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	CLUB AEGIS

	Aegis—the shield of Zeus, and by extension, a means of protection. The men and women who are members of Club Aegis have all played their part in protecting their country. They work hard… and they play hard. Their lives are not always easy—and sometimes they have to put their lives on the line, not just for their country but for those they love.

	 

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER ONE
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	“Mr. Simmonds, while you’re here…”

	Logan closed his eyes and wished he were on the other side of the planet. The sudden surge in stress hormones triggered by that voice—and anticipation of the next unreasonable demand it would make—launched his blood pressure into the stratosphere. The door to his boss’ office had barely clicked shut behind his principal before she was on his case. Again. Lucy Winter—professional control freak and bane of his work life. Which particular nit had she lined up for picking this time? An old favourite, or would she surprise him with a new transgression?

	Prepped for combat, he turned towards her. “Yes, Miss Winter?”

	“About your last expense claim…”

	Not that again. Holy shit, did the woman have nothing better to do? The claim was history. He’d submitted the report and a pile of receipts, end of story. Or so he’d thought, before that icy stare, utterly devoid of even the merest glimmer of humour—not to mention humanity—threatened to freeze the marrow in his bones. One thing was certain—whatever had rubbed her up the wrong way, she had no intention of letting him off the hook. “What about it?”

	“Your paperwork. I need it. I can’t check your claim without it, and Sir Guy can’t approve your claim before I check it. As I’ve mentioned to you numerous times already, it’s in your own best interests to make sure you submit the documentation without delay.”

	That did it. She made him sound like a schoolboy who hadn’t handed in his homework on time. His last surviving nerve spontaneously combusted, and the glare she levelled at him stoked the blaze even higher. She thought that would intimidate him into complying? No chance. He’d faced NCOs who’d make the most terrifying insurgent look like the favourite to win a good neighbour award. Compared to them, Miss Winter didn’t even reach the exalted rank of amateur.

	Logan approached her desk. With the precision of a sniper lining up his shot, he placed his knuckles on the surface and leaned towards her. The message he was about to deliver would get through loud and clear.

	“I told you, Miss Winter—I left the bloody receipts in your in-tray over a week ago, along with the report from that pain-in-the-arse system. I didn’t keep copies, and I didn’t scan them—I’ve got better things to do with my fucking time than stand there and watch that bloody machine chew everything up!”

	“Mr. Simmonds, I’ve told you several times—I can’t allow Sir Guy to approve claims without the original paperwork, or scans of it. Departmental policy—”

	“I don’t give a rat’s arse about ‘departmental policy.’ Pay the claim, don’t pay the claim—I don’t bloody care. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a real job to do.”

	Without waiting for another comment from his nemesis, he stalked out of the office and slammed the door shut behind him.

	As he strode down the corridor, sparing a brief nod for his one and only female front-line colleague as he went, Logan had to admit he hadn’t been one hundred percent accurate in his last statement to Miss Winter—he didn’t so much have a job to do as an appointment to attend. The unit doctor wanted to see him yet again to assess the progress of his recovery from the last injury he’d incurred. Damn, but he’d have to reduce the number of encounters he had with knife-wielding crazies—this one had come dangerously close to severing a major blood vessel. Nerve damage had also been a very real possibility. Though the wound was healing well enough now, the disfigurement to his left biceps wasn’t pretty and never would be.

	What pissed him off more, though, was that this fuck-up with his arm had come so soon after he’d joined the squad. Not the best impression to make at this point, and it had landed him with one of the shittiest, most boring jobs in creation.

	Logan was not cut out to be a bodyguard. His definition of “active duty” was a hell of a lot more active than this. He’d had a gutful of sitting on his arse and escorting Dr. Simon Northwood to wherever he needed to be.

	For Logan, the end of this babysitting gig couldn’t come soon enough. That, combined with his difference of opinion with Miss Winter, was more than enough to sour his attitude, but sharing equal responsibility was this return visit to the medic’s office, scene of one of the most exhaustive physicals he’d ever endured. He was now on his way to see the same female doctor who’d grabbed his balls back then and ordered him to cough. At least this time around, she’d only be interested in his arm. If she was in a good mood, he might even be able to sweet-talk her into letting him off the naughty step early.

	The hunger to get back into the adrenaline rush of a genuine assignment was gnawing at him on a daily basis. That would put him back in the thick of it, and well away from Sir Guy’s prissy spitfire. With an attitude like hers, he had to wonder how she ever got laid.

	Maybe that was the problem. She wasn’t getting any, and for whatever whacked-out reason, she was taking it out on him.

	And if he told himself that often enough, it might actually obliterate his own libido’s pig-headed insistence on acknowledging that she really was quite beautiful.
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	Men! Can’t live with ’em, can’t kill ’em!

	Lucy glowered at the retreating back of the particularly irritating specimen with whom she’d just crossed swords. The thought became even more caustic with the explosive slam with which he abused her door.

	The man was gone, but echoes of his presence lingered, a shockwave rippling out from the testosterone-spewing human volcano that was Logan Simmonds. An image had lodged itself in her mind and wouldn’t let go.

	It was the way he’d leaned down towards her, arms braced on her desk. Determined to show no fear, she’d almost gone cross-eyed while trying to maintain eye contact, but she’d still been ambushed by the tantalising texture of his lightly tanned skin and the feathering of each individual hair dusting his forearms. And if she closed her eyes, she could still catch a hint of his subtle, fresh aftershave, reminiscent of the ocean, and lethal in combination with his own unique scent.

	All of that, however, was cancelled out by an attitude that stank. Whatever happened, that egotistical personification of machismo was not going to intimidate her. So what if he could take out a tank with one flame-thrower of a glare, and his brains appeared to inhabit his well-developed biceps? She wouldn’t cave in the face of tactics like his.

	His cavalier approach towards administrative process wasn’t the only thing about him that annoyed her. Leaving aside the whole breathing thing, he had a knack for triggering yet another battle in her ongoing war with her neglected lady parts. Her focus was on her career—specifically, the career she coveted, not the career she had.

	Relationships were strictly for the birds.

	Not for her.

	And not with a man like Logan Simmonds.

	With a final burst of vitriolic thought, Lucy turned away from the door, finding some small comfort in dreaming up a suitable revenge for the notions he inspired that had nothing whatsoever to do with work.

	“Oh, yes, Mr. Simmonds.” The words came out as a low mutter. In the darkest recesses of her lurid imagination, ideas were forming that would terrify the average male. “If I had my way, I’d take your balls and slice them off with a blunt knife—a very blunt knife, the bluntest one I could find.”

	“Hey, Luce, how’s it going?”

	Lucy threw a look over her shoulder. She hadn’t heard the door open again. The voice that startled her belonged to the unit’s only female field officer—Sir Guy’s niece, and Lucy’s professional role model.

	“It’s going very well, Miss Edwards, thank you for asking. I can’t believe I’ve been here four months already. Sir Guy said you were to go right in.”

	“Thanks—and it’s Ros, Lucy. Remember? ‘Miss Edwards’ would be my spinster aunt… if I had one.”

	Lucy watched Ros knock on the door to her uncle’s inner sanctum and disappear inside. Whatever he’d wanted to see her for, it must have been connected with Dr. Simon Northwood, who’d arrived a few minutes ago, escorted by Simmonds.

	That was one bonus about this job, Lucy reflected—the serious amount of male eye candy that surrounded her every day. Dr. Northwood was only a visitor, of course, but leaving him aside, most of the men under Sir Guy Somerton’s command were abominably good-looking.

	Even Logan Simmonds, in an utterly hot, Hades-god-of-the-underworld sort of way.

	What was it about the ebony-black hair, and the blue eyes framed with dark lashes that no amount of mascara could emulate? The strong jawline, and the five o’clock shadow it sported no matter what time of day she had the misfortune to see him, only served to heighten the impact of the man.

	Lucy gave a small sigh of defeat. He was undoubtedly sex on a stick. With her siblings all serving in the British armed forces, Lucy was well acquainted with the specification for a physically fit man. Without a doubt, Logan Simmonds not only met that specification, but surpassed it. Then again, he was a former Royal Marines Commando, and with two of her brothers being members of the same branch, she was keenly aware of their almost institutional dedication to maintaining peak fitness.

	Come to think of it, the only material difference between the three men was in the length of their hair. Ben and James followed regulations, but Logan’s hair tended to scuff the collar of his shirt. Still short by civilian standards, it was thick and glossy, and Lucy could understand how some women might lust after running their fingers through it.

	She squared her shoulders. Some women did not include her—unless some stabbing of fingers were involved. In Logan’s case, she could do stabbing. Her ex, as well. Thanks to that repulsive specimen, Lucy was off men for the foreseeable future, no matter how attractive they might be, hence the neglected lady parts. Without the distraction of a man under her feet, when she’d heard about the imminent retirement of Sir Guy Somerton’s PA, she’d been able to focus her full attention on securing the role for herself.

	Her brothers had planted that particular seed, with their talk about the elite squad and their aspirations to join it once their military service was complete. The stories they’d told had fired her imagination, to the point where she’d finally recognised what she wanted for a career.

	And if she was going to succeed, she’d realised she’d have to be creative about it. Military service was the normal method of entry—since she hadn’t followed her siblings into the forces, she’d approached the matter from a different angle. Armed with a raft of killer admin skills gained from a variety of jobs, she’d jumped at the chance to apply for the position of Sir Guy’s assistant. A few days after the interview, she’d been thrilled to receive the job offer.

	Now all she had to do was watch out for an opportunity to prove her potential as a field officer to her boss. There had to be some way to convince him that what she had to offer could mitigate her lack of military experience.

	It wasn’t as if she didn’t have the skills—some of them, at any rate.

	James had taught her everything he knew about firearms, which, given his role as a sniper with the Royal Marines, was not inconsiderable. Not only had he taught her how and when to shoot, but all aspects of gun care, too.

	Sam’s contribution, as a fully-fledged emergency medical technician with the Royal Navy, had been a comprehensive knowledge of front-line first aid.

	Although she’d learned martial arts from a qualified instructor from an early age, Ben, her second oldest brother, had taught her how to fight for real. “In a life-or-death situation, you don’t give a flying fuck about observing the niceties” was his blunt way of putting it.

	That left Adam, the oldest, biggest and baddest of her siblings, and a warrant officer in the Army. He’d taken the physical fitness she’d acquired from her dance classes and honed it to military standards, by way of excruciating torture. After all, why confine exercise to a warm, dry gym, when the alternative was long-distance, cross-country runs in all weathers, and using logs and old tyres to build strength and muscle tone?

	Lucy wasn’t about to let a lack of military service get in the way of achieving her ambition. She was a fast learner, and she had faith in her ability, and her arse in the seat as Sir Guy’s assistant.

	Surely fate wouldn’t be so perverse as to let her get this close, only to deny her at the last hurdle?

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER TWO
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	Logan signed the Bentley’s keys back in at the departmental garage and heaved a sigh of relief. He’d just returned from driving Dr. Northwood back to his mausoleum of a house. With the hours he spent at the office, the genius was a goddamn workaholic. And at eight in the morning, Logan would be there, ready to do it all again.

	Back in his leathers and carrying his helmet, Logan headed for his motorcycle. The hog was his pride and joy—one of them, at any rate. At this time of night, and on two wheels instead of four, he’d be home within twenty minutes, and relaxing with a beer and food inside forty. He was in the mood for a Chinese, or maybe something with a bit more of a kick to it, like a vindaloo or a madras.

	Thinking of curry reminded him of his lucky escape. By the narrowest of margins, but one he’d take in any life-or-death situation, he’d avoided having his arse dragged into tomorrow night’s team-building shit.

	Karaoke—what the fuck was that about?

	A loner by need and nature, all that soft-skills crap left Logan cold. Colder than cold. Freeze-your-bollocks-off-on-Arctic-manoeuvres fucking cold. What he needed was a session at Aegis, but that wasn’t about to happen. Until he ditched the walking brain, recreational activities like that were off the agenda.

	He needed something to burn up the restlessness caused by a day of doing what felt like fuck-all. Shit thing was, thanks to the unit medic, he couldn’t even work it off with weights in the gym. Not until he’d been signed fit for full, normal duty.

	That meant he was stuck with only the four walls he’d relatively recently moved into for company. Before the taxi-driving and babysitting engagement, he’d spent far too much time here, recovering from that bloody knife wound. As a result, he was intimately acquainted with every inch of what was only now ceasing to feel like a prison cell.

	The place where he lived was… convenient. He certainly wouldn’t call it a home—furnishings were minimal, man-cave essentials only, including the large-screen TV now providing a drone of background noise. He headed for the bedroom—another room that contained only what he needed, which wasn’t much beyond somewhere to sleep and some closet space.

	Logan stripped and dropped onto the bed. His mind wandered back to the medic’s verdict. Apparently he was making excellent progress. His wound was almost healed, and his return to full active duty was imminent—she just wanted one final check after the weekend.

	More fucking nannying. He hated it almost as much as he hated box-ticking and arse-covering. While on active service with the Royal Marines, he’d sustained far worse injuries and just carried on, because that was what Royal Marines did. As he saw it, he was fit for duty, but the doc didn’t share his opinion, and in this case, hers carried a hell of a lot more weight with the boss.

	The icing on today’s especially unpalatable cake had been that altercation with Lucy Winter, the latest in a growing collection of such encounters. What was it with that woman? She’d turned up a few months ago as the CO’s new secretary, assistant, whatever the hell she called herself. Ever since then, it seemed she’d done her level best to bury him in red tape. More than once he’d wondered what he’d done to deserve such special treatment.

	Logan was good with details. From the day he’d enlisted, sixteen and fresh out of school with little more than a voracious hunger to win his green beret, he’d been detail-oriented. Just as well—in his line of work, a lack of attention to detail could get a person killed.

	Miss Winter, however… her attention to detail invaded OCD territory on a scale to rival the D-Day landings, which probably explained the email he’d received a couple of hours after their little spat. The paperwork had apparently turned up, and everything was now peachy. His claim would be settled in the next payment run, and she apologised for any inconvenience caused.

	Logan rested his forearm across his eyes, ignoring the slight, nagging ache in his biceps. Acknowledging it meant he’d have to admit the doc might have a point about not declaring him fully fit yet.

	Like a moth to a flame, his thoughts gravitated back to Miss Winter. Yeah, she was pretty—beautiful, if she’d stop torturing her hair in that bun arrangement. The colour of it reminded him of a blend of whisky and honey. Occasionally he’d wondered exactly how long it was. There looked to be plenty for a man to wrap his hand in and anchor her for a kiss—or more.

	The rest of her wasn’t too bad, either. She was tall, about five-ten in those heels she favoured, so a nice height if she ditched the shoes. Good figure too—fit, but nice and curvy. Not the type to break when getting down and dirty in a scene. Just the kind he liked, but there was no way that was ever happening outside the impersonal confines of the club.

	Sophia saw to that.

	Logan checked the time. It was later than he’d thought, and he was famished. Pizza was probably more practical now—they’d still be delivering, and he already had beer chilling in the fridge.

	A shower, food, booze and bed—not a bad plan after a shit day, although he’d have preferred to throw a good fuck into the mix as well. And he had the exact same shit to look forward to again tomorrow. Fan-bloody-tastic.

	One thing was for certain, though—when this job was finished, no one had better get between him and a serious session at Aegis. He was more than ready to spend some quality time indulging in some no-strings fun, and there was nothing quite like the satisfaction of leaving a few pink handprints on the gorgeous arse of a willing submissive.
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	As usual, the evening passed too quickly.

	Salsa class had been a blast. Even after a long—and today, stressful—day at work, Lucy wouldn’t dream of missing the chance to dance her troubles away.

	Tonight she’d really needed to do just that. The latest confrontation with Simmonds had put her in a grumpy mood that had festered all day.

	The damn man had all but accused her of gross incompetence. After he’d left, she’d hunted high and low for the missing paperwork, but, as she’d expected, it was nowhere to be seen. If he had left it in the tray, which she’d seriously doubted, he hadn’t done so while she was there. Not only would she have remembered—she’d have checked it and had Sir Guy approve it on the system at the earliest opportunity.

	While she was there. That thought had proved to be the catalyst that led to solving the mystery. A couple of phone calls later, and Lucy had pieced together what had happened.

	The recipe for disaster consisted of equal parts of a visit to the dentist, an early lunch hour and an inexperienced stand-in. Logan had left the paperwork for his expenses when an admin assistant was providing cover for Lucy while she was attending her appointment. The guy was relatively new, wasn’t acquainted with the intricacies of the expense policy, and had simply sent the documentation directly to the finance office. A quick call to the bean counters today had confirmed Lucy’s theory.

	Out of courtesy, she’d emailed Logan to apologise, and let him know the matter had been resolved. She’d been somewhat surprised to receive an expression of gratitude in return, terse though it was. It seemed the man knew his manners after all, in spite of all evidence to the contrary.

	Before going for a shower, Lucy checked her answering machine for messages. She’d been let off the parental leash a good while ago. However, her brothers—whom she thought of as the human equivalent of flypaper, because she could never shake them free—insisted on keeping a watchful eye on her. Even being on deployment had never stopped any of them from checking on her whenever they could.

	And yes, there was one message. Tempted though she was to leave it till the morning, there was always the chance it was urgent.

	“Hey, Oh-Em-Gee, just thought I’d let you know we’ve arrived in the Philippines. We’re seven hours ahead, the weather’s hot, but rain’s on the way. Catch you later. Bye for now!”

	It was Sam, and she was going to kill him. No matter how many times she begged and pleaded, he—along with all his brothers-in-crime—still persisted in referring to her with those three blasted initials.

	As the creator of the nickname, Adam was really the one to blame. After two sets of male twins, their mother was desperate for a daughter. She’d persuaded their father to have “one more go” at having a girl. Her oldest sibling had shortened “one more go” to Oh-Em-Gee, and Lucy had been cursed with the epithet ever since.

	For the last few months, Sam’s ship had been on a goodwill tour in the Asia-Pacific region, and unless some international crisis arose to prevent it, they’d be plotting a course for home soon. He wouldn’t be the only one. For once, planetary alignment was favourable, and all four of her siblings would be home on extended leave at the same time—and even more miraculously, the timing was perfect for their mother’s birthday. Family bonds remained strong in the Winter clan.

	On tea-making autopilot, her mind wandered—not to either her friends or family, but her colleagues at work. They didn’t talk a lot about their private lives. Given the nature of their work, she wasn’t surprised. Her brothers had long ago explained the necessity to keep a mental barrier between their home and their professional lives, to help them manage certain aspects of their work, such as separation from their loved ones while on deployment. Exchange “deployment” for “assignment”, and the statement could apply to the members of Sir Guy’s unit.

	As she poured the hot water, Lucy gave in to her lurking curiosity about Logan Simmonds’ home life. Did he have some long-suffering girlfriend waiting for him? She’d tried to picture him with a wife, and although it was a possibility, she just couldn’t see it. Married or not, if he did have a significant other… poor woman. Whatever redeeming characteristics the man might have—besides knicker-dropping good looks—they most assuredly weren’t visible to the naked eye.

	Tempted though she was to switch the TV on for the late news bulletin, Lucy opted for music instead. The world and its terrors would still be there tomorrow. Given the access she had to Sir Guy’s inbox, those terrors could easily scare her to death—if she let them.

	And if she did allow the fear to get to her, then they—the bad guys—would win, and that wasn’t an option. Although “real” home was the farm where she and her brothers had grown up, on their mother’s side there was a history of military service. Five generations that they knew of, possibly more.

	There were no high-ranking officers in Lucy’s family tree, but they’d all believed in serving their country and defending those unable to defend themselves. Her brothers had followed the family tradition, and for years, when they were home on leave, she’d pestered them into sharing their skills with her.

	The pestering had gained impetus once she’d come to a decision about her future. With that in mind, she’d taken steps that ultimately led to this job, where she’d set about learning everything she could from the confidential reports that crossed her desk.

	When opportunity dropped its capricious arse in her lap, she was going to grab it and hold on, although not for opportunities like the team-building karaoke night. She’d consider almost anything if it would assist in achieving her objective, but another session of that cruel and unusual punishment was more than human hearing could be expected to bear.

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER THREE
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	His penance in the form of babysitting Simon Northwood now complete, Logan was more than ready to get stuck into his new assignment, whatever it might be. Twenty-four hours earlier, the doc had brightened the start of the new week by at long last signing off on his full return to normal duty. Not only that—with the greatest of pleasure, Logan had handed responsibility for the genius to the boss’ niece, along with the keys to the Bentley.

	Today he’d arrived at work buoyed by anticipation of a task he could get his teeth into, and also use to prove his worth to the team. He took the stairs up to the third floor two at a time. Not even the dire prospect of waiting in the office occupied by the woman he thought of as his personal nemesis could put a dent in his good mood.

	She was a chilly one, all right. Logan was willing to bet that Miss Winter’s knickers were as frosty as her name. She had a way of glaring at him that triggered an almost irresistible urge to put her over his knee and make that sweet arse of hers sing.

	Now that was an interesting thought, and not unconnected with how he’d spent the previous evening at Aegis. The sub he’d played with had been a cute little thing—enthusiastic, responsive, a pleasure to torment with a little orgasm denial, and a nice armful during aftercare. And as keen to avoid any emotional complications as he was.

	Without bothering to knock, he pushed open the door to Sir Guy’s outer office. The sight that met him was one he wouldn’t forget in a hurry. There in front of him, wrapped in a short, tight skirt, was the lush, rounded backside he’d just been contemplating.

	That alone grabbed his attention by the balls, but when his gaze slithered to a halt at the captivating sight of those long, toned legs in sheer black nylons, his thoughts accelerated down the fast lane to grossly inappropriate territory. His visual tour continued, and by the time it concluded with feet shod in black patent shoes with spindly, three-inch heels, they’d taken the unmarked turning to NSFW.

	The formidable Miss Winter must have lost something under her desk. If the lack of a visible panty line was any indication, it could be the knickers that were always in a twist when he was around.

	“Need any help under there?”

	He winced at the sharp smack of her head connecting with the underside of the desk. The muttered cursing was colourful, nautical, and inventive enough to make a sailor blush. So was the mesmeric wiggle of her hips as she backed out from her hiding place. Just what he didn’t need on top of the lingering satisfaction of an evening at Aegis. The sight of a woman on her knees before him still triggered impulses that made the fit of his tailored trousers somewhat more revealing than was appropriate for a work environment.

	“I can manage just fine, thank you, Mr. Simmonds.”

	With a grace and style that surprised him, Lucy stood and straightened her skirt, which ended about two inches above a pair of good-looking knees. Hypnotised by the meticulous care with which she eliminated every last crease and speck of lint, he allowed each elegant movement of her hands to soak into his consciousness. The way she smoothed the dark material over her thighs was compellingly symbolic of her painstaking attention to detail.

	His attention to that particular detail earned him a familiar glare, although her tone, when she addressed him, was spine-snappingly polite, with only the tiniest dash of disapproval.

	“You’re a little early—Sir Guy’s still on his daily conference call with Number Ten. Please, take a seat. Can I get you some coffee while you’re waiting?”

	“Thanks—black, no sugar.”

	He watched her cross the office to the fancy, single-cup gizmo sitting on a low cabinet in the corner. Her hips didn’t just save that sexy swing for when she was on her hands and knees. Logan shifted in his seat, and dragged his smartphone out of his jacket pocket—anything to steer his attention in a less lascivious direction. He glanced up when she placed a white mug on the low table beside him.

	“Thanks.”

	“You’re welcome.” She paused, as if considering her next move. “Sir Guy shouldn’t be long now.”

	“That’s okay—I’m not going anywhere.” Not till the boss gave him his orders, anyway, and then it would be a case of the further away, the better.

	The coffee wasn’t bad—hot, and almost strong enough to chew, the way Logan preferred it. While he waited, he checked his email, aware all the time of his surroundings, and the rapid tapping on the keyboard coming from just a few feet away.

	The tapping halted a couple of times, interrupted by calls coming in on the landline on Lucy’s desk. Like many people, his nemesis had a “telephone voice”, which, he had to admit, was pleasant enough to the ear, if more than a little formal. Not that her normal voice was unpleasant, at least when she wasn’t tearing a strip off him for his latest administrative foul-up. Unless his ears deceived him, her accent held a touch of the north, just the faintest suggestion that her roots lay far from the capital.

	Logan wondered if she sounded as prissy when she was getting sweaty and sexed-up. He didn’t know why, but the thought of turning her into a wildcat in the bedroom was… appealing.

	He shoved the image aside. He’d been thinking about her in that kind of context way too often recently. Echoes of their initial introduction persisted in his memories of the smile with which she’d greeted him when they’d been introduced, and again he wondered where it had all gone wrong, why she’d suddenly developed that icy attitude towards him.

	He glanced at his watch. According to the high-tech dive timepiece, his meeting with the old man was due to start in two minutes, thirty-five seconds. He put his phone on silent, and slipped it back into his pocket.

	Miss Winter picked up her phone and pressed a button on the base unit. “Sir Guy? Mr. Simmonds is here for your 9 a.m. meeting… Yes, sir, right away.” She replaced the handset. “He’s ready for you now, Mr. Simmonds—you can go right in.”

	“Thank you.”

	Logan went to the door, knocked this time, and entered. Sir Guy looked up, and although the man’s expression revealed nothing of his thoughts, Logan picked up an air of tension about him.

	“Good morning, Simmonds. Take a seat.”

	“Good morning, sir.” Logan sat across the desk from his boss. He waited in silence until Sir Guy finished reading the single sheet of paper in front of him.

	“I see the medical officer passed you fit for a full return to active duty.” Sir Guy set the report to one side.

	“Yes, sir. It’ll be good to get back to a real job.”

	Sir Guy raised an eyebrow. “If that’s an indication of what you think about your last assignment, you may not consider this a real job, either. Frankly, I’m not even sure I do, but I need someone to take a short trip and ask some questions. As you know, we’ve been co-opted into assisting with a major public order exercise, so everyone else is busy. Since you’ve just become available, that makes you the ideal candidate.”

	The only candidate. Last man standing, drawer of the infamous short straw. “What do you need me to do, sir?”

	“Have you ever heard of a Caribbean resort called Nenufar?”

	Holy hell—who in the community hadn’t? The place was renowned for being kink-friendly, clothing-optional and private in the extreme. Its clientele was limited to adults in couples and ménages—no singles and no kids allowed.

	“I have, sir. Isn’t it a little out of our jurisdiction?”

	“At this stage, your remit—should you accept the assignment—is to do no more than ask a few discreet questions.”

	“Should I accept the assignment?” Mental alarm bells rang. Orders by definition weren’t optional, and if Sir Guy was giving him the opportunity to turn this assignment down, it probably wasn’t a good sign.

	“You’ve heard of the place, so I assume you’re familiar with its nature. Not everyone would be comfortable with that, so it’s only fair to give you the chance to decline.”

	By the sound of it Logan wasn’t the only one familiar with its nature. Who’d have thought it? Leaving aside his personal interests, he was a big boy, and well prepared to handle whatever his CO threw at him. “I don’t have a problem with that, sir. What do you need?”

	“The daughter of a senior government minister appears to have gone missing. Her last verified location was Nenufar, three weeks ago, along with her latest boyfriend, who’s also vanished. They were supposed to be there a week before returning home, but no one’s heard from either of them.”

	Sir Guy’s mouth settled in a grim line. “He has no family, and frankly, I think hers is overreacting. She’s a grown woman; it’s probably nothing more sinister than a somewhat thoughtless, spur-of-the-moment decision to extend their break.

	“However, given her father’s connections with national defence, I’m not prepared to take any chances. It’s just possible there’s a scenario where she could have been abducted by enemies of the state, with a view to using her as leverage against him. I need you to ask a few questions to confirm her current whereabouts and status without causing an international incident.”

	“I take it her family have tried calling her?”

	“Calls go straight to voicemail. Her father’s been in touch with the authorities, but isn’t happy with, quote, ‘Their pathetic excuse for an investigation’, unquote. I need you to go there undercover, and see what you can find. As I said, I suspect they’ve moved on to another destination without bothering to keep anyone informed, and they chose somewhere with little to no mobile coverage.”

	A quiet knock on the door had Logan turning around, to see Miss Winter enter, bearing a tray with two cups of coffee.

	“Thank you, Lucy.” Sir Guy greeted her with an avuncular smile. “Excellent timing. As I was about to say, Simmonds, the problem I have is that they don’t allow single guests, and I have no one suitable to accompany you. Ros is my only female officer, and as you know, she’s just started her latest assignment. I can’t take her off that one—not that I believe she’d be a good candidate anyway.”

	“Excuse me for interrupting, sir, but if you need a woman… ah, I mean a female officer… I know I’m not an officer, but could I help at all?”

	Logan looked from his boss to Lucy and back again, expecting Sir Guy to dismiss her. Instead, the other man gave her a contemplative look, almost as if he were actually considering taking her offer seriously, ridiculous though it was.

	“Close the door, Lucy, and take a seat.” He gestured towards the chair beside Logan.

	“With all due respect, sir—”

	“Simmonds, I believe Miss Winter may be about to present us with a way out of our quandary. I think it’s only fair to explain to her what’s required. Once she knows what she could be getting into, she may wish to reconsider her generous offer.”
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	A short time later, Logan was as close to being a dead man walking as he was ever likely to get. Years of fleecing his buddies at poker enabled him to conceal his reactions in most situations, and that ability had proved to be a godsend during the briefing. He maintained that stoic demeanour as he watched Lucy leave, even though his blood was like ice in his veins, at the same time as his stomach threatened to expel his breakfast with extreme prejudice.

	Sir Guy had ordered Lucy to go home, a decision with which Logan agreed. She needed time to think over what they’d discussed and do some relevant research before their follow-up meeting. Twenty-four hours was all Somerton had given her for that, but it was all they could afford. Their entire course of action depended on whether Lucy was prepared to stand by her suggestion—if she wasn’t, they needed time to come up with an alternative plan, and fast.

	The briefing had brought back every last fucking detail of the darkest period of his life—confirmation once and for all that the past was never going release its death grip on him. His breath solidified in his chest, turning his lungs to solid concrete. He wanted to get the hell out of there and run, run forever, but Sir Guy hadn’t finished with him yet.

	“Come with me. There’s something I need to discuss with you, and I’d rather not have this conversation in front of Lucy.”

	“Sure.” Nausea still thrashing in his gut, Logan followed his CO to the two leather armchairs arranged by a low table.

	His boss sat down and motioned towards the other chair. Logan sat back, propped his left ankle on his right knee, and did his best to appear relaxed.

	“On the off-chance there’s more to this than meets the eye, your cover has to be better than airtight.”

	Ah. That wouldn’t be a problem, but explaining why was an option Logan wasn’t keen to pursue. He hoped assurance rather than explanation would do the trick. “I know enough about the lifestyle to put on a convincing act, sir. You needn’t worry.”

	“I don’t want to have to worry, Simmonds. Given the lifestyle to which the resort caters, faking it could be risky.”

	“I know, sir.” Logan cleared his throat. Looked as if he had no choice but to come clean. “If I may speak in confidence?”

	“Please do.”

	“Playing a Dom won’t be a problem.” Logan paused. A new boulder suddenly lodged itself in his stomach. He was about to out himself to his new boss, a move that could kill his career with the squad stone dead before he’d even had a chance to prove himself properly.

	What the hell. As career options went, working the doors at a nightclub might not hit the high notes, but it’d still pay the bills. He continued. “I’ve been involved in the kink scene since I was old enough to appreciate what it means. I have more than enough experience as a D—top to carry this off.”

	Logan waited for a scandalised reaction, but all Sir Guy did was give a slow, thoughtful nod. “Thank you for telling me—you have my word it’ll go no further. And I’m sure your experience will be invaluable in training Lucy for the mission, should she decide to go ahead.”

	“Sir, about Miss Winter. If I may be frank, I doubt she’s a submissive.”

	To his further surprise, Sir Guy chuckled. “Agreed. Our Miss Winter can be a little… fiery.” He became serious once more. “She may also have saved our bacon with her offer. As I mentioned, Sir Malcolm Carstairs—Diana’s father—is pressing for an immediate start to the investigation.”

	Yeah, that was Sir Malcolm all right. The man had never been reticent when it came to using his title and position to achieve his goals. “Doesn’t he realise we can’t go wheels-up without preparation?”

	“I doubt it. I’ve been able to stall him, citing urgent operational requirements elsewhere, but only until the next flight out there. In practical terms, we’re talking about a window of six days at most.”

	Six days? That was all he had, six bloody days to turn Lucy Winter into a convincing submissive? Sweet Jesus, the mission was well and truly fucked—and six months wouldn’t be enough to accomplish the bloody impossible.

	“If Miss Winter agrees, then I’ll do my best.”

	“That’s all any of us can do. We can but hope that Lucy won’t change her mind. If all goes according to plan, I want a daily progress report. And Simmonds?”

	“Yes, sir?”

	“At the risk of stating the obvious, if Lucy does accompany you to Nenufar, her safety is paramount.”

	Logan understood where his boss was coming from. Didn’t mean he had to like the implied slur on his sense of responsibility, though. “You can rely on me, sir.”

	With that, the meeting came to a close. As he left Sir Guy’s office, Logan started cataloguing what needed to be done. As the list formed at the front of his mind, the back of his mind came to one inescapable conclusion—without doubt, his life had gone to shit in seconds, a mammoth clusterfuck if ever there was one.

	In need of peace and quiet to put together a plan, he headed back to his apartment, where the extent of his full-scale mental riot became apparent. To quell the chaos, he was going to need every bit of the ability to focus that had been drummed into him during his commando training.

	He toed off his boots and dropped in a full-length sprawl on the black leather sofa. What he’d give for a good stiff drink. This whole situation was crazy as fuck. Problem number one—Lucy Winter didn’t have a submissive bone in her body. Two—just how amenable would she be to taking instruction from someone she regarded as public enemy number one? Three—she had zero experience of working undercover.

	As for four… He’d worry about four if—no, when it happened. The coward in him, engulfed in guilt and self-loathing, was desperate to flee from his past, but if he didn’t face it, another life could be extinguished. That family had already suffered too much.

	All because of him.

	Shame weakened his defences and the images broke through, a sucker punch that caught him without warning. A maelstrom of memories eddied and swirled, bringing with it the gut-churning chill of death.

	The growing sourness of nausea finally made good on its threat. Logan lurched for the bathroom and barely made it before he lost the entire contents of his stomach.

	The retching continued long after there was nothing left to expel.

	Logan dragged the back of his hand across his mouth, grimaced at the foul taste left behind. At the basin, he splashed water over his face, but kept his head bowed. If he looked in the mirror, he’d see not his eyes but hers, dead and sightless, staring up at him through water tainted red with her blood. He’d stuffed it all into a mental box, only to have it busted wide open by a freak set of circumstances.

	Deal with it, Simmonds. You did it before, you can do it again.

	Except… he hadn’t dealt with it then, and it wasn’t going to happen now either—he had other priorities. He needed to extract his head from his arse and get ahead of the game. That meant presenting a concrete plan of action to Sir Guy and getting his buy-in before Lucy arrived for their meeting the next morning. With the boss on board, if Lucy was still minded to go through with this, there was a better chance of her complying with whatever instructions Logan gave her.

	As he emerged from the bathroom, his thoughts became less amorphous. There was only one way he could see this working. Much though he detested the idea, he’d have to bring her here, to his home, his safe place, and immerse her in an alternative lifestyle. It was the only workable solution if he had any hope of teaching her enough to withstand any scrutiny. A couple of hours here and there wouldn’t pass muster.

	Logan pulled his laptop out of a drawer. By tomorrow, he’d have a plan to put before Sir Guy. With his CO’s agreement, he could then present it to Lucy as an acceptable approach to meet the requirements of the assignment.

	He switched the laptop on, and began to type.

	 

	 

	
CHAPTER FOUR
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	The next morning, Lucy arrived ahead of schedule for her meeting with Sir Guy. Seeing the middle-aged temp seated at her desk was a little odd. Odder still was being on the receiving end of the invitation to go through—Sir Guy and Mr. Simmonds were waiting for her.

	Drat the man. Certain an early arrival would give her the tactical advantage, she’d hoped to get there first. Never mind. She wouldn’t let that dissuade her from her decision. The man was an arsehole—a hot arsehole, granted, but still an arsehole. Besides, she brought something to the table that no man in the unit ever could.

	Strike that. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say there was a certain something she didn’t bring to the table.

	Lucy knocked on the door and entered Sir Guy’s office. Her bright, confident smile, still riding the crest of humour, dissolved at the sight that met her. Both Sir Guy and Logan stood facing her—Sir Guy was in his usual three-piece suit, as smart and debonair as ever, but Logan… he took her breath away. His appearance delivered a wake-up call to her lady parts that she had no hope of blocking.

	How had he never looked this forbiddingly attractive before? On the face of it, he wasn’t dressed that differently from the previous day. Unbelievable though it was, the seismic effect on her hormones was all down to him wearing a black dress
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