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        To Christine.

        Thank you for the chats and laughs.

        (I’ll never stop thanking you.)
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      If I still believed in miracles and happy endings, I’d wish to rewind the month and go back to that day in the gazebo, when Sebastian surprised me with a different side of himself—a side he hadn’t revealed until the moment I became his.

      God, he’d been romantic and sweet. Passionately possessive. A man on a mission to make up for past cruelties. A man on a mission to prove his love.

      That was before.

      This is after.

      Just minutes ago, Lilith dropped her news on our happiness from out of nowhere, stealing our final moments together with a single utterance of truth. And the truth burns like napalm—like a horrendous dousing of acid that clings to my skin. Her confession, along with Sebastian’s lack of a denial in the face of it, haunts me after the door closes on her retreating back.

      Neither of us move at first, our inaction allowing disquiet to reach a momentous crescendo. That’s when he looks at me, his face awash with apology.

      “Novalee…”

      “Don’t,” I say, blocking his attempt to touch me. I bolt into the sitting room, but suddenly, the House of Leo feels cramped and suffocating—all six-thousand square feet of it. This place is no longer my sanctuary. Sebastian’s home has turned into the domain of laden hearts and singed dreams, and yet…

      I don’t want to be anywhere else.

      He follows me and drops into a chair, and as his hands come up to hide his face, he’s the portrait of guilt. Those same muscular shoulders I held onto in the shower this morning now slump in a way that spears me to the heart with betrayal.

      Dread simmers in my gut—a cauldron of despair threatening to boil over. My throat aches with unshed tears as I wander to the wall of windows and gaze at the dreary sky snuffing out the sea. Anything to stave off the incoming deluge.

      Because I won’t cry. After everything I’ve been through within these circular walls, this will not destroy me.

      “When were you going to tell me?” On the tail-end of that question, I realize I worded it wrong. I pivot to face him. “Were you going to tell me?”

      With a sigh, he rubs both palms down his face. “Of course I was going to tell you.”

      I cross my arms. “Really?”

      “Yes!” As his harsh voice echoes, he tries to hide a wince.

      “When?”

      “Right before I saw you in Castle’s arms.” The implied accusation detonates in the space between us, and he stands, shirtless, his dark blond hair a mess from my fingers all morning. There’s nowhere for me to go when he comes for me, eyes narrowed and brows slashing downward over an icy blue gaze. His audacity to wield anger in this situation shouldn’t surprise me, and it shouldn’t put me on the defensive.

      Not this time.

      I hold my ground and meet the challenge in his gaze. “Well now I know, so what does she want from you?” My tone asks something else.

      What does this mean for us?

      Planting both hands on the glass behind me, he presses forward until my spine touches the chilly window. “She doesn’t want a ring and a white picket fence, if that’s what you’re asking.” He’s invading my space, derailing my runaway thoughts until a voice in the back of my mind points out that he’s crowding me on purpose.

      To distract from the issue at hand? Or to deflect? I can’t be sure, since he’s good at both.

      His eyes are molten ice, lowering to my lips a mere second before darting up again. We’re two stubborn pillars trading prideful stares. My mouth slackens as his lips part, and we share quick and shallow breaths—angry breaths with an undertow of desire.

      The ever-present heat between us will never cool. Anger fuels it. Lust fuels it. The sun rising in the east and setting in the west fuels it. Our chemistry is an inevitability, a foregone conclusion before the first sentence of our story was ever written.

      “It doesn’t matter what she wants,” he answers, breaking the tense standoff with a flick of his tongue along his bottom lip. “It won’t change a damn thing between you and me.”

      Truer words have never been spoken, and yet there’s a contradictory strain in his voice.

      I gear up to argue, but my vocal cords fail me, and that’s when he goes on the offensive, his lips silencing the mounting protest on my own. Before he slips his tongue past my defenses, I shove him back.

      “You can’t just kiss this away.”

      “I know,” he says softly, his anger losing strength. He sinks into a chair again like a hopeless brick on a journey to the bottom of the ocean.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Swallowing a piece of my pride, I settle into the seat across from him.

      “I already told you—”

      “I know what you said,” I interrupt. “Elise and Landon’s wedding was over a week ago. You’ve known all this time.” I pause, allowing a laborious beat to pass. “And time isn’t on our side.”

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      “Then why didn’t you tell me? I had to hear it from her!” I jab a finger in the direction of the foyer—the scene of the crime, where Sebastian’s past pulled the rug out from under me yet again.

      “After everything we shared—” My voice cracks as memories of the last few weeks flip through my head. I gave him my body, my soul, my everything, and he couldn’t even give me the truth. “Why?”

      “I didn’t want to end our time together like this.”

      I shake my head, prepared to dig deeper. “It’s more than that.”

      With a scowl, he leans forward, elbows on his knees. “I lost my shit, okay? When I found you on the dance floor with him…” He juts his chin with an undercurrent of bravado that doesn’t match his words. “I didn’t want to be the one to hurt you, again. Is that what you want to hear?”

      It’s Sebastian’s go-to; the defensive scorn he wears like cheap armor.

      I refuse to give him the fight he wants. “Is she keeping the baby?” I ask, bypassing the issue of Liam Castle, because my relationship with the chancellor doesn’t impact the truth.

      And the truth is, Sebastian is as much a coward as Liam when it comes to telling me harsh realities.

      Sebastian nods. “She’s against abortion.”

      “Are you sure it’s yours?”

      A tick goes off in his jaw. “Lilith is a lot of things, but she’s not a liar.”

      Maybe not, but she will be the mother of his firstborn—a reality I fear will put me in the position of the “other woman” in this triangle. It won’t matter that, according to law, he’ll be mine after we marry. Not when Lilith has a piece of him we’ll never get back.

      “I’m going to ask you again,” I say, squaring my shoulders. “What does she want from you?”

      “Nothing that you have to worry about right now.”

      “That’s not good enough!”

      “What more do you want from me?” he shouts, jumping out of his chair in an instant. “I’ve told you where I stand, and that’s in the shoes of a fucking ass because even though she’s carrying my blood, all I can think about is you!”

      I try not to flinch as his voice reverberates through the room.

      “You’re holding something back.” Shaking my head, I fold myself inside my arms—just a compact body housing a huge heartbreak. “I can feel it, and if we’re going to make a marriage work, we need to have honesty between us.”

      Two strides of his long legs close the chasm between us. “You want honesty?” He lowers his face until only an inch separates us, his body caging me in my seat. “I want nothing to do with Lilith, or this baby, or this goddamn Brotherhood. I’d take you out of here and never look back if I could.”

      “But you can’t do that.” I don’t know if I believe it, but he does.

      He closes his eyes. “No, and I can’t turn my back on this child, either.”

      “So where does that leave us?”

      “Where it’s always left us. This changes nothing. You belong to me, and I belong to you. If you know nothing else, then know that.”

      “Where does that leave Lilith?”

      “At the moment, smack in the middle of our lives whether we like it or not, but that doesn’t mean she’s standing between us, Novalee.” As if to prove it to me, he leans down and grazes my mouth with his.

      Just a hint, a quiet yearning for forgiveness and understanding.

      For trust.

      “Stop,” I choke out, my throat caught in a vise of uncertainty. On the cusp of giving in, I move to push him away, but he grabs my wrists, fingers shackling my will.

      “I know I fucked up with my bullshit self-sabotage…” he says, pausing long enough to swallow hard, “and I am so damn sorry I put us in this situation, but you’re crazy if you think I’m going to let you walk out that door for the next seven months with this distance between us.”

      Regret haunts his sea-blue eyes, the glisten in them tugging at my heartstrings. But I’ve given in too many times in this tower, especially when it comes to Sebastian Stone.

      “Distance is all we have.” I yank my wrists from his grasp then give a hard shove to his chest. As he veers back, I launch to my feet before he corners me again.

      My gaze cuts to the clock on the wall, and I don’t know whether to feel relieved or sad at the hour. “It’s time.”

      “Fuck, not yet,” he groans, casting his gaze heavenward as he drags both hands through his messy hair. “You can’t leave like this.”

      “I don’t have a choice.” Something’s wrong with my voice—some sort of ailment that turns my words to stoic strength, even though despair reduces me to shattered pieces.

      “Just give me a minute,” he says, gesturing toward his state of half-dressed disarray. “I’ll walk you down.”

      “I’d rather go alone.”

      “Kissing won’t fix this, but neither will running away.”

      “I’m not running away.”

      He arches a brow. “Aren’t you?”

      “I’m doing my duty, same as you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means you have time to figure out if your duty is to Lilith, or to me.” I move past him, my destination the front door, but he grips my wrist and pulls me against his chest.

      His shallow breaths tempt my lips, those exhales heavy with the things left unsaid as we stand in a deadlock, bodies flush together.

      “I don’t need time, princess.”

      “But I do.”

      Until that moment, I’ve never seen a man cry—not since finding my father with tears in his eyes when I was ten. The memory is vague, and I question the validity of it, because I’d remember this searing pain of witnessing a loved one in silent agony.

      “This isn’t over.” He dashes the moisture from his eyes.

      “It’s not over,” I agree softly. “But it is on pause.” It’s all I can give him as I stand on tiptoe to kiss his scruffy cheek.

      The fight leaves his bones, his arms lowering degree by degree until I’m free.

      But as I exit the House of Leo, I’m far from free. Sebastian shackled and locked my heart during his month, and now he’s got a death grip on the key.
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      The corridor is quiet and deserted. My heels click-clack across the immaculate marble floor, but the sound barely registers above the mantra raging in my head.

      Breathe in, breathe out.

      Don’t think about lions or oceans or rides on the highway with the top down. Don’t remember the weight of his chest against mine, or the sheen of happiness in his eyes as he smeared birthday cake on my cheek.

      Don’t think about glistening lashes and downcast gazes.

      Keep breathing.

      In, out, in, out, in, out…

      The mantra is working, because my grief is but a ghost haunting me down the hall. Somewhere between fleeing the House of Leo and exiting the elevator on the first floor, I murdered the pain by taking a page out of Heath Bordeaux’s manual of brutal sadism. I whipped my heartache until it bled to death.

      I tell myself I’m calm and collected as a queen should be, capable and prepared for what comes next as I loiter outside the library, all the while knowing the hardest part is crossing the threshold into a new house. This isn’t unfamiliar territory, after all. I’ve been through it five times already.

      What’s one more? Drawing in a deep breath before letting it out in a long exhale, I push the door open.

      But Miles Sinclair isn’t in the library.

      At first, a sense of deja vu washes over me, and a searing recollection of gazebos, desperate kisses, and possessive promises stream through my mind like a romance movie. Swallowing hard, I banish the memories of my time with Sebastian, and that’s when I spot him.

      The familiar broad back.

      His expensive dark suit contrasting daytime through the window.

      I’d recognize that copper hair anywhere.

      Upon the door closing, the chancellor turns, his umber eyes hopeful and cautious all at once. It only takes a hint of his devastating smile to blast me square in the chest.

      “Where’s Miles?” I ask, my vocal cords strained. The last time I saw Liam, I was at the height of an emotional breakdown and on the brink of causing a public scene at Elise’s wedding. My cheeks heat as the memory of what happened afterward with Sebastian replays in my head. I’ll never look at an elevator the same way again.

      “You’ll join Miles in the House of Virgo soon,” he says, narrowing the distance between us as his hands disappear into his pockets. Mechanical and reserved mannerisms keep him in check, but I see right through the facade. No matter how much he tries to hide it, Liam wears his bleeding heart on the sleeve for all to see—a heart that gushes because of me.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, lowering my chin until my blond locks curtain my face.

      His clothing rustles, and I sense him closing the gap, can almost feel the heat of his fingers on my cheek as he brushes back a tiny braid. Other than that, he doesn’t touch me.

      “What are you sorry for, my sweet girl?”

      “Everything.”

      With an ironic laugh, he tilts my chin up, commanding my gaze. “You’re innocent in all of this. No matter what’s happened, or will happen, remember that.”

      “I’m not innocent.”

      Something in my tone grabs his attention, and he steps closer, his intense gaze searching my face. “You were upset at the wedding, and you’re upset now.”

      There’s no doubt in his statement. Liam sees through me as easily as I see through him.

      “It’s not important.”

      Liar.

      The arch of his brow echoes the accusation in my head, but he doesn’t push. It’s not his style.

      “Did something come up to keep Miles?” I ask, steering the conversation to safer ground.

      “No.” He steps back, arms crossed. “I’m afraid not.”

      I narrow my eyes, sensing another unwanted surprise about to land on my shoulders. “I don’t understand.”

      “There’s something you need do before you can be alone with him. As chancellor, it’s my job to ensure it’s done.”

      “I’m not going to like this, am I?” It’s a rhetorical question, but he answers with a shake of his head anyway.

      “What do I need to do?”

      “I’ll tell you on the way.” He gestures toward the door before ushering me into the corridor.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To see Dr. Morgan.”

      Heavy silence descends as we turn a corner and continue past the portraits of the Brotherhood’s ancestors. As hard as I try, I can’t shake the dread on my heels, because if we’re going to see Vance, then that means something invasive is coming.

      I clear my throat. “I think you’d better tell me what’s going on.”

      “The House of Virgo has rules and protocols.”

      Of course. This tower is an oasis for rules stacked on top of rules.

      “Such as?”

      “Virginity is important to the Sinclair family.”

      “It’s common knowledge I’m a virgin. My uncle signed the contract, remember?”

      He shoots me a tilted grin. “I remember everything about your first day here, Novalee.”

      “So why the doctor’s visit, then? He already confirmed my virginity.” I cringe at the unwanted reminder of that day.

      “It’s about more than virginity. It’s about denying sexual pleasure until after you marry.”

      My heart drops. “Vance’s elixir?”

      “No,” he says as we turn another corner. “The Sinclairs developed a device with biosensors to track arousal levels. Vance is going to insert it.”

      “Insert it where?”

      God, I know where, but I don’t want to believe it.

      “It’s a painless procedure. The device is smaller than a tampon.”

      Nothing about my time here has been painless.

      We both fall silent as the door to Vance’s exam room comes into view. I slow my steps, instinct urging me to keep my distance. Liam rests his hand on my back and guides me forward.

      What will he do if I put up a fight? Will he punish me? Lift me over his shoulder and carry me into the room, kicking and screaming the way Sebastian did on the side of the busy highway four weeks ago? Since the day I arrived, I’ve remained in my place, obeying and bending and submitting and allowing these men to use me.

      I allowed myself to fall in love.

      And that got me here…to this moment. To a sickness in my stomach and an ache in my chest that can’t be ignored.

      As Liam reaches for the door handle, I dig in my heels. “I’m not doing this.”

      Wide brown eyes meet mine. “Novalee…” His tone deepens in warning. “You don’t have a choice.”

      “Why don’t I have a choice? It’s my body.”

      Sharp angles of pain line his face. “You know the answer to that.”

      “I want to hear you say it.” I cross my arms, refusing to back down from the challenge in my argument.

      “Your body belongs to the Brotherhood.”

      “My body belongs to me.”

      “I’m not going to argue with you.”

      “Because it’s an argument you can’t win.”

      “It has nothing to do with winning. We all have duties to adhere to.”

      “Fuck your duties.” I glare at him, more angry at the treacherous sting in my eyes than with him for conforming to his upbringing.

      “Your mouth’s obscene, my sweet girl.” He trails a thumb across my trembling lips. “I think you’ve spent too much time with Sebastian.”

      “Don’t say his name.” My lashes flutter, releasing a wayward tear.

      “What did he do?”

      There’s no need to elaborate. We both know who’s behind my rocky state of mind.

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” My gaze lowers to my sandaled feet.

      Liam sighs, and then the slight creak of a door brings my attention back to him.

      “I can’t make you tell me what’s wrong, but I can make you enter this room.”

      The only thing he can’t do, apparently, is make me stop caring.

      For him.

      For Sebastian.

      Even Vance.

      These men have more power over me than they should, and I allowed it to happen. No one said I had to care for them. No one said I had to share my heart.

      Only my body.

      Liam pushes the door open all the way, the authority in his expression demanding I enter. A rebellious objection sits on my tongue, threatening to catapult into fruition at any moment. With each day that passes, I come closer to ignoring years of training at my uncle’s hand.

      I’m about to tell Liam to take his staunch belief in duty and shove it when Vance’s smile turns the heat down on my anger.

      “You’re a sight for sore eyes, love.” His gaze travels from my messy hair—since I didn’t have time to freshen up before leaving the House of Leo—to the white strappy shoes on my feet. With much irony, I realize today was a horrible day to choose the creme-colored sundress falling to my knees because it’s too representative of purity.

      Technically, I’m a virgin, but I’m far from pure.

      “Let’s get this over with.” I stride to the exam bench and climb up before sliding my panties down my legs. As I toss them to Liam, I give Vance a pointed look.

      The doctor smirks, amused by my attitude. “I take it the chancellor filled you in already?”

      Liam pockets my panties, and I hide a wince as I realize the ammunition I gave him. “That you’re about to violate my body again? Yeah, he told me.”

      “Try to think of it no differently than an exam.” He washes his hands before slipping on a pair of latex gloves. “It’s painless and won’t take more than a couple of minutes.”

      A couple of minutes is too long, but I lay back and lift my dress without complaint. Knees spread, modesty long ago abandoned, I force myself to watch as Vance pushes in a silver device no bigger than my pinky finger. It’s cylinder in shape, rounded at the ends, and as soon as he withdraws his fingers, I don’t feel a thing.

      Except humiliated.

      “All done,” he says, gentle kindness pulling at the corners of his hazel eyes. “You’ll need to come back to have it removed before your transition into the House of Libra, but other than that, you’ll likely forget it’s there.”

      “That’s doubtful.” I hop to my feet, straighten my dress, and leave the exam room, head held high.

      But I don’t make it five steps past the door before a firm hand grips my arm. “What’s gotten in to you?” Spinning me around, Liam halts me in my tracks. “This isn’t like you.” He tilts his head as if studying every angle of my face for an explanation.

      “What’s not like me?” I yank my arm from his grasp. “Am I not acting like a doormat?” Upon his shocked expression, I push forward and jab a finger into his chest. “Am I not meek enough for you, Chancellor?”

      “What did Sebastian do?” His eyes darken, an inkwell of murder swimming in the depths.

      “What makes you think this is about Sebastian? Maybe I’m tired and disgusted by the male population in this God-forsaken tower.” Another step forward brings our chests within inches.

      Holding my bold stare, he shakes his head. “No, you’re upset about something, and I know it revolves around him.” His lips curl in a sneer born of hurt and jealousy. “The woman I know doesn’t throw tantrums. She’s smart, keeps her cool, and she survives.”

      “The woman you know was trained by a cold-blooded monster.”

      “Then who are you now?”

      “More than a piece of property.” I turn on my heel, but he grabs me again.

      “You’ve always been more than property to me.” His chin dips with a hint of conciliatory sadness. “You might need these,” he says softly, dangling my panties from his finger.

      “Keep them.” I retreat by three steps, my actions telling him the conversation is over. “Or better yet, give them to Sebastian. I’m sure he’d appreciate the gift, coming from you.” As I hurry down the corridor, heels click-clacking the whole way, the chancellor’s perplexed expression brings a vague smile to my lips.

      Putting up a fight, no matter how insignificant, feels better than I thought it would.
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      Miles is waiting at the entrance to the House of Virgo, his sandy hair combed back and cuffs rolled up to reveal toned forearms. He pulls off a casual yet formal style, suit jacket missing but tie knotted at his throat.

      “Welcome, my queen.”

      Uncomfortable shyness steals over me as I approach him, and I halt three feet from where he stands on the threshold. He flashes a wide smile, perfect teeth a prominent feature in his masculine, angular face.

      “You have a nice smile,” I say, unease disappearing at the way his welcoming grin reaches his eyes. They’re startling in hue—an almost translucent blue-grey that makes me think of ice.

      “Thank you.” He gestures for me to enter. “Please, come in.”

      I follow him into the foyer, and as soon as we enter the main sitting room, I’m struck by the lack of color. Everything is white—the plush sofas, the paint on the walls, even the artwork of hibiscus and the purest of calla lilies.

      And the windows.

      Not a venetian blind or curtain in sight.

      “I hope the insertion process wasn’t too upsetting,” he says, ushering me into the kitchen to begin a tour of his home.

      “It was invasive,” is all I say, taking in my surroundings. As kitchens go, this one is the largest yet, with an oversized marble island and a ten-burner stove sitting atop three ovens of various sizes. Like everything else, the white cabinetry blends with the theme.

      “Do you employ a personal chef?”

      He shakes his head. “Cooking is a passion of mine.” After showing me around the well-stocked kitchen—which includes anything I might need or desire—he takes me through a study, a wine room, and a home gym.

      “You’re free to use it, if you like. Or you can join me every morning for a run.” He flashes that disarming smile again.

      “I prefer to walk along the cliffs,” I say as he leads me down a curved corridor, the view nothing but endless sea beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows on our left.

      “So I’ve heard. Enjoy those walks while you can. Autumns are chilly here, and the winters are brutal.”

      “That’s what I’ve been told.” We’re exchanging little more than generic pleasantries, and I’m surprised at how comfortable I feel in his presence. At the end of the hall, double doors open into a spacious suite.

      “This is where you’ll stay for the month.”

      Windows line the entire left side of the room, and straight ahead, the standard French doors open onto a balcony. Through an archway next to the four-poster bed, I spy a private sitting room, going by the plush group of chairs, loveseats, and a minibar. The space is familiar yet different from every other room I’ve stayed in so far in the Zodiac Estate.

      I wander through the arch, and my jaw drops. On the other side of the wall, another bed awaits. Turning to Miles, I meet his expectant gaze, and suspicion burrows under my skin. “Why are there two beds?”

      Two beds with no door between them.

      “We’re sharing the suite.”

      “What about privacy?”

      “Privacy isn’t a privilege in this house.” He reaches for his tie, hesitating a moment before loosening the knot. “The barrier of our virginity will be the only thing between us until we marry.”

      “You mean if we marry.”

      “Yes,” he says with a small smile. He pulls the tie from around his neck and begins unbuttoning his white dress shirt. My brain short-circuits as he sheds the garment. I freeze, but my stupor doesn’t stop him from unzipping his pants. His hands tremble as he pulls them down, and I wonder if he’s nervous under that polite exterior, or does he suffer from a tremor?

      “W-why are you taking your clothes off?” Finally, I discover my vocal cords.

      “In a second, you’ll understand why.” He pushes a pair of white boxer-briefs down his muscular thighs, and my mouth hangs open. I command my eyes to focus anywhere but below his waist, but I can’t drag my attention away. His cock is flaccid, the length trapped inside some sort of metal contraption that seems much too small to hold his manhood.

      “It’s a chastity cage,” he explains, as if he heard my chaotic thought process. “I’m not allowed to have an erection, and you’re not allowed to orgasm.” His gaze darts to the area between my legs. “Hence the device.”

      I gulp. “How does it work, exactly?”

      “It’s painless, unless you reach climax.”

      I’m positive my skin has turned as pale as the flowers on the walls in his main sitting room. “What happens if I…?” My brain stalls, and I swallow the words I can’t bring myself to repeat.

      “Then it’ll hurt.”

      “How bad?” At the thought, I press my thighs together.

      “The pain is on the level of labor contractions, or so I’ve heard.”

      “Vance didn’t tell me that.” Nor did Liam.

      “He isn’t aware of that feature. It’s proprietary to SinTech.”

      “SinTech?” That sounds ominous and…sinful.

      “My family’s company. We specialize in the design of high-end sexual devices.”

      “Like your cage?”

      “Yes, and the device you’re wearing, though it hasn’t been made public yet. Outside of Vance and the chancellor, no one knows about it. Except for the legacy members, of course.”

      “And now me.”

      “Yes, and you’re not to tell anyone.”

      “I hadn’t planned to.” A note of irritation colors my tone.

      “It wasn’t my intention to accuse. I’m only setting boundaries and expectations.” He steps toward me, unabashedly naked. “First things first, you need to undress.”

      I stumble back. “What?”

      “Nudity is an important part of our time together. The body isn’t a distraction, nor is it shameful. Our bodies are beautiful, Novalee. I believe we’ll share true intimacy at the end of the year, but for now, we’ll learn to co-exist in our natural form.”

      “No.” The protest leaves my mouth before I can stop it, and as I retreat by another step, a bitterness reminiscent of fear rises in my throat. It’s one thing to put up a fight with Liam, or even Vance, but disobeying Miles Sinclair is risky. I know nothing about him, except that he lives in a vortex of immaculate purity—from the whitewash of his house to the locked cage that ensures his abstinence.

      And then there’s the undeniable terror waiting under the surface of my calm, because what if he’s worse than Heath Bordeaux?

      “I won’t put my hands on you, but you’re not leaving these rooms until you undress.”

      I stride to the door we came through and yank on the handle, but it won’t budge. Panic mounts, spreading down my legs until they tremble. I’m almost gasping for air as I bolt for his side of the suite, searching for another avenue of escape.

      Except that door is also locked.

      For several moments, I let out rapid and shaky breaths, my sweaty palms flat against the barrier keeping me trapped with the naked man whose steps sound behind me.

      “We’re stuck in here until you obey.”

      I whirl to face him. “Let me out!”

      “I don’t have that power. Pax is in charge of enforcing this, and he won’t free us until you do what you’re told.”

      “That’s ridiculous. Everyone’s expecting us for dinner.”

      “Not tonight. We won’t eat until after we pass through this initial phase.”

      “You expect me to believe you’ll sit in here and go hungry?”

      With a casualness that induces anger, he wanders to the seating area and settles into a chair, knees spread as his hands dangle between them. “I’m well-trained, Novalee. My cock doesn’t control me, and neither does hunger.” He waves a hand, encompassing the not-so-private living quarters. “Only your submission will get us out of here.”

      “And then what happens?”

      “And then we go to dinner, and I give you a gift.”

      “And then what?” Surely, it’s not that simple.

      It never is with these men.

      Miles stands, shoulders squared, and he’s the personification of male power despite the locked up state of his manhood. “And then you find out what comes next.”
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      If hunger doesn’t get to me first, boredom will. My stomach rumbles as I pace the floor between the bed and the French doors on my side of the two-room suite. Thankfully, Miles seems to know when to give me space.

      I haven’t seen him for at least a couple of hours. Maybe he’s hiding in the en-suite bathroom that spans our beds, taking comfort from a bottle of something he had stashed somewhere. If that’s the case, then I curse him for not sharing. A drink might make this more bearable.

      It doesn’t help that I didn’t eat breakfast or lunch, and dinner passed before the sun set. For a girl with a privileged upbringing, I don’t handle idleness well. I’ve always had something to keep me busy, whether it was sketching or reading or taking long walks to clear my head. And if I grew bored with my usual hobbies, I always had someone to keep me company.

      But other than my toiletries, none of my belongings have been delivered to the House of Virgo yet. Not even a piece of paper and a pencil—certainly no clothing—and the only companionship available is a naked man determined to break my will.

      Why are you taking a stand now?

      It’s a question I’ve asked myself again and again since I refused to give in to his demands, but I have yet to come up with an answer. Dropping into a plush rocker on my side of the room, I run my hands through my hair and sigh.

      “You have the power to end this.”

      Startled from his smooth voice, I jerk my chin up and find him standing in the archway.

      “You’re on my side of the room, Mr. Sinclair.” My petty jab at formality goes over his head, and with that annoying smile of his, he rounds the bed and lowers onto the ottoman at the end.

      “There are no sides, my queen.”

      “So let’s say I do what you want…what happens after I take off my clothes?”

      Will he devour me with his gaze? Touch me in untouchable, forbidden places? Make my skin crawl with the burden of his scrutiny?

      “Then we sleep.”

      “That’s it?”

      “For now.”

      “I can sleep with my dress on.”

      “Of course you can,” he says with a nod. “But if you do, we’ll spend another day locked in here.”

      “Don’t you have a job or something that needs your attention?”

      “I’m the CEO of SinTech. Something always needs my attention.”

      “So this is an inconvenience for you?” I can’t hide the hope in that question, because I want him to suffer, even if just a little.

      “Spending time with you isn’t an inconvenience, but I’m warmed by your concern.”

      I arch a brow. Miles Sinclair has a wry sense of humor. I can’t figure this man out, but my gut tells me his patience will outlast mine by days. With a sigh of resignation, I stand and remove my dress. Clinging to a shred of rebellion, I hold the garment against my chest.

      He crooks a finger. “Bring it to me.”

      “Are you going to touch me?”

      “Not tonight.”

      All he doesn’t say sits in my gut like something unchewed. Slowly, I cross the floor and hand him the dress. He’s meticulous in folding it, taking extra care as if the fabric is spun from gold. Setting my dress on the ottoman, he tilts his head up, those iridescent eyes scanning every inch of my thighs and beyond.

      Then his focus stalls on my crossed arms. “Let me see your breasts.”

      “Is there a look-but-no touch rule?”

      “We can touch as long as we don’t go too far.” He bites his lip. “I told you I wouldn’t touch you tonight, and I meant it. I just want to see you.”

      Cheeks flaming, I let my arms fall to my sides. As my nipples harden under his scrutiny, I study the nothingness of night through the windows.

      “You’re beautiful,” he whispers.

      From the corner of my eye, I spy him getting to his feet, the movement graceful and silent for such a large man. Inch by careful inch, he slides a palm along my cheek, bringing my attention back to him.

      “We share something incredible. I’ve never been sexually intimate with a woman, and you’ve never been with a man. That’s a special foundation for a life spent together.”

      “I have been with a man.” Sebastian and his unforgettable arctic eyes flash through my mind, and the visual is strong enough to weaken my knees. Being with him was more than physical. More than lustful. He took total control of my heart the second he entered my body, and the manner is which he did it is unimportant.

      “I’m aware Sebastian took you anally,” he says as if he has a direct line to my thoughts. “But what I’m talking about is beyond meaningless pleasure. No one in this tower can give you what I can.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Virginity.” He traces the outline of my lips with his thumb.

      “What about honor? Can you give me that?”

      His brows furrow. “Of course.”

      “You said you wouldn’t touch me tonight,” I mumble against his caress.

      As if the reminder burned him, he jerks away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I was doing it. I guess I’m just dying to touch you.”

      “What’s stopping you?” My scornful tone is far from an invitation. It’s not as if I can fight him off.

      “My promise to you is what stops me.” He steps away, a gentle smile forming on his wide mouth, and turns down the bedsheets. “You need time to get to know and trust me.”

      “What if that never happens?”

      Halting, one hand on the mattress, he frowns, strength fading from those aggravating lips. “I’ll let you freshen up first.” He gestures to the bathroom before settling on the edge of the bed to wait.

      “Aren’t you sleeping in the other room?”

      “No.”

      I blink several times, my gaze sweeping the white comforter, as if that soft-looking material will give me an answer. “Then why are there two beds if we’re not going to use them?”

      “The spare is available for times when we need space.”

      “We need space now.”

      Another irritating smile, and then his gaze lowers to the apex of my thighs. “Are you uncontrollably aroused?”

      “What?” My eyes widen. “No!”

      “Then we don’t need space.” He nods toward the bathroom. “You’ve got five minutes before I join you in there.”

      “That isn’t enough time.” My skin care regimen alone takes twice as long.

      “Then you’d better hurry.”

      Instead of arguing, I rush into our shared en-suite bathroom and barricade myself behind the door. It’s the only space inside our sleeping quarters with a barrier, and I’m thankful for that bit of privacy, even if the door doesn’t lock. As I brush my teeth, I stare at the girl in the mirror.

      Most days, I don’t recognize her anymore, and it has nothing to do with outward appearances. Something fundamental has shifted inside, taking on the form of a woman with too much self-loathing and not enough strength. My heart and body yearn for a man who doesn’t deserve me while logic says I should want the safe choice.

      Then there’s the current issue of the naked man in the other room. Somehow, I’ll have to find the courage to crawl into that bed with him and sleep.

      And trust that he won’t touch me.

      Time will tell if he’s a man of his word, but I have no doubt he’ll come in here any moment, just like he promised. After hurrying through a minimized version of my skin care routine, I take a deep breath and pull open the door.

      He’s waiting on the other side. “Not a second to spare.”

      Snubbing him with silence, I slip by, careful to avoid contact, and climb into bed. He leaves the door to the bathroom open, and as I wrap as much of the blanket around my body as I can without hogging the entire thing, I spy him brushing his teeth. His backside is to me, broad shoulders tapering to a fit ass. The man doesn’t have an ounce of fat on him—Miles is all toned muscle and sculpted glutes from this view.

      He spits into the sink, and then our gazes collide in the mirror. Two heavy seconds pass, making my heart jump. Warmth spreads low in my belly. There’s no denying he’s a beautiful man, but still, confusion coils around me. I hide my face, cheeks growing warm from getting caught watching. A couple minutes later, the lights shut off, plunging the room into darkness, and I feel the bed dip behind me.

      “I won’t bite, Novalee.” He shifts, and even if I were facing him, I doubt I’d be able to see him in the darkness.

      “I’m not used to sharing a bed.”

      Another lie.

      For the last few weeks, when pride and stupidity didn’t keep us apart, Sebastian and I shared a bed and so much more. The hurt inside me wells, rendered too powerful by the lack of light, the late hour, and my empty stomach.

      I hold my breath as a tear escapes. Another follows, and it’s not long before I’m drenching the pillow. The day’s events—starting with Lilith’s unexpected visit and ending with undressing in front of Miles—boil over and leak from my eyes.

      A sniffle gives me away, and Miles shifts again, the presence of his body heating me through the blanket.

      “I’m sorry I’ve upset you so.” He sounds sincere, and that makes me cry harder.

      “It’s not you,” I sob.

      “Then what is it? Let me help.”

      “You can’t help.”

      He’s quiet for several moments, his breathing filtering through the darkened bedroom and blending with my sobs. “I gather it’s a private matter?”

      “Yes.” I sniffle again. “Are those still allowed in this tower?” I can’t help the sarcastic color of my tone.

      He sighs. “Rest well, my queen. Tomorrow will be a better day.”

      The bed shifts again as he rolls over, giving me space, and in spite of Sebastian’s hurtful betrayal, I wish he were the man sleeping at my side.
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      Unadorned windows ensure the morning starts extra early. As the light of day slowly drags me from a dream, my lids fluttering open, I’m surprised to find the other side of the bed empty. Gripping the blanket to my chest, I jerk into a sitting position. The door to the suite stands wide open, the corridor deserted as brilliant sunshine filters through the wall of glass.

      Yesterday’s turbulent storm has passed.

      Miles is gone.

      And I’m free.

      But gaining freedom and acting on it are two different things, because my dress has vanished along with Miles.

      I spend an absurd amount of time in the bathroom taking care of business, but mostly debating on what to do as my stomach demands sustenance. Do I wait for him to force my hand…or do I suck it up and leave the room willingly?

      Oh, how I despise him for cornering me into such a lose-lose dilemma. This is worse than that first morning with Liam, when the chancellor insisted I wear a sheer negligee to meet him for breakfast on his balcony.

      Now my options are just as limited. I can either hide inside the walls of this suite, saving my modesty by clinging to the bed covers, or I can waltz through that door with my head held high despite my nudity.

      Unless…

      My attention detours to the place where Miles and I slept last night, the rumpled bedding spawning an idea. A risky idea, since it’s against the rules and will be considered a willful act of disobedience. But maybe some things are worth the risk.

      I yank the sheet from the mattress, and the duvet slides off the edge as I wrap myself in the luxurious sheet. Ignoring my bed hair—tangled blond locks falling down my back without fanfare or style—I exit the room for the first time since Miles trapped me with him. But as I make my way toward the main living space in search of my keeper, apprehension creeps past my defenses.

      How will he react?

      Or maybe the question I should ask myself is how will I? What if he forcefully removes the sheet? Will I fight him, or will I submit to my training? And what if he takes a less-aggressive approach and demands I remove it myself? Do I risk another prison sentence inside that suite—a potentially longer one this time?

      I follow my nose into the kitchen, where the aroma of coffee and something tantalizingly sweet lingers in the air. There’s no sign of Miles, though the evidence of his busy morning preparing breakfast sits on the counter next to the sink in the form of stacked cookware and bowls, every last one of them rinsed.

      Coming upon the dining room, I find him seated at one end of the gigantic light oak table. As I stall on the threshold, he glances up from the paperwork in his hands, the beginnings of a smile on his face until his attention dips to the forbidden sheet wrapping me in modesty.

      “Take it off.” Documents forgotten on the table, he rises from his chair, paying no heed to his own lack of attire. I almost expect his shaft to jut out, long and hard like the other men I’ve seen naked in the Brotherhood, but he’s still locked in that metal contraption.

      I lift my chin, maintaining eye contact when all I want to do is shy away from the sight of his displeasure. “I want my clothes,” I say, voice steadier than the tremor threatening to buckle my knees.

      “You can either take it off yourself, or I can do it for you.” His hands flex at his sides, as if he can’t wait to yank the sheet from my body.

      As if he can’t wait to touch me.

      “I’m not comfortable spending the next thirty days naked in front of you.”

      He leaves the table slowly, each step bringing him that much closer. “I’m only going to say this once more, my queen. Remove the sheet, or I’ll remove it myself. Either way, it won’t spare you a punishment.”

      The threat tingles down my spine; a warning to tread with caution. I clutch the soft fabric with twitching fingers, but I can’t bring myself to part the makeshift wrap. “You won’t be the first man to discipline me,” I challenge.

      “Then my brothers have prepared you well.” A hint of a smile teases his lips as he lurches forward, stealing the sheet with a quick tug. I stumble back, palms shielding my breasts as he discards my modesty on the floor. Miles returns to his chair, the portrait of provocative calm.

      And that’s when suspicion sets in, because I know it’s coming—a spanking at the very least. The worst would be a trip to the dungeon.

      Shuddering at the thought, I exile the reminder of where I’ll spend next month to the dark corners of my mind. I’ve learned it’s best to exist in the present, so I wait him out, the seconds passing in unnerving silence until I can take his inaction no more.

      “Aren’t you going to punish me?”

      “Mark my words, Novalee. Tonight, you’ll regret disobeying me.” He jabs a fork into a juicy piece of pineapple before nodding at the seat next to him. “Now sit and eat. I know you’re hungry.”

      My stomach’s a traitorous embarrassment, grumbling loud and confirming his assertion. I slide my bare ass onto fine Italian leather and fill a plate with fruit, yogurt, and a mouth-watering crepe. But instead of taking a bite of breakfast, I take the bait dangling between us.

      “What happens tonight?”

      He pauses, a ripe strawberry speared on his fork, and pure glee enters his eyes. “We attend dinner with the Brotherhood.”

      “That’s not a surprise, nor a punishment, Mr. Sinclair.”

      Calculation. There’s no other word to describe the curve of his lips. “I’ll be dressed. You won’t.”

      “No,” I gasp. “You can’t do that!”

      “I can, and I will. Maybe spending the evening naked in front of twelve men will teach you to respect the rules in this house.”

      My heart skips in my chest, a fluttering dance of fear. “I-I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “You didn’t offend me. You disobeyed me. There’s a difference.”

      “Why are you doing this?” I hold his gaze, my own pleading for mercy. “Is forcing me into nudity not enough?”

      “It is, my queen, but I won’t stand for your disobedience. After spending five months here at the estate, under the authority of the Brotherhood, you should know by now that we hold to certain ideologies. You need to respect them.”

      “And what about respect for me? Does that not matter?”

      Setting his fork down, he pushes his chair back, the wooden legs scraping across the marble floor. He leans down and holds my chin in place between his thumb and forefinger.

      “On this island, respect is obtained in two ways. Men of noble birth are born with the right to it, while our subjects must earn respect through obedience and submission.” His gaze darts to my mouth, and the tip of his tongue sweeps across his lower lip. “You’re a subject of the Brotherhood. Fighting the role for which you were born will only cause misery.”

      A livid uprising threatens to spill from my tongue, objections spurned on by the audacity of such blatant arrogance. Before I get the first indignant word out, he presses two fingers against my lips.

      “You’d be wise not to provoke me.” Slowly, he withdraws his fingers and backs away.

      “Understood,” I say, glaring at him, the intensity of my fury strengthening as he reclaims his seat. Despite my one-word reply of acquiescence, I stand. “Continuing this conversation will only serve to further provoke you, so if you’ll excuse me…”

      I stride from the dining room, uncaring of his reaction, because after allowing the Brotherhood to flatten my spirit into a mat for their feet, I’ve finally had enough. I know my fate, my duty, and what’s expected of me, but if I’m to have any chance of surviving a life lived under their rule, I need to take a stand.

      Even if my protest is in vain.

      It matters not that I was raised in a position of royalty, beholding the title of a queen. My title is worthless, little more than a deceptive signal of power, because under the jurisdiction of the Zodiac Brotherhood, I’m a subject.

      And these men are my ruling kings.
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      The day trudges on endlessly. I pass the hours on a balcony lounger, sprawled in the sun and avoiding Miles. With nothing to occupy my attention, not even a magazine or book, I spend too much time trapped in my head, alternating between rage, hopelessness, and a weariness in my bones that turns me into an intermittent dozer.

      For the most part, Miles leaves me alone, only towering over me when lunchtime arrives. Like a stubborn and sulky child, I tell him I’m not hungry despite the deep ache in my belly.

      The bluff is blatant, but he doesn’t call me on it. He doesn’t push me to join him, either. Dinner is another matter.

      “You’re looking a little pink, my queen.”

      “I was raised in the tropics,” I remind him without bothering to open my eyes. “I don’t burn.”

      “Maybe not, but you do need to freshen up for dinner.”

      “If clothing isn’t involved, I’m not interested.”

      “It wasn’t an offer.” He hoists me over his shoulder before I suck in a full breath.

      “Hey! Put me down!”

      His palm lands on my ass with a quick smack. “You’re in for a major attitude adjustment.”

      “Don’t touch me.”

      He strikes my ass again. “You’re mine to touch if I wish.”

      “What gives you the right?” I almost growl the question as he drops me on my feet in the bathroom.

      “What gives you the right to object?” he counters.

      I open my mouth to argue my case, but I don’t have one. Experience has taught me women aren’t equal to men. Even my own parents, who were happy and madly in love with each other, followed a traditional and customary power-exchange dynamic.

      In my limited world view, the men are always in charge, and if such a dichotomy is a familiar practice to me, then it’s reasonable to assume Miles knows nothing else, considering his upbringing. The same could be said of every man in the tower. Much like a parent holds dominion over their offspring, the men in the Zodiac Brotherhood were raised to believe they hold all the power over the queen.

      Over me.

      I turn my back on Miles and switch on the faucet, preparing to wash my face. From the corner of my eye, I spy his reflection in the mirror as he leans against the doorjamb. He folds his arms and observes me without a word. Foregoing makeup, I pile my hair into a messy updo—the best I can do under the circumstances.

      When I face him, I decide to try a different angle. “I promise to do better. Please let me dress for dinner.”

      “Absolutely not. You need this lesson.”

      “Then you’ll have to physically remove me from this house.” To punctuate my challenge, I set my hands on my naked hips.

      “As you wish.” He grabs me by the waist, and ignoring my shouted outrage, the bastard tosses me over his shoulder before marching through the front entrance. Only after we reach the main floor of the tower does he set me on my feet again.

      Mortified doesn’t touch on the emotions boiling in my gut. Neither does anger. I’m beyond both as he forces me down the hall toward the circular dining room, my arm held tightly in his as the jacket of his suit brushes my side with each step. I’m a mess, on the inside and out, seething with outrage and unkept in appearance without a speck of makeup on my face.

      As we approach the open doors, he comes to a halt. “I want you to know I didn’t intend to start the month like this.” His grip on my arm loosens, allowing me enough slack to pull away.

      “That would make two of us.” I stride into the dining room ahead of him, chin raised and jaw clenched, focusing every ounce of attention on the seat two spaces down from where Sebastian sits.

      The lion’s arctic gaze burns through me as I pass, as intense and tangible as my mortification, and I can only imagine the multitude of reactions on his face.

      Because I can’t bring myself to look at him.

      Several seats remain empty, including the chancellor’s. The early arrivals fall quiet, their baritone voices fading as my nudity captures their intrigue. I settle into my chair and cross my legs as Miles slides in next to me. That’s when Landon, Elise, and Lilith enter.

      My world shakes under my feet, and my heart drops. I’ve never fallen victim to jealousy as intensely as I do now, knowing the drop-dead-gorgeous woman who shares my blood is carrying the baby of the man I love.

      A maroon floor-length dress hugs Lilith’s body in all the right places, and there isn’t a sign on her bones that she’s carrying Sebastian’s child. Does she ever have a bad hair day, even in pregnancy? She’s the epitome of class compared to my humiliating presence, considering my pink-tinged skin from too much sun.

      But my real issue with Lilith Astor has nothing to do with her impeccable style. No, my rancor stems from the fact she’s not accompanying Vance tonight. Everyone might think she’s visiting the estate to become better acquainted with Landon’s new bride, but I know better. My half-sister is here for other reasons.

      Without thinking, my attention lands on Sebastian, and for the first time since I stepped into this room, I come face-to-face with his reaction to my nudity. His jaw is rigid, brows furrowed over turbulent eyes.

      Gorgeous blue eyes locked on my own.

      Resting his chin on a fisted hand, his shoulders grow tense. He leans forward as if he’s a moment away from launching out of his seat and choking the life out of Miles. Just as I think he’s going to instigate a fight, undoubtedly a bloody one, the rest of the Brotherhood file in, one by one. Liam enters last, decked out in one of his suits, and commands everyone’s attention.

      Even Sebastian’s.

      But while all eyes are on the chancellor, he only sees me.

      “Why is the queen naked?” He shoots Miles a look dark enough to blot out the sun.

      “The queen’s attire is not your concern, Chancellor.”

      “Novalee concerns us all, which is one of the reasons we hold these monthly dinners.” Liam dips into his seat next to Mr. Bordeaux, displeasure notable between his brows. “Do you think this is an appropriate way to treat the queen?”

      “Yes, I believe taking away privileges is an appropriate response to disobedience.”

      “Clothing at a formal dinner is a privilege?”

      “In my house, it certainly is.”

      Sebastian slams his fist on the table. “Maybe clothing shouldn’t be a privilege but a goddamn right, especially when in the company of twelve men.”

      Miles whips his head around, and the two men engage in a standoff of murderous glares. “You have a lot of audacity to lecture me on how to run my house. You didn’t even show up to dinner last month.”

      Sebastian’s gaze lands on me again, and that look—full of longing and sadness and helpless frustration—punches me in the gut. We’re both reliving that day.

      The wind in our hair as excitement overflowed.

      The warm sand that welcomed my body for his touch.

      The breathless union of two bodies in the glow of candlelight.

      “You’re in love with the queen,” Miles says, jolting us out of the memory. My keeper lets out an amused laugh. “I didn’t see that one coming, considering your disdain for the institution of marriage.”

      Sebastian clenches his jaw but doesn’t give a verbal response.

      It’s not enough for Miles. “Do you deny you’re in love with Novalee?”

      “Who wouldn’t love her?” Sebastian’s implied declaration echoes in my mind, thawing the ice of betrayal by a degree. He meets my gaze again, and those eyes—usually on guarded lockdown—relay so much.

      How sorry he is.

      How much he misses me, already.

      How he’s dying to trap me in his arms and never let go.

      Lilith clears her throat, dragging his attention away from me. “Gentlemen, I’m famished.” Shooting a barely concealed glare at Sebastian, she shifts in her seat. “Some of us have more pressing matters to worry about than what the queen does or does not wear to dinner.” Her ruby-painted lips purse in something akin to jealousy, and for once I’m thankful for her need to be the focus of attention.

      If the men are looking at her, then they aren’t looking at me.

      Except for Liam. He gestures to the team of servers on standby as he aims an apologetic glance my way. “Let’s not prolong this any further, shall we?”

      “Agreed,” Miles says, reaching into his jacket pocket. “But before we begin, I’d like to present the queen with my gift.” He sets a small box on the table in front of me, his expectant smile as bright as the white packaging, intricate bow and all.

      After everything he put me through since I entered his house, or even the minutes before in Vance’s office, he’s delusional if he thinks a gift will make up for his behavior.

      “Open it,” he prompts, a rare amount of impatience entering his tone.

      I lift the lid to reveal a delicate key on a white gold chain, the bow adorned with the glyph for Virgo etched in a circle of diamonds.

      “How lovely,” I say dryly. “Another key.” Landon gave me a key to a fashion studio, but I don’t expect the same type of selfless gift from Miles. “This better open a wardrobe.”

      He’s not impressed with my haughty demand. Eyes narrowed, he lifts the key from its resting place in the box. “The key opens me. On our wedding night, you’ll do the honors.”

      “You’re assuming there will be a wedding night.”

      “Of course there’ll be a wedding night. If I’m not the winner of your virginity, then you’ll return the gift to me.” As he drapes the chain over my head, I bite my tongue to keep from asking if I can return it now.

      “Thank you is an appropriate response when a man presents you with a gift.”

      I parrot my fake gratitude as the key nestles between my breasts, the weight of it as heavy as the ring on my left hand.

      “The symbol of my virginity looks good on you, my queen.”

      Saving me from the obligation of a reply, the servers begin setting dishes on the table, and for a while, I can almost forget that I’m naked—that I’m not the center of attention as lustful gazes dart over my rosy nipples.

      I can almost forget the infuriation on Liam’s face, or the unconcealed hatred Sebastian aims at Miles every few seconds. If I try hard enough, I’m able to cast aside Elise’s pity, or Landon’s shame upon the sight of his nude half-sister. For a blessed few minutes, the various conversations around the table make this event appear like any other I’ve attended.

      As if Lilith isn’t sitting next to my former lady while Sebastian’s child grows in her womb. As if I don’t want to launch myself into his arms, regardless of his betrayal.

      “Why haven’t you touched your dinner?” Miles’ question jerks me to awareness, and I realize I have no idea what’s on my plate, nor do I care.

      I raise my chin. “You won’t afford me the dignity of clothing tonight, so I won’t eat.”

      With a laugh, he sets his fork down. “I’m tiring of these games, Novalee. You haven’t eaten since you entered my house.”

      “Whose fault is that?” I cross my arms, further goading him.

      “Enough!” His voice thunders through the room.

      Out of self-preservation, I shrink away, and Sebastian’s white-knuckled grip on the table draws my focus. He’s on edge, same as me.

      A lion with his claws out.

      Miles snaps his fingers in front of my face, demanding my attention. “Don’t make me punish you again.” A second later, he shutters his eyes as if he regrets his loss of temper. “I don’t enjoy disciplining you.”

      “What are you going to do that hasn’t already been done?” I push my chair back and stand. “The chancellor broke me in.” I glance at Liam before swerving to the man beside him.

      “Mr. Bordeaux broke my will.” A shudder goes through me, and unable to face the stoic bastard for another second, I turn to my brother and the doctor. “Landon broke my spirit, while Vance broke my control. And Sebastian—” My voice cracks. “He broke me worst of all.”

      Palpable tension spreads among the men, the opposite of a standing ovation in response to such a heartfelt speech, but no less disarming.

      Miles clears his throat. “Please sit back down, my queen.” There’s a sadness to his tone, almost an inflection of apology.

      I step away from the table and regard him with my head held high. “I will not sit down. You can punish me all you want, but I guarantee it won’t break me.” I turn on my heel and leave the room as the weight of every eye in the room burns into my naked backside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      I awake with a start, blankets clutched in trembling hands as I lurch upright in bed. The first hint of daylight streams through the windows, promising another beautiful day free of rain. Like the morning before, the other side of the bed is empty, though his pillow has a noticeable imprint, indicating Miles slept beside me last night.

      He must have come in after I fell asleep, and I find it bewildering that he didn’t wake me. The door stands open, as it did yesterday, and I breathe a sigh of relief. After my behavior last night, no matter how justified, I expected him to lock me in for the day.

      I hurry through my morning routine in the bathroom, noting the first aid kit on the counter. A glance at the trashcan reveals bloody gauze.

      What in the world happened last night?

      There’s only one way to find out, and that involves walking through the door and facing Miles. I stare at the sheet with longing but discard the idea, not wanting a repeat of yesterday morning. Somehow, we’ll have to find a slice of common ground for the remainder of the month, and I already took my bold stand at dinner.

      Now my protective instincts tell me it’s time for a little diplomacy.

      A search of the kitchen, dining room, and shared living areas reveal empty spaces. He’s not in the gym or his study, either. Maybe he went for his morning run. The sky brightens to a baby blue by the time I return to the kitchen to make a quick bite to eat. After warming a skillet on the stove, I crack four eggs open over the pan. They sizzle while I pop bread into the toaster. It’s not the feast Miles made yesterday, but it’s a peace offering, nonetheless, and it’ll go a long way toward easing the dull hunger pangs in my belly.

      Ten minutes later, I carry two plates to the dining room and take a seat. I’m halfway through my breakfast when footsteps sound from the other room. Miles appears in the archway, sweat dripping down his temples as he unzips a grey hoodie.

      I gape at him, and it’s not his casual appearance that slackens my jaw. His left eye is swollen, horrendous bruising discoloring the bridge of his nose, and that wide mouth—so often home to a spectrum of smiles—turns down at the corners, bottom lip abused like the rest of his face.

      “You didn’t rinse your dishes,” he says, a flat and emotionless tone underlying the criticism.

      “I’m sorry.” Trying not to show my shock at his busted-up face, I keep my attention on his chest. “I’ll do better next time.”

      “See that you do.” As his gaze lands on the second plate, his expression softens. “I’ll join you after I clean up.” Turning on his heel, he disappears the way he came, and I set my fork down, suddenly too sick to eat more.

      Someone did that to him. Was it Liam? My brother? The obvious answer is Sebastian, especially after the fury I witnessed in his mannerisms last night.

      Miles returns minutes later, his blond hair combed back from showering. A citrus clean scent wafts off his naked body as he takes a seat at the head of the table. By now, the meager offering I cooked is cold, but he digs in without complaint, and that surprises me.

      “Are you finished eating?” He gestures toward my abandoned plate of half-eaten eggs and toast.

      I push the food away by a couple of inches. “I’m full.”

      He nods, as if he understands, then returns to chewing and swallowing. But his mouth is a distraction, with that cut slashing through his bottom lip, and my curiosity gets the best of me.

      “What happened to your face?”

      “I went for a run last night to clear my head, and somehow, I ran nose-first into a pissed-off fist.”

      Laughter bursts free, and I cover my mouth, mortified. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” The start of a smile pulls at his lips. “In the light of day, it’s easier to find humor in it.”

      “Who did the pissed-off fist belong to?”

      He raises a brow. “I’ll give you one guess.”

      “Sebastian did this to you?”

      “Can’t fault a man for defending a queen’s honor.” Apparently finished with breakfast, he leans back in his chair. “How about you and I call a truce?”

      “A truce?”

      “Yes. I’d rather not spend the whole month fighting with you. Believe it or not, I’d rather enjoy your company.”

      “What will this truce involve?”

      “If you agree to abide by the nudity rule while in the house, I won’t publicly humiliate you again.”

      “That’s your idea of a truce?” I tilt my head, brow raised with incredulity. “What part of that benefits me?”

      “You benefit from my mercy. If you obey me, I’ll reward you. I understand you have a daily routine in your studio you’d like to continue?”

      I’m tempted to lie and claim my work is just a hobby—a pastime that isn’t my obsession and escape from the house of whatever man I’m obligated to for the month. But instinct warns he’d see through the lie.

      “I’m in the middle of preparing for the Fashion Festival this fall.”

      He nods, as if he’s already been debriefed on my daily activities. It would be ludicrous to think otherwise. For a group of men that spend so much time alone and isolated within their own houses, they have an uncanny ability to operate in sync.

      “Then you should continue that work,” he says.

      “Thank you.”

      He dips his head in a display of graceful acknowledgement. “It’s still a privilege, my queen. An exchange, if you will.”

      “An exchange for what?”

      Letting several moments pass, he rubs his chin as he regards me. “For your cooperation.”

      I gesture to my naked body. “In case you hadn’t noticed, I left the sheet in the bedroom.”

      “I noticed, and your obedience is appreciated.”

      “What more do you want?” As soon as the question leaves my mouth, I mentally kick myself for the implied invitation.

      He smiles, interpreting my frustrated slip-up as I feared he would. “I want permission to touch you.”

      I shift, crossing my legs even though he can’t see them from his position at the table. It takes everything in me not to palm my breasts. “I was under the impression you didn’t need my permission.”

      “Intimacy is only pure and true when consent is given. We each have a duty here, Novalee. Yours is to obey. Mine rests on earning your consent.”

      “What happens if I don’t give it?”

      “Then you lose studio time.”

      “How is that fair?”

      “Life is messy, and rarely fair. Those are my terms.”

      “You’re manipulating me, Mr. Sinclair, and resorting to blackmail. How is that consent?”

      “You still have a choice. It’s up to you to decide.” He stands, picking up his plate and stacking mine on top. “Take the week to think about it. I expect an answer by my birthday.”

      “When’s your birthday?”

      “Six days from now.” He exits the kitchen, and my last vestige of hope for an uncomplicated month in the House of Virgo leaves with him.
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      “How are you holding up?” Elise sends me a glance full of curiosity as we meander down my favorite path that winds alongside the cliffs. There isn’t a cloud in sight—not even threatening on the horizon. Despite the mild weather, a breeze stirs the cotton skirt around my legs.

      “I’m okay,” I reply, relishing the sensation of clothing on my skin. It’s a decadent feeling I took for granted until now.

      “I can’t believe he made you attend dinner naked.” Elise chews on her lip, and I sense the nervousness hovering underneath her outer calm, as if she’s preparing herself for a harrowing account of my time spent in the House of Virgo since the incident at dinner.

      “Things started off rocky with Miles.” The breeze picks up, and I meet her baby blues as a tiny braid grazes my lashes. “But these last few days have been uneventful.”

      Uneventful, boring, and frustrating. Each day, I resist Miles’ advances, and each day I watch another sunrise and sunset pass without spending a minute inside my studio.

      “I’d rather talk about you,” I say, glancing at the subtle swell of her belly. “How’s the pregnancy going?”

      She rests a hand on her stomach, and something about the gesture brings an ache to my throat. Despite living with the horrendous assault that created the life growing inside of her, she covers her belly with a protective hand.

      “I think I felt him move yesterday.”

      “Him?”

      With a smile, she shrugs. “Just a feeling.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy.”

      Her grin slips a little. “I am, for the most part.” She gives me a sheepish look. “I just miss the honeymoon. We barely got back, but Landon’s already left on a business trip.”

      “He cares about you, Elise. I know it’s hard to be apart, but he’s devoted to you and the baby.”

      A fist of melancholy constricts my heart. No matter what Sebastian says, a part of him will always belong to Lilith now. My expression must speak volumes, because Elise tilts her head, sympathy softening her features.

      “Sebastian told us about Lilith.”

      We walk for a full minute without saying a word, the sun at high noon shining on our companionable silence. I come to a halt and gaze at the sea. From this viewpoint, the waves almost appear calm—a gentle push and pull that’s incongruent with the powerful force of gravity. The setting is an illusion of serenity, because under the surface lies an undertow just waiting to yank the weak and frail into chaos.

      I’m neither weak nor frail. If I’ve learned anything from the past five months, it’s that I’m stronger than I ever imagined.

      “When I first found out, I was shocked.” Brushing my hair out of my eyes, I meet Elise’s expectant gaze. “Then I was hurt and angry. I don’t know how he’s going to handle the situation, but after thinking about nothing else since I found out, I know I can’t stop loving him.”

      She nods as if she knows exactly what I’m talking about. “I’m pretty sure he feels the same.”

      “I know he does,” I say, recalling how he teared up when it came time for me to leave his house.

      It’s only been days, but it feels longer.

      “I’m glad you believe there’s hope for you two,” Elise says, looking over my shoulder. “Because he wants to talk to you.”

      “What?” My eyes going wide, I whirl and find the subject of our conversation walking toward us on the path. I turn back to Elise, jaw clenched.

      “Don’t be mad,” she pleads. “Landon thought the two of you should have some time to talk.”

      “So today was just a ruse?” I wave my hand between her and me. “I needed a friend, Elise. Not a meddler.” As his steps near, shoes crunching over debris on the path, my former lady takes a step back.

      “You need to talk to him. I’ll wait over there.” She points toward a bench several yards away. “Take all the time you need, my queen.”

      “I’m not your queen,” I call after her, knowing the protest will dig under her skin. It’s petty, but so is the sense of betrayal rising in my throat, and I can hold back neither. After Elise is out of earshot, Sebastian halts at my side.

      “You shouldn’t have come.” I fold my arms, averting my gaze from the tempting sight of him. It hurts too much to be this close without being allowed to touch him.

      “No, I shouldn’t have let you go without having this conversation.”

      I shoot him a surreptitious look, and that’s when I notice the yellowing bruises along his cheekbone. Forgetting my ire and my place, I reach for his face.

      “Miles didn’t tell me he returned the punch.” As my fingers trace the bruises, he folds his hand around my wrist and gently pushes me away.

      “I’m surprised he told you anything at all.”

      “He’s told me more than you have,” I accuse, turning to face him fully so that Elise’s chaperone of a gaze is at my back.

      “Did he tell you we came to an understanding?”

      “What kind of understanding?”

      “If he doesn’t treat you with respect, I’ll put him in the hospital next time.”

      That explains the change in Miles I witnessed the morning after dinner, and his subsequent call for a truce. Part of me grows warm at knowing Sebastian is protecting me, even now.

      The other part wants to slap him upside the head for demanding another man gives me respect without doing the same himself.

      “Respect. Yes, let’s talk about that.” I hold his brilliant blue gaze, ignoring how his hair rustles in the breeze, begging for the comb of my fingers. “Did you figure it out yet?”

      “Figure what out, exactly?”

      “If your duty is to me or Lilith.”

      “I already answered you, princess.” He grits his teeth, as if trying to temper his anger. “The morning you left, I made it clear where I stand.”

      “You want me, yes, but you didn’t think it was important to share details, so what am I supposed to think or believe?”

      With an exhale, he lets go of the anger. “I didn’t come here to fight with you. I came here to talk.”

      “Then talk.”

      “Opening up has never been easy for me, Novalee.”

      “I understand that.” Without elaborating, I take a step back, my stance remaining firm. If he wants forgiveness, then he needs to spill the entire truth and his reasons for keeping it from me.

      “Okay,” he says with a decisive nod. “Lilith has no interest in being a mother.”

      I spin his words in my mind, studying them from every angle, but I still can’t make sense of them. “But you said she’s keeping the baby.”

      “She’s continuing the pregnancy, but she doesn’t want to raise a child.”

      I blink, completely thrown because his explanation is the last thing I expected. “So what does that mean?”

      “It means I’m going to be a father.” He pauses, letting three heavy seconds pass. “And this baby is going to need a mother, Novalee.”

      In a land where men rule, women are subservient, and children are used to propagate such a vicious cycle, how is Lilith allowed to just walk away, washing her hands clean of her own offspring? How can she do it when Sebastian can’t bring himself to do the same? The role reversal shakes the ground under my feet, because I feared he was like the rest of the men in the Brotherhood.

      A liar.

      A keeper of secrets.

      A masterful architect of betrayal.

      But he is different, taking responsibility when he doesn’t have to—when the law of the land doesn’t require him to.

      “Are you telling me you want to raise this baby…with me?”

      His lips twitch into a hint of a grin. “Who else would I want to raise a child with?”

      “I thought…I feared this would come between us.”

      “That was my fear, too.” He’s hesitant, taking a step toward me, narrowing the distance. “Landon accepted Elise’s child as his own without a second thought, and I didn’t understand how he did it so easily. I thought you wouldn’t want to do this with me, and I wanted to choose you so badly, but I can’t turn my back. I just…I can’t.”

      “I want you, Sebastian, and anything that comes with you.” I’d give anything to be able to take his face in my hands, to feel his lips on mine and his strength surrounding my body.

      The urge is intense, but we’re out in the open where anyone can spot us. Blinking back tears, I retreat by a few steps, my gaze glued to the waves several hundred feet below the cliffs.

      “Jesus, princess. I’d hold you right now if I could.”

      Biting my lip, I nod. “You can’t.”

      Too much is at stake.

      He brushes his hair back. “The rest of this year is going to be hell. That place is empty without you.” He nods in the direction of the tower. “The highlight of my fucking day is watching you walk.”

      “You’ve been watching me?” While Miles spends his mornings pounding the pavement on the road winding down the hillside, I’m drawn to the cliffs. Or maybe, on some subconscious level, I knew Sebastian was looking down from those windows. It’s the only connection we’re allowed now that I’m no longer in his house.

      “I lost count of the times I almost came down here to talk to you, but I…” With a sigh, he swings his attention to Elise. “I only have so much self-control, and it’s imperative I keep my goddamn hands off of you.”

      Said hands fist at his sides, a visual of a desperate fight for control.

      I suck in a breath, my heart skipping a beat. “I should go,” I say, taking a step toward Elise, seeking her presence as sanctuary against the temptation standing before me.

      “Wait.”

      “Sebastian—” The protest dies on my lips as he pulls me close, his hollow breaths fanning over my face.

      Slowly, he lets go of my hand, but not before his warm fingers imprint on my own, leaving behind a phantom caress that tingles through my nerve-endings long after he withdraws his touch.

      “That morning, before you left…” Swallowing hard, he tucks a braid behind my ear. “I meant what I said. There’s no one else. I’ll wait for you, no matter how long it takes.”

      His vow makes it difficult to find my voice, and when I do, it’s a choked sound of heartbreak. “I’ll be as loyal to you as I can.”

      Guilt winds around my heart as I think of the nights I’ve shared a bed with someone else, naked and intimate, despite Miles never setting a finger on me. But eventually, he’ll get what he wants. They all will.

      “Don’t let your mind drag you down, princess.” A tick goes off in his jaw. “I can’t say I’m not jealous as hell, but it’s not your fault.” Sticking his hands in his pockets, he backs away. “You should go before I kiss the shit out of you.”

      There’s a note of vulnerability in his voice, a dangerous tone that threatens to weaken my resolve until I take what I want, consequences be damned. Before I make a mistake that’s fatal to our future, I pivot and head toward Elise.

      Walking away from Sebastian feels final this time, and as my eyes sting with fresh tears, I remind myself that seven months is nothing compared to a lifetime with him.

      But right now, my fragile heart doesn’t know the difference.
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      Warm skin over taut muscles. The earthy spice of his essence surrounding me. A moan floating through the air. Part of my psyche knows it’s a dream, that Sebastian isn’t spooning me, his hot mouth on my neck as he palms my breasts.

      I squirm, pressing my tingling thighs together as I bunch the sheet against my sex. Reality or not, there isn’t an atom of my being that wants to vacate this dream. Especially when reality is hazy, and I’m on fire in Sebastian’s arms, the space between my legs throbbing for his touch.

      “Please.” My gasp turns into another moan, and I expect him to wedge a hand between my thighs, slipping a finger down my wet slit to give me sweet, aching relief.

      A cold hand shakes my shoulder instead.

      “Wake up, my queen.”

      That’s not Sebastian’s voice, and it’s definitely not how he’d address me. To him, I’ve always been Novalee, or princess, or even the occasional baby. He’s refused to call me by my title since the day I met him, and if he were to ever use that word, it would drip with scorn.

      With a startled gasp, I jerk upright. It’s still dark enough that I can’t see Miles clearly, but the first hint of the morning sky filters through the windows, and I discover him sprawled on his back with one arm flung over his eyes. His chest heaves as he grits his teeth.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, unsure of what to do or say.

      He doesn’t move, and without thinking, I plant my hand on his chest to get his attention, worried I lashed out in my sleep and accidentally caught him in the face with a flying elbow.

      “Don’t,” he says, shoving my hand off of him. Flinging the bed covers back, he hauls his legs over the edge.

      I cover my mouth, heartbeat racing at my collarbone. “D-did I hurt you?”

      Miles laughs, shaking his head. “Not unless your wet dream was a weapon.” He drags a hand through his short hair. “Though watching you moan…well let’s just say I’m past the point of comfortable.”

      A hard swallow, a lick of my lower lip, and I struggle to speak. “What does that mean?”

      “It means my cock wants out to play.”

      “But you can’t.” My mind goes to the jewelry wardrobe where I hid the key. If he thinks I’m going to hand it over now, he’s mistaken.

      “No, I can’t, which is why I’m going to take a cold shower.” He stands, and the gradual light of dawn brings him into full view, tight end and all. He heads toward the bathroom with an undeniable swagger—as if he knows I’m eying his impressive backside. Upset with myself for even noticing, I focus above his waist.

      “By the way,” he says, stalling on the threshold and tossing a glance over his shoulder. “It would be very gracious of you to fix me breakfast, since today is my birthday.” A cunning smile follows his request. “I expect your answer then.”

      After he disappears into the shower, I flop onto the mattress as fear constricts my throat. I’ve gone stir-crazy these past few days, having only been allowed the occasional walk and access to my art supplies.

      In the past week, since I’ve been in the House of Virgo, Miles hasn’t budged on the issue of my studio. He’s made his terms clear, and now I have no choice but to face this day of reckoning. I want to be strong, to resist trading my self-respect for self-preservation, because spending every moment in this house with him, naked and vulnerable, is almost more than I can bear.

      The temptation of my work taunts like the devil, using my misery against me. Just a simple surrender, granting Miles permission to touch me, and he’ll allow me back into my studio—allow me blessed time spent clothed and away from him.

      But I don’t want to give in, and I’m far from ready to make this decision. Before he comes out of the bathroom, I begin breakfast, deciding on pancakes, since it’s one of the few things I know how to make, and it seems like an appropriate breakfast for a birthday.

      I’m flipping the last cake as he enters the kitchen, his hair damp and uncombed from his shower. After sharing space with him for a week, I thought I’d be used to his constant nudity, but every time his presence catches me off-guard, a part of me jolts as if I’m seeing him sans-clothing for the first time.

      “Perfect timing,” he says, brushing past me, his warm arm grazing mine. “I’ll take breakfast in the study.”

      “You’re working on your birthday?” I tamp down the hope that he’ll be too busy to pay attention to me.

      “I don’t require fanfare for my birthday. The only thing I want, Novalee, is the answer to my question.” His gaze darts over my perky nipples before landing on the golden pancakes. “And some of those. They smell delicious.”

      He exits the kitchen before I can reply. Rather than prolong the inevitable, I top the hotcakes with sliced strawberries and whipped cream before serving him in the study.

      “Thank you,” he says.

      “You’re welcome. Happy Birthday, Mr. Sinclair.”

      He raises a brow. “There’s no need to be so formal.”

      Sometimes, I address him that way to highlight the fact that despite my forced nudity and sleeping arrangements, we’re still strangers.

      “Do you have any plans for today?” I ask, bypassing the subject of formality.

      “Only one.” He takes a bite of his hotcakes and takes his time chewing, eyes on me as he lets his answer dangle between us.

      A hanging threat.

      And I realize I fell right into his trap.

      “Well, if you’ll excuse me then, I should freshen up for the day.” I turn and head for the open door, nervousness fluttering in my chest.

      “Not so fast, my queen.”

      I stall two feet from my escape, but I don’t turn around. “I really do need to shower.”

      “You can shower as soon as you give me your answer.”

      “The answer to what?”

      “Don’t be obtuse, Novalee. Do I have permission to touch you?”

      Folding my arms, I turn to face him. “You’re a smart man, Mr. Sinclair. You know what’s at stake. If I’m unable to work in my studio, I won’t meet my deadline for the fashion show.”

      “I’m aware of the stakes,” he says, licking his lips, “which is the reason I chose your studio time as leverage.”

      “Your blackmail makes my answer obsolete. Either way, I lose something.”

      “Then which do you choose to sacrifice? Your work, or your virtue?”

      I think of the number of men who have touched me in various ways. Sadly, adding one more in exchange for the freedom to do what I love seems inconsequential in the big picture. At least, that’s how I justify the answer I’m about to unleash in the air between us—six words strung together in treasonous surrender.

      “Take what you want from me.”

      I arm myself against his triumph, but it doesn’t come. Instead, his mouth takes on the form of a displeased line as he rises from the chair, breakfast forgotten on his desk. “The choice was a test.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “As much as I want to touch you, I wanted you to value your virtue more.”

      “This game of yours is ridiculous,” I hiss. “I have no virtue left!”

      “Of course you do, Novalee. Virtue can’t be stolen.”

      “Then you tricked me into giving it away.”

      “It wasn’t a trick. I tested your willingness to sacrifice in the name of it, and you failed.”

      “So what does that mean?” I glare at him, scorn dripping from each word. “Are you going to punish me for my decision?”

      “Of course not. The test was designed to give me insight into your character. I’m not going to punish you for doing what I asked.”

      “Then what are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to take what you’ve given me, when the time is right.” He gestures to the hall at my back. “And you’re free to take what I’ve given you in return.”

      A standoff ensues, his iridescent eyes clashing with the ire in my own. Before he changes his mind, I flee the room.
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      Waiting for Miles to make his move sits on my shoulders like cement blocks of dread. The feeling is reminiscent of the time Sebastian held his expectation over me during my month in the House of Gemini—except my burden then had more to do with a potential audience than the idea of going down on him. There’d been a factor of anticipation in the mix that isn’t present this time. Now there’s just dreadful certainty that Miles will cash in on my debt to him.

      Because I’m not a subscriber to delusions. Every minute of studio time he allows is a minute I’ll have to pay for later, and the cost is astronomically high. To distract myself from the thought of his hands on my flesh, I throw everything I am into work, taking advantage of my freedom and the sensation of clothing against my skin. The week has been long and grueling as my team and I catch up on neglected projects, but I’m grateful for the busy work. Mostly, I’m grateful to have time away from Miles.

      On Friday afternoon, I let my team off early with the expectation of a full weekend ahead. They deserve some time off after the hard work they’ve put in, but I also have an ulterior motive.

      A hot bubble bath. A private, hot bubble bath.

      With so little privacy, let alone dignity, indulging in long and luxurious baths are a thing of the past, because Miles can walk in at any moment.

      And he has.

      During my quick showers.

      In the morning when I style my hair and apply makeup.

      Even when I’m on the toilet.

      The man has no respect for personal boundaries, not that I’m surprised. But today, he’s attending meetings outside the tower, so I sink into the suds, surrounded by the ambience of candlelight. As the steam rises, I let out a satisfied sigh and let my head lull, eyes drifting shut.

      Heaven.

      I’m so relaxed that I fall into a peaceful doze. At some point, a stir in the air brings me back to consciousness, and when I open my eyes, Miles is standing at the edge of the tub.

      Just standing there naked, his caged cock at eye level as he watches me bathe.

      With a yelp, I lurch upright, sloshing water over the rim, and palm my breasts. “Where’d you come from?” I ask, voice high-pitched.

      “Did you forget that I live here?” Even in the dim light, the amused slant of his mouth is more than evident.

      “I thought I had the house to myself.”

      “I have another meeting in an hour, but I wanted to check on you.” He tilts his head. “If you wanted some alone time in the bath, all you had to do was ask.” His attention stalls on the bubbles. “Though I can’t say I’m not happy I caught you like this.” With a gentle press of his hand on my shoulder, he urges me back into a reclining position.

      Immediately, my eyes go to his cock. I’ve never seen his so close before. “Does it hurt?” It’s a question I wish I hadn’t voiced, but now that it’s out there, I’m too curious to pull it back.

      “No,” he says with a smirk. “Not to say it isn’t uncomfortable at times.” He strokes the stainless steel rings with this thumb, strumming the chastity cage like a guitar. “You can touch it if you want to.”

      I shake my head. “That’s not necessary.”

      “We’re not talking about necessity. We’re talking about want.” Crouching into a kneeling position at the side of the tub, he stares at my pressed-together knees. “Spread your legs.”

      “Why?”

      Stupid question, Novalee.

      This is what I’ve been dreading.

      “You’re an intelligent woman,” he says. “I’m sure you know the answer to that question.”

      This is the cost of making a deal with Miles Sinclair, and as I part my knees, disgust rises in my throat, burning like regurgitated self-loathing. “Just get it over with.”

      Candlelight flickers across his blond features, and I detect a faint smile pulling at his wide mouth. His eyes connect with mine as he reaches into the warm bath water. The bubbles swirl, and at the first touch of his fingers on my thigh, I close my eyes.

      And I pretend.

      Suddenly, those fingers don’t belong to Miles. In my mind, Sebastian’s hand slowly inches up my thigh. His finger traces the line of my groin, teasing the edges of my sex, and a twinge of need radiates from the center of my womanhood.

      “I won’t touch you there unless you beg for it,” Miles says, his voice so low and raspy that I almost convince myself Sebastian is the one speaking to me.

      Caressing me.

      Asking me to beg for his touch.

      It’s such a Sebastian thing to do, but no matter how much those fingers tempt me into wanting more, my heart tricking me into spinning a fantasy in my head, reality is much too real. There’s no avoiding whose house I’m in. I lift my lids and find Miles’ contemplative stare on me.

      “Who were you dreaming about when you had that wet dream last week?”

      “Sebastian,” I answer without hesitation, his name thick in my throat.

      “You were thinking of him just now, weren’t you?”

      “Does it bother you?”

      “Of course it bothers me.”

      “Why? You barely know me.”

      “It bothers me because you could be my wife soon.” He frowns. “Trust and fidelity are important to me, Novalee. I don’t want you dreaming of anyone else, and when I touch you, I sure as hell don’t want you thinking of someone else.”

      “You have my dubious consent to touch me. Seems only fair that my fidelity should be just as questionable.”

      He grips my thigh, fingers digging painfully into my flesh. “You have my key, and therefore, my faithfulness. I won’t tolerate any less from you, my queen.”

      “I’m sorry to inform you, but I don’t want your key or anything that comes with it.”

      Withdrawing his hand from my leg, he stands. “You won’t give me a chance, will you?”

      “I believe in giving people chances, but that’s not what you asked for. You demanded my submission just like every other man in this place.”

      “And yet you make an exception for Sebastian.”

      “I never said I made an exception for him.”

      “You didn’t have to. You dreamed about him, and you were thinking about him just now.” He nods toward the disintegrating bubbles between my knees. “I’d call that an exception.”

      “The only exception is that Sebastian never forced me into anything.”

      Miles raises a brow. “Did he not manipulate the situation to get your anal virginity?”

      Boldly, I hold his gaze. “He didn’t force himself on me, if that’s what you think.”

      “So you wanted him.” Dawning realization crosses his features, and there’s not a hint of question in his words. “I thought you were caught up in lust, but you reciprocate his affection.”

      “Can I get out now?” I ask, ignoring his accurate deduction.

      He moves to the side. “Of course.”

      I step out of the tub and wrap my body in a plush bath sheet, and that’s when he sets a warm hand on my shoulder.

      “I’ve tried to be patient with you, my queen. I’m not sure what else you want from me.”

      “Clothing would be nice.”

      “You’re not the only one naked here.” He waves a hand toward his own nudity. “My only intention was to create a bond between us.”

      “You could have spent time getting to know me,” I point out. “Instead, you strong-armed me into every decision, all the while expecting me to grow fond of you.”

      His actions confuse me, because even Heath Bordeaux didn’t attempt to make me like him. Miles has undermined his own cause at every turn, and I don’t think he even realizes it. I step past him, but his conciliatory tone halts me.

      “This is how we’ve always done things in the House of Virgo. It’s our foundation.”

      “Maybe you should rethink that foundation.” I glance at him from over my shoulder. “Trust and fidelity can’t be built through coercion.”

      “If not coercion, then what do you suggest?”

      “Mutual respect.”

      Except it’s an idea he doesn’t believe in. As I stride out of the bathroom, his silence doesn’t offer me much hope for change.
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      Maybe I underestimated Miles Sinclair. Since our conversation in the bathroom, he’s gone out of his way to treat me better. Though he still won’t allow clothing in his house, he’s now sleeping in the other bed, and he hasn’t touched me beyond a graze on my cheek, or a gentle hand on the small of my back.

      He claims he wants to prove his pure intentions and respect for me, though I’m uncertain he knows the true meaning of either. But one thing is certain—Miles has changed direction these past few days. It’s a minuscule behavioral shift, but it’s as tangible as the way my insides ache for another man.

      The always-present thoughts of Sebastian alters my own behavior, and instead of strolling along the cliffs, like I do most days after lunch, I head for the gazebo. I miss him with the searing burn of a million suns.

      His rare smile.

      The way he looks at me.

      How he’s vulnerable with no one else.

      His absence amplifies the agony of our last minutes alone together, because he’s not here to dispel the creeping doubt that plagues my soul. He’s not here to hold me when I need it most. It doesn’t help that the memory of us haunts my dreams, from the storybook cottage on the beach to the forceful anal sex on the elevator floor. Even worse, the closed door of his studio assaults me with the silence behind it every time I pass by.

      Why haven’t I spotted him even once since the day we spoke with Elise as our chaperone?

      Perhaps I’m a masochist for heartbreak, because as I approach the gazebo, with its stone pillars overwhelming in sheer size, an undeniable ache thickens my throat. I almost turn and run in the opposite direction, overcome with his absence the way one grieves for a loved one who’s passed.

      The ache in my chest is that strong.

      Somehow, my feet carry me up the stairs, and I fail to breathe when I realize I’m not alone. He’s standing at the far end, as still as the pillars surrounding us. Stonewashed faded jeans complement his white T-shirt, though I’d expect him to wear black to match the aura cloaking him.

      I can feel his dark mood from where I stand, soundless and frozen in time.

      As if sensing my presence, he turns to face me. “You shouldn’t be here.” With a slow blink, he licks his lips.

      I’m transfixed, my gaze stuck on that devious mouth as I think how soft those lips felt on mine. How wet and hot that sinful tongue was on my most intimate place.

      With much difficulty, I drag my attention to his eyes. “Where have you been?” It’s the first thing out of my mouth, and I’m not sure why. Maybe because asking anything else will create a minefield.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve been working in my studio, but I haven’t seen you at all.”

      “I took a break from work,” he says.

      “Why?”

      He runs a hand through his messy hair. “Because I didn’t want to see you.” The words tumble out with harsh candidness, and his confession slams against my chest, making breathing impossible.

      “Did you change your mind?” I choke out.

      His brows furrow. “About what?”

      “About us…raising your child with me…all of it.”

      “Fuck no.” He crosses the gazebo before coming to an abrupt stop.

      So close but still frustratingly out of reach.

      “Then why didn’t you want to see me?” My aching heartbeat drums in my ears, and I blink away the moisture in my eyes. “I’ve missed you…so much.”

      “Jesus, don’t cry.” Stuffing his hands into his pockets, he gazes at the stone floor under our feet. “I didn’t want to see you because I’m terrified I won’t be able to control this…this…” Trailing off, he raises his head.

      “Control what?”

      “This fucking need between us!” With a growl, he turns away, sinking both hands in his hair. “Whenever I’m near you, it just rages, Novalee. You consume every fucking thought, and I don’t know how I’m going to get through the next six months.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, unsure of what else to say because I feel the same.

      “Don’t be sorry, princess. I live for wanting you.” He lets out a humorless laugh. “I lie in bed every night with the scent of your hair in my nose, jerking off to memories of you, and then I feel sick to my stomach because I can’t stop wondering if he’s touching you the way I did.”

      “He’s not touching me at all.” I step forward and place a trembling hand on his back.

      His muscles stiffen under my palm. “We can’t.”

      My brain agrees with him, but my body has other ideas, because this isolated setting—coupled with the time we’ve been apart with no proper goodbye—is a recipe for disaster.

      And yet…welcoming such disaster promises an addictive sweetness only he can give me.

      “No one touches me like you do,” I say, reaching around his torso, my hand aiming for his zipper. He’s semi hard, but the second I cover his cock, he turns to steel under my palm. With a sucked in breath, he turns and has me pinned against a pillar, both wrists held above my head.

      “No, baby.” His eyes burn with need as they lower to my lips. “We can’t.”

      “Kiss me,” I say, ignoring the resistance in his expression. “I need you.”

      My choked plea siphons the fight from his bones. Second by second, he relaxes into me, letting go of my wrists to cradle my face. With a shaky exhale, he parts his lips as our foreheads meet.

      “No one’s needed me like you,” he says, his voice low and raspy and utterly sexy. The promise of his kiss electrifies the air between us.

      “Please.” I arch my neck, thirsting for the taste of him. The world around us dims until nothing exists but him and me.

      “Shit.” His mouth presses on mine, tongue darting between my lips, and I open for him, letting his kiss invade my soul. He yanks on my hair, fingers rough and desperate, and whatever fight he had left dies in the tatters of propriety. I moan into his mouth, eliciting a matching sound of desire as he thrusts his erection against me.

      Arousal builds, heating my thighs, tingling down my legs. I grow wet and achy, my pussy throbbing. Nipples hardening.

      And that’s when I remember the device.

      “Sebastian—” His kiss eats up my feeble resistance, and I grip his shirt, thinking to myself that five more seconds won’t hurt anyone before I push him away.

      Stop…no…don’t ever stop.

      I’m powerless, and his body is incredible against mine—like a shock that brings me to life again. His cock rubs me through my panties, his hot hands on my ass, tugging me closer as we grind through our clothing. I’ve never wanted to be naked as much as I do now.

      “Novalee,” he groans against my lips. “We have to stop.”

      He’s right, but I can’t help but whimper as he breaks the kiss. I’m tempted to chase those lips anyway, teasing them back onto my own, but he lets go of my ass and engulfs me in his arms, his face buried in my shoulder.

      “This isn’t fair.” My chest heaves against his, our breaths coming fast and hard.

      “Six months, princess. I know it seems like forever, but the time will fly.”

      “Pax is next,” I say, my voice cracking. Nausea rises, and I tighten my grip on him. “He terrifies me.”

      “Landon’s working on something. You don’t need to worry about Pax.”

      “What do you mean?” I pull back and meet his gaze. “What’s he working on?”

      “I don’t know all the details, but there’s no way he’s going to let you go to that monster.” He clenches his jaw. “Castle won’t let it happen, either.” At the reminder of the chancellor, he untangles himself from me, and we break apart completely.

      The space between us crackles with need, on the verge of igniting once again. To keep my hands off of him, I open my mouth to question him further, and that’s when his eyes widen, settling on something over my shoulder. I whirl around, and the breath whooshes from my lungs.

      Miles is standing at the bottom of the steps, arms crossed, eyes narrowed, his mouth a stern line of displeasure. “In the library, now.” His gaze swings between Sebastian and me. “The both of you.”

      “Let me explain,” I say, desperation straining my tone.

      “You can explain it to the chancellor.”
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      Furious and rhythmic footfalls, a collision of guilt and rebellion, and damp eyes accompanying a flushed face—that’s the scene greeting Liam when he enters the library fifteen minutes later. His deep brown gaze sweeps over each of us, assessing the unsettling picture the three of us create.

      Miles pacing in front of the windows, his features twisted into a perpetual scowl.

      Sebastian leaning against the opposite wall with his arms folded over a broad cotton-clad chest.

      And me, curled up in a chair as I blink rapidly to keep the tears at bay.

      “What’s going on?” Liam asks.

      Neither Sebastian nor Miles abandon their chosen posts, though my keeper doesn’t hesitate to speak his mind.

      “Tell him, my queen.” He’s never addressed me with such scorn before. “Tell the chancellor what you did.”

      Liam focuses on me, studying my face for answers, and it only takes three seconds before his complexion pales.

      “Tell him!” Miles shouts upon my silence.

      Liam shakes his head. “She doesn’t have to explain.” With a hard swallow, he glares at Sebastian. “It’s obvious what’s happened.”

      Miles stops pacing, his stance exuding prideful righteousness as he clasps his hands behind his back. “Summon the Brotherhood.”

      “I need to talk to the queen first.” Liam clears his throat. “And Sebastian.”

      Miles waves a hand in the air. “Talk all you want.”

      “Alone.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “If you want to proceed with a summons, then you need to give me five minutes to ascertain the details.”

      Miles presses his lips together, seemingly on the cusp of digging in his heels.

      “I caught them in an embrace.” He gives the chancellor a pointed look. “He touched her in ways that brought on a level of arousal that can’t be ignored.”

      The device. That’s how he knows…possibly even how he knew where to find me.

      I lower my head, shame crawling up my neck, because all it took was a heated kiss and a little contact through our clothing to get me going. Sebastian’s had that effect on me since we met.

      “You’ll get your summons,” Liam says. “Now leave us.”

      “Very well then, Chancellor.” Disproval drips from his words. “I’ll wait in the hall.”

      I don’t dare look at Miles as he strides from the room. The door slams upon his abrupt exit, and Liam has Sebastian pinned to the wall seconds later, his hand around his throat.

      “What the hell is the matter with you?” he shouts. “You touched her?”

      Sebastian drives his arm down on Liam’s wrist before shoving him back by several feet. “Keep your goddamn hands off of me,” he says, his tone as lethal as the silvery-blue glint in his eyes.

      “You should have kept your hands off of her!” Liam’s hands ball into fists, and I jump up before they launch into a full-on brawl.

      “Stop! The both of you.”

      They turn in my direction at once, a display of polar opposites—Sebastian in his casual ripped jeans while Liam’s the embodiment of dark and handsome with expensive tastes. But anger unites them, pitting the two against each other even as they give an uncanny visual of two men forged in protective fury.

      Sebastian looks away first. As he reclaims his post against the wall, dragging both hands down his face, Liam crosses to me, warm and tender hands grasping my shoulders.

      “Tell me he forced you.”

      “He didn’t.”

      “You need to claim otherwise. I can’t protect you if you don’t.”

      “He’s right, princess. I don’t want you getting hurt over this.”

      “I’m already hurt,” I cry, shoving Liam back. “I didn’t ask for any of this.” My eyes lock onto Sebastian’s. “But I fell in love anyway.”

      “Love won’t save you from the consequences.” Liam sighs, and I bring my attention back to him. “It won’t save him either, my sweet girl.”

      “I made the first move in that gazebo. He told me no, but I didn’t listen. Please don’t kick him out of the auction over this. It was just a kiss, I swear.”

      A lie. It was so much more, and everyone in this room knows it.

      Liam hangs his head, but not before his own pain at my confession slashes across his features. “It’s not up to me. Miles is calling for a vote.”

      My knees weaken, and I clutch the arm of the chair before sinking onto the leather cushion. “What have I done?” The tears I fought so valiantly against now cling to my lashes, threatening to spill over.

      Liam moves toward me, but Sebastian pushes him aside before kneeling at my feet, his hands wrapping around my own. “We’ll get through this.”

      “How?” I peak over Sebastian’s shoulder at Liam, and a flush of guilt crawls over my skin for having this exchange in front of him. I know it hurts him to see us this way.

      He averts his jealous gaze.

      “Have faith,” Sebastian says, squeezing my hands. “I have allies in the Brotherhood. I don’t think Miles will get enough votes to cast me out. I’m more worried about you.”

      “I’ll be fine as long as they don’t take you out of the auction.”

      “There’s more to consider here, princess.”

      “Like what? Nothing is more important than your bid in the auction.”

      “He’s talking about the consequences.” Liam crosses his arms as he stares down at us. “Regardless of the outcome of the vote, you both face corporal punishment.”

      Sebastian dips his chin. “This is why you have to say I forced you. It’s the only way to keep you out of Pax’s hands.”

      “No!” My eyes widen. “You didn’t force me into anything. I won’t say otherwise.”

      “Damnit, Novalee!” Sebastian takes my cheeks in his hands, giving me a quick shake. “The sick fuck will lash you until you bleed. That’s what he does in this type of situation.”

      Bile rises in my throat. “Is that…is that what will happen to you?”

      “We’re not talking about me.”

      “Oh God,” I choke out, my tears falling onto his thumbs, leaving a damp path of bitter regret. “This is my fault.” Clutching my chest, I gasp for air. “You could get kicked out the auction, and they’re going to…they’ll hurt you.”

      “I can handle a lashing, princess. It won’t be the first time. But what I can’t handle is you at the other end of Pax’s whip. If you say I forced you—”

      “I said no.”

      Sebastian jerks away from me, a growl of frustration rumbling in the back of his throat. I prepare myself for his ensuing rant at my refusal to listen, but before he gets the first word out, the library door bursts open, and Miles stands on the threshold.

      “Your five minutes are up. Summon the Brotherhood, or I’ll do it myself.”

      Liam’s attention stalls on me, and there’s no question what he wants me to do. “Novalee, please.”

      “I already gave you my answer. Do what you have to do.”

      Grinding his teeth in helpless aggravation, he reaches for the library phone and puts out a call to the houses.
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      The four of us descend into the dungeon in single file fashion, Liam at the front, Miles behind me, and Sebastian bringing up the rear. I’m careful to keep my gaze on Liam’s back, using tunnel vision to protect myself from the reality of this place, with its ominous furnishings and terrifying whips. But as we pass underneath the hanging shackles, I shiver, the chill worsening as we continue beyond the iron-barred cells.

      The chancellor leads us down a narrow hall, and I had no idea the underground space went so deep. A door opens into a circular room similar in design to the one where the Brotherhood hold their monthly dinners. It’s windowless, masculine in theme, and definitely not meant to entertain dinner guests.

      No, this place is reserved for more serious matters, like deciding the fate of two people. It’s a courtroom-slash-boardroom style of space, existing under a gigantic mural of the zodiac chart on the ceiling.

      Miles ushers me toward his section, while Liam claims his spot on the raised bench at the mouth of the circle. Sebastian takes his place on the other side of Miles.

      And we wait, the disquiet deafening.

      Finally, footsteps echo down the hall, and the atmosphere remains subdued as the men file into the room, one after the other, as if they’re facing a collective sentence instead of deciding the fate of just one.

      I don’t understand how these men—different in so many ways yet bound by legacy and duty—will call for the possible exile of one of their own.

      When Landon walks in last and takes his seat in the circle, he sends Sebastian a glance brimming with fury. My brother doesn’t have to say a word to convey his level of disappointment at our recklessness.

      Acid burns in my esophagus, and a hard swallow is the only thing keeping it down. Part of me wishes I didn’t have to be here to witness this meeting, but I can’t imagine sitting alone in the House of Virgo, left in the dark as these men decide the fate of my future with Sebastian. I glance at his blond head from the corner of my eye and recall every kiss and sigh from this afternoon.

      Every whimper and moan as we moved in tandem, seeking forbidden pleasure.

      I would give anything to feel him against me again, to hear his breaths in my ear and the addictive taste of his kiss on my tongue. But not if it means he’s kicked out of the auction. I let out a soundless exhale, my heart skipping too many beats. I’ve ever been as scared as I am now since setting foot in this tower.

      Liam sounds the gavel, and the meeting officially begins. A curvy brunette entered after Landon, and she sits on the outskirts of the circle, her slender fingers poised over a laptop to record every word.

      The chancellor clears his throat. “On this day, September 6th in the Year of the Queen in the eighteenth Brotherhood cycle, we bring judgement forth on Sebastian Alexander Stone, from the House of Leo, for inappropriate sexual conduct with the queen.” Liam pauses, his gaze making the rounds before landing on me. “Let the record show the queen was a willing participate in the misconduct, therefore I have no jurisdiction over her during this summons.”

      He falls quiet for several long moments as my love for another man flays him for all to see. But Liam is proud and strong, and when he raises his head, he banishes all evidence of hurt from his expression, going into unbending leadership mode.

      “The Brotherhood is summoned today to vote on whether Mr. Stone should be expelled from the auction. Simple majority decides. We start with the House of Taurus.” He turns to Heath. “Yay or nay, Mr. Bordeaux?”

      “Yay.” His answer isn’t unexpected, nor is the unmoving detachment that taints that single word.

      But Landon’s fury increases, his disapproval clear in the severe angle of his mouth as he shoots Heath a murderous glance. I’m sure if my brother were able, he’d lecture Sebastian and me until he could speak no more. Even so, it’s no surprise when Landon votes against expulsion. Vance votes in line with my brother, and I hold my breath as Liam turns to Miles next.

      “How do you vote, Mr. Sinclair?”

      My keeper’s profile doesn’t give a hint of what he’s thinking. Has his anger cooled? Can he recognize the transgression for what it was—a moment of weakness between two people who couldn’t help themselves? Most importantly, will he find forgiveness in time to grant clemency?

      “They knew the consequences,” Miles says. “I vote for expulsion.”

      His condemnation settles over the room, far from the empathy I’d hoped he would find. I wring my hands as the vote proceeds. Of course, Pax elects to have Sebastian removed, while Ford and Tatum want to keep him in the auction. Hugo and Oliver are divided, the latter voting for expulsion, while Sullivan gives a clipped reply of yay.

      The members are five and five, with Sebastian unable to cast his vote. When it comes time for Liam to add his voice to the mix, I close my eyes in despair, barely breathing.

      I can’t watch this.

      He’s in a no-win situation, and his job as tie-breaker demands a certain amount of respect. If he votes for Sebastian to be removed, he breaks my heart. But if he votes against it, allowing a path for Sebastian and I to marry, Liam breaks his own. I keep my eyes shut, the ensuing seconds throbbing at my temples—seemingly the only sound in the room until his voice busts through the ruckus in my head.

      “Nay.”

      My eyes fly open, and Liam’s lock-jawed expression brands on my mind, never to be removed. This moment will live there until the day I die, a permanent tattoo of the sacrifice he just made for me.

      Because he loves me.

      “The matter is decided,” he says, hand shaking as he brings the gavel down once more. “Meeting adjourned. Escort Mr. Stone and the queen to separate cells.” He swallows thickly. “I’ll put in the call to his father.”

      Without another word, the chancellor strides from the room, and I glance at Sebastian. “Why is Liam summoning your father?”

      “We’re about to enter the punishment portion of this circus,” he says, a dark glower spreading over his face. “They need my father’s presence and permission to punish me.”

      “And what…” I lick my lips. “What about me?”

      Sebastian’s gaze settles on Miles. “There’s only one man here who has any say over you, princess, and he’s sitting between us.”

      Miles pushes his chair back. “I’ll go easy on you, my queen. Ten lashes, and we’ll be even.”
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      An empty cell stands between us. Despite the space that keeps Sebastian and I apart, we don’t go more than a few seconds without eye contact. He paces the length of his cage, a restless and angry lion in captivity. I’m sitting cross-legged on the cot in my own prison.

      “Okay,” he says suddenly, stopping to face me, his hands circling the bars. “When shit goes down, I need you to keep your mouth shut and follow my lead. Can you do that?”

      “You want me to be a good little princess?”

      At my tone, he grinds his teeth. “For my sake, can you just listen for once?”

      I let out a breath. “What are you planning to do?”

      “Whatever it takes to get you out of those lashes.”

      “This whole thing is my fault.” I jump to my feet and match his stance, my fingers clutching the bars. This is as close as we’re able to get right now. “I’m the reason we’re in here.”

      “Bullshit. Centuries of complacency are to blame for this. We did nothing wrong.”

      “They don’t agree.” I jab a finger in the direction of the hidden room I had no clue existed until today.

      “If they were all on the same page, I would have been booted from the auction.” He lets a beat pass, allowing the implication to sink in. “The Brotherhood is split, princess. The most it’s been split in decades. Not everyone agrees that what we did was wrong.”

      “Wrong or not, we were in that gazebo together. If you have to face the consequences, then I want to face them with you.”

      He shakes his head, and a messy lock of hair falls over his brow. “I’m not about to let him whip you.”

      “What makes you think you can stop him?”

      “It comes down to my father. He has final say on what happens to me.” A bitter smile pulls at his lips. “I learned years ago how to push his buttons.”

      “Final say on what happens to you. But what about me? It’s up to Miles, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I don’t see how you’re going to get me out of anything.”

      “Miles answers to the legacy members, just like the rest of us.” He tilts his head. “Just like my father answered to my grandfather during his Year of the Queen.” A sardonic laugh escapes his disapproving lips. “Hell, he still cowers to the old man.”

      A door creaks open, and a set of steady footsteps follow. We aim our attention on the figure making his way through the dungeon. Pax operates like a moving shadow, his black shirt and pants matching the dark intent in his expression. Deep set gray eyes, devoid of a speck of light, stand out in an angular face. He’s handsome in a hardened way, but there’s something terrifying about his presence—the way he reveals a devious grin—that makes him unattractive.

      “I knew you’d be the first one to fuck shit up,” he tells Sebastian. “Trouble’s been your middle name since we were kids.”

      “I have a name for you,” Sebastian says, “but I’ll keep it to myself out of respect for Novalee.”

      “If you had respect for anyone in this tower, you would have kept your hands off of other people’s property.”

      Sebastian lurches toward him, his knuckles white as he grips the bars. “She’s not a piece of property.”

      “We’re all pieces of property. Some of us are just worth more than others.” Pax sends an assessing glance down my body, making my skin crawl. “And some are fun to play with.”

      “She’s not your plaything.” The lion shows his teeth, his hatred curling his lip.

      “She will be soon enough.”

      The assertion trembles through my limbs, and despite what Sebastian said about Landon’s mysterious plan to save me from a month spent in the House of Libra, I sink onto the cot, too weak to stand in the face of Pax’s triumph. This man, with his dark hair and stormy eyes, has evil running through his veins. I can sense it, can practically smell his rancid glee thickening the air.

      And he can’t wait to get his hands on me.

      More footfalls sound, and Pax smiles. “It’s time to play.” He inserts a key into the lock of Sebastian’s cell and swings the door open. “You know the drill.”

      Uncaged, Sebastian prowls toward the center of the dungeon and halts underneath the dangling shackles.

      Pax winks at me. “Normally, I’d say ladies first, but I enjoy the idea of you watching before you get yours.”

      As he turns his back on me, I grip my middle, trying not to curl into a ball. Sebastian needs me to be strong. So does Liam. The chancellor’s face is a sickening pasty hue as he and the rest of the Brotherhood form a circle around one of their own.

      “Where’s my father?” Determination paints Sebastian’s features, the stark shadowy lines creating a beautiful masterpiece as he reaches for the hem of his shirt. He pulls the white cotton up his abs, over his head, then discards it on the floor. His jeans rest low on his hips, showcasing that sexy V-cut I explored with my tongue last month.

      “Your father’s helicopter is minutes away.” Landon aims his gaze at the floor, clearly uncomfortable with what’s about to transpire.

      “No time to waste then,” Pax says to Sebastian, circling a finger in the air, “turn around.”

      Five long seconds pass as we stare at each other, though it feels much longer. His blue eyes darken, conveying everything he can’t verbalize.

      Love.

      And an undeniable command.

      He expects me to sit here and silently watch as Pax tortures him, but I’m not sure I can do it. Narrowing his eyes, he sends me one last do-as-I-say look before he turns, his back facing me, and allows Pax to shackle his wrists above his head. The chains rattle and clank with his movement, secured to the ceiling with the kind of strength not even Sebastian can overcome.

      The keeper of the dungeon walks a slow circle around him. “I’m curious about something. How many times did you get your ass dragged down here when we were teenagers? I know you kept my father busy.”

      “Enough times that your whip won’t phase me.”

      Grinning as if he took Sebastian’s answer as a challenge, Pax takes down a black whip from the wall, uncoiling the thin snake-like tail with a flick of his wrist. “You haven’t been on the other end of my arm.”

      “I want Novalee’s lashes,” Sebastian says, jutting his chin at Pax. “You hear? Give them to me.”

      An undeniable mask of anticipation comes over Pax, and the sight shoots a chill down my back. I scoot into the corner of the cell, as far away from him as I can get.

      “I don’t think so. She’s got ten coming, and they’re mine to give.”

      “How many am I getting?”

      “That’s up to me,” a voice booms from the bottom of the staircase, his sudden presence startling the group of men gathered in the center of the dungeon.

      But not Sebastian. He doesn’t even flinch.

      Because he knew his father had arrived? I crane my neck to get a better look. The man is an older version of his son, blond hair graying, and eyes that appear a darker shade of blue, like indigo or sapphire. There’s a noticeable unbending quality to his stature that reminds of the front Sebastian puts up for the world to see—the front he let me bust through during our month together when he allowed his real personality to shine.

      As Mr. Stone strolls closer to where his son stands shackled to the ceiling, Pax loses some of his triumph. “How many should I issue, sir?”

      “Whatever you think he’s got coming, double it. Only way to get through that hard-headed stubbornness of his.”

      “I was thinking twenty.”

      “Twenty?” Sebastian scoffs. “That’s an insult to the queen and the House of Virgo.”

      The instant he uses my title, I know he’s got a hidden agenda.

      “How is that an insult?” Pax asks, resting his hands on his hips, the whip curling around his leg.

      “I touched what wasn’t mine, put my lips on her when she was most vulnerable. Is that all a queen’s virtue is worth?” Sebastian jerks his chin toward Miles. “You’re the resident virtue thief, are you not? Is twenty enough for the man who stole what was yours?”

      Miles sneers. “You deserve that and more.”

      “Then double it, and give me hers, too.” He glances at his father from over his shoulder. “Unless you’re too weak in the stomach to observe.”

      “Give him the queen’s strikes.”

      “With all due respect,” Miles says, stepping out of sync with the circle. “The queen is just as culpable.”

      “I highly doubt that. My son is willful and headstrong. He’s never respected authority.” His tone is hard and unforgiving, not a hint of compassion for the man who went though so much…who lost so much.

      “Give him the queen’s punishment.” Sebastian’s father nods at Miles. “She’ll suffer enough when he breaks.”

      My stomach roils at witnessing the evidence of his father’s cold-hearted approach to his own flesh and blood. How did Sebastian learn decency and empathy growing up under the rule of such a hateful man?

      “Very well, then.” Miles steps back in line, the downward curve of his lips imparting displeasure at the legacy member’s veto.

      Pax stops behind Sebastian, sending a furtive glance my way, and the room falls completely silent in the seconds before he swings his arm for the first strike.

      I jump, covering my mouth, and hold my breath as a painful-looking welt streaks across Sebastian’s back.

      “Impressive,” Pax taunts. “You didn’t even flinch. But that’s just the first. We’ve got forty-nine more to go.”

      “What the fuck are you waiting for?” Standing on tip-toe, Sebastian grabs the chains holding him captive and prepares for the next lash.

      Too many bodies clutter the space to make sense of such silence, but for the next several minutes, Pax’s whip slicing the air and cracking on tender flesh is the only sound in the dungeon. Even my tears are silent, burning down my cheeks, unbidden.

      Somewhere around the fourteenth strike, Sebastian lets out a grunt, because that one drew blood.

      I want to hide behind my hands, protecting myself from the sight, the reality, the guilt. Perhaps, it’s the latter that keeps my focus on Sebastian, every muscle in my body flinching with the contact of that whip on his back. The higher the count, the more difficult it becomes for him to take the strikes in silence.

      He’s not the only one. The men stand around him with various reactions, some unmoving like Mr. Bordeaux, while others are wound as tightly as Sebastian in those chains.

      Landon startles at an especially brutal hit.

      Liam’s mouth flattens into a horrified line as he stares at his feet.

      Vance blinks in rapid succession.

      After the last strike is issued, Sebastian’s barely standing on his own, the weight of his body kept upright by his shackled wrists. Blood streaks across the expanse of his back, from his shoulders to the skin above his jeans.

      Pax drops the whip at his feet, his chest heaving from the exertion of torturing another human being. “If Mr. Stone agrees, let him down.”

      The older man nods, and Vance is the first to move, reaching to unbuckle the cuffs around Sebastian’s wrists. He slumps toward the ground, legs too weak to hold him up just yet. Most surprising is how Liam is the one to haul Sebastian to his feet, followed by Landon. They help him to a bench, and Vance opens a first-aid kit and treats his wounds.

      Wishing I could be with him, I get up from the cot on jittery legs and clutch the bars. That’s when he raises his head and meets my gaze. The breath stalls in my lungs as I prepare myself for any number of emotions in those gorgeous eyes.

      Anger at my recklessness for not listening to him in the gazebo.

      Hurt that I put him in this position.

      But I only find love and protectiveness.

      His father notices our silent exchange and is not pleased. “You need to grow up, son. Your grandfather would be ashamed that you’re still gallivanting around as if you don’t have obligations. Thankfully, he was too ill to accompany me here today.”

      Sebastian shakes his head. “Only you would be thankful for someone’s illness.”

      “Your mother would be heartbroken to see you like this, if she were here.”

      “Don’t you dare bring her up.” Despite his weak and battered body, Sebastian stands, warding off anyone who tries to help him. “Unless you want me to bring up Caroline.”

      His father frowns at the reminder of Sebastian’s dead sister. “Even after all of this,” he says, gesturing toward the shackles and the whip on the floor, “you still intend to provoke me.” For the first time since he entered the dungeon, Mr. Stone glances in my direction. “Until the auction, the queen needs to focus on her duty.” He pivots back to his son. “As do you. You’re hereby exiled from the tower until further notice.”

      “No!” My protest echoes through the dungeon, and there’s nothing I can do to pull it back. Everyone’s attention lands on me, the weight of their stares pressing me back by two steps.

      “Stay out of this, princess,” Sebastian warns.

      Mr. Stone turns to Miles. “Take her out of here.”

      As Pax unlocks my prison and passes me off to Miles, panic strangles me. “Let me say goodbye,” I choke out.

      My keeper ignores my cries as he drags me past Sebastian.

      It can’t end like this, with him broken and bleeding, and me with my heart shattered.

      Just a goodbye, a final embrace. A touch of his hand on mine. Anything to carry us through the coming months.

      But my pleas fall on deaf ears. Miles hauls me over his shoulder and stomps up the stairs, leaving Sebastian staring after us.
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      Gut-wrenching sobs hold me captive as Miles enters the House of Virgo. He strides into our shared suite and dumps me on the bed.

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t bring this on yourself,” he says.

      “I just wanted to say goodbye.”

      “You should have said goodbye without going behind my back and letting him touch you.”

      Hot tears slide down my temples. “We weren’t trying to hurt you.”

      “You didn’t hurt me, my queen. You disrespected me.” His icy glare chills me to the marrow. “You’re one to lecture on the subject of mutual respect.”

      “I’m sorry.” Another sob bursts from my throat. No matter how much I try, I can’t stop Sebastian’s agonizing grunts from looping in my mind. He took the brunt of those strikes so I wouldn’t have to. He paid for wanting me, for protecting me, for loving me.

      “Can I see him before he leaves?”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Please.” I’m not above begging, so I hold his gaze, mine awash with pain. “I won’t touch him. I just need to say goodbye.”

      “Why would I allow you any sort of mercy?”

      “I’ll do anything.”

      I don’t know who this pathetic, sobbing girl is, but she was born from the ash of desperation.

      He quirks a challenging brow. “Anything?”

      A hard swallow displaces the lump in my throat. Every time I close my eyes, Sebastian’s bloody back is there, the crimson staining my brain. I can’t let him leave like this, not knowing if he’s okay, or when I’ll see him again.

      “Yes.”

      Miles slowly nods, contemplation softening his anger. “I believe you both got off too easy.” He pauses, and I count the pounding beats of my heart. “If I let you say goodbye to him, I want you to let me get you off in front of him.”

      My body shudders at the thought. “You want to hurt us both.”

      “I want retribution.”

      My heart drops, and I shake my head. “I won’t do that to him.”

      “Then you don’t get your goodbye.” He strides toward the suite’s exit and slams the door behind him, and I don’t have to check to know he locked it.

      Time imprisons me. The sun sets and rises, and Miles doesn’t return. I’m not sure how many days pass. All I know is I’m desolate and alone and hungry, with a fissured heart and wounded soul. The day after I refused Miles’ offer, I spotted Sebastian entering a black SUV through the bedroom windows, a duffle slung over his shoulder. Him leaving destroyed me on a physical level, and I vomited from the mere absence of his presence.

      He took a huge piece of me with him that day.

      I’ve reached the end of my strength, my last thread of hope. The sun arcs high in the sky, but I’m impervious to its warmth as I stand on the balcony, aimlessly staring at the landscape but failing to see the beauty in anything.

      And that’s when I entertain the idea of climbing over the railing and just letting go. It’s an unfamiliar thought—one that terrifies me so much that I curl up in bed and embrace my pillow as if my life depends on it. Before everything went south that day in the gazebo, I’d had hope to cling to as armor against the next six months. Now I can’t see past the next hour.

      I have nothing.

      The suite is growing darker as the day wears on, and I haven’t moved from my spot on the bed. Even if I wanted to get up, I don’t have the willpower or the strength. I fall into a restless sleep, where nightmares of blood and tragic blue eyes plague me.

      Someone shakes my shoulder, his tempered, smooth voice warming me like honey. My lids are too heavy, and I’m only capable of giving a quiet groan. Two strong arms lift me off the bed and cradle my body.

      “Liam?” I say, head lulling against his chest as his familiar spicy scent infuses my nostrils. It’s like breathing in a hint of renewed life.

      “It’s time to get you out of here, my sweet girl.”

      I finally open my eyes, and the main sitting room comes into view. Miles is nowhere in sight as Liam carries me toward the front entrance to the House of Virgo.

      “Where’s Mr. Sinclair?”

      “He had a dinner meeting in the village. He decided to forfeit his bid in the auction. He sent me to hand you over to Pax early.”

      “No.” I stiffen in his arms. “Take me back to the suite.” I’d rather waste away to nothing in that room than go to Pax.

      “I can’t do that. We’re going to see Dr. Morgan first. We’ll talk about what comes next later.”

      I don’t have the energy to fight him, so I relax in his arms as he cradles me against his chest during the elevator ride to the first floor. After we exit, he gently sets me on my feet, his grip steadying me.

      “Can you walk?”

      “I think so.”

      “How long were you in that room?” His worried gaze takes in the sight of me, now that I’m standing before him in the light of the corridor.

      “I don’t know. I lost track.”

      His eyes widen. “It’s been five days since the summons.”

      “Then I was in there for five days.”

      “Jesus Christ, what the hell was Miles thinking?”

      “He wanted retribution.”

      Liam escorts me to Vance’s office, and the doctor gives me crackers and juice before he removes the device. “You’ve lost some weight,” he says, concern dragging his mouth downward.

      “I haven’t eaten in days.”

      The two men exchange a worried glance as I tug my panties back into place. I’m wearing the same dress from the day Sebastian and I were caught in the gazebo, and I can only imagine how frightful I must look—my hair tangled, body unwashed, teeth neglected. I broke mentally, and it took six months in this place for it to happen.

      “You’re taking her to Pax now?” Vance folds his arms, his tone relaying how much he detests the idea.

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      “Have you ever stopped to think that maybe we do have a choice?”

      “Wishful thinking and reality are two separate things,” Liam answers, taking my hand. “But I hear what you’re saying.”

      Liam ushers me out of the exam room, and the mood between us is unsettled and morose as we head in the direction of the library.

      “Pax is going to hurt me.”

      “He will if he gets the chance.”

      I tighten my grasp on Liam’s arm, expecting him to enter the library and hand me off to a barbarian. Instead, he walks past the usual place of exchange.

      “Where are we going?” The question ends on a squeak that gives away how close I am to crumbling.

      “He’s waiting in the dungeon.”

      The strength leaves my body, and I’m little more than deadweight as he catches me in his arms.

      “I can’t do this,” I say, almost hyperventilating as an onslaught of terror hits me.

      “Listen to me,” he says, steadying me on my feet.

      “No! I’m done listening. You can’t do this.”

      He cradles my face, his thumbs swiping away the moisture on my cheeks. “Calm down, my sweet girl.”

      Something about his tone busts through the panic, and I blink until my vision clears. His caring gaze holds my own, deep brown eyes conveying the seriousness of what he’s about to say.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “I want to.” But not if he’s going to hand me over to a monster more frightening than my uncle.

      “You have to know,” he pauses, voice cracking, “I’d never do anything to hurt you. Do you believe me?”

      “Yes.” Any doubt I once harbored about his intentions are gone—not when every part of my soul screams that he loves me. Same as Sebastian. My gut tells me I can trust my life in either of their hands.

      “Then I need you to walk down there with me and follow my lead, okay?”

      “W-why?”

      “I don’t have time to explain.” He caresses my cheek, and on some unconscious level, I lean into his touch. “Can you do this for me?”

      Swallowing hard, I nod, and he entwines our hands before resuming the nerve-wracking journey to the darkest trenches of the tower. After opening the heavy iron gate to the dungeon, Liam pushes me forward.

      Pax is waiting in the middle of the room, in the very spot where he tortured Sebastian five days ago. I can almost envision the drops of blood on the floor, though someone has since cleaned the area. His smile comes off as more sinister than usual, maybe because he’s standing naked from the waist up with his feet bare.

      Likes he’s ready to play.

      “Took you long enough,” he tells Liam.

      The chancellor presses his hand on my back, forcing me closer. “Your month hasn’t even started yet, so I wouldn’t get worked up over a few minutes.”

      Pax grabs me by the arm, and as he pushes me to my knees, my whole body quakes apart. As I watch the keeper of the dungeon remove a chained collar from a rack on the wall, my teeth chattering from terror, Liam settles a comforting hand on my head, his palm slowly smoothing down the back of my skull.

      It’s a subtle reminder to have faith in him, and it’s enough that I’m able to catch my breath.

      “You can leave now, Chancellor,” Pax says, his bare feet bringing him back to where I’m kneeling on the cold, hard floor. That collar captures my focus, stretched between his brutal hands.

      Liam steps to the side, allowing Pax access to me. The monster leans over, his attention on fastening the collar around my neck, and that’s when everything changes. Liam reaches into his expensive suit pocket, and I spy a flash of a needle, followed by Pax’s huge gray eyes as he slumps to the floor in front of me.

      “What the—?” He manages to cast a questioning glance at Liam before his eyes roll back in his head. A nudge of Liam’s shoe to the prone figure on the floor confirms what I already know.

      Pax is out cold.

      “Wh-what did…what did you do?” My voice is foreign to me in that moment, constricted by shock and confusion and a dizzying amount of fear as I meet Liam’s gaze.

      Without answering, he pulls me to my feet, and the collar drops to the floor, Pax never having the chance to secure it around my neck. Liam drags me toward the back room where the summons took place.

      “Wait, please!” I yank on his hold, trying to slow him down. “What’s going on?”

      “There’s no time. The sedative will wear off in a few hours. We need to be far away when that happens.”

      “What?” Digging in my heels, I finally force him into a reluctant halt. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Out of here!”

      “But they’ll take you out of the auction,” I shout back.

      “I don’t care about the auction.” He grabs me by the nape and lowers his face until we’re breathing the same air. “I care about you.” A heavy beat passes. “We’re not coming back, Novalee.”

      My mind goes blank, unable to comprehend the meaning behind his words until Sebastian’s face flashes in my head.

      He’s still allowed to bid in the auction.

      He’ll be back at some point.

      But if Liam takes me out of the tower…if he makes it off the island with me…

      I might never see Sebastian again.

      “I need a second to think.” Pushing him away, I bend over, hands on my thighs as I breathe.

      “We don’t have a second.”

      Behind me awaits the threat of a monster’s reign, but also the promise of a reunion with Sebastian. In front of me lies an escape route with a man who also loves me.

      “I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “I worried you might say that.”

      Lifting my chin, I glimpse another needle, but the prick of it registers before I even think of fighting him.

      “I’m sorry, my sweet girl.” He catches my limp body, his umber eyes locked on my own as the edges of the narrow passageway dim around us.

      “Liam…” I groan.

      And then there’s only blackness.
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