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Rolling over, Jack planted his bare feet on the floor of the unfamiliar bedroom and fought to stop his stomach from rolling. Dropping his head into his hands, he tried to wipe away his tiredness and the fog in his brain from the booze he’d consumed. His head was pounding like a drummer had set up practise there.

Glancing back, he saw the red hair spilt out over the pillow, the shapely curve of feminine flesh, and almost groaned. He had no memory of how he’d gotten there, but it obviously hadn’t stopped him from taking this woman to bed if his naked state were anything to go by. 

Grabbing his trousers from the floor, he pulled them on and swiftly donned his shirt and boots. With a last regretful glance at the bed, he moved across the room and took a second to use the bathroom. As he did, he checked the bin, relieved to find that not all his senses had left him, and at least he’d used a condom with this nameless woman.

If he were a gentleman, he’d stay and have coffee, but this hook up wasn’t about that. It was a way of forgetting the shit storm his life had become. With the light of day came the knowledge that no matter how memorable it had or hadn’t been, getting laid wouldn’t change anything.

With fumes of alcohol hitting the cold air on every exhale, Jack got his bearings and began the walk to his own home. Passing several kids on their way to school as he did the still half-drunk walk of shame was sobering, and if the smirks were anything to go by, he looked as bad as he smelled and felt.

As the cool air woke his brain, the reason for his bender last night floated back like an evil ghost he couldn’t get rid of. His life, the one he’d worked his ass off to achieve, was in shreds and all because of his baby brother. Will was the one person Jack trusted above everyone else, and he’d fucked him over so bad it had cost Jack everything he cared about.

The SAS, or Special Air Service, had been his goal since he’d joined the army. He wanted to follow his father’s footsteps in the forces, but more than that, he wanted to excel, to push the boundaries and become better so his father would finally be proud of him. All Jack’s life, Frederick Granger had pushed him, never giving him praise until the day he’d shown an interest in the army, and it was as if he’d finally seen him. 

Guilt weighed on him because he knew Will had never had that from Frederick. The only thing Will got was criticism, and yet, he was by far the smartest of the two of them and the one with the most potential. The thought of his younger brother locked up in juvenile detention made his gut burn with pain and regret. At seventeen, Will was still a kid. A dumb kid for getting caught, but a kid, nevertheless.

It had cost Jack the job he loved, and he’d never understand why. They’d hauled him before his Commanding Officer and told him he’d been compromised and that his position was untenable, and in essence, he was fired. He’d tried to argue as his career circled the drain and was told he’d be dishonourably discharged if he didn’t stop, but if he accepted their decision, he’d get a full, honourable discharge. With little choice, he’d taken the second option with the hope he could figure a way out. 

Pushing through his front door, he felt the air still around him and knew he wasn’t alone. Reaching behind him for the weapon he usually carried, he found nothing but air and cursed inwardly. 

He’d have to deal with this the old-fashioned way. Moving slowly, he came to a stop when he stepped into his living room and found a man dressed in an impeccable three-piece suit seated on his sofa.

Glancing around, he saw nobody else but didn’t discount the idea that they were out of sight. For them to have got into his home told him how highly trained the people he was dealing with were. Bracing against the wall, he made sure he had eyes on all the exits as the man stood and buttoned his jacket before facing him. “Who the fuck are you and why the hell are you in my house?”

“My name is James Fitzgerald, and I’m Her Majesty’s private secretary.”

Jack snorted and assessed the man who was tall and slim with thin blond hair and regal bearing about him. “Yeah, and I’m Paddington Bear.”

“I assure you, Mr Granger, this is not a joke.” He reached out a hand and in it was a thick cream envelope with the Royal seal on the back. “This is an invitation to meet with Her Majesty at Buckingham Palace tomorrow.”

Jack took it, his confusion growing and blaming it on the volume of alcohol he’d consumed the previous night. “You’re serious?”

James Fitzgerald stepped closer. “I never joke about work, Mr Granger.” He stepped past Jack and to the door as a car drew up outside before turning back. “Might I suggest a shower and a change of clothes before tomorrow.”

“What is this about?”

“I’m afraid I cannot say but rest assured, it will be to your benefit to attend.”

With that, James Fitzgerald left, and Jack was more confused than ever, but instead of having a belly full of dread and grief, he felt a sense of something big was about to happen, like an opportunity had presented itself.

Jack arrived at the Palace fifteen minutes before his appointment, still expecting someone to jump out and shout ‘joke’ at him. He’d done research until his eyes hurt, and he’d missed Will’s computer skills despite his anger towards him. Will would’ve had it figured out in a heartbeat. He’d managed to ascertain that James Fitzgerald was who he said he was, which only intrigued him more.

What the hell did the Queen of England want with him? Dressed in a dark navy suit, he adjusted his tie and exited his car that had been ushered through security without so much as a pause. 

James met him, and they shook hands. “Mr Granger, so glad to see you looking more put together this morning.”

“You did catch me at rather a bad time, unfortunately. But then again, I guess when you forget to knock that’s what happens, Mr Fitzgerald.”

“Please, call me James and I apologise for the intrusion but there was no other way, I’m afraid.”

James led him past the rooms open to the public and towards a drawing-room where two guards and butler stood beside a set of double doors. James knocked and waited before he went inside, indicating Jack should wait. 

As he did, he took stock of his surroundings and began pondering potential security breaks and weaknesses. Jack didn’t see code like Will did, but this was his arena, and he could look at any building or situation and read the threat or potential for danger, and he could see at least three now.

The door opened again, forcing Jack to concentrate on the task ahead, which he knew absolutely nothing about.

“Please follow me.” 

Jack straightened his spine and walked inside the private Study of Queen Lydia II. 

“Mr Granger, thank you for coming.” 

Jack bowed low and took the offered hand, shaking it gently. “Ma’am.”

“Please take a seat.” 

He waited until she was seated before he sat, aware James was still in the room with them.

“I’m sure you’re wondering what you’re doing here.” 

Her Majesty sat with her legs angled to the side, a cream skirt falling past her knees, a pale blue twinset, and pearls adorning her top. Her naturally blonde hair—because the Queen would never be so crass as to bleach it—was pulled back into an elegant chignon. At fifty-nine, she was still an attractive woman and held her head high and with grace. 

“I’m intrigued to say the very least.” Jack was careful not to give away too much until he knew what was happening. His life had taken some very odd and not so pleasant turns this last week, and he wasn’t sure the blows had stopped just yet.

“Yes, I’m sure. Let me not waste any more time. My private security detail will be retiring at the end of the year, and I need a new one to fill its place.”

Jack frowned, confused as to how this affected him. “I’m sorry, but surely this is a job for the Home Secretary? Don’t they provide your security detail through the Met?” The Met being the short form of London’s Metropolitan Police

“Not exactly. My day-to-day detail, yes they do, but I’m talking about my personal detail who are answerable to me alone.”

“I was unaware such a detail existed.” Jack was trying not to sound like an idiot and wasn’t sure he was succeeding in his ignorance.

“And that is how it is meant to be and will stay. Since my great grandmother’s reign, the Monarchy has employed their own security to assess threats to the family, both foreign and domestic. Along with that, they carry out other tasks, such as private jobs that ease the way for peace in our great commonwealth.”

Jack had no clue this had been the case, but it made sense, and the first part was clear. The second, however, was a little greyer.

“Speak freely, Jack. May I call you, Jack?”

“Yes, of course, ma’am.” He almost laughed. It was ridiculous that she was even asking. She was the fucking Queen for Christ’s sake; she could call him whatever she wanted. “Can I get some clarity on the second part?” 

He watched as the Queen glanced at James, and he stepped up.

“It is well known that the Queen does not offer a political opinion or get involved in state matters. However, sometimes there are things that need doing that cannot be sanctioned by the government or state. Her Majesty has the authority to send her team to do those jobs and eradicate threats to her people that she and her security manager deem necessary.”

“And they are retiring?”

“Yes.”

“Where do I fit into this? I’m sure you’re aware of my recent troubles.” He could hardly say the words even now, the taste too bitter on his tongue.

“We are aware of the full details of your departure from the Special Air Service, and I thank you for the work you did. To answer your question, I would like you to head up my next team and be my security manager.”

“Me?”

“Yes, Jack, you. You have everything I need in a specialist, and nothing you have done has shown me differently. You will be paid well and encouraged to form a new team, as the old one is only answerable to the current manager. You will have six months to train and be shown the ropes before your contract commences.”

“Why me?” Jack watched as the Queen stood, and he followed suit, holding in place while she wandered to the window to look out across the Palace gardens.

“James has been watching your career for a while, and you have a gift, Jack, for seeing things others do not, for evaluating things. As important as those things are, you also have integrity and loyalty.” Her hands linked behind her back, she angled towards him. “Those things are important to me.”

James looked at him with his head tipped slightly to the side. “What do you say, Jack?”

It had been a long time since he’d felt the burn of excitement in his belly. Yes, he still got that adrenaline punch on every job he did for the SAS, but this was different. He’d joined the forces to serve his country and make his father proud, and while he understood without being told that he’d have to keep this secret, he could still serve and make himself the best he could be. “Then yes, it would be my honour to take this position and serve the Crown and the people.” 

“Wonderful.” A small smile hinted at Queen Lydia’s lips, and she dipped her head to James. “James will go over all of the details with you and have you sign the reams of paperwork that goes with it. I look forward to working together, Jack.”

She held out her hand, and he shook it and dipped his head in a bow as he backed from the room escorted by James. He had a feeling working for the establishment would prove to be his biggest challenge yet, and he relished the idea. 

After hours of going through everything with James—who was a details man—Jack got home late, and wanting a clear head after Monday night’s disaster, celebrated his new job with a cup of tea. He laughed at the thought of how very British that was and opened his laptop. 

He had a lot of work to do researching people for his new team, which was as yet nameless. Opening his email, he saw one that caught his eye and frowned when he saw the title that read Funding for New Security Team.

Thinking it was from James, he opened it and was surprised to see it wasn’t.

Dear Jack,

I’m an investor looking to fund a Black Ops Security Team. I have fifty million pounds for the initial start-up and would like to arrange a virtual meeting for us to discuss this. I would like my identity to remain a secret, but you can check the validity of this email as I know you have your family’s skills at your disposal. James Fitzgerald can also vouch that this is what it seems and not some attempt to form a team of mercenaries.

I look forward to hearing from you.

Eidolon.

Jack sat back, knowing he’d be checking out the email with both James, and if he’d see him, his brother. Although Will’s current access to a laptop was minimal. If it were a genuine offer, he’d just been handed the keys to the best Black Ops Security Team in the world, and he now had a name for them. Eidolon.
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“Knock, knock.” 

Jack looked up at the open door of his office at Eidolon headquarters. “Hey, Alex. Is everything ready?”

Alex sat down in the chair opposite Jack and regarded him with the calm everyone knew the man for. Of all his decisions, making Alex his second had been the best. He balanced him and gave the team structure.

“Yep, all set. You leave for London first thing tomorrow and everything is in position. Decker and Liam are already in Malta, and Mitch and Blake have gone on ahead to Cyprus. Lopez will travel with you, as will Gunner, Reid, and Waggs. I’m going to head to Cyprus tonight.” 

Jack sat back in his chair, folding his hands over his belly. “Thank you, Alex.” This tour had been worrying more than any other he’d overseen, mostly because of his father and the threat he still posed while he was out there. 

“It will be okay, Jack. We have everything covered and can call in support from Fortis and Zenobi at a moment’s notice.”

Jack sighed and sat forward. “I know. I just hate that I can’t find him.” 

They both knew who he was talking about. The entire team were well aware of his father’s treasonous crimes. He’d offered to resign, but the Queen wouldn’t hear of it, and neither would his team. So he was going to do his job and concentrate on finding his father and bringing him to justice in every spare second he got.

“We will. He can’t hide forever. We both know that.”

Jack nodded but changed the subject; that one made him anxious and failing was never a good feeling for anyone. “Is Autumn set up to run things from the office here with Evelyn helping her?” 

Alex smiled at the sound of his wife’s name. They’d married in a quiet ceremony, and she was now expecting their first child and was therefore out of commission. He knew Pax was also expecting. The team’s dynamic was changing for everyone, with more of his team now married and in love than not. 

Thoughts of marital bliss had never appealed to him, mainly because he was too busy. Since his father’s betrayal of his entire family, he was even more opposed. Yet, seeing the couples he worked with in social settings, he wondered if he was missing out by locking himself away and avoiding commitment.

There was only one woman who’d ever tempted him, and she was so wrong for him it was laughable that the attraction between them was so strong. She was wild and unpredictable, broke the rules and protocol, and believed she shouldn’t follow regulations, while he believed planning was the only key to success. 

Her blue eyes mocked him even as they enticed him to bend, to break, and to take what he knew would be the hottest sex of his life. He’d teased her once, flirting with her, knowing that while she mocked his personality and found him stuffy and boring, labelling him arrogant and miserable, she was also attracted to him.

It had been his reaction to her that had him backing away from the blonde siren that drew his gaze anytime she was near. Now he had to face her and ask for help again, knowing she’d make him grovel. It wasn’t something he enjoyed doing with anyone, let alone the woman he’d visualised naked more than once. 

“Autumn is fine, and Will is still running things from here, so she can always ask him.”

“Yes, he is.”

Alex stood and headed for the door. “See you in Cyprus, boss man.”

“Yep, see you there. Any problems, call me. Day or night.”

“I will.”

Picking up his phone once he was sure he was alone in the building, he dialled her number. She picked up on the second ring, sounding out of breath and his dick hardened at the thought of all the reasons she could be breathing so hard and liking them less and less, despite his body’s response.

“Jack, what can I do for you? I’m kind of busy.”

Her breathy voice was like a feather over his skin, and he swallowed, trying to get his mind back on what he wanted to ask her and failed. “What are you doing?” His voice was sharper than he intended, and he winced inwardly.

“What the hell does that have to do with you?”

He rubbed his temples where a headache was forming and tried to wrangle the conversation back under control. “Fine, whatever. I need a favour.”

“Oh, sounds interesting. What kind? Does it involve guns or getting naked?”

Great, now he had the image of a naked Astrid in his head, and his dick just got harder. This woman was a menace to his equilibrium. “You know what, forget it.”

“No, no, I’m sorry. I was kidding. What kind of favour is it?”

Jack blew out a steadying breath as he concentrated on the job and not the woman who drove him crazy in every way imaginable. “It seems Her Majesty was impressed with you when you acted as her personal protection a few months back and would like you to do the same on this tour.”

“It’s kind of late notice. Doesn’t the tour start tomorrow?”

“Yes, and yes but this only just came through as a request from Fitz.”

“Well, I can hardly say no to that can I? But I’ll require something from you in return.”

He knew this was a mistake but asked anyway. “What do you want, Astrid?”

“A favour of my choice whenever I ask it.”

That sounded like a whole lot of trouble to him and not something he’d generally grant, but she had him by the short and curlies, and he knew it. “Fine but you attend the entire tour and work under me as your line manager, not Roz.”

“Done.”

He’d expected an argument on the last point and was surprised when she agreed so readily and realised she’d tricked him. “She already spoke to you, didn’t she?”

“About thirty minutes ago.”

He fought the urge to swear and was secretly impressed with Zenobi but would never admit it, even under torture. They worked together on occasion now, even though he still believed they were loose cannons and dangerous.

“We need to go over the details. Are you free?” He wanted it done at Eidolon to be sure it was secure.

“I just got out of the shower and I’m dripping wet, so give me an hour. A girl likes to have a bit of me-time if you know what I mean.” 

Jesus fucking Christ she was going to be the death of him. Now all he could see was her lying on her bed naked, her wet hands between her legs, and that was precisely what she’d intended.

“Sure. In fact, why don’t we leave it until after four and you meet me here?”

“Sure, that gives me and BOB some more time to work the kinks out.”

“Goodbye, Astrid.”

He hung up, his breathing slightly out of whack as his heart raced at the images she’d forced through his brain with her audacious admissions. The fact was, she was probably working out and torturing him with visions that weren’t happening. Although, as he thought of her sweaty and running on the treadmill, he realised his dick was just as happy with that image as the naked version it seemed.

Walking to the kitchen, he poured himself the last of the coffee from the pot and drank it, wincing as it burned his throat before going to the gym and working out his frustrations. He had a shit tonne to get done, including a visit to his mum before he left for eight weeks, a call to make to Zack Cunningham, and he needed to go over the plans one more time to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. His biggest fear was his father finding a gap in his security and following through on his attempt to kill the Queen and overthrow the Monarchy.

After a gym session and a shower where he strictly refused to allow any thoughts of that irritating woman into his head, he made his way back to his office.

Jack spent the next four hours going over and over the plans for the first four stops on the Royal Tour of the Commonwealth before finally, his stomach reminded him it was time to eat. He was surprised to find it was already three-thirty in the afternoon, so he made his way to the kitchen. The fridge was pretty bare, thanks to most of the team being away for the next eight weeks, but there was enough for a sandwich, so he quickly made himself a turkey salad sandwich and grabbed some crisps, fruit, and a bottle of water before heading back to his office.

He was just tossing the core of the apple into the bin when the alert on his watch told him someone was at the gate. He glanced at the monitor and saw Astrid Lasson waiting for him to let her inside. It was tempting to make her wait, but the blasted woman would probably leave, and he’d have to chase her down.

He clicked the gate and continued to watch her as she walked through, making him wonder where her car was. She was tall and slim, with curves in all the right places. Her snug black jeans clung to her ass. Her biker boots and leather jacket should have made her look aggressive and unfeminine, but on her, it was the furthest thing from the truth. 

She was sexy as hell with her blonde hair cascading down her back and her sexy smile that made him think of every sinful situation he could and how he could pry her secrets from her, and she had them. Her secrets were so deep it would take months, maybe even years, to find them all. 

He knew some thanks to Will, but those weren’t the ones he wanted. He needed to know what made her tick, and that was dangerous because he had the feeling she’d want his secrets in return, and that wasn’t happening—ever.
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Astrid still couldn’t believe she’d said those things to Jack, but every time he was around, her mouth and other parts of her body went off on their own merry tangent. Which she had no control over if their conversation that morning was anything to go by. 

A blush stole over her cheeks at the memory of what she’d been doing when Jack called. Instead of doing what an average person would do when she saw his number on her phone and ignore it, she’d hit answer and had literally been caught with her pants down.

Now he was watching her walk across the open area from the gate to the entrance where he was waiting with his arms crossed, looking typically pissed off. Astrid had no idea what it was about Jack that made her act the way she did. Just that when he was around, she constantly wanted to shock him and ruffle his feathers. Equally, she didn’t know why her presence, more than most, pissed him off.

“Jack, good to see you smiling as usual.”

A frown marred his handsome face, and she noticed the creases of tiredness around his eyes. A wave of sympathy rushed through her, and she buried it deep, not wanting to care for this man who seemed to dislike her so much. From their brief encounter earlier that year when he’d nearly kissed her in his office, she knew he desired her. He could hardly hide that thing in his pants.

“Don’t start, Astrid.”

“Fine, be a grump. You got any coffee?” She barged past him, not showing any of the hurt she felt over his constant dislike of her for no reason. His cologne wafted around her, and it took everything in her not to lean in and sniff him like a freak. 

Eidolon was eerily quiet, and she found she missed the constant hum of noise that usually accompanied her on her visits to this base. She knew her way around and moved towards the kitchen, feeling Jack behind her, and added an extra sway to her hips. 

Jack moved around her and made them both instant coffee. It would taste like shit compared to what she was usually treated to, thanks to Alex and his love of the dark java of heavenly goodness.

Taking her cup, she felt the air go static around her as their fingers brushed and her eyes shot to him to see if he’d noticed, but he was already walking away.

“Let’s go to the office and we can get this over with.”

Astrid rolled her eyes. “Way to make a girl feel wanted, Jack.”

He didn’t answer her but kept walking until he was seated behind his desk. “Take a seat, and I’ll go over the operational brief with you.”

Astrid slid into the seat opposite and crossed her long legs. She was tall for a woman at five feet eight inches, but around the men she worked with on occasion she felt tiny most of the time, which was a nice change. She got her height from her dad, but everything else was her mother. Her sister was the polar opposite. She’d inherited her mom’s size and her father’s dark looks. 

Everyone had always been shocked when they’d said they were sisters because they looked so different, but they were close, or at least they had been. Thoughts of her sister inevitably brought the familiar pain in her chest, and only iron control stopped her from reaching up and trying to rub the pain away. It didn’t work anyway—it never worked.

Plastering a smile on her face, she locked the thoughts down, not wanting Jack to see that vulnerable, exposed side. He had made it clear he didn’t like her, and she was damned if she’d share her pain with him. “So, what’s the plan?”

He was watching her intently with those baby blue eyes that seemed to see everything and nothing at the same time. Her skin prickled with need and her heart beat faster. He was so intense and like every time before, she wondered what it would be like for a man like him to lose control, to show the world what was underneath all that muscle and good looks. She wanted that. Who wouldn’t? Jack was a fine specimen of a man, if not the best she’d seen, and she’d seen more than her share of handsome men. Charm was definitely not part of his package though.

“Why are you staring? Is my boob hanging out or something?” She looked down, pretending to check when really, she was just trying to get away from the knowing eyes that seemed to be seeing through her armour today.

“Why do you do that?” His voice was a deep rich baritone that made her think of sweaty sex.

“Do what?”

“That. Deflect attention by being annoying and provocative.”

Astrid gripped her coffee mug tighter, her fingers turning white on the cup. “I’m not.”

“Yes, you are. You try to wind me up and get a reaction from me like a fifteen-year-old girl.”

“Wow, conceited much?”

Jack stood and moved to her side of the desk, leaning his delectable ass against it. She refused to move even though she wanted to get away from his addictive pull and his leg innocently brushing hers.

“I’m not being conceited. You admitted it in Taamira’s hotel room, remember?”

She did remember that and felt heat rush to her cheeks at getting caught lusting after the sexy asshole. Astrid waved her hand in the air. “That was a minor aberration and I’m over it now.” 

“Are you? That’s a shame.” 

His leg pressed against her thigh, and she felt her breathing increase as she tried to stop her damned heart from exploding. “Are you flirting with me, Jack?”

He shrugged his big shoulders. “Maybe. But as you say, you’re over it, so it makes no odds.” Before she could react, he handed her a thick A4 envelope and moved back to the safety of his side. “We have a lot to get through, so let’s get started.”

He was all business again, and it was as if that little flirtation had never happened. Whether he meant it or was using it to tip the balance in his favour again, she didn’t know, but she had no intention of finding out. Jack Granger was dangerous, and not just because he killed people but because he was the first person in a long time to really see through her shell to the vulnerable woman beneath.

“You’ll act as you did on the previous operation as the Queen’s personal lady in waiting. When she’s outside of her private rooms, you’ll accompany her to all engagements. Once inside, she’ll be guarded by one of the Eidolon team.”

“Have there been any actionable threats?” Astrid might be a flake where this man was concerned, but she was also good at her job and a professional.

“No, but as you know, there are outstanding threats that have made it clear they want her dead, and I don’t just mean my father.”

She knew it took a lot for him to say those words and had to give him kudos for facing it head on. “I’ll be kept updated on all threats, minor or otherwise?” she asked as she read over the packed itinerary.

Jack linked his fingers together on his desk, leaning in slightly. “Yes, absolutely full transparency.” 

“There are a lot of formal functions and walkabouts.”
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