I’m sure he had qualified applicants lined up at his door. This is an incredible opportunity.”

      “Can’t argue with that.” Layla’s phone rang. “Sorry, I’ve got to take this. I’ll just be a moment.”

      Paige nodded, and Layla walked out of the room. Paige fished the information packet from her backpack. She’d gone through it a dozen times on the flight over, but one more wouldn’t hurt.

      Twenty teenagers—Paige hadn’t been in a room with that many kids since high school.

      You’re only twenty-six, her father had reminded her when she voiced her concerns. But high school felt like a lifetime ago. Growing up as the only child of a widower, she’d spent most of her time interacting with other adults—mainly professors at Georgetown. She never quite knew what to do with the younger crowd.

      “That was Tyler,” Layla said, sliding into her chair. “He and the new guy are going to meet us down here. I thought we could have a quick meeting before the kids start arriving from the airport. They’ll trickle in throughout the day.”

      “Sounds great,” Paige said. Maybe Layla wasn’t as flighty as she first thought. “So, who’s the new guy?”

      Layla shrugged. “Nick something-or-other. Guess we’ll find out soon.”

      Nick. The name instantly conjured images of stolen kisses in the moonlight, the taste of cinnamon on her tongue and fire racing through her veins.

      She pushed the images away, locking them carefully behind the door labeled do not remember. Nick was a common enough name. Not every Nick was a no-good scumbag. They didn’t all disappear in the middle of the night without so much as a goodbye. She shouldn’t let four letters, strung together in a most unfortunate way, prejudice her against a colleague she’d spend the next three months with.

      “Oh, here they are,” Layla said, raising a hand.

      Two men stood in the doorway, their stances relaxed. One was tall and gangly, with a thin face, freckled skin, and dishwater blond hair. And the other⁠—

      Paige’s breath caught. He carried himself with a confidence she’d always envied, hands tucked into the pockets of denim jeans that hugged him like a glove. His hair was a little longer than it had been two months ago, but a beard still shadowed his strong jawline. She could almost feel it rubbing against the sensitive flesh of her cheeks as those strong arms held her close.

      No. No, no, no, no, no. This had to be some sort of cruel joke.

      He scanned the room, as though sensing her stare. Had he thought about her even once since leaving? His eyes found hers. They were still a startling emerald, even from here.

      His eyebrows raised in surprise, but he schooled his face into a careful mask.

      Her hands tightened on the information packet as a knot tied itself in her stomach. What on earth was Mr. Dawson thinking, hiring someone like Nick?

      Layla made a noise, almost like a purr, in the back of her throat. “New guy is hot.”

      Heart breaker, more like it. Paige’s chest tightened as Nick strode toward her, his steps unsure for the first time. Good. He should be scared to face her.

      Layla rose, holding out her hand. “You must be Nick.”

      “Yes. It’s nice to meet you,” he said. Paige stayed rooted to her chair, frozen.

      Nick. In Brussels.

      “Paige, this is Tyler,” Layla said.

      Paige gave a curt nod. Tyler’s face flushed, and he and Nick both took their chairs.

      “Hi,” Nick said, his voice a soft caress that had her shivering. “Wow. This is the last place I expected to see you.”

      She self-consciously brushed a strand of copper-colored hair behind one ear. She wanted to say something biting and caustic, but her mouth was a desert incapable of speech.

      Snatches of the past flashed through her mind. Reading the email in disbelief. Rushing to his apartment, only to find it empty. Dialing his number and realizing it had been disconnected.

      Layla looked back and forth between them, her darkly penciled brows pulled down in confusion. “Do you two know each other?”

      “In a manner of speaking,” Paige choked out. She’d been falling for Nick—maybe even in love with him. She’d thought he felt the same way.

      Nick leaned back in his chair, his green eyes darkening with an emotion she couldn’t decipher. “We used to date.”

      Layla whipped her gaze back and forth between them, her mouth forming a surprised o. “What a … coincidence,” she stammered.

      “Where did you go?” Paige said, the words barely a whisper. The question had plagued her for months. The email had been only three short lines, offering no information.

      Nick flexed his fingers. “An opportunity came up that I couldn’t refuse. I thought sudden would be best.”

      Sudden was a whirlwind kiss goodbye and an empty apartment by the weekend. What Nick had done was something else.

      “I thought I’d at least rate a phone call,” she said, trying to infuse anger into her tone. “Guess I was wrong.”

      “I am sorry about that.” His eyes were soft and sincere. He folded his arms, and she tried not to stare at his bulging biceps. But he offered no further explanation.

      “Unbelievable,” she muttered. “How did you get this job, anyway?”

      “I’m friends with Don. He asked me to fill in when Eddie broke his foot.”

      Paige’s back stiffened as her fingers curled into her palms. “Wait—you didn’t even have to apply?”

      Nick shifted, scooting closer. “Don was in a bind, and I agreed to help him out.”

      “Maybe we should go.” Layla rose, and Tyler followed suit.

      Paige clamped a hand around Layla’s arm. “Please, stay. You mentioned a meeting before the kids get here.”

      “Right.” Layla’s tone was still uneasy.

      “So let’s start discussing,” Paige said.

      Tyler put a hand to his mouth, his shoulders hunched, and eyes hooded. “So we have twenty teens on this one, right, Layla? Eight boys and twelve girls?”

      “Yes. They range in age from fifteen to eighteen…”

      But Paige was barely listening. How was she supposed to spend the next three months in Nick’s presence? She’d spent the last two trying to forget him and their four-month-long intense relationship.

      She tried to focus as Layla talked about who would be responsible for what, and the best way to make the summer run smoothly. But all Paige could do was stare at Nick, who stared back, his mesmerizing emerald eyes making her stomach churn.

      “And I think that’s it,” Layla said. “Kids will trickle in throughout the morning. Paige and I will help with check-in here at reception. You boys stick close to the hotel and answer any questions that may arise while Paige and I are busy. We’ll have a welcome meeting first thing in the morning, then spend three days exploring Belgium before the bus leaves for Colmar.”

      Tyler and Layla bolted from the room as soon as she was finished speaking, obviously eager to escape the tension radiating off Nick and Paige.

      Paige rose as well, ready to make a quick escape, but a warm hand caught her arm and held.

      “Can we talk?” Nick asked, his eyes pleading.

      For a moment, she almost agreed—wanted to agree. But she forced herself to shake off his arm. “I have nothing to say to you,” she said stiffly.

      This time, she’d be the one to walk away.
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      It took all of Nick’s agency training to keep his stance unconcerned and face relaxed as he watched Paige walk out of the breakfast room. Her hips swayed in a way that made his mouth water and heart ache. She’d crashed into his life like a tidal wave, upending all his carefully laid plans. He’d been only too willing to let it happen.

      And then he’d got the call. Another mission—one that had the potential of lasting months. Disappearing had seemed like his best—and only—option. He’d felt himself falling, and it had terrified him. Better to cut ties.

      Had Don known that this Paige was his Paige? Nick ran a hand through his hair, the possibility making his stomach sink. She wasn’t supposed to ever see him again. She didn’t deserve the complications a life with him would bring.

      One table over, a trio of elderly tourists spoke loudly in Mandarin about the sites they were most excited to see. The bus boy carefully cleared the mom and son’s table of plates while humming a popular American song off-key. A bell on the door in the front lobby jingled, the heavy footsteps that accompanied it indicating a man had entered the hotel.

      Nick glanced at his watch. Three minutes had passed—enough time for Paige to escape to her room. He grabbed an apple, biting into it without tasting the crisp, sweet flavor. Years of training had taught him to eat when he could, whether he wanted to or not. He never knew when the next meal would come while out in the field.

      He had to call Don. If this was some trick, Nick had half a mind to leave right now. Being back in Europe made him edgy, like there was an itch he couldn’t quite find to scratch. Having Paige thrust on him so unexpectedly intensified the feeling. Nothing had felt right since he’d gotten the call two months ago and headed to Amsterdam for a mission that resulted in his partner’s death.

      Nick headed to the stairwell, years of practice keeping his pace leisurely so as not to draw attention, despite his desire to run. As soon as the door swung shut behind him, he took the stairs two at a time.

      The bedroom was empty. Tyler must’ve disappeared with Layla. Nick couldn’t blame him for trying to escape the crushing tension. Two twin beds were crammed into the space, and a tiny desk had been stuffed into a corner. At least this bedroom had a private bathroom. He’d stayed in his fair share of hotels that had one communal washroom for the entire floor.

      Paige had talked endlessly about her desire to tour Europe. He’d wanted to tell her how wonderful it was—the way history seemed to ooze from the cobblestone and bricks. But Paige only knew his cover story. It would’ve been hard to explain why an accountant had spent so much time in Europe without seeing any of the typical tourist sites.

      He was glad she’d finally made it here. Hopefully his presence didn’t ruin her summer. The last thing he wanted was to hurt her more than he already had.

      There was still time to disappear before the tour officially began tomorrow. He could go home to his sparsely furnished apartment in Virginia and resume his research. He had a few contacts at the agency who might be willing to help.

      But everything had gone wrong in Europe. It was why he’d come back, despite his hesitations.

      He’d talk to Don before making any decisions.

      Nick shrugged into a jacket, then grabbed his laptop. The holster of his gun pressed against the small of his back, a comforting and constant presence. They might’ve made him turn in his badge—put him on suspension until the higher-ups could determine his fate—but he still had his weapon. He had the heart of an agent.

      Outside, he found a small park right across the street from the hotel. Trees shaded the dirt pathways, allowing light to filter through and warm the air. The smell of damp dirt filled his nostrils as he entered the small sanctuary. An older gentleman walked past with a dog on his leash, but otherwise, the area was quiet.

      Nick picked a bench, settling in. Time to call Don.

      The phone clicked on mid-ring. “Hello?” Don’s voice was high and a little effeminate. Nick could almost see him sitting at his kitchen table in silk pajamas, sipping a cup of coffee as he perused the paper. The guys had teased him mercilessly during agency training. Nick hadn’t been surprised when Don turned in his badge after only a year, moved to England, and started Destiny Tours.

      “Paige is here,” Nick said, making his voice as rough as razor blades. “That wasn’t part of the deal, Don.”

      “Paige?” He sounded genuinely confused.

      “Paige Eldredge.” The sound of her name cut like a knife. “If I’d known she was one of the chaperones, I never would’ve come. But you knew that, didn’t you?”

      “If you’re going to yell at me, fine.” Don’s voice was even and unruffled. “But at least tell me what I’ve done wrong, so that I can feel properly chastised.”

      Nick frowned, listening to the nuance of Don’s tone, checking for any hint of deception. Was it possible that Don really hadn’t known who Paige was? Nick flashed back to the last six months of conversation with his friend. He’d mentioned he was dating someone from D.C. Don knew that a mission had effectively ended the relationship. But it wasn’t like Nick had gone on and on about her.

      “Paige—the chaperone you hired for this trip.”

      “Yes?” Don said, his tone polite.

      “She’s the Paige—the one I
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