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      Disbelief shrouds the room in precipitous tension. As the men crowd Sebastian’s beach cottage, the chancellor’s explanation for their unexpected visit sends shock rippling through my system.

      Did he say they’re going to rig the auction?

      I hold Liam’s gaze, paying no heed to my unkempt morning-after appearance, and part my lips in search of the right questions to ask.

      How do they plan to rig the auction?

      Wait. How does Liam know about Landon’s mysterious plan?

      And when did they start working together?

      But instead of demanding answers, I end up gaping at the group of men, their presence rendering me as silent as the dawning of a new autumn day.

      “I think you should sit down, my sweet girl.” Liam’s cajoling tone is deceptive, because underneath it, I detect the authority behind his words—words that knock me from my stupor.

      “Don’t tell me what I should or shouldn’t do.” The more I think about his overbearing tendencies, the more my hackles rise. “You can’t just waltz in here, unannounced, and drop a bomb like that on me…and then tell me to sit down.”

      Ford’s sigh interrupts my brewing standoff with the chancellor. “We’re gonna need caffeine for this conversation.” He heads toward the kitchen. “Where’s the coffee in this place?”

      “By the sink, second cupboard on the left.” Sebastian settles his hand on the small of my back, and his warmth seeps through my wrinkled dress, reminding me of how he peeled it off my body last night before giving me what I wanted most in the world.

      To belong to him and only him…except this wasn’t how I envisioned we’d spend our last morning together.

      “We need a minute,” I say as I grab Sebastian’s hand and drag him into the bedroom. The door shuts, enclosing us in privacy—much needed privacy because my heart is pounding too hard and fast, and my hands are clammy. I’m close to the precipice of a meltdown, pushed to the ledge by too many men for too many months.

      Anger flares, boils in my blood, and I want to rail at them for intruding on the precious time I have left with Sebastian. Why did they choose today of all days to upend my world yet again?

      “Did you know they were coming?” Folding my arms, I give Sebastian a look brimming with accusation.

      “I knew about the meeting, but I didn’t know it would happen today.” He shoots a glare toward the living room. “Always in the goddamn way.”

      “I want to hear it from you,” I say. “Whatever they’re about to tell me, I want to hear it from you first.”

      “I don’t know much more than you do. Landon kept the details close to his chest.”

      “So you’re saying he doesn’t trust you enough to confide in you? I find that hard to believe.”

      “It’s not about trust. He’s always been a stubborn ass, and there’s no way he’s spilling the details until he’s ready.”

      “And today just happens to be the day he’s ready?”

      “Apparently so.” Sebastian combs an agitated hand through his bedroom hair, and I remember all-too-well how those dirty blond locks got so disheveled. My heart constricts at the memory of the unbelievable night we shared.

      Our time together is ending too soon.

      “At least tell me what little you do know.” I plant my hands on my hips. “Before I go out there and hear how all of you conspired to control my life, I need to hear it from you. Not them.”

      “Forget about them,” he growls, setting his hands on my shoulders and pushing me toward the bed. “In this room, there’s just you and me, princess.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Not letting anyone or anything ruin my last morning with you.”

      “This isn’t the time for—”

      “You can either fight me,” he cuts in, shoving me onto the mattress with a smirk, “or you can enjoy me.”

      “How about option three?” As he removes my dress for the second time in twelve hours, I nod toward the living room. “At least tell me you’re still going to win the auction.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “How are they going to rig it in your favor?”

      “Orgasm first, talk later.” Grinning at the sight of my panty-free form—because I didn’t have time to put on undergarments—he pushes my legs apart and drops to his knees.

      “I don’t want an orgasm,” I say, and what a blatant, absurd lie. As he tugs my ass to the edge of the mattress, his hands burn through my resistance.

      “No orgasm, huh? That sounds like a goddamn shame.”

      His finger trails down my slit, stirring up too much anticipation, and my treacherous whimper gives me away. As he lowers his head between my thighs, I feel a draft of warm air from his tempting mouth, just mere inches from my sex.

      “You’re not being fair,” I groan, my body arching toward his face. “This is important.”

      “I agree. Touching you is damn important.” Putting action to words, he pushes a finger inside me.

      “That’s not what…” I close my eyes, willing my focus back to the point I was trying to make, but his ministrations scatter my thoughts until they’re nothing but incoherent fragments of futility. “I mean…we have stuff to…to talk about.” With a strangled plea, I fist the bedding. “God, I need you.”

      “Then let me give you what you need.” In the next instant, his tongue is on me, gliding through my wetness and offering sweet torture, each lick an electric shock that zaps me low in the stomach. My core tightens, pulsing to the rhythm of his expert mouth.

      I sink my hands into his thick hair. “Sebastian.”

      “Louder.”

      “Huh?”

      “My name. I want them to hear you shout it.” He sends me higher with his fingers, his confident strokes calculated to get the reaction he wants. “I want him to hear every fucking syllable, Novalee.”

      Sebastian’s blue eyes give off a possessive vibe in the moments before he presses his tongue against my clit, applying exquisite pressure with the sole intention of sending me into a mad spiral.

      And spiral, I do.

      Nothing exists except the heat of his lips and tongue on me, the scruff of his five o’clock shadow against my inner thighs, the pressure of his fingers plunging into me again and again. I shake apart on the mattress, his name launching from deep within my soul, and that cry fills every crevice of the cottage.

      Just like he wanted.

      Seconds later, as my head floats in the realm of satiation, he moves me to the middle of the bed and straddles my chest, cock aimed at my lips. I’m not sure when he removed his pants, but he’s confident in his naked glory, impatient to get into my mouth. The demanding thrust of his hips begs for entrance, and I part my lips and allow him to slide in.

      “Now this is how we start the day around here,” he says with a long groan. His weight traps me, those powerful thighs holding me down at the shoulders, his feet pinning my wrists to the mattress. Cradling my head in both hands, he controls the angle and depth.

      “Jesus,” he rasps as pale morning light pours through the sheer curtains, illuminating every faucet of his awestruck expression. “Taking your mouth like this feels so damn good.” The motion of his hips slows to a crawl—as if he wants to savor every second.

      His gaze is metallic, shining like the sea under an overcast sky as he keeps those hypnotizing eyes on me the whole time. Something earth-shattering passes between us, something so intense that his chest heaves from it. The unnamed emotion stings my eyes, making my heart overflow.

      “No one’s ever loved me like you do,” he says with a shudder. “And no one will ever need you as much as I do.” His words are a choked confession laced with insecurity, reminding me of Liam’s presence in the next room. Reminding me how the threat of competition never fails to provoke the possessive lion preying under the surface. I want to tell him my heart belongs to him and only him, but all I can do is whimper around his massive girth.

      His pace increases, growing erratic and desperate. “Fuck, I’m so crazy in love with you.” The declaration sends a tear down my face, and that’s when his control slips.

      “Oh, goddamn,” he groans, pushing deep and jerking to a stop. Between clenched teeth, he moans my name, voice raw as his climax floods my mouth.

      I’ve never heard him come so vocally before, in unbridled surrender, as if it pains him to give in to his own pleasure. The moment is rife with vulnerability, heavy with the threat of jealousy, because the audience in the next room infuses the type of desperation that only heightens the pull between us.

      Still struggling for breath, he flops to his back beside me and hauls me on top of him, tucking me against his warm chest.

      I lick the addictive taste of him from my lips. “That was…”

      “Insane? Incredible?” His brows furrow. “A damn tease because I can’t get inside you the way I want.” His cock twitches under my leg, and he groans. “After we marry, you’re going to be busy for a very long time.”

      “You promise?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      I run my fingers along his rough jawline. “By the way…I’m crazy in love with you, too.”

      He rolls over until he has me pinned underneath him, one hand cradling the back of my head as our mouths collide. The kiss is deep and endless.

      A union of tongues.

      The merging of souls.

      An intoxicating fusion of love and lust.

      Wishing I could hold on to him forever and never leave this bed, I grip his shoulders and curl a leg around him. Desire sparks anew, making me achy between the legs all over again.

      The Brotherhood can wait—my curiosity about secret plans can wait—because nothing is more important than being in Sebastian’s arms. Letting out a needy moan for more, I slide my hands down his back.

      And freeze underneath him with a gasp.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, inching away until his eyes settle on me. Brows creasing in concern, he searches my face. “Are you okay?”

      “Are you?” Fighting tears, I run my fingers over the raised flesh on his back, suddenly haunted by his stubborn bravery in the face of Pax’s whip. “He left scars on you…because of me.”

      “And I’d tell him to do it again in a heartbeat.” Reaching for my hand, he laces our fingers and brings our joined hands to his chest.

      “Sebastian.” My voice cracks. “You said you’d been whipped before, but it was never like that, was it?”

      “I’ll never regret taking those strikes, and I’ll never be ashamed of the scars that resulted from them, because you’re safe.”

      “Do they hurt?”

      “No, baby. They’re only flesh-deep. The painful kind are the ones you can’t see.” He squeezes my hand. “Which is why I can’t handle you getting hurt. That would put me in agony.”

      He kisses me again, his grip a vise around my fingers—as if he’s determined not to let me slip through his own. This man is my lion, my protector, the very gravity that keeps me grounded.

      No amount of sexual pleasure at the hands of other men can come between us. What we have is too powerful, too binding, too addicting. Blessed oblivion tempts us, threatening to drag us under.

      “I already want you again.” He leaves a fiery trail of open-mouthed kisses down the column of my neck.

      We might never leave this bed.

      Never stop kissing.

      An insistent knock of a fist startles us back to reality.

      “Are you guys about done with your minute?” Ford’s snarky tone filters through the closed door. “Because the chancellor is about to move the party in there.”

      Sebastian shoots a glare toward our would-be intruder. “Don’t even think about coming into this room!”

      “I doubt the bed is big enough for all of us, anyway.” Ford chuckles. “I’ll hold Castle off as long as I can. Don’t have too much fun in there.”

      Sebastian exhales a resigned breath, the interruption having already shattered the moment. “You wanted answers, didn’t you?”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “I think you had the right idea. Orgasm now, talk later.”

      “Sorry, princess, but they won’t wait much longer.” Ignoring my groan of objection, he leaves the bed to search for our discarded clothing. After tugging on his pants, he tosses yesterday’s dress to me. “You ready for this?” he asks, jutting his chin toward the bedroom door and the men who wait beyond it.

      “No.” Scowling, I pull the dress over my head. “But I guess I don’t have a choice.”

      Sebastian takes my hand, a silent apology straining his gorgeous face, and we step into the hall.
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      Through the gigantic windows facing the sea, the gray morning mocks me, as turbulent as my mood. The less sadistic half of the Brotherhood are sprawled on the overstuffed sofas, and a small part of me had hoped they’d already left.

      But no. That would be too easy, considering they had the nerve to crash our weekend in the first place. To add insult to injury, Ford had the audacity to interrupt the absolute perfection going on in the bedroom.

      Because Sebastian and naked in the same sentence equals heaven.

      But the six men in the living room aren’t about to disappear. For the most part, they appear collected, except for Liam. He’s the only one on his feet, pacing the length of the room, though he comes to a halt when he spots Sebastian and me.

      “Good of you to join us, finally,” he says, the pained longing on his face flaying me to the bone.

      Before I can respond, Ford clears his throat. “This morning definitely requires more coffee. Want a cup, baby girl?”

      “Please.”

      As Ford disappears into the kitchen with his empty mug, Sebastian ushers me to a vacant seat. He lowers into it, pulling me onto his lap, and laces our fingers. I’m grateful for that grounding tether, the strength in his gentle grip that keeps my heartbeat from racing out of control.

      Ford returns a minute later and hands me a steaming cup just the way I like it. I smile my thanks at him, appreciative of his thoughtfulness as he reclaims his seat in front of the rain-battered windows. He takes a sip from his mug and lets out an exaggerated sigh of contentment.

      “You may now begin.” Ford waves at my brother, his hand a sweeping flourish in the air. “Your move, Astor. Enlighten us with the details of this plan.”

      Landon is the picture of confidence, his jade eyes taking in the room before stalling on me. “As the chancellor already told you, we’ve agreed to rig the auction so you, my queen, can marry the man of your own choosing.”

      “Okay,” I say, tightening my grip on Sebastian. “It’s obvious who my choice is.”

      Landon nods. “I think the two of you make a great match. You’re important to my wife, which makes you important to me, so I’m happy that you’re happy.”

      His meaning is only known to him, Liam, Sebastian and me, because everyone else is unaware of our familial connection, and for that, I’m relieved. The more people who know, the greater the chance my uncle will learn the truth and demand his rightful throne. I shudder to think of such evil taking full reign of my homeland—a place my father did everything in his power to protect before he died.

      “Exactly how are we going to pull off such a rigging?” Vance asks.

      “By ensuring Sebastian has the means to outbid everyone.”

      “How do you plan to get around Heath? None of us can touch his wealth.”

      A diabolical smile spreads across Landon’s face. “We use the leverage we have on him.”

      “You’re talking about Loren, aren’t you?” As soon as the words leap off my tongue, I want to bite them back. I wasn’t supposed to say a word about what I saw in Mr. Bordeaux’s private quarters—a painful tongue clamp and abject humiliation got that message across months ago. “I mean…shit.” With a wince, I set my untouched mug on the table, too keyed up to drink caffeine. “I wasn’t supposed to say anything.”

      “Heath’s sexual orientation is common knowledge among the current Brotherhood.” Landon shrugs. “I don’t enjoy the thought of outing him to his bigoted father, but I’m prepared to do it if necessary. Heath knows this.” He pauses long enough to take in the room and everyone in it. “Which is why he’s already transferred a large sum of money to me. Between that and what each of us contributes, we can guarantee the outcome of the auction.”

      “What about the queen’s duty?” Sebastian plants a hand on my thigh, his fingers teasing the skin under my hemline. “You said we’d discuss getting rid of it, and I say it’s about fucking time.”

      “I second that,” Vance says.

      “Before the auction, we’ll call a special meeting to bring it to vote.” Landon runs a hand through his dark hair. “I propose we vote on two issues—the queen’s duty, and the policy of no marriage within the descending line of Evangeline Castle. I would like to eliminate that as well.”

      His words shoot ice through my veins, and I stiffen on Sebastian’s lap. “You want to allow marriages between the houses? As in Lilith and…Sebastian, for instance?”

      “Not going to happen, princess.”

      “He’s right.” Landon nods at Sebastian. “Lilith isn’t a threat. But she is my sister, so of course, I want to protect her.” His gaze bores into me, telling me much more than his words can alone.

      He’s also protecting me, since I’m a descendant of Evangeline Castle as much as Lilith is, and changing this policy will safeguard my marriage to Sebastian.

      “It’s an arbitrary rule anyway.” Tatum plants his elbows on his knees. “Hundreds of years have passed. The bloodline is pretty diluted by now. We’re not first cousins here.”

      “Agreed.” Landon rises to his feet. “If no one has anything else to hash out, let’s take it to vote, shall we?”

      “Are we not going to discuss the elephant in the room?” Until now, the man from the House of Aquarius has been silent, one hand on his chin, but now his voice fractures the air, stirring the tension simmering under the surface.

      “You’ll need to offer some clarification,” Landon says. “What elephant are you talking about?”

      “The curse. Are we really going to ignore hundreds of years of tradition, just like that?” He snaps his fingers. “I’m not sure that’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

      “Oh, come on, Hugo.” Ford rolls his eyes. “Don’t tell me you buy into that bullshit.”

      “After what happened to Sebastian’s mother, and my…” Hugo trails off with a hard swallow. “I certainly do. I can get onboard with rigging the auction, because the whole system is bullshit and not fair to anyone in this room, but abolishing the queen’s duty is pushing it.” He sends a look of apology my way. “Doesn’t mean I agree with it, but the queen has always been the center of the Brotherhood. Eliminating something as integral as the queen’s duty is a recipe for disaster.”

      Liam clears his throat. “What if we use a proxy?”

      “A proxy?” Hugo arches a curious brow. “How so?”

      “Monthly relations with a single member instead of all of us.”

      “Explain,” Hugo demands.

      “Going by the history books, the chancellor has stepped in when necessary to take over certain duties. We can vote to change the queen’s duty so the chancellor bears the responsibility and obligation for the members not joined through marriage. By proxy, the houses will still be one with the queen.”

      Sebastian scoffs. “So you’re saying instead of sharing her with the eleven of you, I have to share her with just…you?” A dangerous scowl takes over his face. “How convenient for you, Chancellor.”

      My heart drops, and I want to protest, but Tatum speaks before I do. “It’s a solid alternative.” He shrugs a shoulder. “I have to agree with Hugo on this. I’ll feel better knowing the queen’s duty is still in play, even if by proxy.”

      “Proxy, my ass. This is just his way of getting her into his bed.” Sebastian glowers at Liam.

      “Technically, we all have that right, if not a desire to enjoy her in our beds.” Ford winks at me, letting me know he’s teasing.

      “Maybe she doesn’t want to be in anyone’s bed but mine.” Sebastian punctuates his claim by growling at Ford.

      “All of you, stop.” Reproach drips from Vance’s tone. “No one’s asked Novalee how she feels about this.” He settles his gaze on me, expression softening. “The chancellor is right. He has the authority to serve as a proxy, and it would be an easier sell once we take it to vote. Is this an idea you’re okay with?”

      I hold tight to Sebastian’s hand, hoping he won’t lurch into a jealous rage after the words leave my mouth. “I’d rather have Liam as a proxy than all of you. No offense.”

      Vance grins. “None taken.”

      Sebastian jumps to his feet, leaving me alone in the chair as he rakes both hands through his hair. “This isn’t right! We need to abolish the queen’s duty. End of discussion.”

      “Except Hugo’s got a point. We’re already spitting in the face of tradition by allowing marriages between the houses.” Landon gives Sebastian a pointed look. “I don’t like it any more than you do, but you, more than anyone, can understand why it’s imperative we proceed with caution. The changes we want won’t happen overnight.”

      With a groan, Ford shakes his head. “You guys and this fucking curse.”

      “Wait until it hits your family,” Hugo says, irritation drawing his brows together.

      Ford raises a hand. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “Okay,” my brother cuts in. “I think we’ve got this sorted out for now. In the meantime, it’s important for us to keep up a normal front. Business as usual.”

      “As opposed to…not business as usual?” Ford tilts his blond head.

      “What I mean is we uphold tradition. Just because we know how this ends doesn’t mean we get to be reckless. We’ve come too far to mess this up now.” Crossing his arms, Landon shoots a stern look at Sebastian and me. “No more stolen kisses in the gazebo.”

      “No more kidnapping schemes either,” Sebastian retorts.

      With a sigh, Landon shakes his head. “You just had to bring that up, didn’t you?”

      “What the hell is he talking about?” Liam directs the question at Landon, his brown eyes wide with suspicion. “Why is he talking as if you were involved?”

      The silence that follows is deafening until Landon breaks it with a reluctant confession. “Because…I was.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” Liam curses under his breath. “You set me up, didn’t you?”

      “I had to do what was necessary to protect the queen.”

      “It’s not your job to protect her!” Liam’s long legs bring him close enough to sneer into Landon’s face. “Responsibility for her lands on all of us. Your manipulations are downright reckless.”

      Sebastian laughs darkly. “You want to talk about reckless behavior? You kidnapped Novalee, and now you have the nerve to point fingers? In my book, that makes you a fucking hypocrite.”

      “Better a hypocrite than a coward. At least I tried to protect her, and look where it got me.” Liam pushes against Landon’s chest, shoving my brother back by a foot. “You made sure I couldn’t fight for her at the auction.”

      “I did what I believed was best for her. I’ve grown to care about her a great deal, and I only want to see her happy.”

      Panic mounts as I watch Liam’s stare-off with my brother. He’s seconds away from snapping.

      “It would make me happy if you guys would stop talking over my head.” Hoping to hide how badly my hands are shaking, I smooth a hand down my tousled hair. “I’m sitting right here.”

      “Of course.” Landon winces. “It’s time we take this to vote, anyway. All in favor?”

      “Yay.” Vance starts off the yes chain, with Sebastian coming in with his affirmative vote next to last.

      The chancellor is quiet, and I hold his gaze, expecting him to parrot the others. Instead, Liam makes the earth quake under my feet.

      “Considering certain revelations, I must vote nay.”
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      I didn’t hear him right. He couldn’t have said what I thought he said. But as I glance around the room, taking in the incredulous expressions, I know I heard him correctly.

      “What do you mean nay?” I jump to my feet, hands on my hips, and stand next to Sebastian. “You said you were onboard with this.”

      “I was, before Landon admitted to conspiring against me.” Liam crosses his arms. “That changes things.”

      “It changes nothing.” Landon glares at the chancellor. “We’re supposed to be giving her a choice, and her choice is Sebastian.”

      “If I still had the option to marry her myself, I’m not sure I’d agree to such a scheme.”

      “So that’s it? You’re just going to back out, to hell with the consequences?”

      “No, but I have a condition.”

      “Of course you do.” My brother drags a hand down his weary face. “Let’s hear it, then.”

      “The details will remain between Novalee and me.”

      “The fuck they will.” Sebastian laces our fingers together, and we confront the chancellor, a united front. “Your manipulations stop now.”

      Liam’s attention falls on our joined hands. “You need my vote to move forward. Once I have Novalee’s agreement, I’ll oblige by voting in favor.”

      “What makes you think she’ll agree?”

      “Because she wants to marry you,” Liam says, his tone matter-of-fact. “She wants it enough to go into the bedroom and hear me out.”

      “You fucking bastard.” Sebastian goes rigid beside me, and I tense, preparing for him to lose his cool.

      Vance shakes his head. “I believed you to be more honorable than this, Chancellor.”

      “You overestimated my honor when it comes to Novalee.”

      “Can’t you guys vote without him?” I turn wide eyes on my brother, my gaze pleading for him to find a way around Liam.

      “As chancellor, he has the power to veto, and that’s assuming we get the majority without him.”

      My heart thuds to the bottom of my gut. They need Liam’s cooperation for this plan to work.

      “How can you do this to me?” I try to catch his eyes, but Liam averts his too-serious gaze. “You’d rather I get passed around by the Brotherhood?”

      “That’s the last thing I want.” He gestures to the bedroom. “If you’ll come with me, I’ll tell you what I want.” Liam disappears into the hall, leaving it up to me on whether to follow him.

      “You don’t have to do this.” Sebastian’s grip on my hand tightens. “We’ll find another way.”

      I exchange a glance with Landon, and I know we’re both thinking the same thing.

      How?

      “Everyone is here already, and Liam is the only holdout, so…”

      “Baby…” Sebastian grits his teeth. “Don’t even think about giving in to his demands.”

      “I’m just going to hear what he has to say.” I work my hand free from his. “I’ll be okay, I promise.”

      He tries to stop me, but Hugo and Tatum hold him back, telling him to let me go. I head down the short hallway, and it takes everything I have to wipe his furious gaze from my mind as I make my way to the bedroom.

      Alone.

      The door shuts behind me, and the intimate space punches me in the gut, brutal with memory’s assault. The previous night with Sebastian, not to mention our impromptu time in bed this morning, is more than evident in the rumpled sheets.

      Liam faces me, one eyebrow arched. “Hearing the two of you earlier, and now seeing this room, makes me certain of what I want.”

      “And what would that be?” To keep from wringing my hands, I cross my arms.

      “Your virginity.”

      “You…my…what?” My mouth hangs open, making it impossible to verbalize the shock trembling through my limbs.

      “On the night of your birthday, I want your virginity.”

      Before my knees give out, I stumble to the bed and plop onto the end. “My birthday?”

      “Yes. It’s tradition for the queen to choose a man to spend the evening with, and I want you to choose me.”

      “Why are you doing this? At Ford’s ball…” I shake my head, dumbfounded. “I thought you accepted my choice.”

      “I did.” Liam begins pacing. “But Sebastian’s already got all of you, and I just want…” He stares at me, struggling to explain. “I want you…want this one thing to hold on to.” He swallows hard. “The memory will get me through the days until I can be with you again.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      “I’ll tell the Brotherhood about your true parentage.”

      “You wouldn’t!”

      “I would.”

      “But my uncle will take the throne.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’d take away my homeland?”

      Solemnly, Liam nods his beautiful head. His noble head, though I can’t find a hint of nobility right now.

      “But…it’s all I have left of…” Swallowing down the painful lump in my throat, I fight tears. “It’s the last place I saw my parents alive.”

      “I’m sorry you’re still living with that pain, my sweet girl, but your parents are gone, and your life is here now. I don’t want to spill the truth, but I will if I have to.”

      “I don’t believe you.” The denial launches from me with a heart-wrenching hiccup. “You wouldn’t risk my safety like that.”

      “I can keep you safe without watching you marry another man.”

      I jerk my head back and forth in denial. “You wouldn’t do this.”

      “I warned you not to believe in the good you thought you saw in me.” His expression hardens, though I spy sorrow through the crack in his shell. “Turns out I’m just a selfish man who loves you desperately, and I want your first time to be with me.”

      “Then maybe you can understand how desperately I can’t give you this.”

      “But you can, Novalee.”

      “It’ll break his heart!”

      “I understand that kind of pain more than anyone, which is why he never has to know.”

      My eyes go wide as Sebastian’s confession all those months ago floats through my mind.

      When I take your virginity, every member of the Brotherhood will be present.

      “That isn’t something you can hide. Everyone will find out when I don’t bleed on my wedding night.”

      “Blood can be fabricated.” Liam takes a step toward me, and I shrink back on the bed, but that only gives him the opportunity to cage me in, hands planted on the mattress. “Though your pleasure will be real, honest, impossible to ignore. I’ll claim you to your soul, Novalee, and he’ll never rid you of me.”

      “Liam, please!” I shake my head, helpless to do anything else. “I can’t do this.”

      “You will, just like you’ll bleed for me, and you’ll enjoy every second.”

      “N-no.” Even as the protest leaves my lips, I crash into his determined gaze. My heart pumps out a laborious, broken beat as his spicy scent envelopes me. “Keeping something like this from him…”

      The guilt will rip me apart.

      “It’ll be our secret, my sweet girl. He gets you for the rest of his life—your smile every morning, your beautiful soul, your irresistible body in his bed every night, and I get this.” The furrow between his brows deepens. “Thanks to your brother’s puppeteering, Sebastian is getting the better part of the deal.”

      His words shoot trembling dread through my limbs, and I can hold back my tears no more. Because I’m pinned under his intense stare, terrified of the truth pooling between my thighs.

      Even though my heart belongs to another man, part of me still wants Liam Castle.

      “Don’t make me do this.”

      A humorless smile shapes his lips. “The last time I held back from being the bad guy, down in that dungeon, I ended up becoming the bad guy anyway. I wish I’d taken what I wanted on that island. I wish for it every damn day.”

      “Please, Liam.”

      He brushes a thumb under my eye, disrupting the tears in mid-transit down my face. “That’s my non-negotiable condition.”

      “No.”

      Wiping the moisture from my other cheek, he gives me another hint of a smile. “Yes.”

      “I won’t do it.”

      “You’ll lose your title.”

      “You selfish ass!” I shove him hard, pissed off enough to make him stumble as he rises to his feet.

      “We’ve established my selfishness.” His full height hovers over me. “Now tell me I can go out there and vote yes.”

      “No.” I glare at him. “Like I said the first two times.”

      A tick goes off in his jaw, and I know he’s not about to reconsider. His words confirm it. “Last chance, my sweet girl, before I tell them the truth.” He crosses the room, and his hand settles on the doorknob.

      Panic tears through me. “Wait,” I say, my tone a level below shrieking. “I-I…”

      I try to envision a future without returning to my homeland, but I can’t. The future just doesn’t exist without inhaling the memory of my mother in the abundant plumeria, or tilting my face up for the warm rains that always make me think of the time my father gave me a piggyback ride in the middle of a spring downpour.

      Home is the only place on earth where I can feel those memories, hold them close, grab the keepsake of my innocence.

      “Novalee?”

      And this man, who claims to love me, is determined to take it away if I don’t give in to his demand. I study his expression, hoping to find a hint of hesitancy, a sign of subterfuge.

      A modicum of mercy.

      But…no. Deep down in my gut, where sickness roils, I know he’s not bluffing.

      Because he loves me—with so much desperate fierceness that he’s willing to cross lines to possess what little of me he can steal.

      I grit my teeth. “What if I’m willing to give up my past for the future I want with Sebastian?” Before I can think it through, the words leave my mouth, and I’m not one-hundred percent certain I meant them.

      Well, I meant them, but it was a gut-reaction thing to say—an idea I didn’t give myself time to analyze before I threw down the gauntlet.

      “You’re willing to give up your title for him?”

      “I love him. I’ll do anything for him.”

      Clenching his jaw, he nods. “Then you can understand how much I love you.”

      I can’t deny it, can’t contest it, and I can do nothing to change how he feels.

      “Apparently, not enough to do the decent thing.” Bitter accusation strains my voice. “So do it. Tell them the truth.” I raise my chin. “I’d rather lose my title than betray Sebastian.”

      Because anything involving Liam would be the ultimate betrayal. No other man in the Brotherhood gets to Sebastian like the chancellor does.

      “You don’t know what you’re saying.” Liam closes his eyes, as if he can’t believe I’m willing to sacrifice such a thing. “I don’t think you’ve thought this through.”

      “I have,” I say, hating that he’s right—I haven’t processed anything yet.

      “No, you haven’t, because if I tell the Brotherhood about your bloodline, they’ll void the contract, and there won’t be an auction.”

      “I never wanted an auction!”

      “No, but you want Sebastian.” His words erupt between us, leaving the ash of truth thick in the air. “Need I remind you he’s not allowed to marry a descendant of Evangeline Castle?”

      “But that’s why Landon wants to change—” The realization strangles the rest of my sentence, and I gape at Liam in mounting distress.

      My brother needs Liam’s vote to make marriages within the houses allowable.

      I need his vote.

      Rendered speechless, I force my mouth shut as icy fear chokes me. There’s no way out of this, and Liam knows it.

      “You think I wanted it to come to this?” Stepping away from the door, he throws his hands in the air. “I kidnapped you rather than stop the auction. The last thing I wanted was for you to lose your title. But now that I know your life’s in danger, doing the unthinkable doesn’t seem so bad. Your uncle will no longer pose a threat to you, and I can make sure you’re taken care of.”

      “Then why don’t you just do it and get everything you want?” I launch my fury at him, my soul seething.

      “Because you love him, damn it!” On the heels of his outburst, he stares at me for several moments, his chest rising and falling too fast. “Breaking your heart will only break mine.”

      “Liam…” My anger deflates. “Please. You don’t have to do this. They’ve already agreed to let you be a proxy.”

      He shakes his head, turning quiet and contemplative for a moment. “Maybe you need some time to think about it,” he says, letting out a breath. “I’ll vote in favor for now, and if you accept my condition on your birthday, I’ll do everything I can to make sure the auction goes the way you want it to.” With a sideways glance toward the living room, he frowns. “But if you tell anyone, especially Sebastian, the deal is off.”

      “I can’t keep this from him.”

      “You can tell him after the auction.”

      I gape at him, too conflicted to say anything as he opens the door.

      “I’ll ask Sebastian to give you a minute so you can pull yourself together.” Liam stares at me a few seconds too long, the hard glint in his eyes softening a bit, and I think he might change his mind.

      But then he steps into the hall, and the door shuts on his back, smashing my hope to dust.
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      Ten minutes later, my cheeks dry, rocky emotions on lockdown, I exit the bedroom and find the cottage empty, save for Sebastian. He turns to face me, and one glance into his sea-colored eyes brings me to a halt.

      Taking a page from Liam’s book, Sebastian paces an invisible rut into the sandstone floor, though instead of quietly expending excess energy, he stomps like the lion he is.

      Caged and furious and sexier than sin in his disheveled state.

      “Where did everyone go?” I ask, my voice a little higher than usual.

      “They left.” A heavy beat passes. “Right after Liam gave his vote.”

      “He voted in favor?”

      Fury thunders across his face. “You already know the answer to that, don’t you, princess?”

      I suck in a breath. “Why are you mad at me?”

      “I’m not mad at you. I’m furious with him.” His teeth clench. “What was his condition?”

      “I can’t tell you.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      “He swore me to secrecy.”

      “I won’t say a word.”

      A bitter laugh escapes me. “You won’t be able to keep this to yourself. You’ll have him by the throat in a heartbeat.”

      His eyes narrow. “What the hell was his condition, Novalee?”

      “I can’t tell you!”

      “Did he threaten you?” He takes a step toward me, his question trampling right over my protest.

      “It doesn’t matter what he did or didn’t do. It’s done, okay?” As soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize I’ve already accepted Liam’s terms, because the alternative is unthinkable. “We can be together now.” My voice cracks, and I curse my inability to exude calm.

      He’s across the room and pulling me against him before I take my next breath. “You’re crazy if you think I’m going to let you shoulder this on your own.”

      “Then I’m crazy, because I don’t have a choice.”

      “Life is all about choices, baby. You can choose to tell me.”

      “You’re right. I could ignore Liam’s threat…and then I’ll lose everything important to me. I’ll lose you.”

      “Novalee,” he warns, pinning me with an insistent gaze. “We can’t have secrets between us.”

      “Well, I can’t tell you this, no matter how much I want to, so please stop pushing.”

      With a frustrated growl, he pivots, both hands raking through his hair. “I can’t believe this. He’s always going to be in the way, isn’t he? Just because he put his fucking hands on you first. He’s never going to go the fuck away.”

      I reach out to touch him, but at the last second, I yank my hand back. The ground beneath my feet is fragile as it is, and his rejection would only punch a hole through it.

      “I’m sorry.” Biting my lip, I fold my arms around myself. “It’s just…I’d do anything to be with you.”

      With a sigh, he lowers his head before turning to face me again. “Jesus, Novalee. You’re my home. Don’t you know that? Don’t you know how miserable I am without you? All I can fucking think about is you—worrying about you, craving you, loving you. It’s gutting me, and I just can’t…” As his face blanches, he makes his way to a chair and sinks into it, looking spent.

      “What are you saying?”

      Lowering his face into his hands, all he can do is shake his head. Panic grips me, and I press a fist over my thudding heartbeat, but the reality of his dead silence twists around my vocal cords, making it impossible to speak above a hoarse whisper.

      “What are you saying?” I repeat.

      “I don’t know.”

      Focusing on his blond head while he’s bent over, avoiding the sight of me, I swallow hard. “Do you want me to…to leave?”

      “I want you to confide in me.” He glances up, his blue eyes tortured. “I want you to trust me.”

      “I do trust you,” I choke out, my red-rimmed eyes threatening to erupt again.

      As if he senses my weak grip on composure, the severe line between his brows relaxes. So does his tone. “Then just tell me what he wants from you, baby.”

      “Not telling you is part of his condition.”

      “C’mere.” He beckons me to him with the crook of his finger, and my feet carry me to the only place I want to be. He yanks me astride his lap, his hands sliding under my dress to grip my bare ass.

      My breath catches.

      His pupils dilate.

      And yet, the sizzle between us does nothing to soften his anger. If anything, his determination to drag Liam’s blackmail from me hardens every part of him.

      Especially his cock.

      “I’m fucked in the head enough to punish you.”

      “You’ve threatened to punish me before,” I point out.

      “That sounds like a challenge. You don’t think I can follow through this time?”

      “Is that really how you want to spend our last morning together?”

      “Ford and Tatum gave us the day, so we have plenty of time.”

      Regardless of his threat, hopeful excitement storms through my veins. “How much time?”

      He quirks a brow. “I know what you’re doing, but it won’t work.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re trying to distract me from…certain agendas.”

      “I’m not—”

      He presses a finger against my lips. “To answer your question, we have to be back by dinner.”

      “Oh.” I nibble on his finger for a moment, drawing his heated gaze to my mouth. “You’re right. That’s…plenty of time.”

      “Yeah…” And just like that, he is distracted, his cock nudging my slit through his pants.

      I resist the urge to rub against him. “A lot can happen between now and then.”

      “Like you distracting your way out of trouble?”

      “I wouldn’t do such a thing.”

      “Liar,” he growls before stealing my lips in a hard, much-too-brief kiss. Refusing to let me devour his mouth, he rises to his feet and sets me on my own, the move happening so fast my head spins.

      “What are you doing?” I whirl as he takes off toward the kitchen.

      “Making us breakfast.”

      “But…” I hurry after him, my mouth falling open. “Why?”

      “Because I’m hungry?” From over his shoulder, he flashes a knowing grin. “You must be, too.”

      “I’m hungry,” I say, a frustrated growl rumbling in my throat, “for you.”

      He pulls a carton of eggs from the refrigerator. “Until you spill the chancellor’s bullshit, you’re not getting me.”

      “So this is your idea of punishing me?”

      “Yep.”

      Leaning against the center island, I watch him set the eggs on the counter. “You know, Liam also denied me in the name of punishment.” I shoot a glare at his back. “You should try something original next time.”

      He turns around, nostrils flaring. “You don’t want to push me right now, princess. Not so long as you’re keeping secrets.”

      “You know that’s not what I’m doing.”

      “What you’re doing is distracting the shit out of me.” He nods toward the bedroom. “You should get ready for the day while I finish breakfast.” His tone makes it clear it’s not a suggestion. I let out a frustrated huff and stomp out of the kitchen.

      So he thinks he can keep his hands off of me? Not if I have anything to say about it. After stripping, I step into the shower and flip the spray on.

      Stubborn ass of a man.

      The fact that he thinks he can punish me for anything, especially something out of my control—like being blackmailed into silence—makes me fume. I despise being caught in the middle of Liam and Sebastian’s tug-of-war. As I lather my hair and rinse, I recall how Liam said the two of them got along when they were younger. At the time, I let it go, every ounce of my mental energy spent on resisting his advances on that island.

      But now it’s past time I discover the source of the vitriol between them.

      I rush through my shower before rubbing a towel over my steaming skin, then I pull on a sheer robe and finger-comb my hair. A glance in the foggy mirror makes my heart skip a beat. Wiping the condensation away, I find the wild-eyed girl staring back, confident in her sexual appeal. Her cheeks are rosy, her towel-dried tresses intermingled with braids.

      The expanse of flushed skin above her cleavage invites the caress of warm, male fingers. She’s temptation incarnate, sexier than I’ve ever seen her, the embodiment of seduction.

      Wow, that girl is me.

      I return to the kitchen, wondering how long it’ll take before he folds, and find him setting the table. He created quite the spread, with platters of seasonal fruit and waffles, garnished with chocolate sauce and whipped cream. He even set a bouquet of autumn roses and sunflowers in the middle of the table as a centerpiece.

      “Perfect timing.” He pulls out a chair from the small table for two.

      “Thank you,” I say, sliding into the offered seat.

      His gaze falls on my dusty-rose nipples poking through the sheer material. “Jesus, Novalee.”

      “What?” Hiding a triumphant smile, I cast innocent eyes at him. “You packed it in my bag, so I figured you wanted me to wear it.”

      “Yeah, that was before I decided to keep my hands to myself.” He clears his throat before settling into the seat across from me. “I hope you’re hungry.” His lips quirk. “For food, I mean.”

      I smile, a little smug for riling him up. “This looks amazing.”

      “So do you.” His grin holds a hint of a smirk. “Good enough to eat.” He fills our plates with a sampling of everything. “Too bad I’ll have to settle for breakfast.”

      “Yes, too bad.” I take a bite and lick the whipped cream from my lips. “Because I could be on my knees right now, enjoying something else while you enjoy your waffles.”

      “Oh, that was a low blow, princess.”

      “So is punishing me.”

      “You think I enjoy this?” He frowns. “Castle has always had a way of getting under my skin, but when it comes to you, he brings out the worst in me.”

      “Why do you hate each other so much?”

      “I think it’s obvious by now. We’ve both been honest about our feelings for you.”

      “This has nothing to do with me. The tension between the two of you goes way back, long before I came to Zodiac Island.”

      He sets his fork down, not even attempting to hide the resignation crossing his face. “It goes back to my mother’s death.”

      I was not expecting that. Silence stretches, consuming the air until my curiosity wins out. “What happened?”

      He draws in a deep breath. “Remember how I said my mother loved Liam’s father?”

      I nod.

      “Well, it caused a lot of tension between our families. When she died…” He shakes his head. “Liam sided with his father in the blame-game. He accused me of being selfish and reckless, of causing her accident because I’d run away from my so-called duty.” He closes his eyes. “Part of me believed him.”

      “Sebastian.” With a hard swallow, I reach for his hand. “Look at me.”

      He does, his ocean eyes intense with remembered grief, and that look hits me square in the chest.

      “What happened to your mother was not your fault.”

      “You know it’s more complicated than that.”

      “It’s not complicated at all. You were young, devastated by your sister’s suicide, and incredibly brave for trying to leave the Brotherhood. There isn’t a piece of my heart that believes Fate punished you for wanting a fresh beginning.”

      “That’s because you have a forgiving heart.” He turns his hand over, and his warm palm presses against mine. “Bad shit happens when we go against the establishment. Call it a coincidence, call it a curse. It’s still a damn fact, Novalee.”

      “What about Landon’s plan? Isn’t that going against the establishment?”

      He inches his hand free. “Castle’s right. I am selfish and reckless.” His eyes darken to the sea at dusk, fear deepening the crease between his brows.

      Before he can pull away, I grip his fingers. “The desire to love and be loved in return isn’t selfish or reckless. It’s what makes us human. It makes life worth living.”

      “If anything ever happened to you…” He dips his head, as if hiding the pain that uttering those words brings him. “I don’t know what I’d do.”

      “Stop.” I squeeze his hand in reproach, despite a shiver going through me at the thought of the unknown tearing us apart. “We’re here, together. We can’t control what happens in the future, but we can hold on to what we have now.”

      He lets out a long-awaited breath, as if the moment gave him permission to let go of the fear.

      “God, you’re amazing.” He tugs me out of my seat and onto his lap. “You’ve been through hell,” he whispers, nuzzling my neck, “but you’ve still got so much compassion in your soul.”

      “I thought you were punishing me.”

      He scoffs. “As if I can keep my hands to myself when you’re wearing this poor excuse of a robe.” As he parts the material, exposing my bare breasts, one errant finger grazing a nipple, I let my eyes drift shut.

      “Does this mean you’re not mad at me anymore?”

      “I was never mad at you. I just don’t like being kept in the dark.”

      “I don’t want to keep you in the dark, but I don’t have a choice.”

      “At least tell me one thing, so I don’t go out of my fucking mind. Can you do that for me?”

      “I can try.”

      “This condition of his…” With a heavy pause, he studies my expression. “Is it going to hurt you?”

      My breath hitches. “Not in the way you’re thinking.”

      “What is he holding over you?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I inch away, my cheeks burning under his scrutiny. “I won’t change my mind. Losing you is not an option.”

      “I don’t know how you expect me to take you back tonight with this secret between us.”

      “Don’t let it get in the way.” I press a finger to his mouth. “If you do, you’re punishing us both.”

      “We’ll shelve it…for today.” He stands and lifts me in his arms, urging my legs around his waist. “Breakfast can wait, too.”

      Then his mouth is moving against mine, his kiss demanding everything I can give him as he strides toward the bedroom.
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      By the time Sebastian drives me back to our circular prison, the temperature is twenty degrees chillier than it was at the start of the weekend. It’s so cold, in fact, that my skin is still cool to the touch thirty minutes later.

      “Are you looking forward to the trip?”

      Tatum’s voice jolts me to awareness, and I look around the dinner table, realizing I’ve been lost in my head since the first course was served. But God, it’s surreal to be back here, seated among all twelve members of the Brotherhood.

      The last time we all shared a meal in this room, I was under the command of Miles, grudgingly accepting the key to his chastity—the key that has since disappeared from my jewelry box.

      “Novalee?” Tatum prompts upon my contemplative silence.

      “Sorry,” I say, shaking the fog from my brain and trying to recall what he asked me just seconds ago. “Can you repeat the question?”

      Tatum gives me a sympathetic smile. “Are you looking forward to the trip?”

      “The trip?”

      He arches a brow. “The fashion show in Los Angeles?”

      “Oh!” A sheepish flush spreads over my cheeks. “Right, the trip. Yes, very much so.”

      “I can’t wait to see you in your element. I’ve heard nothing but high praise for your designs.”

      “She’s got a gift,” Landon cuts into the conversation, brotherly pride shining in his emerald eyes. He and Elise are sitting across from me, with the chancellor two paces to their right. Liam’s coming ever closer as I move among the houses…and Sebastian is moving further away, each month passing like somber notches on a clock.

      The lion draws my gaze with a magnetism I can’t resist, and we communicate so much in the tangle of our stares.

      Affection.

      Longing.

      Questions that can’t be answered right now.

      Does he feel as disoriented as I do, sitting in this room for the first time since he returned from exile? More importantly, is he still upset about the secret I’m keeping from him?

      His expression refuses to give me answers. A moment later, he breaks the connection and turns his focus on Liam, his eyes narrowing, lips forming a scowl. Liam notices, but instead of reacting, the chancellor lifts his chin in an air of superiority.

      He’s downright smug.

      Vance breaks through the tension by saying something to Sebastian, but I can’t hear a word above the roar in my ears. I’d give anything to return to the cottage, where we spent the day wrapped in each other as if the world didn’t exist.

      But reality is a wrecker of dreams, and so is this messed up situation, trapping us in a loop that feels so…wrong.

      So unreal.

      I take a bite of whatever is on my plate, hoping to get one bite closer to the end of this unbearable meal.

      “When are the two of you leaving?” Landon directs the question at the brown-haired man sitting next to me.

      “We fly out on Thursday,” Tatum says.

      “You’re flying her, personally?”

      “Absolutely. I’ve arranged for a driver to pick us up at the airstrip. We’ll have time to do some sightseeing, maybe take a helicopter over the city. And, of course, the fashion show on Saturday.”

      A nervous flutter takes root in my stomach, and I drop my fork with a clang. “I didn’t realize you’d made so many plans.”

      “Is it too much?”

      “No, it sounds amazing. It’s all just getting...real.”

      “Nervous?” Tatum asks with a knowing glint in his amber eyes.

      “A little.”

      “You’re going to do great. Besides, I have a surprise for you that might help with those nerves.”

      “I’m not a fan of surprises.”

      Ford snorts. “The only thing you don’t like about surprises is how surprised you are when you enjoy them.”

      I send the resident playboy a dark look, to which he shrugs.

      Trying to hide his amused grin, Tatum clears his throat. “You’ll like what I have in mind.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “I know things.”

      “You should know how I hate games.”

      Another snort from Ford. More amusement from Tatum.

      “No games or tricks, beautiful. In fact, this surprise is my gift to you.”

      “I thought flying me to the fashion show was your gift.”

      “It is, and so is the plus-one I’m allowing you to invite.” He nods to where Sebastian is watching us with suspicion. “Though I’d wager my wings I know who your choice will be.”

      Sebastian meets my eyes, and a thrill of excitement storms through me. Tatum’s gift is almost too good to be true.

      “What’s the catch?”

      “No catch, and only one restriction.”

      “There’s always one,” I say with an ironic roll of my eyes. Tatum’s easy-going nature puts me at ease, despite knowing nothing about him. “Don’t keep me in suspense, please.”

      “Has anyone told you about my…particular tastes?”

      “Um…no?”

      “I’m a voyeur, Novalee.”

      “A voyeur?”

      He nods, and I analyze the word and what it means. A flutter of…something goes off in my belly.

      Excitement?

      Nerves?

      Not repulsion, which shocks me.

      After the kinky masquerade ball last month and my public display of humiliation, one would think I wouldn’t be so eager to repeat it.

      Except there’s one glaring difference.

      My attention flits over Sebastian again before meeting Tatum’s gaze. “Are you saying you want to…watch?”

      “Yes, if you’re comfortable with the idea.”

      Am I comfortable with the idea?

      Before Ford’s ball, the answer would have been a definite no. I glance around the table and take in every man—from Liam in his impeccable suit to Sebastian in his signature ripped jeans.

      Mr. Bordeaux and his rigid indifference.

      Vance and the flirty curve of his lips.

      Pax epitomizing nefarious black.

      They’ve all seen me naked, and maybe that’s why the idea of an audience isn’t as upsetting as it used to be.

      The glower on Sebastian’s face tells a different story. “Are you going to stick to just watching?”

      “If that’s what Novalee prefers, then I will keep my hands to myself.” Tatum quirks a brow at Sebastian. “Does that sound okay with you?”

      “I’m not bothered by other men watching her come undone for me.” Sebastian throws a pointed glance in Liam’s direction, and some of the chancellor’s smugness disappears.

      Tatum nods. “It’s settled. Sebastian will accompany us to Los Angeles.”
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      The next three days go by in a stressful whirl, filled with last-minute work snafus, an unexpected addition to the collection that keeps me up into the wee hours of the morning, and on the night before our flight, one of my models comes down sick and can’t make the trip.

      So by the time we approach Los Angeles, I’m jacked up on lack of sleep, frayed nerves, and too much adrenaline. Pressing my nose against the thick glass, I gaze at the city as the plane descends.

      “I’ve never seen so many lights.”

      Sebastian squeezes my hand. “Have you never been to a big city before?”

      “Not like this. It’s just so…massive.”

      And busy.

      Buildings and traffic-filled streets extend as far as the eye can see, creating bright rows of chaos. “Uncle Rowan confined me to the estate grounds for safety reasons.” I arch a brow at Sebastian. “Though now I realize he was concerned with safeguarding my virginity.”

      “I’m glad he did,” Sebastian says, tucking an errant braid behind my right ear. “Because you’re all mine now.”

      The guilt eats me alive, and I hope he doesn’t pick up on it as I turn back to the window. No matter my busy schedule, or the days that have passed since Liam issued his demand, the chancellor’s words play through my head in a relentless loop.

      I want your virginity.

      His ultimatum haunts me as the plane touches down on the runway. After we disembark, Tatum leads us to a black limo waiting on the tarmac, and I do my best to shake off Liam’s words and focus on the here and now.

      A warm breeze whips my blond locks around my face. Even dampened by the cover of nightfall, the air is fragrant with expectation and a hint of vehicle exhaust. The driver opens the back door, and I scoot in next to Sebastian.

      Tatum sits across from us with a knowing grin on his face, and my stomach does an unexpected somersault. His light brown gaze travels down my chest before stalling on my hand clasped in Sebastian’s.

      And I know what he’s thinking.

      My eyes have a mind of their own, lowering to peek at the bulge underneath his tailored pants. Is he turned on right now, filled with anticipation at the thought of watching me with Sebastian?

      Imagining every touch, every kiss, every moan?

      Will he pleasure himself?

      Something about his voyeurism intrigues me, makes the skin above my breasts flush hot, sends my heart into a hyper dance. The vibe he puts off draws me in until I’m dizzy with excitement.

      Few in the Brotherhood have been able to do that.

      “I’m going to enjoy this trip,” Tatum says before sweeping his tongue across his lower lip.

      “As long as you look and don’t touch.” Sebastian untangles his hand from mine and wraps an arm around my shoulders.

      “If that’s Novalee’s wish.”

      Sebastian scowls, and the rest of the ride passes in silence. We pull up to a luxurious high-rise twenty minutes later, and as we enter the lobby, I’m in awe. The place is minimalist in design but rich in opulence, with onyx marble flooring and polished tawny walls. Abstract art draws the eye, while leafy plants splash the place in bold green.

      “Good evening, Mr. Harding,” a well-dressed man greets Tatum from behind a reception desk. “Everything is ready per your instructions.”

      “Thank you, Edwin.”

      We stride to a bank of elevators and lift off to the very top.

      The penthouse floor.

      Nothing but the absolute best for the Brotherhood and their queen.

      “You must be a frequent guest here,” I say as the elevator opens into a grand foyer.

      “Yes. We own the building. Comes in handy when I have an extended layover in the area.”

      “What brings you to Los Angeles so much?”

      “Flying clients in and out, mostly.”

      He gestures for me to proceed him into the condo, which is just as lavish as the tower on Zodiac Island. There’s nothing but glass for windows in the open-concept space, offering an unobstructed view of the downtown cityscape.

      “Wow,” I breathe, passing under a massive chandelier as I make my way to the edge of the sitting room. A wall of glass separates me from the glittering skyscrapers. “It’s like being on top of the world.”

      A bustling world full of glitz and glamour and life, and all of it speeding ahead at ninety miles per hour.

      I sense Sebastian behind me before his hands drift down my arms. He enfolds me in a hug and rests his chin on my shoulder. “You deserve to have the world at your feet.”

      “Is that so?” I smile at his reflection in the glass.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Why do I deserve such a thing?”

      “Because I love you.”

      He says it with matter-of-fact certainty, causing too many emotions to clog my vocal cords. Tightening his arms around me, he kisses the sensitive spot below my ear.

      With a contented sigh, I close my eyes.

      Tatum clears his throat. “Sorry to interrupt, but it’s late, and we have a busy day tomorrow. We should get some sleep.”

      I step out of Sebastian’s embrace. “Where are we sleeping?”

      “Separately.” Tatum smiles. “For tonight, at least.” He gestures to a staircase before leading the way to the second floor, and we come to a stop in front of my bedroom suite.

      Sebastian slides his palm against my cheek, his blue eyes growing dark with longing. “Sleep well,” he murmurs before pressing his lips against mine in a brief kiss. “See you in the morning.”

      Closing the door between us is torture. So is crawling in bed alone while he’s on the other side of the wall, his irresistible body naked between the satin sheets because that’s how he sleeps.

      I toss and turn for hours, replaying every moment we spent together at the beach cottage. Those memories are my safe place, the glue that keeps me in one piece, the reason behind the hope clinging to my heart.

      And seeing him again is the reason I get out of bed eight hours later, greeted by a sunless sky. The dreariness of Los Angeles smog filters through the windows, casting the morning in gray. After dressing in lounge clothes and taking a trip to my private bathroom, I head downstairs, peeking into Tatum and Sebastian’s rooms on the way.

      The doors stand open, revealing empty space.

      I reach the sitting room, and the marble cools the bottoms of my bare feet, making each step soundless. The guys are nowhere in sight, the kitchen sitting as vacant as their bedrooms.

      As I approach the other end of the penthouse, passing a study, a wine room, a library, and a den with a humongous flat screen television, I spot a set of open doors leading outside to the pool. A low voice drifts in from that direction, the words little more than shouted whispers, and I follow the sound to find Tatum pacing, phone to his ear. His white shirt hangs open, revealing defined abs under smooth skin, and his designer slacks are wrinkled as if he slept in them.

      Halting in the open doorway, I sense the private nature of his call. I should leave before he sees me, but curiosity wins, and I stay right where I am, shamelessly eavesdropping.

      “We already discussed this. You know I have a full schedule this weekend.” He pauses, one hand clutching his golden brown hair as he listens to whoever is on the other end of the line. “Fine,” he snaps. “Do what you need to do.”

      Another beat passes, and then he sighs, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I know,” he says, tone softening. “I’ll try, okay?” He takes in a deep breath and lets it out. “I’ll call you later, I promise.” After he jabs the end button, he notices me standing on the threshold.

      With another heavy sigh, he drags a hand down his tired face. “I didn’t mean for you to hear that.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “It’s nothing you need to worry about.” His sharp tone sends me back a step.

      “I’m sorry for intruding.”

      “No,” he says with an apologetic shake of his head. “I’m sorry. This isn’t how I wanted to start the morning.” He waves at the breakfast table set up between the outdoor kitchen and the pool. “You must be famished.”

      “Umm…” My stomach growls, but my attention is stuck on the absence of one man. “Where’s Sebastian?”

      “I sent him out on an errand.” Tatum takes a seat and gestures for me to follow suit. “He’ll be back soon. In the meantime, I thought we could have a little talk.”

      “About?”

      “Last night in the limo,” he begins, “we seemed to have a moment.”

      My cheeks flush as my hair falls forward to hide my face. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” I lie through my mortification.

      “Your eyes were all over my cock, Novalee.”

      “I didn’t mean to look.”

      “I’m not complaining.” He shifts in his seat. “I know you’ve chosen Sebastian. Anyone with a brain can see how much he’s got you wrapped. But if you want something from me—”

      “I don’t.”

      “—just say the word,” he finishes, and the ensuing disquiet that settles over us is more than I can stand. I grab a croissant and tear off a piece before shoving it between my lips.

      His gaze lowers to my mouth. “Did you like what you saw?”

      “I was curious,” I blurt out, then take another bite to hide my embarrassment.

      He arches a surprised brow. “Curious about what?”

      “Your voyeurism.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      I blink, his casual tone catching me off guard. “Do you touch yourself when you watch?”

      “Yes.” His mouth quirks into a sexy grin. “And sometimes, I join.”

      A shiver runs through me. “You do?”

      “Not always. Only when the woman looks at me a certain way, and I know she wants it.” He pauses, studying my expression. “Does that turn you on?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Another lie, because I’m tingling between my legs and growing hotter by the second. I’d blame the warm Southern California weather, but I grew up in a tropical climate, so there’s only one reason for the flush crawling over my skin, and it’s the thought of Tatum enjoying himself while watching me.

      “Let me ask you something,” he says, picking up a strawberry. “Do you like the idea of being watched?”

      “Maybe.”

      “How about being told what to do?”

      “I guess it would depend on what you were asking.”

      “I won’t ask for anything.” He gets up and rounds the table before pressing a strawberry to my lips. “Open.”

      I do so without thinking, without questioning, and the resulting triumph in his eyes unsettles me to my core.

      “You’ll do as you’re told because it’s in your nature to obey.” As I chew the piece of fruit, the pad of his thumb traces the outline of my lips. “You’ll be a good girl for us tonight, won’t you?”

      “I’ll try,” I say in a breathless whisper.

      “Good girl.” He tilts my chin up and our eyes lock. “And if you want something from me, say the word. Don’t let Sebastian or anyone else keep you from what you want. Can you do that for me, Novalee?”

      “Y-yes.”

      “Thank you.” He drops his hand and steps back, allowing me the space I need to breathe again.

      The next few minutes pass in restless energy. Unable to stomach another bite while his brown eyes catalog my every move, I thank him for breakfast and excuse myself to get ready for the day. My heart is pounding in my ears as I make my way back to my bedroom, and I can’t shake the feeling that something is brewing between Tatum and me.
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      Tatum arranged a helicopter ride over Los Angeles, ending with a view of the famous Hollywood sign. Afterward, the three of us ate a late lunch at an exclusive restaurant high above the city. Now the driver is taking us to an unknown-to-me destination, and both Sebastian and Tatum are being tight-lipped about what they have planned.

      “We’re here,” Tatum says as the limo comes to a halt.

      A glance out the window reveals a high-end beauty salon. “What’s going on?”

      “You’re getting a makeover.” Tatum’s mouth forms a satisfied grin. “We thought it would be fun to surprise you.”

      “A makeover?” I blink, and a flutter of excitement goes off in my stomach. “Well, I’m definitely surprised.”

      “Come on,” Sebastian urges after alighting from the vehicle. His offered hand helps me to my feet. “Time to let you shine, princess.”

      We enter the chic building, and a receptionist escorts us to a private room, where the stylist introduces herself as Heidi. She’s not much older than I am, with flawless skin and wing-tipped green eyes. She banishes the men to the lobby and begins working her magic.

      My braids are unraveled.

      The long length cut to just above the shoulders.

      Silver streaks add a modern flair.

      She straightens my hair and finishes the sleek look with smoky eyes and burgundy lip color. “The new you,” she says, waving to the striking stranger in the mirror.

      “Wow,” I breathe.

      “I know, right?” She winks. “Men will worship the ground you walk on, honey. Especially after you’re armed in this sexy little number.” She unzips a fashion bag to reveal a black cocktail dress.

      Fifteen minutes later, I return to the lobby, a decadent and sensual woman capable of facing anything.

      Sebastian and Tatum are waiting for me, their hair styled, clothing changed into dress-casual, and when they catch sight of me, their jaws unhinge.

      “Holy shit.” Tatum gives a low whistle. “You look amazing.”

      Sebastian pins me with his gaze, his expression intense and filled with heat. “I don’t even know what to say,” he manages to get out.

      Nervousness roils in my belly. “Do you like it?” I play with the ends of my hair, sans the braids and much shorter than what he’s used to.

      “Like it?” With a visible gulp, he bridges the space between us. “You’re stunning,” he whispers, cradling my cheeks in his warm hands. His mouth descends on mine, and I’m incapable of denying him. My heart hammers in my chest as he nibbles on my lower lip, and I’m about to open for him, begging for the sensual slide of his tongue against mine, when he pulls away.

      “We’d better go. The night is waiting.” He takes me by the hand and leads me out of the salon, with Tatum following on our heels.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’ll see.”

      I raise a brow. “Another surprise?”

      Tatum chuckles. “I’m a man of surprises.”

      He really is, because I would have never guessed we’d go from a penthouse condo and expensive beauty salon to an underground club in the middle of a warehouse district.

      The evening air swirls around me, making my skin prickle with anticipation as we walk into a dark, industrial space. The walls are rustic brick, the tables and chairs on the outer edges black, and chains rope off the VIP sections.

      A heavy beat pulses through the air, along with the sound of laughter and clinking glasses. As we make our way through the club, several men gawk at me, and I can’t help but notice how those interested gazes travel up and down my body. Sebastian senses the attention, because his hand finds the small of my back, and he pulls me into his side. The move is possessive, protective.

      After we claim a VIP booth, Tatum gives our drink orders to a waitress dressed in a skimpy leather outfit. She returns a few minutes later with a round of shots.

      “Drink up,” Tatum says, sliding the glass in front of me.

      “No way.” I shake my head, short hair tickling my bare shoulders. “The last time I drank, things didn’t end so well.”

      Tatum grins. “It’s just good ole fashioned booze. None of Vance’s turbo charge.”

      I can’t help but laugh, and Sebastian joins in, his knee bumping against mine. “She calls it voodoo sex potion,” he says, those teasing blue eyes sending a wave of heat down my chest.

      “There’s no voodoo sex potion in these little shots of fun, I promise you.”

      Sebastian reaches out and pushes the shot glass between my empty hands. “Let’s see what kind of sanctioned trouble we can get into tonight.”

      Buckling under his encouragement, I down the liquid and cough as the alcohol hits the back of my throat. Sebastian rubs my back to soothe me.

      “Ready for another?” Tatum asks, his own glass empty.

      “Are you trying to get me drunk?”

      Tatum smirks. “That’s why we’re here.”

      He waves down the waitress, and I shoot him a scowl before turning my attention back to Sebastian.

      God, he’s sexy.

      His navy button-down shirt brings out the brightness in his stare, and I fight the sudden urge to crawl onto his lap and forget the world exists.

      “That look on your face, princess...” He shakes his head. “It’s fucking dangerous.”

      “No more dangerous than the way you make me feel.”

      He leans down and nuzzles the crook of my shoulder, and my head whirls. “And how’s that?”

      “Sebastian,” I moan, the alcohol already blazing through my system, loosening me up, paving the way for poor decisions and unforgettable nights. The next thing I know, he’s devouring my mouth, and I’m lost. The music seems louder in my eardrums, the beat more insistent. Strobing neon lights flash behind my shuttered lids as his kiss sends me into a trance-like state.

      I’m not sure how long we feed off of each other, but by the time we pull apart, more shots have arrived, and we down those, too. As the night wears on, the space between us narrows, and I find myself sandwiched between Tatum and Sebastian, thigh-to-thigh.

      It’s hot and heady in this place, and I’m so buzzed that I’m not sure whose hand is sliding up my thigh underneath the table. I only know I’m dizzy and overheated, consumed by need. Letting out a quiet moan, I rest my head on Sebastian’s shoulder as those warm fingers caress me through my panties.

      Tatum leans close, fracturing the moment. “Come dance with me.”

      “What?” It takes a second for my inebriated brain to catch up, but he’s already grabbing my arm and dragging me onto the dance floor by the time I consider protesting.

      Tatum pulls me against him. “Sebastian’s a lucky bastard,” he says, his whiskey breath heating my neck. “What I’d give to have someone look at me the way you look at him.” He wedges a thigh between my legs, and we grind on each other in something resembling dancing. “Do you have any idea what you do to a man?”

      “N-no,” I stutter.

      His lips brush my ear. “He’s murdering me with his stare right now. Fuck, he’s jealous.”

      I glance toward Sebastian. Sure enough, a dark storm brews in those ocean eyes.

      “What do you think?” Tatum asks. “Should I give him a reason to glare at me like that?”

      “No.”

      Because the lion doesn’t need a reason to wield his possessive power—it’s as much a part of him as submitting seems to be in my genetic makeup.

      Maybe that’s why I don’t stop Tatum from sliding a palm down my back. His fingers trail over flushed skin, and then he’s gripping my ass in both hands.

      His cock hardens between us.

      Our bodies move as one.

      The music throbs straight to my pussy.

      And suddenly, his chest rumbles with laughter. “Here he comes.”

      Panicked, I try to extricate myself from his arms, but he won’t let me go.

      The air shifts, grows heavier with desire and intoxication, and I sense Sebastian behind me before he presses against my back. He wedges a hand between Tatum and me, his palm kneading my left breast.

      My head falls back against his shoulder. “I want you.”

      “I’m right here, princess.” As Sebastian nuzzles my neck, his scent fills my nostrils, clean like the ocean air tinged with pure sexy man. He flicks my sensitive nipple as the three of us pretend to dance, and I melt into him.

      “I need you so much.” Too far gone, I barely register the other dancers crowding us from all sides.

      Sebastian slides his hand downward, cupping my throbbing pussy, and those magic digits rub me through my dress. He doesn’t stop, each stroke turning me into a wet and breathless mess.

      “I’m so close.”

      Close and straining for release, my whimpering moans begging for it.

      Sebastian chuckles. “So needy. My fingers aren’t even inside you yet.”

      Yet.

      There’s hope, and with that realization, I thrust into his hand until he slips one finger, then two, beneath my panties.

      He presses them into me, and God. He knows just how to touch me.

      “Tell me what you want,” he says, nipping my earlobe.

      “Make me come.”

      Glorious relief is so close I can taste it.

      “Not yet.” Tatum shatters my hopes. “I think it’s time we took this party back to the penthouse.”
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      The lights of downtown Los Angeles shine through the penthouse windows, illuminating a path in the darkness. Tatum leads the way, escorting us past the kitchen, library, and wine room until the pool area comes into view. He opens the door, and we step into the crisp fall breeze.

      “What are we doing?” I’m still buzzed from the shots I threw back at the club, but the drive through downtown sobered me up enough to have the mind to ask questions.

      “Taking a dip in the hot tub.” Tatum reaches for the buttons of his shirt, and the outdoor fireplace sets the moment aglow as he peels it off his shoulders. He lifts his chin at Sebastian. “You ready for this?”

      Sebastian squeezes my hand. Despite him agreeing to participate, I know he’ll put a stop to this in a heartbeat if he thinks it’s what I want.

      But what I want is him, and I’ll take him any way I can get him.

      Be honest, an annoying voice whispers through my conscience, tugging at the truth until it unravels. I like the way Tatum looks at me, with absolute hunger in his gaze, which only makes his voyeurism more exciting.

      Sebastian lets go of my hand, and the last of my decency scatters as he joins Tatum in taking off his shirt. Their eyes undress me as they undress themselves, shirts, pants, and boxers abandoned at their feet.

      Every inch is on display—a sight more intoxicating than the top-shelf liquors at the club tonight. These two embody divine virility, erections standing proud.

      “Your turn,” Tatum says.

      I start with my shoes, slipping them off one by one, and reach for the zipper on my cocktail dress. The stupid thing is stuck, and my shaking hands are no match for stubborn wardrobe malfunctions.

      My gaze lands on Sebastian. “I could use a hand.”

      With a feral gleam igniting his eyes, he takes over and tugs at the zipper until it gives. My breasts spill out, nipples tight and needy, and I whimper as the warm breeze drifts over the achy peaks. My dress pools around my ankles, leaving me in nothing but a black thong.

      Sebastian curses under his breath. “My gorgeous girl,” he whispers, cupping my breasts in his large hands. “Tell me you’re mine.”

      “I’m yours.”

      “No matter what?”

      “Always.”

      As Tatum steps closer, Sebastian kisses my nape, his cock grazing the small of my back, and my pussy heats in response.

      “So tempting.” Tatum runs a finger along my jawline. “You’re going to do everything I tell you to, aren’t you, beautiful?”

      “Yes.”

      His attention swerves to the possessive man standing behind me. “Take off her panties.”

      Sebastian moves to do Tatum’s bidding, his fingers at my hip bones, tugging the thong down my thighs. I step out of the clothing pooled around my feet, and Tatum smiles.

      “Oh, how I’ve looked forward to this.” He nods toward the hot tub. “Let’s move this party in there.”

      Sebastian spins me around and tosses me over his shoulder. It’s a power move, a show of strength and possession, and I let out a yelp as he carries me into the bubbly water. He lowers me onto his lap and pulls me against him, my back to his chest.

      “Relax against me,” he says, parting my thighs.

      Desire intensifies, making my pussy throb as the jets tickle my most intimate spot. “Please…touch me.”

      Before Sebastian gets the chance to move his hands from my hips, Tatum speaks up.

      “Not until I say so.” He’s sprawled across from us, and those amber eyes dare me to look away as he slides a fist up and down his enormous cock. “Tell him to pinch your nipples.”

      I do, my jittery voice an octave higher than normal, strained from the unbearable arousal that’s been building since the club.

      Sebastian takes my sensitive buds between his fingers, applying just enough pressure to make me bite my lower lip. I try to jerk away from the pain, but I only end up rubbing my bottom against his erection.

      There’s no escape from his wicked hands, or the hardness that teases and taunts. His cock feels too good against me, and we both groan, the vise of his fingers an afterthought.

      “I need more,” I say, squirming atop his lap.

      Tatum’s attention weighs on me heavily as he pumps his shaft in deliberate strokes. “Tell him to pinch them harder.”

      “More, please,” I pant, my focus glued to Tatum and the stroke of his hand.

      Sebastian increases the pain and the intense pleasure that comes on its heels. I cry out, needing him to stop…needing him to do more.

      Needing…something.

      “Please.”

      “Baby,” Sebastian groans, “your tight little ass is driving me insane.”

      We fit together like a boundless soul, his thighs aligned with mine, his hands one with my breasts, our hearts beating in unison. My hips meet his maddening pace, and we strain to unite in the most intimate way possible.

      I close my eyes, losing myself to the sensation, the pulsing need, the soughing of his breaths against my shoulder.

      That’s when Tatum barges into the universe of our own creation—a place where he didn’t exist five seconds ago.

      “You guys are so hot together. Rub your cock against her cunt. Keep her begging.”

      Sebastian hisses in a breath, and then he’s sliding his erection through my folds, the head of his shaft teasing my drenched sex.

      Shuddering, I let out a moan and beg for the impossible. “I need you inside me.”

      “I will be, princess. In a few more months, I’ll be the first and only.”

      I want him to be the first to break through the barrier. The only one to fill me with the flesh of his desire. I want it to be him, not Liam.

      The ache of what I have to do burrows a little deeper in my chest, and tears sting my eyes as Sebastian rocks his hips, settling into a slow, circular motion that teases my forbidden place.

      The tip of his cock is right there, taunting me from the other side of that barrier, and shooting me so high that I forget about ultimatums and guilty consciences.

      “Feels so good.”

      So good, I can’t stand it.

      “Please,” I say, my body trembling on the edge of release. “I need to come.”

      My gaze lands on Tatum, and he has the nerve to smirk at me. Triumph shadows his expression. “You’re going to be a good girl and obey me, aren’t you?”

      “I’m trying!”

      “Don’t fail me. You won’t like the consequences.”

      Dread coils through me. Distrust. I grit my teeth, determined to take control of my body.

      But ignoring the exquisite friction of Sebastian’s cock rubbing me to a place of surrender is too much to handle. A desperate groan bleeds from my tight lips, and I hold back with everything I’ve got.

      “Please,” I gasp once more in a last-ditch call for mercy.

      “You’re so perfect,” Tatum praises. “Such a good girl for trying so hard to obey.”

      Sebastian’s not helping the situation. He’s relentless in his unbroken pace, as gone as I am. Shaking and gasping for air, I deploy every ounce of my will power.

      “Get off his lap, Novalee.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.” Tatum’s authoritative voice halts Sebastian’s movement, and I gape at my tormentor through the haze of arousal graying my vision.

      “I need to come! You can’t be this cruel.”

      He gets up, crosses the jacuzzi, and tilts my chin up with one finger. “Have you ever wondered what it would be like to have a cock in your ass and a tongue in your cunt at the same time?”

      No, but I’m thinking about it now, and my groan gives away the trajectory of my thoughts.

      “You have two options, beautiful. Stay here and get off, or come inside and let us both blow your mind.”

      What happens next plays out like a fuzzy movie.

      A movie that will no doubt end in disaster.

      Sebastian goes rigid underneath me, his cock snug against my sex, while Tatum holds out a hand. It’s an indecent proposal, one I should turn down.

      Without a doubt.

      I hesitate.

      Whimper.

      My heart rate goes ballistic.

      Somehow, my hand finds its way into Tatum’s firm grip, and he pulls me off of Sebastian and out of the hot water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      This is a horrible mistake. Regret floods my mind, made worse by voice-stealing panic as Tatum leads me through the dark penthouse. Sebastian follows, his footfalls landing on the cold marble with something close to sorrow.

      Paying no attention to the water dripping off our feverish bodies, we enter the room where Tatum slept alone last night. The bright buildings of downtown shine a spotlight on the humongous bed—as if that light is prepared to bear witness to the absolute betrayal about to take place.

      And I’m helpless to stop it. My teeth clamp on my lower lip as Tatum pushes me onto the end of the mattress. Keeping my chin dipped toward my bare breasts, I hide from Sebastian’s gaze, though I can’t hide from the hurt I know lingers in those blue depths.

      “You’ve got another choice to make.” Tatum trails his fingers through my short hair. “Whose cock do you want?”

      “Sebastian’s.” It’s an easy decision, and despite the conflicted emotions tearing through me, I shiver in anticipation at the thought of him entering my body again.

      “You lucky bastard,” Tatum says, turning to the man whose eyes I’m avoiding. “Lie on your back and have her rest against you. I want you to fuck her ass from behind.”

      “Wait a fucking minute, okay?” Sebastian plants his hands on either side of me, and I force myself to meet his gaze. Those hooded eyes squint at me in the darkness, full of uncertainty and concern.

      “Are you sure about this?” His soft tone implores me to change my mind, to not let this happen. To put his needs first.

      To not let another man touch me.

      And yet…that’s all I’ve been trained to do since I became a subject of the Brotherhood. My eyes flit to Tatum in the darkness, taking in his lean body. He waits, arms crossed over a defined chest.

      I don’t know how to say no. Even worse, there’s a part of me—no matter how hesitant—that doesn’t want to refuse him. No, that treacherous part wants to reach nirvana with Sebastian while another man goes down on me.

      “I’m only certain that if I’m going to do this, I want to do it with you.”

      Sebastian frowns. “Say the word, princess, and I’ll put a stop to this.”

      I slide my palm against his rough cheek. “I know you’ll try.”

      Tatum clears his throat. “She’s a smart woman. Your promise is noble, but you don’t have that power. We’re not in the month of Leo.” He steps forward to insert his authority into the conversation. “Besides, I know desire when I see it. She wants this too much to walk away now.” Tatum sets a hand on his tense shoulder.

      Sebastian shrugs him off. “I’m doing this for her, and the instant she says stop, I’m done, got it?”

      “Understood.” Tatum nods toward the bed, and Sebastian sits behind me. He reclines, taking me with him, and we settle back on the mattress, his abs welcoming my spine.

      Tatum spreads me open, his fingers grasping my knees, and I can’t help but whimper.

      “So this is what you want?” Sebastian clamps a hand around my throat, applying just enough pressure to make me go still. His warm breath shoots down my neck, sweet from whiskey. “My cock in your ass, princess? His tongue on your pussy?”

      “Don’t hate me,” I plead, sucking in a fortifying breath. “I’m tired of fighting.”

      Every man in the Brotherhood has taken something from me, and now…

      Now it’s my turn to take.

      Sebastian growls in my ear. “I could never do anything but love you, and I’m going to love taking every inch of your ass while hating his eager participation.” He tightens his hand around my throat before releasing me. “It’ll probably hurt.”

      His pain and anger sting more than anything, but I’ll accept both, just as I’ve accepted my place in the Brotherhood.

      “It’s okay,” I whisper, shame collecting in my eyes. “I deserve the pain.”

      Crouching between my knees, Tatum tosses a bottle of lubricant to Sebastian. “This will make it hurt a lot less—not that you guys haven’t had practice at this.” He grins from the V of my thighs.

      “Leave our private moments out of this,” Sebastian says, twisting off the cap. He pours some of the gel onto his fingers. “Lift up, baby.”

      Feet digging into the mattress, I raise my ass so he can rub the lubrication into my tight hole. He shoves in his slippery digits to open me up for him, and I moan. Determined to prepare me, he doesn’t break his pace, and after several deep jabs of his fingers, the burn eases.

      I let out a short-lived breath of relief.

      Because Tatum is watching me with an intensity that prickles my skin, his amber gaze heightening my anticipation, flooding my already-drenched center, causing my pulse to throb in my ears.

      “Damn, you’re sexy. I’ve never seen a pair of eyes beg like yours do.” Tatum nods toward Sebastian. “Don’t keep her waiting forever.”

      “Fuck you to hell,” Sebastian says as he holds me by the hips. He presses into me—just the plump head at first—his shallow thrusts bringing his cock a little deeper.

      I grit my teeth through the stretch, then groan as he inches past the tight ring of pain. Each time feels like the first time—unbearable until his skill eases me into it and the fullness of his cock sends me to a place of nirvana.

      Unhindered, he drives into me, impaling me on every thick inch of his shaft, and only then does he move in his masterful way, ripping the pleasure from the pain.

      “Oh!” I cry out, clawing at Sebastian’s forearms.

      No longer watching, Tatum sinks out of view and dips two fingers inside me. I jerk at the intrusion, and then he withdraws before plunging in once more. Letting out a cry, I arch my spine, chasing his touch.

      “You needy, wet little thing. Should I lick your cunt now? Would you like that?”

      His obscene questions pull another mewling cry from me. The promise of his tongue teases me to insanity, and I tilt my hips in search of his mouth.

      “Yes, beautiful, that’s it,” Tatum says, his digits curling inside me. “Let your body do the begging.”

      I whimper and buck, fighting Sebastian’s unforgiving grip as he plunders my ass. Tatum chuckles against my inner thigh, then his mouth is where I want it.

      Need it.

      Crave it.

      He drags his tongue up my slit and conquers me with firm strokes, attacking my tingling bud with purpose. The two of them wreck me before putting me back together again.

      I close my eyes and just…feel.

      Feel the strength in Sebastian’s warm hands, the power in his thrusts. The slippery quest of Tatum’s tongue on my clit. The inevitable shame for enjoying every second. For the first time since Ford’s ball, I allow the truth to crystallize into a full-blown realization.

      The men in the Brotherhood trigger the sexual deviant in me—from Liam’s dominance, Vance’s kinkiness, Sebastian’s fiery passion, Ford’s playboy tendencies, to Tatum and the way his watchful amber eyes give me permission to want it all.

      I have no shame.

      And the man I love more than anything in the world is going to get hurt because he loves me, needs me…

      Wants to possess me as his own.

      His, and only his.

      “You feel fucking amazing,” Sebastian groans, his hands brutal on my hips as he drives his cock into me.

      It’s sensation overload, with Tatum’s tongue on my clit, and Sebastian pumping in and out of my ass. They push me to the verge of oblivion and trap me there.

      “Oh God, oh God, oh my God!” I’m mad with need, delirious, blinded by the sparks going off behind my eyelids. “Please, I…Sebastian, you need…I mean I need…”

      To form coherent sentences.

      To determine up from down.

      To remember my own name.

      “Do you need to come?” The question is a taunt, vibrating off Tatum’s lips, because he already knows the answer.

      “Yes!”

      “Then let go, beautiful.”

      Sweet release breaks through the dam, and I press my cheek against Sebastian’s bicep. “I’m coming…I’m coming so hard!” My hands find their way into Tatum’s hair, and I hold on for all I’m worth, bucking against his tongue as Sebastian claims the deepest parts of me.

      With a grunt, he goes still, embracing me in his love, and we barrel through the explosion together.

      It’s the most powerful orgasm I’ve ever experienced—so powerful it rips my world in two. Afterward, breaths mingle in the air, limbs slacken, and Tatum backs away from the annihilation he helped create.

      That’s when the inevitable grips me.

      Shame.

      I scramble off the bed and fold my arms around myself, but a lump of mortification aches in my throat, making it impossible to swallow. Hot, salty tears drip down my cheeks.

      Movement sounds behind me—the shift of the mattress, followed by light footsteps on the floor. A hand lands on my shoulder, and instinctively, I know it belongs to Sebastian.

      “You’re sleeping with me tonight,” he says, his even tone giving nothing away.

      I risk a glance at Tatum, who nods his agreement. “That was the deal we made this morning.”

      Beyond confused and disoriented, I hesitate, but above all else, I’m reeling. Another hot tear bleeds from my lashes, and Sebastian sighs.

      “Wait for me in my room. I’ll grab our clothes from the patio.”

      I scurry from Tatum’s bedroom and make my way into Sebastian’s. The instant the door shuts behind me, hysteria sends me to the floor. I’m stone cold sober now, and horrified at how easily I gave in to Tatum.

      In front of Sebastian.

      How could I have done that to him? What if the roles had been reversed? What if I’d had to watch him with Lilith? My imagination runs a disturbing marathon, and I visualize her ruby-painted lips sliding down his cock. His phantom moan of pleasure tears through my mind, torturing me until I slap both hands over my ears.

      I’m exhausted and nauseous, and I’m not sure when he returned to the bedroom, but it isn’t until he’s lifting me off the floor and carrying me to bed that the rising sickness subsides.

      Tugging me against his chest, he pulls the blanket over our naked bodies, and I snuggle into him. “Can you ever forgive me?”

      “Shhh.” His embrace tightens around me. “You’re in my arms where you belong. Nothing to forgive.” His even tone hides the hurt, but I hear it anyway.

      “I’m so…so sorry.”

      “Don’t,” he warns. “What’s done is done. I know your heart, Novalee. I might get angry and jealous, but I’ll never doubt the way you love me.”

      “I don’t know how it happened.” I hiccup on a sob. “He was only supposed to watch.”

      “Tatum is a master manipulator. We were raised to get our way—every one of us, baby.”

      “But I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “I know that, just like I know you wanted his mouth on you—not because you’re in love with him, but because it felt good.”

      “It felt good, but it didn’t feel right.”

      “Then why did you do it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He threads a hand through my hair, sifting through the strands from root to tip. “Do you regret it?”

      “Yes.” The answer comes as naturally as breathing.

      “Why? I want you to really think about your answer before you give it.”

      I draw the guilt closer for examination, studying its existence from all sides.

      Dragging out the source.

      “Because it hurt you.”

      His hand stalls in my hair. “That’s the only reason?”

      “What other reason do you need? Isn’t that enough?”

      “No, because if you don’t regret it for you, I’m sure as hell not going to let you regret it for me.”

      “Sebastian—”

      “You wanted it, Novalee. It hurts, fuck, it hurts, but your dishonesty would hurt more. I don’t want you to keep things from me, and if it means accepting that you want another man, then I’ll accept it.”

      “I don’t want another man.” My voice is low, final with absolute truth.

      He tilts my chin up, his fingers gentle. “Your body does.”

      I open my mouth to protest, except I can’t. “But my heart only wants you. Sebastian…you’re the one I think about when I wake up in the morning, the one who makes me smile through the day, the only one who fills my dreams.”

      “What if it’s not enough? What if I’m not enough?”

      “You are. You’re everything to me.”

      “But your body isn’t mine alone, and it never will be. I’m doing my best to come to terms with that, but I’m fucking scared, Novalee. So fucking scared that I’m going to lose you.” He cradles my cheeks, and in the shadow of the midnight hour, I feel the intensity of his turmoil. “Tate, Vance, Ford…they call to your body, but we both know who’s had a piece of your heart from the moment he first touched you.”

      A sob bubbles up in my throat. “It’s you. It’s only you.”

      “I want so badly to believe that, and that’s why I’m going to forgive whatever I need to forgive, because losing you would kill me.”

      “Sebastian,” I choke.

      He silences anything else I might have said with a fierce kiss that ends too soon.

      “Get some sleep, princess. Tomorrow is going to be a life-changing day for you, and I want you to enjoy every moment.”

      I settle into the warmth of his arms, but I can’t shake the feeling that the worst is yet to come.
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      Designers and models rush back and forth, their eyes wide with excitement. Assistants hustle by, carting racks of clothing and various supplies. Upbeat music pumps through the speakers.

      But I’m seconds away from having a mental breakdown.

      “What do you mean, she disappeared?” I glance at the models lining up for their turn on the catwalk.

      It’s been a hectic few hours of hem alterations, fashion tape fails, and safety pin heroics. Every second has been a dream, watching the clothing I designed, from sketch to fruition, come to life on the most gorgeous women to grace the planet.

      Except one model, Anya, is nowhere to be found. The last time I spotted her blond head, she was ready to strut her stuff in my grand-finale design—a couture gown of layered black gossamer over silver satin. Embroidery embellishments draw the focus to the plunging neckline. It’s my most intricate, audience-wowing piece, and it’s missing.

      “She was just here,” I say, waving toward the models.

      “Maybe she ran to the restroom?” A brunette asks, decked out in my metallic blue midi dress. “She was looking a little pale.”

      This is not happening—not with fifteen minutes until showtime.

      “I’ll check and see if she’s in there.” I hurry toward the ladies’ room, push the door open, and the unmistakable sound of retching fills my ears. She’s enclosed in the first stall. As I stride across the room, I spy the gossamer gown draped over the arm of a lounger.

      “Are you okay?”

      Stupid question. It’s obvious she’s not okay, and she’s too busy vomiting to answer. With a sympathetic sigh, I tell her to take her time. Five minutes later, she exits in her undergarments, complexion drawn and pasty.

      “I think it’s food poisoning. Shouldn’t have eaten the sushi,” she groans. “No one else did.”

      My head assistant arrives, worried brown eyes assessing the scene. “We’re going to need to improvise, aren’t we?”

      “There’s not enough time.” I drag my hand through my short blond waves, courtesy of the event stylist, and my heart palpitates.

      “Oh, no!” Anya slaps a hand over her mouth right before she bolts into the stall again.

      “What am I going to do?” Facing my assistant, I blink against the sting of tears.

      “First off, you’re going to take a deep breath.” She raises her chin. “Go on, do it now.”

      I pull in a lungful of anxiety-calming oxygen and let it out.

      “That’s it. Now you’re going to dry those tears before you ruin your makeup.”

      A bitter laugh escapes me. “My appearance is the least of my worries right now.”

      “Actually, it’s at the top of the priority list.” She grabs the abandoned dress, holds it up, and furrows her brows. “This should fit you.”

      My eyes go wide. “What?”

      “You’re about the same height and build as Anya.” Her hand flourishes through the air, taking me in from head to toe. “We can make this work.”

      “Elaina, I can’t.” Retreating a step, I shake my head. “I’m a designer. Not a model.”

      “Today, you’re both.” She glances at her platinum watch. “Unless you have a better idea?”

      Nausea rises at the thought of filling Anya’s shoes—literally and figuratively. But Elaina is right. Options are nonexistent, and I don’t have time to pull ideas out of thin air.

      “Okay, I-I’ll do it.”

      She nods her approval.

      “Elaina’s right, you know.” Anya exits the stall and flops onto the lounger, her cheeks a shade pinker than a few minutes ago. “We could probably share clothes, and people have already mistaken us for sisters. You’ll look amazing in that dress.”

      I wish Sebastian were backstage with me, because I could use his arms right now. His strength and courage and support.

      “Okay,” I say, pushing down the threat of stage fright. “Let’s do it.”

      Elaina helps me into the dress, and I’m surprised at how well it fits. She fastens buttons, tapes the fabric to my breasts, and then I step into the diamond dust pumps that complete the look.

      “Just a sec. Let me fix that hem.” Elaina pins it up by an inch before standing back to admire her handiwork. “You look incredible. Seriously, you were meant to wear this gown.”

      “You think so?”

      “Definitely,” Anya jumps in, her full mouth hinting at a confident smile, despite dealing with food poisoning. “Besides, no one else is good enough to take my place.”

      “I’m sure there’s someone better suited than me.”

      “Not today.” Elaina tugs me by the arm and heads for the door.

      Anya calls out, “good luck,” and a minute later, we rejoin the models, the short walk from the ladies’ room passing in an anxious blur. My anxiety climbs as they take turns on the catwalk, one by one, showing off my designs under the blinding lights.

      Inciting oohs and aahs from the audience.

      Making me more nervous with each step they take.

      And then my moment arrives.

      I give myself a pep talk before stepping onto the runway, strutting with terrified bravery amid flashing cameras and hot stage lights. The gown flows around my body, as smooth as butter, while high-energy music vibrates under my heels. Keeping time to the beat, exuding sass, I’m about halfway down the catwalk when I spot Sebastian and Tatum on the sidelines.

      Their eyes are wide with shock. Sebastian gives me a full-fledged grin, and my heart flutters before I force my gaze straight ahead once more.

      But another familiar face catches me off-guard, and I almost step out of sync. His tongue darts across his lip as he ogles the sway of my hips.

      Axel Ivermann.

      Ford’s competitive friend.

      The man who wanted a piece of me at the illegal gambling party I accompanied Ford to last month. I’m confused by Axel’s presence until I remember the model he had on his lap as he tried to out-blackjack Ford.

      I pause at the end of the runway, and that’s when he winks at me. Resisting the urge to drop my professional mask, I pivot and return backstage, adrenaline coursing through my veins. I’ve barely sunk into a chair when Sebastian materializes from the people milling about backstage.

      He pulls me into his arms, Tatum not far on his heels.

      “You didn’t tell me you were modeling.” Sebastian cups my cheeks, his body pressing against mine as if he can’t get close enough. “God, you were incredible out there.” He lands a kiss on my smiling lips before Tatum gives me a congratulatory hug.

      “We had to improvise,” I explain, wringing my clammy hands. “One of the models got food poisoning.”

      “Food poisoning, huh?” Axel appears out of nowhere, inserting himself into the conversation. “Damn, that sucks.” His intense gaze sweeps over my body. “But you’re sexy as hell in that gown, so I understand why your designs impressed everyone.”

      My cheeks heat at his praise. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Axel leans toward me with a wink, confident in his tailored tuxedo and reeking of cigars and sandalwood.

      Sebastian plants himself at my side. “You’re a friend of Ford’s, right?” One arm snakes around my waist as he nods at our interloper. “Alex, isn’t it?”

      “Axel,” the other man corrects, his mouth creeping into an amused smile. “And you are?”

      “The one who’s going to marry her.”

      Axel laughs. “I bet you boys keep each other on your toes in that tower.” He winks at me again. “Though with such a gorgeous queen as the prize, I can see why.”

      Tatum clears his throat, slicing through the tension. “What brings you to Los Angeles?”

      “My girl is modeling for Alejandro Von Jean. In fact, there’s a party tonight in Hollywood Hills. You should come.” He waves at the three of us. “The influentials will be there. I’d be happy to introduce you to the important people.”

      I hesitate, glancing at Tatum and Sebastian. “Should we go?”

      Tatum tilts his head, seeming to consider it. “Sounds like an excellent networking opportunity.”

      Running a hand over his tense jaw, Sebastian shakes his head. “It’s not a good idea.” He glances at Tatum. “You know what goes on at those parties. It’s inappropriate for someone like Novalee.”

      I arch a brow. “Someone like me?”

      Sebastian tucks a wavy lock behind my ear. “Someone innocent and naive and from not around here.”

      “That’s why she has us.” Tatum flings an arm around my other shoulder, sandwiching me between him and Sebastian. “This will give her the chance to make important connections that might take her career to the next level.”

      “I said no.” Sebastian glares at him.

      “And I’m saying we’re going.”

      Decision made, Tatum holds a hand out to Axel. “We’ll take you up on the invite.”

      “Perfect.” Axel turns his flirty grin on me. “It’s going to be a night to remember.”
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      The party is in full swing when we step through the arched doors of a Spanish colonial estate in Hollywood Hills. The grounds are massive, boasting a courtyard, a labyrinth style garden, and an ivory fountain that welcomes guests at the main entrance. Life-sized portraits grace the smooth stucco walls.

      Sebastian links his arm with mine, and we follow Tatum through the grand foyer, my heels tapping across the flawless terracotta floor. We make our way deeper into the mansion, and I take in an array of artifacts from all over the world—statues of mythological creatures, busts of royals and political leaders, rare art and jewels, and all of it protected by hired security.

      And the guests...some of them show off designs more outlandish than what the models wore today at the fashion show.

      Tatum ushers us through the crowd, and despite holding a royal title, I feel out of place in my simple yet elegant pearl sheath. As if sensing my discomfort, Sebastian laces his fingers with mine, offering a quick squeeze.

      He has a way of picking up on my moods, from arousal to unease, and his sexy smile reassures me. We enter a gigantic room with vaulted ceilings and dark wooden beams, and I relax a little. An arched fireplace separates the space, drawing the eye from all sides.

      “Stick close to Sebastian,” Tatum says, his tone serious. “Understand?”

      “Okay.” I narrow my eyes. “Are you going somewhere?”

      He sends a lingering glance around the room, taking in the guests, from celebrities and social media influencers, to the waitstaff carrying trays of finger foods and champagne flutes.

      “I need to find someone.” He looks between Sebastian and me. “Enjoy the party.” Tatum disappears into the crowd, and I’m still bewildered by his abrupt exit, and more curious than I should be about who this someone is, when I spot Axel near the fireplace.

      Sebastian sighs, already staring the other man down. “If he doesn’t stop looking at you like you’re a piece of meat, we’re going to have problems.”

      I can’t deny that Axel makes me nervous, especially when he winks at me and gestures us over to where he’s standing with Dedra and a group of models.

      “He’s got connections,” I remind him as we bridge the space.

      “I was hoping you’d make it tonight.” Axel smiles at me before nodding at the stunning brunette standing next to him. “Dedra, you remember Novalee, right?”

      “Of course.” She raises her chin. “Axel has been talking non-stop about your designs. Congratulations on wooing the crowd.”

      “Thank you.” I can’t tell if she’s sincere, but no one seems to question her praise.

      Conversation flows for the next few minutes, the main topic being the fashion show, and then Alejandro Von Jean arrives, and the famous designer pulls me into an animated discussion about career branding and risk-taking moves.

      At the first lull in the conversation, Sebastian leans down and speaks into my ear. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink. Can I get you anything?” His eyes haven’t strayed from Axel, his hostility on full display. I’m not sure if there’s a deeper reason, or if he’s just being his usual possessive self, but I figure a minute away from Axel might do him some good.

      “I’ll take a seltzer water.”

      “One seltzer water coming up.” He kisses my cheek before winding his way toward the bar.

      Axel wastes no time in taking his spot. “So he’s the one, huh?”

      “The one?”

      “The one you’re hoping wins the auction.”

      If Landon’s plan goes off without a hitch, I won’t need to hope for anything, but I can’t tell him that. “Yes, he’s the one.”

      An amused smirk plays on his lips. “I was so sure it was Ford.”

      “Ford is a friend. Sebastian is…”

      Everything.

      “Being the one and all,” Axel says, moving closer, “he should know better than to leave you unattended.” His finger trails down my cheek, grazing the same spot Sebastian’s lips touched, and a shiver travels down my spine.

      Shuffling back a step, I look for Sebastian, hoping to find him heading toward me, drink in hand. Instead, I spot him at the bar with a striking redhead. He’s leaning toward her, his familiar smile aimed at this gorgeous stranger in a way that makes my teeth clench.

      There’s no way he just met her.

      He knows this woman—I’m sure of it.

      Who is she?

      The question has barely materialized in my mind when their foreheads inch close together—as if whatever they’re saying is too important to be overheard.

      And why is she touching his arm?

      Dread slithers through my gut, shooting icy fear through me, and I forget all about Axel’s unsettling advances.

      I tell myself it’s nothing. My mind is being unfair, giving in to a knee-jerk reaction. An unnecessary dose of panic. But that’s the problem with fear—left unchecked, it takes on the form of paranoia.

      And now that paranoia rises in my throat, tasting of vomit and insecurity. What happened in Tatum’s bedroom last night springs to the forefront of my mind with sickening clarity.

      Every lick of his tongue.

      Every cry of pleasure from my treacherous lips.

      Every moan.

      Sebastian had reservations—massive ones he tried to ignore by pounding his hurt and anger into my ass.

      And I have the audacity to fall apart at the sight of him talking to another woman?

      Needing a moment to gather my thoughts, I excuse myself from Axel and his group of important people. Tears threaten, but I hold them back as I make my way into the quiet foyer. A couple heads my way, so I loiter in the shadows behind a statue of some formidable figurehead and wait for them to pass.

      But I can’t hide forever.

      I can’t hide from what I’ve done. My shame is so hot it might as well brand a scarlet letter on my forehead, a burned carving of self sabotage. Shuttering my eyes, I pull in long breaths and let them out, willing my racing thoughts to subside.

      “You look like you could use this.” A male voice startles me, and when I lift my lids, I find Axel standing in the shadows with me, his eyes cast in sympathy as he holds out a flute of champagne. “Looks like he got sidetracked and forgot about you.”

      “You don’t know him very well.”

      With a shrug, Axel leans against the wall next to me, and we face the statue. That larger-than-life piece of art shields us from view of the party, though the collective din floats to my ears.

      “Want to talk about it?” he asks.

      To hide my nervousness, I take a long gulp of the bubbly, wrinkling my nose at the bitter taste. “Nothing to talk about.”

      He raises a brow.

      “It’s complicated,” I say, relenting. “I’m overreacting. It’s been a long day, and I think the stress is getting to me.”

      He waves at my empty glass. “That should help.”

      Mouth suddenly dry, I lick my lips. “Shouldn’t have finished it so fast.” I lean my head against the wall, waiting for the foyer to stop spinning. A minute passes. Maybe two. “I need to get back. He’s probably looking for me.” I take a step away from Axel, but he grips my arm.

      “He’s busy talking to someone else, remember?”

      “But…” My eyelids droop, and his form doubles in my vision, swaying to the left. “I’m not feeling so well.”

      “No? Maybe you need a minute.”

      I crash into his hard chest, and he winds his arms around me.

      “I’ve got you, sweetheart.” His words wash over me, deep like the darkest part of the ocean, and his warm fingers take the empty glass from my heavy hand.

      “Sebastian.” It’s a croak of a cry, weak like me.

      “Shhh, you’re going to be fine.”

      Everything whirls, goes dark.

      Why is my head throbbing? I force my eyes open, and the terracotta floor bounces in my vision. Is someone carrying me? Everything’s spinning, growing hazier by the second, but through an open door, I spy three guys and a girl sprawled on a couch, the table in front of them cluttered with what looks like drug paraphernalia.

      The next time I claw my way to consciousness, I’m on my back in the dark…the kind of suffocating nothingness I find terrifying. My mind trudges through mud, trips over itself in search of understanding. I try to lift my arm but can’t. I’m laden, nauseous…tired. So tired.

      Wait.

      Something’s wrong.

      No…something hurts.

      Rough hands grabbing my breasts.

      Teeth nipping at my neck.

      Hot breaths burning my collarbone.

      I can’t breathe.

      “No, I don’t…” Is that my voice, muttering slurred syllables?

      “Relax, sweetheart. I’m gonna make you feel real good.”

      Sweat breaks out on my skin, traveling down my legs to the soles of my feet, and what he said loops through my fuzzy mind, little more than garbled words. But as he pushes up my dress, his intent is clear.

      “Sebastian,” I cry, the murmured plea but a whisper on my parched lips.

      “He’s not here right now.” A zipper sounds, followed by a groan. “Fuck, you’re going to be a tight little thing, aren’t you?”

      I will my body to squirm out from under him as he pries my thighs open, but I can’t get my limbs to work. “No,” I try to scream.

      Except the protest comes out as a groan, forced back by the sandpaper tongue in my mouth. No matter how much I try to call out for help, to fight, to keep my eyes open, I just…can’t.

      There’s nothing, and then the room is bright and distorted, and someone’s cradling me against a familiar chest. A comforting chest—warm and solid and smelling of home.

      “Hold on, baby.”

      Sebastian, his voice choked and horrified.

      Broken.

      I’m sinking again, my eyelids heavy, body limp in his arms. When the blackness threatens to take me again, I fight it with every ounce of strength I have left.

      But it’s an uphill battle I can’t win.
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      A voice tempts me with the promise of comfort, the familiar rhythm carrying each syllable through the highs and lows, inflections hitting my ears in a melody of calming music. That magical voice urges me to leave the cloak of nothingness behind, to tiptoe toward the light and listen.

      “She’s still sleeping. The doctor said it’s normal after the type of drug she was given.” Footsteps sound back and forth, each step a heavy landing. I know that gait. It’s his signature walk when he’s wound too tight.

      “It was a rough night, but she’s okay. It’ll be a few days before she’s up to traveling home.” Another pause, and that’s when I rise into full consciousness. Opening my eyes is a struggle, my lids dry and gritty, weighted with exhaustion.

      “We hired a private security team. They’re still looking for him,” Sebastian says into the phone.

      Security team?

      Confusion blankets me as my surroundings come into focus, and I recognize Sebastian’s penthouse bedroom, although the blinds are drawn to block out the sun.

      He paces the floor, phone to his ear. “That isn’t necessary.” With a sigh, he listens to whoever is on the other end. “I figured as much.” He drags a hand through his hair, turning to face me, and his gaze meets mine. “I’ve gotta go. She’s awake.”

      Without another word, Sebastian ends the call and hurries to my side, his weight depressing the mattress as he looks at me with red-rimmed eyes. His attention scours my face, searching, though for what, I’m not sure.

      “Hey,” he whispers, cupping my cheek.

      “What happ—?” I swallow hard, trying to clear my dry throat. “Water, please.”

      He jumps up, strides across the room to a carafe on a table, and returns with a full glass. I push myself upright with shaky arms and take a sip.

      “What happened?”

      “What do you remember?”

      “Um…” Why is my mind blank? I shutter my eyes and take stock, honing in on the satin sheet beneath me, the muted sounds of the city, the cadence of Sebastian’s breathing. All of it grounds me, reminding me I’m in Los Angeles with him and Tatum for the fashion show.

      The fashion show.

      Memories flicker like disjointed movie clips.

      “Anya got sick, so I had to take her place. I remember seeing you and Tatum, and then—” With a gasp, I fold my arms around my knees, and Sebastian takes the glass of water from my weak grip.

      But that action of his, so helpful and gentle, makes my heartbeat gallop too fast.

      “The party,” I whisper, anxiety crushing my windpipe.

      “Do you remember what happened there?” His question reeks of fear, as if he’s just as scared as I am to venture into such territory.

      More snapshots hit me. An elaborate mansion in the hills, statues and art, a stunning redhead…

      My memory sharpens, comes into focus, and I stare at Sebastian. “You were talking to a woman by the bar.”

      He nods, those kissable lips sloping into a frown. “I was getting us a drink when I ran into her. It was only a few minutes, Novalee.” His tired, hooded eyes watch me. “I’ve done work for her in the past, and she wanted to talk about your clothing line…and then I looked over and you were gone. So was he.”

      Acid burns in my throat. I tremble, unable to stop. “Oh, God.”

      “Baby,” he murmurs, gathering me into his arms. “You’re safe.”

      “Did he…?”

      “No. The fucker didn’t get a chance.”

      Too many emotions blast me all at once, and I cling to him, sobbing into his chest, purging my sorrow and confusion on his soft cotton shirt. I don’t know how long we sit like that.

      Minutes.

      An hour.

      His quiet companionship offers nothing but support, but my conscience hears the question he refuses to ask. The question I keep asking myself.

      Why did I leave the party?

      Everything after that moment in the foyer is blank, a dark room in the corner of my mind where shadows of truth live, but I can’t grab hold of them—they slip through my fingers like sand.

      I tilt my head up to find him watching me still, tears silently bathing his cheeks. Guilt strains his expression, compresses his mouth into a severe line of regret.

      “I should have never taken my eyes off of you.”

      I’m about to tell him it’s not his fault when his cell dings. He fishes it out of his pocket and checks the message.

      “The phone call earlier,” I say. “Who…?”

      “It was Liam. He’s on his way to Los Angeles.” Clenching his jaw, he sets the phone on his nightstand. “I told him not to come, but he didn’t listen.”

      No, I doubt he would, under the circumstances.

      Drawing in a shaky breath, I close my eyes. “I’m so tired.”

      “You were drugged, baby.” His embrace tightens. “But the doctor said you’re going to be fine, physically. It’ll just take some time for your system to get back to normal.”

      “A doctor came to see me?”

      “You were in and out of consciousness, so Tate brought in a physician.” His brows furrow. “You don’t remember any of this, do you?”

      “No.” I’m nodding off, my head too heavy, and that’s when Sebastian tucks me into bed.

      The next time I awaken, the room is dark and vacant. My stomach grumbles, reminding me I haven’t eaten in a while, though I have no idea how much time has passed since my last meal. There’s a fresh cup of water on the nightstand, and as I take a long drink, I notice Sebastian’s cell phone is gone.

      I don’t like this feeling of being alone.

      Alone and in the dark.

      Rising panic propels me from bed. Bad move. The room spins, and I sink back to the mattress until the walls stop whirling. But I don’t like this isolation, so I get back to my feet, ignoring the throbbing at my temples, and make my way toward the door.

      He left it open, and soft light illuminates my way down the hall. As I descend the stairs, one hand on the rail for balance, angry voices rise above my quiet footsteps.

      “You shouldn’t have left her alone there!”

      “Don’t you dare point out the obvious when you should have been there, too. She’s your responsibility this month!” Sebastian’s tone turns harsher, louder. “You were the one who wanted to go to that fucking party in the first place, all so you could get your dick wet inside that adulterous whore.”

      “Don’t talk about Claire like that. She has nothing to do with what happened to Novalee.”

      “You’re right. That was our fuck up, Tate. This is on both of us.”

      “No.” My voice halts their argument, and they turn to stare at me as I stall on the bottom step. “It’s on me.”

      Sebastian curses under his breath, and he’s in front of me in an instant. “What happened is not your fault, princess.”

      “It’s not yours, either.” My attention turns to Tatum. “Or yours. It’s Axel’s.” As my voice breaks, I wrap myself in my arms, only now realizing I’m wearing one of Sebastian’s oversized T-shirts.

      He blinks rapidly, his eyes threatening to overflow, while Tatum hangs his head.

      And that’s how Liam finds the three of us when he enters the penthouse. He sets his travel bag on the floor, his dark gaze taking in the scene, no doubt assessing the tension in our body language.

      “Guess it’s a good thing I came after all.”
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      I sleep the next few days away, only coming downstairs for meals. Liam takes over my room, his jealousy absent, while I share a bed with Sebastian. Tatum gives me space to heal, both mentally and physically, though the former will take longer. The three of them rally around me until I start to feel human again.

      And maybe that’s why they wait to tell me that Axel Ivermann is on the run, instead of behind bars where I assumed he was.

      “How did he get away?” I look to Sebastian for answers as the four of us sit at the breakfast table, sharing a meal of oatmeal, fruit, and coffee.

      “When I saw him on top of you—” he cuts off mid-sentence as his hands ball into fists. “I wanted to kill him, and I would have, but you needed me more.”

      “So he took off, and everyone at that party let him?” My question is an octave above a whisper, icy fear strangling my vocal cords. My shoulders hunch, spine tingling with irrational fear. The man who drugged and assaulted me isn’t going to barge into the penthouse.

      I repeat that in my mind until I start to believe it.

      “Where were you?” I ask, turning to Tatum.

      “Someplace I shouldn’t have been. I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.”

      “Did Axel make it back to Zodiac Island?”

      Tatum shakes his head. “Our security team is following several leads. As far as they know, he’s still in the Los Angeles area.”

      “What about the police?” I blink, realizing no one’s questioned me, which seems wrong. “Why haven’t they called me in for a statement or something?”

      “We chose not to involve the authorities.”

      “Why?”

      “If we involve the local authorities, things get messy.” Sebastian takes my hand. “The last thing you need is a trial and a lengthy extradition process. We’ll find him. I promise you that. He will pay for what he’s done to you.”

      “But we’re leaving tomorrow.” At least, that’s what Liam told me this morning when I first came downstairs. “How will you find him in a day?”

      Letting go of my hand, Sebastian exchanges a glance with Tatum—one that makes me prepare myself because I don’t like that look in his eyes. “You’re leaving tomorrow. Tate and I are staying until we find Ivermann, and then we’re dragging his ass back home where we can deal with him the Brotherhood way.”

      “The Brotherhood way?”

      “We’re on foreign soil, princess. Our methods aren’t legal here. In fact, we’re already bending the law.”

      Panic rises, and I shake my head. “I don’t want to leave without you. I’d rather the local authorities deal with him.”

      Liam sets down his coffee mug. “That’s not possible. No one hurts the queen and gets away with it.”

      I jump to my feet, gripping the table. “That’s hilarious. Pax forced you to rape me, but I don’t see anyone bringing that monster to justice.” I glare at Liam, battling a smidgen of remorse for lashing out, but every nerve ending in my body is on edge.

      “I don’t like it,” Liam says, a hint of shame entering his eyes, “but tradition makes Pax untouchable.”

      “Fuck your tradition.”

      The three of them gape at me as if they’ve never heard a queen curse before.

      “I’ve had enough of your ridiculous superstitions.” I turn a sharp gaze on Sebastian. “And I’m not leaving here without you.”

      “It’s only for a few days, a week tops. The security team is getting close.”

      “Then come home and let them do their job.”

      “I can’t. We’re responsible for what happened.” He nods toward Tatum. “And we’re not coming home until we find him.”

      “Then I’m not leaving until you do.”

      “You’re leaving tomorrow with the chancellor,” Tatum says, “and that’s final.” He asserts his authority over me in the tilt of his stubborn chin. “I’m transferring power to Liam until I return. He’ll watch over you and keep you protected. You’re safer at home than you are here.”

      But how can home be anywhere but with Sebastian?

      Too shaken to stand any longer, I lower into the chair again, fighting tears. “Please…I don’t want to be separated again.”

      The day I watched him leave the estate from the window of my prison—thanks to Miles locking me inside his horrible quarters—was one of the lowest moments of my life. That was the day I crashed so low I thought about jumping off the balcony to end my suffering.

      I told no one about that moment, talked to no one about the stark fear that followed the urge.

      An urge so strong, it still haunts me today.

      “You’re separated every month, my sweet girl.” Liam points out the obvious in a gentle tone, which only irritates me more.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I do know what you mean, but you’re going to be okay. We’re all here for you, and they,” he says, pointing at Sebastian and Tatum, “are going to make sure that piece of shit can’t hurt anyone ever again.” Liam clasps his hands in front of him on the table. “If it were me, I’d want to do the same. They need to do this for you, so let them.”

      “What about what I need?”

      Sebastian grips my hand again. “I’ll call you every day.”

      “It’s not enough. I want you there with me, even if I can’t see you or touch you. Just knowing you’re in the tower with me…” Tears spring to my eyes. “It sounds insane, but it makes me feel close to you.”

      “It’s not insane, baby. I feel the same way, but I’ll be back before you know it.” His teeth tug on his lower lip. “I failed you at that party…I won’t fail you again.”

      “You didn’t fail me.” I squeeze his fingers, knowing that nothing I say will make him believe otherwise. “And you say we’ll talk every day, but I don’t have access to a phone. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

      “You can use my cell,” Liam says, his voice quiet. Pained. He’s trying so hard to set aside his feelings, but he can never shelve his heartache completely. One look into his umber eyes, and I know it’s ripping through him.

      He’s here because he loves me, and he’s letting another man claim the job of lover and protector because he knows it’s what I want.

      What I need.

      Suddenly, his blackmail doesn’t matter anymore, his ultimatum inconsequential after everything I’ve been through these past few days. The last thing I want is to spend my final day in Los Angeles angry and resentful.

      I meet Sebastian’s eyes. “If you’re forcing me to leave tomorrow, then we have to make today count.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      A day on the town sounds exciting and fun, but all I have the energy for is a relaxing afternoon on the couch with the sexiest man alive.

      “How about a sci-fi movie marathon and a ridiculous amount of junk food?”

      A smile tilts up his mouth, but it doesn’t quite reach his troubled ocean eyes. “I think we can make that happen, princess.”
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      Compared to Los Angeles, Zodiac Island is damp and frigid. Instead of a temperate climate that brings sweater weather into style, we plunge into the harshness of winter. Rain pelts the ground in a relentless assault, and the bare trees shiver in the icy wind, their desolate branches starker than I recall.

      And that wind carries a bite, chafing lips and setting teeth to chattering. I clench my jaw as Liam escorts me into the circular hell he has the nerve to call home.

      This place will never feel like home without Sebastian’s presence, and no matter the familiarity of my old quarters in the House of Aries, returning to Liam’s floor unsettles me to my quaking bones, despite him embodying the role of protector, friend, companion.

      On that first day back, he’s quiet, almost distant, using work as an excuse to avoid me. I’ve never felt so abandoned, especially in the dead of night when I wake up screaming and thrashing in the sheets, fighting off some faceless creature hovering over me in the darkness.

      Since then, I’ve taken to sleeping with a light on, not that it helps much. The nightmares visit without fail, and it isn’t until the third night that I get a reprieve. Liam crawls into bed next to me, and I sleep, undisturbed for the first time since leaving Sebastian’s arms.

      It’s become a habit, the chancellor claiming the right side of my bed, always there but never touching. Always the perfect gentlemen, safeguarding my virginity so he can steal it on my birthday.

      The irony is more than I can stomach, but I’m not about to ask him to leave, since the steady rhythm of his breathing reminds me I’m not alone.

      Because when I’m alone, my world falls dark and silent, transporting me to places I can’t handle. Terrifying places of blanketing suffocation and racing thoughts. Heart palpitations and trembling limbs.

      Not remembering what happened at that party is driving me closer to a psychotic break, and work is the only thing keeping me on the side of sanity.

      I throw myself into it with a vengeance, sketching my way through the trauma while Elise sits in my studio with me, one hand on her swollen belly as she flips through the pages of a romance novel. She deserves an award in patience for not pushing me to talk, but I sense her growing restlessness.

      With a heavy sigh, she sets the book down.

      I steel myself. This is it. No more small talk about the fashion show, or the new designs I’m blistering my fingers over because I can’t stop sketching.

      “I’m worried about you,” she says, her pale blue gaze burning through my indifference. “So is Landon, and don’t get me started on how concerned the chancellor is.”

      Or Sebastian.

      We’ve talked on the phone every day, sometimes twice a day. It’s become our ritual, and I know when he does come home, and things go back to normal, losing that daily connection with him is going to devastate me.

      But I can’t let myself think about that, and I can’t let him know how close I am to falling apart.

      “Novalee?” she says, forcing my attention back to her.

      “I’m fine.”

      Sketch, sketch, sketch.

      Fine is my new favorite word, one I mutter a lot lately—to Sebastian on the phone, to Liam and my brother, even to Ford, the one time I passed him in the hall on the way to my studio.

      “How are you, baby girl?”

      Fine, fine, fine.

      I’ve mastered the art of dodging the stares, some sympathetic, some curious, some cruel. It’s all I do now, avoiding people and repeating my favorite word when they won’t let me.

      Elise leans forward in her seat. “I said I was fine, too, after...” She swallows hard. “After Jerome.”

      I know what it cost her to say that name, to let her thoughts return to a man she thought she could trust—a man who showed her how wrong she was.

      Why did I accept that glass of champagne?

      Why didn’t I leave the moment he cornered me in the foyer?

      Why, why, why?

      And why can’t I remember anything afterward?

      “Elise…I can’t.” Panic creeps in from the edges of my mind, and my hand shakes, the lines turning into uncontrolled strokes. I toss the drawing into the overflowing trash receptacle three feet away.

      “You haven’t talked about it since you came home,” she says, wielding more persistence than she’s ever dared.

      “I said I can’t.” Reaching for a fresh piece of paper, I shake my head. “Not yet. I just...I need to focus on work right now.”

      “Okay.” Her tone softens, relents. “You’re not ready, but when you are, I’m here for you, just like you were for me.” She picks up her book, and I pull in a breath as I bury my head in my work again.

      The outline of a mermaid gown materializes on the page, making me think of the sea and beach cottages and intense ocean eyes.

      He’s my rock, and he’s not here.

      The door bursts open, startling me, and I find Liam standing in the doorway. Spotting the cellphone in his hand, I jump to my feet and make it halfway across the room when the tightness of his mouth registers.

      My footsteps falter. “Is Sebastian on the phone?”

      He looks at the cell in his hand and blinks, his lips moving as if he wants to say something, but no words come out. That’s when I glance over his shoulder and notice the rest of the Brotherhood crowding behind him in the hall. Landon, Vance, Ford, Mr. Bordeaux, Hugo, Pax, Miles…

      All of them but two.

      “What’s going on?”

      With a gulp, Liam enters my studio, and the rest of the men file in after him. Elise pushes up from the chair, and Liam shakes his head.

      “You both…you need to sit down.”

      Nausea rises.

      Elise plops back down as Landon crosses the room to his wife’s side.

      I stumble back a step. “What is it? Did they find Axel?”

      “They found him, but…” Another shake of his head, and I don’t realize I’m trembling until he pulls me into his arms. “Novalee—” His voice cracks, and the floor breaks open at my feet.

      “Are they coming home? Tell me,” I choke, clutching his suit.

      “Their plane went down.” He sucks in a deep breath, and his arms squeeze the air from my lungs. “I’m so sorry, my sweet girl.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THANK YOU FOR READING!

      

        

      
        I don’t have a release date yet for Capricorn, but the next installment is available for pre-order here. Please note that the release date listed on the retailers is arbitrary and will come sooner.

      

        

      
        If you’d like to read about the reasons behind the delays with this series, please find my note to readers on the next page.
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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        If you’ve made it this far, I want to say thank you. I also want to take a moment to explain why the release dates for the Zodiac Queen have been pushed out so many times, in case you’ve missed the updates.

      

        

      
        Long story short, I’ve been dealing with anxiety and depression, which has affected my ability to write like I used to. I’m slowly finding my way again, but it hasn’t been easy. Unfortunately, because this is a series, once I fell behind on one or two parts, the rest were affected as well.

      

        

      
        That’s the truncated version. A longer explanation is available on my blog (posted back in July), should you want to read more. Getting into personal matters with my readers isn’t easy for me, but for transparency’s sake, I felt I needed to, so if you’d like the longer explanation, you can find it here.

      

        

      
        I appreciate you all so much! I probably would have quit a long time ago if not for your enthusiasm for Novalee and her story. You guys really kept me going in the last couple of years. I’m so thankful to have such understanding, kind, and patient readers.

      

        

      
        For those of you who missed the updates (entirely possible, since it’s difficult to reach everyone, even via my newsletter), I apologize for the delays and confusion. I knew tackling a twelve-part series was going to be a challenge for me, but I never thought it would go off the rails this badly.

      

        

      
        So if you’re here reading this, thank you so much for sticking with me! I’ll do my best to complete Novalee’s journey in a timely manner. If you ever have questions about the series, you can always reach out to me via email here: authorgemmajames@comcast.net.

      

        

      
        Much love,

        Gemma James
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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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        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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        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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        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.

      

        

      
        READ NOW
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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
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        1. “Twenty Eight” by The Weeknd

        2. “The Death of Peace of Mind” by Bad Omens

        3. “What if I took it Off For You” by Nemahsis

        4. “Middle of the Night (Violin)” by Joel Sunny

        5. “Don’t Mess With My Mind” by EMO

        6. “Promises” by EMO

        7. “Dangerous Game” by Klergy, BEGINNERS

        8. “Dynasty” by MIIA

        9. “Call My Name” by EMO, Yolo

        10. “We Are Stars” by The Pierces

        11. “Faith” by The Weeknd

        12. “Another Day” by Michele Morrone

      

        

      
        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
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