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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

	[image: Image]

	“Don’t you understand? I’m broken! No one can fix me! You. Can’t. Fix. Me. Now leave me alone! LEAVE ME ALONE!”

	Those words had haunted Ryan Quinn every night for three years, just as the woman who’d spoken them had dominated both his dreams and his waking thoughts. And now, seeing her again, they twisted through his heart with even greater ferocity. He wouldn’t have believed it possible, but she was even more beautiful than he remembered.

	Bloody weddings. He never usually attended the damn things. Too much emotion anyway, and this one in particular… Stupid. Her little sister Natalie was the bride, so who else was going to be chief bridesmaid? Too bad for him that the groom was one of his best friends—it wouldn’t have been the done thing to stay away from the most important event in the life of one of his team, the men with whom he’d been to hell and back several times over.

	It was just sheer dumb luck that had saved him from being persuaded to take on the duties of the best man. He’d been out of the country when Joel was recruiting for the role; with no guarantee that he’d be back in time for the ceremony, Ryan had ruled himself out of the running, otherwise he was certain he’d have been the one forced into making small talk with the bride’s right-hand woman. And after the way they’d parted company, the talk would have been anything but small. If luck had been on his side, it would have been non-existent—if not, it could have been full-scale Armageddon.

	She was laughing and smiling—something she hadn’t done enough of in the year they’d spent together. Now that was intriguing—he looked at her more closely, and found himself surprised to realise that the emptiness that had broken his heart had gone from her eyes.

	He flexed his shoulder, felt the nag of the almost-healed injury. Either he was getting slower or the bullets were getting faster. No matter what the movies might portray, making a living as a Special Advisor to Her Majesty’s Government was singularly lacking in glamour, and the excitement was of a kind Ryan would gladly forego. He was getting older and he knew it—perhaps it was time to start leaving the field assignments for the younger guys, and concentrate on dealing with the suits in Whitehall.

	Bloody wonderful. Save me the pipe and slippers, just fucking shoot me now.

	Ryan took another sip of whiskey, savouring the smooth, spicy flavour. Apart from that fiery spark of eye contact in the church, he’d so far managed to steer well clear of the love of his life. His sensible head, the one on his shoulders, maintained that it was safest to keep it that way.

	The head with which he tended to do his thinking around Fiona was inclined to disagree. He shifted on the barstool, trying to ease the growing discomfort at the top of his thighs. He closed his eyes, replaying that moment in the church when they’d made that wildfire connection. During the ceremony, with her concentration on the bride and groom, she’d obviously never noticed him among the plethora of dark suits in the pews on the groom’s side, so when she’d caught sight of him as the wedding party returned down the aisle, the shock had been all too evident in her expression. She was a shock to him, too, and he’d known she’d be there.

	Why the hell was he putting himself through this torture? It wasn’t as if the bride and groom were oblivious to the history he shared with Fiona—he could have talked them out of requiring his attendance at the wedding… eventually.

	Sad bastard that he was, he knew damn straight why he was subjecting himself to this ordeal. The truth of it was, he’d really wanted to see her again, to find out if she’d moved on from their relationship, found someone she could love enough to lower her defences the way she hadn’t with him. He hadn’t moved on because he couldn’t move on… because he’d loved her from the moment he’d looked up and seen her in the pub, and he’d go to his grave loving her.

	So he’d waited for this day, told himself that he wouldn’t care if she turned up with a significant other, and had spent the last couple of hours trying to work out, from her movements round the guests, if such a beast existed.

	 

	Ryan.

	Back when Joel made his decision, Fiona Pearce had sighed in silent relief when she’d found out that he wasn’t going to be the best man at her sister’s wedding. It had proved to be too much to hope for, that he wouldn’t be there at all.

	She stole another glance in his direction. He looked older, and not just by the three years since she’d last seen him—since they’d parted company with her screaming at him to leave her alone. In spite of that, though, he was still the most attractive, charismatic man she’d ever met, and just looking at him was enough to get her heart racing again. He was a potent reminder to her femininity that she hadn’t let another man near her since their split.

	Commander Ryan Quinn, Royal Navy. The image of him in uniform popped into her mind, from the one time she’d gone to meet his ship—he’d looked so handsome and he’d been so happy to see her there, but his reaction on clapping eyes on her in the church had been vastly different. As she’d followed the happy couple back down the aisle, her gaze had meshed with his for a nanosecond, and what had been blatantly obvious was the sudden flare of strong emotion at seeing her again after all this time. It didn’t take a genius to work out that there was nothing good about that emotion. There couldn’t be.

	After the unexpected encounter, Fiona had managed to regain her composure by the time the wedding party emerged from the church. She’d concentrated on following the photographer’s instructions, there and in the grounds at the hotel, and through it all, she’d also managed to avoid being anywhere in the vicinity of Ryan Quinn.

	It was while the photographer had been fussing with his light meter outside the church that she’d bitten the bullet and asked her sister about Ryan, only to be told that he’d come to the wedding without a plus-one. Fiona still didn’t know why, in the days immediately before the wedding, neither Nat nor Joel had seen fit to warn her that Ryan was expected to attend after all.

	During the wedding breakfast, she’d been part of the top table, of course, while Ryan had been some distance away, on a table that included members of his SBS team and their partners. The fact that he was alone was none of her business, a minor detail that didn’t concern her. He’d probably been with a dozen women since her, and the lack of a companion was just a timing issue. His next girlfriend could even be one of the many single female friends Nat had invited to join them at the evening reception.

	Yet Fiona could do nothing to prevent her gaze drifting towards him, drawn by the qualities that, for her, made him unique among men. It wasn’t his stunning looks—they were just the icing on the cake—but the power and determination that rolled off him in waves, even when he was doing nothing more than sitting there, observing what was going on around him. He’d always had an authority about him, that aura of command that stated he was in control, and woe betide anyone who challenged that.

	Of course, his physical presence didn’t hurt, either. So much leashed strength in those broad shoulders. And much though she wanted to dismiss it, she couldn’t forget her own reaction in the church, when she saw the way those shoulders filled the formal suit, just the way she remembered they filled his uniform. Her body’s response made her steps falter for a second, but the best man’s hand at her elbow steadied her enough to return her focus to the matter at hand.

	After the formality of the meal, she’d mingled with the guests, with the family and friends who had come to see Nat marry Joel Barlow, a former member of Ryan’s team. She’d done her share of chatting and smiling, and now she just wanted a few minutes to herself. The empty table to one side of the hotel ballroom, where the wedding reception was taking place, was ideal for a few moments’ quiet contemplation before the evening became even more frantic.

	Her mind a million miles and a million lifetimes away, Fiona was staring blindly at a spot on the carpet, about four feet in front of her, when someone walked into her field of vision. The black shoes had been polished to within an inch of their life… the creases in the jet-black trousers were sharper than a Katana blade… she didn’t need to hear the voice to know to whom the shoes and creases belonged.

	“Dance with me.”

	She looked at the hand that appeared in front of her, refusing point blank to raise her line of sight to look at its owner. “Is that an invitation or an order, Commander Quinn?”

	“An invitation—but I’m prepared to make it an order if I have to.”

	The hand wasn’t going to go away. Knowing exactly how stubborn its owner could be, and with no desire to make a scene, Fiona accepted the offer and allowed herself to be led onto the dance floor.

	They just had to be in time for something slow, didn’t they? He pulled her into his body, the heat of his palm at the small of her back far more intimate than if he’d blatantly aimed lower. His other hand curled around hers and pinned it against the hard wall of his chest. Held so close, she had no choice but to curve her left hand around the back of his neck, the cool silk of black hair teasing her fingers.

	Thank God for the bodice of the bridesmaid’s dress—the rigid, corset-like structure would prevent Ryan from becoming acquainted with the fact that her nipples were already responding to his strong, muscular form. Her treacherous body shaped itself to his as if their years apart had never existed.

	Up close, she could see the fine lines that hadn’t been on his face the last time they’d been so close, and the hint of silver that glistened in the raven’s-wing black. She found herself wondering if he was still a Commander, or if he’d achieved his goal of making Captain.

	It was almost as if he’d read her mind.

	“I resigned my commission two years ago, darlin’,” he murmured, his breath warm against her cheek. “It’s just Ryan now—or ‘selfish bastard’, if you prefer.”

	He remembered. Fiona closed her eyes at the memory of calling him that in the arguments that had grown increasingly frequent and ever more vitriolic towards the end of their relationship. “If you’re no longer an officer, you can’t issue orders.”

	“And around you, I was never a gentleman either.”

	But he had been, she remembered. She’d been introduced to him not long after her little sister had first met Joel. Nat had dragged her to the pub on a rare joint night out, and there he was, one of the Special Boat Service team. Except he wasn’t actually one of the team—he was its leader. She could have been drawn to any of them, but no, it had to be Ryan Quinn… drop-dead gorgeous, a body to die for—the epitome of tall, dark and handsome. A few years older than her, born in Scotland to Irish parents, educated in England and an officer in the Royal Navy.

	The instant attraction had been mutual—he’d manoeuvred her into sitting next to him, and for the rest of the evening, the only times he hadn’t held her hand had been when he went to the bar for drinks. At the end of the evening, he’d escorted her home, a perfect gentleman. The next day, he’d surprised her by appearing on her doorstep at eight a.m., flowers in hand, asking her to do him the honour of spending the day with him.

	“Be careful, darlin’, or I’ll be thinkin’ that’s a smile that’s teasin’ your sweet lips.”

	Fiona cringed at the exaggerated accent—he knew it set her teeth on edge, the bastard. “Drop the pound-store Paddy act, Ryan, it doesn’t suit you.”

	More to the point, she’d only ever heard a trace of his Irish roots in the endearments he used when he was making love to her, and even then, it was a soft, lilting hint of a brogue that beguiled the senses.

	Fiona breathed out hard. Encouraging memories like that, close to him as she was, wasn’t a good idea. Thank God he couldn’t see her face. She was sure he’d see evidence of her thoughts in her eyes: thoughts about his body, long-limbed, battle-scarred, covering hers, his hands and mouth working their incredible magic, teasing her with orgasm after orgasm before he took her, made her his with every deep, impassioned thrust of his cock.

	The sex had always been mind-blowing. It was only after Ryan had declared his feelings, in the belief that she felt the same way, that she’d started to crumble.

	Oh, he hadn’t been wrong about her—there were just too many complications for her to bare her soul to him like that. She’d once told another man she loved him, given him the power to hurt her, and he had—he’d just walked away, crushing pieces of her shattered heart under his feet as he went. She couldn’t risk opening herself up to that kind of pain again.

	And as if that weren’t enough, she also managed to convince herself that Ryan couldn’t possibly love her, he just loved the person he thought she was. For years, Fiona had hidden her real self from everyone, pushed aside her own hopes and dreams, tried to be whatever other people—no, whatever her mother wanted her to be, to the point where she no longer even knew if the real Fiona Pearce still existed. And even if she did exist, Ryan probably wouldn’t even like her. The more Fiona had thought about it, the more convinced of it she’d become.

	And finally, to top it all, there was the heart-breaking reality of her home life. She couldn’t drag Ryan into that, and reveal to him the reason why she could never spend the whole night with him, or do anything spontaneous.

	As time went on, she became more defensive and the more defensive she became, the more determined Ryan had grown in his battle to get her to lower those defences—until she’d broken down in front of him and screamed at him to leave her alone.

	And now, three years later, it was back to square one—she was in Ryan’s arms again, and her greedy, perfidious body wanted it never to end.

	“When you’re ready to go, I’ll escort you up to your room.”

	“What?” Absorbed in her thoughts and memories, Fiona wasn’t sure she’d heard him right.

	“Unless you’ve changed dramatically in the last three years, you won’t last the night out. I remember we always ended up leaving the party before I got to slow-dance with you. When you’re ready to go back to your room, I’ll take you.”

	“And then what?” Fiona
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