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Dear Reader, 

Castle Sin is a dark BDSM suspense series.

Castle Sin

Seven dungeons

Seven Masters

Seven times the kink.

An exclusive BDSM club offering memberships only to selected Dominants. Submissives and slaves were available for every taste. 

Personally trained by each of the Castle Masters.

DANTON - Book 8

How do you come back from a black hole that sucked you under and like a maniac on the loose, consumed you? 

“Until you’re ready to release the woman inside you yearning to come out and play.”

Danton Hill knew despair. He’d once sunk into the same mire that now threatened to devour his soul once more. He’d risen above it then ... and he’d be damned if he didn’t do so again.

He had to ... It was time to act on the attraction he’d been fighting for too long, and in the process make right a wrong ... if only he could remember what he’d done to the soft-spoken, yet fiery Vera Thorne while held in the claws of the darkness that had consumed him. Whatever it had been, he would make it up to her while exalting in the submissive he had yet to completely unlock within her.

“No one is going to come out and play, do I make myself clear, Danton Hill?”

Vera Thorne couldn’t forget that one night with the hulk of a man, and even though he’d scared the daylights out of her, she couldn't fight the chemistry between them when he arrived at her door. Once again, he set her passions alight with no more than a brooding look.

Worse, his dominance toggled loose the natural submissive inside her that the one night with him had triggered ... she, a revered surgeon, kneeling in front of a man ... it was unheard of!

Meanwhile, SPEONUS had crossed the line too many times to count and having been on the receiving end of their cruelty, the beast inside Danton raged free. His fury knew no bounds. It was kill or be killed, and this time, Danton had too much to live for to die.

Then again, life—and death—were unpredictable ...

Editor’s Note:

All the characters we have come to know and love—and hate (um, hello, no one loves the bad guys). All the heat and sexy debauchery we have come to crave. And that all too familiar bittersweet ascent to the final pinnacle that will bring us closer and closer to the end of this series. Danton does not disappoint and leaves you aching desperately for the final books while simultaneously wishing they won’t come so that Castle Sin and the Masters and their subs will never ever end.  

I trust you will enjoy this story.

Warm regards,

Linzi Basset
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Chapter One
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“Open your damn eyes, you hard-headed bastard.”

The voice came to him from a distance, hollow ... like it was an echo in an empty tunnel. 

"You got your way, Danton Hill. I’m here. I tried but I couldn’t fucking stay away, so wake up, dammit!” 

He wasn’t sure, but he could feel rather than hear a despondent sigh slipping from the woman’s lips. It was a female’s voice, wasn’t it? If only he wasn’t so confused and tired! 

“I'll be back tomorrow and then you better open your eyes. For now ... sleep."

His eyes felt raw and blind; a warmth weighed on his chest, leaving his lungs buttery soft. “No, stay.” How dour and meaningless the echo of his voice sounded in his mind. Without the reins, without direction, he had become a ghost. But her voice was silver, a flame of white and frost. He wanted to leave his body and follow her out of the room, leaving his lifeless, coarse flesh to rot as it may ... but something snagged. A searing pain gripped his throat, ripped him from the light he so desperately craved and wrenched him back into the distortion of an eternal night. A lifeline was not to be toiled with. Soul was bound to body as long as the person may live. He was so tired of fighting, screaming at his body to react, at his eyes to open but all he could do was listen, depending on the strength he occasionally mustered to pull on the leash keeping him in the land of the living. Nowadays, that leash had grown tighter, stricter, dragging him towards a darkness he could no longer deny was just the blank space behind his eyes.

A darkness he had been fighting to succumb to. Up until this morning he had lost the will to keep struggling against it. He had been ready to let go and fall into the looming abyss. To finally sleep the deepest slumber ever. Maybe then, he’d be able to forget all the screams, the tears, and the ugliness he’d seen so many times in his lifetime. 

And then ... he’d hear her voice. 

“Open your damn eyes, you hard-headed bastard.”

A delicate sound that had penetrated the haze in his mind, like melting honey; the harmony of angels to entice and seduce the fallen ones back to reality. 

A stuttering and low sigh escaped his lips as he accepted the inevitable. His time hadn’t come yet. Not until he knew who she was. The woman with the melodious voice, speaking softly against his ear, like she didn’t want anyone to know she was there. It triggered a need to know, to find out why she had come, even though, from what she’d said, it had been clear she didn’t want to be there. He needed to push through the darkness keeping him under. If there was one thing about Danton Hill, it was his strength of mind. 

The nurse checking his vitals gasped and stared at the large man who hadn’t moved or made a single sound since he’d been operated on. She pressed the call button. Within minutes, nursing staff and Doctor Jeremy Saunders came rushing inside. 

“He moved his fingers and he sighed, a very distinctive sigh,” she exclaimed excitedly. They had all been praying for the large yet gentle giant from the moment he’d arrived at Brodie’s Clinic in Washington D.C., where he’d been operated on to relieve intracranial pressure on his brain—a result from the bomb explosion in a failed coup attempt by SPEONUS to kill the President of the United States a couple of months ago. 

Doctor Saunders examined him, checking his reactions to stimulation. He smiled as he hooked his stethoscope around his neck. “There’s definite brain and sensory activity. Nurse, please prepare him for a CT scan. I want confirmation of my findings.” 

“What happened? Is he...”?

Jeremy turned to the man who stood in the doorway, holding onto the frame like he was preparing for the worst. 

“He’s fine, Shane. Nurse Smith detected movement and heard him sigh. There is definite sensory activity but I’m sending him for tests to confirm.”

Shane stepped out of the way as the nurses wheeled the bed out of the room. 

“Why hasn’t he woken up, Jeremy? It’s been three weeks since the operation. From the scans you showed us, all the pressure has been relieved.” Shane stared after his best friend until the trio disappeared around a corner. 

“I need to remind you that I warned you about the risks, Shane. Permanent brain damage, the loss of the ability to speak, partial or full-body paralysis, lack of awareness, a permanent coma, and brain death.” Jeremy placed a hand on Shane’s shoulder. “At least we know he’s not brain dead and from the brief tests I did, I doubt he’s paralyzed in any part of his body.”

“But there are still many others he could be suffering from.”

“The possibility is there but I have a different theory.”

“Please tell me it’s good news.”

“Personally, I believe it’s a psychological issue.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Danton is a strong, extremely fit man with a history of achievements in the military and in his personal career over his lifetime. The thought of being paralyzed or having any of those symptoms for the rest of his life could be emotionally crippling to a man like him.”

“You’re saying his coma is self-inflicted in a way?”

“Unconsciously, yes.”

Shane rubbed his eyes, remembering the promise Danton had forced on him before the operation. 

“I refuse to be a vegetable, Shane. If that happens, you take me to a state where euthanasia is legal. I’d rather die in peace than live like that.”

“You may be right.” Shane briefly told him about the conversation. “If the results of these tests are positive, how do we get through to him to make him realize he’ll be fine and living a normal life? I mean if he’s not ready to wake up, how long could he remain in a semi-coma like this?”

“Months, years even. The brain is a complex organ, Shane, and from the little I’ve come to know of Danton, he’s hard-headed.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” Shane paced the room. “Something must’ve triggered his reaction, though.” He glanced at Jeremy. “Don’t you think?”

“Could be.” Jeremy frowned. “The night nurse reported that a woman has been visiting him every night for the past week. She arrives after midnight and stays until sunrise. She reads and talks to him throughout. Her presence seemed to have a positive effect on his vitals, so they let her be.”

“And you have no idea who it is?”

“I haven’t seen her, so I’m afraid not.”

“That’s alarming, Jeremy. No one but my cousins and their women know he’s here. If anyone out there realizes Danton is still alive ... his life could be in danger.” Shane headed out the door. “I’m going to find Ethan Brodie. If there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that he has security cameras all over this clinic.” 
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The New York Surgery Center in Queens... 

“Dr. Thorne, there’s a man waiting for you in your office.” 

Vera smiled wanly at the grinning nurse who brought her the message. From her expression, she was in awe of whoever it was. 

“Does this man have a name?”

“I’m sure he does but he seemed a tad angry, so I didn’t ask but I have to say, he’s one sexy specimen for an older man.” She frowned in thought. “Come to think of it, he did look kinda familiar.”

“I’m busy doing rounds, Nurse Brown. I don’t have time to waste on nameless visitors. Please tell him to make an appointment with my PA.”

“But he said it’s urgent that he speaks with you.”

“Then he should’ve had the decency to make an appointment or phoned me first.” Vera yanked on the lapels of her overcoat, annoyance in every move as she turned to the group of interns under her guidance. Part of her job as attending trauma surgeon was to educate and train interns in diagnosis, preoperative, operative, and postoperative management of patient care. It was probably the most enjoyable function outside of performing surgeries. 

It had been a grueling three weeks, of which the last one had been the worst. She was bone tired. It was little wonder since she’d been spending every night at the bedside of a patient. 

And he’s not even one of mine.

It wasn’t as though she owed him any consideration—quite the opposite truth be known. Still, she hadn’t been able to stay away. It had to stop. She couldn’t perform her function as a surgeon on three hours of sleep every day. Every person had a tipping point and she was close to hers. She had to take time to catch up on some sleep before she made a mistake that could cost her the career she’d worked so hard to rebuild in a new city after she’d been kidnapped, beaten, and almost died just over a year ago. 

She shook off the melancholy that always flooded her mind when thoughts of the traumatic time resurfaced. Months of therapy and hard work had pulled her out of the quicksand sucking her under ... and, yet, to this day, she still had to fight the fear when she was alone at home. 

“Our first patient suffered severe internal injuries after a motorcycle accident. We’ve had to do a Splenectomy. What are the common aftereffects of such a procedure?” she asked the interns. 

“The patient will experience pain for several days. He might also feel like he has the flu as well as suffer a low fever, feel tired and nauseated,” an eager young brunette responded.

“Very good. How long does recovery take after a Splenectomy?” She held up her hand as the same intern started to respond. “Someone else, please.”

“Full recovery from a splenectomy takes between four to six weeks. Usually a patient is only hospitalized for a few days following the surgery.” The tall, lanky man looked at Vera. “I suspect in his case it’ll be a while longer, since you mentioned multiple injuries.”

“Correct. The patient also had orthopedic surgery due to shattering his ulna.” She pointed to the ward behind her. “Shall we?”

“But Dr. Thorne, what about the—” Nurse Brown swallowed the protest at the sharp glare from Vera. “Right. I’ll just let him know to make an appointment.”

Vera didn’t respond. For the next hour, she concentrated on her rounds and ensured the interns all received an opportunity to be actively involved in the examinations of the patients. 

Her feet dragged as she approached her office. A glance at the clock against the wall confirmed it had been an unusually long day. It was already seven at night ... two hours past her shift ending. Of course, it wasn’t unusual to find Vera at the hospital until very late most nights. Her footsteps faltered as she noticed the tall man standing in front of the window, gazing out over the city. She didn’t need to ask who he was. The dim lights shining on his silvery hair was his trademark. 

“What are you doing here, Shane?”

He turned to stare at her, his expression stoic. 

“You made your position about Danton very clear months ago when you phoned me and told me to come and pick him up after he arrived on your doorstep.”

“I did? From what I recall, I wanted him gone because...”

Her voice drifted off. She rubbed her eyes tiredly and sat down behind her desk. “It’s beside the point. Why are you here?”

“Why? Do I have to spell it out?”

“So, you know.” Her shoulders slumped. She’d deliberately timed the nightly visits to Danton at the Brodie Clinic for very late, specifically to avoid bumping into any of the Sinclair cousins. 

“That you’ve been playing Florence Nightingale next to his bed? Yes.”

“Look Shane, there’s no mystery here. I took care of his injuries after the explosion. I feel ... responsible in a way for not forcing him to see a specialist at the time. I just needed to know that he’s fine.”

“I get that, but what I want to know is how you found out where he was? I asked Savannah. Neither she nor Hawk have told you about the operation or in which hospital he was.”

Savannah was Vera’s daughter and married to Shane’s cousin, Hawk. Just the thought of the baby they were expecting warmed her heart. Being a grandmother in a way was more fulfilling than the role of a mother. Savannah’s first born, Luke, was the apple of Vera’s eye. Not that she felt like a grandmother. Heavens knew, at fifty-one, she still felt young and full of energy. 

“I can’t tell you.” His expression turned thunderous. “And going all Dom on me is useless, Shane. I signed an NDA, so ... shit,” she mumbled at the dark warning sparking in his eyes. 

“You better start talking, Vera. No one but the family, Ethan Brodie and Jeremy Saunders’ operating team...” His voice drifted off. His eyes narrowed. “Jeremy mentioned he asked a surgeon to assist. It was you.”

“I’ve been on his operating team numerous times. Brain surgery has always been a passion of mine but I never specialized in it.”

‘Why did you agree? When I picked him up from your house, I got the impression you were relieved he was leaving. It’s not adding up, Vera.”

“Drop it, Shane. It’s between Danton and me. Besides, I was already invested in his recovery. When I realized he was the patient on the table ... I was relieved. I knew something was wrong and I’m just glad I played a small role in his recovery.”

“I can appreciate your commitment as a physician, Vera, but what I’m having difficulty wrapping my head around is why you would be spending every night at his side, especially since you have to be back at work the next day. Why the diligence to see him wake up?”

“I expected him to be awake the following day. I was surprised when Jeremy told me he was still in a coma a week ago.” She shrugged. “Comatose patients aren’t completely unaware and since I believe his reaction is emotional, I thought talking to him ... maybe I can get through to him.” 

“You’re not telling me—”

“Enough.” She held up her hand. “Don’t look for something that isn’t there. Me being there is purely my medical desire to heal, nothing more, nothing less.”

For the first time, a smile brightened Shane’s face. “Who are you trying to convince, Vera?” He squeezed her shoulders. “I know something happened to spook you when Danton and Grayson recuperated with you. I also suspect the same thing had been haunting Danton ... even though he couldn’t remember it prior to the operation.”

The rosy bloom spreading over her cheeks was more than enough to confirm Shane’s suspicion. Something had happened between them. Danton had been in charge of her BDSM101 training since Stone refused to allow her into the dungeons during visits at Castle Sin unless she’d passed the training. Not that she’d participated in any activities in the dungeon, but she did wander through the chambers when visiting Savannah and Hawk at the time they were still living at the castle. He’d seen how attracted Danton had been to her then. That he had sought her out for help when he was injured confirmed how much he trusted her. It didn’t take rocket science to figure out what might have happened to spook her. 

He cupped her chin and studied her intently until she squirmed in his grasp. 

“You’re about to pass out on your feet. Go home and get some sleep, Vera.”

“I can’t.” She took a step back for some much needed space between her and Shane’s all too knowing look. He was too perceptive by far. 

“Vera, you’re on the edge of exhaustion. It’s there in your eyes and the slope of your shoulders. You need to rest.”

“I will ... once Danton is out of the coma.”

“I’ll sit with him tonight. Go home.”

“No, I told him I’ll be back tonight. I might have wanted him out of my house months ago but I am a woman of my word.”

“No wonder he’s attracted to you. You’re as hard-headed as he is.”

“He’s attracted to me? Did he say...” She clamped her lips together at Shane’s wide smile. “Goodbye, Shane. I have to finalize some reports before I can leave and you’re wasting my time.”

Shane wasn’t even annoyed at being dismissed and ignored as she switched on her laptop and started to type. He was too thrilled at the thought that there just might be hope for a happy ever after for his best friend. 

“I suggest you start thinking about how to tell your daughter that you’ve got the hots for a Master at Castle Sin, Vera. Somehow, I don’t think she’s going to be too happy to hear that.”

“I don’t have the hots for him. He’s just a ... a patient!”

“Of course he is.”

“Get out, damn you.” She stood up and leaned her fists on the desk as she glowered at him. “And don’t you dare plant any of your conspiracy theories into Savannah’s head, is that clear?”

“As crystal.” He turned and sauntered towards the door, amused that she wasn’t at all intimidated by his size and had the audacity to order him around. 

“But like Hamlet said, “The lady doth protest too much.””
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Chapter Two
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Vera hesitated in the doorway of Danton’s hospital room. Her misty green eyes flitted through the room, drinking in the luxury that offered a tranquil ambiance to the mind and soul. It was like walking into an expensive Manhattan coffee shop. There were fresh flowers, beautiful paintings, leather chairs, and a plasma screen on the wall.

She approached the bed, realizing for the first time it was much wider and bigger than the normal size hospital bed. Ethan Brodie hadn’t skimped on offering his patients comfort during their stay. It was probably why Brodie Clinic was one of the most popular and highly rated ones in the Big Apple. 

Finally, her gaze came to rest on the prone man on the bed. She dragged in a calming breath as she realized her palm was caressing the stern squareness of Danton’s jaw. A flick of her tongue wetting her suddenly dry lips accompanied the fingertip almost lovingly following the sexy dimple in the center of his chin. 

He had the appearance of royalty, all suave and debonair, with a straight roman-shaped nose over full, inviting lips that snagged and held her gaze. Before she realized what she was doing, she leaned over and kissed them. Just as quickly, she jack-knifed upright. Just the feel of his warm mouth against hers caused a full-body shudder to course through her. 

“What the devil are you doing, Vera?” she mumbled sotto voce as she dragged the heavy leather bucket chair closer to the side of the bed. It took a couple of moments after she sat down to calm her raging libido. She stared at the sleeping man. “What the hell did you do to me, Danton Hill? I’m not one of those women, do you hear me? I don’t do whips, nipple clamps, and all that shit.” She groaned and lowered her head momentarily into her hands. “Get a grip, woman.” She heaved in a deep breath, sat back, and urged her body to relax. 

After Shane’s visit, she had decided not to visit Danton last night, but somehow, here she was a day later, back again. All the way here, she’d been debating with herself over why she was heading to the clinic. The reason that it was because she’d been on the operating team and therefore she felt responsible for his care, just didn’t sound all that believable. Her reaction and the way she’d touched him was glaring proof of that. Danton Hill held an attraction she couldn’t resist ... not even after he’d—

She snipped the thought short at birth. It was a night she had been desperate to forget—unsuccessfully so, but still ...

“So, Mr. Hill, have you woken up yet, or are you still sulking in your self-made world of make believe?”

“I thought it was you.”

Vera glanced up in fright at the unexpected guttural voice coming from the doorway. She relaxed as Jeremy Saunders stepped into the dim light shining from the downlight over the hospital bed. 

“I don’t follow?”

“The woman the nurses told me about visiting my patient in the dead of night.”

“And you came here just to catch me in the act?” She smiled to lessen the chill in her voice. 

“I was called in for an emergency.” He briefly checked Danton’s file. “So, you too believe his coma is self-inflicted.”

“I didn’t ...” Her voice drifted off as she realized she must have spoken louder than usual when she’d sat with Danton. “He’s a very proud man. I imagine the thought of not living life in the same forceful and energetic way he had his entire life is enough enticement to hide from reality to prepare himself.”

Jeremy’s eyes drifted to where Vera was clutching Danton’s hand. “I thought you came here because you were part of the team and taking care of your patients is in your nature.” He folded his arms across his chest. “I didn’t realize you have an intimate relationship with him.”

Vera’s muscles bundled in preparedness to move her hand but decided against it. She refused to be intimidated. 

“I don’t but I do know him.” She stared at Danton for long moments before she looked back at Jeremy. “I suppose you’re going to forbid me to come back.”

“I suppose I should but that would be stupid of me, especially since your presence seems to have a positive effect on him.”

“Meaning?”

“After you left yesterday morning, he released a very audible sigh and the nurse saw his fingers move. I had tests done and I can confirm that there is no sign of paralysis or brain damage. He’s been showing visible motoric abilities across his entire body throughout the past two days.” He looked at Danton. “Now, all we need to do is get him to open his eyes. I believe you’re the conduit to achieve it.” He winked at her. “I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone. Unlike you, I need my eight hours of beauty sleep.”

“We’re not lovebirds.” Vera’s protest chased after him as he left. Somehow, she didn’t sound as convincing as she intended. 

“Now see what you’ve done,” she mumbled. A surprised gasp followed as Danton’s strong fingers tightened around hers. “Danton?” She leaned closer and stared at his face, willing his eyes to open. “You are a very irritating and frustrating patient, Danton Hill, I hope you realize it,” she grumbled when there was no further reaction. 

She tried to remove her hand from his clasp but his fingers refused to relax. “See what I mean?” She leaned down to take the book she’d been reading to him from her shopping bag. Her gaze was snagged by what could only be described as a grin on his lips. “Are you taking me for a ride, Mister? Because if you are, I’ll have you know it’s not cool.”

Vera narrowed her eyes but her threat elicited no reaction. “Very well, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. Now, where were we? Ah, yes, we were about to start chapter eight.” She chuckled as she settled in to read. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that the only book that seemed to calm you down was The Godfather.” She cleared her throat and began to read, “‘On the night before the shooting of Don Corleone...’”

Her melodious voice added to the ambiance of the room, soothing, synchronous vibrations that kept Danton’s lips curved in a relaxed repose as she continued the story for the following two hours. She only took breaks in between to sip on water or nibble on pieces of fruit. 

“Well, I’m afraid that’s it for tonight. I’ve got an early operation scheduled for tomorrow, so I have to go home and get some sleep.” She gently brushed a piece of ice that she found in an ice bucket on the bedside table over his lips. “There, now sleep. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

Nothing would’ve prevented her from leaning in and softly kissing his lips. 

“Behave and don’t let me find out you’re flirting with the nurses,” she quipped as she straightened, except the force of his fingers fisting around a clump of her hair kept her close. “Danton?” she whispered with her insides tied in a knot as she stared at him. A deep frown slashed between his brows but his eyes remained closed. “Let go, I have to get home.”

No amount of prying could loosen his hold on her hair. 

“This is ridiculous. Danton, please, I need to get some sleep.”

Eventually, Vera gave up and not having another choice, apart from hanging over the edge of the bed, she got on the bed beside him. His hand shifted, clutching her nape in a firm grasp. A full-bodied shudder wreaked through her at the heat of his naked chest under her palm as she stretched out against him. 

“I’ll have you know; I find this kind of attitude disturbing. You might be a Dom but I’m not your sub. Hell, I don’t have a submissive bone in my body for that matter, so let me assure you, Master Danton, I’m only staying put because of your condition.”

Vera wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince, but in her mind, she swore she could hear his deep, mellifluous chuckle mocking her for the effort. 
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Danton floated in a black cloud. Two perpendicular lines slashed between his brows as he strained to hear the gentle breaking of the surf on the beach outside his bedroom window in the early morning that always woke him. He couldn’t move. A heaviness oppressed his body. His eyelids remained stubbornly shut. 

For fuck’s sake, Hill, just open them. It’s not so difficult. Just lift the fucking things upward. 

Listening to his own voice resonating through his mind, he knew there was nothing wrong with his brain. If only his goddamn body would cooperate as well. 

Fear threatened to overcome him, the real fear of paralysis rushed in and struck him. It was the only thing that made sense; why else would his subconscious mind keep him in the dark void of a semi coma? Noises penetrated his mind, much sharper than before. He even detected the soft buzz of machines. He stiffened as a soft sigh sounded from close to his ear. The warmth of a body pressed against his broke through the crippling fear holding him captive. 

Who the fuck is in my bed? For that matter, since there’s a body in here with me, I can’t be in the hospital anymore ... so, where the fuck am I?

His other senses slowly unfurled. Relief washed over him as he could feel the brush of cotton sheets against his naked legs. He wasn’t paralyzed! The fact that his mind registered his surroundings further elated him—he wasn’t braindead either! 

If only his damn eyes would open!

He experienced the various phases of waking up, a groggy and confused mind but what sparked his interest from the moment he’d come to awareness was the soft curves of a woman curled against his side, her hand wrapped around his neck. His fingers moved and he felt the silkiness of thick tresses against his skin. 

Behind the pink, hazy glow of closed lids, he could feel the rays of sunlight on his face. His eyes fluttered open in a blur. He turned his head to see a golden cascade of hair covering his arm. A jittery spike of adrenaline shot through him and his heart banged against his ribs as he recognized the fragile features of the beautiful woman in his bed. He opened his mouth, forming her name, but no sound came.

Dammit, Danton. Concentrate! 

His eyes fluttered closed again as he swallowed, cringing at the bitter taste in his mouth. 

“Oh, my lord. I can’t believe I spent the entire night in your bed.”

His eyes snapped open at the husky voice; her breath warming his chest as she uttered her shock at finding herself in his arms. She stretched her lithe body like a lazy cat before tipping her head back to look at him. Her frame turned to stone as their gazes connected. Confusion was at war with a flash of joy as she stared at him in doe-eyed disbelief. 

"You're awake." 

"That’s debatable." He hardly recognized the raw croak coming from his mouth, courtesy of a very dry throat and vocal cords that had been dormant for three weeks. 

She looked at him, lost in the emotions she saw flashing across his face; none of which she was capable of identifying. She was numb, incapable of moving. That he had finally opened his eyes and seemed completely aware of his surroundings filled her mind with joy. On the other hand, she struggled with the implication that now that he was awake, she had no further excuse to visit him, to soak in his silent strength, his powerful physique, and touching him without fear of being caught. 

Good lord! What is happening to me? What spell has this man cast on me? I can’t want him. I’m too old to experience feelings like this!

If only it was just feelings that worried her but she was honest enough to admit lust and passion played an even larger role in what he made her feel. 

“I’m glad you finally woke up,” she said softly as she struggled to sit up but was kept in place as his hand fisted in her hair again. 

His gaze held her captive for long, silent moments, questioning, wondering, and finally narrowed as her vaporized breath swirled around his head when she sighed. 

“Let go, Danton. I need to get to work.”

He tried to but suddenly he was faced with the same stubbornness as before when his eyes wouldn’t open. His fingers refused to let go as he felt his stomach tighten in response to the unintended brush of her breast against his chest. Her gasp and rapid increase of breath in response was music to his ears. 

In that moment, feeling such an intoxicating cocktail of panic, awe, and ecstasy, Vera realized she’d been fooling herself. Danton might have put the fear of the devil in her that one night when he was hiding at her house, but at the same time he’d awakened a hunger for more of what he’d offered in those hours of unexpurgated lust and debauchery. 

No! It can’t be. I don’t want any of that. I didn’t that night ... I never want to again! 

Vera was desperate enough to slip from the bed and with a soft painful cry, yanked her hair from his grasp. Even in his weakened state, he exuded a dangerous quality she found hard to resist. She had to get away from him before she did the unthinkable and kissed his inviting lips. He must not know that he’d awakened a need inside her for him, the man ... and heaven help her ... the powerful Dom. Self-preservation was all that mattered. To maintain her sanity, she had to forget that night, the sooner the better, and concentrate on the here and now. And since the now was wide awake and would only get better from here on in, it was time to cut the rope of desire that had kept her coming back every night. This was the last visit ... most possibly the last time she’d see him, feel him ... breathe him in...

The thought stole her breath and for long moments she felt the panic of suffocation. She heaved in a deep breath in a desperate attempt to calm herself.

“I really have to go.” Avoiding his eyes, she grabbed her bag and flung the straps over her shoulder. She placed the novel she’d been reading to him last night on the bedside table. “In case you feel like reading.” A flutter of a smile graced her lips as she all but ran to the door. 

Her, “Goodbye, Danton,” floated back to him. 

He watched her hips sway in a symphony of sensual movement as she walked away. His throat was too dry and he struggled with his brain spinning along in neutral, stunned, and exhausted as she disappeared before he managed one single word. 

"Stay."
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Chapter Three
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A week later ... Castle Sin, The Seven Keys Island, Key West...

“You didn’t have to get up this early, honey. We could’ve gone down to the Dining Hall for breakfast.” Stone hugged Peyton and kissed her lovingly on the forehead. 

The embrace lasted all but a couple of seconds before she slipped out from under his arms to pop two slices of bread in the toaster. 

“I prefer having breakfast here but you’re welcome to go down and join your cousins.”

Stone leaned his hip against the counter as he watched Peyton’s jittery movements as she fried bacon. In the short four weeks since Rebecca Lomas, the leader of SPEONUS, had shot her, she had lost the inner light that always made her shine—the bright beacon that had been his savior since the day he’d met her. 

The shock of finding out their baby had died had been too much for her when she’d woken up in hospital after the operation to save her life. It had been touch and go since she’d lost so much blood. Stone hadn’t left her side for the two weeks she’d been in the hospital, praying and willing her to fight for survival. The moment she’d realized their baby girl was gone, she’d screamed at him, her eyes wild as she blasted all her grief onto his head. 

“It’s your fault! You should never have let them spare my life instead of our baby. I had a full life ... she was just a tiny little body standing at the doors of life. You should’ve insisted they save her and left me to die. You killed her, Stone!”

Stone had stopped trying to explain that the baby had died instantly—with the bullet through her heart. It didn’t serve any purpose to continue attempting to change her mind. She had completely withdrawn into herself, locking him out, and refusing to accept any effort at consoling her. 

Through it all, he remained silent, offering her his strength, no matter that she shunned every effort he made to bring them closer again. To find the connection he’d believed in the past was unbreakable, the one they’d established first as Dom and sub, which had almost immediately turned to love. All the while silently and alone suffering the loss of his child, one so debilitating that some days he had difficulty getting out of bed.

“Breakfast is ready.” Peyton handed him a cup of coffee as he sat down. He looked at her sipping hers as he dished up. “Honey, please. You have to eat something.”

“I’m not hungry.” 

She offered him a wan smile, ignoring the tired hand he ran over his eyes. He was becoming despondent. Nothing he did or said penetrated the haze of sorrow that surrounded her. She had become a ghost of the woman she used to be. Her fiery passion for life, which had shone so bright in the past, was now nothing but a dim flicker that couldn’t or wouldn't pierce the heartache the loss of their child had burdened her with. 

Stone knew she needed time, that as a mother who had formed a bond with their unborn child, she was floundering, and lost, as she traveled through the waves of grief, the most unpredictable of emotional storms any human being suffered. He had to keep staying strong, to be there as her lighthouse should she manage to find her way to navigate back towards him and search out his heart offering hers shelter, warmth, and unconditional love.

Silently, he dished up a plate of food for her and placed it in front of her. 

“Please, Peyton ... you need to eat.”

Her hand swept out and she wiped the plate off the table. It shattered on the floor, bacon, eggs, and mushrooms splattering against the cabinets and staining the Persian carpet. 

“I told you I’m not fucking hungry!” She jumped up and leaned her fists on the table to sneer at him, “If I want to eat, I’ll eat. I don’t need to be spoon fed. Least of all do I need you to treat me like a c-child.” She gulped back the dry sob forming the lump in her throat on the last word. Her hands curled around the edge of the table. Her red hair shimmered in the rays of the sun as she shook her head. “Child ... my c-child ... she’s gone, Stone. My b-baby is ... my b-baby ... oh, God!” Raw sobs shook her frame as she stumbled towards the counter and curled over it, tears running down her cheeks. 

Stone didn’t move, his expression stoic as he stared at the woman he loved falling apart. Shane had warned him about the seven stages of grief. He’d been praying she’d start the journey but now that she did, it shattered his composure, his ability to keep his own despair contained. Peyton always did everything with passion. Her mourning was no different; for her, it came as a road of shards that she was adamant to travel upon with bare soles.

He got up but didn’t approach her. In truth, he was wary to touch her. He loved her with all his heart but for the first time in his life, he had no idea how to protect a sub in his care ... care for the emotions of the woman who owned his soul. 

“Honey, please let me hold you,” he beseeched, his tone gravely, filled with so much pain, he had to swallow to keep it subdued. 

Peyton didn’t respond as she sobbed out her heartache; deep, aching gulps of such sorrow, it felt like it dimmed the bright rays of the sun. He reached for her. 

“Don’t fucking touch me!” She slapped his hand away and turned on him, her eyes wild as she looked around. She dragged in a staggering breath, wiping ineffectively at the tears that kept coming. “I need ... please ... I just need to be a-alone.” Her eyes were empty as she stared unseeing at him. “I don’t need you, Stone. I just w-want ... need to be by myself.”

Her words tore Stone’s heart apart as she slipped down onto the floor against the counter and wrapped her arms around her knees. She rocked back and forth as she gave over to the kind of crying that made the blood syphon from his heart. 

With a locked jaw he stormed out of the penthouse on the top floor of Castle Sin and slammed the door behind him. His breathing sounded haggard in his own ears. Footsteps faltering, he stumbled towards the stairs and sat down at the top one, his legs giving out as his own grief overcame him. 

“Fuck, how can I help her? I can’t even ... h-help myself.”

His body rocked from the dry sobs he could no longer force down. He didn’t bother to try to stop the tears from falling as he too, finally gave in to his own torment of losing his child, his firstborn. Up until now, he had to be strong for Peyton, to keep her afloat while his own pain had festered and grown with every day that went by. He might not have formed the same bond Peyton had with their unborn child, but he had loved her from the moment she had told him she was pregnant. He’d spend hours talking to her lying with his face pressed against Peyton’s stomach, he’d even read poems and played music he’d carefully selected. To him, his little baby girl, that had grown inside her mother’s womb, had already been a part of his life and had ingrained herself into his heart. To suddenly have that torn from him in such a cruel manner had hurt more than anything he’d ever physically experienced in his life.

Seeing Peyton falling apart, had broken through the barriers he’d built around his own heart, his own misery, and it was all he could do not to scream out his anguish to the heavens. 

The comforting hand that came to rest on his shoulder broke through his sorrow but he didn’t lift his face from his hands. 

“It’ll get better, Stone.”

“It fucking hurts so much, Shane.”

“We’re here if you need to lean on us, don’t ever forget that.”

“I know. I just w-wish it was that easy.”

Shane wrapped his arm around Stone’s shoulders, shaken to the core to find his strong and usually indestructible cousin broken and struggling to find his composure. 

“We are born to love and to suffer loss, Stone. It comes from having a healthy soul. The pain of loss comes as witness, to bear testimony, to the realness of love ... your love for each other. Peyton will get through this with your help and you with ours. Don’t ever be afraid to reach out to us.”

Shane sat with Stone until he managed to get his emotions under control, not saying another word, just offering him emotional support through his own inner strength. 

“It’s time to end this, Shane. That woman is going to pay for what she did to Peyton ... to us. This time ... vengeance will have no mercy.” 
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The boardroom at Be Secure Enterprises underground offices on The Seven Keys Island...

“Rebecca Lomas warned us of what’s coming the day she shot Peyton.” 

Stone’s voice sounded brittle and raw. It didn’t bother him that everyone around the table was aware of his suffering and that he had broken down. The swollen redness of his eyes was there for all to see.

“She said she was going to gather LG, her and Yale’s son, along with his siblings to start over. She made it clear that the battle didn’t end in Belize. That it was only the beginning.” Stone looked at Parker and Zeke. “I want that bitch found. It’s been four weeks and you fucking better have something for me by now.”

“We expounded on the information we uncovered right in the beginning when we were looking for David Yale. Using the registration documentation of the properties we dug into the dark web and managed to find the actual identification—the ones his four children had been living under for the past ten years.” Parker opened a folder and flicked it onto the wall mounted monitor against the wall. 
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