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Dear Reader, 

Castle Sin is a dark BDSM suspense series

Castle Sin

Seven Masters

Seven Dungeons

Seven Times the Kink

ACE: MASTER LEO

Castle Sin, Book 4 – Ace, is an edgy, fast-paced, dark BDSM suspense novel. A tale of misguided intentions, regret, and lies.  

“Why me? This is a job for a bodyguard and I’m anything but.”

As a prior CIA case officer, Remy Torres was highly proficient in tactical maneuvers and firearms, and the perfect DEA agent for the assignment expected of her. One she didn’t want because it placed her in the biggest danger of her career ... to face the one man she knew hated her with as much passion as he used to love her once ... Ace Sinclair. 

The man who she’d loved and left, one of the biggest regrets of her life.

“I don’t need pretense in my life. I sure as hell don’t need your protection. Get the fuck out of here. Leave. Now!”

Ace Sinclair, aka Master Leo, was the loner among the seven cousins, always had been. A three-year-old grudge had become a festering wound ... and her name was Remy Torres, ever since she threw his marriage proposal back in his face. When she turned up unexpectedly, the beast inside him stirred to life ... as well as the lust her sensual innocence always awakened.

They would soon learn that lust, a grudge, and regret don't make good bed partners, but it offered the sadist in Master Leo an outlet for the rage that had been boiling in him for so long. 

Amidst the danger of the Chinese Triads and Stone’s life hanging in the balance, they danced the tango of lust, revenge, jealousy, and longing, but was it too late for them to bridge the gap back to the love they once had? 

If only she could overcome her pride...

If only he could learn to trust again ...

Editor’s Note:

Take my sight. Take my hearing. Take my ability to move. Take it all but give me Ace! With lust and love intricately woven through pain, revenge, and mystery, Ace will have your loins clenching and your heart squeezing with anticipation.  

This was a highly emotive story to write. I hope you enjoy it as much as I did creating it.

Warm regards,

Linzi Basset
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Chapter One

[image: image]




[image: image]

Something was wrong. Ace could feel his body shake but the ground didn’t move and neither did he. 

“Shit.” He could hear the raw quality of his voice in his ears. “What the hell is that sound? It sounds like metal on metal. Something or someone is scraping?” 

He looked around. He stood on a dirt road. Where, he had no idea. The strangest feeling overcame him. Like his body was upside-down, tumbling over. 

“Fuck ... it hurts!” Pain exploded in his mind. He blinked and suddenly there was nothing. No daylight, no meadow or river ... everything he had woken up to was gone. He felt cold and different as he struggled to move. To put one foot in front of the other. His legs were weak. He felt like a toddler ... no, there was too much pain radiating around his skull to move.

“What the fuck is happening to me?” he shouted but a croak was the only thing that escaped his dry lips. He heaved in a deep breath and gagged as a strange odor filled his nostrils. So strong, he could taste the vileness in his mouth. He tried to place it but the only familiar scent he could detect was rotten food and dampness. The other, the stronger rancid odor didn’t feel natural as fumes filled his lungs, his stomach. Every muscle in his gut contracted with a violent surge. A thin liquid passed his lips in a spray ... and then everything stopped. 

Darkness engulfed him. He couldn’t see. He couldn’t hear.

“Maybe I’m dead. Yeah, that must be it. I feel ... dead.”

“Not yet, Ace, but if we don’t get you out of here quickly, you just might be.”

Ace forced his eyes open. His eyelids fluttered as he squinted against the light shining in his eyes. Not that it was a bright light but it felt that way. 

“Stone?” 

“Yeah, cuz, it’s me. Hawk, Kane, and Shane are also here. Danton and Zeke are in the helo, circling just out of range.” 

Ace cried out as Stone attempted to lift him from the floor. 

“Fuck that hurts,” he groaned, clutching his shoulder.

“Good God, Ace. What the fuck did they do to you? You look like shit.” Stone tentatively examined his limbs. He frowned in concern at the purple bruises that covered Ace’s entire upper body. He prayed he didn’t have any internal injuries that could be exacerbated by sudden movement. “Your shoulder is dislocated.”

“Pop it.” 

“It’s gonna hurt like fuck.” 

“Everything hurts like fuck. Just ... AWWW! Jesus!” Ace screamed and then clenched his teeth as Stone popped his shoulder back in place. “You could’ve fucking warned me.” 

“I could’ve but this way I didn’t have to try and figure out whether to pop on three or after three.” 

“Fuck off,” Ace grunted as Stone taunted his habit to say, “Go on three.” 

“Let’s go. We have a small window to get back to the pick-up spot. We can’t afford for anyone to spot the helo.” 

Stone pushed his shoulder under Ace’s arm and dragged him upright. “Can you walk?”

“I think I have a sprained ankle but I’ll run if I have to. Just get me the fuck out of here.” 

“What’s the hold-up? Hawk detected a vehicle approaching. We need to move. Now.” Kane cursed as he noticed Ace’s condition. “Bastards did a real job on you.” He grabbed hold of him on the other side and between him and Stone, they half-lifted, half-carried Ace out of the dungeon-like basement and up the stairs. 

Ace had been held hostage for three weeks in a rebel compound a couple of miles north of El Salvador in Cuba. From what Parker, IT guru and brother of Stone Sinclair, primary owner of Be Secure Enterprises, could establish, the rebels had associations with the Chinese Triads. The Sun Lee Fong Triads were after the Sinclairs’ blood, ever since the death of their leader, Chan Ho. He had been killed by Kane for kidnapping his son, Tucker, two months prior. Ace had been captured as bait to lure the rest of the cousins into a trap and kill them off. Unfortunately for the rebels, they had no idea how resilient the Sinclairs were.

“Evac route has changed,” Hawk said as he and Shane came running toward them. “Good to see you, Ace.” 

“Likewise, but can we leave the niceties and get the hell out of here?”

“Grumpy as always, I see,” Shane said as he peered outside. “Two vehicles are approaching. We need to leave through the back and then circle around to reach the pickup point.” 

“We better hustle. They’re here.” Hawk took the lead with Shane following behind Stone and Kane carrying Ace, who seemed to be getting weaker by the moment.

“Stone, you’ve got less than two minutes to clear that building. They’ve split up and one group is going around the back.” Parker’s voice echoed in their ear coms.

“Move!” Stone barked as they sped up. “We fucking lost our advantage.”

“Prepare for a shootout. They’re armed to the teeth,” Parker’s warning came as they exited the back door. “Move straight forward into the bushes. They’re too close to go around to the side. You have to get out of sight!” 

Hawk didn’t hesitate and ran ahead, keeping vigilant to ensure Stone and Kane were secured as they labored on with their load. They reached the cover of the bushes just as four men rounded the corner. They hunched down, silently watching the men scan the surroundings. 

“Zhang Yong is paranoid. There’s fucking no one here,” the biggest of the men grumbled as he lit a cigar and puffed on it. He pushed the AK47 that hung on a sling, to the back of his hip. “This is a waste of time. Those Americans aren’t coming for their man. We should just kill the bastard.”

A loud commotion and shouting from the inside of the compound alerted the four men. 

“Let’s move,” Stone whispered. They carefully edged backwards, keeping their eyes on the men as they opened the back door that the Sinclairs had just exited.

“Escaped! The prisoner is gone!” a furious voice shouted from inside.

“Now, run!” Hawk said. 

They broke into a sprint as soon as they were out of sight behind a row of thick bushes, the sound of the burly man’s voice following them through the thicket.

“What the fuck? How?” 

“I told you they’d come for him. You fuck! Find them!” 

“How far to the rendezvous point?” Kane asked with the voices growing fainter behind them. 

“One klick, give or take,” Shane said. 

“Hang in there, Ace. I know you’re in pain but we can’t afford to slow down,” Stone said as he tightened his grip around Ace’s waist. He was becoming steadily heavier the further they went. Stone suspected he was losing the battle against consciousness. He kept his Fitty at the ready. They were each armed with M2 .50 caliber machine guns aka Fitty. It was lightweight and easy to handle, especially in a situation like this, where they were on the backfoot.

“We need to push faster. I can hear them searching the bushes behind us.” Hawk tapped his ear com. “Danton, we’re coming in hot. Expect IDF. They’re on our tails. Eight minutes to rendezvous.”

“Roger that. We got you covered.” 

“Push it! They’ll be alerted when the bird approaches and will chase us down with their Jeeps. We’ll be sitting ducks in that eighty-yard dash toward the helo,” Shane urged as he and Hawk shadowed the three men struggling to speed up.

“I’ve got them! Over here! They’re just ahead of us,” a voice shouted from behind them.

“Fuck! Danton, you have to get as close as you can to the edge of the trees or we’re fucking toast,” Hawk shouted into the com as they ran. The sound of the chopper overhead offered some relief as they charged ahead.

“Keep going. Don’t stop at the edge of the trees. We’re gonna hit that bird flying,” Shane graveled loudly, cognizant of the increasingly loud noise of running feet hitting the ground not too far behind them. 

“Bird down. Get in. Move! Move!” Danton shouted as the chopping sound of AK47 rifles accompanied the bodies appearing from the edge of the trees. “Zeke, give them cover.” 

Zeke moved the locking arm of the M240H 7.62mm machine gun and aimed at the tree line. His hand folded around the spade grip as he fed the bullets from a 200rd box on the side of the mount as he squeezed the butterfly trigger.

“Take that, motherfuckers!”

The spray of bullets was enough to scare their pursuers to fall back and hide. It gave the four men the gap they needed to get Ace onboard before they jumped into the chopper.

“Go! Get us the fuck out of here,” Hawk shouted above the sound of the automatic chopper gun. “Now!” he snapped as bullets from the tree line slammed into the steel body of the helicopter. 

“Ugh!” 

“Stone!” Kane’s raw shout echoed over the ear coms. He went on his knees beside Stone who had been flung backward as he got into the chopper and rolled over, lying prone on his stomach. Blood spatter all over Kane’s shirt and on the floor caused his heart to miss a beat as he knelt beside Stone.

“He’s been shot,” Kane said as he gently turned him onto his back. “Jesus!” Kane yanked off his jacket and frantically pressed it over the wound in Stone’s chest. “Danton, you better get this fucking chopper to the closest hospital and fast. Shane, get the medikit. I need to get cold compresses on the wound. Fuck, he’s bleeding so much.”

“Someone talk to me! What happened to my brother?” Parker’s voice raised in alarm over the ear coms.

“Stay calm, Parker. We’re getting him to a hospital,” Hawk’s deep voice rasped through the interior of the chopper.

“How bad is it?” Parker asked in a strained voice. 

Kane didn’t answer immediately. His concerned gaze met Shane’s who covered his eyes as he shook his head. As the two oldest of the cousins, they were the ones who did everything in their power to protect their family. It was the first time that one of their own got hurt during a rescue operation. They had seen similar wounds before. All of them fatal. 

Kane heaved a deep breath. They were always honest with each other. Sugarcoating Stone’s condition now wasn’t an option. His voice sounded brittle. “It’s bad, Parker. Very bad.” 
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Chapter Two
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“Why me? This is a job for a bodyguard and I’m anything but.”

Remy Torres used to be a Central Intelligence Agency Case Officer and highly proficient in tactical maneuvers and firearms. She served in the Directorate of Operations (DO) and had multiple tours in Afghanistan and throughout the Middle East under her belt. One of her key functions at the time was to eliminate the deadliest improvised explosive device—IED—network in the world. Her final assignment was with a top-secret task force operating amidst the Syrian Civil War. Final, because it was there that she made the decision to change directions in her career. Death had come knocking on her door too many times during her four years in the field. She had just turned thirty and had too many personal goals she wanted to achieve to die without seeing any of them to fruition. 

Yeah, it’s almost four years later and I still haven’t done shit as far as my own goals are concerned. 

She forced the memory of almost achieving one of her goals—a girly one at that. She snorted in her mind. Falling in love was overrated and she banned the vision of the tall, muscled man that had suddenly returned to haunt her dreams over the past month, to the back of her mind. Their history had been locked behind a steely exterior for the past three years, and to date, she’d never taken out the key to examine what she’d lost. 

During the Middle East tours, she’d uncovered numerous drug syndicates, driven by her intense hatred for narcotics, which had caused the death of her little sister at the age of fourteen. It had become like a proverbial drug in her bloodstream—to find and destroy as many drug syndicates as she could. This was part of the reason she resigned from the CIA and accepted the job as an SRT Operator for the DEA Office of National Security Intelligence.

“You’re already highly trained in various weapons systems and entry tactics and maneuvers. That makes you a perfect candidate because you can hit the floor running on day one,” Darius Spooner, Deputy Chief of National Intelligence Operations, had said on the day he interviewed her. “Not to mention your keen drive against drug syndicates.”

Because of the clandestine nature of the DEA mission, SRT training protocols and activation requirements were highly sensitive and not available to the public. That suited Remy fine. It meant her family would be safe, should her identity ever be compromised. 

“Earth to Remy,” Mateo Rogers, the Senior Agent in charge of the Special Ops SRT team, drawled in his heavy Texan accent. 

Remy started back to the present as his amused voice combed over her. She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. She usually grasped opportunities like this with both hands because it would place her smack dab in the center of the action. More importantly, it would offer them a foot in the door to crack open one of the most dangerous drug syndicates that had recently taken root in the States. 

She was respectfully referred to as a tough cookie with a steely armor few men could crack. Scared of nothing, she was always one of the front agents during any raid with the ability to find the minuscule details most others overlooked. In her team, she was fearless and skilled to handle every situation thrown at her.

Except this operation involved a factor she was completely ill equipped to handle. Hell ... didn’t want to handle. 

Ace Sinclair. 

Remy waved an irate hand through the air. Her voice had a thin quality to it which Mateo didn’t miss. His gaze sharpened with interest as he noticed the reddish tint on her cheeks. 

“You know as well as I do that Ace Sinclair doesn’t need our protection. He has his entire entourage of cousins, and on top of that, the resources of their security firm, Be Secure Enterprises, to keep him safe from the China Triads.”

“If that’s true, explain to me how they managed to abduct him, keep him prisoner in Cuba, and almost tortured him to death before his cousins managed to save him?”

Remy’s head jerked up. She could feel her heart rattle heavily against her chest. Suddenly, she couldn’t breathe. 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” Her voice rasped laboriously from her throat. She tried to relax but couldn’t move her hands from where her nails dug into the seat of the chair that she gripped so hard, her knuckles turned white. 

“You didn’t know?” Mateo leaned back against his desk and stretched out his legs. Remy felt like kicking him as she watched him finish his usual stance of folding his arms over his broad chest. 

“If I did, I wouldn’t fucking ask, now would I?”

“We really need to do something about your penchant for cursing, Agent Torres.” He lowered his dark blonde eyebrows beratingly at her. 

“Spare me the sermon, Rogers. My uncle gave up long ago in an attempt to reform me. I suggest you do the same and tell me what you’re blabbering about.” A memory scratched at the back of her mind of how Ace had managed to rid her of the use of expletives. Her loins vibrated and she cursed under her breath.

“Well, look at that. Three sentences without one expletive. It must be a record.”

“Fuck off,” she snapped, becoming more agitated by the minute. She might not want the assignment but that didn’t mean she didn’t need to know what had happened to Ace. 

Mateo sighed heavily. At her warning growl, he held up his hands laughingly. It was enlightening to see the usually stoic Remy Torres unsettled, or rather rattled. It was an interesting phenomenon and one he intended to investigate further. 

“According to intel, the Sun Lee Fong Triads are after the Sinclairs’ blood. Apparently, Kane Sinclair killed their leader, Chan Ho, for kidnapping his son.”

“Kane Sinclair has a son? Where did he come from?” Remy wracked her brain but couldn’t recall her uncle mentioning that in the past. Uncle Eckard was the best friend of Hawk Sinclair’s father and was very fond of all seven of the cousins.

“Long story and one for another day. The Triads captured Ace as bait to lure the rest of the Sinclairs into a trap. Their usual modus operandi in situations like these, vengeance, or in this case, a full-blown vendetta. That, my dear Agent Torres, is why the SRT is involved. Eckard Duke, the Attorney General, as well as Sheila Madden, Secretary of State, are concerned this entire situation is going to blow up in our faces. We believe it’s bigger than just the Sinclairs.”

Through narrowed eyes, Remy awarded him a hard stare. “I say again, if Ace Sinclair needs a bodyguard, you’re climbing the wrong tree.” She looked around; her avid gaze sneered at the rest of her team standing in front of a large glass project board. “For that matter, why am I the only one in this discussion?” She finally managed to pry loose her hand from the chair and pointed a stiff finger at the group. “Mike is a much better choice to shadow someone like him.”

“This has nothing to do with shadowing a victim, Remy. Think of it as a combined tactical intelligence operation investigating the Sun Lee Fong Triads. We have no idea who took over the reins as the new leader and that makes it dangerous. We need to find out who it is and quickly. They have perpetrated violence in our country and terrorized citizens through fear and intimidation. It’s exactly what they’re attempting to do to the Sinclairs. You know as well as I do, they won’t stop until they achieve their goal. We can use that to our advantage.”

“Whoever the new leader is, needs to prove his worth and taking out the Sinclairs is exactly what he needs to earn the Triads respect,” Remy speculated. The penny dropped. “You want to use Ace Sinclair as bait to draw out the new leader?” 

Mateo shrugged, straightened to walk around the desk and sat down. “The Sinclairs made one tactical error when they single handedly rescued him.” One eyebrow crawled toward his hairline. “Can you tell me what it was?”

“They showed the Triads how important Ace is to them.” Remy leaned forward. “But that’s irrelevant, Mateo. They would’ve done the same thing no matter which one of the cousins were captured.”

“The Triads don’t know that, and believe me, with two of them at death’s door, the Sinclairs are in a bad place. They’re vulnerable.”

“Two? Who else got hurt?”

“Stone Sinclair got shot during the extraction.”

“Oh, my god. Oh, fucking hell!” Remy shot up from the chair. “I need to make a—”

“We’re not done, Agent Torres. Sit down, please.” Mateo didn’t raise his voice but it grew remarkably darker. 

“Mateo, I just need ... oh, for fuck’s sake!” She plonked down in the chair and glared at him as his warning gaze seared through her. “Well? I’m waiting,” she prodded acerbically when she caught his eye. It was exceedingly difficult to remain calm when all she wanted to do was leave and make a phone call she dreaded. 

“You’re going to be stuck like glue to Ace Sinclair, Remy. He won’t be able to piss without you looking over his shoulder.” Mateo hesitated as Remy’s cheeks exploded like a blob of red paint hitting a canvas. It was the first time he’d ever witnessed such a reaction from her. “Is there something I should know about you and Ace Sinclair, Agent Torres?”

“Like what exactly?”

“You tell me.” 

Mateo stared at her down the length of his nose, assessing, and watching with the same cunning Remy had only ever encountered in the Sinclair cousins. A trickle of unease scratched at her mind. He was too sharp not to have noticed her reaction. She cursed her overactive imagination for popping a picture into her mind of Ace’s large hands folding around his hard—

Focus! For fuck’s sake, Torres. Get your mind out of the gutter. It’s the last thing you should be thinking of! 

“There’s nothing. I think you better be more specific. What exactly am I supposed to do?”

“For one thing, keep Ace and the Sinclairs safe. They play an integral role in the cyber and data security of all federal divisions, including the White House. That might be the reason the Triads are after them. Madam Secretary offered protection but they’re not interested. She’s concerned the Sinclairs might be complacent. The Attorney General believes you’re the perfect person to gather inside intel and assist the Sinclairs with tactical information.”

“Is that right? Attorney General Eckard Duke, of all people, suggested I be involved?” Her voice cut through the atmosphere with the sharpness of a knife’s edge. 

Mateo suppressed his threatening smile with difficulty. He had been warned to expect this reaction but it was rather entertaining to ruffle the usually impenetrable feathers of one of his best agents in the field. 

“An order, Agent Torres, not a suggestion. One more thing. None of what we discussed here is common knowledge, especially the association of the Sinclairs with the White House and the Government. I’ve been clued in because I’m your superior but no one else apart from the two of us are privy to this information. Keep it that way.”

“My lips are sealed.”

“Now, fetch your GO bag. The Federal Sikorsky VH-3D helo is en route and will be on the roof in ten minutes to take you to the AdventHealth Hospital in Orlando.”

“No. If you expect me to stick to Ace Sinclair like glue, I need proper clothes. I’ll go home to pack and the helo can drop me of at the airport, so I can book into a hotel. I’m supposed to be under cover and we should at least make it appear that I’m on vacation. Arriving in a Sikorsky is going to blare out my arrival.” Remy got to her feet. “I take it the Sinclairs have been briefed about my arrival and role?”

“No. As much as possible, we’d like to keep your reason for being there under wraps. The fewer people who know about our involvement, the better. The only person you may inform is Ace Sinclair. He’s the key to the Triads vendetta. You have to make sure he understands the danger and importance of working with us. You have to keep him safe and alive, Agent Torres, without his cousins being any the wiser.”

Remy snorted as she walked towards the door. She slanted a derogative glance at Mateo. “You don’t know the bond between the Sinclairs if you believe for one moment Ace won’t tell them.”

“I’ll leave it to you to convince him not to. Make him understand how important it is that Be Secure Enterprises remains focused on the security cyber service they provide the government and the president. We’ll do the rest. If the Chinese Triads find a way to breach government and federal cyber systems, they’ll have the upper hand, not to mention the ability to find secret operatives and the location of The Seven Keys Island. We can’t afford for anyone to get access to their data servers and cloud links. If the Sinclairs know your main purpose is to obtain inside intel via them on the Sun Lee Fong Triads, you’ll be kicked off that island before you even set foot on it.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” she snickered as she slammed the door shut behind her. 

She stood without moving, desperate to gather her frayed senses. The thought that the all-powerful Stone Sinclair was at death’s door didn’t bear thinking ... and Ace ... his condition—she forcibly pushed herself not to think about it. If she did, she might just blow her entire reputation as a woman with balls of steel to smithereens when she crumbled to the floor and bawled her eyes out. 
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Remy parked the rental in the parking area and within minutes walked briskly down the neatly paved pathway toward the entrance. The click of her high heel ankle boots sounded foreign to her ears. She was more comfortable in sneakers and boots, but due to the role she had to play, she’d dressed up rather than down as was the norm. She looked chic and classy in designer jeans and a plush pink cashmere sweater. She tossed her russet color hair as she glanced around. The neat walkways were bordered by green lawns and flanked by tall, modern buildings of concrete and glass; a small city but one where there was no riot or rush of traffic; truly one of peace and brooding quietude.

Remy hated hospitals. Maybe because she’d spent so much time there during the last four years of her career as a CIA operative.

“Something I hope is now of the past,” she mumbled as she walked through the glass doors that silently slid open upon her approach. She headed toward the stairs and climbed the four flights in quick, brisk steps. She was super fit and cognizant of what she ate. Her mother had always drilled a healthy lifestyle into her from when she was little. Not that it meant she didn’t indulge in late night dark chocolate delights or gallons of lattes daily. 

Remy knew where she was going, having studied the layout of the hospital on the chopper as soon as she received an email from Mateo with all the details. 

“Fucking hell, I’m not ready for this.” She listened to her whispered voice and felt her stomach clench in reaction as she neared the intensive care unit. It would be the first time she came face-to-face with Ace in three years—ever since the day she’d walked away from him—from a future he promised and one she didn’t have the courage to accept. Not if it meant she had to share him with other women ... submissives who he trained on The Seven Keys Island at Castle Sin, an exclusive BDSM club for the rich and famous, as well as a training academy for submissives. A lifestyle he had no intention of giving up, and she couldn’t bring herself to demand it of him. 

Well, clearly he was relieved, since he didn’t bother to look me up or phone me since.

The atmosphere in the private intensive care ward was completely different. The air had a fresh, perfumed scent and the chairs were plush. Every surface was dust-free. The nurses were unhurried as they moved around with a serene purposefulness from room to room on their rounds. There were vases of flowers and beautiful framed pieces of art on the walls. 

“Can I help you, miss?”

Remy startled at the voice suddenly sounding beside her. She smiled at the petite nurse watching her with a friendly grin. 

“Yes, I’m here to see Ace Sin—er, Rothman,” she quickly corrected herself, remembering that the cousins always used their celebrity adapted names in public. 

The nurse glanced at the large round clock above the nurses’ station. “Visiting time isn’t for another two hours.”

“I know but I’ve been so worried and this was the soonest I could get here,” she said in a pleading lilt. “I promise I’ll be quiet. I just need to see him to convince myself his cousins didn’t lie to me ... that he’s still alive.”

Remy cursed under her breath as the nurse frowned suspiciously at her. She was laying it on too thick. 

“Who are you and what is your connection to the patient?”

“Oh, I apologize. I’m Remy Torres.” A shy smile slipped on her lips. “I’m Ace’s fiancée.” 

“I see. The family has put strict security measures in place due to the circumstances and for Mr. Rothman’s added protection. He’s under twenty-four-hour personal guard.” She tapped her foot. “It’s strange that you’re not listed as one of the family members who have visiting rights.” The sharp look in her eyes attested to her distrust and warned Remy that she wasn’t going to budge. 

“No one knows. We got engaged quietly just before he was captured. I didn’t want to tell them. Ace wished to plan a special occasion to share our news with the family and I couldn’t take that away from him.” Remy offered a tentative smile, hoping she sounded earnest and believable.

“I don’t ...” The woman’s eyes widened and then she smiled broadly as she detected the glimmering diamond ring on Remy’s finger. She looked around and whispered conspiratorially, “I’m a sucker for love and the poor man has suffered so much. Who am I to deny him the pleasure to wake up to the sight of his future wife?” She turned toward a side hallway. “I’m Allison. Follow me. We tend to be accommodating to loved ones in this unit but you need to promise you’ll be quiet and not upset him when he wakes up. He’s been under sedation to assist in the healing process but the doctors have been weaning him off over the past two days. We expect him to be fully coherent when he wakes up today.” She whispered to Remy, “It might be more difficult to get past the guard.”

She squared her shoulders and approached the burly man sitting outside the door. 

“Mr. Griffith, Mr. Rothman’s fiancé is here to see him.”

The large man didn’t move, apart from awarding Remy with a dark look. His brows knitted together. 

“Fiancé?” He sounded as dubious as he looked.

The nurse gestured to Remy. “Yes, Remy Torres.” She smiled at Remy as she pulled her beside her. “Miss Torres, this is Gary Griffith.”

Remy returned the intense look. He might be a big man but he’d have a fight on his hands to keep her out of Ace’s room. 

“Remy Torres ... I don’t know you but I’ve heard Ace call out your name a couple of times in his delirium.” He got up. “Very well but I’ll be standing in the door, watching.”

“Of course,” Remy sighed in relief. 

Allison gestured to the room. “Please, don’t disturb him.”

“I promise.” Remy shocked to a halt in the door of the room. Her eyes were glued on the silent figure on the bed. “Why is he receiving oxygen?”

“It’s a precaution. He was in pretty bad shape when he arrived. One of his lungs was punctured and he had various internal injuries and bleeding. The trauma personnel said it was touch and go. He flatlined on the operating table once but he managed to pull through.” She laid a calming hand on Remy’s arm as she went as white as a sheet. “There’s no need for concern at this stage. He’s healing remarkably well.” She turned to leave. “I’ll be around if you need me.”

Remy’s footsteps were silent as she approached the bed. The closer she went, the more laborious her breathing became. Her heart raced so fast, it felt like she was in supercharge mode and ready to take off like a rocket. She reached his side and all she could do was stare. He was still the most attractive man she’d ever met, no matter that his face was discolored in every shade of the rainbow from the bruises that seemed to extend down to his arms and—

“Oh, good lord, Ace! What did they do to you?” she gushed, unaware that tears trickled over her cheeks as she lifted the hospital gown and peeked at his chest. Every inch of his gorgeous skin was covered in similar bruises and cuts. A broad bandage covered his stomach. She itched to examine the rest of his body but suppressed the desire to do so. She couldn’t afford to be chased out of the room. Not now, not since she just realized, based on the magnitude of his injuries, how badly he had been tortured and the danger he was in. 

Remy was startled to find her hands tracing the veins on his hands, caressing the muscled lines of his forearms and biceps that rippled under her feathered touch as he shifted. She froze and blinked at his face. He was still asleep. She didn’t bother to try and remove her hands from his inviting musculature. She reverently traced his broad chest that sloped into narrow hips. 

“God, Ace, I missed you so much,” she whispered as she caressed his wide forehead. 

The contrast of the white sheets to his short dark hair was striking. She felt lightheaded as she stared at him. He was still powerfully built and from personal experience, she knew that even as big as he was, he moved as gracefully as a lion—the spirit animal totem his personality represented. At Castle Sin, he was known as Master Leo. Like his totem, the lion, Ace was the representation of personal strength, always powerful in everything he did. He oozed strength, courage, and assertiveness. Like the expression said, the lion was the king of the jungle, so too was he as a Dominant, a true predator. He projected feelings like anger and aggression with the same passion as he loved. Remy knew he didn’t forget any wrongdoing—especially not directed against him as a person or his family. Ace Sinclair bore grudges, and instinct told her that she was still at the top of his list as far as that emotion was concerned.

Her fingers traced his features as her eyes followed each prominent and manly line. He had the kind of face that made women stop and stare. It was understandable why the subs at Castle Sin swooned over him ... hell, over each of the Sinclairs. They were irresistibly hot. She palmed his high cheekbones briefly before she traced the rigid line of his square jaw. His nose twitched and his full lips curved in an involuntary smile. Remy’s breath caught. His naturally tanned skin appeared only slightly pale. Even in his weakened condition, she couldn’t help but compare him to a modern version of a suave noir hero, especially with the dark but neat stubble that covered part of his face. She heaved in a deep breath as the thought of the friendly nurse keeping it neat and short blazed through her to stab at her heart with the sharp jolt of jealousy. 

A pristine white sheet covered his body from his hips down; his six-foot-two body filled the length of the bed. In the field, Remy was fearless, strong and bold, but his towering presence had always been overpowering and left her feeling small and vulnerable.

Not to mention horny. God, I was always on the edge around him. 

She couldn’t resist passing her fingers over his lips. She closed her eyes briefly at the softness and heat that infiltrated her skin. Her sigh dragged out like the mist slowly dissipating over the ocean. She reluctantly removed her hand from his inviting mouth as she blinked and stared. 

She’d forgotten how enigmatic he looked when he watched her unflinchingly. Gunmetal, polished silver, gray swirling clouds—all colorful expressions of the eyes holding her prisoner. But they were so much more. At the moment they were shimmering and churning. She could almost visualize the fury of storm clouds moments before a torrent of rain came crashing down as she gazed into his magnetic stare.

Ace looked into her eyes for what felt like an eternity. His gaze lowered. His eyes flashed as they lingered on her full and heaving breasts, molded by the soft cashmere. A telltale muscle ticked in his jaw as he locked onto her again. 

“What are you doing here?” His voice cracked and sounded raw but the familiar dulcet undertone sent a shiver up her spine as much as it reached deep inside her to unleash feelings she’d sworn didn’t exist anymore.

“I had to come,” she offered lamely as she became conscious of the strong emotions harbored in his searing gaze. It confused her but in retrospect, it shouldn’t. 

Ace didn’t move. Instead, he quietly watched the beautiful woman who had been his saving grace since he’d been captured. It had been thoughts of her that had kept him sane during the torture and pain. His eyes flickered as she pulled herself upright under his direct stare. Her lithe and curvaceous body in the tight designer jeans and a soft pink sweater momentarily distracted him. The tightening in his loins was as unexpected as it was a surprise. 

Fuck, I can hardly move but Mister Dick jumps to attention at the first whiff of a woman. Not a woman, he corrected himself. Her ... Remy Torres.

She oozed natural sensuality and passion which was something that couldn’t be faked ... and in total contradiction to the look of innocence in her heart-shaped face. Her emotions had always been like a roadmap to her soul, something she could never hide from him. Remy had such passion for life, for everything she did and believed in. It was those emotions that now turned her eyes into bright cerulean orbs, raging with the warning that she was ready to fight for what she believed in. It was the one thing that had drawn him to her. Her strong personality, her unyielding desire for survival. It was the depth of heartfelt passion that made her beautiful. Her flawless skin glowed in the sun streaks tiptoeing through the window to soften her features beautifully.

She blinked with unpracticed allure. He caught himself staring at her, spellbound as her long eyelashes fluttered like the wings of a butterfly. A telltale blush bloomed over her cheeks under his unwavering stare.

Then he remembered their last encounter, like he always did when thoughts of her slayed his mind. His face turned stoic. His glare promised retribution as he lifted his head. His voice sounded ominous. His anger drizzled like molasses over her hurt soul.

“You shouldn’t have bothered.” His succinct tone subdued the response that immediately sprang to her lips. “I don’t want you here, Remy. Leave.” She shook her head. He bit back a curse as his fingers itched to run through the luxurious thickness of the auburn strands falling in mesmerizing waves over the roundness of her shoulders.

“I’m not going anywhere, Ace. Not until I know you’re healed and safe.”

He snorted. His gaze cut through her derisively. “I don’t need pretense in my life. I sure as hell don’t need your protection.” He bore upright and grimaced in pain. He slapped away her hand as she rushed forward to assist him. “Don’t. I don’t want you to touch me, Remy. I want you to leave.”

“I told you, I’m not—”

His hand closed around her arm and he yanked her against his chest. He hissed at the impact but didn’t let go. He pressed his face into hers. His sneer broke through her defenses, leaving her shattered and broken on the inside. 

“You did once, without looking back. I don’t want your pity or to look into your lying face.”

“I never lied to you, Ace,” Remy said quietly.

“I beg to differ.” His hand tightened around her arm as she opened her mouth. “Shut up. I’m not interested in your stories. Especially not after three years. Go.”

He dropped his hands and leaned back against the pillows. 

“Ace, please I—”

He turned his head. She bore back against the violent flash of fury that rocked her to the core. “Get the fuck out of here. Leave. Now!”
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Chapter Three
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“It’s been three weeks, Shane. Why isn’t he waking up?” Peyton clasped Stone’s limp hand in hers as she pleaded with the silver fox standing quietly on the other side of the bed. 

They had been rocked by Stone’s injury. He had been the foundation that structured their family. With his voice quiet, the entire Sinclair clan was in limbo. Nevertheless, they took turns guarding over the two injured cousins while keeping Be Secure Enterprises running. The final Marvel movie in the Space Riders series, that they were supposed to start shooting in Hawaii, had been placed on the backburner. None of the cousins were prepared to leave their injured siblings. Luckily, the CEO of the production studio understood and had offered his moral support throughout.

Shane had been relieved when Ace had come out of the coma a week earlier. His internal injuries had been severe, to such an extent that the doctors had warned them before surgery that he might not survive. Shane firmly believed it wasn’t only the mental support the cousins offered that had pulled him through but Ace’s dogmatic passion for survival. 

His gaze moved over Stone’s pale and sunken face. His body had received a massive shock, and to this day, the doctors couldn’t offer them comfort that he was going to pull through.

“Shane, please say something!” 

He could see that Peyton was biting back sobs with difficulty. If anyone had doubted her love and devotion to Stone, her reaction when they told her about him being shot obliterated it. 

“Do you remember what I told you about bullet wounds, little one?” Kane asked from where he was leaning against the door. He approached the bed and took her trembling hand in his.

Peyton looked at him, swiping her tongue over her lower lip. “I ... ehm, think so.” She frowned as she searched her memory. “You said his injury is dependent on the path of the bullet. That the chest is a vulnerable area because ...” Her voice broke and she heaved in a calming breath. “It could cause major destruction to his organs and ... and hemorrhaging.” Her head snapped between the two of them. “What are you keeping from me? Has he started bleeding?”

Kane wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her against his side. There was a storm brewing in his eyes as he looked at Shane. His voice grated like rock over steel, “No, little one. He’s fine. At least as far as we can ascertain from his patient charts.”

She leaned against Kane as she traced Stone’s jaw with a trembling finger. “You never explained what you meant with destruction of organs.” Her voice quivered, like she needed to know but didn’t really want to.

“Peyton, sometimes it’s better not to know all the intricate details of an injury. He’s over the worst. We should concentrate on that and remain vigilant by his side.” Shane sat down in the chair behind him. He was dead tired. None of them had much sleep since they’d extracted Ace from Cuba. 

“I’m not a porcelain doll, Shane. I’m not like other women. To me, details matter. I need to know so I can understand what he’s going through. Please ... tell me.”

Shane sighed and nodded at Kane, whose voice droned in the silence of the room as he explained; the fatigue in his voice was dull and heavy in the atmosphere. “As the bullet enters, it crushes structures along its path into the body. It was a high caliber rifle ...” He hesitated but after heaving in a breath, he continued, “In Stone’s case, two bullets slammed through him, one after the other. He lost so much blood ... one of the bullets grazed an artery.” He ran his hand through his hair. “At least they managed to cauterize it properly.”

“Did ... you said the bullet crushes structures.” Peyton swallowed hard. “Does that mean some of his internal organs were damaged?” She didn’t bother to stop the tears. Her voice sounded desolate and scared as she registered what he’d said. “Two bullets! Oh my god.” 

“You need to remain calm, Miss Jackson. Even though patients are comatose, they’re affected by emotions they feel around them.” The deep voice of Dr. Roy McCord drew their attention as he approached the bed. He scanned the patient chart on the clipboard at the bottom of the bed. Hawk had insisted they contact him, seeing as they knew and trusted him since he’d treated Hawk when he was injured during a bombing. 

“I’m trying but ... what is preventing him from waking up? Is there internal damage you’re not telling us about?”

“Bullet injuries are unpredictable, especially in cases where it was caused by high-velocity bullets as was the case with Stone. They fragment when they strike. In his case, it caused extensive damage to his chest wall and lung—referred to as hemopneumothorax. The biggest danger is uncontrolled bleeding. As a precaution, we inserted a chest drain and so far, we haven’t detected any.” He smiled gently. “He survived the first seventy-two hours, which are usually the most critical. He is stable and we don’t expect that to change.”

“Then why isn’t he waking up?” Peyton wrung her hands as she stared at him. 

“He came to in the recovery room after surgery. He was a little confused but was lucid enough to know he’d been shot. He’s currently in a coma, Miss Jackson. It’s not unusual after such a traumatic shooting followed by invasive surgery.”

“A coma? I thought he was under sedation. How long is it going to last?” Her voice sounded fragile and brittle.

“It’s impossible to predict but we tested all his sensory reactions and we keep monitoring them. He remains one-hundred-percent reactive. We need to be patient.” He glanced at the two men. “All of us. Give it time.”

He did a quick vitals check as he always did with critical patients, made a couple of notations on the patient file, and with a smile, left with the nurse that had accompanied him in tow. 

“I hate seeing him like this.” Peyton ran a tired hand through her hair. She leaned closer and kissed Stone’s cheek. “All these monitors, IVs, the oxygen mask ... I don’t want him to ... I can’t lose him.” She looked at the two quiet men with tear-filled eyes. “I love him, more than I ever thought possible. Please tell me he’s not going to die.”

“Peyton, you heard what Dr.—”

“NO! I don’t want to know what medical science believes. I want to know what YOU believe. You’re the closest to him. You know him better than anyone. Tell me, Shane! Is he going to keep fighting?” 

Shane smiled. “He has the heart and the spirit of an Eagle, little one. He’ll never give up. Especially not now that he has you in his life.”

“Thank you. That’s all I needed to hear.”

“How’s the big man doing?” Hawk squeezed Peyton’s shoulder as he arrived and came to stand next to her. His sharp gaze searched worriedly over Stone’s features. He was more than a cousin to him. He was also his best friend. He’d been keeping vigil shoulder to shoulder with Peyton every day. He’d been forced to take Savannah, his fiancée and Peyton’s cousin, home the previous night. She’d stayed by their side, keeping both of them calm and brought them gallons of coffee and food. He’d noticed how tired she was and insisted on taking her home to get some rest. Shane had ordered him to stay home and get a good night’s sleep as well. It hadn’t been his intention, but after taking a hot shower, he’d settled next to Savannah’s son, Luke, on his bed and told him a story, only to wake up this morning. At least he felt refreshed and able to support Peyton. 

“He’s still the same.” Peyton glanced at him. “How is Parker?”

“He’s not doing well.” Hawk glanced at Stone. “Stone has been more like a father to him than a brother. He’s going to be pissed when he realizes you slipped a sleeping pill into his coffee last night, Kane.”

“He needed to rest. He’s on the verge of collapse.” Kane looked at Peyton. “As are you. Your body isn’t going to be able to keep going with hardly any food and no sleep. We need you to go home and rest.”

“No, I’m not leaving his side.” She peeked at Hawk over her shoulder. “Did Savannah pack me clean clothes?”

“Yes.” Hawk held up the duffel bag he had in his hand.

“Thanks, Hawk.” She took it from him and headed for the small en suite bathroom in the corner of the room. “I’m going to take a shower.” She combed the three men with a chilled look. “Don’t even think of doing to me what you did to Parker. His anger won’t hold a match to mine.”

“Where are you going?” Kane asked as Shane stomped to the door as soon as she disappeared into the bathroom. 

“I’m going to speak to Doc McCord to arrange a bed for Peyton here. We should’ve fucking done it long ago. No one has been able to budge her, not even him. If anyone can bend the hospital rules, it’ll be him.”

“While you’re at it, see if they won’t move Stone and Ace into one room. That way it’ll be easier for us to keep them safe,” Kane said. 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Now that Ace has come to, he needs to regain his strength. For him to be in here ... you know what Ace is like. He’s probably blaming himself for Stone being shot. It’ll be better if he stays in his own room. I’ll be right back.”

“Is there any news from Danton about new threats?” Hawk sat down in the chair Peyton had vacated. 

“Nothing, and that worries me.” Kane sighed heavily. His troubled gaze remained on Stone. “They went to so much trouble with Ace’s capture; even involved a militia group in Cuba to throw us off track. It stands to reason they’re not going to meekly accept defeat.”

“My thoughts exactly. Has Zeke double checked the security parameters around the island?”

“Yes, and added additional sensors underwater. He hacked into the FAA’s GNSS satellites and monitors air traffic as well.”

“That’s good.” Hawk’s gaze drifted to Stone. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Kane. Two near kills and one still might ...” He swallowed hard. His eyes clashed with Kane’s. “My gut tells me there’s more to this than the Chinese Triads.”

“Shane and I have the same feeling. Danton is digging deeper. If there’s anything out there, between him and Zeke, they’ll find it.” His eyes moved throughout the room, searching and sharp. 

“The fact that we found a hidden microphone the first day Stone was moved into this room, is an additional red flag. Someone is very interested in what we discuss. It’s a good thing Parker was proactive from the beginning and insisted we screen the room for bugs.”

“I’ve allocated our most trusted men as guards. They know to never to leave their stations. And since there’s always one of us in the room with Stone, no one will stand a chance to get near him again.”

“And Gary will keep Ace safe even if it cost him his own life. It still worries me, Hawk. Who the hell wants Stone dead ... and why?”  
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“Remy? Remy Torres? What the devil are you doing here?” Shane frowned as he recognized the beautiful woman leaning against the wall outside Ace’s room. She was chatting animatedly with Gary, a senior field operative of Be Secure. 

“Hi, Shane.” Her lips twitched into a tight smile. She looked tense and his gaze sharpened. “I had to make sure Ace was recuperating.”

“How did you know he’d been hurt?” They had kept Stone and Ace’s injuries out of the press, seeing as their personal lives and identities had been kept from the public, who only knew them as the Rothman cousins, famous actors of the Space Raiders Marvel movie series.

Remy sighed as she detected the suspicious look in his eyes. She cursed Mateo for putting her in such a difficult position. She hated lying and because of her past with Ace’s, she had no idea how any of his cousins would receive her. They looked after their own and as she was the one who had walked away from their relationship, she was enemy number one in their eyes. 

“I have my resources. Don’t worry, Shane, I didn’t blabber to anyone.”

“I’m afraid Ace wouldn’t want to see you.”

“You’d be right. He chased me out of the room.” Try as she might, she couldn’t keep the raw pain from her voice. 

“He’s awake?” Shane downshifted as he detected how upset she was. He peeked into the room. 

“He was fifteen minutes ago.” 

“He chased you out and yet, here you still are, fifteen minutes later. What are you trying to achieve, Remy? The last thing Ace needs now is to become upset.”

“I know and that’s why I’m out here and not in there.” She pushed away from the wall. “And I will stay until he’s ready to talk with me.” Her chin tilted back as Shane opened his mouth. “I’m not leaving, so don’t even try and make me.”

Shane’s shoulders rolled in a negligent shrug. Amusement teased the swirling depths of his dark green eyes. “Believe me, little one, I’m not the one who’s going to make you do anything. Ace might be incapacitated but there’s nothing wrong with his mind and his will. If he doesn’t want you near him, he’ll make sure of it himself.”

“Yeah, that much I know.” She glanced around before she took a step closer. “While I’m here, you might just as well make use of my services.” 

Shane’s one eyebrow crawled higher. “I don’t think so.”

“How about offering me the opportunity to tell you what I can do?”

“No need. We know exactly what you’re capable of and have been doing for the past three years since you left.”

Remy’s jaw went slack as much as her ire rose. “You’ve been keeping tabs on me? What the fuck for?”

“I see you returned to your bad ways.” His lips twitched in a smile of remembrance. “It was highly entertaining to watch Ace rid you of your habit of cursing.” He leaned his shoulder against the doorjamb. “I wonder if he’d bother a second time around.”

“There’s no need to be cruel, Shane.”

Shane’s ears pricked at the hurt in her voice, the way her bottom lip quivered before she caught it between her teeth. His interest spiked as did his suspicion. Remy Torres wouldn’t have pitched up out of the blue without a damn good reason. 

“You walked away from him, Remy. Threw his marriage proposal back in his face, left without an explanation, and shattered his heart. What in hell’s name did you think was going to happen? That we’d invite you back with open arms?”

“For fuck’s sake! Will the two of you stop your caterwauling! I’m trying to sleep,” Ace’s deep voice grated from inside of the room. 

Shane slanted a long look at Remy, turned and walked into the room. He barred her entrance with a sideways glance and a gruff order, “No. Until he invites you in, you stay outside.”

She knew better than to argue with Shane once his voice darkened and his demeanor grew to the size of a giant. She might oppose the man but she’d always been shit scared of Master Fox. The switch to the powerful Dom had been instantaneous. The submissive stirred and curled in expectation. It had been so long since she’d been properly dominated. Not that she’d changed her lifestyle, but since Ace, she’d been unable to find a Dom who excited her as much as he did. One who controlled her every emotion and the sensations raging through her body with no more than a brief touch, a sharp look, and a wicked grin. With a domination that was all consuming. 

“Then he better get used to me hugging the doorway because I’m not leaving.”

Shane chuckled but didn’t respond as he approached the bed. Ace glowered at him through dark eyebrows. 
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