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CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

You’ve done your job, Donovan reminded himself when they were back in their room later. You’ve found Sloane and she’s agreed to come back to the Set. Tomorrow, they’d be heading back to London. He’d done what he’d set out to do—so why did it feel like the battle was still ahead of him?

Because you’re still thinking with your knob, you bloody idiot. Because having Sloane here, close enough to touch, made it impossible to ignore the urges that she inspired in him. He’d already risked everything once to act on that hunger. If Roth or the rest of the team ever found out what they’d done, that he’d broken the oath they’d all taken, then he’d be on his own again. He refused to let everything be stripped away from him like it had before. He had a life with this team—one that actually gave him purpose and meaning again—and the risk was too great.

If only his body would remember it. He’d felt like a rutting stag from the moment he’d laid eyes on her, and with every minute he spent in her company, his physical frustration grew. He wanted to hold her again. To pull her into his arms and feel her smooth skin against his own. To feel her come alive with the fire he knew burned within her.

It didn’t help that they’d be sharing this room tonight. But he hadn’t seen any other way to make sure she didn’t run off on him again. Now here he was, staring down at the settee where he’d be sleeping, trying to ignore the fact that Sloane was naked in the shower behind the door to his left.

The flea-infested hairball she’d insisted on bringing along sat down at his feet and meowed at him. The creature had just finished the feast of leftovers Sloane had brought up from their dinner.

“Don’t worry,” he muttered at the creature, “I’m sure she’ll let you sleep up on the bed with her.”

The cat licked its paw, unconcerned by his plight.

Donovan kicked off his shoes, then settled down on the settee with a groan. He’d already gathered all of the blankets the innkeeper had brought them, but it was clear that none of them would be long enough to cover his big frame. He spread one across his body anyway, letting his feet poke out the end.

The blanket doesn’t matter, he told himself, draping his legs over the end of the settee. He was too big for this tiny sofa, too. And he wasn’t planning on getting even a moment of sleep tonight, for several reasons.

He propped one of the plaid pillows behind his head and tried to think about anything but the woman on the other side of that door—and the way the water was running down her perfect curves. She was singing something, the words muffled beneath the stream of the shower. He’d never really cared for music one way or the other—something Sloane had never understood—but he’d always loved listening to her sing. Half the time, she did it without thinking—humming to herself while poring over some research books, or lilting a few lines as she cooked. She was a terrible cook, but he’d always looked forward to the nights when it was her turn to prepare dinner for everyone—her voice never failed to lighten his spirits.

Some things never change. These three months that Sloane had been missing had done nothing to dampen his desire. If anything, he wanted her more than ever now, and she felt farther away from him than ever.

He groaned, closing his eyes and rubbing his face.

In the next room, the water turned off, and Sloane’s singing fell away. A moment later, she emerged from the bathroom, and he peered out between his fingers. She was wearing an old T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts, and there was a towel wrapped around her wet hair. She was also wearing her glasses, the simple wire frames perched on her nose in a way he’d always found curiously enticing.

He wanted to sketch her. She’d let him do it a handful of times before—always furiously blushing, as if she had something to be embarrassed about—and those drawings had been his most precious possession while she was gone, a connection to her that couldn’t just disappear. He had his sketchbook with him now, but he didn’t dare bring it out.

Sloane moved about as if she’d forgotten he was there—or as if she was trying her hardest to forget he was there—laying out her hiking clothes and stuffing a few odds and ends back into her backpack. The latter gave him a generous view of her backside and those red-and-orange plaid boxers. The sight of her in men’s underwear was strangely appealing.

Not as appealing as if she weren’t wearing anything at all, he thought. He’d only seen her naked once, but the beauty of it was burned into his brain forever. He still remembered how soft the skin of her ass had felt beneath his fingers, how she’d whimpered like a cat when he’d leaned down and nipped that skin between his teeth. Her entire body was exquisite.

And now I get to spend the night five feet away from her…but unable to take her into my arms. Unable to kiss that delicate skin, or draw out those sensual whimpers, or weave my fingers in her silken hair.  It was the most agonizing form of torture, to finally have her beside him again and be unable to act on the longings he’d been suppressing for so long. But it wasn’t worth the risk. One wrong move, and he was sure he’d frighten her into fleeing again. He’d rather bear this torture for a thousand years, knowing she was safe beside him, than lose her again for a moment of fevered lust.

Easier said than done, of course. He hadn’t been with anyone since her, and he had no interest in changing that. He’d always been the sort of man who was firm in his decisions—once he’d made his choice, or set his sights on a goal, he was as immovable as a mountain. And from the moment he’d decided he wanted Sloane, no other woman would ever do for him.

She’d pulled the towel off her head, and she squeezed some of the remaining moisture out of her hair before hanging the towel over the bathroom door. She was still mostly pretending that he wasn’t there, and when her eyes flicked his way ever-so-briefly, he quickly closed his, pretending he was already well on the way to sleep.

A moment later, he heard the soft creak of springs as she settled herself on the mattress, then a little mewl as her demon cat begged her for attention. She whispered something to the creature, too low for Donovan to hear, then flicked off the lamp on the bedside table.

The room plunged into darkness.

Initially, the darkness brought relief, since he no longer had to worry about his eyes being drawn to her. As the minutes crept by, though, he realized it brought a new form of agony. Without the distraction of his sight, he became acutely aware of every little sound she made—every brush of her bare skin against the sheets, every soft sigh, every time her body shifted even the tiniest bit. He could hear every breath, in and out, in and out, as if she were right next to him. As if they were sharing a pillow.

His cock throbbed. This is going to be the longest night of my life.

He shifted, attempting to twist so that his back was to her. But it was nearly impossible to move—the settee was too narrow and his shoulders too wide, and all he accomplished was rolling his blanket onto the floor. He grabbed it and pulled it around his torso again, all the way up over his ears, hoping he could at least muffle the sweet, soft sounds of her with enough fleece.

It worked, more or less. He could no longer hear her breathing, at least, just the squeak of the springs when she rolled over. And her soft murmurs to the cat.

And then her voice cut through the darkness, a touch louder than before.

“Donovan? Are you awake?”

He debated ignoring her and continuing to pretend he was fast asleep. For a handful of seconds, anyway.

“Hm?” he grunted, twisting around again and opening his eyes.

She was a dark silhouette on the bed, propped up on one elbow. The faint moonlight sifting in through the window painted her still-damp hair with silvery light. The phantom that haunted his soul.

“You’re too tall for that couch,” she said. “Are you sure you’ll be able to sleep?”

I’ll be lucky if I get even an hour of rest, he thought. But he’d already given up on the idea of it, so he said, “I’ll manage. I’ve got a blanket and a pillow and a full belly. I’ve certainly slept in worse conditions before.”

He thought that would satisfy her. But his beautiful phantom on the bed didn’t move. 

“I feel bad,” she said finally. “You shouldn’t have to sleep on that tiny couch. Not when there’s plenty of room on the bed.”

His cock throbbed again, the ache spreading through his groin. The bed might fit two people. If they spooned. What was she trying to do to him? Was this some sort of test? Or just another form of torture?

“I’ll manage,” he told her again, his voice strained.

“Are you sure?” She sounded genuinely concerned. “I… I know I have a lot to apologize for, Donovan. And I don’t even know how to begin making up for things. But perhaps I can start by not forcing you to squeeze yourself onto some tiny settee like you’ve done something wrong. We’re both adults. I trust you to share a bed with me.”

You shouldn’t. He wanted nothing more than to sleep against her, wrapped around her, cradling her body against his own. But he knew where that would lead. His entire body already thrummed with the promise of it.

“We could put a pillow between us, if that would make you feel better,” she said. She sounded almost vulnerable, like his refusal would scar her somehow.

How could he do that to her? How could he refuse her anything?

Leo’s words to him echoed through his mind: She does something to you… try to keep your head.

His teammate was right. Sloane did do something to him. She made him want to forget everything else, made him want to ignore all logic and lofty intentions.

He should refuse her again. Instead, he found himself sitting up, swinging his feet around to rest on the floor.

He crossed the distance between the settee and the bed in a single pace, slid back the covers and climbed in beside her. She didn’t even move until he was close enough to touch her. Then she grabbed one of the pillows and wedged it between their upper bodies.

“See?” she told him softly. “There’s plenty of room. And now we can both get some sleep.”

He was even less likely to get sleep here, within touching distance of her, than he was on that settee. But she seemed so content as she settled back down under the blankets that he couldn’t bear to tell her the truth. Instead, he tried to make himself comfortable.

Fuck me, I can feel her. Even though they weren’t touching, he was still far too aware of the heat of her body. And he could smell her now, too, freshly scrubbed with lavender soap, though even that perfume couldn’t drown out her natural intoxicating scent.

He shifted. Every second he spent in this bed, more blood flowed into his groin. Under different circumstances, he might have gone into the bathroom and taken care of himself, hoping to ease the tension in his body, but the walls were too thin for that. No, he’d have to grit his teeth and keep himself pointed away from Sloane. That was his only option.

Beside him, Sloane gave a little half-conscious sigh. And somewhere on the other side of her, a soft purring suggested that the demonic hairball was content, too. Donovan clamped his jaw, forcing himself to take a couple of deep breaths through his nose. He imagined cold water running over his skin, cooling the rivers of heat that flooded toward his cock. It worked somewhat, at least until he was disrupted by the idea of those same rivers running over Sloane’s body, trickling over her bare skin, leaving soft tracks across her velvety—

No. He pushed the image from his mind.

This time he made himself think about what Roth would do to him if he ever found out about that night in Málaga. He’d skin Donovan alive. Then feed his remains to the sharks. No one knew the full extent of Roth’s history—and a handful of them had looked, when they’d been able to get away with some discreet research—but the team had ultimately agreed on one thing: perhaps they were better off not knowing. There was something dangerous there.

Roth had saved every single member of the Set in one way or another. And he had a way of inspiring loyalty and deep respect, of holding the whole team together like a family. But he was also the last man you wanted to piss off. Roth hated being disobeyed on a good day—and a couple of members of the Set were already paying the price for defying orders—but this was different. Roth was protective of Sloane in a way he wasn’t of the others, and he wouldn’t spare his wrath if he found out one of his men had broken their oath. Not in this.

It was a sobering reminder. And probably the only thing that could dampen the hunger burning through him.

It wasn’t just his own hide that Donovan was worried about. These were perilous times for the Set—members going missing, rumors of betrayal…the team was falling apart around him. And what was he supposed to do then?

As troubling as those thoughts were, though, they did their job. He wasn’t even aware he’d drifted off to sleep until he suddenly jolted awake with a start.

His first instinct was to reach for his gun. Only when he remembered where he was did he realize it wasn’t danger that had startled him awake, but rather the press of a soft, warm body against his.

He stiffened. He had moved in his sleep. Or Sloane had. Either way, their pillow barrier had done little good. He had no idea where it had gone, but he also didn’t have the neurons to consider it. He was too preoccupied by the way their legs were tangled together. And the way her ass was cradled against his cock. And the way his arm was wrapped around her as if he never wanted to let her go.

A sudden wave of lust swept through his body, impossible to stop. He tried to muster the willpower to move away from her, even as his cock hardened with record-breaking speed. But just as he started to move, Sloane’s breath hitched, and he froze.

She was awake.

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Heat.

That was the first thing that entered her awareness when she woke—the warm embrace of heat all around her.

The second thing that hit her was an all-too-familiar scent, one that pulsed through her senses like a shooting star.

And then the hard, muscled body wrapped against her back, the legs twisted through hers, and the arm slung across her shoulder, holding her close. 

Oh, and the hard, unmistakable shape pressed against the curve of her bottom, reminding her of the night she’d been desperately trying to forget.

Her first reaction was panic. Then outrage. Then confusion when she realized she hadn’t pulled away yet, that a part of her didn’t want to pull away. 

Where’s the pillow? she thought desperately. She’d put up the barrier for this exact reason—because she didn’t trust him not to move toward her in his sleep.

No, she corrected in her mind, I didn’t trust myself. I knew that if I invited him into this bed we’d end up like this. She’d always been a snuggler, and she had no idea how to override her subconscious tendency to move closer to the nearest warm body. Even in sleep, she was weak and needy.

Sure enough, she realized that the pillow she’d erected between them was now mostly beneath her. She’d rolled over her barrier and right into his arms. 

And now here she was, her body fitting as perfectly against his as it ever had, and rather than immediately pulling away, she was fighting the urge to sink deeper into his arms, to rub against him and fan the flames that had never really gone out between them. 

He was awake. She could feel it in the uneven rhythm of the warm breath that curled along the side of her throat, in the galloping pulse of his heart against her back. He was awake, and he was waiting for her to tell him yes or no, to give him permission to cross the wall she’d tried so carefully to keep between them.

No one will know, that dangerous voice in her mind whispered. No one knows about the night in Málaga. You’ve already sinned once—a second time will make no difference. She’d been lonely these last few months, desperate for human connection.

Her back arched, almost of its own accord. Donovan’s breath caught, and his fingers curled, pressing into her belly. He had on far too many clothes—he was still wearing the T-shirt and jeans he’d had on when he found her—and she longed to feel his bare skin against hers. Skin against skin, the way they’d lain together in Spain. 

We both want this, that wicked voice said. What harm is there if no one will know?

She pressed back against him, longing for his heat, his hunger. His hand slipped beneath her T-shirt and found her bare skin, caressing her. His fingers were gentle, teasing, dancing over her ribs and over the curve of her side. Then they slid over to her belly button, then lower.

She wasn’t sure who moved first. It all seemed to happen at once—a twist and a roll, and suddenly she was on her back and he was leaning over her, his arms braced on either side of her head.

His breaths were short and ragged, mingling with her own in the space between them. Her heart was in her throat, and the charged air between them felt alive.

He leaned on one arm, lifting the other to her throat. His finger trailed down the skin of her throat, and when it met the collar of her T-shirt, it continued lower, moving over the cotton fabric until it lay just over her heart. He traced an invisible symbol there, like they were part of some sacred ritual, like her body was something wondrous and holy.

His face dipped lower, lower, until she could see nothing but the shape of him above her. Until her senses knew nothing but him. 

He’s going to kiss me. That wicked little voice shivered with excitement. And I’m not going to do anything to stop it. Or stop anything that comes after…

His mouth was only inches from hers now, hovering. Taunting her with its nearness. 

Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz! 

The sound vibrated through the bed. Donovan yanked back as if he’d been bitten.

Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzz!

He was scrambling, trying to untangle himself from the sheets. And then he practically leaped off the mattress.

Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzz!

The sound was coming from his phone, which he ripped out of his jeans pocket.

She didn’t need to ask who might be calling him in the middle of the night. So she wasn’t surprised when he answered it.

“Donovan,” he said gruffly, shoving the phone beneath his ear. His shoulders heaved, like he was fighting to keep his breath steady.

Sloane sat partway up, holding the sheets up around her. Even though she was still fully clothed, she suddenly felt very bare. And her heart was still racing like she was pumped up on energy drinks and speed. What the hell had gotten into her? She knew better than to let herself make this mistake again! If that call hadn’t interrupted them, he’d probably have had his tongue in her throat right now. Or worse.

Valiant, disturbed from his sleep, gave a yawn and crawled up into her lap, snuggling against her.

“You couldn’t stop her?” Donovan said into the phone. “I thought she said she wanted us to do her dirty work for her.”

 Whichever member of the Set was on the other end launched into an answer. She couldn’t hear the voice, just a muted murmur she couldn’t recognize from here. She reached over and flicked on the bedside lamp.

“What do you want me to do?” Donovan said. His eyes flicked to her, as if suddenly remembering she was in the room, and then he turned away from the bed, lowering his voice slightly. “Are you certain? What about Sloane? I’m not letting her out of my sight.”

Like I’m some sort of prisoner? Anger bubbled up in her chest, but it fizzled out quickly. She’d been more than willing to be under his control only moments ago.

Valiant purred and rubbed his head against her shoulder, and she absently scratched him behind the ear, watching Donovan pace across the tiny room. He grew more frustrated with every passing second.

Finally, he sighed. “Fine. I’ll see what I can do. Keep me updated.” He hung up.

“Who was it?” Sloane asked.

Donovan hardly glanced her way. He was typing something into his phone. “Leo. We’ve got a complication.”

“Did he get news about Roth?” Fear tickled her spine. 

Donovan shook his head. “Nothing yet. This is about Alyssa Berry.”

He’d given her a brief overview of their current hunt during dinner, and he’d mentioned that Alyssa had appeared at the Set headquarters in London. “What’s going on now?”

“Apparently she doesn’t trust us,” he said. “She insisted on accompanying the team on the next stage of the hunt. Leo says she’s planning on keeping whatever they find as collateral against our service fee.”

“Service fee?”

“Whatever she decides is appropriate payment for doing all of the work for her.” He finally looked up at her. “We’re in a tough spot. The laws differ from country to country, but she may have a solid claim to what we’ve found if the courts decide they’re considered part of Rinaldi’s estate. But I’m not a lawyer, and all of this makes my head hurt.”

“There’s no way out of this?”

“Not if we don’t want to give up everything. Besides, Alyssa has enough information on us to get all of us thrown in prison—or, at the very least, to restrict our movements across various borders. She’s already threatened to use it.”

“So what are we going to do?”

“Whatever we can to keep going until we get Roth back.” He sighed. “Leo says they think one of the clues points to the Azores. It’s the best lead we have at the moment—and relatively close to headquarters if something happens. If we’re lucky, Nash and his team are occupied at the moment. With Alyssa’s help, we might be able to get in and out with the next piece of the fortune within a matter of days.”

“We?”

“Cruz and Toshi are already en route to Ponta Delgada with Alyssa now. Leo wants me to join them there, just in case.”

Sloane considered this. She’d never been to the Azores, but she knew they were an island group in the Atlantic Ocean, almost a thousand miles off the coast of Portugal. If she was remembering her geographical studies correctly, they were considered an autonomous region of Portugal, though quite different in climate and culture. Ponta Delgada was the capital city, located on the largest island. 

“Are you going?” she asked Donovan.

“There are so few of us.” He sighed and rubbed his jaw. “And going off in these small groups has cost us too much already. We’re getting picked off one by one. Roth is missing, Tav is God knows where, Leo is out of commission…we should have put this hunt on hiatus until we had our team together again. But Alyssa didn’t give us a choice.”

Sloane gave Valiant a scratch under the chin. “You didn’t answer my question.”

His dark eyes met hers, suddenly as intense as they’d been that night in Spain, or when he’d found her by that sycamore at Hadrian’s Wall. That look unraveled her insides like they were made of nothing more than yarn.

“I’m not letting you out of my sight again,” he told her. “Not now or ever. I go where you go.”

“You have to let me out of your sight sometimes,” she said with forced lightness. “You let me shower by myself and the world didn’t come crumbling down.”

“This is serious, Sloane.” He closed the distance to the bed and leaned over her, one hand braced on the mattress. “I’m not spending another three months tearing this continent apart wondering if you’re hurt or—” He cut himself off. “I’m not letting you run off without a word again.”

“Don’t I get some say in the matter? Or do you make my choices for me now?”

Her chastisement hardly fazed him. “I don’t care if you hate me for it, Sloane, but I will ensure that you’re safe.”

“By doing what? Dragging me back to headquarters and chaining me to the bed there?”

“If that’s what it takes. If I have to throw you over my shoulder and carry you there on foot, I will.”

“Even if I refuse?”

“You already agreed to come to headquarters.”

“Before I knew you’d become completely unhinged.”

“And why do you think I’ve become that way?” he demanded. “Why, Sloane?”

She dropped her eyes, unable to meet his gaze. Arguing had always made her stomach turn, ever since she was a child and had to constantly listen to her parents screaming at each other in their bedroom. It was why she’d endured things far longer than necessary in the past—she’d wanted to avoid the inevitable conflict that would arise if she spoke up.

But that wasn’t the only thing that made her gut twist right now. She couldn’t face that look in his eyes—or the answer to his question. In her lap, Valiant stiffened, his back arching as he glared at Donovan.

Donovan drew back from the bed. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to…” He muttered something to himself that sounded like a curse. “All I want is to go back to where we were.”

When? she wanted to ask. Before I ran away? Or before Málaga? But the question died before it ever reached her tongue.

“If you want to go to London, I’ll take you there. As agreed,” he told her.

“And do what?” she asked, looking up at him again. “Wait around to see if Roth returns?” She shook her head. “No—if I come back to the Set, it will be to help. You said it yourself. We’re down too many members already.” She raised her chin. “I’m coming to the Azores with you.”

His eyes widened. Had he honestly expected her to sit around and do nothing?

“I have multiple degrees in European history,” she reminded him. “My knowledge might come in handy.”

“Honestly, I’m surprised you aren’t planning to run off to Wyoming and join the hunt for Roth.”

“Oh, I’m planning on doing that, too,” she told him. “But you’re right—we need to stick together, now more than ever. We’ll go to the Azores, help Alyssa Berry get her piece of the prize, and then we’ll all go get Roth.”

He considered her, suspicion darkening his gaze. “You’re not going to try to run off again?”

“Maybe I already got what I needed,” she replied. It was a lie—that emptiness still gnawed at her insides—but she wasn’t sure she’d ever find what she needed, no matter how far she wandered or how much soul-searching she did. But her team needed her. She was still ashamed of the way she’d abandoned them, and she wouldn’t run away again in their hour of need.

Donovan still looked uncertain, but he didn’t try to argue with her again. “There’s a flight leaving for the Azores from London in six hours. If we leave now we can be on it.”

“On one condition,” she said, lifting Valiant in her arms as she swung her legs off the side of the bed. “My new friend comes, too.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

Ponta Delgada, São Miguel Island, Azores

 

 

The wind whipped at Donovan’s jacket as he stepped out of the taxi. Having grown up in London, he was used to gray, blustery weather, but this was something else entirely. The sky was the color of slate, the wind coming off the sea as sharp as a blade. But they were essentially in the middle of the Atlantic, so he wasn’t surprised to find the climate so tempestuous.

He reached back to help Sloane out of the car. She was still a little green in the cheeks—their plane had hit some turbulence on the landing—but behind her glasses her eyes were eagerly drinking everything in. Between the two of them, they’d visited over eighty countries and dozens of territories, but neither of them had ever been here before.

Neither had that damned cat of hers, who seemed less than pleased by his new surroundings. The furry demon sniffed at the air before burying itself in the folds of Sloane’s jacket, out of the wind and misty rain.

“This is where we’re meeting?” Sloane asked, looking up at the building in front of them.

They were on the waterfront, standing in front of the address Leo had given them. Across the street, the churning gray waters of the Atlantic looked ready to sweep the entire island away.

Donovan wasn’t sure what he’d expected from the architecture of Ponta Delgada—his knowledge lay with ancient structures, not modern ones—but he was fascinated to see that nearly all of the buildings within view were black and white, a scheme that felt especially dramatic against the gray sky. The hotel in front of them epitomized the look, its stark white walls punctuated by dark trim at the corners of the building and detailed black frames around the windows and doors. It also looked far more expensive than the guesthouses where the Set usually stayed.

“Apparently Alyssa insisted on staying here,” he told Sloane, leading the way inside.

While the outside blended perfectly with the traditional architecture of the city, the lobby was shockingly modern. Sleek silver sofas were arranged beneath metallic chandeliers, and aggressively modern art hung behind the polished black front desk. He felt the concierge’s eyes take in his and Sloane’s muddy clothes and tattered bags—as well as the mangy cat snuggled inside Sloane’s jacket—and bristled. He’d never cared much what people thought of him, but he hated standing out. They obviously didn’t belong here, which meant they’d draw attention.

Where the hell are Cruz and Toshi?

Just as the thought flashed through his mind, the elevator dinged. Out walked their two teammates, followed by Alyssa Berry, tapping across the marble floor on her four-inch stilettos.

“My man!” Toshi exclaimed when he saw Donovan. He practically bounded over to fold Donovan into a hearty bro-hug. Donovan stiffly patted his teammate on the back. Toshi






































































cover.jpeg
DEFENDING HIS'

HEART





