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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      “Have you had your bowels open today, Mr. Quinn?”

      WTF!

      Declan gave an audible groan and closed his eyes to accompany all the inner horror he felt as he acknowledged, and not for the first time, that getting shot in the back, twice, sucked.

      Especially when it had resulted in him spending a week in a private hospital, three of those days in the Intensive Care Unit. The other four had been spent in this room, with its own adjoining bathroom. Both of which looked as if they belonged in a five-star hotel rather than a hospital. Even a private one.

      And on every one of those days, Declan had been asked this same embarrassingly personal question. Because, as one of the nurses in ICU had explained, surgery could sometimes result in complications with the digestive system.

      The last four days, that personal question had been asked by this same cheerily pert and beautiful young woman.

      The always-smiling Nurse Fawn Meadows.

      Was it normal for someone to smile this much?

      Or was the smile just a façade, a cover to hide something she would rather other people didn’t know and she preferred they didn’t ask about? A bit like the way Declan’s own façade hid the demons that haunted him.

      Damn it, Fawn Meadows didn’t look old enough to have that sort of painful history.

      She looked to be aged in her early to midtwenties. At work, her straight blonde hair was always pulled back and secured in a ponytail on her crown. But Declan would guess it would reach down to the middle of her back once it was released from the hairband.

      In contrast to her always cheerful disposition, Fawn’s amber eyes were often darker than her smile, as if they might contain secrets in those topaz depths.

      Her hollowed cheeks were smooth and creamy.

      Her lips were full and usually curved into a smile. They were also a tantalizing deep rose color.

      Her pointed chin was invariably set at a challenging angle.

      Like the constant smile, Declan had no explanation for those shadows in the depths of her eyes, but he had a feeling the two were somehow connected.

      But maybe the habitual challenge in her demeanor was because she was such a tiny little thing—at least compared to him she was—and it was her way of projecting strength?

      Declan guessed Fawn was at least a foot shorter than his own six feet and three inches in height. She was also at least a hundred pounds lighter than his two hundred and twenty pounds. He believed she was possibly almost twenty years younger than his own age of forty-three.

      In experience as well as years.

      She had also, during the past four days, become something of a torment to him.

      And not just because she liked to ask him verbally awkward questions regarding his bodily functions!

      No, for the first time in longer than Declan cared to think about, he’d had a strong and completely inappropriate physical reaction to a woman.

      To Fawn Meadows, in fact.

      The first time had been on the day Declan was transferred into this spacious private hospital suite.

      It had happened when Fawn came to help him to the bathroom so that he could wash himself for the first time in days rather than suffer through another one of the bed-baths the nurses in ICU had insisted on giving him. He hadn’t had the same physical response to any of them.

      An erection was a difficult thing to hide when you were only wearing loose sleep pants and nothing else, but Declan really hoped he had succeeded.

      As was usual in a hospital, the ambient temperature was kept high. Consequently, it was more comfortable for Declan not to wear a T-shirt that would inevitably press against the two wounds healing on his back. The fact that it also revealed the matt of grizzled gray hair on his chest was just another reminder of the very obvious age difference between the grouchy Declan and the blonde and always happy Fawn Meadows.

      Which was why it was doubly embarrassing that she always took such great delight in asking about Declan’s bowel movements every day!

      How did he know she took delight in it?

      Probably because Fawn Meadow’s beautiful amber eyes always gleamed with mischief whenever she asked him that question. At the same time, her full lips twitched as if she was having great difficulty stopping herself from outright laughing at him.

      Never mind that Declan had been in the army and was now ex-Special Forces. A career that had allowed him to have very little privacy from his fellow soldiers.

      But no one during any of that time had ever asked him about the regularity of his bodily functions.

      Until now.

      Declan turned from where he had been packing his toiletries into his rucksack. Linus Wynter, one of the four owners of Wynter Security, the company Declan worked for, had brought the rucksack from Declan’s apartment, along with some toiletries and street clothes, the day after Declan was shot. Declan didn’t bother asking the younger man how he had got into his apartment; Linus was the tech wizard of the company, and he had also designed and installed the security system in Declan’s apartment building.

      “No, I haven’t,” he now answered Fawn tightly.

      “Oh dear.” She gave an exaggerated shake of her head. “Mr. Hargreaves left strict instructions that you are not allowed to be discharged until after your bowels have been opened.”

      Declan snorted. “You have got to be kidding me!”

      His initial emergency operation had been performed by the very capable female surgeon who had happened to be on duty the day he was shot. Apparently, she was one of the three doctors who worked at the hospital under Colin Hargreaves, the world-renowned surgeon.

      The operation had been a complete success, but Fergus Wynter, another one of Declan’s employers at Wynter Security, had still insisted that Colin fly back from his holiday in the Bahamas so that he could personally take over Declan’s care. The fact that the surgeon had done so was a testament to how much Fergus must be paying him.

      Declan was pretty sure that, as he was one of the employees at Wynter Security and he had been shot while he was at work actively protecting someone, the Wynter family would have ensured he was well taken care of, no matter who he had taken those two bullets for.

      But that care had doubled in its intensity because the target Declan had protected that day had been Thea Morgan, the woman Fergus Wynter would shortly marry.

      Protecting her had been purely an instinct on Declan’s part, having wrapped his body about Thea the moment he had seen the shooter pointing a gun in their direction. No one was getting shot on Declan’s watch.

      Except him, apparently.

      The police had been to see him on the day of the shooting and the one after, that last one to inform him that they had identified the man they now believed to have been the shooter from that day. They had also found him dead in a London alley earlier that day.

      The police had left the case open in case of further evidence to confirm their theory, or if they managed to find whoever had killed him, but otherwise, it wasn’t one they were continuing to pursue.

      As they had identified the man as Russian, with gang-related tattoos, they thought that Declan must have just been in the wrong place at the wrong time. That, as a consequence, he had probably been caught in the crossfire between two warring street gangs.

      Declan wasn’t about to inform them otherwise.

      Even if Fergus had told him in confidence that the hit on Thea had been deliberate, and that if Declan hadn’t stepped in to take those two bullets, she would now be dead.

      There were just some things the police didn’t need to know. Nor was there any reason for them to do so, in this case, when the matter had already been dealt with.

      By Nikolai Volkov.

      The moment Nikolai, the second to the head of the Russian bratva in London and a friend of the Wynter family, had become involved, the continued existence of the man who had attempted to shoot Thea Morgan had been reduced to hours rather than days. Which was why the man’s dead body had been found in an alley within a day of his having shot Declan instead of his intended target of Thea.

      “No, I’m really not kidding.” Fawn’s unwavering amber gaze met Declan’s as she answered his derisive dismissal of her question.

      His eyes narrowed. “You have to be shitting me— Fuck,” he muttered, glaring when he saw the mischief in her eyes turn to open laughter at his accidental gaffe. “Dammit, you were joking,” he accused irritably.

      “Yes, I was,” she confirmed without a shred of remorse as she glanced down at the half-packed bag on the bed. “Need any help with that?”

      “I’m reliably informed by one of my bosses and his fiancé that they have employed someone full-time to stay at my apartment and take care of me for the next couple of weeks while I recuperate.” He grimaced at the mere idea of it, knowing he was going to be sick of having someone else in his space long before that couple of weeks was over. He already was.

      Except he really didn’t have a choice.

      Getting shot while protecting Thea had also resulted in the newly engaged couple coming to visit him in the hospital every day, sometimes together, sometimes apart. For the last four days, since it had been decided Declan could eat more than the pureed food they had served him while he was in ICU, Thea had arrived at the private hospital every day with the hot, delicious, and enticing meals she had acquired from a local restaurant on her way here.

      The moment Thea had been informed Declan was going to be discharged today, she had set about finding someone to stay at his apartment with him twenty-four-seven for at least the next two weeks. Longer, if he needed them to.

      None of Declan’s protests had stopped her from doing exactly that, nor was he in a position to insist.

      Mainly because he knew Fergus wouldn’t appreciate Declan doing anything to hurt the young woman he was in love with and who would soon be his wife. Declan was pretty sure that refusing Thea’s help would come under that heading.

      Maybe Declan would have protested more strongly if he could have stood for longer than five minutes without swaying on his feet.

      If his pulse and breathing didn’t both pick up if he was on his feet for too long.

      And if he thought he could stand upright for long enough to be able to prepare his own drinks, let alone cook his own food.

      He wasn’t about to admit it, but he currently felt exhausted just from getting up this morning and washing himself before dressing in a black T-shirt and faded jeans.

      He also had an added incentive to get well as quickly as possible. Thea, her father having died when she was a child, had asked Declan to walk with her down the aisle at her wedding once he was well enough to do so.

      Fergus’s scowl at this delay in making Thea his wife had told Declan that his boss wasn’t pleased and now wanted him to get well as quickly as possible.

      So, much as Declan knew having someone in his space for the next few weeks was going to be a big intrusion, if it also meant he could be discharged from the hospital and go back to the peace and quiet of his apartment, then he was prepared to put up with the inconvenience.

      He liked Thea, and he really didn’t want to hurt her by refusing to escort her down the aisle. Any more than he wanted to irritate Fergus by delaying their wedding for any longer than was necessary.

      Both those things seemed more important right now than Declan’s need for privacy.

      He straightened. “That person will be arriving shortly, presumably to help me finish packing and then drive me to my apartment.” His four-bedroom penthouse apartment was more than big enough to accommodate someone he could happily ignore most of the time⁠—

      “The person would be me,” Fawn Meadows now informed him cheerfully. “Which is the reason I just offered to help you pack your bag before we both leave the hospital to go to your home.”
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        * * *

      

      The look of complete horror on Declan Quinn’s face was absolutely priceless.

      A little insulting too, she inwardly admitted, but she also found his immediate and completely unfiltered reaction to the news to be hilarious.

      Declan Quinn was, hands down, the most breathtakingly attractive man Fawn had ever set eyes on. Not only was he well over six feet tall, with a powerfully muscular body, but he had thick, prematurely light and dark gray hair, what she believed was called salt-and-pepper, and deep Irish-blue eyes above sharp cheekbones. His mouth was so full and sensuous, it made Fawn’s panties wet if her gaze lingered on them for too long. And they often lingered. His strong, square chin had a light dusting of trimmed, gray beard. His voice was also husky, with an even sexier and enticing Irish lilt to it.

      In other words, Declan Quinn was a complete silver fox!

      Fawn’s kryptonite.

      Men of her own age of twenty-four were fun to spend time with in a group of guys and girls, but they did absolutely nothing for her individually in a romantic or sexual way.

      Whereas just looking at Declan made her nipples tingle and ache and her pussy juices soak into her panties. He was just such a presence. A powerful male, despite his injuries.

      Fawn’s defense against that attraction was to tease and torment Declan every time she came into his room to do something for him. A little school-playground behavior, maybe, but Fawn needed all the help she could get not to actually drool all over Declan the moment she entered his hospital suite.

      He was looking especially enticing today in a black T-shirt that stretched across all those defined muscles on his chest and arms, along with a pair of faded jeans that hung low on his hips.

      “But you’re a nurse,” he now accused.

      She nodded. “Which is pretty convenient, considering a nurse is exactly what you’re still going to need for the next couple of weeks. If only to dress and take care of your wounds and dispense the appropriate medication, if necessary. I can also cook basic meals.” She’d had to because her parents had been pretty useless at feeding their two children. “I can also ensure you have the required fluids, also necessary for your complete recovery, by making you hot and cold drinks.”

      “Isn’t all that a little out of your job description?”

      She chuckled. “Believe me, for the extra money Mr. Wynter is paying me, I’m also willing to do your washing and clean your bathrooms.”

      Declan’s eyes narrowed as if he was studying, assessing her, as he seemed to dismiss that statement except the part that implied she needed the extra money.

      The reason for which Fawn had absolutely no intention of him ever knowing. “I’m also very good at packing stuff.” She didn’t bother asking for Declan’s permission but instead crossed the room to neatly put the last of his belongings into what looked to be an army camouflage rucksack.

      Which, considering that Declan’s medical notes said he had been in the army for several years during his twenties and thirties, it probably was. He was probably good at packing stuff himself, if that was the case.

      The old, visible scars on his chest and arms looked as if they had been caused by bullet and knife wounds. Add them to the more recent bullet wounds in his back, and it was obvious Declan had lived a life of danger even before he became a bodyguard two years ago, employed at Wynter Security. That employment was also in his notes.

      The fact that Declan had been admitted to the hospital a week ago with two bullet wounds said that danger was still very much a part of his life in his work as a bodyguard.

      Fawn had been a nurse for three years since completing her three years of training, and never once during that time had she nursed someone who had been shot in a busy London street, in broad daylight, twice.

      Gun-related crimes really weren’t that normal in England.

      Declan’s notes had also revealed that he wasn’t married, nor did he have any children.

      Fawn had already known some of that information from the nurses working in ICU. They hadn’t mentioned any names, because that would have been an invasion of Declan’s privacy and against hospital rules, but they had all been aflutter about the “gorgeous Irishman” in their care.

      It hadn’t been too difficult to add two and two and come up with the right answer of it being the same man when Declan had been transferred to this private room four days ago.

      Despite not having any family of his own, Declan hadn’t been short of visitors. Thea Morgan and Fergus Wynter had visited him the most, either individually or together, as well as the other three owners of Wynter Security, two of them with their wives.

      Only the youngest member of the Wynter family, Linus, remained unmarried, it seemed, in a family that all appeared to be exceptionally handsome and also collectively and individually wealthy.

      She had been told by some of the other nurses that Linus was some sort of computer guru who spent most of his time locked away in his apartment, sitting in front of numerous screens. Even if that were true, Fawn had no doubt his boyish good looks still attracted hordes of women to him. She doubted he would remain single for much longer.

      The police had visited Declan a couple of times in the past four days. But as there now seemed to be a media blackout, online and in the news, on the events of the day Declan was shot, Fawn had no idea what the outcome of those visits had been.

      Members of the four-man team, of which Declan was apparently the head, and other employees of Wynter Security, had also visited regularly.

      One of them had been a woman, and Fawn had wondered if the ICU nurses had been mistaken about Declan being unattached. But it soon became obvious the woman was only visiting as another employee of Wynter Security and friend, and not because she was romantically involved with Declan.

      Fawn had no idea how or why it was that Declan didn’t have women lining up to be with him, or for one of them to want to look after him when he was discharged from the hospital.

      Having witnessed the size of his very impressive erection on the first day of his stay in this room in response to her helping Declan to the bathroom, she was pretty sure it wasn’t because he was gay.

      Even so, she had a feeling those hooded Irish-blue eyes hid a multitude of secrets. Ones no one would ever learn unless Declan chose to tell them.

      But as Fawn was a very private person herself, with her own secrets, she had no intention of ever attempting to probe.
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      “Are you no longer working at the hospital?” Declan frowned his confusion as to how this present arrangement could have come about.

      “Oh, I’m still employed here,” Fawn replied cheerfully as she hoisted his rucksack onto one of her slender shoulders, seemingly without any effort. “But I’ve been seconded for two weeks to take care of you, after which I will be returning to my nursing job here. Fergus Wynter asked Mr. Hargreaves if one of the nurses looking after you during your stay here could take care of you during your first two weeks of recuperation. With the option for it to be longer than that if necessary. I’m guessing that has to be because you don’t have anyone of your own at home to look after you? Believe me, there were a lot of volunteers lining up here for the job, male as well as female,” she added dryly.

      Declan had no clue what Fawn meant by that last remark, unless it was because of the extra money Fergus was offering for someone professionally qualified to stay with him. But he did know that the other man hadn’t been at all happy with Thea’s idea of her moving into Declan’s apartment to look after him until he was recovered enough to return to work.

      He would probably be put on desk duty for a while longer once he returned to Wynter Security, but even that would be better than sitting at home doing nothing. He deliberately hadn’t allowed himself to do that for many years. Sitting around doing nothing tended to leave the mind time for thoughts to wander to subjects Declan would rather avoid thinking about.

      He hadn’t exactly been thrilled himself at Thea’s suggestion of looking after him. But this…having Fawn Meadows moving into his apartment with him for at least the next two weeks, wasn’t something he welcomed either.

      Not least because of his fierce physical reaction to a woman who, despite those shadows he occasionally saw in her eyes, was far too young and new for a hardened man like him. He had no business feeling that desire and arousal for someone like Fawn. Someone he believed was too vulnerable, despite that outer shell of hardness she liked to portray. Declan knew he could easily break someone like her.

      “I’m guessing you drew the short straw,” he drawled.

      She grinned, those amber eyes once again glowing. “As I said, I’m also being paid way more for the next two weeks than I would be if I was working my usual shifts at the hospital.”

      Because Fergus was paying for her to be there for Declan.

      It was getting more than a little irritating how much Fergus was continuing to intrude in Declan’s personal life because he had protected Thea. Initially for just this past week in this private hospital, but now it seemed it was for the next two weeks too, this time in his own home.

      “Ready to go?”

      Declan came back to an awareness of his surroundings to see that Fawn had moved across the room and was standing beside a wheelchair, her expression one of expectation. “Hell, no,” he rasped once her meaning became clear to him.

      Fawn grinned. “It’s hospital policy, decreed by the board of directors, that all patients must leave the building in a wheelchair.”

      “Well, the hospital board of directors can take their policy and shove it up their⁠—”

      “Tut, tut, tut, Mr. Quinn,” Fawn reproved mockingly. “You either sit in the wheelchair and let me wheel you out of here like a good boy, or you aren’t leaving.”

      His nostrils flared. “I haven’t been a boy for more years than you’ve been alive, little girl,” he growled. “And who the hell is going to stop me if I decide to just walk out of here?”

      “In your weakened state?” Her shrug was completely lacking in urgency or concern. “I’m guessing just about anyone could do it, including me.”

      Declan debated meeting the challenge in her expression, but the thought of him possibly losing that challenge to a woman half his size by collapsing would be too much for his already-battered ego to take right now.

      “Fine.” He threw himself down into the wheelchair, and then instantly regretted doing so when it jolted the wounds on his back, shooting pain through the rest of his body.

      After pausing briefly at the reception desk so that he could sign his discharge papers, Declan immediately had even more cause to regret having given in to Fawn’s badgering. The moment she wheeled the chair out of the automatic front doors of the hospital, Declan saw one of the black SUVs from Wynter Security waiting outside for them. A member of his own team was sitting behind the wheel.

      Danny Walker exited the vehicle the moment he saw the two of them and came round to the passenger side. “Front or back seat, boss?” he queried as he took the rucksack from Fawn before opening the trunk and placing it inside.

      “Front.”

      “Back.”

      Declan and Fawn spoke at the same time and in complete contradiction to each other.

      “Front,” Declan repeated as he stood up so that he no longer felt at quite so much of a disadvantage sitting in the wheelchair.

      “Back,” Fawn repeated firmly. “That way, if you start to feel dizzy, you can stretch out on the whole of the back seat during the drive to your apartment.” She moved to open the back door before stepping to the side and standing like an unmoving sentinel beside it, one eyebrow raised expectantly.

      Declan had a feeling he was going to get very tired, very quickly, of that reprovingly arched eyebrow.

      As if aware of his brooding thoughts, Fawn placed a helping hand on his arm as he stepped up into the back of the SUV. Declan turned to glare at her the moment he had settled himself on the seat.

      “Need any help doing up your seat belt?” she offered, completely unperturbed by his scowl.

      “No.” Even though it hurt like hell, Declan gritted his teeth and lifted his arm to grab hold of the seat belt and pull it across himself before fastening it. Even that small effort resulted in beads of sweat appearing on his brow.

      Something Fawn, thankfully, made no comment on as she closed the door. She got into the front passenger seat and fastened her own seat belt.

      Declan raised his head to see Danny grinning at him in the rearview mirror. That grin quickly faded as Declan continued to glare at him through narrowed lids. The other man’s gaze shifted away as he turned on the engine of the SUV and accelerated down the private driveway toward the public road.

      “I forgot to ask.” Fawn’s comment broke the silence that had ensued after Danny had driven the SUV out in the busy London traffic. “Would you rather I continue to wear my nurse’s uniform for the next two weeks, or is it okay if I wear casual clothing?” She turned to look at him.

      “You gonna go for the sexy nurse’s uniform, boss?” Danny once again eyed him in the driving mirror.

      Declan gave him another glare before turning to look at Fawn. “Do you have any casual clothing with you?”

      “My bag with my clothes and toiletries is already in the trunk with yours.”

      “The two of you met before just now, then?” Declan was surprised at how much he disliked that idea.

      Fawn grinned at Danny, a grin he returned. “We said hi a couple of times when he was visiting you at the hospital. Then again a short time ago, when I came outside to see if the car had arrived to take you home. I dropped my bag off then too.”

      “How nice.” Declan inwardly cringed at the underlying rancor he could hear in his sarcastic response. “I’m guessing Fergus must have told you the address of my apartment?” he questioned the younger man as Danny drove unerringly in that direction.

      “He told me the building,” Danny confirmed lightly. “But I have no idea which apartment is yours.”

      Declan nodded before turning to look out the side window. Well…he pretended to look at the scenery. He was far too aware of Fawn Meadows and her intoxicating scent to concentrate on anything else.

      Damn it.
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      Fawn frowned slightly at what the conversation between the two men just now had implied. From her previous conversations with Danny, she knew he was one of the members of Declan’s team at Wynter Security. Yet it sounded as if the younger man hadn’t even known the building where his team leader lived until now.

      Was that because Declan did have something to hide?

      If he did, then Fawn had a feeling she wouldn’t ever know what that secret was. One thing she had learned in the past few days was that Declan was a very private man, and that he usually deflected any conversation that might impinge on that privacy with a deceptively easy and light Irish charm.

      “I never thought to ask,” Declan interrupted her thoughts. “Do you have…someone at home that having you move in with me for a couple of weeks is going to piss off?”

      Fawn felt what she hoped had remained an inner flinch. “For one thing, I’m not moving in with you,” she snapped. “With the agreement of the hospital, I have been employed to take care of you while you recuperate. After which, as I already told you, I will return to my nursing job there.”
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