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      Detached, apart from one’s self, separated from existence. I never fully understood what that felt like until now. Activity whirs around me as I sit with the Zodiac Brotherhood at the large circular table. The gaudy chandelier sparkles above, giving off ambient lighting. Servants take away appetizer plates and replace them with the next gourmet course, forks scrape against fine china, and wine glasses rise to achingly beautiful lips.

      Every man present at this farce of a welcome dinner is handsome; some regal, some understated, others roguishly sexy. It isn’t fair how sadism and corruption taints such beauty. And it’s unfair that not one of them seems to notice how I’m only here in the physical sense, my mind caught in a zephyr of fog as the edges blacken. The plate in front of me blurs. Voices grow faint. The last three months flicker through my consciousness, and I watch the memories like scenes from a movie.

      My first experience on my knees for the chancellor. The game of chess and the way he made me beg for him after I lost. The heat in his eyes as he brought me to orgasm for the first time. The sadness in those gorgeous brown depths when we had to say goodbye.

      I don’t want to think about what comes next, but the memories infiltrate before I can cast them into the muck of my mind. Mr. Bordeaux and his rules. My unexpected friendship with Loren. The degrading punishments.

      My lashes flutter, scattering the recollections and bringing me back to the here and now. There’s no question that those months changed me, destroying the veil of innocence that protected the childish girl I used to be. Surviving such a soul-altering fate should prepare me for anything.

      It didn’t.

      Because my time in the House of Gemini didn’t just shatter me—it shattered the foundation of my entire life, and I’m still trying to glue the pieces back together despite it being another month and another zodiac sign.

      Another dinner.

      The men of the Brotherhood appear unchanged. Outwardly, I do as well, but my stomach is in knots, trust shifting as the truth I learned three days ago breaks through the barriers of deceit.

      Liam sits in his usual chair, the first slice of the zodiac. The ram is rigid in his role as leader, and he wears the responsibility and obligation as well as the expensive coal suits he favors. There’s a familiar warmth in his eyes, offering comfort and reassurance, but my heart doesn’t respond with the normal dance his presence usually inspires.

      The unfazed Heath Bordeaux takes the space next to the chancellor. If anyone on this side of the table remains unchanged in recent weeks, it’s the peddler of precious gemstones.

      My gaze drifts to Landon Astor, the man I still have a hard time thinking of as my brother. Elise sits by his side, a diamond on her slender left hand. The stone isn’t as large as the one on my finger, but knowing Elise the way I do, my brother chose the perfect token of his love for her.

      From the corner of my eye, I spy Dr. Vance Morgan’s expectant gaze on me, and I force my attention on the words coming from his thin lips.

      “Is the lamb not to your liking, my queen?” He nods toward the plate of food sitting untouched in front of me. “The chef can bring you something else, if you like.”

      “No, it’s fine.” I offer him an uneasy smile before taking a bite.

      My taste buds aren’t the problem—the warning Landon gave me three days ago is. He believes Liam’s father was behind my parents’ plane crash, and if that isn’t bad enough, he thinks the Castles want me dead after the auction concludes.

      The warning won’t stop looping in my head, bouncing off the walls of my mind with an ominous echo. I lift my chin and find Liam’s brown eyes on me once more. A bolt of awareness courses through me, and I have to remind myself that he’s a man I can no longer trust.

      And even if I didn’t have my doubts about the chancellor, Landon ordered me to stay away from him anyway.

      But I don’t know if I can let it go.

      The rest of dinner passes in quiet chatter. Elise answers Liam’s questions about the wedding next month. When she mentions that I’m designing her gown, Liam’s gaze veers to me again. He’s been glancing my way every chance he gets, as if he senses the internal battle inside my heart.

      I try to picture him conspiring to take everything from me, proclaiming his affection and protection one moment while planning my downfall the next. No matter the truth in my brother’s confession, or the certainty in my father’s words from beyond the grave—written by his own hand a week before he died—the core of my being doesn’t believe Liam is capable of conspiring to have me killed so my uncle can take the throne.

      I can’t imagine a world in which Liam Castle wants me dead. With a hard swallow, I shift my gaze and catch the reproach on Landon’s face, accompanied by a barely discernible shake of his dark head.

      Let it go, he’s saying. Let Liam go.

      Vance clears his throat, gaining the attention of everyone at the table. “Before we move on to dessert, I’d like to present the queen with my gift.” He signals to a woman who stepped into the room as the main course ended. As she closes the distance, I remember she was present during the medical exam three months ago.

      With a smile, she sets a tray in front of me, and I muster a friendly curve of my lips in return because she was kind to me, even holding my hand during the examination. This stranger winced through the invasion with me, making sure I wasn’t alone since the Brotherhood hadn’t allowed my ladies to attend.

      Vance’s assistant vanishes as fast as she appeared, leaving behind a perplexing offering of a silver spoon and a small decorative bottle made of frosted glass.

      I raise a brow at Vance. “What is this?”

      Instead of answering, he picks up the spoon, his lips tilting into a smirk of a grin, and hands it to me. “Take three teaspoons and find out.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “If you don’t, you’ll miss the opportunity to choose the attention of any man at this table for the rest of the evening.” He leans closer, his voice lowering, though I’m sure everyone hears him. “And the best part?” Another pause, another smile. “Whoever you chose will have no control over you.”

      I feel the doctor’s words low in my belly, tumbling around in triumph, and for the first time since I took my seat, I sense the lion’s movement to my left. Every shift of his jeans steals my focus, whereas thirty seconds ago I could ignore him completely.

      I was proud of my feigned indifference to Sebastian Stone.

      But now I’m achingly aware of how close he is—the closest I’ve been during dinner. And yet the more I move in Sebastian’s direction, the more the distance from Liam grows. I hate that I can’t trust the chancellor, that my father’s letter has made me doubt the first man to make me feel safe in this tower.

      I eye the spoon dangling in front of me, and my heart sinks with realization. It’s a clever offer, the dream of spending an evening without being under the control of a man. What a novel concept.

      If only I believed it to be true, because taking whatever’s inside that bottle isn’t a request. The doctor’s gift is as much a demand as Liam’s request that I prove myself while on my knees. It’s as much an order as Landon telling me to stay away from the chancellor.

      My life has become a series of demands disguised as choices.

      As I grab the spoon, Elise sucks in a nervous breath, her blue eyes wide with alarm. If the dynamics were different, she’d beg me not to give in.

      But things aren’t different. Elise and I are on foreign soil, trapped by duty and a society that views us as subservient creatures. Before I can question the wisdom of what I’m doing, I pour the syrupy liquid from the bottle and watch it fill the spoon.

      It’s tasteless going down, and so are the next two doses. I set the spoon back on the tray next to the bottle. Expectation cuts through the air. If I didn’t know better, I’d think everyone was holding their breath.

      The moment snaps when servants appear with slices of berry-garnished cheesecake. Conversations resume as forks scrape dessert plates. Steady hands replenish emptying glasses of wine. I make it halfway through my dessert before the oddest feeling hits me.

      Intense heat radiates from low in my belly, spreading down my legs and all the way to my toes until they curl. I press my thighs together, but the sensation only amps hotter until it’s a persistent pulse at my core. Biting back a whimper, I bring a palm to my left cheek, surprised to find it cool to the touch.

      Vance places a hand on my knee, his caress warm through royal blue silk, and gently tugs until my thighs part by an inch.

      “What are you doing?” My voice shakes, humiliation creeping onto my face as I glance at the men around the table. No one is paying attention to me…until I catch the knowing eyes of Sebastian. A smirk taints his expression, and I try to press my legs together in response.

      Vance brings my gaze back to him, his grip tightening on my knee. “Don’t fight it.” He leans close, mouth heating my earlobe, and I shiver. “The throb between your legs isn’t going anywhere for the next few hours.”

      I lick my lips, and a breath escapes. “What did you give me?”

      “An arousing elixir.” His lips form a secret smile. “But it also has the potential to frustrate.”

      “How so?” I breathe, suddenly aware of the citrus-infused scent wafting off the doctor. His cologne heightens my senses, and I not only hear Sebastian shift again, but I envision the denim of his jeans rubbing the seat cushion.

      I want to be that cushion.

      “One teaspoon will turn a woman on, two will make her beg, and three does both while also bringing on a curious side effect.”

      Silence.

      It surrounds the table, amplifying the thundering beat of my heart, and I sense every gaze on me, heavy as the bricks laid out in the walkway to the cliffs. Hot embarrassment splashes across my cheeks.

      “What side effect?” I ask, drawn to the coppery glint in Liam’s hair as the weight of his stare pins me to the spot from across the table.

      Vance turns my face until we’re eye-to-eye again. His aren’t green or blue or even brown. They’re a deep gray with undertones of hazel. From far away, those eyes don’t startle and draw attention, but up close they pack a punch.

      “Have you heard of the term anorgasmia?” he asks.

      I shake my head, and he leans even closer.

      “It’s the medical term for when someone can’t reach orgasm.” He nods toward the syrupy potion he gave me, still sitting too innocuously on the table. “Quite a devious mixture. Three teaspoons causes intense arousal while leaving one unable to reach climax.”

      “Did I do something to anger you, Dr. Morgan?”

      “It’s Vance.” He settles back into his seat. “And no, you didn’t. I simply enjoy making you squirm.”

      And that’s when I realize I underestimated the doctor, believing him to be one of the few kind-hearted men in this tower, gentle in mannerism and caring in a professional sense. I let my guard down and I’m paying for it between the knees.

      I want to inch them together, to keep the intensity of throbbing heat inside me, but my panties are undeniably damp. It’s too late, because whatever he gave me is rushing through my blood, wreaking havoc on my pride, and every pair of eyes is a witness to my humiliation.

      “May I be excused?”

      “Finish your dessert,” Vance says, his fingers slipping under silk and reaching for the flesh of my thigh. I bite back a desperate moan.

      “Please,” I breathe, my chest heaving.

      His gaze dips to my cleavage. “Be the good girl I know you can be.” He nods at my half-eaten cheesecake. “Afterward, you’ll get your reward.”

      My reward…

      My eyes clash with Liam’s, but the sexual energy coming off Sebastian makes my breath hitch. His presence strokes me like a fiery touch, as real as the hand inching up my thigh. With agonizing slowness, I bring a bite of dessert to my mouth and force my gaze on the lion.

      That’s when Vance dips a finger beneath the lace edge of my thong. My mouth closes around the spoon, stifling a moan, and yet…

      Sebastian hears it, senses it, feels it. Those azure eyes widen the slightest bit, his nostrils flaring. The movement of his chest quickens.

      But last month, he had me under his command, free to do anything he wanted, and he held back, especially on the night of the charity ball. I took a chance and went to his floor, wanting my dance.

      Wanting him to want me.

      He wanted Lilith Astor instead.

      Her name leaves a nasty stain on the walls of my mind. I swallow the last of the cheesecake, and Vance removes his hand from between my legs and brings it to my mouth, his finger sliding along my lip. The taste of my arousal is intoxicating—a forbidden sample of decadence I can’t help but crave on the lips of two men sitting at this table.

      “Who’s it going to be, my queen?” Vance pushes a finger into my mouth before sliding it out again. “Who are you wet for?”

      I give him the most diplomatic answer I can. “All of you, considering the potion you gave me.” It’s mostly a lie, except for the potion part. The instant his elixir stormed my veins, my body ignited with arousal.

      The sort I can’t fight.

      Knowing Sebastian is sitting to my left only intensifies it, and not even the filament of betrayal between the chancellor and me can snuff it out.

      “You can’t have all of us tonight. You may only choose one.”

      I take a leisurely glance around the table, touching on every man, but especially Sebastian. His bold stare holds a dare.

      Choose me, it challenges with smug triumph, as if he believes the choice has already been made. My brother tilts his head, silently telling me the same thing. The lion and his supposed safety net is the only option.

      Maybe it’s the unrelenting demand in their expressions, or the way everyone in this tower believes it’s their right to control me, but when I settle my gaze on Liam, and he looks away in hurtful disappointment, I know what I must do.

      Because above all else, I need to find out if I can trust him.

      “I choose the chancellor.”
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      After dinner, the room clears all at once, most of the men quiet and reserved as they leave one by one. Sebastian is the first to go, and though he doesn’t say a word, he doesn’t have to. The cadence of his exit says it for him, heavy and angry footfalls echoing in my ears. He disappears into the hall, and the promise of his wrathful jealousy wafts in the air, clinging to my skin like the sweat of desire.

      The chancellor lingers by the open doors, his presence tugging at me with the strength of a wrench. Vance passes me off to him. “She’s all yours for the evening.”

      Liam’s smile is so genuine that a trickle of guilt seeps through the cracks in my armor. He’s unaware of my ulterior motives, believing that I chose him over every other man in the tower because I wanted to. Taking his offered hand, I wash the guilt away and force my expression into a mask of normal as he ushers me through the open doors that lead into the hall.

      That’s when Landon pulls us aside, his focus on the chancellor. “May I have a few moments with Novalee? Wedding business,” my brother explains.

      “You’ll have to ask her.” Liam lets go of my hand. “She’s the one with the power tonight.” Something twitches at the edges of his mouth. Amusement? Reluctance? I can’t pinpoint it, and that makes me even more determined to get to the root of this man’s soul.

      “Would you mind waiting for me in the library?” I ask the chancellor.

      Liam arches a coppery brow. “The library?”

      “Yes.”

      “We’ll be more comfortable in my penthouse.”

      “The library will do.” I lift my chin, feigning a display of assertiveness I’m not used to, but I have no intention of beginning the evening in his penthouse. Going by the harsh angles of my brother’s face, he’ll blow his top if I follow the chancellor back to his domain. The library is dangerous enough with its vibe of masculinity between the walls. That space houses memories of the times I spent with Liam Castle.

      “Very well, then.” Liam hardens his jaw as if he wants to object, but with a resigned tug on his lapels, he holds back. An abrupt turn on his spotless oxfords carries him down the hall with long, confident strides. Liam no sooner disappears around the corner when Landon grips me by the arm.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asks in a hushed tone, eyes deepening to an irate emerald.

      “Vance told me to choose, and I’ve learned it’s best to follow the orders of the man in charge of me for the month.”

      “You’re forbidden from spending time with the chancellor.”

      “Lucky for me,” I say, yanking my arm free, “we’re in the month of Cancer now.”

      “You’re playing a dangerous game.” His lips mash into a severe line. “I can have you punished for your disobedience.”

      “Vance can punish me, but what will be your reason for asking him to?” I take a step closer, refusing to back down, despite his growly exterior. “You and I both know you won’t tell him the truth.”

      “So what’s your game plan? You’re still under the influence of the elixir.” He glances down the hall as if he expects to find Liam waiting at the end. “Don’t think for a second the chancellor won’t take advantage of you when you’re most vulnerable.”

      “I can handle myself. What I can’t handle is the uncertainty. I need to see for myself if Liam wishes me harm.”

      “Someone in this tower does wish to harm you!” With a sigh, he lowers his voice. “All I know is it’s not me, and it’s not Sebastian.”

      “That leaves ten other houses, so why the Castles?”

      “You mean besides the letter from your father? I’ve eliminated several houses already.”

      “Who?”

      “It doesn’t matter who. My gut says it’s the Castles.”

      “Doesn’t mean Liam’s involved.”

      “Doesn’t mean he’s not.” Landon shakes his head. “I know you care about him, but you’re letting your feelings get in the way of rational thinking. You can’t afford to be wrong about him.”

      “Better safe than sorry, is that it?”

      “You don’t agree with that philosophy?”

      “I agree with a philosophy that seeks the truth.” My ire gets the best of me, and I cross my arms in a pose of rebellious strength. “My entire life was based on a lie, Landon. The lies stop now.”

      Something in my tone or stance or fierce need to take back a paltry piece of my life loosens the rigid set of his shoulders. Giving a resigned nod, he glances at his feet. “What are you going to say to him?”

      His straightforward question knocks some of the wind from my sails. “I don’t know.”

      “So you’re going in there without a plan?” Landon grips me by the shoulders. “Are you crazy?”

      “If he’s guilty of such duplicity…of murder…” My eyes sting with the threat of tears. “I need to know the truth, and I’ll do anything to get it, no matter how crazy or risky it might seem to you.”

      “Don’t do this,” he pleads.

      “I’m not in your house anymore. You can’t stop me.”

      His hands slide off my shoulders. “You’re more like an Astor than you realize.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because you’re as stubborn as a goddamn mule.”

      “I thought obstinance was a trait out of the House of Taurus.” Sarcasm taints my retort.

      “Obstinance is human nature. Some harbor it more than others.” He widens the space between us by a foot, his jaw tense from my decision to go against his wishes. “Do what you need to do, but be careful. Whoever’s working with your uncle has the traits of a chameleon. Never forget that.” He stalks down the hall, and I wait until he turns the corner before following.

      His warning echoes in my ears, a ricocheting omen I can’t quite shake. Nerves hold my legs hostage as I make my way to the library, my limbs jittery at the idea of the coming conversation with Liam…or confrontation, considering I don’t know which it’ll be yet. Silently, I edge the door open, and my breath hitches.

      The dawning of dusk casts an ethereal shadow over the chancellor, outlining him in silhouette. His back is to me, and I follow the lines of his suit, from the broadness of his shoulders to the taper of his waist. The cut of that finely woven wool is perfect, and I’m convinced there isn’t a man alive that can fill out a suit better than Liam Castle.

      At the sound of the door shutting, he turns around. Neither of us say a word, and yet I can’t tear my gaze from his. The space between my thighs inflames with desire, and I give myself a stern reminder that I can’t trust my own reactions tonight—not with Vance’s voodoo boiling in my veins.

      “The sight of you always takes my breath away,” he says, three hesitant steps of his leather shoes bringing him closer.

      My feet want to move, to help him bridge this gaping void between us, but I’m frozen to the spot. Now that my eyes have adjusted to the dimness of the room, I spy the frown lines around his mouth. He tilts his head, those beautiful umber eyes studying every inch of me, as if he’s trying to decipher a complex puzzle.

      “Things are different now, aren’t they, my sweet girl?”

      “Why do you say that?” Suspicion taints my tone. Does he know the truth about my parents’ plane crash? Does he suspect my trust in him has wavered?

      “Because you don’t look at me the same.”

      I swallow hard. “Why would things be different?”

      A heavy beat passes.

      “I think you know why.” He takes another step toward me, and I shake my head, fear and longing colliding in my chest.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You do, Novalee.”

      “Well I’m telling you I don’t, so why don’t you spell it out for me?”

      Sadness pulls at the corners of his mouth. “You look at me differently because you’re in love with someone else.”

      It’s not the answer I expected, but it’s no less shocking than all the things he could have said—the things my heart hopes he’ll never say.

      “If that were true, then why am I here with you and not him?”

      “I don’t know why you chose me.” Pushing his hands into his pockets, he spans the final space between us. “But I intend to find out.”

      “How do you plan to do that?”

      With a slight laugh, he shakes his head, hesitating as he reaches out and tucks a lock of flaxen hair behind my ear. “I have no idea.”

      The brush of his fingers on my cheek sends my lids drifting shut. I let out a sigh as the conflicted organ in my chest skips a beat. My skin flushes to the temperature of midday on the beach at home. “Then I guess we’re both searching for something.”

      “What are you searching for?” he asks.

      A lump of apprehension clogs my throat, but I gulp it down. It’s now or never, and regardless of what my brother warned, I can’t ignore the invisible wall that stands between the chancellor and me. “Someone told me I shouldn’t trust you.”

      I brace myself for the register of shock in his dark pupils, dilating with disbelief, but it doesn’t come. Instead of retreating in defense, he steps closer, his warm palm cradling my cheek. How could someone who touches me in such a gentle, loving manner want me dead?

      “Whoever told you that is right, Novalee. You shouldn’t trust anyone in this tower.”

      A gasp escapes as he drags his thumb across my lower lip. I dart my tongue out, and his saltiness hits my tastebuds, igniting a craving for the forbidden.

      “I shouldn’t trust you…but I want to.”

      “Do you? Or is it the doctor’s elixir urging you to give in?”

      “I think it’s a bit of both.”

      His nostrils flare, my confession blanketing the room with promise as his attention stalls on my mouth. He dips his thumb between my lips in an obscene display of innuendo.

      “You’re in control tonight, my sweet girl. You can do whatever you want, even if it means trusting me.”

      Oh, how I want to, but I need to know where I stand. “What if I am in love with Sebastian?” I hold his gaze, needing to catalogue every nuance of what comes next. “Would you help him win the auction?”

      Face blanching, he closes his eyes, the seconds passing with every beat of my fissuring heart. His thumb falls from my lip and rests under my chin. “Yes,” he finally says, voice cracking on the word. “If that’s what you want.”

      “Would you die for me?”

      His eyes fly open. “Why would you ask me that?”

      Five seconds of laden-filled silence sneak by. I could tell him everything, but that would open Pandora’s box—a dangerous truth Landon implored me not to share with anyone, least of all the chancellor.

      “Because I’m a queen, and the world’s a treacherous place for queens, especially on this island.”

      His shoulders sag with relief, as if he expected me to tell him about a specific danger. Because he thought I was referring to his family’s supposed threat to my life, or something else? Before I can analyze that question and all its potential answers, he drops to his knees and takes my left hand in his.

      “Of course I would die for you.” Adoration softening his gaze, he brushes his thumb over the humongous diamond on my finger. “When I put this ring on your finger, it was a promise. Many promises, one being that I’ll do everything in my power to protect you.”

      “What if…?” My courage falters.

      “What is it, my sweet girl?”

      “What if marrying Sebastian guarantees my safety?”

      “Life doesn’t offer guarantees.”

      “What if marrying him is the closest thing I have to one?”

      A furrow pulls his brows together. “Where is this coming from?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “If you’re in trouble, you need to tell me. I can’t help you if you don’t.”

      “I can’t go into details, so please don’t ask.”

      “Because someone turned you against me.” His bitter statement hits me square in the chest. “What did Sebastian say to you?”

      “It wasn’t Sebastian.”

      “Someone else, then?”

      Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath, holding it in for five seconds before meeting the inquisition in his gaze. “I’ve already said too much.” I pause, searching his face for the truth, for a sign that I can trust him with my life, as well as my heart. “I want to trust you, but I need…”

      “Anything,” he says, his warm hands steady on my hips. “What do you need from me?”

      I think of the things he kept hidden in the name of protecting me, of the things he still hasn’t told me, and I realize there’s only one thing I need from him.

      “I need absolute honesty from you.”

      He gives a slow nod of his head. “What do you want to know?”

      What a loaded question. In my mind, I cycle through the things I’m dying to ask.

      Were his parents in contact with mine before their plane went down?

      Are the Castles working with my uncle?

      Is Liam determined to marry me only to see me dead in the end?

      I can’t fathom any of it, but I can’t ask those questions either, so I settle for the one thing he wouldn’t tell me the first time I questioned him about it.

      “Why did you sell your family’s necklace to Mr. Bordeaux?”

      Liam blinks. “Your doubts have something to do with the necklace?”

      “I can’t say. I just need you to tell me the truth.”

      He frowns. “It appears we’re at an impasse.”

      “You won’t tell me?”

      “I can’t, Novalee. All I can say is I needed the money to make sure you’re protected.”

      “Protected from what?”

      “Eventually, I’ll be able to tell you everything.”

      “But not now.” My jaw locks with frustration, as does his. We stare at each other until the chime of the clock breaks through the moment.

      Shaking his head in defeat, he lowers his hands to the sensitive skin underneath the hem of my dress. “All I can tell you is I’m in love with you, and I’ll protect you with my life.”

      The husky truth in his words softens my heart before arrowing straight between my thighs. I shudder under the grip of his gentle hands. “Touch me,” I say in a broken whisper.

      Never breaking eye contact, he slides a palm up my thigh, fingers disappearing beneath exquisite silk. The weight of his touch, the warmth, the intensity in his expression…he steals the breath from my lungs.

      “Tell me what you want, Novalee.”

      “I want your mouth on me.” I pull my dress over my head and widen my stance. The garment leaves my fingertips, falling to the floor as he yanks my panties down my legs. A smile teases his mouth.

      A curve of conquer. A twitch of triumph at the edges of those full lips.

      I step out of my thong, and his hands press into my thighs, spreading me wide. I can’t suck in a full breath, and I don’t want to. Oxygen means clarity, and I don’t want to think about the unresolved issues between us, the divide in my soul over two men, or the fact that anyone could walk into the library and interrupt us.

      “Your pussy is so damn beautiful. Some nights I dream of tasting you again.”

      “I need you,” I gasp, my pelvis arching for the promise of his tongue.

      He flicks it over my clit, warm and wet lips closing over me, and I expel a loud groan as I plunge my hands into his thick, coppery hair, tugging the strands in desperation. He groans his approval against my pussy, and I almost buckle.

      “Liam…more, please.” I dip my head in surrender, braids falling around my shoulders, and hold him to me as I climb higher and higher, my pulse a mad gallop in my ears. His technique is a relentless assault, turning my insides to fiery liquid, and I’m so close to coming on his tongue.

      Begging and straining for it.

      But it doesn’t happen.

      With a desperate cry, I yank at his hair even harder. “Please! I need…God, please…”

      Liam veers upright and takes my face between his hands. “You’re so wet,” he says against my lips, transferring the taste of me from his mouth to mine. “But Vance made sure you can’t come. Continuing this is only torture.”

      “I don’t care!” I try pushing him to the floor again, but he retreats by three feet.

      “I care, Novalee.”

      “But I’m the one in control tonight.”

      Liam presses his lips together, as if biting back an order. What is it with the men in this tower and their incessant demands? Vance was the first person to pretend to care about what I wanted, if only for a night.

      Liam bartered with Mr. Bordeaux to spend time with me.

      Landon decided who I should marry.

      And Sebastian…he made a deal with the doctor for my anal virginity, then he pushed me away in favor of another woman.

      Indignant anger breaks through the surface. I grit my teeth and plow forward, eating up the space Liam tried putting between us. “You asked me what I wanted,” I remind him.

      He actually appears worried, and I almost laugh because hunting him is ludicrous, and yet that’s what this feels like—a reversal of roles. The hunter becoming the prey.

      “You’re right. I did ask.” He shoves his hands into his pockets, fully clothed in an expensive suit while I pursue him in nothing but the heels on my feet.

      “I want you to take my anal virginity,” I say, grabbing him by the maroon tie around his neck, “tonight in your penthouse, and I don’t want you to fight me on this.”

      “Why?” He searches my expression, and it takes every ounce of strength not to avert my eyes.

      To keep my vengeful reasons hidden from the lock of our gazes.

      “I want it to be you.”

      He picks up my panties from the floor, dangling fine lace on his finger, and holds the thong in front of my face. “My penthouse awaits.”
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      Two months is such a short amount of time in the enormous picture of life. A mere sixty days. Not even a quarter of the way through a year. As Liam ushers me into the House of Aries, and the familiar scent of spiciness and man surrounds me—the previous two months seem like an eternity. The door closes behind us, shutting out the rest of the tower and its inhabitants from the penthouse floor, and my attention stalls on that heavy piece of wood closing us off from everyone else.

      He kissed me goodbye against that door as tears stung my eyes, as I begged him to let me stay. So much has changed since that day, back when I would have given anything to remain inside these walls, safe in his arms.

      Safe in the illusion of protection.

      But each new month holds additional challenges and discoveries, and I fear I won’t recognize the girl in the mirror by the time the last month concludes.

      Liam removes his jacket and places it over the arm of a chair in the sitting room. The French doors to the balcony stand open, allowing the evening air to infuse the space with the salty scent of the sea. The breeze isn’t as humid as summer back home, but I still prefer this milder version of summer to the bone-deep chill of spring on the island.

      “Should I open a bottle?” Looking at me expectantly, Liam nods toward the kitchen and his considerable wine collection.

      I shake my head. “I’d rather not add alcohol to the mix.” With Vance’s concoction storming through my veins, I need to keep as clear a head as possible.

      “I’ve never taken his arousal elixir,” he says, his dark gaze taking a leisurely glance down my body. My nipples are hard and noticeable in their braless state, and my panties are so drenched I wouldn’t be surprised to find a wet spot on my dress.

      “Is that the official name for it?” I wander to the threshold of the balcony, sensing the weight of Liam’s stare on my ass.

      “It doesn’t have an official name,” he murmurs, much closer than I thought he was. His heat splashes my back, erupting gooseflesh on my arms. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if Vance takes it to market. I’ve heard the effects are intense.”

      Intense. What an appropriate description. I sway toward him the slightest bit until his energy tingles down my spine.

      “How does it make you feel, my sweet girl?”

      “I’m hot even when I’m cold.” I hug myself, hands rubbing the raised skin on my arms as the gentle breeze whirs around us. “I’m achy and alive and…”

      “And?”

      “And I’m frustrated.”

      A moment of hesitation, and then his sigh blows warmth across my nape. “We don’t have to do this.”

      “It’s my night, right?”

      His hand settles on my ass cheek, and my breath stalls in my lungs. The last slice of the sun dips below the horizon, bringing the promise of a dark and moonless sky.

      “It’s your night,” he says, full, seductive lips teasing my ear, “but if we’re going to do this, we’re doing it my way.”

      Why does that not surprise me? “What do you have in mind?”

      “A little preparation.”

      I close my eyes, breath thready on my lips, and tilt my head back. “Is that all?”

      “And an understanding.”

      “What kind of understanding?”

      “You make the initial decision, but once we start, I’m in charge.”

      Laughing, I turn to face him. “Have you ever surrendered control a day in your life, Chancellor?”

      He raises a brow, seeming to think about it. “Not that I can recall.”

      “What if I tell you no?”

      “Then you tell me no, but nothing in Vance’s directive said I have to fuck you in the ass tonight.”

      His vulgarity should turn me away from him—from this tempting idea of taking back my control—but the fierceness in his voice only heightens my arousal. A mixture of fear and excitement floods my veins, more intoxicating than the finest wine.

      More addicting than the scent of his pheromone in the air.

      “Okay,” I breathe, too worked up to argue. “We’ll do it your way.”

      He lowers his head and the firm pressure of his mouth urges me to part my lips. His tongue slides in, massaging mine into surrender as he backs us onto the balcony, step by careful step.

      “Turn around,” he groans against my lips.

      Adrenaline courses through me as I face the sea, and I’m shaking when he pulls my dress over my head.

      “I’d lay the world at your feet if I could, my sweet girl.”

      “I believe you.” My hands curl around the iron railing, and I gaze at the vast green lawns of the Zodiac Estate. Beyond the cliffs, the sunset glistens on the ocean. The splash of colors remind me of orchid and mango, of sweetness and innocence. Freshly cut grass and the richness of summer infuses my senses.

      The evening isn’t too hot or cold. It’s just right as Liam presses into me from behind, his body heat surrounding me and warding off the absence of the sun. He moves my hair off one shoulder and places his mouth there, lips hot and hungry over my skin.

      “That feels good,” I say, tilting my head to give him better access.

      “You feel good.” Cupping my breast, he slips his free hand into the front of my thong and presses two fingers into me. “You’re so damn wet.”

      I can’t speak. My mouth can only mewl and whimper as he teases me with his fingers. The hard length of his erection prods me from behind, a precursor for what’s to come.

      “God, sweetheart. I’ve missed you so much.” He withdraws long enough to pull my panties down my hips, but he doesn’t remove them completely. They cling to my thighs, baring my ass cheeks, and something about the constriction of that lace makes me shiver in anticipation.

      It’s indecent, forbidden, an act of desperation.

      His breathing turns rough and uneven as he dips his fingers between my legs again, this time scooping up the arousal collecting there. He spreads my cheeks, wet digits sliding over my anus.

      “Wait…” Doubt crashes over me unexpectedly. “I mean w-what are you doing?” I was foolish to think I wouldn’t be scared or nervous. I don’t know how this works, or what to expect, and even though I know Liam is experienced, it doesn’t help calm my nerves.

      “I’m preparing you first.” He presses a finger against my tight hole. “Relax. Your body will adjust.”

      “I don’t know how.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      Isn’t that what I’m here to find out? Can I trust him? Should I risk it?

      “Yes,” I say, because he’s worth the risk. Slowly, he presses forward, one finger claiming my ass, and I hiss in a breath. “It hurts.”

      “It will at first.” He rubs my clit with his free hand, and I groan, his touch a steady vortex of heaven and hell that shoots me higher until I’m certain there’s nowhere to go except over the edge.

      But I’m a prisoner on the precipice, every atom of my flesh straining for the fall.

      “Do you want me?” His question drips with doubt, and if the doctor’s elixir isn’t enough to keep me grounded, the hint of suspicion in Liam’s tone does the trick.

      “Of course I do.” Every piece of me is begging for him.

      “You’ll find no release in this.” He slips another finger in, alongside the first, and the pressure builds in my ass as he stretches his way deeper.

      “I don’t care,” I groan, trying not to cry out from the burn.

      “Does it still hurt?”

      “No.”

      He halts, fingers seated as far as they’ll go. “Don’t lie to me. Anal can feel incredibly good, but it takes patience and experience. If you think my fingers are painful, imagine what my cock will feel like.”

      I groan again at the thought, curious and aroused and terrified all at once.

      “It’ll hurt like hell, and you won’t be able to orgasm to offset the pain.”

      “Why are you telling me this now? I thought you wanted this?”

      “I do. So damn much.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” I crane my neck and meet his gaze over my shoulder.

      His brows furrow over dark, turbulent eyes. Knowing eyes. “How about we use some of that honesty you were talking about earlier? Why do you want me to do this?”

      I try blinking away the truth, only giving him half of it. “If you won’t, someone else will.”

      “Who?” he practically growls.

      “Vance.” The lie vibrates off my lips before I can stop it.

      Liam shakes his head, withdrawing his touch. “I can not believe you just lied to me again, especially about this.”

      My heart drops, shame taking root in my stomach. “H-how did you know?”

      “I was there when Sebastian made a deal with the doctor. Vance isn’t taking your anal virginity.”

      I gasp, cheeks flaming with my slip-up. Because I knew this, and yet I’d forgotten that Liam was in the room the night I tried seducing Sebastian. He even told me how the chancellor wasn’t happy about the deal he’d made, but I’d put it out of my mind, overcome with the intensity of what happened in my bedroom later that night.

      The night I put my mouth on Sebastian for the first time.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, my voice breaking as I put a few inches between us. I can’t meet his eyes as I pull my panties back into place. Picking up my dress, I hold it to my chest, shaking under the onslaught of his disappointment.

      “I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything.” He pauses, breaths coming as fast and violent as the sea. “But not like this, while your heart’s conflicted.” The soft pad of his shoes brings him closer, and he lifts my chin. “I want you as my wife, taking pleasure as much as you give it.”

      “You said we’d do it your way. Why lead me on if you weren’t planning to go through with it?”

      “I thought I could, but I can’t.” He slides his palm along my cheek before tangling his fingers in my hair. “Not as long as your motivations involve him.” He lowers his gaze, maybe to hide his disappointment, or maybe because he can’t stand to look at me anymore.

      “Liam…I don’t want him to have this.”

      “Why?”

      My gaze fastens to his, and I realize how important my answer is to him. “He scares me,” I whisper, my confession carrying the weight of many reasons.

      Sebastian Stone is the unknown monster under the bed, the beast hiding in the darkness of my closet at night. He has the power to hurt me in the physical sense, but he also has the power to grind my heart to dust. The pull I feel toward him is forceful and terrifying, but these are things I don’t want to admit to Liam. I don’t want to hurt him more than I already have.

      Liam clenches his jaw, the angles of his beautiful face lined in agony as if he heard everything I didn’t say. “It kills me to know he’ll be the first.”

      “He doesn’t have to be. Please. Why won’t you do this for me?”

      “I can’t!” He drags a hand through his hair, eyes veering toward the darkening sky. “The Brotherhood lives by a code.” He shakes his head, waves of tangible aggravation wafting off him. “I was foolish for thinking I could break it.”

      “I’m sick of your codes and rules and bullshit!” I close my eyes for several seconds, striving for composure. “I want you, and you want me. Doesn’t that count for something?”

      “Our ways aren’t without complication, Novalee. You already know the answer to that.” He steps back, widening the space between us by three feet.

      It’s symbolic—this distance that feels more insurmountable with each second the sky darkens, flicking through shades of blue like the color samples in my fashion arsenal. I can crumple up bad sketches and start anew without a second thought, never once giving up until I get the design right to the last minute detail.

      But I can’t fix this.

      The Brotherhood and its archaic laws and customs are outside my skill set. Even as chancellor, Liam holds a limited amount of power.

      “I want it to be you,” I say, refusing to give up, no matter how futile.

      “On the matter of your anal virginity, the choice isn’t yours. Vance already made the deal, and you belong to him for the month.”

      “No.” Anger threatens to splash down my cheeks. “I belong to no one.”

      “Are you sure about that?” He raises a brow, issuing a challenge. “From what you told me in the library, you made it clear you belong to Sebastian.”

      “I don’t belong to him,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “No?” He prowls closer, his body backing me into the railing. “Because you wanted my blessing to marry him not even an hour ago.”

      “It doesn’t matter what I want. He doesn’t want me.”

      Liam’s bitter laughter assaults the air. “You might feel differently if you knew what he gave up for your anal virginity.”

      I open my mouth, but the words won’t come. What am I supposed to say to that? Am I supposed to pretend I’m not intrigued by the information he just dangled? I don’t want to keep doing this heart wrenching dance with him.

      Neither of us will come out as the winner.

      “I’m sorry,” I say in a choked whisper. “I should go.” I move to step past him, but he grabs my arm and pulls me against him. I don’t have time to prepare for his kiss. His lips are just there, forcing mine open, tongue claiming me straight to my soul. He pours everything into that kiss, all his frustration and heartache and love.

      This man loves me. If I know nothing else from the time we’ve spent together tonight, tiptoeing around the landmines between us, I know that much is true.

      If his family wants me dead, he doesn’t.

      I break away as the tears fall, unable to hold them back any longer. “I can’t. Please, just let me go.”

      Cradling my face, he shakes his head with a sad smile. “I’ll never let you go.” We stare at each other for several moments, the breeze stirring his sandalwood scent around me.

      Before I seek his lips again, I dart through the open doors of the balcony, slipping my dress on as I make my escape, and leave the silhouette of a broken man standing against the backdrop of night.
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      The House of Cancer is contemporary in design, unobstructed by barriers as warm seashell tile connects the open-concept living spaces. My heels click across the floor, echoing too loudly in my ears, and I try to soften my steps as I search for the doctor in the dim lighting.

      “Hello?”

      No answer, and that makes me nervous because he didn’t give me instructions on how I should greet him. I don’t know my way around his house yet either, having only visited my room before dinner to freshen up and change.

      I pass the spotless kitchen and dining area before following the curve of the wall into the next space, white paint giving way to the slate gray stone fireplace that stands as the main focal point of the room, drawing the eye from floor to ceiling. The blinds are drawn on the windows, and I spot the brilliance of the first stars stealing the night sky.

      “You’re just in time,” a breathless voice says.

      I whirl to the left and find Vance sprawled on a wide chair facing the windows, blond hair undone and falling over his muscular shoulders. He shed his jacket and tie, and all sense of modesty since he’s stroking himself.

      “Um…” I falter, gaping at the unabashed display in front of me, his strong fist pumping furiously between the open fly of his pants.

      “Did you enjoy your time with the chancellor?”

      I blink several times. “Y-yes.”

      “Good. Now it’s my turn.” He gestures toward his erect cock. “Come straddle me.”

      I’m frozen to the tile, unable to comprehend his commanding yet nonchalant tone. The two shouldn’t go together, but somehow the doctor blends them with perfection.

      “You want me to…what?” Unable to take my eyes off the steady motion of his hand, I gulp.

      “Does my cock intimidate you?”

      My gaze snaps to his. “Should it?” I’m learning that answering a question with a question is a sound strategy with these men.

      He runs his tongue over his lower lip, hips thrusting in time to the wet pumps of his hand. “It’s just flesh, Novalee. Same as that hot pussy between your legs.” His slitted gaze roams over my hardened nipples to my pressed-together knees.

      “It’s not just flesh.” I force the argument from my constricted throat.

      “No, I imagine to you it’s not.” He pauses, slowing the pace of his hand. “I’m not going to fuck you. We both know that’s against the rules. But I am going to touch you.” A stern nod of his head toward his lap has my feet scuttling to do his bidding, and cool tile gives way to plush carpet under my heels.

      I come to a shaky stop between the spread of his legs. “You said I’m in control tonight.” The reminder is feeble at best, because this man holds all the power. His gift of freedom from a man’s command for the night was a ruse, a cleverly constructed lie, because he took the power before he gave it with the help of three silver teaspoons.

      Vance Morgan has a diabolical mind.

      “Your evening of bringing Liam Castle to his knees is over. You could have chosen me, but you didn’t.” He thrusts his cock toward me. “I won’t tell you again, my queen. I want you on my lap.”

      I crawl onto suede leather, knees fitting on either side of him, and my dress gathers around my hips, barely covering my ass. Vance’s erection is hot against my wet panties. I try to keep a hint of distance between our bodies, but he grabs me by the ass cheeks and brings me flush with his enormous shaft.

      He hisses in a breath. “The chancellor soaked this pussy. You feel that?” He grinds his length against my sex. “That’s your biggest weakness, love.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “The elixir doesn’t cause something that isn’t there. It lowers inhibitions.” One hand goes to the back of my neck, fisting my hair and bringing me within an inch of his mouth. “It makes a needy cunt needier.” His smile is as wicked as his elixir. “Now I know what makes you tick, and who.”

      My eyes widen, realization dawning that his choice was a test, only I’m not sure what he plans to do with the results. And the results are skewed anyway, since he’s unaware of my genuine reasons for choosing Liam. If my body alone had made the choice, I would have ended up with Sebastian tonight.

      “Take off your dress,” Vance orders.

      I want to object. The girl I used to be—before the House of Taurus molded me into a woman of obedience—might have resisted. The woman I am now knows it’s futile to resist a member of the Brotherhood.

      There’s no control in this tower of alpha men.

      The silky dress falls to the floor for the third time tonight. I tilt forward until my hair spills over my shoulders, and even though my nipples poke through the braided locks, I don’t feel as naked with that bit of merciful modesty.

      But he sees through the maneuver. A grin tilts his mouth as he brushes my hair out of the way, exposing my breasts. He grips my hands and wrenches them behind me.

      “Grab on to my knees,” he orders, squeezing my wrists before letting go.

      Propping myself up, my chest thrusts forward, and I study the deepening storm in his eyes, his appreciation for the sight before him as he brings his fingers to my nipples.

      “So pretty,” he murmurs, thumbs and forefingers rolling my pink flesh with the perfect amount of pressure.

      I whimper on his lap, my body growing impossibly hotter. What he’s putting me through is a blissful type of torture I can’t find the strength to fight. He said he liked to make me squirm, and that’s exactly what he’s doing. The smirk-like smile casting triumph on his face spells my defeat. Unable to stop myself, I rub my pussy against his hard length.

      “Good girl,” he murmurs, the friction between our bodies holding me captive to his every whim. I have no defense against his elixir—a fact of which he’s all too aware.

      He rests his head against the chair back and squeezes my breasts, palms molding and weighing them as his body moves in time with mine. Groaning, he shutters his gaze, overcome with pleasure.

      It’s just flesh. Just flesh, just flesh…

      Intimacy like this will never be just flesh in my eyes, and I hate my body for giving in to his poison, for being so open on his lap when my heart isn’t in it.

      There’s a disconnect between my body and heart, and I’m caught somewhere in the middle.

      “So perfect and responsive.” A groan rumbles from deep within his chest. “If only Sebastian hadn’t offered me a deal I couldn’t refuse.” He moves his hands to my ass again, his fingertips sliding to the tight hole between my cheeks.

      I hide a gasp as a single digit presses there.

      “But you did make a deal,” I say, a quiver of fear in my voice because the thought of Vance being the first makes my heart hurt.

      And that’s when I realize the truth, the yearning in my heart I tried to ignore. Out of spite for the hurt Sebastian caused me the night of the ball, I wanted to take this from him, but deep down…

      I want it to be him.

      “I did, indeed, and I always honor the deals I make.” He removes his hands from my ass. “So we’ll have to take care of this another way.” With a nod toward the floor, he tells me to get on my knees.

      Dread fills my soul as I freeze on his lap. We’re already so close, our most intimate places touching in scandalous unison. The mental picture going through my head makes me queasy.

      “Please, Novalee. Don’t make me ask you again.”

      I don’t want to do this, but I’m still leery enough of Vance to scramble to my knees. Heartbeat pounding in my chest, I lean over his lap and part my lips.

      His warm finger raises my chin, stopping me. “I don’t mean for you to do that,” he says quietly as he meets my gaze. “I just want you to watch.”

      “Oh.” I blink in surprise as a wave of relief cascades down my spine. Settling back onto my haunches, I wait for him to make the next move.

      Wasting no time, he takes his hard flesh in one hand, the pump of his fist drawing my focus in morbid fascination. Not that there’s anything morbid about the doctor pleasuring himself. There’s something beautiful about it, natural even, in the way he sighs with each stroke, his eyes shuttering, neck straining as he gets closer.

      The only thing that doesn’t belong in this picture is me.

      Neither does the ache between my thighs. It’s not as strong as it was for the last couple of hours, the effects waning, but desire still heats my blood.

      Vance lets out a grunt, and I bite my lip, almost as if I can feel his pleasure to my core. He opens his eyes, lids hooded over the lustful haze there, and stares at me as he quickens his pace. He’s a man on a mission, his cock plundering his tight fist until the friction takes him to a climatic end. A guttural cry launches from tight lips, and his release gushes over the top of his fist.

      Ragged breaths rent the air for several seconds. He breaks the moment by grabbing some tissues from a box on the side table to clean up the mess on his lap. “Thank you for watching, my queen.”

      “You’re welcome,” I say, the words strangled as I avert my gaze, vocal cords unwilling to work.

      “Don’t be embarrassed for enjoying the show.” His large palm smoothes down my hair, and then he tilts my chin up with his thumb. “Orgasm is as natural as breathing. You’ll experience plenty next month.”

      “Next month?”

      “It’s part of the deal. No orgasms while you’re in my house. Sebastian wants you ready for him.”

      His admission rears the never-far indignation festering under the surface of my composure. “What did he give you that made you so agreeable?” Testiness creeps into my voice, and it takes everything I have to rein it in. “Liam mentioned there was a trade.”

      I want to remind the doctor that I’m not a possession, that I’m a human being with feelings and wants and needs of my own, but I learned my lesson in futility the first day I set foot on Zodiac Island.

      Vance smiles as if he heard the objection in my tone. “Get some sleep,” he says, sidestepping my question. He pushes me to my feet before zipping up his pants. “I’ll see you first thing in the morning.”
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      Sunlight splashes warmth onto my face. For a few moments, I linger in the calming realm between wakefulness and slumber, safe from reality and the distorted darkness that, as of late, pervade my dreams. Ever since Landon told me about my father’s letter and the potential threat to my life, I’ve had nightmares of an ominous man that looks like Liam but isn’t him.

      I know it’s just my subconscious trying to work out my fears, to make sense of my brother’s revelation, but the sense of foreboding in my dreams won’t stop plaguing me.

      A throat clears, and my eyes open. Rolling away from the blinding windows, since I forgot to draw the curtains last night, I find Vance standing on the threshold of my room. I might have forgotten to shut the drapes, but I know I closed my door before I fell asleep.

      “Good morning.” He walks in without hesitation, the bold ownership in his stride telling me privacy isn’t a right in his house. “I think we should go over some ground rules.”

      “Okay.” My voice comes out hoarse from sleep as I sit up and pull the blanket to my chin. The nightgown I found in the closet last night covers me enough, but I can’t help but feel naked, as if his hooded gaze can burrow through layers of fabric and modesty to ogle the skin underneath.

      Vance crosses to my bed, his chocolate loafers sinking into the plush carpet, and settles on the edge. I let out an inaudible sigh of relief at the space he leaves between us.

      “Did you sleep well, my queen?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “If there’s anything you need to make your stay more comfortable, I trust you’ll let me know.”

      “I will, thank you.” I sound like a broken record, my responses short and polite, but Vance makes me nervous. I can’t read him the way I could read the others.

      With Liam, there was an almost instantaneous connection, unexplainable but as real as my uncle’s signature on the contract that sold my body and soul to a harem of sexy dominants. I left the House of Aries a fool, not grasping my role in the dynamics of this tower.

      Then Mr. Bordeaux broke me in that first day, down in the dungeon with his unbending rules, and I learned of the harsh ground on which I stood with him, expectations laid bare.

      My relationship with Landon was set in stone from birth, long before I knew it existed. If there’s any man in this place I can be myself with, it’s my brother.

      But none of those experiences prepared me for Dr. Vance Morgan. I’m lost on how to behave around him as his presence intrudes upon my supposed privacy. Needing a distraction, I take a mental stroll around the room, pushing the uneasiness to the back of my mind to deal with later. My quarters in the House of Cancer fall somewhere between the luxury of Liam’s penthouse and the dinky room Mr. Bordeaux gave me for a month.

      Just a bedroom, modest in square feet—though not to the point of claustrophobia—and tastefully decorated in hues of rose and slate. Two wicker chairs and an accent table make up the only seating area in front of the French doors that open to the balcony. The walk-in closet is generous in size, my clothes already hanging in neat rows and arranged on the shelves and in the built-in drawers.

      Vance shifts on the mattress, bringing my attention back to him. “You don’t need to be nervous. You’ve proven to be a study in obedience. I hardly think I’ll have cause to punish you.”

      I’m not sure what to say to that. Every bit of punishment I’ve withstood in this place was unwarranted. I doubt the doctor would appreciate such a sentiment. “You mentioned ground rules,” I remind him.

      “Maybe rules is the wrong word,” he says, taking my hand between his and rubbing his thumb across the back as if he means to offer comfort. “We’ll call them boundaries. A little structure should set you at ease. Don’t you agree?”

      “Maybe. I do appreciate knowing what you expect from me.”

      “I sensed that about you.” He lets go of my hand and stands, his gaze taking in the brightness of the day beyond the windows. “I was told you settled into a routine in the House of Gemini regarding your studio. I don’t have an issue with you working during the day, but I expect you home every night at six for dinner. There will be times I won’t be able to join you due to medical emergencies, but I want you there, nonetheless.”

      “I understand.” I watch as he wanders around my room, brushing his fingers over the dark cherry wood desk tucked against a wall. He dips his head to smell the bouquet of wild flowers someone left on top before opening the French doors to let in the fragrant morning air.

      “No masturbating.” He turns back to me with a stern brow. “You’ll take the elixir again, but as I said last night, you’re not allowed to orgasm in my house.”

      Embarrassment is an inescapable conclusion that never fails to spread to my cheeks. I avert my eyes, swallowing back the confession that masturbation is already a forbidden fruit I’m not to partake in because of the promise I made to the chancellor.

      “Am I allowed to speak freely?” I ask.

      “Of course.”

      I force my gaze to his. “I have questions.”

      “I’ll do my best to answer them.” Something about the way he shoves his hands into his pockets reminds me of Liam, and my heart gives a thump of protest in my chest. I don’t want to like the doctor. Hating the members of the Brotherhood feels safer, less complicated, especially since I’ve already complicated the situation enough by having feelings for two of the twelve men in this tower.

      Vance strides toward the open door of my bedroom. “As soon as you’re dressed for the day, join me for breakfast on the balcony.”

      After he disappears from sight, I slide out of bed and shut the door, releasing a sigh of relief as the illusion of privacy encloses me. Having my own space these past few months, no matter how small or lacking in luxury, was the only thing that got me through those days. The generous gift of my studio was the biggest blessing, and no matter how many times my brother tries to strong-arm me for the sake of my own safety, I’m forever in debt to him for that single, life-changing kindness.

      I open my closet, and a sense of empowerment comes over me. Each day, I pick out my own clothes. I miss my ladies dearly, but I’ve embraced the strong woman I’ve become; one that can take care of her own needs without assistance from others. As I remove a teal sundress from a hanger, I muse over my upbringing and the various etiquettes that came with being of noble blood.

      It feels good to shed some of them, to learn to be something other than a child queen of a nation on the fringes of falling apart. I might be a prisoner within these circular walls, a victim of my uncle’s greed and thirst for power, but at least I’ve found some positives from a horrid situation that was out of my control from the beginning.

      Maybe it’s the sunlight pouring through the windows, or the fresh sea breeze wafting in through the French doors, but a hint of optimism rises inside me, and I carry it with me to meet Vance on the main balcony.

      He smiles at me, his teeth as bright as the sun as I take a seat across from him. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” I let my attention linger on him for a few seconds, taking in his strong, clean-shaven jaw—a feature made more prominent by the way he pulls his hair back.

      “I don’t know what your tastes are, so I ordered a bit of everything from the kitchen.” He nods at the impressive spread on the table. “I hope you like it.”

      “It all looks delicious, thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me every time you speak, Novalee.”

      “I’m just being polite.”

      “Politeness is okay, but I also want you to be yourself.”

      Taking a few moments to fill a small plate with fruit, yogurt, and a hard boiled egg, I form a reply I hope is diplomatic. “There’ve been a lot of unique personalities so far since I arrived on the island.” I force my gaze to his, warding off any lingering shyness. “I guess I haven’t learned to be myself with any of you yet.”

      He nods before taking a sip of orange juice. “Your caution is understandable. I still insist you relax though. I’m not going to bite off your head.” A flirtatious smile steals his lips. “It’s much too pretty.”

      “Thank you.”

      He chuckles. “I see we have a ways to go.”

      “Sorry, it’s a habit.”

      “You said you had some questions.” He rests his shoulders against the seat back, food forgotten for the moment. “I’m all ears.”

      I push a piece of watermelon around my plate before spearing it with a fork. “Why did you want me to watch last night?”

      “Because it turns me on.” There’s no surprise on his face at my question, and I find his blunt answer…surprising. He furrows a dark blond brow, studying me from across the table. “You expected me to say something different?”

      “I’m not sure what I expected. No one’s wanted me to watch…so far…in this tower.” Heat creeps up my neck, and I curse myself for being so inept about things of a sexual nature. I bring the piece of watermelon to my lips, and his gaze follows, brightening to pewter.

      “I enjoy a woman’s touch. Make no mistake, love. But I’m what you’d call an exhibitionist.”

      I blink. Of course, I know the definition of the word.

      “If you win the auction,” I say, pausing to nibble on my lip, “will…will people watch us?”

      With a secret smile, he pops a grape into his mouth. “You assume I plan to win the auction.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      He’s stealing my strategy of deflection, and now I’m caught off-guard. “I…I…”

      “It’s a simple question.”

      Nothing’s simple. I’d choose the doctor over Mr. Bordeaux or Pax, but I can’t say I want him to come out the victor. Needing a few seconds to collect my thoughts, I take a long drink of orange juice. “I don’t know how to answer that.”

      “Well,” he hedges, “you chose the chancellor last night. Are you hoping he wins?”

      A month ago, before Landon shook the world under my feet, I would have said yes. But even after spending time with Liam and deciding there’s no way he’s out to harm me, Sebastian’s face is the one that flashes in my mind.

      My heart skips a treacherous beat.

      “If I had my way, none of you would win.”

      “But that’s not your reality.”

      He has a knack for pointing out the obvious. I return his gaze, refusing to let him derail me. “I have another question.”

      “I thought you might.”

      “Actually, I asked you last night, but you never answered me.”

      His eyes narrow for a long moment, then he nods. “The trade.”

      “Yes. What did Sebastian give you?”

      The doctor rises to stand at the railing, his broad back facing me in a casual gray shirt as he casts his attention on the sea. Long, slender fingers—fingers belonging to hands that heal the sick—curl around the railing. “Do you know what it’s like to want someone so badly you can’t breathe?” he asks, a wistfulness to his tone, so soft it’s almost lost on the breeze.

      I swallow hard. “I think…maybe I do.”

      “I’ve wanted someone for most of my life, but she’s always been out of reach.” His shoulders rise with a long, fortifying inhale. “Being with her goes against everything I was taught and conditioned to believe.” He turns to face me, and pain slashes his expression, hard lines of yearning shadowing his features. “Not only the code of the Brotherhood, but…”

      I hold my breath, my hands clenched against the seat in suspense. “But?”

      “The code of friendship. I’ve wanted her for years, but I wanted Sebastian’s permission first.”

      My heartbeat throbs at my collarbone, an aching vise around my throat. “Permission for what?”

      “To pursue a sexual relationship with Lilith Astor.” His eyes brighten with absolution. “And now he’s granted it.”
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      Scratch, scratch, scratch. My charcoal pencil deepens the lines on the wide vee neckline, accentuating a hint of cleavage on the likeness of Elise in the sketch. The dress sports a wrap-style bodice and a romantic A-line skirt that flows to the floor in gentle waves of tulle. Subtle embellishments add decoration, ensuring a simple yet elegant design. Out of the six sketches I’ve completed, bringing to life on paper various styles from ballroom to mermaid gowns, I think Elise will choose this one.

      Something about the design speaks to me in her language, as if her warmhearted aura jumps off the page. I pause from my work long enough to glance at the clock. Elise should be here anytime now, and my stomach tightens at the thought her husband-to-be might be in tow.

      I know he’ll want to talk about what happened with Liam last night, but my mind’s still tangled from what Vance told me this morning.

      Because if what he said is true, it means Sebastian traded the woman he loves to his friend for my anal virginity, and I have no idea how to process that. I don’t have the mental energy to find the hidden meaning in such an astonishing discovery.

      I go back to sketching, comforted by the sound of charcoal meeting paper. The room is unnervingly quiet without my team present, but with the changeover from Gemini to Cancer, I gave them a few days off. They’re due to arrive back the day after tomorrow to help me with Elise’s prototype.

      The telltale click of heels breaks the silence, and I look up in time to watch Elise enter my studio. She’s wearing a halter pantsuit designed for comfort instead of power, her blond hair drifting over bare, sun-kissed shoulders. Pregnancy looks good on her, with her glowing skin and perpetual smile. Landon makes her delirious with joy, and that’s all that matters right now.

      I set the pencil down and gather the sketches. “Perfect timing. I just finished the last one.” Leaving the drafting table, I gesture for her to follow me to the seating area. Excitement vibrates off her as we settle next to each other.

      “I can’t wait to see what you came up with.”

      “I hope you like them, but if you don’t, I can make changes or start from scratch if you want me to.” I hand her the sketches and wait while she oohs and aahs over the designs. She sets each drawing on the table with reverence, as if they’re made with the delicacy of butterfly wings. When she comes to the last one, her blue eyes widen.

      “This one.” Certainty paints her tone as she glances at me. “It’s perfect, Novalee. It’s like you reached into my head and created my dream gown.”

      Something inside me beams at her compliment, a sense of awe and hope and rightness. I can do this—design beautiful clothes to dress up the world. It’s a gift, a calling, a rightness I’ve never felt inside my soul until this moment.

      Because seeing the joy on her face is the best thing ever. Before I know it, I’ve thrown my arms around her, blinking back tears. “I’m so happy for you,” I whisper, my lashes fluttering to keep hot drops of happiness from escaping.

      Someone clears their throat, and when Elise and I part, I find Landon watching us, green eyes full of curiosity. Before he spies her chosen design, she places the drawing facedown on the table.

      “Sorry to interrupt, ladies.”

      A surreptitious swipe under her eyes tells me she’s as emotional as I am over our shared moment. “Novalee was just showing me some sketches.”

      Landon grins. “I can’t wait to see you walking down the aisle next month.”

      They planned their wedding on the quick, since they want to be married before her baby bump starts showing. A dark cloud suddenly casts shade onto my mood. I’ll be planning my own wedding soon, only I don’t know who my groom will be. On the tail end of that disturbing thought is the realization I might not have a say in my wedding.

      I don’t have a choice in my groom, so what makes me think I’ll have a choice in wedding gowns and cakes and color schemes?

      Elise gets up and throws herself into Landon’s arms. “I can’t wait to marry you, either.” Their display of affection warms my heart and breaks it all at once, illuminating the ache in my chest that yearns for that same type of love and loyalty.

      But as a queen caught between twelve men, I worry I’ll never find it.

      “Do you mind giving us a few minutes?” he asks Elise, pressing his lips to her forehead. “I need to speak to Novalee.”

      “Not at all. I have a meeting soon with the wedding planner.” Elise hugs me before she leaves the room, closing the door behind her and giving us privacy.

      “If you’re here to berate me again about my choice last night, please don’t.”

      “I didn’t come here to argue,” he says, shoving his hands into the pockets of his trousers.

      “Did you tell her about your suspicions of Liam?” I nod to the door where Elise just made her exit.

      “Not yet. I will after we marry. She’s got enough to worry about right now, between the wedding, the baby, and…”

      “And?”

      “Jerome. I’m going to take him down. Elise is trying to put up a brave front, but I know it’s weighing on her mind.”

      “What are you planning to do?”

      Landon takes a seat across from me. “I know where his interests lie. I can’t put him in jail, but I can destroy his life in other ways.” He lets a beat pass. “I can run him off the island so Elise never has to see his face again.”

      I clench my hands against my thighs. “It’s not enough.”

      “It’ll have to be, and by the time I’m done with him, it will be.”

      I want to object, to argue and rage against the injustice, but the conviction in his voice stops me. Besides, deep down I know going public about her assault is the last thing Elise needs. The fact that Jerome is allowed power over her if he finds out he fathered her child is a disgusting reality I can’t ignore.

      “I didn’t come here to talk about Jerome,” my brother says, leaning forward, hands clasped between his knees. “What happened with Liam last night?”

      “Nothing happened.”

      He shoots me a look of disbelief. “Novalee.” My name is a warning on his lips, three little syllables that tell me to tread carefully.

      “I didn’t tell him anything specific—only that someone told me not to trust him. I didn’t say why.”

      “And what was his response to that?”

      “He told me I shouldn’t trust anyone in this tower.”

      Landon scoffs. “Sound advice.”

      “It’s nothing he hasn’t said before.”

      “You should listen to him.”

      “I did listen to him, Landon. He told me he loves me, and I believe him. There’s no doubt in my heart that he’ll die before he hurts me.”

      Landon springs to his feet, his expression tight with helpless frustration. “Have you ever had such a powerful feeling in your gut that it made you sick?”

      I blink. “When I first came here.” And the beginning of each month since.

      “Well my gut is screaming at me, Novalee. Over the years, I’ve learned not to ignore it. The chancellor is dirty.”

      “Your gut feeling doesn’t discount mine.” I rise and lift my chin, meeting his eyes and staking even ground on this playing field. “Until you bring me proof, I’m going with my gut feeling.”

      He shakes his head, refusing to let go of his stubborn grasp on my will. “Even if the chancellor isn’t dirty, you’re still marrying Sebastian.”

      “Who I marry is out of my control,” I say, crossing my arms as I stare at his feet.

      “It’s not out of mine.”

      “If Liam’s innocent, why not him? Why are you so insistent on Sebastian?”

      “Because he’s my best friend. I trust him above anyone, and…” He lets out a breath, his fingers streaking through his thick, dark locks. “After everything he’s been through, he deserves to find happiness.”

      “He doesn’t want this!”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do know, and besides…” My voice cracks, because I shouldn’t have to ask him this, but I do anyway. “What about my happiness?”

      “Jesus, Novalee. You’re as blind as he is.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means I’ve seen the way you look at each other. I know you care about Liam—he was the first to get to know you—but I think you also know, deep down, there’s something stronger between you and Sebastian.”

      A lump forms in my throat, and I try to swallow it but fail.

      “Tell me I’m wrong,” he challenges in a soft tone.

      I can’t, and that only heightens this burden of betrayal on my soul even more. “I think you should go.”

      “Novalee…”

      “Please, Landon. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      He’s quiet for a few moments, contemplation lining his features. I know him well enough by now to sense when he’s about to dig his heels in and argue further.

      “I have work to do,” I say with a pointed look at the sketches Elise set on the table.

      “Okay, we’ll shelve this for now.” With a resigned nod, he leaves.

      But I lied. I don’t have work, and I don’t have a clue what to do with this festering divide in my chest.
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      “Gwen said we should have a full course dinner in the ballroom.” Elise squints against the sun as we walk. “But since I was a young girl, I envisioned open spaces, people mingling, a variation of food stations with guests free to roam and sit where they choose.”

      “That sounds nice.” I kick at a pebble as we follow the path that winds along the cliffs.

      “The idea’s not too casual?” She waves a hand at our surroundings—the spacious green lawns and open skies, all set to the backdrop of the sea. “Because this is the perfect setting for what I have in mind.”

      “Well, it’s not traditional, but it’s your wedding,” I point out.

      “Gwen believes a man of Landon’s standing calls for the traditional. Tried and true, she calls it.”

      “Who’s Gwen again?”

      Elise raises her brows. “Gwendolyn Price. The famous wedding planner?” She slows her steps and shoots me a speculative look. “Are you okay? You seem troubled.”

      “I’m sorry I’ve been in such a daze.” I shake my head, forcing my mind back to the here and now. “I haven’t slept well for the past couple of weeks.”

      “Is it the doctor? Is he treating you badly?”

      “No, surprisingly, he’s excellent company.”

      Vance is more kind and attentive than I thought he would be, and I enjoy our dinners since human interaction keeps the loneliness from eating me alive.

      “Okay, so it’s not the doctor, but something is definitely bothering you,” she says, her tone urging me to unburden my troubles on her.

      But I fear there’s no solution to my problem, because I can’t get a certain lion out of my head…or the leader of this mad tower of men. Despite the many days of busy work in the studio, not to mention the much-needed time spent with Elise, the divide in my heart isn’t getting any narrower.

      At my continued silence, she takes my hand and leads me to a bench facing the ocean. “Talk to me, Novalee.”

      “It’s not important. You’re in the middle of planning a wedding, and—”

      “Not important?” she interrupts, voice incredulous. “Novalee, you’re my queen.”

      “I’m a disaster.”

      “No.” Empathy pulls at her lips as she squeezes my hand. “You’re the perfect example of strength. You lost your parents at such a young age, were raised by a monster through your teenage years, and you’ve been used and abused ever since you got here. I’m amazed you’re still the queen I’m honored to have served these past few years.”

      “It hasn’t all been bad. I had you and Faye.”

      The mention of my lifelong friend casts a cloud of melancholy over our conversation, and we fall into a long moment of disquiet.

      “Have you heard from her?” I ask past the lump of sorrow in my throat that won’t subside.

      “She wrote me once to say she’s doing well.” Elise hesitates, teeth tugging on her bottom lip. “She’s engaged now. I should’ve told you sooner, but I didn’t want to upset you.”

      “It’s okay. I understand why you didn’t mention it.” A breeze carries a lock of hair into my eyes, and I brush it away, causing the sunlight to glint on the diamond on my finger.

      Elise’s attention stalls on my ring. “Are you upset because of Landon’s plan for you to marry Sebastian?”

      I’m overwhelmed, terrified, and excited—all rolled into a ball of heaviness in my gut. But I’m not sure how to put it into words.

      “I don’t know how I feel.”

      “Do you have feelings for him?”

      “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t.” I glance at her from the corner of my eye, wishing I could spill everything, but until my brother lets her in on the whole story, I can’t. “I’m not convinced Sebastian wants to marry me.”

      “Why wouldn’t he?” She scoots to face me. “I thought they all wanted to win your hand, Landon excluded, of course.”

      I return her smile at the mention of her future husband’s name. “Sebastian’s family wants it, but he’s in love with someone else.”

      “Who?”

      “Landon’s sister.”

      Her blue eyes widen. “Landon didn’t tell me that.” A beat passes, and her brows furrow. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You’ve been busy, and…” I shake my head. “I’m not sure why I didn’t tell you. Sebastian has a history with Lilith, and ever since the night of the ball, I’ve been so confused.”

      “What’s got you so mixed up?” she asks softly.

      “The problem is I care about Liam, too.”

      “That does sound like a dilemma.”

      I almost scoff out loud. “I don’t know what to do. Nothing in my life prepared me for the men in that place.” I nod behind us, where the tower rises thirteen stories in the air. “They’re not what I expected, and I didn’t think I’d fall for any of them, let alone two.”

      Elise slowly nods. “The Brotherhood comes from less traditional stock—which makes Gwen’s insistence on a traditional wedding ironic.” She laughs, matching action to words. “I don’t always agree with Landon’s decisions, but the way he’s so protective and loyal…I love him even more for it.”

      The sheen of adoration in her eyes makes me envious. “Liam possesses both traits, but Sebastian…”

      “He’s not protective or loyal?”

      “He’s lust and passion, tortured and intense. He commands my attention just by being in the same room.”

      “To me, it sounds like something’s there, Novalee.”

      “It sounds like insanity. A union with him will never work. We’ll both be miserable.”

      “Maybe you should give him a chance next month.”

      “You’ve been talking to Landon too much,” I gripe.

      “Well, from what he’s told me, you could do worse than Sebastian.”

      I’m glad she’s not bringing up Liam as an option, because I’d have to dodge her on the reason Landon doesn’t want me near the chancellor, and I don’t want to lie to my friend.

      “Sebastian’s still stuck in the past, so it’s a moot point.”

      “His past isn’t here. You are.”

      That might be true, but so far, the past has proven to have the worst timing imaginable.

      And speaking of time…

      “I should get back.” I rise to my feet, noting how the sun sank another notch on its journey toward the horizon, and work still awaits me in my studio before dinner.

      We return to the tower and part with a hug before I head down the labyrinth of hallways, the hairs on my nape standing on end when I make my way past the portraits of the Brotherhood’s ancestors, my footsteps light and careful. I’m distracted as I turn the last corner, and that’s when I smack into Sebastian.

      Literally.

      He grips me by the shoulders to keep me from falling on my butt, his blue eyes turbulent as he scowls at me. “You should watch where you’re going. You never know what could be lurking in these halls.”

      The sight of him raises my hackles, and I do what I always do when it comes to him.

      I lash out.

      “The only thing I’ve found so far are asshole men.”

      “Just the type you can’t resist, right?” Smirking, he pushes me back a step, and the shape of his too-kissable mouth makes his intentions clear. He’ll suck the will from my bones the way he’s consuming all the oxygen in the hall. I could duck under his arm and make a run for it, claiming sanctuary in my studio, but instead I push forward and plant a hand in the middle of his broad cotton-clad chest.

      “No, Sebastian.” Such a simple command filled with so much conviction and confidence that it surprises us both.

      “Princess, you don’t have to tell me no.” He lifts his chin and stares down at me. “You made your choice clear enough at dinner.”

      “So did you on the night of the ball, or have you forgotten about Lilith Astor already?”

      His bitter laughter fills the hallway, incompatible with the gentle way he grabs my hand and folds his warm fingers around mine. “She isn’t the most forgettable woman.” He pauses, and his voice softens. “Neither are you.”

      His words disarm me, wrecking my concentration, and I can’t pull in a full breath when he’s this close, let alone come up with a worthy reply. “Isn’t this breaking the rules?” I nod at our joined hands.

      “Probably, but I doubt holding your hand counts as inappropriate behavior.” He smirks again, erasing the hint of tenderness from a moment ago.

      “Everything you do is inappropriate.” I wrench my hand free, attempting to slip past him before he realizes how fast my pulse is racing. My shoulder grazes his bicep, and the woodsy clean scent of him storms through my senses. His presence has completely shaken me, and I’m not sure I can hold back from touching him, or pulling his lips down on mine when his nearness radiates such tempting sin.

      Just as I think I’ve made my escape, he drags me down the hall and forces me into his art studio. The door slams shut behind us, echoing the promise of too much privacy. I try to snake around his solid body, but he blocks me at every turn.

      “Let me out of here.”

      “Not until we talk.” Stalking me and eating up every inch of space, he shoves me into a chair and leans over, his artist hands gripping the arms.

      If he didn’t have me trapped, stealing my will to fight him, his brilliant yet arrogant stare would be enough to pin me to the spot. My breasts rise and fall too fast, and no matter how hard I wish it away, a Sebastian-induced flush creeps up my neck.

      “Then talk,” I say through gritted teeth.

      Dangerous move, because his arctic gaze lowers to my mouth. I can’t help but lick my lips, though I’m not sure if I do it to provoke him, or because it’s an instinctual response to the longing in his expression.

      “Stop distracting me,” he growls.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      His mouth parts, and the internal struggle I sense in him—strong enough to ignite the surrounding air—shoots straight to my sex. I think about pressing my thighs together, but he wedges a knee between them, as if he knows my next move before I do.

      “I bet you’re turned on right now.” He lowers his head, almost touching his lips to mine. “Are you, Novalee? Hot and wet and throbbing with need?”

      Boldly returning his stare, I refuse to back down. “Does the thought make your cock hard?”

      “When it comes to you, my cock’s always hard.” Balancing his knee on the cushion, he palms my cheek and rubs his thumb across my mouth. This is definitely against the rules, but I can’t bring myself to care.

      “Sebastian.” His name is a prayer on my lips, a plea for the ache in my chest to disappear. He teases my tongue with the pad of his thumb, and it’s a warm and salty temptation I don’t want to give in to, but he has a way of breaking me down every time. I suck his thumb into my mouth.

      He groans. “Are you trying to get me into trouble?”

      I nibble on his flesh before letting his digit slip from my lips. “Why would I do such a thing?”

      “So you can marry the chancellor.”

      “What if I do want to marry him?” The question’s a challenge. A test. “Does that bother you?”

      “Do you seriously have to ask that?”

      A laugh springs free at this merry-go-round of twenty questions we’re riding. “You haven’t been forthcoming so far.” I hold his gaze, letting this moment of significance build between us. “Why did you give Vance permission to go after Lilith?”

      “He told you?”

      “Yes, but I don’t get why you did it. The night of the ball, you said—”

      “We both said things.” Standing, he drags a hand through his hair. “I said things I didn’t mean.”

      “What didn’t you mean?”

      “I implied I had feelings for Lilith.”

      “Are you saying you don’t?” I hold my breath, afraid to hear the answer, and yet…hoping for the only answer my heart yearns to hear.

      “I have too much history with her not to feel anything, but it’s more in line with hatred than anything else.”

      “Why do you hate her?”

      “Because she’s a goddess at head games, and I’m her favorite pastime.”

      “So you hate her, but you…want her?” Dread steals my vocal cords, causing me to choke on the words. But no matter how upsetting this conversation is, or how much I don’t want to hear about the goddess of head games that broke his heart at some point, I need to know where I stand with him.

      And that’s when I’m reminded it goes both ways, and maybe he feels the same way about Liam.

      He leans over me again, his muscular arms caging me in, and our eyes lock. “I used to want her,” he murmurs, dipping his head until the corner of his mouth grazes mine. “Then I caught you spying on me in the hall and something just fucking clicked.” He breathes in, a tiny moan rumbling in the back of his throat, then exhales against my neck. A shiver travels down my shoulder. “I know you feel it too, and that’s why I gave Vance what he’s been after for so long.”

      “What if she doesn’t want him?”

      He snickers. “Lilith always wants what she can’t have. He’s been the ultimate prize on her radar for years.”

      The fact that he’s opening up to me, if only the slightest bit, fills my soul with hope. “These last few months…it’s not the first time I felt it,” I confess.

      “You’re talking about the day we met.” He pulls back, searching my face. “You were only twelve. So damn innocent.”

      “I didn’t understand it at the time, or where your anger was coming from, but you intrigued me, even back then.”

      Something dark and painful passes over his features. “I was so fucking angry…Jesus, Novalee. You saw me when no one else did.” Sliding to the floor, he kneels between my feet and rests his head in my lap, hands gripping my hips. The urge to sink my fingers into his hair is almost more than I can stand. I fist my hands at my sides, remaining as still as a rock.

      “I still see you, Sebastian.”

      We stay like that for I don’t know how long, and eventually, I can’t hold back. With a sigh, I rake my fingers through his thick, disheveled hair, my heart pounding in my chest as his rapid breaths heat the material covering my thigh.

      “The way you look at the chancellor brings out the worst in me.”

      I swallow hard. “You must not see the way I look at you.”

      He tilts his head, sea-blue eyes meeting mine again. “But you chose him.”

      “My decision…it’s not what you think.”

      He arches a brow in disbelief. “So you’re not in love with him?”

      “I care about him, but that’s not why I chose him.”

      “What am I supposed to think? Landon wants me to marry you, but the first chance you got, you chose Castle. Why?”

      I blink, frustrated with myself and guilty for what I asked Liam to do the night of the dinner. “I can’t tell you.”

      He pushes to his feet, tall frame towering in front of me, and I avert my attention from the outline of his cock in those jeans. “I don’t like games, princess. Been playing them all my life, and I’m over it.”

      “I’m not playing games.” I advance on him, resting my hands on his shoulders and finding comfort in his strength. “You’ll have to ask Landon why I chose Liam.”

      “More secrets?” He grips the back of my neck, tugging me flush with his body as he lowers his head. “When I’m allowed to touch you,” he rasps, his mouth a faint tease on my lips, “I plan to extract every last secret from the flesh of your bones.”

      The charge radiating off him shakes me apart, and I tremble in his grasp, hot and needy at the core. I palm his scruffy face, holding to the negligible space between us because if he kisses me now, I won’t be able to stop.

      “You need to let me go.”

      “I know,” he says, his eyes shuttering with reluctance. He steps back and crosses his arms. “Go, before I do something that’ll fuck any chance I have of marrying you.”

      I slip into the hall, and my breath stalls in my lungs as my nerve endings snap and sizzle. There’s no arousing elixir on this earth more powerful than Sebastian Stone.

      Especially when he implies that he wants to marry me.
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      Vance’s birthday marks the third week of my time in his house. On the evening prior, a commotion filters into my bedroom through the closed door—a herd of footsteps, a mixture of voices, followed by thumps on the floor.

      Too nosy for my own good, I set my pencil on the desk with the rest of my charcoals and go into the hall to investigate. The double doors across from my room, usually kept closed, stand wide open. Several assistants surround a woman dressed in a curve-hugging skirt and sleeveless top as she directs them all like traffic.

      “The trunks go into the wardrobe,” she says, a manicured finger pointing to her left. As they scramble to do her bidding, she turns and spots me lurking in the hall. Her perfectly arched brows furrow over deep green eyes.

      My heart stalls a beat, because the ice coming from Lilith Astor is cold enough to freeze blood.

      “Excuse me for a moment,” she tells her entourage before striding to the threshold of her suite. Her ruby-red lips flatten into a displeased line. Without another word, she shuts the doors in my face.

      I’m still smarting over her rudeness an hour later as I head into the dining room to meet Vance for dinner. He’s sitting at the head of the table, wearing a dark gray button-up shirt with the cuffs rolled up. I settle into my usual spot on his left, and by the time the kitchen staff sets dinner on the table, Lilith still hasn’t arrived.

      “Is Lilith joining us?” I ask.

      “Yes. We’ll wait,” he says, a frown stealing over his face as he glances at his watch.

      “I’m not sure she likes my being here.” I smooth down my lace skirt.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I saw her when she first arrived. She didn’t seem happy to see me.”

      Irritation stiffens his square jaw. “What did she do?”

      “She shut the door in my face.” Two of them, to be exact.

      His frown deepens. “That’s unacceptable. I’ll speak to her about her behavior.”

      “Please don’t.” I mentally kick myself for mentioning anything. “It’ll only make things worse.”

      “I didn’t realize there was tension between the two of you.”

      “Not on my side.”

      “Lilith isn’t the easiest person to get along with.”

      “I think she might be upset because…” I pause, taking a deep breath and wondering if I should admit my suspicions to the doctor. But he’s been nothing but nice to me since I came to his house, and I’ve grown used to talking to him. “Because of what’s between Sebastian and me.”

      Surprise widens his eyes. “Sebastian? I thought it was Liam.”

      “Would it be terrible of me to say it’s both?”

      With a touch of amusement, his lips stretch into a smile. “It would make you human, my queen.”

      Lilith appears then, and I wonder if jealousy makes me human, too. She’s gorgeous in a midnight cocktail dress with two side slits that show off her long legs. This is the woman who got her claws into Sebastian and messed him up in the head. At one point, he loved her…if he doesn’t still.

      And then I remind myself that she’s also my half-sister.

      The distressing thoughts loop in my mind, on a never-ending track of futility. Stewing over her presence and what it might mean for Sebastian and me won’t help me now. And it won’t change the fact that I have to live with Lilith Astor, because from the looks of those trunks and the personal assistants she brought with her, she’s here to stay.

      “You’re late,” Vance tells her as she slides into her seat across the table, her gaze going through me as if I’m not in the room. The tilt of her chin tells me how insignificant I am in her world.

      “I couldn’t settle in and get ready for dinner all in an hour.” She reaches for the glass of red wine next to her plate and takes a long sip. “You didn’t have to wait for me.” She nods to his untouched food. “I can’t guarantee I’ll make it to every dinner, so it’s best that you don’t hinge your plans on me.”

      “You’ll be here,” he says, taking on a stern tone. “Every night at six. Is that clear?”

      Deeming me worthy of her attention, she tilts her head in my direction. “You’re confusing me with the queen. I’m not under contract to follow your orders.”

      Vance rises, and her bravado slips as he bends down and grabs her chin. “I don’t think you understand, love.” He flashes his teeth, a hint of saccharine and a dash of devious in that grin. “If you want in my bed, you’ll follow my orders.”

      Pure stubbornness tightens her mouth. “You’re under the mistaken impression I want in your bed.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      “I was bored.”

      With a scoff, he lets go of her and reclaims his seat. “Always with the games, Lilith.”

      The irony in his accusation doesn’t escape me. Sebastian said something along the same lines. As I pick at my salad, I study her from under my lashes. She doesn’t seem like the type of woman who bores easily. Her eyes are too calculating, the lift of her chin too demanding. Everything about her screams high maintenance.

      “I don’t eat uncooked spinach.” She pushes away her salad in disdain.

      “If you’d been on time, you could have asked the staff to bring you something else.”

      “It’s fine.” She dismisses the salad with a wave of her ruby-red polished nails. “So I’m assuming you have ulterior motives for summoning me while she’s here?”

      There’s a challenge in her question, but Vance only smiles. “Can’t sneak anything by you,” he says.

      “You forget that I know you.”

      “I didn’t forget, love.”

      “So you intend for her to watch?”

      “Naturally.”

      Eyes wide, I ping-pong my attention back and forth.

      Lilith scowls. “I won’t take part in your escapades, Vance. Find someone else to perform for the queen.” Chin jutting in contempt, she scoots her chair back and stands.

      “Sit down.” Vance’s order thunders through the room, and I startle in my chair. Lilith reclaims her seat without complaint. The doctor clears his throat, seemingly to find his composure. “I won’t force you into my bed, but just know that if you deny me, you won’t get another chance.”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      He raises a brow. “Am I? Do you want to risk it after all these years of wanting to see the inside of my bedroom?”

      I take a bite of salad and chew, entranced by the exchange going on in front of me. Part of me can’t help but feel elated that Vance is knocking Lilith off her high horse. The other part of me is uncomfortable at witnessing what should be a private conversation between the two of them.

      She finishes her wine and stands again, her mannerisms calm despite the fire in her gaze. “Consider your bluff called.” She stalks out of the dining room, and Vance laughs.

      “God, I love a challenge.”
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      The following evening, dinner doesn’t go much differently. Vance and Lilith engage in more verbal sparring as the hour passes, and she storms out before we cut into Vance’s birthday cake.

      With a sigh, he rubs the bridge of his nose. “Please forgive her behavior. Trust me, it’s not you, my queen.”

      I don’t know how to respond to that, so I don’t. We eat dessert in silence, the kind that’s far from the companionable type we usually share during dinner, and then Vance excuses himself, leaving his birthday treat half-eaten.

      “Come to my quarters in an hour,” he orders.

      I blink. “You want me to come to your bedroom?” I’ve passed by the double doors several times on my way to his home gym to use the treadmill, but I’ve never seen the interior of his personal space.

      “Yes.” Jaw rigid, he glances in the direction Lilith disappeared ten minutes ago. “You won’t need clothing for what I have in mind.”

      My eyes widen as he exits the dining room. Appetite now gone, I push away the rest of my cake. Except for my first night in his house, when he made me watch him stroke himself to climax, he’s been a perfect gentleman, leaving me untouched.

      I’ve had more conversations with Vance than with any other man in this tower. I told him about my years with Faye before my parents died, detailing the mischief we used to get into, and the freedom we had to roam the halls, imaginations our only guide.

      Turns out Vance has an older sister that lives off the island with her husband—a world-famous cardiothoracic surgeon that inspired him to go into medicine after he graduated from basic studies. It surprised me to learn that Vance turned twenty-nine today, though he doesn’t look a day over twenty-five.

      Lilith is a year younger, which means Sebastian fell for an older woman during his teenage years. Lilith and Sebastian’s age difference never fully sank in until I watched her interact with the doctor these past couple of days.

      They seem to mix like Sebastian and I do—with passion and anger coalescing into an explosive combination.

      Housekeeping arrives for clean-up duties, and I return to my bedroom to freshen up. After taking a shower and drying my hair, I head for the closet and stall on the threshold.

      No clothes, he said, but every atom of my body wants to hide my skin. As a compromise, I pull on a silk knee-length robe before padding out of my room on bare feet. Nervous flutters erupt in my stomach as I approach his domain.

      Vance left the right door ajar, and I push it all the way open to find him standing in the nude, his blond hair falling around his shoulders. There’s no denying he’s a beautiful man, with a smattering of hair on his chest and strong biceps gained from lifting weights in the gym every morning before he leaves for work.

      “Come in,” he says, those deep-set eyes roaming over every inch of me. “And take off your robe.”

      I step into a spacious sitting room decorated in warm, dark tones and furnished in chocolate leather. Recessed lighting casts a forbidden edge over the windowless space. Mirrors hang on the walls, and the furnishings are rich and oddly shaped—designed in a way that makes me think of sensuality. In subtle ways, the room reminds me of the dungeon on the ground floor of the tower, though less intimidating in comparison.

      As I take off my robe and place it on a hook by the entryway, I’m fearful and fascinated in equal amounts.

      He crooks a finger. “Come here, my queen.”

      My breasts sway as I go to him, and the desire in his gaze intensifies. He takes my hand and leads me to a wave-shaped lounge.

      “Sit.” With a gentle shove, he sends me sprawling onto cool, pliable leather. His firm grip spreads my legs until they dangle over the edges, knees bent. He grabs a familiar bottle from a companion table and pours the syrupy liquid into a teaspoon.

      “Open,” he says, bringing the spoon to my mouth.

      I dread losing control of my body again, but the previous months in this place conditioned me to obey. I part my lips for his concoction and swallow, and he follows with two more doses.

      “Are you going to touch me?” I gaze up at him with apprehension squeezing my chest.

      “It depends.” He glances between my thighs. “Do you want me to?”

      “Don’t take this personally, but no.”

      He smiles. “I know I’m not your choice, love. I’m okay with that.” Leaning over the lounge, he plants his hands on the cushion. “But I do very much want to taste your pussy.”

      A hint of sweet tension grips me between the legs, and from my first experience with his elixir, I know it’ll only get more intense as the evening wears on.

      I lick my lips. “This feels…sinful.”

      “What does?”

      “Sharing my body with so many men. It makes me feel dirty.”

      “It’s your destiny.” He trails a hand up my belly, making my muscles quiver under his touch. “Instead of fighting it, maybe you should open your mind and enjoy it.” He circles my left nipple, and I gasp. “So I’ll ask you again, love. Do you want me to eat your pussy?”

      Desire floods my core, and I squirm as my face heats. “I don’t want to say yes.”

      “Then don’t.” With a grin, he crawls to the end of the lounge, face hovering over the spread of my thighs. “Let your body say it for you.”

      He dips his head, hair tickling my flesh as his hot breath fans over my pulsing clit. With a whimper, I strain for what he’s offering, my body speaking the language of consent. His tongue teases and tastes, heightening the frustrating effects of his elixir because there’s no finish line for me tonight.

      I’m at the mercy of his potent concoction and the deal he made with Sebastian. As the lion’s name echoes through my mind, I cry out, overcome by the wicked intensity between my legs.

      “Please,” I gasp, desperation a hard-pressed coil inside me. Fisting my hands against the cushion, I tilt the angle of my hips, seeking more of his mouth. I’m moaning when a door bangs against the wall. We startle apart and find Lilith on the threshold of the room, hands on her hips and wrath painting her features.

      Vance slowly stands, dragging the back of his hand across his damp lips. He seems unworried by her deepening scowl. I veer upright, about to slide off the lounge, but he stops me with a wave of his fingers.

      “I want you to watch. Consider it a birthday gift to me.” He moves to a low futon on the other side of the table, and with a push of a button, the sofa flattens into a bed. Shooting Lilith a pointed glance, he issues a challenge in the jut of his chin.

      “I already told you,” she says, shaking her head. “I won’t do it while she watches.”

      “I think you’ll change your mind.” His attention stalls on the elixir, and Lilith’s eyes widen.

      “No!” She whirls, ebony hair flying, and disappears into the hall. Vance gives chase, a satisfied grin distorting his features, and not ten seconds later I detect shouting and what sounds like fists pounding the wall, the thump, thump, thump more urgent as purposeful footfalls approach the room.

      Vance reenters and dumps her flailing body onto the sofa bed.

      “What makes you think you can manhandle me like this?” She gives him a hissing sneer, the glare in her eyes apparent from where I’m stunned into silence on the lounge. She tries to get up, but he shoves her back to the mattress.

      “Stop fighting me,” he says, crawling over her and holding her down by the throat. His use of force shocks me, because Vance never once hinted at beholding such brutality during the three weeks I’ve been in his house.

      “You can’t make me take it!”

      “I won’t make you, but I will offer you a deal.” He lowers his face, nearly forehead to forehead with her. Beyond the pounding of my heartbeat in my ears, it’s so quiet in the room that a pin could drop and we’d all hear it.

      “Do you take me for a fool? Your deals only benefit you.”

      “I know you want my cock.” He settles between her legs, hips thrusting against hers as if to make his point.

      She shakes her head. “Not like this.”

      “Take the elixir. If you don’t beg me to fuck you tonight in this room, with her watching, then I’ll let you go. I’ll even give you another chance after the queen leaves.”

      That nugget of promise steals the fight from her bones. With a groan of frustration, she goes limp on the mattress. “You’re infuriating!”

      “So infuriating you can’t resist me.”

      “Fine. I’ll take one teaspoon.”

      “You’ll take two.”

      “I will not.”

      “Unless you’d rather have three?” His devious smile flashes my way. “Novalee took the full dose. She’ll get no prize out of this evening.” He pauses a beat, lips grazing her stubborn jawline. “Would you like to join her in a little sexual denial?”

      “How did you become such an ass?”

      “You created the monster, love. For years, you teased the hell out of me knowing I couldn’t do a thing about it.”

      “Wrong,” she seethes. “You wouldn’t do anything about it.”

      “I’m doing something about it now.”

      Suspense falls over the room, interspersed with heavy breathing and too much sexual tension in the air. Headiness trills through my veins, my skin tingling with arousal, and I’m waiting for her response with bated breath, much too curious about the outcome of their quarrel.

      “You win,” Lilith finally says, turning her head away from Vance in defeat. Her eyes meet mine for an instant, and behind the hatred, I detect something else, though I can’t put a name to it at first.

      Something that isn’t hatred but isn’t kindness either. It’s an understanding, a kinship of sorts—a shared membership to an exclusive club for women where men rule.

      Vance rises, pulling her into a sitting position, and then he grabs the elixir and pours a teaspoon before bringing it to her lips. For ten long seconds, she refuses to open her mouth, and I almost expect her to take off running again.

      Instead, she leans back on her elbows and opens for him. But the way she closes her mouth around the spoon, with a coy smile and mischief in her eyes, speaks of her intent. If Vance notices it, he doesn’t call her on it.

      Propping one knee on the sofa, he feeds her another dose before setting the bottle and teaspoon back on the table. “Take off your clothes,” he orders.

      “If you want them off, you do it.”

      “Mmm.” His gaze travels over her heaving breasts, cleavage threatening to spill over the lace-up bodice. “Eager for my hands, are you?”

      “No! That’s not what I—”

      He silences her with a finger to her mouth. “I’m happy to oblige.” Running a hand between her breasts, he works at the laces of her top, and I feel my nipples tighten in response.

      I want to avert my eyes, to pretend Vance isn’t about to screw her on that couch, but I’m riveted, my body hostage to his wicked potion as it heats my blood. Lilith’s breasts spill into his deft hands, and she whimpers at the skin-on-skin contact.

      His mouth and hands are everywhere, empowered by her soft mewls and the urgency I sense in him. When he goes down on her, frantic fingers pushing up her skirt, his wild blond hair in disarray over her thighs, I fail to breathe.

      “Shit!” she cries out, spine curving into an endless arch. She plunges her manicured hands into his hair and holds on for the ride.

      This was a battle lost before he gave her the first teaspoon.

      It doesn’t take much to bring her to the brink, and that’s when he pulls away with her juices glistening on his smirking lips.

      “Why’d you stop?” She growls the protest.

      “Say the words, love.”

      “What words?”

      “Beg me to fuck you.”

      “Go to hell!” Gasping for air, she flops back to the mattress.

      “Still want to play?” He crawls up her body, strong and muscular thighs pinning her shoulders down, and takes his hard cock in one hand. “I know you want this.” Stroking his shaft, he teases her mouth with the tip. “Imagine how good it’ll feel inside you.”

      Lilith jerks her head away, and once again, our eyes meet. Hers are dilated and hazy, squinting with need, and I feel her desperation through every nerve ending in my body.

      At this point, I’m silently begging her to beg.

      He increases the pumps of his hand, breathing hard with each stroke. “Choose,” he groans. “I can come on your face, or you can get what you want.”

      She squirms underneath him. “Get the fuck off of me!”

      He jumps to his feet, chest heaving as defeat shadows his face. “Message received loud and clear, love.”

      They stare at each other for several seconds, locked in a stalemate. Then Lilith launches off the bed and shoves him to the sofa in her place. She crawls over his body and mounts him in a furious downward thrust, and his mouth slackens as she rolls her hips to take his cock even deeper.

      I’ve never witnessed a coupling like this—full of anger and desperation and passion. It’s the epitome of flame melting ice, dawn outshining dusk, the sun overtaking the moon. I watch in awe from my front-row seat, dripping reluctant arousal onto the cushion, and as they rut like animals, yanking hair and slapping cheeks, I’m not sure this is a battle either can win.
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      I awake with my hand between my legs. The tendrils of my dream follow me in a slow descent to awareness, and I hold on to the details a little longer, replaying how kissable lips trailed over my sensitive nipples, how thick hair slipped through my fingers like silk, and how a warm, wet tongue lapped between my folds.

      Mostly, I remember the brilliant gaze of a lion watching me from the shadows.

      I allow myself the touch of my fingers, gliding through slick flesh and rubbing steady circles on my needy clit. The pressure rises, nearing the breaking point. With a whimpering groan, I yank my hand away and curse Liam for urging me to make a promise I now regret.

      And then I curse Sebastian for invading such a private, sexually explicit dream.

      Most of all, I rail at Vance for the images I’ll never get out of my head.

      After using the bathroom and dressing for breakfast, I make my way into the main sitting room. The French doors to the balcony stand open, and I spot Lilith at the railing with her back to me. She’s gazing at the sea, coffee mug clutched in one hand. Her hair cascades down her back in a tangled mess from Vance’s fingers last night.

      A black satin negligee falls to her ankles, stirred by the breeze. For some reason, the sight of her elicits a sympathetic tug at my heart. There’s an aura of sadness surrounding her, as if she finds the haze of early morning compatible with whatever’s going through her head. She’s an enigma, self-assured and confident one moment, and quiet and contemplative the next.

      I watch her for several seconds, my presence unknown until she turns and catches me staring.

      “Vance was called out on an emergency,” she says, her attention going to the spread of food awaiting us on the table. “He won’t be joining us for breakfast.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time.” I take a seat, unsure of what to do or say, and reach for the kettle of tea. “He’s very dedicated to his job.”

      “Dedication and loyalty are two of his strengths.”

      We fall into a stretch of disquiet, and I can’t stand the awkwardness, especially after the experience we shared last night.

      “Do you love him?” I grab the creamer cup by its dainty handle and add a splash to my tea.

      She raises a brow. “I don’t think that’s any of your business.”

      “I think it is, considering he could win the auction.”

      The corner of her mouth tilts up in a sardonic smile. “Who are you really asking about? Vance or Sebastian?”

      A moment of hesitation, and then I go for honesty. “Both?”

      “Well, there’s your answer.”

      I tilt my head. “So you’re in love with both of them?”

      “In different ways, yes.”

      “But you can’t have both.”

      She scoffs, setting her coffee on the table. “Aside from you thinking it’s appropriate to tell me what I can and can’t do, the truth is I can’t have either of them. Our laws won’t allow it.”

      “What if we could change the laws?” It’s wishful thinking, but I can’t help but ask. “Who would you choose?”

      Her scornful laugh clashes with the serenity of morning. “We’re second-class citizens in this twisted society. We don’t get choices.”

      “Humor me.”

      She folds her arms. “Okay, I’ll play along. What about you? Would you choose Sebastian?”

      I mash my lips together, unsure of how to explain. Somehow, she seems to get it though.

      “It’s not so easy, is it?” She sinks into the chair across from me. “Seems indecision curses us both.” A shadow darkens her green eyes.

      “Maybe after next month, I’ll gain a little clarity.” Sadness steals my tone because I don’t want to hurt anyone, and even though the outcome of the auction isn’t up to me, I want to be true to myself.

      If I make a choice, it should be for me.

      “I know you and Sebastian have this…” she trails off with an eye-roll, “this intense thing going on, but who’s the other lucky bastard to win the heart of the queen?”

      “You think what we have is intense?” I’m stunned she picked up on it, unless she’s been talking to her brother.

      Our brother.

      She laughs. “Good God, you’re cute.” She takes a long sip of her coffee, closing her eyes as it slides down her throat, and then her knowing gaze cuts right through me. “You have it bad.”

      “I do not.”

      “Oh, you do. I asked you a question, and you skipped right over it to the important part. That tells me everything I need to know.”

      “I hardly think that tells you everything.”

      “You’re right,” she says with a nod. “You still didn’t give me an answer.”

      “If you must know, it’s Liam. He’s the other lucky bastard.” My tone mocks her, and I don’t hide it.

      “Not a bad choice.” She shoots me a smug smile. “That man can go for hours in bed.”

      I’m mid-drink when she drops that on me, causing me to spew tea everywhere. “You slept with him?” It’s more accusation than question, my voice shrill as I use a napkin to blot up the sputtered liquid.

      She smirks. “It was only one night. The man’s insatiable, but so is Sebastian.”

      Sickness rises in my throat, burning too much like possessive jealousy. Unable to look at her, I eye the spread of food on the table, from fruit and yogurt to sausage and eggs, though I don’t have the urge to sample any of it.

      She doesn’t have the same problem. I feel her attention on me, assessing my reaction as she butters a croissant. “They’re men, Novalee. You can’t hold it against them.”

      My recently conditioned mind tells me she’s right, but my heart doesn’t agree.

      “Well, the past is in the past,” I say with a feigned shrug, doing my best not to hold it against them. At least, I try.

      She bites into the flaky bread and licks her lips. “You’re so goddamn young and innocent. Our pasts shape who we are. If you think you’ll find prince charming at the end of this circus, you might want to brace yourself.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      She stands, abandoning the rest of her breakfast. “A word of advice,” she says as she halts next to me. “You should focus on Liam, because Sebastian’s past isn’t going anywhere. The quicker you accept that, the better.”

      I watch her sashay her way through the sitting room, hips swaying in her skin-hugging nightie, and her parting shot leaves an intolerable taste on my tongue, as if I swallowed a bitter pill.

      But there’s a hint of truth in her words, an in-my-face reminder that she and Sebastian have a history, and she just made it clear it won’t become obsolete once I enter the House of Leo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      On my final morning in the House of Cancer, Vance and I share brunch on the balcony, just the two of us, before he escorts me to the ground floor of the Zodiac Estate.

      “Aren’t we a little early?” I ask as the elevator doors slide open with a ding, announcing our arrival in the main hall.

      “We are,” he confirms. Just when I think Vance is about to usher me toward the library, he makes an abrupt turn, pulling me with him.

      “Where are we going?”

      “We need to make a detour first.” After several turns, he opens a door, and I recognize the oversized room where the medical examination took place at the beginning of my year-long sentence playing musical men.

      “What are we doing here?”

      “There’s something I need to do before I hand you over to Sebastian.” He shuts the door, enclosing us in privacy. “I could have done this at home, but I decided to bring you here instead. I thought the impersonal setting might make you more comfortable.”

      “Comfortable for what?” I blink, retreating several steps, not at all appreciating the memories this place evokes, despite the ocean-themed decor meant to soothe. One glance at the table, and I see myself sprawled out, feet in stirrups and lady parts on display for all twelve men of the Zodiac Brotherhood to inspect.

      That was the first time Sebastian touched me, the first time he drew a physical reaction out of me, and I despise that it happened here under the watchful stare of a depraved audience.

      “Relax, Novalee. I only mean to prepare you, but it will be invasive.”

      “How invasive?” If I back up any further, my spine will become one with the exam bench.

      He shoves his hands into his pockets as if to appear unthreatening. “Do you know what an anal plug is?”

      “Should I know what…that is?”

      “Your innocence is refreshing.” Smiling, he leans against a counter, giving me much-needed space. “It’s a sex toy used for anal play, but it can also be used to prepare someone for anal sex.”

      The reminder of what Sebastian plans to do tingles down my legs, and I grip the table behind me. Too many emotions roil in my gut, generating a stew of nervous energy that terrifies and excites in equal measures.

      “And you plan to use this…plug thing on me?”

      He hesitates, contemplation stiffening his clean-shaven jaw. “I won’t force you, but I believe you’ll benefit from it. Once you get over the fear of anal penetration, the sex will come more naturally. You might even enjoy it.”

      “I don’t know,” I say with a hard swallow.

      “Before you make your decision, let me show you what an anal plug looks like.” Vance withdraws a box from the cupboard behind him. As he crosses the room, he opens the lid and displays a tapered glass bulb nestled in a velvet backdrop. He takes out the toy and lets me handle it. The plug is heavy and solid, the surface smooth under my fingertips.

      “Why’s it shaped like this?” I ask, touching the flat end.

      “That part is the flange. It keeps the plug where it belongs.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, it keeps it from getting sucked into your anus.”

      I almost drop it, and Vance’s quick reaction saves the toy from hitting the floor. “That can happen?”

      “Yes, but it won’t because we’re using the correct type of insertable.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t want to do this.”

      “Novalee.” He slides a palm along my cheek. “Can you trust me on this? You’re a virgin and inexperienced. I have no doubt Sebastian will be gentle, but I want to at least give you a head start.”

      “Will it hurt?”

      “Hardly at all when inserted with care. You might even become aroused.”

      I doubt that, but his kind and cajoling tone urges me to give it a try. I glance at the toy, and despite my apprehension, I’m curious.

      “Okay.”

      “Good girl.” His hand smooths down the back of my head, thumb tucking a braid behind my ear. “Lay on your side. I’ll prepare the plug.”

      I’m shaking as I bring my knees to my chest, keeping my ass facing away from him on the table. He strides across the exam room and washes the glass bulb, and when he returns, one hand carrying the toy, he also brings a bottle of clear liquid with him.

      “It’s a lubricant,” he explains, setting both on a metal tray. Rounding the exam bench, he rolls the tray with him, and I clench my teeth in nervous anticipation.

      “I need you to relax first, love.” Vance draws up the back of my skirt and tugs down my panties. “Close your eyes. I want you to breathe in through your nose and exhale slowly through your mouth.”

      I follow his directions as he massages my butt cheeks, his touch warming my skin. Several minutes later, I’m more relaxed than I thought possible.

      “Keep breathing,” he murmurs, and I detect the click of a bottle cap, followed by a squirt. “It’ll feel cold at first.” He spreads my cheeks, and a cool and solid object nudges my back hole.

      I pull my bottom lip between my teeth, expecting him to shove it in. Instead, he teases me with the tip, circling my anus and increasing the pressure as the plug grows warm. I feel it press forward and recede, rhythmic like a gentle wave.

      “How are you doing, love?”

      “I’m okay.”

      There’s nothing sexy about this, and for that, I’m grateful. The harsh lighting, combined with the exam table and the sterile setting is enough to keep me focused on the fact that Vance is a doctor, and he’s not doing this in the pursuit of pleasure.

      He’s doing this as a kindness to me.

      “You’re doing great,” he says softly. “Try to stay relaxed as the pressure increases.”

      He pushes the plug in deeper, and I hiss in a breath.

      “We’re almost there. You’ll feel some discomfort and then relief.”

      “Ow!” The pain subsides before I get the chance to gasp in another breath.

      “That’s it,” he says, pulling my panties back into place. “All done.” Taking my hand, he helps me into a sitting position, legs dangling over the side of the bench. “How does it feel?”

      I rock back and forth a bit, testing the odd sensation, the fullness, curious about the warm tingles spreading down my thighs. “It doesn’t hurt, exactly. It feels weird.”

      “Leave it in until it’s less noticeable, then you can take it out.” A hint of mischief lights his eyes, bringing out the hazel. “Or you can ask Sebastian to do it. I’m sure he won’t mind.”

      As I hop to my feet, I let my hair fall around my face, providing a curtain of privacy for the flush creeping into my cheeks. “Will it hurt coming out?”

      “Not more than it did going in.”

      “Thank you,” I say, my voice cracking.

      He brushes back my hair and commands my gaze. “For what, my queen?”

      “For your kindness.”

      Lowering his gaze, he shakes his head. “Not everyone here is a monster.”

      “I’m starting to believe that.”

      He nods but doesn’t respond. What can he say? That I won’t be at the mercy of more monsters down the line? We both know it would be a lie.

      Because in the dungeon, the scariest monster of all awaits his turn, only two months away.

      “Do you mind if I go to the library alone?” I’m so nervous about facing Sebastian that I’m practically vibrating with anxiety. He ruled over me during my stay in the House of Gemini, but a shield of protection remained, constructed by separate living quarters and Sebastian’s own reservations.

      This time, I’ll be trapped in the lion’s house, surrounded by his intensity twenty-four-seven.

      “Not at all, love.”

      “Thank you.” I move toward the door, but Vance places a warm hand on my arm, halting me.

      “If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”

      Nodding in gratitude, I step into the hallway, preparing myself for a month in the House of Leo, and my gut tells me I’ve found an ally in Dr. Vance Morgan.
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      Click, click, click. Like the tempo of my red-soled pumps on the marble floor, my heart races to the same quick beat. Nerves have taken over my hands, leaving the palms sweaty. Too much adrenaline floods my veins. I’m worried I’m about to get sick, but I’m not sure if the roiling in my belly stems from the anal plug Vance inserted—a constant presence that borders on discomfort—or from the reality of who is waiting for me behind the heavy library door.

      I run my tongue over my bottom lip before grabbing the handle, but I stall. Impossibly, my heart seems to pump blood double-time. Why am I so nervous? Sebastian is no stranger. He’s touched me in ways no man ever has, save for one. But even the chancellor failed to do what the lion accomplished.

      Because Sebastian made me crazy in the head over him, and I’m not sure how to feel about spending an entire month under his rule. I won’t be under the protection of the House of Gemini this time, with two floors and a slew of obstacles providing a buffer. I’ll be in his house.

      In his bed.

      My ass is literally his now, and no amount of delaying will make the next few minutes easier to face. With a hard swallow, I turn the handle and push the door open. I can’t help but hold my breath—as if I expect him to pounce the instant he sees me.

      But the library is silent and still, the clock reading fifteen past noon, and Sebastian is nowhere in sight. I close the door before settling into a leather chair, all the while fighting the urge to squirm from the full sensation of the butt plug. The detour to the doctor’s exam room is the reason I’m late.

      But why is Sebastian?

      Unsure of what to do next, I wait, my fingers tapping the arm of the chair, legs crossed and foot swinging to a soundless beat as I watch the hands on the clock tick by in sadistic glee. Ten minutes later, Sebastian still hasn’t appeared. Disappointment slashes through my chest. I don’t know what I expected from him.

      Moody anger.

      Cocky seduction.

      Tender vulnerability.

      What I didn’t expect was for him to be a no-show.

      Unable to sit still any longer, I wander around the library and mentally scroll through my options. I can check his studio to see if he got held up with a client, but as soon as the thought enters my head, I discard it. The chance that he’s painting the portrait of a gorgeous woman is high, and I can’t stand another awkward confrontation like the first time I spied him working. I consider taking the elevator to his floor to see if he lost track of time, but my last two unannounced visits to the House of Leo didn’t go well.

      I’m about to take a seat again, prepared to settle in for who knows how long, when I spot a slip of paper sitting on the executive desk. There’s nothing out of the ordinary about that inconspicuous note, except that my name is on it. As I pick up the piece of paper, a cocktail of nervous anticipation burns through my stomach.

      Meet me in the gazebo.

      He signed it with his initials.

      My lips curve into a smile. He didn’t lose track of time or blow me off for a client. Mr. Sexy As Sin has something up his sleeve.

      I leave the circular walls of the Zodiac Estate on jittery limbs and head toward the gazebo. It’s in the opposite direction of the sea, at the back of the elaborate gardens. Following the path beyond the French doors that open into the ballroom, I eye the six-foot hedges cordoning off the gardens. There’s something intimidating about those walls of greenery, an unsettling sense of isolation after one ventures to the other side. For that reason, I’ve only explored the area once, preferring the openness of the cliffs.

      But now I grab hold of my courage and take the path less traveled. The gardens are as breathtaking as the sea, with their winding pathways made of stone and bright plant life inviting people to linger the day away during the warmer months.

      In the distance, I spot the gazebo. Each footfall takes me closer, causing my pulse to jackhammer as I approach the white stone pillars that make up the structure. It’s massive in design, an opulent space of seclusion in the thickening of elm trees. I climb the marble staircase, gaze roaming left and right in search of Sebastian. My heart drops, and just when I think he sent me on a wild goose chase, he steps out from behind a pillar by the entrance.

      His presence hits me harder than his absence did in the library, and I teeter on the last step as our eyes meet.

      “What took you so long?” he asks.

      Speaking will only mean stumbling over my words, so I don’t even try. Instead, I blink away my stupor and watch as he comes closer, his brows narrowing in understanding—as if he knows of my struggle. He grabs my hand and pulls me into the gazebo.

      Pulls me right into him.

      A yelp of surprise escapes me, but other than that, I don’t have time to react. He backs me into a pillar, the stone harsh and cold against my spine, and our lips collide. His hands are everywhere—in my hair, sliding over my bare shoulders, gripping my ass. Desperation and need fuel his actions, sending us both into a lustful fever, and I clutch his shirt as the taste of his kiss annihilates me.

      His arms feel like home, like belonging, and I don’t have the mind in this moment to feel guilty for the notion.

      “I was starting to think you ran for the hills,” he says, his hungry mouth trailing down my throat.

      “Sorry.” I try to catch my breath as he lingers at my collarbone. “Didn’t find your note at first.”

      “It’s okay. You’re here now.” He kisses his way to the top of my cleavage, and his thumb grazes my nipple. “In my arms where you fucking belong.”

      His declaration, his fervent touch…everything he says and does shakes the ground under my feet. The destruction leaves my world in a dizzying sense of chaos. He’s lighting me on fire, and I’m burning brighter than the sun. My chest heaves underneath his roaming hands, and when he palms my breast, I unravel, letting out a cross between a moan and a whimper that betrays me.

      “How long has it been?” he asks.

      “How long has what been?”

      “Since you got off.”

      I grab his scruffy cheeks. “I think you already know.”

      “If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking.”

      “The doctor honored the deal you made.”

      “Was there anyone else?” Something close to possessiveness strains his tone.

      “You were the last one, Sebastian.”

      “If I had my way, I’d be the only one.”

      “For the next month, you will be.”

      He inches back, his sea-blue gaze burrowing into me. “You’re mine now, princess.”

      A shudder tears through my limbs. I swallow hard, much too aware of the private setting that embodies the word tryst. “Why are we here?”

      “The library is crowded with history, don’t you think?”

      “I think the entire estate is.”

      “You’re not wrong.” He drags a thumb across my mouth, tempting my lips to part. “But I’ve always found this place comforting. It’s quiet…secluded. No one comes back here much.” His attention wanders around the gazebo, and for the first time, I notice the zodiac chart carved into the marble floor. Ironically, we’re standing on the line between Cancer and Leo.

      “Did you and Lilith come here?”

      He frowns. “How about we leave the past where it belongs for now?”

      “The past won’t just go away. Lilith said as much at breakfast.”

      “Maybe not, but we can make it disappear for a while.”

      “How?”

      His gaze cuts to the gardens and the tower beyond. “What do you say we get the hell out of this place for a couple of days?” Stepping back, he holds out a hand.

      “What about dinner?”

      “Forget dinner. It’s not important.”

      I blink. “Are you serious?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Is blowing it off allowed?”

      “It’s my month, princess.” He grins. “We’ll call this little getaway my gift to you.” Enclosing my hand in his, he ushers me out of the gazebo and down a path I haven’t yet explored. We descend a steep staircase, clearing the cover of trees, and my eyes widen. Through the iron gate, a sleek black car idles on the road that winds down the hill on which the estate sits.

      “Wait,” I say, tightening my grip on his fingers.

      He glances at me over his shoulder, concern lining his gorgeous face. “You don’t trust me?”

      “It’s not that.” Embarrassment heats my cheeks as I let his hand slip from mine. “Vance did something.” I avert my gaze, and as he steps closer, his black and white sneakers come into view.

      “What did he do?”

      “He inserted an anal plug…to prepare me for…” I force my chin up. “I’m not sure when, or how, it should come out.”

      A ghost of a smile hovers on his lips. He closes the inches between us, his mouth lingering at my ear as he slides a palm down my spine. His caress taunts the warm, snug toy through my dress. “When we get to where we’re going, I’ll gladly take it out.”

      I let out a breath. “Okay.”

      “C’mon,” he says, his fingers entangling with mine once more.

      I follow Sebastian through the gate, and as we descend the final steps to the road, my brother appears from the vehicle. “Your getaway ride is ready.”

      “Did anyone see you leave?” Sebastian sends a cursory glance down the empty street.

      Landon shakes his head. “I don’t think so. No one will miss you until tonight.”

      Sebastian nods before gesturing for me to take the passenger seat. “I’ll be right there.”

      I settle in and watch them talk through the window. They end the brief exchange on a series of brotherly back pats, and then Sebastian slides behind the wheel.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      He shoots me a smirky grin as he puts the car into gear. “To make some new history.”
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      I haven’t felt this free since my parents were alive. With the top down, wind in my hair, and Sebastian’s presence just inches away, I close my eyes and enjoy the ride. The island is bigger than I realized, and as he speeds along the highway at the opposite end of the estate, the ocean waves roaring in my ears, part of me wishes I’d explored this side of the island sooner, but I’m glad I’m seeing it for the first time with him.

      His hand settles over my knee, and I open my eyes to find his brilliant gaze on me. It’s only two seconds before he returns his attention to the road, but he steals my breath with that glance. Yearning pulls at me between the legs, the sweet tension hot and aching with need. I’m afraid to move or even breathe, because if he slides that hand up my thigh, I might die from wanting him.

      As if he knows what’s on my mind, he inches his fingers higher and slips them under the hem of my dress, giving my flesh a gentle squeeze. My breath quickens from his warm, possessive touch.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks.

      I shake my head, afraid to look at him. Afraid he’ll see how unhinged I am.

      Truth is, I’m only hungry for him.

      And he knows it. Muttering a curse heavenward, he presses on the gas pedal, and we lurch forward. All the while, his hand reaches higher until a finger disappears under the edge of my panties. Tilting my head back, I bite my lip to stifle a moan.

      It escapes anyway, and the verbal proof of my desire disappears in the wind as he finds out exactly how wet I am for him. My breasts rise and fall fast beneath the seatbelt, and though the sun beats a wave of heat onto us, I’m certain my cheeks flush hotter than the rosiest of sun-kissed skin.

      His attention remains fixed on the road, but he’s not impervious.

      Not even the slightest.

      Jawline rigid, he white-knuckles the steering wheel.

      “How much longer?” I ask, raising my voice an octave so he’ll hear me above the noise of the road.

      “A little impatient, are you?” His retort taunts me as he teases the length of my wet slit.

      “And you’re not?” I shoot back with attitude, despite it taking a massive amount of willpower to shove his hand away. I cross my legs and resist the urge to squirm. Damn him and his devious fingers.

      And damn Vance and his anal toy that’s making me achingly aware of what Sebastian plans to do.

      “Oh, I’m impatient,” he says with a grin. “But I’ve had plenty of practice at delayed gratification.”

      Great. I’ve had over a month of pent-up sexual tension building, and Sebastian decides now is the time to show off his impressive restraint. Letting out a breath of frustration, I force my gaze on the scenery. As we come down the rocky cliffs toward sea level, the sun arcs high in the sky, and there isn’t a cloud disturbing that vast cerulean canvas. It’s a beautiful day, with a hint of salt and serenity in the air. I’ve only felt this content a handful of times since I was a child.

      I peek at Sebastian again, unable to avert my attention for more than a few seconds. He’s difficult to ignore, when he’s sitting so close, his arm grazing mine every so often. Underneath his fiery hard shell, I sense the stillness in him, a modicum of peace settling in as freedom spans on the horizon. I’m not sure why, but something’s shifted between us. Maybe he needed to get away from that circular prison as much as I did.

      He tilts his head my way. “See something you want?”

      I startle to awareness, realizing how I’ve been staring for the past mile or so. His full lips twitch, threatening a cocky smile, and I remember the way they felt on mine—lustful, impatient, decadent. I’m dying to taste him again.

      “I was just thinking,” I say, still gawking at him. God, he’s beautiful.

      “About?”

      “Your mouth.”

      He raises a brow as the car slows. “A little elaboration would be nice.”

      “So would knowing where we’re going.”

      Making a right turn, he laughs. “Another minute and you’ll find out.” Slowing to a cautious speed, he navigates down a narrow drive. Tall trees offer privacy and shade as a storybook cottage comes into view. An arched door made of distressed wood provides the main focal point, surrounded by sandstone siding. The gabled roof is a steep pitch over the front door in an asymmetrical design, giving the place a fairytale feel. Behind the cottage, I spy the vastness of the sea.

      I look at Sebastian, brows arched in surprise. “Where are we?”

      “One of my family’s properties.” He shuts off the engine. “And before you ask, the answer is no.”

      “No?” I tilt my head, wondering what he thought I’d ask.

      “I’ve never brought Lilith here.”

      “Oh,” I mumble stupidly, my heart taking a tumble in my chest. I don’t know why that’s important, but something tells me it’s a significant admission.

      He pushes open the driver’s side door, and before he can round the hood, I slide out of my seat. Wordlessly, he takes my hand and leads me to the front entrance.

      “Wow, it’s beautiful.” The wooden door opens into the main living space, and though the exterior charms one into believing they’re entering a fairytale, the inside is cozy yet modern—a synchronous collision of sandstone flooring covered in throw rugs, seating areas of overstuffed furniture in muted shades of blue, and a prominent wall of windows facing the ocean.

      “I spent a lot of time here before the transition to the tower.”

      “Didn’t you grow up there?”

      “As a child. I left the day I turned eighteen.”

      “So this place is like your home away from home?”

      “The tower is my home away from home.” He leads me up three steps into a kitchen modest in size but not lacking in luxury. “I know you said you weren’t hungry, but I had the staff prepare something for us.” He nods through a stone archway leading into what looks like a bedroom with the door ajar. “And our luggage should be in there already.”

      “You’ve thought of everything.”

      “Damn right, I have.” He picks me up and lifts me onto the center island. “Especially which part of you I want to taste first.” His eyes shine like sapphires in the shadows of the kitchen.

      “Which part did you settle on?”

      “All of them.” He wedges himself between my thighs and brings a thumb to my mouth. “Every freaking inch of you.” He presses his thumb between my lips. “Have you thought about tasting me again, princess?”

      “Maybe,” I say, breathless as I suck his thumb into my mouth.

      His pupils dilate. “Jesus, Novalee.” Abruptly, he pulls away. “You keep that up and I’ll eat you for lunch right on the counter.”

      I lick the salty taste of him off my lips. “And that’s a bad thing?”

      “Yeah.” He opens the fridge and pulls out a paper bag. “I want to take my time with you—not devour you five minutes in the door.”

      “You could have devoured me during the month of Gemini, but you didn’t.” There’s a challenge in my statement, and I hold my breath as I wait for his answer, silently watching him prepare a picnic basket with whatever goodies are stowed away inside that bag.

      “It was Landon’s month.”

      “He’s my brother.”

      “Obviously, I know that. Just because he’s your blood doesn’t mean his month didn’t stand between us.”

      “That’s an excuse,” I say. “You were conflicted.” He meets my eyes, and I dare him to deny it.

      “We were both conflicted, Novalee.”

      I walked right into that one with both eyes wide open. Nothing I say will set this conversation on the right track, so I don’t even try. Instead, I nod toward the picnic basket. “I take it we’re eating outside?”

      A knowing smile plays on his lips. I’m certain he sees through my attempt at changing the subject, but he lets it go.

      For now.

      “We have private beach access. No one’s around for miles.”

      I hop down from the counter. “Then I guess I’ll let you feed me.”

      He grabs my hand. “You’ll let me do a lot more than that.”

      “Is that a threat?” My sing-song tone is too light to be argumentative.

      “Threat, promise. Take your pick, princess. By the time the sun sets, I’ll have you begging for anything and everything.”
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      We spend the next hour on the beach, eating gourmet cheese, fruit, and pieces of fresh baguette accompanied by sweet tea. Stuffed from lunch and lazy from the sun, we relax on the blanket he spread over the warm sand. A portable umbrella provides shade.

      With a sigh, I lie on my stomach as Sebastian plays with my blond locks.

      “I love your hair.”

      “You might have mentioned it a few times,” I tease, glancing over my shoulder.

      He trails his fingers down my spine, and the weight of his hand settles on my ass.

      “You ready for it to come out?”

      The plug has grown uncomfortable, but I’ve been too content to complain. “Yes,” I murmur, closing my eyes in preparation because I’m not sure what to expect. Every day seems to impart new experiences, and most of the time I’m barely able to keep up. The men of the Zodiac Brotherhood are always one step ahead of me.

      “Spread your legs.”

      Tingles break out between them, and I do as told, my heart thumping overtime with anticipation. Shifting on the blanket, he kneels between the vee of my thighs and lifts the back of my skirt. Then he brushes the hair off my neck, and I feel his lips on my nape as his hand travels to the apex of my sex. Dipping a finger beneath my thong, he groans his approval.

      “Have you been this wet the whole time?”

      “Y-yes.” I trip over the admission before trying to suck in a full breath. But it’s no use—his touch steals my air, leaving my body heavy with desire, tension spreading to the bottoms of my feet. My toes dig into the sand.

      “You’re so…damn…sexy,” he groans between kisses, raining them down my spine. His mouth stalls on my ass cheek, and I stop breathing altogether. As his finger slides through my wetness, rubbing in all the right spots, his warm exhales fan over my backside.

      Suddenly, that plug isn’t uncomfortable anymore—it’s an arousing fullness that takes my mind to forbidden places.

      “I need you to relax for this.” He pulls on the base of the toy, and I grit my teeth against the tug.

      “It’ll come out easier if you let it happen.”

      He rubs my clit with steady strokes, and I don’t know whether to moan from pleasure or pain as he withdraws the plug from my ass. An instant later, he dips a finger into my wetness before inching that slick digit into my anus.

      His breathing quickens. So does his pace. Sweet tension coils at my center, spirals down my thighs. Every inch of skin blazes to life, tingling from his touch. I grip the blanket, soft cotton and the weight of sand filling my hands.

      I’m so close to coming, but I don’t know if he wants me to yet. Truth is, I don’t know where I stand with him. He’s so different from the others—less reserved, reactionary, and sexier than any man has the right to be.

      “Sebastian,” I gasp, hips thrusting upward to bring his fingers deeper.

      He covers me with the bulk of his hard body, and his teeth tug on my earlobe. “You’re not so innocent now, are you?” he taunts.

      “I’m going to…” I squeeze my eyes shut and give in to the inevitable. Two seconds later, I take the plunge, and an intense orgasm seizes my limbs. The climax is more powerful than gravity itself, keeping me trapped in ecstasy under his solid body and the skill of his hands.

      And I want more, even as I come down from the last wave.

      “I could watch you come for the rest of my life, princess.” His exhales shudder against the damp hair on my nape. Sweat and need drench us both, but we’re just getting started. Intimacy with Sebastian is nothing short of awe-inspiring—a promising realm of existence a singular experience won’t satisfy alone.

      Passion with him will be a lifelong mission.

      He shifts his weight and rolls me to my back before standing on his knees. “You don’t know how bad I’m aching for you right now.” He adjusts himself in his jeans, and my attention stalls on the huge ridge behind his zipper.

      “You put my orgasms on lockdown last month,” I point out, raising an incredulous brow. “Between that and the doctor’s voodoo sex potion, I might have an idea.”

      He grins. “Voodoo sex potion?”

      “It’s a more accurate name than arousing elixir.”

      Showing off just how aroused he is, he tilts his hips, flaunting his erection. Thirty long seconds pass as our eyes lock. I know what he wants—what he’s too proud and stubborn to ask for. And maybe if I weren’t so worked up myself, my climax barely taking the edge off, I could draw it out long enough to make him crack.

      But my craving for the taste of him, for the power his desire gives me, prompts me into motion. He doesn’t object as I unzip his jeans. Lowering into a crouching position, I prop myself on hands and knees and slide my mouth over the head of his cock.

      He only gives me five seconds before desperation drives him. Both hands gripping my head, he thrusts between my lips with purpose. Pulling back isn’t an option. Teasing him isn’t an option. With a deep-throated groan, he forces his way to a gag-inducing depth.

      “Keep sucking me like that.” He isn’t giving me much choice, his grip on my head unrelenting, his claim on my mouth a battle he has no intention of losing.

      My lips stretch more with every inch I take, and I draw deep breaths through my nose to calm my racing heartbeat. When I glance up, I catch him staring back, his gaze fierce and arctic in the sunlight.

      He’s a masterful contradiction.

      Raw vulnerability shrouded in a tough I-don’t-give-a-shit exterior.

      A collision of passion and thorns.

      Sweet, dominant mercy.

      He pulls out and caresses my cheek. “You’re so damn beautiful. I want to paint you this way.”

      “On my hands and knees?”

      “It’s not the position that’s got me wrapped.” His thumb rubs my wet lips. “It’s the flush of your skin, and those amazing fuck-me eyes.” Holding me by the chin, he leans down and plants his lips on mine. “It’s knowing you’re mine.”

      Before I can respond, he rises and pushes his cock into my mouth again. But instead of trapping my head between the strength of his hands, he cradles my cheeks, his fingers sliding into my hair to comb it back from my face, and allows me to bring him to the finish line on my own terms.

      I hold his gaze the whole time, my lips gliding over his velvety smooth flesh. His shoulders rise and fall with each erratic breath. Kissable lips part for his sounds of pleasure. At some point, he breaks the visual connection between us and shutters his eyes, tilting his chin toward the sky as my name bleeds off his tongue. Knowing he’s close, I bring him to the back of my throat.

      “Jesus,” he gasps as the coil releases. He fists my hair, ensnaring me in his iron grip, and floods my mouth with his climax. Taking a few moments to catch his breath, he dips his head, blond hair falling over his forehead in a way that makes my fingers ache to brush it back. Sweat trickles down his temples.

      The silence in the negligible space between us roars louder than the waves crashing onto the shore several yards away. Without a word, he gets to his feet, pulling his zipper up, and begins packing the leftovers of our picnic lunch.

      My heart thuds somewhere in my gut, leveling it with a sense of foreboding.

      “Did I do something wrong?” I ask, my voice small and shaky as I watch him wrap the glass plug in a linen napkin before stowing it away with the rest of our stuff.

      Pushing his damp hair back, he shakes his head, blue eyes a brilliant squint against the sun. “You did everything right.”

      “Then what’s wrong?”

      One hand lifting my chin, he plants a brief kiss on my lips. “You didn’t do a damn thing wrong. You make me want things I thought I’d never have.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      “It’s wigging me out. I didn’t expect this with you.”

      “You think I did?”

      His mouth tilts into a half smile. “I don’t think anyone prepared you for what I want to do to you tonight.” And with that, he ushers me back to the cottage.
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      The heaviness of our conversation stays on the beach. We’re both flushed from the sun and covered in sand as Sebastian shows me around the cottage, opening doors to reveal a study, the main bath, and a guest room. He leaves the most intimidating place for last.

      The master suite.

      Plush carpet welcomes my bare feet as he ushers me into the intimate space. A vaulted ceiling gives the room an open and airy feel, while the sun’s rays spill through the abundant windows, offering plenty of natural light. Wide French doors lead to a stone patio, and a fireplace sits across from the massive bed.

      My focus lands on that significant piece of furniture, reminding me this is a room for more than sleeping; it’s a playground for lovers. I imagine what it will feel like to sink into that mattress with his body pressing into mine. Nervous flutters dance in my stomach. This night has been a nebulous concept for months—like the light of a ship loitering on the horizon during a foggy evening. If I’m this wrecked over my first night in the House of Leo, I can only imagine how nervous I’ll be on my wedding night.

      Our wedding night.

      It’s the first time I’ve really let myself envision a marriage to Sebastian as a real possibility, let alone a reality.

      “I made dinner reservations.” He picks up a suitcase and sets it on a cushioned bench by the bed. “We’re supposed to be there in an hour.”

      “Why so early?”

      As he unzips the luggage, he shoots me his legendary cocky smirk. “We’re going to be busy later.”

      His mind is in the one place that sends those butterflies in my belly into a frenzy. To distract myself, I finger through the folded dresses, soft material that’s thankfully wrinkle-resistant, and grab a flirty baby blue number with an empire waistline.

      “I should dress for the occasion, then.”

      “Don’t let me stop you.” He crosses to the corner of the room and settles into a chair.

      I clutch the dress to my chest. “I’m not dressing in front of you.”

      Resting his chin on his hand, he raises a brow. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

      The memory of lounging naked in front of him as his paintbrush stroked me to life on his canvas flits through my head, and I latch onto the recollection against my will. Heat flares between my thighs, renewed since our time spent on the beach.

      I stare at him, determined to win this impasse, but he doesn’t budge. He’s silent, steadfast in his demand, confident that I’ll bend.

      “Time’s ticking,” he says, nodding toward the clock on the mantel above the fireplace.

      Trapped in the weight of his gaze, I swallow hard as I lay the clean dress on the mattress before removing the sand-caked one shielding my modesty. He’s touched me in intimate places, studied every angle of my nude body so he could bring me to life on his canvas…he’s seen inside my soul in a way no else has, not even Liam.

      Yet undressing in front of him, with the afternoon sun bathing my skin while he watches from across the room, fully clothed, leaves me more bare than all the above combined. It’s intimate—the air between us. The promise of things to come.

      “I need to shower. I have sand in my hair.” It takes all of my willpower not to cover my breasts as I face him.

      His gaze roams my body before lifting to my eyes. “So do I.”

      He stands and removes his T-shirt, unzips his jeans, and shoves them to his ankles. Working the shoes off his feet, he steps free of the denim and strides toward me, naked as the day he was born and without shame, his cock semi-hard.

      With a gulp, I take a step back. “I thought you said we have to be there in an hour.”

      “We do.”

      “If you get in the shower with me, we won’t make it.”

      His knowing grin disarms me, freezing me to the spot. “Are you worried I won’t be able to control myself?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What if I promise not to touch you?” Even as he says it, he fingers one of the tiny braids woven into my strands. “Except for your hair. I want to wash it.”

      He’s too close, too naked, too…unguarded. His carefree behavior is messing with my head.

      “I didn’t expect this,” I say, echoing his confession from earlier on the beach.

      “What didn’t you expect?”

      “You…this…” I’m at a loss for words as I gesture at the private setting. “You’re being kind and attentive and…” I trail off, stumped for a way to explain that won’t come out wrong.

      “I have my moments.” His lips tilt into a half-smirk, half-smile. I can’t decide which.

      I don’t have time to examine the intent on those sexy lips. Suddenly, he lifts me, and I wrap my legs around his waist as he carries me into the adjacent bathroom, clinging to his warm body out of fear of falling. Though deep down, I know it’s too late. He shoved me off the precipice months ago, and I’ve been in a state of flailing surrender ever since.

      “What happened to keeping your hands to yourself?” I tease.

      “I’m carrying you into the shower, not making you come.” He sets me on my feet in a marble-encased stall, and with a flip of a switch, warm water rains from the lit ceiling.

      God, he’s built. I’m drooling, struck speechless and in a trance as water pours over him, matting his dark blond hair to his forehead. Drops trickle down his abs, and I follow them below his belly button to the erection standing between us.

      “What if I can’t keep my hands to myself?” I reach for his cock, and he grips my wrist.

      “You don’t have a choice.” He turns me around to face the wall. “But I’ll let you choose the scent,” he says, pointing at the various bottles of bath products lining a built-in shelf.

      Blindly, I grab a shampoo and hand it to him. What follows for the next few minutes is a ceremonial obsession with my hair. He takes his time with the strands, fingers combing out the tangles, careful not to leave any part of my locks unwashed. Adding conditioner takes just as long, and steam hangs thick in the stall by the time my hair rinses clean.

      He moves away, and when I turn around, he’s leaning against the opposite wall, arms crossed as his gaze zeroes in on my breasts. “Wash up.”

      My attention veers to his massive erection. “You first.”

      I sense more than see the smirk on his face—since I’m still gawking at his cock—as he reaches behind me, invading my space. The warm water spraying from the ceiling has nothing on him when it comes to heat. I peek up through the drops of water teetering on my lashes.

      He lets the moment hover, his face inches from my own, and I’m certain he’ll break his own shower-rule by kissing me. Instead, he retreats, a bottle of body wash in his grip. Licking the water from his lips, he squirts some soap into his palm before handing the bottle to me.

      I’m captive to the view, mindlessly clutching the body wash as he runs his hands over his chest and abdomen. He lowers a suds-covered palm to his cock.

      “I’m waiting,” he says, nodding toward the forgotten soap in my hand.

      “If you’re trying to rattle me, it won’t work.” The statement is a blatant lie, but I force my rebellious mouth into silence and follow his lead. As I trail my soapy hands over my breasts, a tiny thrill storms through me at witnessing the darkening of his pupils.

      He licks his lips again, his hooded gaze locked on my movements, and the slow and lazy pumps of his cock hasten, bordering on the edge of desperate.

      Same as my need for him.

      But for sanity’s sake, this is a battle of wills I need to win, because he’s going to take me tonight by inching his impressive length into my ass, all the while making me beg for more. I don’t know how I know it, but I do. It’ll be painful and empowering—an experience I’ll never forget.

      An experience that will bond us for life.

      With my heart pounding an erratic beat, I finish rinsing the soap from my skin before stepping past him to exit the shower. “We don’t want to be late for dinner,” I say, much too innocent as I grab a towel from a knob on the wall outside the stall.

      “Well played,” he mutters.

      From the corner of my eye, I spy him switching the water temperature to cold. I hide a smile as I make my way into the bedroom, water dripping onto the carpet with the imprints of my triumphant footfalls.
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      The Vertigo sits atop an antique shop. It’s an apt name for a restaurant, considering how I’m still reeling from the last few hours, my world spinning around me as if I’m suffering from a horrible case of the medical condition by the same name.

      Instead of sharing a meal with a block of wood between us, we’re seated side-by-side. Water lilies float in decorative bowls on the table, surrounded by votive candles. The rooftop restaurant has an intimate feel, with futon-like seating where couples can cuddle while they wait for dinner. Drapes enclose the dining booths on three sides, offering privacy while leaving the view of the sea unobstructed. It’s cozy and romantic, even in the light of day. I can only imagine how the dawning of night would enhance the experience.

      Then again, I’m far from complaining as Sebastian kisses the wine off of my lips.

      “I might get drunk from the taste of you,” he says against my mouth.

      “It’s not me. It’s the wine.”

      He tugs on my lower lip with his teeth. “It’s definitely you.”

      Someone clears their throat, and when we part, I find our waitress holding a tray on the other side of the table. She keeps her head dipped, demeanor professional for discretion’s sake, but I don’t miss the amused smile hinting at her lips. We decided on a shrimp and steak feast for two, and she sets down the last dish before asking if we require anything else.

      “Another bottle of wine, please.” I eye my empty glass on the table. I’m a little tipsy and probably don’t need more, but the wine is loosening me up, making me relaxed and submissive under Sebastian’s hands and mouth.

      And I’m more than a willing participant.

      The waitress returns a few minutes later with the requested bottle before leaving us in peace.

      Sebastian refills both of our glasses. “Are you on a mission to intoxication?”

      “Maybe a little.”

      “Maybe a lot.” He hands me my glass then takes a sip of his own, eyes studying me from above the rim. “Are you that nervous about tonight?”

      I hold his gaze and decide to go with the truth. “Yes.”

      “What are you nervous about?” He sets his glass on the table and palms my cheek.

      Until this day—running away with him and spending time outside the circular walls of the estate—I would have never guessed Sebastian could be so romantic. This day has been like a dream, a page out of a young girl’s book of fairytales.

      And yet real life has a way of inserting itself between us.

      “I’m nervous about everything, nervous of being awkward, scared that it’ll hurt.” I swallow hard. “Scared things will change once we go back.”

      “Change can be a good thing.”

      “I don’t want to lose this with you.” Drawing in a shaky breath, I cover his hand on my cheek. “You’ve shown me there’s a different side of you.”

      “I’ve shown you the worst of me too, princess. I’m not proud of it.” Letting his hand drop, he frowns. “Being a prisoner inside that place fucks with my head.”

      “Why do you feel like a prisoner?”

      He drags a hand through his hair, leaving it in a disheveled state of sexiness. “I don’t want to ruin this.” He gestures at the cozy scenery. “We have all month to get into the heavy shit.”

      I shelve my curiosity for now, because he’s right. Why ruin a perfect day by talking about things that will only bring us down? As he cuts into his steak, I’m drawn to the view of his brawny forearms. He chose a casual dress shirt, cuffs rolled up, to go with the dark pair of hole-free jeans encasing his powerful thighs.

      He looks good enough to eat, better than the delectable aroma of our dinner wafting from the table. After we’ve put a dent in the food on our plates, I finally give voice to a question I’ve had for months.

      “At least answer me this,” I say, spearing a butter sautéed shrimp with a fork. “What does SAS stand for?”

      He stalls, his fork halfway to his mouth. “My initials?”

      “Yeah.”

      “My middle name is Alexander.”

      “Oh.” Before I can hide it, a smile hints at my lips. I shove the shrimp into my mouth, but he sees my amusement anyway.

      “What did you think it stood for?” There’s a twinkle in his eye, as if he knows this is something I don’t want to admit.

      And he’s right.

      His attention doesn’t waver, patience winning out until I cave. He’s an expert at whittling away at the cracks in my foundation, working them over until they widen enough for me to slip into the vacuum of Sebastian Whatever-the-A-stands for Stone.

      “I gave you a private nickname.” My cheeks warm under his scrutiny.

      With a grin, he leans back. “You know I’m not budging until you tell me what it is.”

      “You can’t make me tell you.”

      “Bet I can.” Leaning into my shoulder, he shoves a hand between my thighs, and his sinful thumb caresses my slit through my panties. “If you don’t fess up, I’ll make you beg to come right here.”

      My gaze darts left and right in a panic, but I know better than to push his hand away when he’s got that look about him, his expression hardened resolve that dares me to challenge him. If we were alone—without waitstaff bustling by—I’d be up for such a challenge.

      “Sexy As Sin…that’s what I call you.”

      “You think I’m sexy?” Instead of withdrawing his touch, he finds my bundle of aching nerves and gently flicks me there.

      “Maybe I should have nicknamed you Sadistic and Smug.”

      “You didn’t answer the question,” he says, increasing the rhythm of his bold caress.

      “You’re still touching me.”

      “I didn’t say I’d stop. I said I’d make you beg for it. You can’t beg if your mouth is busy.” He presses his lips to mine, and we stumble into a free-fall of a kiss, mouths parting, tongues battling, hearts yearning.

      I grab hold of his shirt and moan. “Sexy as sin,” I breathe as we part.

      He rests his forehead against mine. “I’m ready to get sexy and sinful with you. I don’t think I can hold off anymore.” Several seconds pass, and then he takes a deep breath, pulls away, and calls for the check.
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      The drive back to the cottage is quick, and so is my stunned reaction when we step inside. Coming to a halt two feet from the entrance, I gape at the sight before me. Candles cover every surface, from the living room to the kitchen, the flames a brightening flicker in the shadows as the sun yearns for the horizon.

      “When did you do this?”

      “I had it done during dinner.” Without uttering another word, he takes my hand and leads me into the bedroom where even more candles blaze, accompanied by vases of plumeria.

      “I can’t believe you did this.” There’s no doubt or accusation in my tone—only pure awe. “I didn’t expect it.”

      “You deserve it.” The candlelight plays on his features as he moves closer. “You deserve so much more than what the twelve of us have given you.”

      “Why does anyone deserve anything?” Something tells me he’s seen several harsh realities of his own, and though I want to know every last detail about him, I file it away for later.

      “If anyone deserves to be adored, it’s you, Novalee. Your soul is pure. You don’t resort to guile or deceit. You feel with your heart, but you think with it too.” His eyes lock onto mine, and he lets a beat pass. “You deserve a real wedding night, but this is the closest to one I can give you.”

      I blink. “What do you mean?”

      He shakes his head, expression cast in regret. “Enough of the heavy shit tonight, remember?”

      Instead of giving him a verbal answer, I reach for the buttons on his shirt and unfasten them, taking my time as my fingers trace the warm skin underneath. He lets the shirt fall off his shoulders before slipping a finger under the spaghetti strap of my dress.

      His focus stalls on my breasts. “You wear a lot of blue. Is it your favorite color?”

      Tugging my lower lip between my teeth, I watch as he slides the strap down my shoulder. “It’s been a subconscious choice…more recently.” Without elaborating, I meet his brilliant aqua eyes.

      He lowers the other strap, and the light sundress accompanies his shirt on the floor. His famous smirk is absent, his expression cast in seriousness as if I’m his entire world. That look takes my breath away.

      “Sebastian,” I breathe, setting my palms on his warm, muscular chest.

      “Your hands feel good on me, princess.”

      I trail my fingers down the ripple of his abs, bringing about a shudder, and I’m in awe that I have the power to pull such a reaction from him. Before I reach the waistband of his jeans, he grabs my hands, and his lips seek mine. I sigh as our mouths merge.

      For the longest time, he just kisses me, gripping my hands against his abdomen as the bedroom seems to spin around us. I don’t notice him inching me toward the bed until the backs of my knees press into the mattress.

      Breaking the kiss, he takes my face between his hands. “Do you want me?”

      It’s not the first time he’s asked me that, but unlike two months ago, when I was in the House of Gemini and he uttered those words, now there’s no doubt of the uncertainty that plagues his tone. The fact that I have the power to hurt him makes me surrender completely, because underneath that tough lion exterior lies a man that just wants to be loved.

      I don’t know how I didn’t see it before.

      “I want you,” I say, voice choked with too much emotion.

      Holding me by the nape, he buries his face in the crook of my shoulder, his breaths hitting my skin in rapid shudders. “I want inside you.”

      “Okay,” I choke out my consent, struggling to work past the fear.

      “Don’t be scared.” He tangles a hand in my hair. “I’ll take it slow. I promise.”

      Veering back, I hold his gaze as I reach behind me and unclasp my bra. After the garment drops to the floor, I reach for the button of his jeans.

      He’s not wearing underwear, and when I tug down the zipper, his erection springs free of the denim. He shoves the pants down his legs and kicks them free, then he’s pushing me into the mattress, his warm and naked body crawling over me. Reaching between our bodies, he slides his fingers through my arousal and presses a digit forward, stopping at the barrier of resistance.

      “Damn, you’re wet,” he groans.

      “I’m frustrated.”

      His mouth tilts into a smile. “That’s definitely a problem I can fix.”

      Cradling my face in one hand, our eyes connect, unwavering as he strokes me between the legs. It doesn’t take long to launch me to a whole other level of desperate need. Body straining into his touch, I writhe underneath him, skin glistening in sweat and pheromones.

      “Please,” I gasp.

      He sucks in a breath. “Open your eyes. Let me see you come.”

      They shoot open. I hadn’t realized I’d closed them. “More…please.”

      “God, you’re gorgeous.” He increases the pressure on my clit. “Give it all to me, princess.”

      Orgasm takes me captive, and I moan as his mouth slants over mine, eating up the keening cries he wrenched from my core. We’re chest to chest, heart to heart, two souls lost in a labyrinth of desire, clinging to each other as if we share the same body.

      He pulls out of our kiss. “Don’t move,” he murmurs before crawling to the edge of the bed.

      I couldn’t lift a limb if I tried. Compared to the rush of blood during climax, my blood runs sluggish in my veins, muscles weak and trembly from the release. As I stare at the ceiling, I detect the sound of a drawer above the frantic beat of my heart. The mattress moves under his weight again, and his knees settle between my thighs.

      Two strong hands grab my hips. “Lift up.”

      I dig my heels against the mattress, allowing him to wedge a firm pillow under my ass. He hesitates, his lust-filled stare dark with need. “It’ll hurt a little, especially the first time.”

      That’s no surprise, considering his size. “I trust you.”

      He picks up a bottle from the bed and flips the cap open. It’s the same stuff Vance used before he inserted the anal plug, and I anticipate the cold sensation as Sebastian applies it. He squirts more into his palm before fisting his cock.

      I’m a nervous wreck as he settles between my legs, and I expect him to begin the slow and painful journey to becoming one through the only part of my body he’s allowed to take. Instead, he glides the plump head of his cock up and down my slit. Hips taking on a lazy, circular motion, he uses his erection to spark my arousal to life all over again.

      He grips my knees and spreads me wider, bringing our groins closer together as he increases the pace, and then, with his arctic gaze trapping me in the path of his stare, he shifts to my ass and teases the opening there.

      Pressure, followed by burning resistance, and then I feel myself stretching to accept his tip. Gasping in pain, I fist the bed sheets and bear down. It’s instinctive, my body’s way of protecting me, despite what my heart and mind tell me to do.

      “I can’t…it hurts.”

      “It will at first.” He presses a hand on my belly, his thumb reaching for my clit. “Give it a few minutes. Your body will loosen up.”

      “How?” My voice tears through the darkening room, two octaves higher with panic. “You’re so big.”

      “Don’t fight it, princess. You were made for me.”

      The gravelly quality of his voice, along with the possessiveness of his tone, smashes through the last of my fear, and my bones turn to liquid. He gains another inch before coming to a halt.

      “I’m barely inside you, but God, do you feel amazing.”

      Sweet tension coils around my thighs, tingles at the bottoms of my feet. I’m nauseous and too hot and aroused all at once, antsy under his ministrations—going mad with impatience at his inaction, despite knowing he’s holding back for my own good.

      To give my body time to stretch.

      To grow used to the fullness of him in an exit-only space that’s too snug, no matter how slick his cock is—no matter the amount of preparation.

      “Please,” I groan. “Don’t draw it out.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you, baby. Close your eyes and breathe.”

      “I don’t want to.” Nothing can tear me away from the force of his blue eyes, or the beauty of his face as he enters my body for the first time. It’s a painful but exhilarating experience, and I don’t want to miss a moment. “I need to look at you.”

      Holding me by the hips, he pushes in another inch, and I can’t stop from grimacing. A bite of my lip holds back a whimper. He sinks in even further, and then he lowers himself against me, chest to chest, his nose lingering inches from mine.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.”

      He pulls out and pushes back in, this time deeper. “Tell me if it hurts too much. The pain should be easier to handle, not worse.”

      “It feels—” The word good isn’t sufficient, but my first pain-free cry is a raucous symphony of pleasure.

      He cradles my cheek for the next thrust before entwining our hands, his fingers tight around mine as he moves inside me. I’ve never felt so adored, so wanted, so close to another person.

      As the final sunbeams of the day disappear, the room dims, cocooning us in shadows of intimacy. Candlelight dances across his broad shoulders, and dark blond hair flops over his forehead as we move together in sweat and need, pain becoming pleasure.

      Uncertainty and lack of experience becoming courage.

      I tighten my grip on his hands and arch into his rhythm, climbing to a place I didn’t know existed—a place that transcends every erotic moment I’ve treasured until now.

      “You okay?” he asks with a grunt, checking on me still, despite the continuous moans and needy whimpers escaping my mouth.

      “Uh-huh…don’t stop.”

      “Wouldn’t dare.” Closing his eyes, he drops his forehead against mine, lips spread thin over gritted teeth. “Your body is heaven.”

      If my body is heaven, then his is a sexy and sinful hell that tempts the innocent girl right out of me.

      Without warning, he pulls out and sits on his haunches, hauling me onto his lap before I can utter a confused objection.

      “Wrap your legs around me.” Gripping my ass, he shifts into position and guides me onto his cock again. I groan at the renewed anal intrusion, writhing in the space between pain and pleasure as he traps me in the cage of his embrace.

      “You feel so deep,” I say, heels digging into the mattress.

      “I am deep, deeper than I thought I’d ever be with you.”

      There’s a double meaning somewhere in those words, but I’m too worked up to analyze them. Instinct takes over, and I arch my spine, planting a hand on the mattress behind me for balance, and rock into him.

      “Jesus, you’re a natural,” he murmurs, lips warm against the swell of my breasts. “Keep moving like that. You’re driving me fucking wild.”

      He’s driving me out of my skin, my bones heavy, tingles traveling the road to ecstasy. He sucks my nipple into his mouth, and I tilt my pelvis, the gentle rocking motion against his hard abs providing exquisite friction. With each roll of my hips, I climb another step toward impending climax. Letting loose a deep moan, I claw at his shoulder.

      “Look at me,” he rasps out, fisting my hair. Our eyes connect, and the tension snaps. Sweet release storms through me, the dam busting wide open. I’m a passenger in his arms, my mouth gaping in soundless cries as I come all over his abdomen.

      I haven’t yet descended from the last crest when his muscles tense, and he jerks to a halt inside me. The sight of him in the throes of orgasmic bliss, his head thrown back as he grunts and groans through his release, is an image I want to brand onto my mind forever.
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      I’m close to sleep, snuggled at his side as he plays with my tangled locks. He twirls a braid around a finger, lets it go, then starts all over again. I have no idea what he’s thinking, or feeling, because we’ve barely said two words since we shared the most intimate, mind-blowing experience of my life.

      Maybe it’s the quiet, or the flickering candlelight shrouding us in solitude, but after I came down from the adrenaline rush of becoming one with Sebastian Alexander Stone—aka Sexy As Sin—my mind went on its own trip into deceptively calm waters.

      It started with a comparison to my only other authentic experience with intimacy. Liam sent me reeling when he broke down and shared his bed with me on his birthday. I’ll never forget the sparks he ignited, making me come for the first time, or how safe and content I felt in his arms the following morning.

      But tonight with Sebastian…there’s no comparison. My heart aches with guilt and sorrow and fulfillment—too many conflicting emotions to name. I care about Liam, irrevocably so, and I don’t want to hurt him. Except I’ve already hurt him, because he somehow knew before I did that Sebastian would be the death of us.

      The chancellor can’t steal my heart when it already belongs to someone else. But what about Sebastian’s heart? Does a piece of it still belong to Lilith?

      “Did you sleep with her?” The question startles us both, and it’s a betrayal to myself, because I don’t really want to know the answer. Or I shouldn’t want to know, but the night of the ball—when Lilith stepped off his floor and into the elevator with tears in her eyes—will forever haunt me unless we talk about it.

      This conversation’s been coming for a while, and we’ve both known it.

      With a sigh, Sebastian untangles himself from me and sits at the edge of the bed, one hand trailing through his messy hair.

      “You want to do this now, after the night we just had?”

      The fact that he isn’t questioning me on what I’m talking about, let alone denying it, squeezes my heart with dread.

      “Yes, I do. We just shared the most amazing experience of my life, and I can’t let this uncertainty overshadow it in my head. Don’t you think it’s time we cleared the air?”

      He glances at me from over his shoulder. “You aren’t the only one with doubts, princess. What happened with the chancellor last month after dinner?”

      Scooting into a sitting position against the headboard, I pull the sheet to my chest. “You’re deflecting.”

      “I’m not deflecting, Novalee. You want to have this talk, so we’re having it. Tell me what happened.”

      It’s a demand as much as it is a blatant directional shift in conversation, and I grit my teeth before answering. “I asked him to take my anal virginity.”

      Several tense moments slip past. “Why?”

      “Because I didn’t want you to have it.”

      He raises a brow. “I wouldn’t have guessed, going by your eagerness tonight.” Pointedly, he glances at the rumpled sheets. “So who stopped it—you or him?”

      Avoiding his eyes, I swallow hard. “Liam did.”

      He lets out a bitter laugh. “Of course he did. Castle is too goddamn noble for his own good.” He gets up and turns to face me, hands in his hair. “My turn now, is it?”

      “Yes,” I say, wary of the remorseful slant of his mouth.

      “You deserve the truth, but are you sure you want it?”

      “No, but I need it.”

      He nods, jaw stiff with resignation. “I fucked her.”

      His admission slices me deeper than I thought it would—straight to the marrow of my bones. I close my eyes against the burn of tears and try to breathe, but it’s no use. Betrayal squeezes the air from my lungs. The mattress shifts under his weight, and his ragged breaths spread over my face. He slides a palm along my cheek, urging my eyes open.

      “I’m not done,” he says, locking his gaze with mine. “You wanted the truth, so here it is. I fucked her, and I’ve never regretted it more. I’d take it back if I could.”

      “You can’t take it back.”

      “I know that. But you need to know it was a meaningless and angry fuck. After you showed up later that night, I realized it was goodbye.”

      “It was more than meaningless, Sebastian. You were a mess that night. So was she. It didn’t look like goodbye to me.”

      “It was goodbye,” he says, tone stubborn with certainty.

      “Why are you moving on from her now? Why not the night you came to my room?” My voice cracks with hurt as the memory of his callous behavior picks at the scar he left on my soul. “Or when Landon asked you to marry me? Why now?”

      “I wasn’t ready to let her go, but the second you walked out the door that night, wanting the security you thought Castle would give you, I knew I fucked up. I want you, Novalee. Hell, I want things with you I didn’t know I wanted until Landon dangled them in front of my nose.”

      I blink, and a hot tear escapes, collecting in the crease where his thumb presses into my cheek. His gaze never wavers, and in those blue depths I find a glimmer of truth. But the truth feels like a betrayal, despite the complexities of our situation.

      Because this isn’t a mere triangle—it’s a square of epic proportions spanning a battlefield of inevitable heartache.

      And I don’t believe his heart is mine to break.

      “How do you expect me to believe you? You made your disdain for my presence clear from the beginning.”

      “You’re right. I was horrible to you when you first came here.”

      “Why were you so hateful?”

      “Your role here is the embodiment of everything I despise about the Brotherhood.” He pauses, throat bobbing with a hard swallow. “I didn’t want to care for you, and I sure as hell didn’t want to fall in love with you.”

      His unspoken but lingers between us, heavy in the air with a soul-lighting spark of clarity. He didn’t want to love me…

      But he does.

      As my breathing grows shallow, I cover his hand with my own, keeping his warm palm flush with my cheek. “Sebastian, I…” Another tear slips free, a mixture of hurt and cautious joy.

      He swipes the salty drop away with his thumb. “Don’t say it unless you mean it.”

      “I feel it too,” I whisper.

      He tugs me onto his lap, one arm tight across my lower spine. “It kills me to know I’m not the only one you feel it for.”

      I’ve never seen him more raw and flayed, and I suspect he’s not used to putting his pride on the line, let alone his heart.

      Not since Lilith Astor.

      I settle into a skin-on-skin straddle and take his scruffy face between my hands. “I don’t want to hurt anyone, especially Liam because he’s been good to me, but—”

      “No buts.” His jaw hardens. “Give it to me straight.”

      “I wasn’t done yet,” I say, echoing his earlier sentiment. “But…you have my heart.” His lips part, and before he says a word, I press a finger to his mouth. “I need to know if I have yours.”

      “Why do you think I brought you here?” He glances at the candles placed around the bedroom. “Words mean shit without the actions to back them up. I wanted to show you how much you mean to me.” He pauses. “I wanted to be the man you deserve.”

      “You are, Sebastian.”

      “I hope that’s true.”

      “Is there a reason it wouldn’t be?”

      “I can be a real ass.”

      I laugh. “That’s common knowledge.”

      His serious expression doesn’t break. “You really want to marry me?”

      “It’s not up to me,” I point out. “That decision is out of my hands.”

      “For me, it’s not. I won’t bid in the auction unless you want me to.”

      “Of course I want you to.”

      He tugs my face closer. “Then it’s you and me, princess.” With the vow sweet on his lips, he seals it with a kiss.
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      He’s beautiful when he sleeps, his features softened in the late morning sunlight filtering through the gauzy curtains. His naked body sprawls on the mattress beside me, bedsheets pushed below his groin to reveal a huge morning erection. My fingers itch to caress the length, but I don’t want to wake him yet. Resisting temptation, I force my attention above his waist.

      His right shoulder wears the evidence of my fingernails from last night. Those marks are proprietary, telling the world he’s mine. Last on my morning round of ogling the sexiest man alive, I stall on his face. Dirty blond hair flops over his forehead in dishevelment. I want to brush it back, but I don’t dare for fear of waking him. Just as I don’t dare disturb those full lips—beautifully shaped and parted on each exhale—by greeting him good morning with a kiss.

      Instead, I slither off the mattress and tiptoe to the end of the bed. Opening my suitcase would cause too much noise, so I grab his dress shirt off the floor and pull it on, fastening all but the top two buttons. The material is soft and encloses my body in his clean and earthy scent.

      I leave the bedroom with plans to bring him breakfast in bed, but as I enter the kitchen, a firm series of knocks startle me. I change direction, and even before I pull the front door open, I somehow know who’s standing on the other side.

      “Did he hurt you?”

      It’s the first thing out of Liam’s mouth, his concerned umber gaze darting over my shoulder in search of the man he deems his rival. Stepping onto the front stoop, I close the door behind me. The maneuver puts me in close proximity, and I fit my spine against the wood, clinging to space. The alternative would mean having this conversation inside, which would wake the sleeping lion, and the last thing I want is a confrontation to ruin what promises to be another perfect day.

      I also don’t want to hurt Liam more than necessary…more than I already have. More than I will when he learns the truth.

      “I’m fine,” I say, my voice scratchy from sleep.

      The chancellor’s attention spans my face before roving to mid-thigh, where the hem of Sebastian’s shirt falls. My cheeks flush with guilt, and I avoid his eyes.

      “You don’t seem fine, my sweet girl.” He reaches a hand out to touch me, but his fingers stop before making contact. “You seem upset.”

      “You seem tired,” I counter, examining the circles under his eyes. Exhaustion darkens his scruffy jawbone, the evidence of a sleepless night drawn in the lines around his mouth. Even his suit, worn to perfection on most days as if he invented the concept of a classically dressed man, hangs on his frame in a rumpled state.

      “I couldn’t sleep.” He pauses with a bob of his Adam’s apple. “Not while you were missing.”

      “Missing?”

      “Sebastian wasn’t supposed to take you off the estate grounds without clearance.”

      “It’s not like he took me to another country.”

      “He broke protocol, Novalee.”

      The door wrenches open, and I fall backward into two strong, warm arms. “You can take your protocol and shove it,” Sebastian says, folding me into a possessive embrace from behind. His jeans brush my calves, and I’m relieved he had the foresight to put on a pair of pants.

      Liam’s gaze narrows to two angry slits as he takes in the arms around my waist, as if they’re a threat he must destroy. He shakes his head. “You can’t do whatever the hell you want. You’re required to clear all overnight trips with the Brotherhood first. I can have you disqualified from the auction for this.”

      “No!” I move out of Sebastian’s grasp and put my hand on the front of Liam’s suit jacket. “Please don’t. I’m begging you.” The instant the plea leaves my lips, I want to recall the words and the blaring ring of truth in them.

      I want to take back the unintended pain I just launched at him. But there’s no taking it back. Devastation holds his expression hostage, and a piece of my heart fractures.

      “So you’ve made your choice.” His words are a statement, void of accusation and rife with conclusion. Despite the decision not being mine to make, it matters to him that my heart knows what it wants. Sticking his hands in his pockets, he takes a step backward, and my palm falls from his chest.

      “Liam, please…” Unsure of what I can say to erase the pain on his face, I wring my hands, struggling for an explanation. “I…I’m so sorry.”

      And that’s when he wipes the hurt from his face, expression softening in the morning sunlight. “I know you are.” He drags a hand through his coppery hair, and as his gaze zeroes in on Sebastian, the frosty edge returns to those brown eyes. “You have until tonight to return with the queen.”

      “We’ll be back tomorrow.”

      Liam shakes his head, mouth an uncompromising line. “Not a minute past ten tonight, or I’ll start proceedings to have you removed from participating in the auction.” He turns on his heel and strides to the waiting SUV idling next to the sporty car Sebastian drove here yesterday.

      A driver in a suit opens the back door for the chancellor, and the first man I cared about, maybe even loved, disappears into the back seat. Regret tightens my chest as the car backs down the driveway. A small part of me wants to run after him, screaming for him to wait.

      Sebastian grips my hand, a quiet reminder that he’s my home now, the one my heart yearns for. The one I can’t fathom walking away from, no matter the circumstances.

      Doesn’t mean hurting Liam doesn’t cut me to my soul though.

      I work my hand free and return inside, blinking in rapid succession to keep the tears at bay. Making my way to the kitchen, I sense Sebastian’s steps on my heels. I open the refrigerator and gaze at the contents without seeing a thing.

      “Novalee,” he says, his cajoling voice gentler than I deserve. More understanding than I deserve.

      “I’m sorry…” I stall, unsure of what to say. What can I say? Blinking doesn’t work, and I panic as my eyes burn with shame. “Leave me alone. I don’t want to cry in front of you.”

      Closing the door to the fridge, he whirls me around. “It’s you and me now, remember?” When I try to look away, he grips my chin. “That means when you hurt, I hurt.”

      “I don’t want to hurt anyone!”

      “That’s the nature of this curse, princess. Pain on top of more pain. A whole fucking lifetime of it.” Stepping closer, he tangles his hands in my hair, refusing to allow me the avenue of retreat. “All we can do is hold on to what little happiness we have.”

      As his words sink in, a new fear barrels to the forefront. “We should go back. You can’t get disqualified. You can’t.”

      “Castle doesn’t scare me.”

      “He’s the chancellor!”

      “He’s bluffing.”

      “How can you be certain?”

      An unnamed emotion darkens his expression. “Because he loves you.”

      It’s enough to bust through my defenses. Averting my gaze, I’m helpless as tears stream down my cheeks, and I despise every single one of them. They’re a sign of weakness, easily misconstrued as something born from indecision.

      I haven’t changed my mind about Sebastian, but I didn’t expect how the evidence of Liam’s devastation would shred me to pieces.

      “I want to go back.” Being in this cottage, where just yesterday I experienced the happiest day of my life, leaves me in agony. “Please, take me back.”

      “He gave us the day, Novalee.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t be here right now. I’m sorry.”

      He backs away, his hands dropping to his sides. The chasm between us widens, becomes its own entity in this messed up situation. Legally, I’m caught between twelve men, but in my heart, where it counts, only two reside.

      The choice isn’t mine, but they both want me to choose, regardless of rules and protocol.

      And I thought I had, thought I knew—without reservation—what I wanted at the core of my being.

      But now…now I’m not sure of anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Gone is the easy banter. The sexy grins. No more carefree fun as the wind blows my hair into a whirl. The top is up during the car ride back to the tower, and so is Sebastian’s guard. The first half of the hour-long drive passes in silence, but the air between us grows tense with things left unsaid.

      I’m sick with knowing I hurt him, my actions back at the cottage destroying the last twenty-four hours we spent together. He put his heart on the line, went above and beyond to make up for his past behavior. Finally, after all of these months, he opened up and let me see the vulnerable man hiding behind the angry sentinel.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, throat constricted with fear.

      “For what?”

      “For hurting you.”

      He doesn’t answer, and the ball of dread in my gut grows denser. “Don’t shut me out again,” I plead.

      He grips the steering wheel. “I’m not shutting you out.”

      “You’re not talking to me, either.”

      “What do you want me to say? You’re still conflicted. I get it.”

      “You don’t.” With each mile that passes under us, he slips away a little further. “Yesterday was the most amazing day of my life, Sebastian. I just…I never wanted to hurt anyone.”

      “Someone needs to get hurt.” He glances at me for three full seconds, the car holding steady on the road as the progress we made yesterday crashes and explodes. “If it’s me, then it’s me, but I won’t touch you again until you figure it out.” He returns his attention to the highway, jaw hardening with anger.

      My own flame of fury ignites. “So it’s okay for you to fuck Lilith without guarantees, but you won’t lay a finger on me until I figure it out? How is that fair?”

      Abruptly, he pulls onto the shoulder and kills the engine. His blue eyes narrow with turbulence, condemnation pinning me to the seat. “Don’t talk to me about fair. You’ve wanted Castle from the minute you got here. I know you didn’t object when he put his hands on you.”

      “It’s not the same thing!” I glare at him, despising him for putting me on the defensive. “I haven’t slept with Liam, but you had your dick in her.”

      “Don’t play the innocent, scorned little girl. The chancellor did everything but stick his goddamn dick in you.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but I can’t.

      Sebastian’s lips curve into a cruel smile. “You have no room to talk, because from where I’m sitting, you’re caught between twelve men.”

      “That’s not my fault.”

      He leans toward me, eating up the inches of space between us. “It doesn’t change the fact that after I marry you, a monthly romp in a bed that isn’t mine will take you away from me. Like fucking clockwork, Novalee.”

      “Again,” I say through gritted teeth. “Not. My. Fault.”

      “Who do you think gets you first after I take your virginity?”

      Liam.

      His name blares between us, unspoken but no less real.

      “It’s all over your face. You can’t wait to spread your legs for him, but getting him means accepting the rest of them.” Another inch of space disappears as he corners me. “After Liam, it’ll be Heath. He’ll take your ass, since that’s his preference. Then there’s Landon. I can’t imagine you’d want to fuck your brother.”

      I slap him hard, my palm stinging from the contact.

      The assault on his face doesn’t slow him down. He keeps plowing ahead, trampling on my pride like the animal he is. “Landon will come up with a cover story, no doubt, but Vance…” Sebastian snickers, and though we’re trapped in a car barely big enough for two people, he might as well be circling me.

      The lion toying with the prey.

      “The doctor is into some kinky shit, princess. I’m sure he’ll have someone watch while he fucks your brains out.”

      “That’s enough!” Too angry to see straight, I shove my door open and stumble to my feet, blind with heartache and wrath. The driver’s side door slams shut a second later, followed by heavy footfalls that chase me down the gravelly shoulder.

      He grabs my arm. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “Away from you.”

      “Get back in the damn car.”

      “No!” I wrench my arm free and make it another three steps before he hauls me off my feet. “Put me down!” I scream, fighting against the arm holding me to his chest. As if I weigh no more than a sack of potatoes, he flings me over one shoulder and heads back to the car.

      I dig my nails into his back, hoping I’m leaving another set of marks on his skin that have nothing to do with pleasure. I want to maim, want to tear him apart limb from limb for making me crazy. I’m still flailing when he drops me on my feet.

      With lightning quick speed, he grabs me by the nape, fingers unforgiving in their harsh grip. The set of his jaw tells me he’s not messing around. “It’s my month, which means what I say goes.” He yanks me close, bringing our noses together. “And I say you’re going to get back into the goddamn car.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Don’t test me, princess.” He wrenches the door open, giving the passenger seat a pointed glare.

      “What? You’ll punish me?” I lift my chin in quiet challenge. “You wouldn’t be the first, and I doubt you’ll be the last.”

      “I will if I have to, but I won’t do it in private.” He smirks as two cars fly past. “I’ll bend you over the hood and spank you right here.”

      “You were right,” I say, wrenching free of his hold. “You can be an ass.”

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      We enter a stalemate for a full minute, the rush of vehicles stirring my hair as they speed down the highway. A horn blares. Sebastian’s stubborn stare never falters, same as his will. The open door at my side taunts me. Even if my feet wanted to take me away from him, I have nowhere else to go.

      My only ally is the waiting passenger seat.

      So I get in, adrenaline spiking through my limbs, and try not to cry—out of hurt or anger, I’m not sure. He pulls the seatbelt across my breastbone and fastens it, tugging until it lies tight over my lap. As he veers back, our eyes meet.

      “The next time you decide to hit me,” he says, brushing a hand over the light pink marks on his cheek. “Make it hurt.” With a slam of the passenger side door, he shuts me inside the vehicle.
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      After we return to the tower, we settle into a synchronous routine that allows us to sharpen our avoidance skills. For the first couple of days, I’m too angry to clear the air, so I throw myself into work, using Landon and Elise’s upcoming wedding as an excuse to hide in my studio late into the evenings.

      On our first night back, when I return to the House of Leo, having already eaten dinner while pouring over a new batch of designs, Sebastian is nowhere in sight. He left me a note directing me to my room. The fact that it’s across from his quarters doesn’t escape me. I’ve never seen the inside of his bedroom, but he left the door ajar, and on the end of the bed, I spy the clothes he wore home from the cottage.

      The following morning, we exchange a curt and polite greeting over breakfast. Five minutes later, he grabs a croissant and makes his escape, mumbling something about a full schedule of clients. As he makes his way out the door, his signature ripped jeans send my fingers into a curl from wanting to touch him.

      That’s when I realize my anger is subsiding, no matter how much I try to hold on to the bitter emotion. Now it’s pride stopping me from closing this horrible chasm. By the time the fifth night of this impasse comes to a head, and the painful silence over dinner shreds my defenses, his hurt-filled eyes flaying me alive, neither anger nor pride have any place inside my heart.

      Not when it comes to him.

      It’s almost midnight when I leave my quarters and find him barefoot, shirt removed and gripping a paintbrush in the living room. It’s the only space in the House of Leo where he seems to fit. His art covers the walls, and though there’s ample seating for entertaining guests, the great room resembles an art studio more than a main living space—almost as if he moved in and setup shop in this room while ignoring the rest.

      Folding my arms, I watch him work for several moments before he senses me loitering on the threshold.

      “You don’t have to hide in the shadows.” He acknowledges my presence without turning around, leaving me to wonder how he knew I was standing there.

      Taking that first step toward him is like mounting a horse for the first time, or learning to drive. It’s scary and exhilarating all at once. I wander close enough to see what magic he’s stroking to life on his canvas, and my breath stalls.

      The girl on his easel is me, her flushed face taking up most of the canvas, brown eyes warm with a glint of a smile even as they impart a lustful vibe. Her blond hair is mussed, the strands led astray by a man’s fingers holding her face in the cradle of his hands.

      That girl isn’t just me—it’s me on the beach.

      Me and him.

      I’d give anything to go back to that moment, to how perfect things were between us for that single day. As he studies the painting, no doubt looking for imperfections, I eye him. One of us has to make the first move, but I’m not sure how to do it.

      Things spiraled out of control so fast on that highway.

      “Should I initial it, or should I just put Sexy As Sin on there?” The half grin he gives me weakens my knees.

      It’s an olive branch, and I can’t help but smile back as my soul fills with hope. “Just your initials. That nickname isn’t for the public. It’s mine alone.”

      He adds his initials with a scrawl of his brush before washing the tool in soapy water. He’s covered in paint, from a splotch of canary yellow on his cheek to the stains on his fingers. Waving toward his latest masterpiece, he asks, “You like it?”

      “I love it.”

      He hesitates for a moment. “I want to show you something.” His long stride carries him to a large painting in front of the wall of windows facing the sea. Whatever’s hiding underneath that black sheet is humongous, and it’s in the same spot it was two months ago when Landon brought me to the lion’s lair for the first time.

      Sebastian shoots me an uncertain look as he fingers the edge of the sheet. “You’ll be the first to see this.” He tugs the covering off and reveals a wispy painting of my favorite place on the cliffs. A blonde stands on the edge, her flaxen hair caught in the wind as a white dress whirls around her ankles.

      “It’s breathtaking.” I halt at his side, enraptured by the painting and the talent flowing through his blood.

      “You’re easy to paint, Novalee. I could watch you all day.”

      I think about all the times I escaped to that spot on the edge of the sea, needing to find a slice of solitude in a tower of demanding men. Knowing he was watching me, studying my private moments from the ninth floor, paintbrush in hand, should upset me. It would disturb me on a deep level if it were anyone else.

      But Sebastian makes stalking a form of flattery. A work of art.

      “Does it bother you that I was spying on you?”

      I shake my head. “You weren’t doing it for nefarious reasons. This is who you are.” I gesture at the painting. “You find beauty in everything you see. I’m honored you found me to be a worthy subject.”

      We settle into a long stretch of silence on the verge of disquiet. Unable to take it a moment longer, I gather my courage and do what I came here to do. “We should talk about what happened the other day.”

      Our eyes meet, and something shifts between us, clicking into place.

      “I’m sorry,” we say at the same time.

      He reaches a hand out, knuckles brushing my cheekbone. “You already apologized. Now it’s my turn.” Another caress, and I turn to liquid from his touch. “You were right to smack the shit out of me. I shouldn’t have said the things I did. I have a mean temper, and when someone pokes it, I strike without considering the fallout.”

      “I know you have a temper.”

      “And I know you have feelings for Castle. It’s wrong for me to hold them against you, all things considered.”

      I gulp, taking the last step into the territory of courage. “But I’m in love with you.” My declaration hangs in the air. His reaction is subtle, but the quick rise and fall of his shoulders tells me it affected him.

      “You don’t know how bad I want to believe that.”

      “Then I guess I’ll have to prove it to you.” Standing on tiptoe, I grab his face and bring my mouth to his. The instant our lips touch, the coil tightens, sexual tension mounting in our bones. He picks me up, his hands steady on my ass.

      “Will you come to bed with me?” The question holds a hint of a plea against my lips.

      “You don’t need my permission, Sebastian.”

      “Maybe so, but I want it.” His stare holds me captive, guard crashing at his feet.

      “Take me to bed.”

      He carries me toward his quarters, switching the light off as we go. His bedroom welcomes us with sense-heightening darkness, and we fumble our way out of our clothes, mouths merging as he guides me to the place where he sleeps. His hands and tongue explore me as if I’m a sensual canvas, like a work of art he intends to worship for the rest of his life. When he enters me for the second time, his lubed cock pushing past the ring of resistance, I’m aroused and prepared. He takes me like he did at the cottage, face to face with a pillow under my hips, inching his way into my ass with careful thrusts.

      “I think you’re in trouble.” His head hovers above me, cast in silhouette.

      “Why is that?” I ask.

      “I could get used to being inside of you.”

      “We’re both in trouble then. I could get used to it too.”

      Seating himself fully, he groans as he cradles my face. “Explosive chemistry, princess. We have it.”

      We also have explosive tempers, but I shove the admission to the back of my mind to deal with later. We have plenty of time to talk about the things we’ve put off.

      Because after barely speaking to him for five days, let alone touching him, I just want to be in the moment with him, climbing higher from the full sensation of him moving inside me. He makes sure I reach the summit first, then he catapults me there again before finding his own climax.

      Afterward, a sense of calm steals over his bedroom as we lie in the sheets, skin slick with sweat and flushed from release. He wouldn’t be him if he weren’t playing with my hair.

      “I promised you the heavy shit, didn’t I?” He twirls a tiny braid around a finger.

      “I recall you saying something along those lines.”

      “I hate to wreck this, but I’d rather get it over with than have it bite us in the ass later.” He sighs, his breath hitting my forehead. “No more repeats of the last five days, okay?”

      “It was your fault.”

      “Novalee.” His voice dips with warning.

      “I was teasing.” I burrow further into his arms. “I don’t enjoy fighting with you.”

      “I don’t like it either, princess.” He pauses a beat. “I see a shitload of arguments in our future, but let’s not let five fucking days go by without fixing it.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Good, because I want this to work, but it won’t be easy.” He swallows hard. “The Brotherhood will destroy us if we let it.”

      “You mean them?” He talks about the Brotherhood as if it’s an entity and not a group of men holding on to archaic ideologies.

      “No, it. The Brotherhood is a way of life, Novalee. It’s an institution forged in a centuries-old curse.”

      “So you believe in the curse?”

      “There was a time when I didn’t, but life taught me otherwise.”

      “Will you tell me what happened?” I struggle to keep my voice steady.

      He’s quiet for several moments, and then his soft-spoken “yeah” drifts in the darkness. I wait him out, clinging to a sense of patience I don’t have, because I’ve waited to uncover the mystery of Sebastian Stone for months.

      “My mother was the last queen.”

      I blink. “I didn’t know that.”

      He smoothes a palm down the back of my head. “She cared about my father, but during her first year at the tower, she fell hard for the chancellor.”

      Another bout of silence descends, hovering in the air like a stifling blanket. He wasn’t kidding about the shit being heavy.

      “And your father loved her,” I conclude, the disquiet cutting through me like a burning blade.

      “I like to think he loved her, but my father isn’t big on showing weakness. To him, love is the biggest weakness of all.” He returns to his absent-minded molestation of my hair. “I blame him for my sister’s death.”

      The air stalls in my lungs. “I didn’t know you had a sister.”

      Or that she’d died.

      My verbal prod for him to continue tiptoes between us, fearful of stumbling on a landmine.

      “She did everything she could to get the bastard’s attention, but he only saw me—the child with a penis who would carry on the legacy for the House of Leo.”

      My lashes flutter, staving off the burn of tears, because I know how painful it is to lose someone you love. “What happened to her?”

      “She committed suicide when I was fifteen.”

      “I’m so sorry, Sebastian.”

      “I’m the one who found her.” He rolls to his back, and I try not to let his need for space bother me. “After she died…” He draws in a shaky breath before letting it out in a noisy exhale. “I told my father I wouldn’t transition into the Brotherhood. He had me beaten for even thinking such a thing and threatened to have me locked in my quarters.”

      His words thunder in my ears, every muscle in my body tense with stunned disbelief. “What did you do?”

      “I told him what he wanted to hear, then I ran the first chance I got.” A scornful laugh falls from his lips. “I wasn’t gone three days when the news of my mother’s death hit the media. It was a freak car accident, but…” His voice cracks, and it takes him a few seconds to complete the tragic thought. “I’m the reason she’s dead.”

      I reach for his hand. “It’s not your fault.”

      “It is. No one escapes this place, Novalee. If they try, tragedy strikes. I didn’t believe it until I tried shirking my duty. My mother died for it.”

      The mention of the word duty makes me think of the one I didn’t choose either—a duty to twelve men. As the thought ferments in my soul, turning my stomach to acid, the reality of what we’ll endure as a couple haunts the space between us.

      “You couldn’t have known. You were just a kid.”

      “I knew, but I was too goddamn arrogant, even back then.” He turns to face me again, his hand squeezing mine. “I met you for the first time a few weeks later. You were so proper and innocent and fucking perfect. I was drawn to you even as I hated your guts for what you represented.”

      His attitude all those years ago—as I kneeled while my uncle agreed to auction me off to the Brotherhood in the next room—clicks into place. For the first time, I understand Sebastian’s behavior, back then and more recently. It doesn’t matter if it was unwarranted and unforgivable because it came from a place of tragedy and pain.

      If I relate to nothing else, I can relate to that.

      “Everything you went through…is that why you ended up with Lilith?”

      He tenses beside me. “She and my sister were close. After Caroline died, we started spending time together.”

      “She’s a lot older than you,” I say without blurting out how Lilith took advantage of him. If I thought I hated her before, it’s nothing compared to the fury simmering in my gut for my half-sister.

      “If you’re implying I was the innocent one in our relationship, if you could even call it that, you should know that I pursued her. She resisted for over two years.”

      “Just because you were of age didn’t make it right.” Jealousy runs thick in my vocal cords, infusing my words with venomous accusation. “Lilith knew what she was doing.”

      “She wasn’t the only one. I’ve never been innocent, princess.” His hard-edged tone makes me defensive.

      “Are we headed for another five-day standoff?” I ask.

      “Hell no.” He reaches for me in the darkness, tucking me against his chest with possessive strength. “The only reason I’m telling you any of this is because I want you to know me, the good, the bad, the ugly. If I win the auction, I’ll be the luckiest asshole on this planet, Novalee. But it won’t be easy. There will always be thirteen people in this marriage.”

      I bring his hand to my chest, covering the place where my heartbeat races in fear, awe, and uncontrollable love for this man. “Not in here where it counts. In here, there’s only you and me.”

      “I know you believe that,” he says, splaying his fingers, palm warm on my skin.

      “You need to believe it too.” I pause, wishing I could see more than the shadow of his face. “Your mother loved the chancellor and cared about your father. For me, it’s the other way around.”

      “I think I needed to hear that.” He pauses on a sigh. “But will you still love me when I tell you about our wedding night?”

      Another piece of the heavy shit he avoided sharing. I brush my thumb over his bottom lip. “The way I feel about you isn’t a choice, so you might as well spill it.”

      “When I take your virginity, every member of the Brotherhood will be present.”

      His admission paints a scene in my mind that threatens to send me into a dark hole, but I claw my way to the top and cling to the moment, to this bed, to the sexy and warm man who’s experienced his own share of trauma.

      “As far as I’m concerned, that night in the cottage was our first time. You made it special. You made me feel special.” I draw him into a slow, open-mouthed kiss that makes talking for the next hour impossible.
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      On the mornings he has clients, Sebastian accompanies me to my studio before leaving me aching for the taste of his lips. The evenings are filled with lust-filled gazes across the dinner table, followed by foreplay sessions in his bed that test our stamina.

      But he hasn’t taken me anally again, and as the time passes, I wish he would. On some levels, it’s a shameful craving—something considered taboo—but now that I’ve had a taste of such intimacy with him, twice, I can’t help but want more.

      “Are you okay?” Greta, my production manager, asks the following week. The wedding is fast approaching, and it’s been a grueling few days of last-minute changes and overseeing twelve fittings for the men.

      I blink. “Yeah, why?”

      “You don’t normally end the day so early. You seem a bit distracted. Are you sure everything’s okay?”

      “I’m fine, Greta. Thanks for checking on me though.” I don’t mention how I’m a little sleep-deprived, thanks to Sebastian and his hungry mouth and hands that keep me up half the night. But I’ve never felt so alive, or more excited, because it’s his birthday, and I have something special planned. “Today is Sebastian’s birthday.”

      She gives me a knowing smile. “That explains it. If you need to take the day tomorrow, I’m happy to oversee things.” Her grin turns wry. “That is my job, after all.”

      “And you’re amazing at what you do. A day off sounds like heaven, but I don’t want to miss anything at this stage. I learn so much just from observing.”

      With a nod, she packs up her stuff. “I understand, Miss Van Buren. See you tomorrow.”

      I’ve lost count of the times I’ve asked her to use my first name, but she refuses. The rest of the crew follows suit a few minutes later, and I lock up before heading toward the elevator, eager to get home.

      Home.

      The word sends a warm feeling through my chest. This could be our life, working down the hall from each other, spending the evenings sharing dinner and talking about the day, losing sleep because we can’t keep our hands to ourselves.

      The reality of my duty tries to intrude on the fantasy, reminding me that my obligation to another man’s bed will hang over us every month, but I shove the thought into the mental hell hole from which it sprang.

      The door to Sebastian’s studio is closed, and for once I’m glad he’s got a late client because it’ll give me time to prepare. An hour later, I’ve got a cake in the oven, made from scratch by following a recipe, and a dinner order put in to the kitchen.

      While his birthday dessert bakes, I freshen up and slip on a silky knee-length dress, foregoing undergarments. Moving around the dining room to set the table, pussy bare underneath the flimsy material, gives me a naughty, sinful thrill.

      Not long before he’s due home, everything is going according to plan. Candles wait to be lit in the dining room, dinner will arrive just before he does, and the cake is cooling on a rack in the kitchen. His favorite scent wafts off my skin—a unique blend of plumeria from back home. I’m in the middle of putting icing on the cake, and lamenting how lopsided it turned out, when Sebastian walks in.

      With a startle, I whirl around to face him. “You’re early!”

      “And you’ve been busy, I see.” He glances over my shoulder at the cake, half decorated and looking more than a little sad.

      “I was trying to fix it.”

      “It smells delicious.” He picks me up and sets me on the counter next to the birthday cake. “I want a taste.”

      “Dinner hasn’t even arrived yet.”

      “That’s okay. It’s my birthday, and I want to eat you first.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, frustrated to tears that my plans flopped. Literally. “I can’t even get the cake right.”

      “It looks edible to me.” He presses his lips to mine, shutting me up for the moment.

      But I still can’t let it go. “I wanted to make this night special for you.”

      “Novalee.” The frame of his hands keeps me captive. “You’re here, which makes it perfect.” A sly grin darts across his mouth. “And that cake is plenty special.” Before I can defend myself, he scoops up some icing and smears it across my cheek.

      I’m laughing when he kisses the sugary confection from my skin. “That isn’t what I had in mind when I made it.”

      “Then our minds are on two different pages, because I want to lick this icing from every inch of your body.” His hand travels an inch up my thigh.

      “What if I told you I’m not wearing any panties?”

      “I’d say thank you for the easy access.” He dips his fingers into the frosting again and slides those sugary digits up my slit. Pulling me to the edge of the counter, he lowers into a crouch. I lean back, balancing on my elbows, and settle my feet on his shoulders.

      Our eyes lock between the splay of my thighs. My breath hitches, the adoration in his expression a threat to the air in my lungs. His head disappears under my dress, and his warm lips graze my inner thigh, light kisses traveling closer to my sex. I break out in a full body shudder as gooseflesh spreads over my skin. Instead of kissing me where I’m aching for him, he begins the slow seduction all over again on my other leg.

      “Stop torturing me,” I breathe.

      He laughs against my flesh, and then his tongue laps up the icing, dragging a moan from me. I definitely didn’t have this in mind when I put the ingredients for his cake into a mixing bowl, but I’m not complaining. He works me over for several minutes, licking me closer to climax. Right as I’m about to come, he pulls back.

      “What else do I get for my birthday?”

      I blink. “What?”

      “After I’m done eating you, what else do I get?”

      A night in his bed with his cock where it belongs? But I don’t dare voice the thought.

      “Anything you want.”

      “You mean that?” There’s a suspicious inflection in his tone.

      I raise a brow, worried I made a mistake by promising him such a thing. I should have known better. “It’s your birthday,” I hedge.

      The smile that transforms his mouth is downright devious. “I want you to hold back your orgasm.”

      “For how long?”

      “For as long as I want…which could be days.”

      “That’s just cruel.”

      His gaze settles on my breasts, rising and falling fast in the bodice of my dress. “I’m in a mood. You shouldn’t have made promises you didn’t intend to keep.”

      “I’m taking issue with your crappy mood. I’ve served enough time on the sexual torture wagon in this tower.”

      “Then you’ve had practice.” His head disappears between my thighs again, and this time, he doesn’t hold back.

      Because he expects me to.

      “Oh God, Sebastian.” My hand curls in his dark blond hair, fingers tugging. “You know I can’t hold back when you do that.”

      “My birthday, princess. Not yours.” He growls against my pussy, the experts licks of his tongue stroking me just right.

      “Then stop doing that with your tongue!”

      He doesn’t stop, and I grip his head with both hands, desperate to come on that hot, wicked tongue. Teeth clenching, I grind on his face, even as my mind tells me to slow him down.

      “Please!” I gasp, toes curling.

      The doorbell rings, literally saving me by the bell. He gets to his feet and wipes the back of his hand across his scruffy face.

      “Are we expecting company?”

      “Dinner,” I say, breathless, as I arrange my dress over my thighs.

      “Don’t move.” Glaring in the direction of the front door, he adjusts himself in his jeans. “I’ll be right back.”

      Commotion filters in from the other room as Sebastian instructs the server to leave dinner in the dining room. A few minutes later, after the kitchen staff leave, he returns to where I’m waiting on the counter, hot and bothered between the legs.

      As he saunters toward me, he unbuttons his fly. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to do for a while now.”

      I press my thighs together, but the maneuver doesn’t subdue the wet need between them. If anything, the sight of him standing before me, an edge of dominance driving his movements as he fists the length of his cock, arouses me on an insane level.

      “What do you want, Sebastian?”

      He lifts me off the counter, pivots until his back faces it, and sets me on my feet. Before I find steadiness on solid ground again, he tugs my bodice below my breasts.

      “Will you let me fuck your tits?”

      His request affects me like a physical caress, and my nipples harden under his lustful gaze. “Can you show me how it’s done?”

      Pushing me to my knees, he grins. “Lean toward me and smash your tits together.”

      After everything we’ve experienced, I’m surprised shyness chooses this moment to descend, but there’s no denying the warmth on my cheeks. Bringing my hands to my breasts, I peek up at him. “Like this?”

      “God, yes.” He tugs his lower lip between his teeth. “You’re a muse for a man’s wet dream.” Propping himself against the counter, he sheaths his cock between my cleavage, his knees bent to reach the right angle.

      As he pumps, I’m no longer looking at his face—my attention fastens on the plump crown of his shaft pushing up between my breasts. I lick my lips, the move subconscious, and he scoops another dab of icing off the cake before smearing it on his cock. I drag my tongue across the slit before he utters a word of instruction.

      We find a tandem rhythm, his thrusts bringing the sugary head of his erection between my lips, and when he comes, he does so with a loud, throaty groan, his release spurting all over the top of my breasts.

      “Lick me clean,” he grunts, his voice dangerously sexy, rough with completion.

      I obey with a glimmer of calculation in my eyes, running my tongue from base to tip. Even after reaching orgasm, he’s still aroused…and that’s an empowering discovery. I wait for him to make the next move, hoping he’ll renege on his promise to leave me in a heightened state of sexual purgatory.

      My hopes plummet when he pulls up his pants.

      “Thank you.” Gratitude softens his voice. He helps me stand, and his lips seek mine in a lingering kiss. “This has been the best birthday I’ve had in twenty-two years.”

      “It’ll be even better if we take it to the bedroom.”

      “I don’t think so. I see a shower in our future.” He shoots a pointed glance at the sticky mess he made on my breasts. “Besides, dinner’s getting cold.”

      “Make the shower a cold one, too,” I gripe, taking a step toward the exit of the kitchen. I meet his gaze over my shoulder. “You coming?”

      He grins. “Princess, I already did.”
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      The morning of the wedding dawns bright and early, but I’m greeting Elise’s special day from my room instead of Sebastian’s. For the past week, he’s kept me suspended in a sadistic state of needing to come. Last night, I got frustrated enough to forfeit the warmth and familiarity of his body. That wasn’t an easy move, as we’ve shared a bed since the night we ended our self-imposed impasse.

      But Sebastian’s romantic, attentive side is gone, replaced by a man who seems to want to keep me on his puppet strings. I have a suspicion this is more than just sexual games for him. It might have started out that way, the night of his birthday, but now my gut tells me he has ulterior motives.

      Namely one, and his name is Liam Castle.

      For the first time since the confrontation at the cottage, we’ll come face to face with the chancellor today. After breakfast, Sebastian confirms my suspicions as we share a quiet ride in the elevator.

      “I don’t want his hands on you.” He gives me that look that says I’m his. “Not a single finger.”

      I tamp down the indignation threatening to rise, because two can play this game. “Same goes for you and Lilith.” Lifting my chin, I meet his eyes as we approach the ground floor. “I’m assuming she’ll be at the wedding.”

      The elevator stops with a ding, doors sliding open. A tick goes off in his jaw. “You don’t have to worry about Lilith.”

      “I could say the same thing about Liam.” I step out, a spark of dreadful anger igniting in my chest. We haven’t made it to lunchtime yet, but we’re already on the precipice of tension. What if the two of us only work if we stay inside a bubble of our own design? It’s a disturbing thought—one that makes me physically ill.

      He grabs my hand before I take three steps down the hall. “Novalee, wait.” His expression softens. “I trust you. I didn’t mean to imply I didn’t.”

      “I trust you too.”

      He brings his mouth to mine, demanding my surrender with the insistent licks of his tongue, then he strides off in the opposite direction where the men are gathering to prepare for the day.

      And I can’t help but wonder if we just lied to each other.

      The bridal party is using the women’s lounge next to the ballroom to dress for the wedding. Faye arrived on the island yesterday, fiancé in tow, but I haven’t spoken to her yet. Before I enter the room, I wipe all traces of worry from my face.

      Today is about Elise, and I can’t let my negative feelings about Sebastian’s past, or my own with Faye, infringe upon her happiness.

      “You’re here!” Elise bounds across the room, throwing her arms around me. She’s dressed in a white slip, her hair in a sleek updo, makeup partially done. A warm glow brightens her porcelain complexion.

      “And you’re radiant,” I say, setting my hands on her shoulders and edging back to give her a full inspection. “Landon is going to fall at your feet.”

      “He already does.” With a giggle, Elise flops into a chair in front of the vanity, where a makeup artist resumes her work of creating a bridal paragon.

      “I wish I were walking down the aisle with you.” I settle onto the edge of an ottoman as the woman strokes a contour brush over Elise’s forehead and cheeks.

      “You’re my queen, Novalee. It wouldn’t be proper for you to accompany me down the aisle.” She closes her eyes, and the makeup artist switches tools before applying a subtle shade of charcoal across her lids.

      “She’s right.” Faye’s voice startles me, and I find her standing on the cusp of another room to my right. Behind her, I spy our gowns hanging on a portable rolling rack. “Besides, she’s got me to carry her veil.” Faye takes a step in my direction. “Your place is with the Brotherhood, my queen.”

      A nervous flutter takes flight in my stomach. I’ll lead the men down the aisle, taking my seat in the front row while they form a circle, the majestic sea as a backdrop for a day to remember. Inside the circular formation, Landon and Elise will become man and wife.

      Faye lowers into a chair across from me. “It’s good to see you,” she says, her fuchsia-painted lips curving with hope.

      Time has lessened the sting of her betrayal, and though I’ll eventually forgive the transgression, forgetting won’t be so easy. “You look well,” I say, studying the diamond on her left hand. “I heard about your engagement. Congratulations.” It’s a low blow, a compliment coupled with a gibe, because she hid the truth about my mother’s secret journal so she could return home to get that ring.

      Her frown tells me she knows we’re not on even ground yet. Not even close.

      I stand, addressing Elise. “Can I do anything for you before I get ready?”

      “No, my queen.” Her lids shutter again, this time for the artist’s eyeliner pen. “You’ve already done enough by designing the wedding attire. I don’t know how you did it on such short notice, but I’m in awe. My dress is gorgeous.”

      “Landon doubled my production team. I couldn’t have done it without them.”

      “Thank you,” she whispers, her voice choked with gratitude.

      “I’m so happy for you, Elise. You deserve this day.” Ignoring Faye’s imploring glance, I disappear into the other room and begin dressing.
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      The ceremony is a flawless spectacle under the sun. A light breeze keeps the heat at bay as my brother and Elise declare their love and devotion on the main lawn in front of an audience of two-hundred guests. The men stand tall in a circle around them, Landon’s spot left open for the aisle’s entrance. I’m seated on the side of the groom, considering my role as the Brotherhood’s queen, and the weight of Liam’s surreptitious glances makes me shift in discomfort.

      More than once, I catch Sebastian shooting daggers at the chancellor from his side of the circle. My place in the front row puts me between them. It’s symbolic, a precursor to the destruction on the horizon, and I wish more than anything for a solution that doesn’t involve pulverizing someone’s heart.

      After the ceremony concludes, and the last person passes through the recessional line, I breathe a sigh of relief as I put some distance between Liam and me. Needing to clear my head, I sneak away to my favorite spot on the cliffs and raise my chin to the solitude, eyes drifting shut as a comforting breeze rustles my hair.

      My heart is no longer conflicted over two men, but it’s still breaking into slivers because I only have days left with Sebastian. I’d stop the clock and steal more time with him if I could.

      I’d steal forever with him, and it still wouldn’t be long enough.

      By the time I make an appearance at the reception, my mind is no clearer than it was thirty minutes ago, but the celebratory party is in full swing. Elise’s vision came to fruition without a hitch. Guests mingle at food stations, offering everything from croissants and luncheon meats to seafood dishes and carving blocks. A dance floor invites dressed-up feet to let loose on one side of the tent, while tables promise a reprieve at the other.

      Almost everyone in attendance is an unknown face—dignitaries, political allies, and the crème de la crème of Zodiac Island. The members of the Brotherhood and Elise’s parents are the only guests I recognize.

      And Faye, who’s on the dance floor snuggled in the arms of her fiancé. As I grab a glass of champagne from a waiter passing by, Sebastian sneaks up beside me and settles his hand on my back, his touch warm on my bare skin.

      “Where have you been?”

      “I needed a few moments alone on the cliffs.”

      “Overwhelming day?”

      “A little.”

      “You don’t look it.” He casts an appreciative glance up and down my body. “Compliments to the designer of this sexy-as-sin dress.”

      “It’s actually very modest.” Deep plum silk hugs my hips, skirt falling below the knee. The high halter neckline displays a conservative keyhole cutout. He has his hand on the most risqué part of the dress, fingers brushing along my spine to tease the top of my ass.

      He leans closer, and his breath sends shivers across my nape. “I can’t wait to get you out of it later.”

      “Don’t make promises you don’t intend to keep.”

      His laughter is a deep rumble, and I feel that vibration between my legs. “You’re desperate for it, aren’t you, princess?”

      “Just how you wanted me, right?”

      “Something like that.” His mouth hovers near mine, begging to sample the champagne on my lips. “We’ll have to pick this up later,” he whispers. “The groom is paging me.” Tugging at his tie, as if the plum piece of silk is strangling him, he heads toward my brother.

      Elise is chatting with guests, so I grab a small plate of finger foods and sit at an empty table for two, settling in for the next few minutes to nibble on veggie sticks and observe the reception as it unfolds. It’s a casual affair with formally dressed people but ideal for the setting. I’m glad Elise didn’t cave to pressure and go with the wedding planner’s suggestion of a formal shindig in the ballroom. Everything about this day has Elise’s imprint on it.

      Spotting me alone at the table, Faye approaches me with caution, sans fiancé. “Can I join you?”

      “Of course.” I gesture to the vacant chair across from me.

      She slides in, and at first the silence between us grows uncomfortable. I’m not used to being at odds with either of my former ladies, but Faye and I never cleared the air after Landon dropped his bomb of truth on me. She left the island before my anger cooled.

      “I’ve missed you,” she says, brown eyes casting apology my way.

      “I know, Faye.” My soft, regretful tone imparts what my words can’t just yet—that I miss her too.

      That I wish she were still here.

      That I’m glad she’s found happiness.

      And how I wish, more than anything, that she’d told me the truth from the beginning.

      “The ceremony was lovely, wasn’t it?” She’s grasping at a way to break through my guard, but I don’t know if she can.

      “It was.”

      A sigh, and then she tries again. “I can’t believe how far you’ve come in your designs. The dresses are beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      She falls quiet for a while, and I think she’s given up on small talk when her attention settles over my shoulder. “Who’s that woman standing next to Landon?”

      I turn, expecting to find one of the two-hundred guests at my brother’s side. Instead, it’s the woman I’d hoped was too self-absorbed to put in an appearance at her brother’s wedding.

      “That’s Lilith Astor, Landon’s sister.”

      If Faye has a response to that, I miss it because Lilith chooses that moment to put her hand on Sebastian, her manicured fingers curling around his forearm. She says something into his ear, and my blood boils. I’m riveted, the guests around me ceasing to exist.

      He’ll tell her to get lost.

      She’ll stomp away, face twisted in a resentful scowl.

      His gorgeous blue eyes will meet mine from across the reception tent, communicating his love and loyalty.

      My mouth hangs open as he follows her outside the tent.

      What just happened?

      “Novalee? Are you okay?” Faye’s concerned tone breaks through my shock.

      I stand in a rush. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”

      She objects, pleading with me to tell her what’s wrong, but I’m already in flight, feet carrying me across the tent. The music switches tempo as I near the dance floor, and that’s when Liam blocks my path.

      “Let them go,” he says, hands on my shoulders. “This isn’t the place for a scene.”

      “Don’t touch me.”

      His wounded expression reaches the decency that still lives inside me somewhere, and I fight back tears. “I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that.”

      With a sigh, he takes my hand. “Dance with me. Last time I checked, that’s still allowed at a wedding.”

      I let him lead me onto the dance floor, but as he pulls me into his arms, my heart is still on the ground where he stopped me, bleeding mistrust.

      “He doesn’t deserve you.”

      Unable to speak without breaking down, I hold on to him, my cheek against his chest, and focus on breathing.

      Because if I’m breathing, that means my heart can’t be shattered.

      Right?

      A voice inside my head whispers that I’m jumping to conclusions, that maybe there’s another explanation, and he isn’t disappearing with Lilith like he did on the night of the ball. I consider everything the more reasonable side of my conscious mind points out, but I’m incapable of heeding such wisdom. Maybe I’m as reactionary as Sebastian.

      He’s fire, and I’m air. Together, we’ll set the universe ablaze if we’re not careful.

      After several moments of disquiet, Liam sighs, his exhale disrupting my hair. “He doesn’t deserve you, and yet here we are—me wanting you, and you wanting him.”

      I suck in a breath, still unable to find the right words to convey my level of regret. He doesn’t deserve the pain I’m causing him, but I can’t drag myself away.

      Not when he’s the one keeping me on my feet.

      “It’s okay. I’ll do the talking, my sweet girl.”

      He leads us into a swaying rhythm, but what we’re doing is barely considered dancing. Not that I care.

      “I know I said I’d walk away if that’s what you wanted.” He tightens his arm across my back, his hold on the verge of possessive. “But I’m not convinced, Novalee. Until I get to the bottom of what’s been going on with you, I have no plans to give up my bid in the auction.”

      His vow blares through my ears, a warning that the earth is about to shift under my feet. As he slowly turns us, a set of wrathful blue eyes greets me from the edge of the dance floor. Like a horror film reduced to slow-mo, Sebastian strides to where I’m dancing with Liam.

      Thunderous anger twists his mouth as he yanks me from the chancellor’s arms. “Let’s go.” He’s got a death grip on my arm, and I stumble into his solid chest.

      Liam objects behind me, but Sebastian ignores him, dragging me another foot across the floor.

      “Back off, Castle. This is between Novalee and me.”

      “There is no you and me!” I yank my arm free and glare at him.

      A collective murmur of stunned voices surrounds us, and I realize the sight the three of us must present. The horrific scene we’re causing that will ruin Elise’s wedding if I don’t get out of here now. Turning my back on Sebastian, I flee toward the tower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m blind with mortification, vision clouded with salty drops of shame as I run for the elevator. I make it into the safety of claustrophobic space, breaths coming in painful gasps as the doors slide to meet in the middle, and that’s when a dress shoe throws a wrench in my escape route. The doors reverse course and reveal the picture of a furious man.

      Sebastian barrels inside, jabs the button to close the doors, and after we lurch upward, he stalls my getaway car altogether by pressing the stop button. We halt between floors, and it takes all of my willpower not to pound on the stubborn panels that leave me trapped with him.

      “Let me out of here!” I try reaching for the button that will send the gears turning again, but he blocks me.

      “Stop screaming,” he says, hands shackling my wrists. “We’re not leaving until we talk.”

      I meet the accusation in his gaze with a good dose of my own. “What were you doing with her?”

      “Not what you were doing with the chancellor.”

      “He said you don’t deserve me. Is he right, Sebastian?”

      “You’re acting like a possessive lunatic,” he says.

      “I’m possessive? You made a scene and humiliated me!”

      He grabs me by the nape. “I made you mine.” His eyes spark a deep sapphire, and my breath hitches when he lowers them to my trembling lips. “And now everyone at that wedding knows it. He knows it.”

      “I’m glad everyone knows it,” I say, sarcasm dripping from my words. “Everyone but me.”

      “I didn’t touch her, Novalee.”

      “If it was so innocent, why did you leave the reception?”

      “She needed to talk to me in private. I gave her five minutes, then went looking for you. Instead, I found you in his arms.” Without warning, he shoves me against the wall, my cheek pressing into the cool panel as he grips me by the hair. “You know what won’t stop raging through my fucking head? The image of him touching you.” The admission echoes in the tight space, repeating in my mind until disquiet descends.

      Then his breathing quickens.

      So does mine, and before I can stop it, a whimper escapes. I’m trapped between the wall and his hard body. Mostly, I’m ensnared by my need for him, an unbearable throb that’s only worsened from denial and lunacy.

      Because he’s right. I am a lunatic—crazy for wanting him while he’s holding me hostage in an elevator. Even crazier for loving him, despite the obvious mistrust between us.

      “Sebastian, please.”

      He slides his hand down my spine and cups my ass. “You sure you want it? I’m angry as fuck. Gentle isn’t an option.”

      “Wanting you has never been a problem,” I bite out.

      He shoves me to the floor, lifting my dress over my ass, and impatient hands yank my panties down my hips. Abandoning the stretchy lace, leaving them snug at my thighs, he wrenches my arms behind me. As he straddles my body, his fist a tight shackle around my wrists, a tendril of fear sprouts.

      There’s rough…and then there’s rough.

      I turn my face, cheek sticky against the floor from tears I didn’t realize I’d shed, and draw in a deep breath. “You don’t have to be gentle, but don’t hurt me.” I mean that in more ways than one.

      “I’ll try not to.” His tone offers a hint of concession, the knot of anger loosening. “If it becomes too much, tell me to stop.”

      And risk going months without being with him? What if he holds me at arm’s length for our final days together? What if this is it? He claimed to have said goodbye to Lilith the night of the ball. Is this his way of saying goodbye to me?

      Clothes rustle, a zipper sounds, and then he’s spearing his cock through my wetness. I shudder from the friction, a continuous litany of moans wrenched from my lips. He rubs me to an explosive climax, tension spiraling through me before it rips me apart. Crying out his name, I curl my fingers, nails gouging my palms.

      His grip tightens on my wrists. “Brace yourself, princess.” That’s the only warning I get as he sheaths his slick cock inside my ass. I don’t know whether to howl from pain, or groan from…something else entirely. Each pummeling thrust claims and punishes, bringing him so deep he becomes part of me.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, my head held to the floor by his dominating hand, helpless to do anything but take what he’s unleashing on my body.

      “This ass is mine.” His breathing is erratic, his hands as punishing as his cock. “Mine, Novalee. It’ll never be his. You will never be his.” He wrenches me up by the shoulders, and his hand circles my throat as he pumps from behind, never breaking his viscous pace.

      “Tell me you love me.” The fervent demand hits my neck, hot lips following, teeth nipping.

      “I love you.” There’s no hesitation, no doubt. No going back.

      A tremble shakes through his limbs, catapulting him to the verge. He lowers his hand from my throat and presses a palm over my heart. “Tell me I’m the only one in here.” It’s more plea than demand, a glimpse into the vulnerable soul of a man who thirsts to be the first choice.

      The only choice.

      “You are. It’s always been you.”

      There’s never been more truth between us, even as uncertainty widens the gap. He wraps me in his embrace, biceps straining under impending absolution, and his throaty cries blast my neck. He lurches to a stop, spurting his seed into my ass with a series of grunts and groans—as if the act is as painful for him as it is for me.

      “God, princess. You drive me insane. I’ll never let you go.” It’s the closest thing to a vow, reassurance granted during a heightened moment of raw tenderness.

      I wish I knew, without a cloud of doubt hanging over my head, that he meant every word.
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      The days following the wedding are subdued, the sky dreary as it fights off foul weather. Sebastian and I began our time in this tower separated by a chasm of our own making, letting anger, pride, and insecurities steal five precious days.

      Now we’re about to end the month on opposite sides of that same gaping void, more precious time lost, and I can’t stand it. I’m miserable, and I think he is, too. We promised we wouldn’t allow pride to impede our time together, but on the eve of my transition into the House of Virgo, I’m sick to my stomach from missing him.

      I tiptoe from my bedroom to his, sleepwear abandoned on the floor, and crawl between his sheets. He doesn’t hesitate, drawing my naked body against his. A sigh stirs my hair.

      “We promised we wouldn’t do this again,” I say, snuggling deeper into his embrace.

      “Do what?”

      “Let our stubborn prides get in the way.”

      “I know, but maybe we both needed to cool down.”

      I want to press him about Lilith, but doing so will start the vicious cycle again, and we’ll go round and round on a not-so-thrilling ride of jealousy. I don’t want to leave tomorrow with tension between us. Taking the coward’s way out, I shelve the two elephants crowding our relationship and reach for his cock.

      In the darkness, I sense the weight of his stare on me as I stroke him. But he doesn’t move, even though he’s as hard as steel, blood and desire pumping through his shaft. A bead of moisture collects at the head, and I drag my thumb through it.

      “I want you inside me, not because you’re angry, but because you need it as much as I do.”

      He rolls me to my side and spoons me, fitting his groin against my ass as he reaches for the lube on the nightstand. There’s no foreplay or taking it slow. He pushes his slick cock into me, muscled arms holding me tight as he thrusts. The coupling is more about connection than pleasure. Affirmation over physical release.

      Tears bathe my cheeks as he slows the pace, one hand on my breast and the other gripping my thigh, pulling me into him as he plunges deeper.

      “Don’t cry,” he whispers, lips a gentle brush against my shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere. No matter how long it takes, or how many beds you have to visit, I’ll be here waiting.”

      I close my eyes and concentrate on him moving inside me, his presence enveloping me in sensual promise. He owns my heart so completely that there isn’t room for anyone else. I never want to leave these arms, never want to separate from the unique way we fit together, like a lock that only opens for the right key.

      He launches me into orgasm before chasing his own, and afterward, we remain connected, two souls entwined and dozing through the night.

      But morning dawns too soon, and a summer storm wins out, tormenting the sky with melancholy gray to match my mood. Rain beats against the windows in his bedroom, drops squiggling down the glass and obscuring the view. I know he’s awake beside me, lost in thought as I am. Neither of us slept much last night.

      “I don’t want to go,” I say, breaking the quiet.

      His sigh filters through the early morning shadows, but he doesn’t move.

      “Please say something.” I turn to face him. “I’m dying over here.”

      “There’s nothing I can say, princess. I can’t keep you here for the rest of the year. God knows I want to.”

      I think back to the time I pleaded with Liam to run away with me. The chancellor turned me down because of his duty to his family’s legacy. Does Sebastian feel the same way? Does he love me enough to take the risk? My throat tightens with fear, and when I find the words to verbalize what’s in my heart, they come out shaky.

      “Let’s leave the island.”

      He rolls to his side and palms my cheek. “I won’t risk your safety.”

      “You risk my safety by letting me go to the next house.”

      “At least I know you’ll live through it.”

      This is about his mother and the curse. “I don’t believe Evangeline Castle hexed us for all eternity. What happened to your mother was tragic, but I lost my parents too, and it wasn’t because of a curse.”

      “It’s not just my mother. You should read the history books in the library. A lot of terrible tragedies taint the Brotherhood. When it struck my family…” He sits up, dragging a hand through his blond bedroom hair. “Landon and I want to change things, and we’re going to try, but I won’t risk losing you.”

      “It’s seven months, Sebastian. I won’t be able to touch you, or kiss you, or—” My voice breaks, and the burn in my eyes erupts, hot on my cheeks.

      “Then touch me now.” Blanketing my body, he sinks his hands into my hair, his mouth tempting me to meet him halfway. “Kiss me now and don’t stop until we have to.”

      And that’s how we spend our last morning, kissing and touching and getting as much of each other as we can before the clock intrudes with reality. He takes me again in the shower, using his body to spread suds on my backside. When we step onto the plush bath mat, he sets a towel around my shoulders and helps me dry my hair.

      Making it through brunch is too torturous, as if we’re facing our last meal before an execution, and an hour before he’s supposed to take me to the library for the exchange, we abandon the idea of consuming food. We’d rather spend our last moments consuming each other. He’s leading me back to his bedroom when someone rings the doorbell. Nerves and devastation race through my blood.

      “It’s not time yet!” The panic in my voice is all-too real.

      Tightening his fingers around mine, he changes direction and pulls the door open. I expected Miles, or even Liam. I didn’t expect to find my half-sister standing on Sebastian’s floor on the morning I’m supposed to leave.

      “What are you doing here?” Sebastian asks, a hard edge to his tone.

      Surely, she knows what today is…what this last hour means to us.

      “You know why I’m here.” Lilith wrings her hands. “I haven’t heard a word from you since the wedding.”

      He glowers at her, azure eyes reduced to silver slits. “You shouldn’t have come here.”

      She crosses her arms. “You didn’t tell her, did you?”

      My attention darts between them, and I feel like an observer cursed with a case of invisibility. “Tell me what?”

      “It’s nothing,” he says, expression lethal as he stares down our unexpected visitor.

      “It’s not nothing,” Lilith says. “She has a right to know.”

      “That’s not for you to decide.” He thrusts a finger toward the elevator. “You need to leave.”

      Lilith trains her haughty gaze on me. “I told you it wasn’t over. You didn’t want to believe me.”

      Her words and the implication behind them roar in my mind. I retreat a step, limbs weak, and almost lose my footing. “You slept with her? Again?” Disbelief raises my voice to a near shout.

      Sebastian shakes his head, blue eyes imploring me to listen. “I haven’t touched her since the night of the ball. I swear to you, Novalee.”

      I glance at her, expecting to find smug glee on her red lips as she counters his claim. Surprisingly, she doesn’t. “It’s true. We haven’t been together since my birthday.”

      “Then what am I missing?”

      “It’s not what you’re missing. It’s what I’m missing.” Lilith lets a pregnant pause set the foundation for destruction. “My period, Novalee. Late by two months. You do the math.”

      “No.” I take another step back, unwilling to believe what she’s saying, but when I find the courage to search Sebastian’s expression, hoping against hope he’ll deny it, he hangs his head instead.

      And that’s when I know it’s true.
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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. 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 his 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 deepen to 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 that 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 booms 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 a contrast to the gray filtering 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 lie 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 inside you, 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 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 trapping me 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 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 ogle, 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 in 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 burns 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 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 devastated 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, 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. The light of day drags me from a dream as my lids flutter open, and 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 bedcovers, 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 he’ll consider it 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 by demanding I remove it myself? Do I risk another prison sentence inside that suite—a longer one this time?

      I follow my nose into the kitchen where the aroma of coffee and something 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, 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 make you miserable.”

      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 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 get the chance to 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 taught me that 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 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 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 the reason 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—normally 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 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 command.

      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, my tone dry. “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 been done already?” 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.
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      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 rest 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 shared living areas, kitchen, and dining room reveals 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, 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 entire 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 I appreciate your obedience.”

      “What more do you want?” As soon as the question leaves my mouth, I want to 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 thought you didn’t need my permission.”

      “Intimacy is only pure 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 unfair. 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 along 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 clothing against 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 without spending a minute inside my studio.

      “I’d rather talk about you,” I say, glancing at the subtle swell of her abdomen. “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 miss the honeymoon. We just 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 into chaos.

      But I’m not weak. 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 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 footfalls 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 so 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 that another man show 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?”

      “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, I can’t help but wonder how Lilith is allowed to walk away from 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 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, 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 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 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 caught him in the face with a flying elbow.

      “Don’t,” he says, shoving my hand off of him. Flinging the 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 listening to 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 case 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, only taking the occasional walk and having 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 studio time. 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 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 his presence catches me off-guard, and a part of me jolts as if I’m seeing him without 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, 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 need a 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. 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 won’t 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 a long and luxurious bath is 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 loll, 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 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.

      My eyes go to his cock. I’ve never seen his cage this 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 device 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 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 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?”

      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 treated me better. Though he still won’t allow clothing in his house, he’s now sleeping in the other bed. 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.

      Thoughts of Sebastian alter 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, gaze stuck on that devious mouth as I think how soft those lips felt on mine. How wet and hot that sinful tongue was in 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 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, his fingers rough and desperate. 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 feverish 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 we 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 has 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. “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 and grips 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 now cling to my lashes, threatening to spill over.

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

      “How?” I peek 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.”

      “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.”

      “Damn it, 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 not meant to entertain dinner guests.

      No, this place is reserved for more serious matters, like deciding the fate of one of their own. It’s a courtroom-slash-boardroom style of space, spread out 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 exile of one of their own.

      Landon walks in last and takes his seat in the circle, sending 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 my future with Sebastian. I glance at his blond head from the corner of my eye, recalling 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 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.

      “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 a 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 tiebreaker 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 to win my hand, Liam breaks his own. I keep my eyes shut, the endless 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 blurts, 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 toward the hidden room I had no clue existed until today.

      Sebastian draws his lower lip between his teeth, giving a contemplative tug. “If they were all on the same page, I would’ve 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 mouth. “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 lengthy 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 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 leisurely 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. “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 doubt that. My son is headstrong. He’s never respected authority.” His tone is hard and unforgiving, not a hint of compassion for the man who went through 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 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, there’s only Pax’s whip slicing the air and cracking on tender flesh. 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 to his back. The higher the count, the more difficult it is 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 find love and protectiveness instead.

      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 about 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 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 plagued with nightmares of blood and tragic blue eyes.

      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 lolling 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?”

      “Miles 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 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 Miles caught Sebastian and me in the gazebo, and I can 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 toward 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 urges 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 appears more sinister than usual, maybe because he’s standing naked from the waist up with his feet bare.

      Like 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. I watch the keeper of the dungeon remove a chained collar from a rack on the wall, and my teeth chatter from terror. Liam settles a comforting hand on my head, his palm 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 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 casts 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 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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        Liam Castle has a plan.

        Smuggle me onto a cargo ship.

        Take me to an undisclosed location.

        Declare war on my heart.

      

        

      
        His motives are a mix of honorable and selfish.

        He wants to protect me from the monster in the dungeon.

        But who’s going to protect me from Liam’s unquenchable desire?

      

        

      
        And who will save us both from the consequences when his plan fails?

        Because you can run from a monster, but you can’t hide forever.
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        Want to know when the next book comes out? Sign up so you never miss out on new releases, book news, giveaways, and ARC opportunities!
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        Kayla stole from her billionaire boss to save her dying child. But he doesn’t want to send her to jail. He wants her sexual submission instead.
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        Alex sent the love of her life to prison for a crime he didn’t commit. Eight years later, Rafe kidnaps her and takes what he served time for.
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        Cash is flying home to confront his cheating wife. Jules is running from her life in shame. Neither expected to fall in love 35,000 feet in the air.
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        Sadie Sawyer is his sister’s best friend and the girl he’s known since grade school. She’s off-limits…but she wants Ashton to teach her how to blow a guy.
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        Mackenzie’s running from a traumatic past. Aidan’s got nothing left to lose. They might heal each other if a serial killer doesn’t get to them first.

      

        

      
        READ NOW

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Playlist

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1. “Meet Me in the Woods” Lord Huron

        2. “Can’t Take My Eyes Off You” by Cary Brothers

        3. “I Am the Fire” by Ghost Monroe

        4. “Run Baby Run” by The Rigs

        5. “Soldier” by Alexiane

        6. “Lovers Death” by Ursine Vulpine, Annaca

        7. “Walk Through the Fire” by Zayde Wolf, Ruelle

        8. “Start a War” by Klergy, Valerie Broussard

        9. “You Should See Me in a Crown” by Billie Eilish

        10. “Fear” by Sarah McLachlan

        11. “Arcade” by Duncan Laurence, FLETCHER

        12. “Exile” by Taylor Swift, Bon Iver

      

        

      
        Click here to check out the full series playlist on Spotify!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Gemma James is a USA Today bestselling author of sexy contemporary and dark romance. She loves to explore the darker side of human nature in her fiction, and she’s morbidly curious about anything dark and edgy, from deviant seduction to fascinating villains. Readers have described her stories as being “not for the faint of heart.”

      

      She warns you to heed their words! Her playground isn’t full of rainbows and kittens, though she loves both. She lives in Oregon with her husband and children, a gaggle of animals, and bipolar weather. You can connect with her online at the following places:

      
        
        Visit Gemma’s website

      

        

      
        Join Gemma’s reader group

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Pinterest icon] Pinterest

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads
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