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      Life had a funny habit of throwing shit someone’s way when they weren’t equipped to deal with it.

      But sometimes?

      Sometimes life just had a real fucking laugh at your expense.

      That was life for Sascha Dubois at that moment because, seriously, somebody somewhere was fucking with her.

      She wasn’t gaping at a King, a Queen, and a Duke after they had some post-sex cuddles, was she?

      No.

      That just couldn’t be.

      It could. Not. Be.

      Cheeks bright pink, she could do little other than stare at the trio who were gaping right back at her.

      It was one of the most awkward moments of her life and she’d given birth. She had a lover on the spectrum who came out with the most random, and most mortifying shit when the mood struck, and then she had his mini-me in the form of their son.

      She was used to awkward.

      Awkward was her bitch, and the way to make it that way was to laugh. To laugh so hard that everyone just realized you’d taken it as a joke.

      But this?

      Here?

      Nope.

      That wasn’t going to cut it.

      Then, just as shit got really awkward, and Sascha was talking super weird with no one having a clue what to say or do, Tin begged, “Mummy, pee pee. 999.”

      999 was their emergency code—the Brits’ version of 911. What better way to teach him that number than to equate it with toilet situations—at least, that had been Kurt’s idea. Oddly enough, it had stuck fast.

      Eyes widening, Sascha blurted out, “Shit. I forgot.”

      “Bad word, Mummy. Bad. Bad. Bad.”

      Fuck.

      Trust him to remember that now. But, thank God for kids. Without a word, or maybe another squeak, she retreated from the bedroom without a backward glance and turned to the left to where she figured the bathroom she’d initially been searching for was located.

      With barely enough time to get Tin on the damn toilet, she made it.

      After she’d lifted him high enough to wash his hands, she turned him around, grateful that he was still young enough to enjoy being hugged by her.

      There’d come a day when he’d be anti-hugs and anti-kisses from Mommy, and while that would suck, it would suck harder when she opened the door and stopped procrastinating, because she didn’t doubt she’d be facing the firing squad.

      She wasn’t frightened, per se. She was here with Andrei, after all, and the King and Queen needed him to kickstart their economy again. They also needed Devon and Sawyer… They wouldn’t kill the mother of Andrei’s son, would they?

      “Mummy, you’re hot.”

      Sascha winced as she pulled back. “Sorry, kiddo.” The hug, in their winter coats that were fit for a Russian winter, as well as the warm temperature of the bathroom, had made both their cheeks flush.

      A tap sounded at the door. “Ma’am?”

      She closed her eyes as she tried to process what the hell she was about to say, before another tap sounded and Tin started wriggling to get down.

      “Mummy, door. Door!” he repeated, and with both feet firmly on the floor, he hit the ground running so he could yank open the hugely ornate aperture—this was one grand bathroom.

      Her hope that the door would be too heavy for him was immediately wrecked when three concerned faces peered through the opening. Spying them, she blurted out, “It’s okay. I get it. More than you can imagine.”

      Perry DeSauvier’s shoulders straightened, and with a cool tone, she murmured, “There’s nothing to get. Xavier was comforting me. I’ve had a bad day.”

      Sascha’s lips curved in a smile, and though she’d probably regret being blunt later, she wasn’t born yesterday and wasn’t about to be treated like a fool. “Honey, I like to be comforted that way too.”

      Perry’s cheeks flushed. “You don’t understand.”

      “I understand perfectly. I get it. Don’t worry.” Sascha bit her bottom lip. “I mean, I seriously get it.”

      Was the way to avoid being hit by an assassin trying to keep royal secrets classified as easy as just admitting the truth? She really fucking hoped so.

      “There’s nothing to get,” the King, Edward DeSauvier retorted coolly. “My wife had some bad news. She and Xavier are very close.”

      Tonsil-hockey close. Yup. Sascha had seen that. She’d seen that loud and clear. But obviously they weren’t about to admit it, and though she was on the brink of letting things go just to get the hell away from this conversation—she’d have agreed that blue was black by this point—Tin destroyed her plans. Yet again.

      Why had she wanted kids again?

      “Kiss,” Tin yelled. “You kissed. Mummy kisses lots too. Daddy Andrei and Daddy Devon lots. Daddy Kurt—” He made smacking sounds with his mouth. “Papa Sean and Sawyer too.” More smacking sounds. “Lots and lots of kisses,” he said with a giggle that had Sascha’s cheeks burning.

      Amusement lit the Duke’s eyes where before there’d been cool disdain. “Lots of kisses, hmm?”

      Sascha felt her core temperature soar even more—had Tin told anyone else about the ‘lots and lots of kisses?’

      God help them if he’d told someone at playgroup!

      “I, um, I meant it when I said I get it.” She shrugged. What else could she say?

      Queen Perry’s eyes were bugging out, and Sascha couldn’t blame her. Whatever she had going on with a Duke and King, well, that was nothing to the five—count ‘em, five—men Sascha had to juggle on a daily basis.

      She cleared her throat. “M-My…” Shit. Her what? “They’ll be waiting on me.” She’d never stayed as a guest somewhere before. Aside from Vasily who totally knew the score.

      The King—the freakin’ King—tilted his head to the side. “You’re with the economists.”

      It wasn’t a question. But neither was it a statement. Hadn’t they run a security check on her or something? Shouldn’t they know who was wandering about their corridors just waiting to barge in on highly secret situations?

      Clearing her throat, then realizing she couldn’t speak, Sascha just bobbed her head.

      “All the economists, apparently,” Duke Xavier mused, and Sascha was grateful when Perry elbowed him in the side.

      Then, a thought occurred to her. “Oh my God, I was supposed to curtsey!”

      A snort escaped Perry. “I think we’re way past that stage now…”

      The way her words trailed off let Sascha know she was supposed to introduce herself. “I’m Sascha Dubois,” she whispered, her tone close to shy, and Sascha didn’t particularly consider herself shy but shit, this was the first time she’d ever met royalty, for God’s sake. She was entitled to blush, especially when she’d just caught the Queen kissing the Duke and not the King. But God, she couldn’t blame her. Xavier was fine. Before her thoughts could derail even more, she mumbled, “This is Valentin. My son.”

      “Tin,” he grouched. “Not Valentin.”

      When he said his name, she had to smile because it sounded so incredibly Russian that there was no evading exactly who is father was.

      She said it like Americans did. Close to Valentine, like the holiday. But Tin? Nope. She couldn’t even reproduce how he said it. There were all kinds of dips and dives in the few short syllables that made up his name.

      “Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Tin,” Perry graciously told him. She pressed one hand to her knees as she bent over and, with the other, reached out to proffer the other to him in a greeting.

      He took it, his small, undoubtedly sweaty palm sliding against the Queen’s, and he murmured, “You’re like Mummy.”

      Her lips curved. “I am?”

      “‘Merican.”

      Sascha barely refrained from rolling her eyes. Seriously? The kid could say Valentin and speak Russian and say all kinds of shit in German, but her country? Her fucking country? Nope. He slurred that.

      Jesus.

      “Yep, I’m from Tennessee,” she informed him. “I haven’t been back in a while though. Your ear’s good too. I’ve been having lessons to sound more queenly.”

      Xavier snorted. “You can tell how well they’ve been going.”

      She reared up at that and pouted. “No fair.”

      The minute Sascha saw that pout, she realized she hadn’t misunderstood, at all, what she’d witnessed between them. Of course, she knew she hadn’t. There was no misunderstanding that kind of tongue-fucking the Duke had bestowed upon his cousin’s wife, but that pout? Yup. That sealed the deal.

      Sascha pulled that kind of move when Sean or Andrei were teasing her. It usually ended with her slapping one of them on the belly, then sliding her hand over said belly and sometimes, if she was in the mood—and she was usually in the mood—slipping it down to their cocks for a quick fondle.

      Not that she expected Perry to do that in front of an audience. Although it would have been amusing to behold, that was for damn sure.

      Edward, apparently sensing that Sascha had discerned the level of intimacy between his wife and cousin, leveled her with a look. She tilted her head to the side and shot him a flustered smile.

      “Look. I’m—” She winced. “I’m really rich. I don’t need to sell your story or anything.”

      “Story! Yes, Mummy! Tell me a story. I’m tired. I want to go to beddy.”

      Sascha’s lips curved, and even the men and woman smiled at his chortle of glee at the prospect of a story. She pressed a hand to his shoulder. “I just—I won’t say anything.”

      A muscle ticked in Edward’s jaw, but he dipped his chin, making Sascha wonder how that move could be so regal. How did they teach that? Were there classes on how to make the everyday folk feel like scum? “You’ll all be signing an NDA so—”

      Sascha wafted a hand. “Oh, don’t worry. I’m used to signing those. I had to sign one when I moved in with—” She cleared her throat. “Well, yeah. I’m good with NDAs.”

      Perry snickered. “Good to know.” This time, the hand she held out was for Sascha. “Perry.” Apparently, the surname or the title wasn’t required—and fuck, yep, it wasn’t. Sascha figured it was like money—royals never carried it, did they? Nor did they need to ‘carry’ a surname.

      “Sascha Dubois,” she whispered, trying not to feel awed by the fact she was shaking hands with a Queen. Even if that Queen probably had a similar upbringing to her.

      “Yes, you already said,” Perry teased, “but it’s nice to put a name to the blush.” When the other woman shot her a wink, somehow, Sascha knew she and this Queen were going to get on great. Before Perry’s men—and yeah, they were her men—could say another word, she stepped forward, grabbed Tin’s other hand, and as a unit of three, she motioned toward the hall. “I can show you to the bedroom you’ll be using.”

      “You can?” Her brow puckered in surprise.

      Perry shot her a look. “Yep. I run things around here.”

      This wasn’t even a palace and even Sascha knew that the Veronian Royal Family lived at Masonbrook Palace. Did that mean Perry managed both households? With that in mind, Sascha mused, “That’s a lot of running.”

      “Damn straight. It keeps me out of mischief,” Perry joked. “Anyway, as far as I recall… there are five economists downstairs, correct?”

      Sascha shook her head. “There’s technically just one. Two are mathematicians, but I think Sawyer does something with statistics and Devon tends to make patterns. At least, I think. What they talk about usually goes over my head, and to be honest, I don’t really care.

      “That sounds so bad,” she added, “but seriously, it’s so boring and so hot at the same time.”

      Perry laughed. “Yeah, I know how that works.”

      “Then there’s Sean. He’s a criminologist, and Kurt…” She smiled. “He, well, I don’t know if you know the series, but he wrote Black Blood?”

      “Kurt Yeller?” Perry cocked a brow at her. “As if I couldn’t know that name. Jeez. That series was hardcore. They’re making it into a movie, right? I can’t wait.”

      “Yeah.” She winced, realizing how dour her tone was, then tried not to be such a killjoy and pumped some enthusiasm she wasn’t really feeling into her voice: “I’ve met the stars. They’re good.” Good. That was about as much as she had to say on the flirts that were the stars of Kurt’s movie adaptation. Jennifer Houghton, the main female star, had flirted up a storm with Kurt, and Matthew Dreyford had definitely been trying to get into Sascha’s panties.

      “I wonder if they’ll try to have a premiere here in Madela. I know Xavier and George are working hard to make the city more…” She sighed. “Well, more of everything. The little snafu we had with the revolutionaries set us back a step or two.”

      “Understandable,” Sascha agreed. “But it’s safe now, right? Has been for years?”

      “Yep. But the UnReals are sticky boogers.”

      Sascha snorted at that. “Sticky boogers?”

      Perry’s eyes twinkled. “I have a three-year-old.” She patted her stomach. “And another two on the way, apparently.”

      “Wow. That’s going to be a handful.”

      “You know how it works. It’s a damn sight easier with a lot of fathers around.”

      “That’s true.” Sascha tilted her head to the side. “Are you secretly walking us to our doom? Is there a room for firing squads at the end of the hall?”

      “There’s a room for everything else,” Perry answered cheerfully. “But nope. Not that. Edward’s right. You’ll be signing an NDA, and I do actually remember you from the press. You went through that trouble with your parents, right?”

      “Understatement,” Sascha replied with a shudder. “The press are not my friends, that’s for sure.”

      “Well, that means we can be friends, right? I’d like that. It’s hard not talking about my relationships with people. Do you seriously have five guys?”

      She snickered. “Yep.”

      “Wow, brave woman,” Perry whispered. “Three is tough to keep up with, and they’re always all over the place too. Like, if I’m, you know, sore, one of them usually has to fly to Berlin or something, then the other is buried in his lab. It gives me a break.”

      Sascha shrugged. “They don’t attack me en masse.”

      A laugh escaped Perry. “Shame.”

      “We heard that.”

      The growled words came from behind them, and Perry, eyes still twinkling, shot the men a smile and blew them a kiss.

      With a grin, Sascha looked straight ahead, and then stopped walking when Perry did too. “This is your room. I didn’t know about Tin though. Does he need a special bed?”

      Sascha shook her head. “No. He’s okay in a single.”

      “Phew. Well, his room is just off yours.” She reached up and tapped her chin. “Your… partners’ suites are all on this floor also. Is that a problem?”

      Sascha blinked, finding it surreal to be having this conversation, period. Never mind with a Queen. “Why would that be a problem?”

      “I like to be close to mine.”

      Well, that was intriguing. “How do you wrangle that in a palace?” Sascha blurted out.

      “Secret doors,” Xavier said drily, making her jolt in surprise because she hadn’t really anticipated an answer.

      Damn, those NDAs must be ironclad, either that, or she had a trustworthy face.

      Perry chuckled but tapped her nose. “Ways and means.”

      “Sounds like it,” Sascha teased, and suddenly, the next few months ahead of her in Madela really didn’t seem too shitty. In fact, it sounded like it would be awesome if it meant she could hang around with someone who understood her life—how it worked, how complicated it was in some facets, and how simple it was in others.

      She beamed at the Queen, and though it was totally inappropriate, she grabbed her and hugged her. It felt strange to hug another woman, and she realized that she hadn’t hugged someone who wasn’t her guys or Tin in a very long time.

      Perry started at her abrupt move, but she squeezed Sascha back.

      “I’m looking forward to getting to know you,” Sascha stated, well aware it was forward, but unable to help herself.

      Perry’s grin appeared slowly. “Same here.”

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      “Sascha’s been gone a while.”

      Devon’s statement had Sean lifting his brandy and taking a sip. His gaze didn’t move from the hearth where a roaring fire seared his retinas.

      The burn as the brandy went down felt good, as did the heat in the room, and the comfortable leather under his butt as he sank into the Chesterfield. The distance from the UK felt even better.

      “She’ll be putting Tin to bed. You know how long that takes when he’s overtired,” Kurt stated, his eyes glued to a newspaper. Ever since he’d passed over the responsibility of reviewing the script for his new film a few hours earlier, he’d taken on a lighter air.

      Sean, knowing Kurt far too well for any of their own good, understood. Kurt hated rereading his work. And though the man considered it an honor that his grand oeuvre was being made into a major motion picture, his ego wasn’t so damn enormous that he enjoyed seeing how the screenwriters had changed it.

      “It’s only six,” Devon countered, sounding put out at the prospect of Tin going to bed, something he confirmed with his next words. “We were going to mess around together after dinner.”

      “So? After all that traveling? He’ll be out until tomorrow,” Sawyer said with a grunt as he read through a file he had on his lap.

      They were all doing something save for Sean who, technically, was doing something too—drinking.

      He intended to get drunk.

      Rip-roaring drunk on very fine Armagnac.

      There had to be some advantage to staying at the private home of a Duke, for Christ’s sake.

      “I wanted to play with him,” Devon repeated, pouting at having his playmate snatched away by the Sandman. Sean’s lips curved at the truculent tone—even in his deepest, darkest moods, Devon could usually shine a light onto the quagmire.

      “You don’t want to play with him. Not when he’s tired. You know how whiny he gets,” Andrei pointed out.

      Sawyer snorted. “Devon definitely knows, because that’s a trait Tin gets from him.”

      Devon scowled. “That makes no sense. I don’t sleep and I’m not whiny.”

      “You are with Sascha.”

      “Since when?”

      “Sascha.” Sawyer mocked Devon’s English voice, and did a good job of it, too, considering he was a Scot, “I didn’t sleep last night. Can you suck my cock? That will put me out better than Valium. Sascha, I need to leave the house, will you hold my hand when we go out? You can ride my face in the car on the way back if you want to.”

      Though Sean wasn’t in the mood for laughing, he had to join in at that—Sawyer’s jibes were too fucking true not to.

      Devon sulked for a second, his brow furrowing as he stated, “I don’t ask her to suck my cock. She just does it.”

      “Lucky bastard,” Sawyer grumbled.

      “Like she doesn’t suck yours,” Devon retorted. “I saw her the other day at Vasily’s. You didn’t look like you weren’t being coddled.”

      Sawyer shrugged. “I was being coddled.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “No problem,” Sawyer retorted with a grin. “Just saying how it is.”

      Kurt cleared his throat. “He’s only teasing you, Devon.”

      Sean’s heart skipped a beat. Kurt—always the pacifist.

      “Why, though?”

      Kurt sighed. “Because he’s a shit?”

      That had Devon nodding in complete understanding. “Oh. Right. That makes sense.” He rubbed his chin. “I still wanted to mess around with Tin.”

      “You can tomorrow.”

      Sascha’s voice had Sean looking over at the doorway where the love of his fucking life stood watching over them. He wasn’t sure how long she’d been standing there, but from the amused quirk to her lips, it was quite a while.

      She moved into the room, ignoring the other seats, and focused on the sofa where he was seated. As he’d known she would.

      Sascha had some kind of inbuilt radar where they were concerned. It was something they’d all remarked upon over the years. She knew when one of them was down, knew when one of them was pissed. She’d appear, either with cake, a smile, or a sexy skirt, and she’d make them feel better.

      Sascha was…

      Well, she was a tonic, and they’d let her down.

      That’s all they kept on doing. Letting her fucking down. If he didn’t love her so bloody much, he’d let her go. That was how hard this latest development was hitting him. He’d brought danger into their world, and he’d never forgiven himself for that.

      Lifting an arm when she pressed into him, he curved it around her shoulders, loving how she nuzzled into him.

      “Where were you?” he asked softly.

      “I met the Queen,” she replied, a slight laugh in her tone.

      “You did?” Andrei butted in, sounding surprised.

      “Yep.”

      “I didn’t realize they were here.” He tilted his head to the side. “We’ve been in here since we finished the tour earlier.”

      “Getting drunk by the looks of it,” she stated, eying the tumbler in Sean’s hand. “It’s not like you to drink, sugar.”

      No. It wasn’t. He hadn’t gotten drunk since Camilla’s death, but it was that kind of day.

      He pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. “Bad day.”

      “Really? You’ve been with us—I didn’t see anything wrong.”

      He shrugged. “The trouble with being online all the time.” That was the problem with flying private, there was easily accessible internet. Where he could have remained in ignorance for an extra few hours, instead he’d learned the unpalatable truth while stuck fifty thousand feet above the ground.

      “What happened?”

      Releasing a breath, he murmured, “Nothing. I’m just processing some emails I received earlier.”

      Sascha studied him, and reading between the lines, hazarded a guess, “Processing what happened with Vasily?” Though they shared a look, the memory went unspoken.

      Horowich, the journalist who’d been stalking their family, hanging from a hook. Beaten to shit. Black and bloody for his crimes against Sascha and the daughter she’d been carrying. The child who’d died because Horowich had tried to insinuate his way into their lives. For a story. Nothing more, nothing less, than a desire for front page news.

      “Yeah,” he admitted, and it was only half a lie. He’d sanctioned the kidnapping of a murderer… that was something to process, but it wasn’t the topic at the forefront of his mind. He just didn’t want to share that with her yet. Hell, he couldn’t.

      After the situation with Horowich, how could he reveal this to her?

      “Well, I’m glad it’s hitting you hard. So it should.”

      His lips twitched, and he was doubly glad he’d kept quiet now. “I’m glad I can rely on you to keep me grounded.”

      She shrugged. “You wouldn’t be normal if it didn’t affect you.”

      “I’m okay,” Andrei protested.

      “And you’re not normal,” she countered, but there was a faintly amused note to her voice. “How can you be, growing up with Vasily as an influence?”

      That had him scowling at her. “I’m not a sociopath.”

      “I concur, he isn’t,” Sean stated drily. “He’s just desensitized to violence.”

      “Didn’t need a degree in psychology to figure that one out, bud,” Sascha retorted.

      “What are you guys talking about?” Devon piped up, and Sawyer looked over at them, curiosity in his eyes.

      Sean cleared his throat, well aware that Devon and Sawyer were in the dark where this topic was concerned. Wanting to keep it that way, he said simply, “I happened upon one of Vasily’s business transactions.”

      Sawyer’s eyes widened. “Shit. I missed it?”

      “Be grateful you did,” Sascha said with a huff, and Sean had to admit he loved how uncomfortable she sounded. She didn’t like hiding things from them. Didn’t like it one bit, and it was evident in the tension in her frame. “It was like something from Fight Club.”

      “Shit, now I’m really pissed I missed it.”

      “And I’m the bloodthirsty one?” Andrei responded with a grumble, the papers in his hand rustling with his irritation.

      Sawyer flipped him the bird.

      “What happened?” Devon inquired, his head tilted to the side and his eyes narrowed in such a way that told Sean this topic wasn’t about to die a death.

      Dread filled him as well as shame, but before he could blurt out his sins, Sascha murmured, “They took out the trash.”

      Sawyer grimaced. “You’re shite with the details, lass.”

      “Let’s be grateful for small mercies, ja?” Kurt threw in, cutting Sean a look that had him tensing. Had Sascha told Kurt what had been going on?

      Unease filled him. “Best to let sleeping dogs lie, Devon.”

      “That would make far more sense if it was children.”

      It was a testament to how out of sorts Sean was that he didn’t understand what Devon was talking about. Scowling at his best friend and brother, he asked, “Children?”

      “Why would it be an issue if you woke a dog up. Now a baby? One that’s teething and just fell asleep?” Devon shook his head. “Tin made me wish we could give babies Valium.”

      Sascha snickered. “Your ma tried to convince me to dope him with whiskey, Sawyer.”

      That had him rolling his eyes. “Get them hooked while they’re young. A fine Scottish tradition. She’ll do the same with haggis. Just you watch.”

      Sascha’s nose crinkled. “No way is my son eating bits of bits of bits of animals.”

      “Bits of bits of bits? You do realize you consume those every time you eat those crappy hotdog sausages?”

      “I’m feeling judged for my choice of hotdog,” Sascha retorted, pinning Andrei with a glare. “Do I say anything about all the vodka you drink when you’re in Russia? Nope. I don’t say jack so don’t judge my hotdogs.”

      Andrei smirked. “You’re judging Sawyer’s haggis.”

      The Scot raised his hands. “Don’t get me involved in this fight—especially not over haggis. Now, blood sausage? I’ll fight yer to the death, Yankee.”

      “How many times,” Sascha grumbled. “I’m not a Yankee. I’m from the West Coast. I’m from Arizona, for fuck’s sake.”

      Sean lifted his glass to his lips and took a deep sip of the liquor he’d been consuming since the butler had shown them into this room an hour or so ago. Covering his smile, he watched as Braveheart went to the wall with Merida from Brave—Sean knew all the Disney flicks now thanks to Tin.

      As the two squinted at each other, Devon butted in, “You like Yankee Candles, Sascha.”

      “So? What does one have to do with the other?” Kurt inquired, peering over his specs in confusion. “It’s just a name.”

      Devon shrugged. “They’re candles. From America.”

      Sascha snickered. “You’re so literal sometimes.”

      He sighed. “You’re only just realizing that now?”

      “Was that a joke?” She released a false gasp and clapped a hand to her chest. “Be still my heart.”

      “No, don’t be still,” Devon blurted out, eyes flaring wide with sudden distress. “Keep it beating!”

      Sascha softened and slipped out of her seat, headed over to Devon, and as smooth as silk, lowered herself onto Devon’s lap. She reached up to kiss him, then said, “It will beat as long as yours does, Devon.”

      He frowned at that. “I’m older than you, Sascha.”

      “So?”

      “So? We have a son. You need to live for him.”

      “Well, this got existential pretty fucking quickly,” Andrei commented on a low laugh. “Can we talk about something far less deep? Like how Sascha accidentally met the Queen of Veronia and we didn’t know about it?”

      Sascha turned to look at Andrei and shrugged. “We bumped into each other in the hallway.”

      “You bumped into her in the hallway and were with her for ninety minutes?” Andrei cocked a brow. “Pull the other one.”

      “The other what?” Devon questioned.

      Sawyer hissed out a breath. “Shut up. You and your damn phrases. I swear. How can you remember all those codes and forget metaphors and sayings?”

      Devon grinned. “It’s an art form.”

      “It’s a pain in the ass is what it is,” Sascha told him, but she softened the words by pressing a kiss to the end of Devon’s nose.

      She wasn’t the only one softening.

      Sean felt everything inside of him relax at the way she handled Devon. She was always so at ease with him. She never made him feel bad for being a little unusual, she accepted him—flaws and all. Even if, as she’d said, some of those flaws were a supreme pain in the arse.

      “Let’s get back on track,” Kurt retorted, sitting up in his seat. “The Queen? Even I want to hear this one.”

      “We got to talking about men.”

      “Men?” Sean wasn’t the only one to tense up at that. “Why would you be talking about men?” he rasped.

      Sascha peered down at her lap. “We both have them?”

      Devon reached up to cup her chin, then he used that soft hold to tip her head back so she had to look him in the eye. “Explain,” he ordered, his tone unusually insistent.

      She soughed out a little huff. “Do I have to?”

      “Yeah. You told someone about us?” Andrei inquired, his brow furrowed. “I think we deserve a little clarification here. Especially considering we’re in Veronia on business.”

      Sascha reached up and began tugging on her bottom lip, something she only did when she was running on nervous energy. “Perry’s like me. She’s got something similar going on, I mean.”

      “Going on?” Kurt sighed. “Explain, Sascha.”

      “I swear, you never stop yakking on, lass, but now when we need you to talk you go silent?”

      She scowled at Sawyer. “I’ll remember that.”

      “Please do,” he responded smugly. “And I’ll make sure you do in bed.”

      Devon grunted. “Can we not turn this into a weird conversation about how you like to tie her up?”

      There were many things wrong about this discussion, but Sean wasn’t sure what to focus on. Devon’s persistency in correlating the way Sawyer, Andrei, and he got off on ‘tying’ Sascha up, as he phrased it, with the way his father had beaten and terrorized his mother was a gross concern. But the fact Sascha might have revealed their secret to another person was equally as worrying.

      “Are you trying to tell me that the Queen has more than one man?” Sawyer pressed, bringing their conversation back to the original concern.

      Sawyer’s disbelief had Sascha scowling at him, then with a huff, she got to her feet and headed over to the fire. For a second, she stared down into it. The quiet in the room was broken only by the crackling flames, but all eyes were on her. On Sascha. The woman.

      “You can’t think we’re the only people in the world like this,” she said after a few moments more of silence.

      “Nay, lass, I dinnae think that, but I dinnae think the King of a feckin’ country would be—” He looked like a goldfish with his mouth opening and closing the way it was. “I mean, are you trying to say that—”

      She shot him a dirty look, then, she winced and, slouching back over to Sean and curving herself into him, admitted, “I walked into the wrong room. Saw something I shouldn’t have.” She cleared her throat. “Tin did too. It was… awkward.”

      What Sascha had just revealed held great importance.

      They kept their secret under wraps for a reason, and Sean was certain the royal family did the same.

      This could affect them all. Their lives, their careers… Not that he wanted to think about his career at the moment.

      Fuck.

      Maybe this was the exact distraction he needed.
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      Sean’s nostrils flared but her words had his eyes twinkling with amusement. Amusement was better than the Inquisition she’d just been dealing with, and it was a relief, truth be told. Not only because she didn’t appreciate feeling like she was under arrest, but also because something was going on with him.

      Sean wasn’t a heavy drinker. Not at all. Yet here he was again, drowning his sorrows in alcohol. That wasn’t like him, and at least her barging in on a very royal kissing session had interrupted his train of thought.

      Right from the beginning of their relationship, Sascha had been able to discern who needed her the most.

      They were men, after all. Shit at sharing their feelings, impossible to make open up unless they were ready to talk, which was never. She could read them, though. And yeah, that sounded like BS spouted in romance books, but she could.

      Sean? He got this tick in his left eye. It flickered and fluttered. Sawyer? He’d crack his knuckles. Andrei’s accent deepened, which was the most noticeable because he spoke with a sharp English accent, so even the hint of Russian had her on red alert. Kurt’s accent would deepen too, but he’d start jogging more and he hated jogging, so that was a big clue. Kurt would also hang around in the kitchen if he was ill at ease or uncomfortable with something, wanting to be around her rather than his problem—be it with an editor, his publisher, or a character in one of his books.

      Devon?

      Well, Devon was rarely stressed in a regular way. Thank God. His meltdowns were few and far between, but when they happened, the entire house quaked. He looked at her as though she could solve the mysterious labyrinth that was his brain, could rip apart his demons, and bring peace to his world like she’d soothe an itchy rash with calamine lotion.

      She wasn’t an angel, far from it, but Devon? He looked at her as though she was.

      “What did you see?” Sean asked, reminding her that, until now, his left eye had been ticking so damn much, he’d looked like he’d been fluttering his lashes at her.

      Well, the lashes on the left side.

      Yeah, it looked damn odd, and Sean? Nothing about him was odd. He was hot. With a capital H.

      “Perry making out with the Duke,” she whispered, her cheeks turning pink at the memory, “and then the King, Edward, walked in so I knew she wasn’t cheating but that it was a thing, you know?”

      “Why are your cheeks pink?” Devon inquired. “You’ve seen far worse than that, Sascha.”

      “Yes, you’ve well and truly ruptured any and all of my innocence, Devon, fear not. I’m just remembering how goddamn embarrassed I was.

      “Me and Tin were standing in the doorway, I saw them kissing, then the King walked in, then just when I think my heart was about to explode, Tin went and told me that he needed to go potty.” Sascha slapped her hand against her head as the room erupted into laughter. “Trust me, we’re never being anyone’s guests ever again.”

      Sean, amid his laughter, hugged her tightly into his side. “Tin really said that?”

      “You bet he did. After making several comments about kissing.” She rubbed her temple. “Anyway, when you have an introduction like that, things progress quite quickly. She’s pregnant and wants Tin to meet her daughter, Alice. They’re the same age.”

      “After all that, you wrangled a play date for Tin?” Andrei gaped at her, then he slapped his knee. “That’s it, you’re helping me when I have to deal with those boring trade delegations.”

      Sascha snickered. “You’d be better off asking Tin to help. He was the one who broke the ice. With a sledgehammer.”

      Sean chuckled. “I wish I’d seen it.”

      “I wish you’d been the one to take him to the bathroom. Total FML moment.” She blew out a breath. “Anyway, didn’t take much to figure out what was going on, and with Tin spilling the beans about how many kisses I give to his daddies—” They all groaned, and she nodded at them self-righteously. “—the cat leaped out of the bag pretty damn quickly.”

      “So ye shared war stories?”

      “Hardly war stories, Sawyer,” Sascha teased, finding a little humor in the situation now that it was well and truly over. “I didn’t think I’d ever be able to look her in the face again but Perry is… well, she’s like me. Just regular in an irregular situation.”

      Sean frowned. “That’s a funny way of phrasing it.”

      “I’m a funny kind of girl,” she joked, leaning over to kiss him. It was prim, not at all meant to entice, but intended to soothe whatever had him so tense. “I just meant… I don’t think either of us planned to have several men in our lives, and yet, it couldn’t have worked out more perfectly. For me, at any rate.”

      If anything, the words that were meant to ease his tension further, had him stiffening up. He reached for her hand, squeezed it, and gruffly said, “I’m calling it an early night.”

      The room, as a whole, gawked at him.

      Sawyer declared, “It’s barely seven o’clock, man. We haven’t even had dinner yet.”

      “Headache.”

      And with that, he strode off, leaving Sascha staring at his back. She didn’t try to follow, thinking she would confront him later in private.

      “Do we even know where we’re sleeping?” Andrei asked, making Sascha laugh.

      “You didn’t think to ask?”

      Sheepishly, he admitted, “No.”

      Narrowing her eyes at him, she retorted, “You were going to leave it down to me, weren’t you?”

      “Maybe.”

      “What am I? Your PA?” She snorted at the thought. “How is Jane anyway?” Christ, it had been good to get away from the London house just to avoid his manic assistant.

      Sascha swore if she heard Jane cascade into laughter one more time, she’d want to smash the woman’s laptop in with a rolling pin.

      Andrei frowned then shrugged. “Her usual self. She’s been quiet today though. Must be because we were traveling.”

      Sascha hummed under her breath. “She’s weird.”

      He shot her a look. “She’s just an employee, Sascha.”

      “So, she’s a weird employee. You’re funny, love, but you’re not that funny.”

      Devon piped up, “Jane does laugh a lot at your jokes, Andrei.”

      Shooting him an approving look, Sascha got to her feet once more and went to perch on his lap. Okay, okay, favoritism, but fuck, he was too cute not to use as a seat.

      “Sascha isn’t the only funny person in the room,” Andrei responded, but his lips twitched as he shot her a knowing look before averting his attention to whatever he was reading.

      He looked comfortable, tucked in an armchair beside the spitting fire. The room suited him. It was paneled in wood, filled with books and comfortable leather furniture. From armchairs, sofas, lounges, and little futons. It was a man’s room. Sascha could even smell the lingering scent of cigars, but it wasn’t brash, just spoke of a time when this had been someone’s smoking room. She could well imagine men in velvet smoking jackets sitting in here, bitching about their wives, and playing a game of cards as they swilled down whiskey after their meal while said wives drank tea and talked about polite, boring things in another parlor.

      This place?

      It was history made real.

      A Duke lived here, and a King and Queen roamed its halls.

      Sascha wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or just astonished.

      “I don’t like her.” She wasn’t sure where the words came from, wasn’t sure why she was pushing this when she hadn’t before, but now just felt right.

      “I know you don’t. Sawyer told me, but I can’t simply fire her because my wife doesn’t like her, Sascha. She’s good at what she does, and she’s dedicated.”

      “Because she wants in your pants.”

      He sighed. “And what if the only person I want in my pants is you?”

      “They’d never fit,” Devon replied.

      Andrei shot him a look. “What?”

      “They’d never fit. Sascha’s butt’s too big.”

      Because Devon loved her ass, she couldn’t find it in herself to be anything other than amused. “Thank you, Devon.”

      He smirked at her. “Your ass is many things, Sascha, but tiny enough to fit into Andrei’s pants? Nope.”

      “Glad you’ve noticed,” she purred, and his eyes flashed as he reached down to adjust himself.

      Inwardly, she felt like celebrating.

      Even though these past months had felt dark and dismal, she still had it in her to have one of her men adjusting himself after barely a few words.

      “You know exactly what I mean,” Andrei retorted, apparently not willing to be dissuaded from the topic at hand. “She knows far too much for me to just—”

      “So, you’re keeping her because you think she’d squeal?”

      “No. Because training someone else would be a nuisance.”

      That answer satisfied her, and because it did look like she was jealous, she didn’t prod the subject anymore. She knew she had no reason to be jealous. Andrei was like Devon—barely saw the woods for the trees when he was neck deep in a project, and he was rarely anything other than that. It was unusual for him not to be working on several deals at one time.

      She trusted him.

      She just didn’t trust Jane. Not only because she laughed when Andrei wasn’t even trying to be funny. Not just because the woman wanted a man who wasn’t hers to have—there was no way someone who worked from Sascha’s home could fail to see that she was with all five men under that roof. That meant Jane was trying to poach, and that pissed Sascha the hell off.

      She hummed under her breath. “I’ll be sure to encourage Matthew Dreyford’s attentions when we’re in Berlin.”

      Andrei scowled at her. “Sascha.”

      A smile curved her lips, but there was a sharp glint in her eyes. “Don’t take me for granted just because I’m a sure thing.” She shot him a kiss that was supposed to take the sting from her words, but from his uneasy frown, she knew the person who’d be feeling the sting was her.

      Just on her ass.

      Still, they couldn’t boss her around the way they did, dominate her so totally without their dynamic changing in other ways too.

      It was telling that Sawyer, Kurt, and Devon didn’t leap into the argument either, which irritated her more, honestly. That meant her instincts were right.

      Jane was over the top. They weren’t the kind of men to try to appease her for the sake of it. They’d argue if they thought she was in the wrong.

      “Do you have to go to Berlin?” Devon complained, breaking into her internal grumbling, then he shot Kurt a dirty look. “It’s your fault.”

      “Sorry for being German,” Kurt retorted, not hiding his laugh.

      “You know I want to meet his parents before we go to the set,” Sascha explained, hard-pressed not to laugh at Devon’s scowl. “It will look odd enough with Sean visiting, never mind you too.”

      “Plus, Margritte doesn’t even like you,” Sawyer pointed out.

      Kurt winced. “She says you’re a loose cannon, Devon.”

      “She knows you quite well then,” Sascha teased, making Devon pout. She reached for his hand and squeezed his fingers before nuzzling into his side.

      It wasn’t as complete as it ought to have been—without Sean there was a space, a hole that let in a draft almost. Even as she relaxed, for the first time in far too long, her smile coming as easily as her laughter at the bickering and conversations between her men, she wondered what was wrong with Sean.
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      Sawyer narrowed his eyes at her as she moved toward his desk. “Why aren’t ye sleeping?”

      She smirked at him. “Why aren’t you?” She pronounced ‘you’ like ‘yoo’ and he rolled his eyes at her, even as he grabbed her by the waist and dragged her over his lap. The side of his desk dug into her hip, but she ignored that.

      Sascha liked to believe that her hips had so much damn padding because of all the narrow places she was squidged into when her men hauled her around.

      “Working,” he answered with a sigh, tipping his head back against the chair’s headrest.

      “You need to sleep. You’ve been working on and off all day.” She reached up and traced her fingers over his brow, wondering how such a beautiful man could be beneath her at this very moment. She’d intended on heading to bed because Sean was definitely in need of her tonight, but having spied the light in here and seeing Sawyer’s red head bent over his laptop from the doorway, she couldn’t have stopped herself from wishing him goodnight properly.

      “I’ll be glad when this project is over with,” he admitted softly, pressing his face to her throat. “I didn’t realize it, but it’s got Devon all worked up.”

      She frowned at that—Devon hadn’t seemed any more manic than usual. “Why?”

      He shrugged. “He likes all the data. More than usual.”

      She winced. “Oh.”

      No more explanation was required. Deep in his bones, Devon adored statistics. Sawyer was the statistician but for their resident mad genius, statistics were a hobby. For him, heaven came in data, reels and reels of it. There weren’t fluffy white clouds around heaven’s gates, but endless reams of paper loaded with statistics that would bore the average man senseless.

      “Yeah. Oh.” He blew out a breath. “Plus I’m tired.”

      “Not like you to admit that,” she murmured, reaching up to press a kiss to the corner of his mouth before she snuggled into him.

      He reached up and ran a hand over her hair, tucking her into him as they just sat there, rocking back at his desk.

      After a while of studying the positively ‘posh’ surroundings, she muttered, “This was probably a Duke’s office or something.”

      He snorted. “Or something. The place is huge. Have you seen how many offices there are? And libraries? Jesus, why did they need so many libraries?”

      “To show off their wealth?” she hazarded a guess.

      “Could be,” he admitted. “Books cost a fortune back in the day, after all.”

      She hummed, taking in the walls that were lined with embroidered silk of all things, then had panels with light fittings attached to them, which had been modernized from old candelabras. It was gothic and creepy all at the same time thanks to the shadows and play of light that fell oddly on the silk. Walls shouldn’t gleam, Sascha thought drily, but these did.

      The desk was huge, extra wide and covered with leather, and there was even a space built into it for an ink pot with a couple of quills jauntily plopped into it, which made her lips curve at how old and new married in here. It was like the house itself though. Or estate, she figured was the correct term.

      Everywhere was modernized—electrics, WiFi, her bathroom even had a jacuzzi tub that had to have been installed within the past year—and yet history reigned. There were suits of armor everywhere, and pictures of dead dudes staring down at her, crinkling their noses in disapproval at having an American, or two if she included the Queen, wander their halls.

      “The butler showed us around this afternoon but you missed out on that when you were nattering with the Queen.”

      She elbowed him in the side. “Shut up.”

      “Only if you make me,” he teased, then sobering, he murmured, “Have the butler show you around too. You’ll get lost otherwise. It’s like a feckin’ labyrinth this place.”

      She’d have preferred a guided tour from her Scot but knowing how busy he was, she didn’t push it. It wasn’t like they were on vacation. Sawyer, Devon, and Andrei were here to work. More’s the pity. She’d have liked a chance to go all Lady Chatterley on this ducal estate. Talk about neat.

      When she hummed her agreement, Sawyer sighed beneath her and she felt him relax a little more as his arms came around her, snuggling her deeper into his hold in a way that made her lips curve in a joyous smile.

      There was something about this man that got to her every-fucking-time. There was a joy in the silence they shared, a joy because there was no pressure, no need to talk. Sometimes, it was just wonderful to feel connected to him because her Scot was so earthy, so vibrant with life, that he called to her in ways she couldn’t begin to describe.

      Rubbing a hand over his arm, her fingers trailing into a faint caress, she murmured, “You know what’s wrong with Sean?”

      “Think it’s the case,” he replied drowsily. “It’s been going on too long now.”

      She thought back to the child killer who was haunting Britain and had been for the past several years. A shudder racked her, wriggling down her spine in a way that set her nerves on edge.

      “Wonder if there were some updates. He’s been moody since we arrived.”

      “Sean’s always been a moody bastard. If you haven’t figured that out by now, then you’re not as bright as I took ye for, Sascha darling.”

      Her lips curved as she pulled back to stare up at him. “Jerk.”

      “Your jerk,” he reasoned, making her snort.

      “You’re not saying it right,” she teased. But the way he rolled his R’s had her insides rolling in a similar pattern.

      Yum.

      “I’m saying it perfectly fine. You’re the ones who fucked up the English language.”

      “I’ll have you know that Americans speak the same English as Shakespeare.”

      He snorted. “You read any Shakespeare, lass? Because that makes no sense and so much sense it’s crazy.”

      A laugh escaped her as she prodded him in the chest. “I’ve read plenty.”

      “Figures. You’re too romantic for your own good.”

      Trust her Scot to consider Shakespeare romantic.

      Rolling her eyes at him, she stilled when he asked, “You eaten three meals today? You had dinner with us but I didn’t see you eat breakfast or lunch.”

      Fuck. She bit her bottom lip and peered at him from under her lashes.

      Knowing what that meant, he growled under his breath. “Jesus, Sascha, how can it be so hard to fucking eat?”

      “It isn’t!” she argued, and that was actually the truth. “I genuinely forgot.”

      “Unlike all the other times where you genuinely remembered to forget to eat, you mean?” he grumbled.

      She winced. “Honestly, there’s a difference. I started eating more over Christmas. Can’t you tell? My ass can. My jeans are tight.”

      He squinted at her. “You bullshitting?”

      “Nope.” She wriggled in his arms, and though—in a million years—she’d never imagined wanting to show a man in her life that she’d gained some fucking weight, she mumbled, “Let me up so I can show you.”

      He sighed, and she knew he was comfortable and cozy with her right where she was, but it was a testament to how important it was for him that she looked after herself that he helped her stand. The second she was on her feet, she lifted her shirt and showed him the button on her jeans, and it was, no shadow of a doubt, straining.

      A grunt escaped him as he stared at it, then flickering a glance up at her, he reached over and curved his hands around her hips, before he trailed his fingers down over the fly and to the space between her legs. She bit her lip because even through the denim, that felt good. She rocked her pelvis up in response, making his mouth curve, his upper lip curling into a smirk that was well earned.

      “You horny, lass?”

      “You know I hate that word.”

      “You wet for me, then?” he countered with a sniff.

      “Aye,” she whispered, and she was. She didn’t know if it was from that simple touch or from the threat of being spanked for not eating, but fuck if it wasn’t the truth.

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “I shouldn’t reward you for bad behavior.”

      A snort escaped her. “I totally deserve some spankings, and I admit it. But this one? Nope. It’s been a busy day, and coming across the fucking Queen in flagrante delicto was enough to make anyone forget about food. For a moment I thought I was about to be shoved in front of a firing squad!”

      Sawyer wrinkled his nose. “I still cannae believe that you told her about us.”

      “I was trying to avoid the firing squad,” she grumbled, poking his chest with her finger.

      He huffed, then began to work on her fly. Her lips rolled inward to hide a smile as he unbuttoned the tight fastening, which had her groaning with no small amount of relief. He stripped the skinny jeans down her legs with her panties, so she was bare to him from the hips down.

      “Spread ‘em,” he grunted, and she shivered at his delicious words as well as the gorgeous tenor.

      She obeyed because she wanted to, and there was a distinct difference to how sometimes, she chose to comply. Tonight? She wanted to be fucked.

      Over this desk.

      Ugh. Talk about a scene to add to her jill till.

      Her lips curved at the thought, and he cocked a brow when he caught her smile. “What are you grinning at?” he demanded, his hands cupping her hips still but his thumbs hovering over her pussy lips, dragging her wet flesh apart slightly.

      “I want this in my jill till.”

      “Your what?” he questioned, scowling at her.

      She reached up and rubbed at the scowl. “My spank bank?”

      He snorted. “Dinnae know you’ve got time to be touching this pussy, not when you have five of us dying to crawl inside it.”

      “Ew,” she groused. “And I’ll have you know I jill in the bath.”

      “Why the fuck didn’t I know this, and why the fuck don’t we have more baths together?”

      She snickered. “I don’t have that many. You know how I feel about wasting water.”

      He rolled his eyes, but there was amusement in their depths. He reached forward and pressed a kiss to the softness of her belly. “Aye, I know,” he said gruffly. “Hop onto the desk,” he added a second later, watching her with narrowed eyes as she perched on the side and hauled ass onto the surface.

      He moved his computer at the same time, so she wriggled along, putting herself directly in front of him.

      He eyed her as she fell back onto her elbows, watching him with a grin. “This might go to number one in my spank bank. Never going to forget you taunting me with your eyes atop my desk, lass.”

      “Good,” she purred, making him growl.

      That was all the incentive he needed. He grabbed her legs, parting them farther, and then he bent one and widened them so he could settle between her thighs. The move put him so close to her pussy that she wanted to scream because he just hovered there, his breath washing over her suddenly sensitive flesh.

      She dipped her head back, needing to break the tension flowing through her veins by releasing the pressure on her neck, then she yelped when he bit her.

      Fucking bit her.

      “Ouch,” she complained as she peered down at her abused pussy lip. “That fucking hurt!”

      “Good. Eyes on me,” he grumbled, and finally, finally, he made good on his silent promise.

      Flattening his tongue, he slid the tensile muscle through her folds in a way that had her groaning, tensing, and relaxing all at the same time. She rocked her hips, only to have them grabbed and forced into stillness, and then she tensed her stomach muscles to try to deal with the pressure of the pleasure he was making her feel.

      Already.

      She’d never appreciated oral before her men. Other guys went too fast, they didn’t savor the act. It was like a ‘get out of jail free card.’ ‘Do this and she’ll get wet then I can get my cock in faster.’ But her men? Nope, they weren’t like that. They treated her like she was a five-course banquet and she loved it.

      The leather cushioned her elbows while being deliciously cool against her butt. She spread her legs wider, enjoying the ache in the tendons of her inner thighs as she did so. The way he fluttered his tongue around her clit before plunging into her, slurping her down in a way that, years before, would have made her cringe, now had her turning bright red with need.

      Fuck.

      Just, fuck.

      She reached down with one hand and dragged her fingers through his hair. Gripping him tightly, semi-amused that he let her, she forced him into her cunt, forced him to fuck her, to suck her, to tease her and to taunt her. She wanted him. All of him. And this was just her appetizer.

      She growled as he sucked down on her clit, then he nibbled and she went off like a light show.

      “That was damn fast,” he grumbled, and she knew it was because he’d been intent on torturing her for far longer than her body allowed.

      “I’m on edge,” she whimpered, her hips blindly rocking as she fucked the air, her nerve endings still on red alert as her empty cunt grasped at nothing and complained about not having one of their cocks deep inside her.

      “Oh Christ,” he ground out, and she fluttered her eyelids up to look at him, saw he was watching her hips move and was loving it.

      “I’m empty,” she complained on a mewl. “Fill me, Sawyer.”

      He shuddered as he got to his feet, and before she knew it, his cock was out and a heavyweight against her folds.

      Sascha hadn’t come into the office on her way to bed for this, but fuck, she was glad she had now. His cock was thick and heavy and wide and… drool worthy. Seriously. Dick porn for her jill till as he rested it against her juicy flesh.

      He rubbed it against her, rocking his hips back and forth, getting himself wet and keeping her riding the wave as each thrust nudged her clit in a way that promised more.

      Greedy clit.

      Ugh.

      She didn’t realize she’d said that until he slapped said clit with the back of his fingers. “Be thankful it’s hungry for us, lass,” he grated out, his eyes still on their sexes.

      Sascha had never seen that look in his eye before, and having been on the receiving end of many looks, she wasn’t sure what was different about now. Only that something was different.

      “You on birth control, lass?”

      The question came out of nowhere, and she froze as she looked up at him. “You’ve never asked me that before.”

      He shrugged. “We stick enough baby-making juice in you to ask, just never have.”

      Her cheeks flushed. “No.”

      That had his brows funneling in a frown. “That wise?”

      She shook her head. “Nope.”

      A laugh escaped him. “You ready for the consequences?”

      “Probably not. Nature will take its course.”

      First off, her men weren’t getting any younger. More than that though, she’d wanted Camilla with every ounce of her being, and had Camilla joined them as she ought to have, the second she could, Sascha would have been ready for another baby.

      She wanted three. It wasn’t fair—each of her men wouldn’t have a child of their own—but three was perfect. Just right. They could care for three, give them everything their children ever needed, and surround them in so much love that their kids would be spoiled on it.

      Having seen the men with Tin? She’d never seen five guys more perfectly suited to being dads. They were patient when she was impatient. They were understanding and wise where she wasn’t always herself.

      Everything about them triggered her baby-making hormones, and she wanted more.

      She wanted a big family, something she’d never had.

      A shaky breath escaped her as he said, “I didn’t think you were.”

      “Why ask?”

      “I was curious. Wanted to know where your head was at.”

      He said ‘head’ like ‘heed’ and she grinned a little inwardly, loving his accent all the more.

      This talk should have made her pussy dry up like the Sahara, but it didn’t. She felt the loss of Camilla so fucking keenly some days that getting out of bed was a chore, but this? This conversation? It might terrify her, but she knew what she wanted.

      “Andrei thought you might not want anymore,” he rasped, grabbing his cock and sliding it down through her folds until he reached her gate. When he notched the tip inside, her eyes widened then shuttered as he surged in deep.

      Several breaths escaped her as she tried to process just how big he was inside her, how thick and how deep, then she whispered, “Didn’t at first. Then I did.”

      He snorted. “Ever verbose.”

      “I try.” She winked at him even as she uttered a groan when he began to thrust.

      He was as cocksure as ever, staring down at her with glittering eyes that made her body turn over inside, even as he dragged sensations from her that only her five had ever made her feel. She yelped when he grabbed her legs, pulled them against his chest, then hauled her closer to him and the edge of the desk. This move had her eyes closing as she winced at how deep he hit.

      Fuck.

      She sank back on the desk, unable to keep herself upright even as she reached between her legs and began to fondle her clit. When she felt his own fingers forge a path between her ass cheeks, she moaned when he stroked the pucker there, and grunted when he forced the tip in. Dry. It should have hurt, the bastard, but it didn’t. It felt good. And it made her want to spread her legs wide for some reason, but he was intent on keeping them closed.

      She shuddered as he nipped her calf, which was right beside his head, and then shuddered some more when he reached between her thighs. She half-expected him to slap her hand away, but he didn’t. If anything, he pinched her pussy lips tighter around him and the move had her face contorting as the delicious squeeze made her body begin to tingle.

      “You gonna come for me, lass?” he rasped, his dick sawing in and out of her.

      “Aye,” she whispered, and it wasn’t even a joke!

      A grunt escaped him and he moved faster, pinched harder, then he stunned the fuck out of her by biting down on her calf again, hard, and wiggling the tip of his finger in her butt.

      She careened into the orgasm face first. She’d expected it, had anticipated it, but this? Oh fuck. It sent joy shuddering through her veins even as she cried out, hollering her joy and wonder at the release that made her euphoric.

      The only thing that topped it was his own hoarse cry and the ragged thrusts as he fucked her body for his own pleasure, to reach his own end.

      In the aftermath, the silence was broken by their panting breaths. He rubbed his brow against her calf, and she felt his sweat-slick skin touch hers as he began to pull out.

      The second he did, his fingers were there, making her moan and her eyes flutter open in surprise. He shoved three inside her, making her jolt—not in discomfort, just surprise—and he thrust them a few times before drawling, “Think that made a baby?”

      She gnawed on her bottom lip. “We’re probably not ready for one.”

      “Probably not,” he confirmed, but he carried on thrusting, making her face screw up as her sensitivity shot through the roof. When he spread those fingers, further plugging up his come, she moaned brokenly, and her hand grabbed his wrist to stop him.

      He did, but his eyes were wicked as he stated, “My woman, Sascha.”

      “Of course,” she replied, surprised at the statement. “My man.”

      He smirked, then he stunned the fuck out of her by finally leaving her pussy alone, pulling his fingers out, then reaching up and sucking each one clean.

      Christ.

      That was definitely going into the jill till.

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      Sleep was impossible.

      It was more than impossible, in fact. It would have been easier to travel to a farm and count the sheep on the field there than it was to rest in the here and now.

      The silence was damning.

      In this strange bedroom, ornate as only the guest room of an ancient noble dwelling could be, Sean was adrift.

      For the first time since Sascha had walked through the front doors of their Kensington villa, Sean was lost and he wasn’t entirely sure what he could do to be found again.

      The pillows felt too hot, and the duvet was choking him, but they also grounded him. Helped keep him in the present.

      The threat was gone.

      He’d discovered the truth.

      But that hadn’t stopped evil from infiltrating his house.

      His throat closed as he heard the mechanism of the door handle turning. He didn’t sit up. Didn’t even move. He knew who it was.

      She always knew when he needed her.

      The soft, gentle padding footsteps came a second after the door was closed with a quiet snick. Then, he heard the rushing sounds as fabric tugged against fabric when she undressed. A sharp gasp escaped her, making his brow furrow as he wondered why she’d made that noise, then he almost smirked when her teeth started chattering and he imagined her darting across the room to get into bed with him.

      The moment her cool body hit the sheets, he had no room to move. She was there, plastered against him like a second skin. She even pushed her nose between his shoulder blades, and her feet, like blocks of ice, shoved their way between his calves.

      “That the way you say hello to your man?” Sean rasped, laughing even as he shivered—Christ, she was freezing.

      “Yes,” was her pert retort. “You’re warmer than the sidewalk in Phoenix in high summer. If I can’t steal your heat, then…” A puff of breath escaped her.

      “Is this all I’m good for?” he demanded, amused by her logic.

      “Well, I didn’t want to say it, but yup.”

      He snorted. “My ego thanks you.”

      “So it should,” she replied with a sigh. “You’re toasty.”

      “You will be too,” he assured her, rolling over onto his back so she could splay herself out with more comfort.

      It took less than a second for her leg to come across his thighs, the soft heat of her pussy rubbing against his hip, and for her face to be smushed against the side of his chest when he raised his arm to curve it about her shoulders.

      “Why are you so cold?”

      “I went outside.”

      “Why the hell would you do that? It’s snowing, Sascha.”

      She snickered. “You my daddy, Daddy?”

      “You know I can be if the mood strikes me,” he growled, pinching her butt and making her laugh again. “And why do you smell of sex?”

      She ignored that question, choosing to answer his earlier one, and he had to wonder which one of his brothers had gotten lucky tonight. “There are dogs here.”

      “So? Vasily has dogs. You didn’t wander out into the wintry night to watch them piss.”

      “I’ve been to Moscow before,” she grumbled, slapping Sean on the side. “I’ve never been here. I wanted to see—”

      “If the stars changed?”

      “Wow, you’re feeling sarcastic tonight, hmm?”

      He grunted. “Edgy. I’m not good company tonight, sweetheart.”

      “I can tell. Could tell earlier. I can read you all like books. Well, except for Devon.”

      “No one can read Devon,” Sean responded with a snort. “Not even Sawyer. He still amazes us all.” It was no word of a lie. “You know the first time we met?”

      “At college?” Her tone turned interested, and Sean knew why. They didn’t really speak about the early days, but she soaked up each tale as though she were a neglected flower in desperate need of water.

      “Yes. Andrei and I were in our second year, Sawyer and Devon were too—they started at a younger age than us but advanced quicker. Jacinta—” Sawyer’s mother. “—had to wrangle some legalese to act as Devon’s guardian. I’m not sure how she did it, actually.”

      “Probably strong-armed Devon’s dad,” Sascha replied drily. “Threatened him with a gun or something.”

      “Knowing Jacinta, maybe.” Sean laughed a little. “I wish my mother had been like that.”

      “You never talk about your parents.”

      “Not much to say. They were overachieving parents who expected the same or more from their children.” He sighed. “Anyway, there we were, all of us thinking we were far too old to be babysitting the likes of Devon and Sawyer—”

      “How did you even get paired together?”

      “Paired together?” His brow puckered.

      “Yeah, like with dorm rooms?”

      “Oh. This wasn’t America,” he teased. “We weren’t in dorm rooms by this point, and Jacinta, knowing how Devon is, ensured that he and Sawyer could live off campus. That’s where we came in.

      “We’d advertised that there were two rooms left in the campus house we were renting. They applied, and paid more than the cover.”

      “You're pedantic over the dorm room and house thing.”

      He smirked at the ceiling. “It’s all in the details.”

      “Why did they pay more than their rent?”

      “Because Devon’s Devon. They were bribing us.” He shrugged. “It worked. They funded many a night in Morals.”

      “Morals?”

      “A bar run by the Student Union.” He laughed slightly. “It’s a hell of a long time since I thought about any of this stuff.”

      “It’s been a hell of a long time since we’ve been anything other than unhappy.” She cleared her throat. “That’s on me.”

      “What is? That you mourned the loss of our child? Jesus, Sascha, I’m lucky you—” He broke off, unable to continue with his train of thought.

      “What is it, Sean? What’s going on?” Her voice was soft, but for all its gentleness, there was power behind the words. Like a stiletto knife that slipped in between someone’s ribs and pierced the heart. Thin and small, but deadly nonetheless. “You’ve been odd all afternoon. Then you missed dinner and have… what? Been lying here all night in the dark? What’s going on?”

      “I can’t tell you,” he admitted, tone husky.

      “Because I don’t have clearance?”

      He could have lied, could have said that was the exact reason why he couldn’t tell her, but that would have been a lie too far.

      He released a shuddery breath. “No. Because I’m ashamed.”

      She went quiet then, and a part of him hoped she’d let it go, that she wouldn’t press him but this was Sascha. She cared too much to ever let him get away with saying something like that. “Of what?”

      “Of what I’ve done. Of what I’ve brought to us.”

      Her voice was strong, without hint of a quiver as she told him, “You know I love you, don’t you?”

      “You might not when I tell you what…” His eyes pricked with tears, and shame hit him with all the precision of that stiletto blade to the heart. How could he admit to what he’d done?

      This year there had been two threats, two to this woman he loved, and he was the reason that danger had darkened their door.

      “The child killer’s been arrested.”

      “What?” she burst out, jerking upright at his words until he hauled her back down into his side. “You found out who did it?”

      “Yes,” he admitted on a low whisper.

      “How?”

      “Too many coincidences in one place.”

      “What does that mean? You always say that coincidences don’t exist.”

      “They don’t, and that’s how I discovered the truth.”

      “Well, come on. Don’t leave me in suspense. I like your rundowns. It’s like being on Columbo.”

      He snorted. Trust Sascha to make him laugh when his entire world was going to shit.

      “You know Jane?”

      “Jane? As in, Andrei’s PA?”

      “Yes.”

      “What about her?” He didn’t have to look at her to know she was confused as hell. Christ, he was confused and he’d figured it out.

      “After the situation with Christopher Horowich, Vasily insisted upon procuring extra security for us. You know what we had before was pretty poor. We relied on anonymity and the police for extra security when a case spiraled into the news.”

      “Okay,” she drawled. “But what does this have to do with your case—”

      “I’m trying to explain,” he whispered, and was relieved when she remained quiet. “He hired men to check into our history. Our staff. Everyone from the cleaners to our administrative staff. The other day, I received the report and noticed something strange.

      “It was a coincidence, and like we just agreed, they don’t exist. Birmingham, Salford, Dorset, and Notting Hill…” He sucked in a sharp breath, aware her patience was dying a quick death, yet equally as certain that he couldn’t get this out quickly. He was still dealing with the fact that a monster had been under their roof for months.

      How the fuck had they been so lax?

      “Those four cities were where the boys were killed. Small neighborhoods within those cities, in fact. Such a small circumference in the scheme of things, but they stood out to me because of the timing.”

      “What timing?”

      “Each boy was murdered when Jane was in that city, at that particular time.”

      Silence.

      No words were forthcoming now.

      He swallowed down his shame. “It was too weird to ignore. Twice? Sure. That could be explained away. But each occasion? No. I had Vasily’s men look into her past and discovered far more than her resume and references could have ever explained.” Clenching his eyes shut, he whispered, “Can you ever forgive me, Sascha?”

      “Sean… I don’t understand. You can’t be trying to tell me that Andrei’s PA is a serial killer. A child killer.”

      “I wish I wasn’t. I wish I could tell you anything else, but I can’t. She was behind the deaths of those four boys, and…”

      “And what?” Her tone was too serene. Far too serene. The calm before the storm.

      “She’s been arrested.” He reached up and rubbed at his eyes. "Today. That was the news I received on the plane.”

      “You mean to tell me that a serial killer has been under our roof, working with my husband, associating with my child, and…?” She scrambled out of bed and the light blared on the second her hand splattered against the fixing.

      When he focused on her, her eyes were wild, but she was bleary because the tears in his eyes made everything a blur.

      Shame like nothing he’d ever felt before swirled inside him, and when she stalked off, he didn’t even have it in him to go after her.

      He was a criminologist.

      Their security had been woefully lacking, and if anyone knew just how morally corrupt humans could be, it was him.

      There was no excuse.

      No excuse, whatsoever.
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      “Did Sean tell you yet?”

      Andrei jerked in surprise at her words. His head tilted to the side as he studied her, sitting quietly in the corner of his bedroom, tucked into one of the armchairs with a throw over her.

      She probably looked as freezing cold as she felt.

      So frigid that she wanted him to wrap her up in his arms, but the cold went bone deep. She felt sure that if he touched her, she’d turn to ice.

      “Tell me what?” he asked carefully, shrugging out of his sweater and dumping it on the dresser beside the door.

      Before he could strip down however, Sascha gritted out, “About Jane.”

      He scowled at her and stacked his hands on his hips. “What about her now?”

      “That she’s a serial killer.”

      Laughter escaped him. “Sascha, I know you don’t like her—”

      She hissed. “I’m not joking, Andrei.”

      “What?” He scowled at her. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Do I look like I’m amused? He just told me. The police apparently arrested her today.”

      “She’s been charged? What the hell with?”

      Her nostrils flared with irritation. “Aren’t you listening to me?” she half-screamed. “The child killer case he’s working on. She’s behind it.”

      “No. No fucking way.”

      Before she could say another word, he reared back and stormed out the way he came, and she moved to follow him. She wanted answers, otherwise she’d stay where she was. Her legs were wobbly, and she felt as frail as a colt, but she staggered after him. Whatever Andrei had to ask, she wanted to hear the answers too. She just hadn’t been capable of forming words, and knowing that her husband was as in the dark as she was soothed something inside her.

      Whatever Sean had done, he’d told her first.

      Told her they’d had a monster sharing the same air as them for the past…

      God, when she thought about how long, she felt sick.

      Curling into the throw she’d grabbed off the grand four-poster bed, she hurried after Andrei as quickly as she could. With her toes numb, it was harder than it ought to have been.

      She heard the shouts before she reached the doorway, and her ever calm, ever cool husband was anything but.

      A flurry of Russian hit her ears next, but Sean didn’t speak the language, or at least, not fluently, so she knew Andrei was speaking out of anger. As well as the same cocktail she felt drunk on—fear, confusion, outrage.

      “Andrei, stop it!” she barked after watching him wave his arms around for a good five minutes. She’d never thought that Russian could sound anything other than sexy, but hearing the words shaped like missiles, she knew too much of a good thing did exist.

      He spun around on his heel and stared at her. “I need answers.”

      “You think I don’t? Shouting at him in a language we don’t understand isn’t going to help,” she hissed.

      “What’s going on?”

      Kurt.

      She turned to look at him and realized he’d been asleep—his hair all over the place, a mass of tumbled waves that her hands itched to touch.

      She wanted to fall into the shelter he represented, move away from the taint that was spreading wider and wider.

      “Sean told Sascha that Jane was the child killer in his case.”

      Kurt reared back, his sleepy eyes rounding in surprise. “Nein. Dass ist nicht möglich.”

      Sean rasped, “Da. Möglich ist. Es ist die Wahrheit. Ich wünsche dass ich lugen wäre.”

      Whatever the hell he’d said, it didn’t bode well from the look Kurt aimed her way.  He curved an arm around her shoulder, and pushed her toward the bed where Sean was sitting, his back to the headboard, his knees high, his arms over the joints where she could see he was wringing his hands.

      Sean was the epitome of power. At least, in her mind. To see him so diminished hurt something inside her.

      He was ashamed, and he wore it like a true sinner. Like he was the killer.

      A breath whooshed from between her lips. “Explain,” she demanded, her tone less frigid in the face of his shame.

      “Was she targeting Tin?” Kurt asked, and though his voice was calm, she felt the way his body vibrated as he posed the question. It satisfied something inside her.

      She wasn’t alone in this.

      “Maybe. It depends on her end game. He’s too young to be of interest to her just yet.”

      Just yet.

      Two words, two innocuous words, and yet they were some of the most terrifying terms she’d ever heard.

      Nausea swirled inside her, making her fear she was about to puke on the very expensive rug beneath her feet.

      This had to be one of the most surreal moments of her life.

      Was it a dream?

      She could only hope so, hell, pray so.

      “What do you mean?”

      Sean didn’t look at her, just kept his eyes focused on his hands. “Four was her target demographic.”

      “You make it sound like an audience she was trying to hit,” she hissed.

      He didn’t flinch at her words, instead, in a monotone that made her head ache, stated, “Four was an important number to her.”

      “Why?”

      “She was four when her parents were killed in a car crash. Four when she was put into foster care where she was molested by her foster father. She had a child at nineteen, and that child died of meningitis—at four.”

      “And what? That twisted her to the point she started killing other kids?” Sascha screamed. “Who the fuck does that?”

      “Someone who’s psychologically and emotionally damaged,” Kurt rasped, tightening his hold on her, but she didn’t want to be held. She understood Andrei’s need to throw his arms around. Except burning off the excess fury made her feel like an explosion was imminent. If she didn’t keep these emotions contained, she was sure she’d burst.

      “How do you know any of this?” Sascha addressed Sean. “I mean, you’ve been with us for the past few days, and the report came to you—” She curled her fingernails into her palms. “How long have you been keeping this from us?”

      “I’m a profiler, Sascha. It’s my job to figure out why people do the fucked up shit they do.” He blew out a breath. “I didn’t want to say anything until the police investigated my findings. When they arrested her today, I knew that I was right. They had a case.”

      “This can’t be real,” she whispered. “I mean, if I suspend reality, I can almost come to terms with the fact she’s a nutcase. It’s not like I liked her. But she barely glanced at Tin. Never talked to him, hardly recognized his existence. And no, I’m not fucking complaining about that… just trying to make sense out of the impossible.”

      Sean grunted and the bones of his knuckles strained as he balled his hands into tight fists. “Without access to her, I have no true answers.”

      “Why the fuck haven’t you flown back to deal with the investigation?” Andrei snarled.

      “I’ve been thrown off the case,” Sean admitted. “Too close to her.”

      “Who’s on it in your stead?”

      “Dr. Medcalfe.”

      Kurt gasped. “She hates you. She won’t tell you shit.”

      “She might once she realizes what Jane did.”

      “What did she do?” Sascha inquired, panic soaring through her. Was she missing something?

      “Infiltrated our home, of course,” Sean stated grimly. “It’s beyond personal now.”

      “It can’t be her. It just can’t be.” Her voice was a whisper as her mind whirred. “You came to us in Glasgow after that boy was killed. She worked for us then.”

      “The boy was local to her. Notting Hill. She lives there.” He blew out a shaky breath. “Medcalfe might take pity on me and let me see her report, but I have no answers, nothing save for what Vasily’s men dug up. And half of that isn’t permissible in court.”

      “None of it will be permissible in court,” Andrei grated out. “You know they won’t have discovered any of this information through any legal channels.”

      For the first time in their relationship, she was grateful as fuck that her grandfather-in-law was in the mafia.

      Thanking God for the wily old bastard, she demanded, “Why was she working for Andrei?”

      Sean shrugged. “From what I know of her, she’s precise, incredibly so. To the point of OCD. She’s calm, resolute, and neat as a pin. I have no doubt that she was there to make sure I wasn’t close to determining exactly who the killer was.”

      “I-I thought it would be a man. They’re always sick perverts who—”

      “Not in this case. You said it yourself that day you saw the whiteboards in my office. The children were dressed, used as props even. Preserved.”

      And that did it.

      She couldn’t hold it in anymore.

      With the word ‘preserved’ ricocheting in her skull, she dashed to the bathroom and puked up everything she’d eaten at supper.

      And when that still wasn’t enough, she puked up the entirety of her stomach contents.

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      

      “What happened last night?”

      Sean cut Sawyer a glance. “You heard and didn’t come in?”

      “Devon finally cracked this matrix system that’s been bugging him.” He shrugged. “It was either disrupt him and potentially put a halt to something we’ve been working on for weeks, something that would speed up our stay here, or come and see what you guys were bickering about.”

      A huff escaped Sean at that trite declaration. “If only we had been bickering.”

      Sawyer scowled at him over the table.

      They were seated in the small breakfast room, a room painted a bright sunny yellow, the color enhanced by the two walls of windows. Everything was antique. From the table itself to the chairs, the cutlery was silver and had small decorative touches on the stems that were worn with age but were still bright with luster. The plates were delicate bone china and were adorned with hand-painted flowers that made Sean, who’d grown up around ‘delicate fripperies’ as his mother had called crap like this, hope he wasn’t about to turn into a klutz.

      This place was light, airy… everything he wasn’t.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Of his brothers, Sawyer was the man who liked prevarication the least. So, he told him.

      Everything.

      Every fucking last thing. Even the shit he didn’t understand himself, he laid it on the line and when he finished, when he could finally drag his shame-filled eyes to his brother, he saw Sawyer was eating his breakfast.

      Eating.

      His.

      Breakfast.

      “How can you eat?” Sean rasped.

      Sawyer shrugged. “Not eaten since dinner and I’ve been up all night. I’m hungry.”

      “That’s all you have to say?”

      Sawyer dropped his knife, forked up a mushroom, and waving it at Sean, asked, “Did you invite Jane into our house?”

      He frowned. “Of course not.”

      “Did Andrei? I mean, he hired her, but you know he only worked on recommendations…”

      “Don’t do this, Sawyer. Don’t justify something that’s impossible to justify.”

      Another shrug. “You’re determined to be a martyr. I’m not going to try and talk you out of it. Sure, be pissed. I know I am. We were used—”

      “To get to me.”

      Sawyer shook his head. “I don’t think so. What was her endgame?”

      “Fuck if I know, but why come into our world if she wasn’t interested in cozying up to me? Trying to make sure I wasn’t close to catching her?”

      “Seems feckin’ weird as shit to me,” Sawyer stated after a few seconds. “And look at it this way, you could have been practicing as a shrink and could have enticed some loon into our world. Nowhere’s safe unless you’re locked up in a padded cell.”

      “You’re making me feel a thousand times better,” Sean drawled, having to hide a grin despite himself. “Padded cell? Fuck, Sawyer.”

      “What?” the braw Scot demanded. “It’s the truth. Remember that time Devon had a stalker? The man never leaves his feckin’ room and he got himself a stalker. Now, that has to be a record. But still, crazy attracts crazy and as normal as we are when it boils down to it, we’re crazy.

      “Devon’s a mad genius, Kurt isn’t far off with his fucking nutty writing habits. Then there’s Andrei who comes from a background where murder is just fun and games, and there’s me. There’s a reason I understand Devon, Sean,” he said pointedly, eying Sean until he had his full focus. “I’m halfway to madness myself and only you four fuckwits have kept me on the straight and narrow.”

      “Sascha did that—”

      “Not until she came to us. Before that, it was you. All of you. I was a bad kid,” Sawyer admitted. “Reckless because I was bored. Nobody understood how feckin’ bored I was because, how could they? Then Devon came along, and feck,” he sighed, “it was such a relief. Such a relief to speak to someone on my level. I felt like shite. My ma and da, they love me, I know they dae. They half-killed themselves to give me the best that they could, but it wasn’t enough for my brain.” He tapped his temple. “Until Devon, I was going mad. Who kens where I’d be if it weren’t for him? And as for the rest of ye, well, you kept me sane when he drove me to the brink with all his shite.”

      When Sean made to speak, Sawyer shook his head and stated, “Now, sure, that bitch is mad. Sick and fucked in the head, but you can’t help what she did. Do I like the fact she might have been sizing my boy up? Nope.” The ‘p’ popped as he said the word. “Am I happy that all of us have been so fucking remiss in the security around the only two people who matter to us? I sure as shit am not. But we’ve been stupid. We are stupid. In things like life.” He sighed. “I hate to say it, Sean, but we are. We weren’t built for this world. None of us were.”

      “You can’t say that, Sawyer. If anyone knows the fucked-up shit that can happen, it’s me. I’ve worked around it long enough—”

      “Sure, but it’s a game, isn’t it, lad? You do it for the puzzle. For the riddle.” Sawyer cocked a brow at him. “Don’t be lying to me about that. I know you too well for you to be bullshitting me.”

      Sean closed his eyes. “You know that’s true.”

      “Exactly. You don’t do it for the prestige or to help save people, even if the latter is more rewarding than the former. You do it to stop the boredom. And that’s okay, mon. That’s more than okay because it stops you from going nuts and, in the meantime, you put bad bastards away and you keep people safe from those who’d try to hurt them.

      “But you’re not perfect. We don’t expect you to be. Sometimes, you’re a man and you’re stupid. Just like I am. Just like we all are. Do I hate myself for that? Aye. I dae. I fucking loathe that my head’s so up with the goddamn fairies that I failed to protect the two people who have my heart. But that’s who I am, who we are, and we need to address that.”

      “Vasily warned me about threats before,” Andrei rasped, making Sean jerk as his brother slouched into the room, his eyes tired, his face worn as he slumped in his seat. “Said we weren’t taking enough care.”

      “He’s said the same to me,” Sean admitted.

      “So, we’re stupid, but we’re not fucking hopeless,” Sawyer muttered as he grabbed his cup of tea and took a deep sip. “We do what rich folk do—we throw money at the situation.”

      Sean scowled. “How the hell can money help?”

      “We get some fancy security company to do the things that we forget to do.”

      “Vasily’s already on it. He’s been having us watched for a while,” Andrei confessed. “I called him last night, and even he was shocked about Jane.”

      “How did she slip through the net?” Sean questioned, shaking his head as he pushed away the toast that had been staring at him for the past ten minutes. “I don’t get it.”

      “I hired her from an agency. They’re supposed to run checks, but checks are only good for so much. The woman hadn’t been caught so she wouldn’t have a record, would she?”

      Sawyer sighed. “So, there’s no avoiding that. Jane wanted into our household, and there was no way of preventing it. If she had an arrest record, then it would have flashed up and been a marker. But it didn’t. There was no red alert, Sean. How do we prevent anything like this from happening again?”

      “Stop living like we’re back in the campus house in Oxford,” Andrei rasped. “We’ve been irresponsible.”

      “Aye, that we have, but that’s nae exactly proactive,” Sawyer chided, and Sean admitted he was stunned by how rationally his brother was taking this.

      Sawyer had a redhead’s natural temper, but it hadn’t been detonated by their conversation and Sean wasn’t exactly sure why.

      “Proactive?” Andrei sneered. “Unless we live like Devon, we’re never going to be completely safe. We’re here in Veronia, for fuck’s sake. There was civil unrest until recently, and our plans for the economy aren’t going to be popular—”

      “Aye, and I’m certain our security will be assured here. We need to get Vasily’s recommendation and to get our own head of security. We need bodyguards and shit, and Sascha? She needs a team on her alone, not only because she’s rich as Croesus, even if she still looks like she shops at Primark,” he said with a huff, “but because she’s worth her weight in gold to us.”

      “Platinum.”

      Sawyer cocked a brow at Andrei. “What?”

      “Our katyonok is worth her weight in fucking platinum.” Andrei rubbed his chin. “I want to kill Jane. I want to slice her in half for even—”

      Sean raised a hand. “She’s in custody.”

      He snorted. “You think Vasily couldn’t get to her?”

      “I think he could, and I think you’re your grandfather’s grandson.” Sean cut his brother a look. “I felt the same about Horowich. He murdered our daughter. He hurt Sascha. And Jane is a sick bitch. She’s killed and she’s hurt the innocent, but jungle justice will get her—”

      “With the pansy-ass prison system you Brits have, I doubt that,” Andrei growled.

      Sean narrowed his eyes at him. “So, what? You want to go vigilante on her too?”

      “Am I missing something?” Sawyer demanded, cocking a brow at Sean. “What happened with Horowich? The fucker who Devon beat?”

      Sean, for all the situation was anything but funny, had to stop his lips from twitching. “We handled the situation.”

      “I think I need to know how. Especially if it’s going to blow back on us.”

      Sawyer’s grated out words had Sean shrugging. “Vasily dealt with the threat.”

      “And what are we going to do when Vasily dies?” Sawyer gritted out. “The man won’t live forever, even if he’s trying to.”

      Andrei bit his cheek. “Let’s be grateful he’s still alive and kicking. Maybe by the time we lose him, we’ll have grown the fuck up and won’t need to rely on him for every goddamn thing—”

      “Why are you arguing?”

      The three of them swerved toward the door where Sascha stood, Tin sitting on her hip. Her eyes were red, the skin around them looked chapped, and the way she was clinging to Tin? Well, Sean wouldn’t be surprised if their little boy soon made a mad dash for escape.

      Tin was not a hugger.

      He liked cuddles before bed but that was pretty much it.

      In fact, there was a look of pleading on his face that was literally a ‘save me, papa.’ Sean found himself fighting a laugh.

      Sawyer, being Sawyer, grumbled, “Give the boy to me, lass.”

      Sascha scowled at him. “Tin’s happy here, aren’t you?”

      Tin’s sigh was long-suffering as he slipped his arms around her neck and mumbled, “Da.”

      “Now we know the boy wants saving,” Sawyer retorted, getting to his feet and heading toward the two people who were the center of their world. “You know he only speaks Russian when he wants something.”

      Andrei snickered and blurted something in Russian that had Tin twisting around with a grin. Sascha pouted but handed Tin to Sawyer who immediately turned him upside down, dangling him by his ankles as he walked to the table where there was a booster seat set up for the toddler.

      Tin giggled and squirmed, and each time Sawyer pretended to drop him, Sascha’s lips pinched but Tin squealed with delight.

      Sean stared at her as she studied father and son, then when she saw he was watching, her cheeks flexed and she stepped toward the hand he held out for her.

      When their fingers connected, he swallowed, and it felt as though the chasm he’d felt certain his career and choices had created between them, was a little less wide than it had been this morning.

      She settled beside him at the table and began serving herself some coffee from a silver service that sat at the center of the polished walnut slab.

      As she doctored her coffee, her gaze remained fixed on Tin who, by now, was sitting while Sawyer sorted him out with a bib.

      Andrei buttered toast and cut it into pieces then placed it in front of their son.

      “Dzhem.”

      The command, while in a foreign tongue, was evident. Sascha tutted. “No jam.”

      “Why not?” Tin pouted, and he looked so like his mother that Sean’s heart skipped a beat.

      “Because sugar makes you loopy.”

      Tin giggled at that. “Loopy, loopy, loopy.”

      When Devon and Kurt sidled in a few minutes later, Tin was still repeating the words while the rest of them tried, and succeeded, in remaining patient.

      Kids were, Sean had learned, the most complicated creatures on Earth. They were capable of pushing you past your limits, driving you to do things that you’d never imagined possible. They could bring the best out of you, and the worst, and for all that Tin drove him nuts some days, he couldn’t imagine a world without him in it.

      There were few days that passed where he didn’t stand on one of Tin’s toys and almost break a limb, but the joy Tin brought? Impossible to replicate or to replace.

      Sean jolted when Sascha’s hand squeezed his thigh.

      “He’s safe,” she told him, her voice a rasp.

      “I know he is.” A shaky sigh escaped him. “Things might have been different though.”

      “My life might have been different if I hadn’t decided to become a housekeeper… I wouldn’t be with you. I wouldn’t have Tin. That’s how life works.”

      “You were mad at me last night.”

      “I was reacting,” she stated firmly, her mouth pursing. “I’m not happy, Sean, not about what happened, that we let it happen… I’m scared and terrified and wondering what the fuck she did to my boy—” Said boy began giggling when Devon picked him up and put him on his lap, feeding him tidbits of his own breakfast as he discussed black holes with their two-year-old. “I have to believe that she did nothing because he wouldn’t be like this, would he? If she’d hurt him, our little boy wouldn’t be so fucking happy all the time.”

      “She didn’t hurt him, katyonok. I kept her too busy for that,” Andrei stated bitterly, listening in to their conversation with no shame. “And Tin would have said something. You know he tells us everything.”

      “How would he even know how to describe something like that though?” she whispered, sounding so frail that Sean wanted to strangle Jane again and again.

      “I’m not certain it’s much of a reprieve,” he murmured, “but he was too young. Tin doesn’t fit her profile.”

      A crack sounded then and Sascha released a groan. Coffee splashed everywhere as the bone china was crushed beneath her grip.

      Sean, cursing under his breath, reached for his napkin, then grabbed her hand and pressed the snowy white linen to the cut that was bleeding profusely.

      The white folds turned bright red, and he stared at the fabric, unable to look her in the eye. Unable to even raise his gaze to meet hers because he wasn’t fucking worthy of sharing a glance with her, and that was the goddamn truth of it.

      For the first time in his life, he wasn’t in control of this situation.

      He wasn’t in control of his life.

      And Sean, at that moment, could understand why Devon feared chaos because Sean was staring down into its pit, and he wasn’t sure how to get himself out of it.
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      “Her Majesty awaits you in the greenhouse.”

      Sascha cocked a brow at ‘Ask Jeeves’ and questioned, “The Queen’s waiting for me in the greenhouse?”

      “With Her Highness Princess Alice,” the butler confirmed. “I believe she wishes to meet Master Tin.”

      For the first time in two days, Sascha found something to be amused about. Master Tin? It sounded so incredibly Dickensian, and yet it fit this place to a T.

      This house, while in the twenty-first century for sure, was somehow in a time warp. One that made it A-Okay to eat on bone china that had been used three centuries ago, and to sleep on beds that had been used by nobility for generations. Of course, Sascha couldn’t make sheets last more than a few years, but these ones seemed to have had ancient Dukes resting their patooties on them for a lifetime, she thought with an eye roll.

      Her grandmother, the only grandparent she’d had, must have been right about the ‘old days.’ They made nothing like they used to.

      Hiding another smile, she dropped her book onto the coffee table and called, “Tin? Would you like to go on a playdate?”

      Tin, his eyes on an interactive sudoku puzzle, scowled at her. “Play?”

      “Yep.”

      He tilted his head to the side, looking so damn regal that she laughed a little—he definitely got that from Andrei and not from her. Whether he was a prince in Bratva royalty or not, Andrei had been raised like a little lordling himself. “Who with?”

      “You remember Perry? From the other day?”

      He made a smacking noise with his lips. “I remember.”

      She snickered. “We’re meeting her little girl.”

      Eyes flashing with interest, he scampered to his feet then dashed to her side and held out his hand in silent demand. She grabbed it, and together they followed Jeeves out into the hall and down an enormous corridor toward a side of the house she’d never even bothered exploring.

      It wasn’t her home, even though they’d been offered free reign of the building that was more like a palace than a grand estate, and she’d been more content with staying close to Tin—

      Okay, that was bullshit.

      She was clinging.

      Clinging to her toddler.

      Pathetic? Perhaps. But it wasn’t every day a goddamn serial child killer penetrated your house, made a move into your life, and targeted you, was it?

      Even if Tin wasn’t old enough to fit Jane’s profile, even if he’d have been safe for another year at least, that wasn’t her idea of safety.

      Mouth pursing with a mixture of anger, outrage, and downright fear, she was grateful for the distraction Perry presented. Truth was, she hadn’t really expected to see the Queen again, but she was glad for it.

      She knew no one was to blame for this situation except Jane, but God, it fucked with her head nonetheless.

      They walked into a suite that was like their family room back home. All soft and squashy couches, lots of toys in a corner, a big TV, and shelves loaded down with a variety of books—some with ancient spines, others that were brand new. A few fat, plenty that were thin. An eclectic mix.

      On an armchair in the corner, Perry was seated, her legs crossed at the ankle as she slouched back into the cushions. Alice, as far as Sascha could tell, was hiding?

      Jeeves clucked his tongue, which had Perry darting upright as she stared over at them. She went from slouching comfortably to sitting with a back straighter than a ruler.

      Sascha cut Jeeves a disapproving look—was that really necessary?

      God, Sascha wasn’t sure she could deal with all the BS that came with being a royal. Having to sit straight, drink coffee with your pinkie finger stuck out, and dealing with boring people as part of the job—nope. She’d prefer to keep house again.

      “Thank you, Rodgers,” Perry murmured, and the guy disappeared with a small bow. Sascha preferred the name Jeeves. With his wispy combover? Rodgers looked like the little illustration on the old school search engine.

      The second the door closed behind him, Perry slouched back and Sascha teased, “Vive la revolution, hmm?”

      Perry’s nose crinkled. “I swear, the protocol is what sucks the most. I can deal with most things, but having to look perfect alllllll the time is just boring as heck.”

      Sascha waved at the sofa opposite her. “It okay if I sit?”

      Perry snorted. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, it’s not every day I’m invited for tea with a Queen.”

      “True.” Perry’s lips twitched. “Let’s just forget about my status while we’re alone, yeah?”

      Sascha shrugged. “Fine by me.”

      “Alice, stop hiding for a second and come and meet our guests.”

      Sascha squeezed Tin’s shoulder and called out to the seemingly empty room, “Alice, this is Valentin and I’m Sascha. We’d both love to meet you.”

      “She’s shy,” Perry whispered.

      “Tin isn’t,” she replied with a laugh. “Don’t worry. It’s impossible to be shy around him.”

      A small face peeked out from behind a curtain, and Sascha smiled at the worried features. The little girl had a short mop of curls on her head, but when she alighted from the curtain, she wasn’t wearing a girly dress, if anything, she was wearing something similar to Tin—blue shorts and a blue sweater. It wasn’t that the outfit was distinctly boyish, but there was something different about it that told Sascha the clothes were for a boy.

      She didn’t say anything, just guided Tin over to Alice and crouched down as she initiated introductions. From the serious smile on her face, as well as the way she’d cupped her hand—fingers down, wrist tilted just so—Sascha sensed there was a regal handshake in the making. Tin, being Tin, just grabbed her hand and cried, “Play!”

      Alice, jolting with surprise, let out a giggle and chased after him. Sascha smiled then moved closer to Perry, looking forward to a chat with a woman who was like her in so many ways, and yet living a life so completely unlike hers.

      “You want coffee?” Perry asked, tilting her head to the side. “Or cake?”

      “Cake,” Sascha admitted. “It’s been one of those weeks.” Then she waved a hand when Perry went to sit up. “I can serve us. Which do you want?”

      “Double serving of cake. Being pregnant, it’s the only time I can put weight on without the press going nuts.”

      That had Sascha scowling. “Well, that sucks.”

      Perry snorted. “Tell me about it. I don’t really mind. I’ve never been skinny, but as the wedding approached I kind of dropped a lot of weight from nerves and after Alice, I reverted back to normal. It made tongues wag.”

      “Tongues always wag,” Sascha grunted, serving them both double slices of a cake that reminded her of a Madeira cake but with frosting. It was huge—stacked four layers high inside and loaded with what could only be buttercream.

      Mouth drooling, she handed Perry the plate and a fork, and then retreated to her seat to gorge.

      “I know why I’m stuffing my face, but what about you? You look like that cake is necessary,” Perry stated softly.

      “It is,” Sascha said with a huff. “More necessary than oxygen, and it’s probably a good thing. That whole weight loss through nerves crap? I’ve just gone through it myself.” To the point where her husbands had started spanking her if she ever missed a goddamn meal. She couldn’t huff about that too much, not when she enjoyed the spanking and she hadn’t been looking after herself. “I could handle a few slices of this bad boy a day while I’m here.”

      “Want to talk about it?” Perry inquired, brows high.

      Sascha stabbed the fork into her cake. “Miscarried.” She didn’t go into the ins and outs of what had happened.

      Perry winced. “Sorry, Sascha.”

      Her mouth was a little less tight, her throat less thick as she shrugged. “Thank you. It’s easing with time.”

      A snort escaped the Queen. “Bull. Happened to me eight months after Alice was born.” Her mouth tightened. “No one understands. Not even the men who love you.”

      “They try—”

      “Then we were both fortunate in having their support, but there’s an expiration date on grief where it comes to miscarriage. My husband, husbands—” she amended with a whisper, “weren’t like that, but the court?” She shook her head. “They weren’t as generous. I even had one of my husband’s councilors ask me if I could stop moping about the palace as it was bad for morale.”

      “That bastard,” Sascha growled, spine straightening in outrage.

      Perry’s head bobbed in agreement then she shot Sascha a wink. “He wasn’t a councilor for long. Don’t worry.”

      “You told—”

      “Edward. You don’t need to call him the King. He has a big enough head as it is.”

      Sascha snickered. “Okay. Edward. You told him?”

      “I sure as shit did. Even if I hadn’t, he’d have figured something was wrong soon enough. After that dick’s ‘helpful’ advice, I moped around the place more than ever,” she admitted, then her brow puckered. “Do you ever feel pressure?”

      “All the time—but from what specifically? I don’t have a ‘court’ to pressurize me, but there’s always something to spoil your day.”

      Perry shrugged and in a low voice, whispered, “To make sure they all have a child.”

      Sascha’s eyes widened. “They pressure you for that?”

      “No!” Perry cried, and the rejection was so swift that Sascha knew the Queen wasn’t offloading any BS her way. “Not at all. It’s self-imposed but—”

      “But?”

      “I just don’t want them to miss out.”

      Sascha pondered it a second. “That would involve me having five kids, Perry, and I’m not about to do that,” she teased.

      “You’re a brave woman. Three is enough for anyone,” Perry said with a little laugh, but there was a twinkle in her eye that said her three were exactly enough for her.

      Sascha snickered a little, but after taking another bite of cake, admitted, “I don’t think that’s an issue. At least, not with my guys. Tin is such a handful that when I was pregnant, I knew we were all concerned about what having another one of him around was going to be like.” Guilt swarmed her at that.

      “Why is he a handful?”

      “My men are all geniuses. Devon is halfway to madness,” she explained with a little chuckle. “It’s my kind of madness, but it has to be said. He’s nuts most of the time but boy, he’s…” She thought about the word that best described her man. Her lips curved as she settled on, “Delightful. I never know what he’s going to say or do. I never really understand him and yet, he’s one of the purest spirits I’ve ever met. He’s not innocent. By any means. But his soul is.”

      Perry smiled. “I’ll look forward to meeting him.”

      Snorting, Sascha shook her head. “He’ll probably offend you. Don’t take it to heart.”

      A short laugh escaped the Queen. “How will he offend me?”

      “Well, he’s like an adult version of Tin. Blunt, honest to the nth degree. He can’t help it.”

      “Ah, so you feared having another one of him and Tin around?”

      “Yep,” she said with a small smile. “It’s crazy because Tin isn’t Devon’s biologically, and yet the two of them are like two peas in a pod.” She cut a look at the two bright blond heads that were getting into mischief over in the corner where the stack of toys was situated. “It’s weird but he’s like them all.”

      “Nurture over nature,” Perry said with a shrug. “A beautifully delicious quirk. Alice is like Xavier—so smart, so hungry for knowledge, but she can go from inquisitive to impish like George in the blink of an eye. And I swear, she can make half the court quiver in her wake when she decides to throw a tantrum—she’s so damn regal like Edward, it’s creepy sometimes.” She rolled her eyes. “Not that that happens often, thank God.”

      “Just often enough to remind you of her father?”

      Perry smirked. “Exactly.”

      Laughing, Sascha set down her now-empty plate with a sigh. Though it was rude, she settled back in a pose that mimicked Perry’s—slouched, head cushioned and supported, legs crossed at the ankle.

      “She’s going through a phase that I’m fighting half the court over at the moment,” Perry admitted, making Sascha quirk a brow at her.

      “What kind of phase?”

      “She’s insisting she’s a boy.”

      Sascha cut the little girl a look. “Ah.” That explained the boyish cut to the clothes and the shorn mop of curls atop her head. “Is it a problem?”

      “She won’t wear dresses, so yup,” Perry confessed with a sigh. “I don’t want to confuse her, but she’s just insisting—”

      Sascha raised a hand when Perry seemed unable to continue with her statement. “I understand. They’re stubborn little boogers sometimes. No making them do anything when they have their own mind.”

      There was relief and gratitude in Perry’s eyes as she admitted, “One of my ladies-in-waiting is determined to make me feel like a real shit over the fact I’m letting her wear boy’s clothes, but if that’s what she wants, then why stop her? I’m sure it’s only a phase, and forcing her to conform when she’s so young just seems ridiculous.”

      “It is,” Sascha said with a nod. “But it’s causing arguments?”

      “Not with my guys. They just think it’s funny. But with the courtiers? Yeah.”

      “You haven’t spoken of the tension it’s causing?”

      “No.” Perry shook her head. “They’re so busy and—”

      “What? You aren’t?” Sascha snorted. “You have to tell them, Perry. Look, you told Edward about the guy who said you needed to stop moping. Why haven’t you explained about this?”

      Perry sighed. “I’m not sure. I guess I’m feeling defensive and protective. She’s little. What if Edward insists she starts dressing like a girl?”

      Sascha frowned. “I don’t get it, Perry. The dude’s got eyes. He can see she’s not wearing costume skirts and a false tiara. Nor is she waving around a plastic wand with a crown of braids on her head. I mean, I didn’t see it at first, just thought her clothes were a little boyish, but Edward and the others have to have noticed.”

      Perry started gnawing on her bottom lip. “I want her to have some freedom before it’s all taken from her.” She closed her eyes then. “Did you know the DeSauviers make their kids go to boarding school at age six?”

      Sascha’s mouth dropped open. “No fucking way.”

      Perry’s eyes closed in misery. “Yes way.”

      “You’re going to fight that, aren’t you?” Sascha demanded, sitting upright. There was no way in hell she’d be ready for Tin to be away from home most of the time in four years.

      “I’m going to try. They’re so stubborn sometimes,” Perry whispered, like she was confessing a deadly sin. “I have to pick my fights, and that’s going to be one of them, but even if I win, there’s no guarantee that they won’t want her to go away a few years after that. Protocol,” she mimicked. “I fucking loathe it.”

      Sascha reached up and began to fiddle with her bottom lip. “You need to talk to them, Perry. This life we’ve chosen is complicated enough without taking communication out of the picture.”

      It was only as she said the words that she realized that was what she’d been doing herself.

      For months.

      She’d told her men the bare minimum, and instead, had been using her body, their dominance, as a means of communication, and that? Well, it was one of the least healthiest things she’d ever done in her life. And back in college? She’d tried ecstasy, for Christ’s sake.

      Staggered by the realization of what she’d been doing all this time, Sascha barely heard Perry when the other woman said, “I know you’re right. It was so much easier before, and then? It wasn’t exactly easy juggling three guys. Each one of them so different, yet, with their paths so ingrained in them…”

      Sascha cleared her throat. “The boy thing—look, it might not be a phase, Perry. You know that, right?”

      “I know. I’ve been reading about trans kids and stuff, but I’ve no idea how something like that would even be received here. It’s not exactly embraced back home, is it? And here? They’re a thousand times pricklier about tradition. I just… I don’t care what she is as long as she’s healthy and happy.”

      Sascha pondered that. “Okay, doing a U-turn here, but also, she might not be trans and it might just be a phase, but what isn’t a phase is boarding school at six.

      “If you can’t talk to them about something as simple as Alice refusing to wear dresses, then how are you going to fight them on the boarding school shit?”

      Perry’s cheeks pinkened as she cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, Sascha, I-I just realized how inappropriate it is that we’re talking about these things…”

      Sascha snorted, well aware Perry was backpedaling now. But she wasn’t about to allow that.

      She hadn’t been able to discuss her men, her life, her family, to anyone in forever. She hadn’t been able to discuss just how fucking hard it was to make things work in a household where several men were in the picture—each with diverse beliefs and different backgrounds.

      “Okay, so you told me something that’s messing with your head. Time for me to spill, yeah?”

      Perry’s eyes rounded. “Sure.”

      Sascha grunted and then, to a woman who was pretty much a stranger, she blurted it all out.

      The miscarriage. The stillbirth. The fact that she’d only been able to express herself when she was tied to a bed, her ass pink from being caned, her body aching from being fucked as one of her men controlled her pleasure. She told her about Jane, about her fears, about the danger Tin had been in and when she’d finished, Perry just stared at her and said, “I think we need more cake.”

      And like that, Sascha knew she’d made a friend for fucking life.
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      “You have to tell me what’s going on, Rick.” Sean was well aware he was pleading, but fuck, he needed answers. More importantly, his woman needed answers.

      “You’re not on the case anymore, Sean.”

      “I know that,” he growled. “But this bitch infiltrated my home, Rick.”

      A sigh came down the line and Sean knew the detective well enough to know he’d be pinching the bridge of his nose with impatience.

      “Look—” Sean started but he was cut off.

      Rick grumbled, “I get it. I get it. But it’s complicated. Fuck, when is this shit not? I wish you weren’t involved so you could help, Sean. Dammit. This woman is messed up.”

      “Who’ve you got working the psych angle?”

      “Eloise Rippon.”

      “Her?” Sean scowled at the desk he was seated at. “What the fuck are you using her for? I thought you were going with Medcalfe. I mean, she’s crap, but Rippon has a screw loose.”

      “Because you’re not allowed to work on the case, dipshit,” Rick grated out. “You think all of our psych team is shit.”

      “That’s because they are. They all think they’re on some kind of police procedural show—” When Rick snorted, Sean hissed, “You’re amused because it’s true.”

      “Maybe. Okay, look, Jane was abused from a young age.”

      “Let me guess, four.” It was Sean’s turn to pinch the bridge of his nose.

      “You got it.” Rick sighed. “One abuser, and they sold her out. There’s no condoning what she did—”

      “But she’s rightfully fucked in the head?” Sean clucked his tongue. “Survivors don’t all feel the need to go around killing kids, Rick.”

      “I’m not saying that.”

      “No. And I’m not either, really. It was beyond wrong what she endured. But she didn’t exactly right it by doing what she did, did she?” He ran a hand through his hair. Victim shaming wasn’t about to go on the top of his to-do list for the day, but fuck.

      There was no excuse for what Jane did, but only through learning of her past could they find some explanation for the acts Jane had committed.

      “Her abuser died when she was seven and that was when the abuse stopped. From what we can see of her records, she adjusted well. Surprisingly so…”

      Sean shook his head, then realized Rick couldn’t see him. “No. It fits the profile. Intelligent. Above average intelligence. These crimes were perpetrated over five years, Rick. That takes some balls but also brains.”

      A disgruntled hum sounded down the line. “Who’s telling this story? Me or you?”

      “You,” Sean grunted.

      “Anyway, she adjusted. Great grades, did very well at school through to university then she got pregnant. Single mother.”

      “Then her kid died, right? When he was four?” Sean remembered this part of the file Vasily had dredged up on Jane, and he reached up to rub the back of his neck. Most of this information had been procured illegally so he had to pretend he didn’t know half the stuff Rick was telling him.

      “Yeah,” Rick barked. “Meningitis.” He blew out a breath then. “Look, Sean, if you see her interviews, you can see she’s adamant she’s saving the kids.”

      “That’s why she preserved them the way she did.”

      “Yeah. The sick bitch thought she was saving them from the world.”

      Nausea churned in his gut. “How did she select her victims?” He’d have hazarded a guess and said they looked like her deceased son, but all the victims had been as different as north and south. No similarities.

      “She insists they selected her.”

      Sean’s mouth twisted. “How did they do that then?”

      “Happened to come across her at the park. Talked to her in a store. Something small. She’d follow the kid and the parent or parents’ home, and begin stalking them.”

      Sean ran a hand through his hair. “What changed with me?”

      “She was curious.”

      “Not interested in Tin?”

      “Too young,” Rick confirmed. “Like you thought. She was there for you but…” Another grunt. “She’s fallen for Kirov.”

      For a second, his mouth gaped, then he bit off, “No fucking way.”

      “Yes way. Says she loves him and that they’re due to run off and get married at any time. The woman’s fucking crazy—she’s talking about you and those guys you live with sharing Kirov’s woman.”

      Sean winced at that. “Why the long spell between victims? Did she say?”

      “She was methodical and each child had to fit her specifications.”

      “What? That they were four?”

      “Four and ill. In some way.”

      “Angel of death?” Sean groaned. “Fuck no.”

      “Yeah. Messed up, right? You know all the victims were sick in some way.”

      “Not dying though, Christ. Pardeep had fucking psoriasis! It wasn’t about to kill him! And Sammy had asthma. How was that terminal?”

      “Don’t shoot the messenger. This isn’t my story; I’m just telling it.”

      Conceding that with a huff, Sean demanded, “Carry on.”

      “Yes, sir,” Rick grumbled. “She moved around a lot because of her work. All temporary secretarial stuff. Things far below her intelligence level.”

      “She was bored?”

      “I think so. Rippon says so. Says she wasn’t challenged, and it made this plight of hers take over all the more.

      “Anyway, she picked them that way. Random meetings, stalking the victim and their families until she figured out if they needed her help, and then she’d strike. When she did, she’d move on. You know how long it took us to uncover some of the bodies. And it crossed so many towns and cities that no one even pieced the puzzle together until you noticed the pattern.”

      The trouble with the murderer had been she’d carefully tended to her victims, but she’d placed them outside—in the woods, a forest, even close to a river. The elements and scavengers had undone their work, but they’d found evidence of cuddly toys and blankets that were used as comforters. Almost like the Egyptians had buried their dead with gold and beautiful items to help them enjoy the afterlife.

      Sickness overcame him. The taint of Jane’s stain was so pervasive that it seemed to overtake every single one of his senses.

      The puzzle that Rick mentioned made his stomach churn even harder.

      What the fuck was wrong with him that he could see a pattern in the games these sick bastards played?

      Swallowing thickly, he whispered, “You’ll keep me informed?”

      “Sure. But…” Rick blew out a breath. “I wouldn’t hold out hope for much more.”

      “Why?”

      “She was Chatty Cathy at the start, but now? Not so much.”

      Sean dipped his chin. “Isn’t she proud of what she did?”

      “That’s what had her talking at the start, but I think the repercussions are hitting home. She’s realizing she and Kirov won’t be a thing. That’s hitting her hard.”

      He clenched his jaw. “She’s insane, Rick.”

      “Yeah. I’m sure that will affect where she’s imprisoned.”

      Sean gritted his teeth. “Keep in touch?”

      “Same.”

      As he disconnected the call, Sean dipped his head and fell silent, letting his thoughts overwhelm him.

      “Nothing much to say, Sean?” Kurt drawled, tapping his fingers on the armrest of his armchair. He’d been there for the entirety of that conversation, so he knew the score. Surely, he understood why Sean had nothing to say? Why all his words had dried up?

      Swiping his hand over his face, he scrubbed it through his hair then changed the subject, “I wonder if coming to Germany with you guys is a bad idea.”

      He could feel Kurt’s scowl from across the room. “Bullshit, Sean. Don’t back away from her, from us over this crap. Anyway, Sascha will need you there. Especially after she meets my mother and father.”

      Sean sighed. “That supposed to make me feel better? Hannibal Lecter would have needed a hug after he’d met your mother.”

      Kurt snorted. “You’re just full of compliments today.”

      “And you’re not arguing with me because you know I’m speaking the truth.” Bowing his head, he stared at the space between his feet on the floor. “Wish this would all just go away, Kurt.”

      “And it will. Soon.”

      “I’m going to stop this shit.” He spoke more to the ground than to his friend.

      “What shit in particular?”

      “Working with the police. It’s not worth this hassle.”

      “Jane wouldn’t have stopped until someone caught her. You did. You saw the pattern, Sean.”

      “Only because it was obvious once I had the whole picture, Kurt,” he snapped.

      “Perhaps. But only you’d think that way.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” Christ, hadn’t he just been wondering why he could understand the way these sick fucks worked?

      “No. Not particularly. You don’t have to appreciate your gifts to have to deal with them. Devon’s a perfect example of that.”

      Sean snorted. “He loves his work.”

      “Sure he does, but I’m certain if he knew how much of his life it truly took up, he wouldn’t be so happy.”

      Dipping his chin, Sean conceded, “It consumes him.”

      “Exactly. Eats him up, churns him out, won’t let him sleep… At least your gifts enable you to function like a regular human being.”

      He sat back, slouching in the seat as he asked, “You have all the meetings arranged in Munich?”

      “Of course. They’ve been settled for months.”

      Cutting his brother a look, he inquired, “How long have you been waiting to offload that script onto Sascha?”

      Kurt’s lips twitched. “That obvious?”

      “Not to her, apparently.”

      Kurt had asked Sascha to work on the amendments to the script he had for his first movie adaptation.

      Knowing how much Kurt loathed edits, Sean had been surprised he’d been this patient in withholding the request.

      “She’s good at it.”

      “She’d have to be for you to trust her with them.”

      Kurt beamed a grin at him. “You know me too well.”

      “Where your work is concerned, you’re anal-retentive, Kurt.”

      “Perhaps, but she’s almost as bad as I am. You know she found issues that even my fancy-schmancy editors didn’t?”

      “No, but I can imagine. She can be a nitpicker when she wants to be.” He blew out a breath. “I don’t know why you two don’t just write something together. You’re always hashing out ideas in the kitchen.”

      Kurt tilted his head to the side. “What would we write?”

      Sean frowned then shrugged. “I don’t know. It was only a thought.”

      He watched as, now contemplative, Kurt rapped his knuckles against the armrest once more. When his brother fell silent, Sean did too as he stared into the flickering flames of the open hearth.

      It was bitterly cold, and though there was still light, the day not even having morphed into late afternoon, it felt grim outside these walls. As grim as his mood.

      As the two of them sat there in silence, he didn’t turn his head when the door to the library they were using opened. Staff were in and out all the time, and though the intrusion was irritating, it was damn nice to have people to pick up after him on this level—talk about five-star treatment.

      When the figure came to a halt in front of him, he peered up, expecting the butler or a maid. But it wasn’t either. It was Sascha.

      Before he could say a word, she slipped her feet out of her shoes, then plopped herself on his lap.

      Within seconds, she’d curved an arm around his neck and was nuzzling into him. Her large tits were squashed against his pec, and her soft hair tickled his chin. With a soft sigh, he curved his arm around her, so grateful for her at that moment that he wanted nothing more than to just hide his face in her throat like Tin sometimes did.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” he whispered. “So fucking sorry.”

      She sighed. “Don’t be. Not your fault. It’s just fucked up and a lot to take in.”

      “You’re telling me,” he said drily, pressing his face into her hair. “I would never do anything to hurt you or Tin, honey. You know that, right?”

      She tensed in his lap. “Sean, you say that like you were behind this. You weren’t. Jesus. She was the reason I was mad. I didn’t like her from the start, and I was jealous at how she was cozying up to Andrei, and then with this? With the threat to Tin?”

      “I brought her into our lives.”

      “No. You didn’t. She did. I was frightened, Sean. Frightened and irrational. I wasn’t thinking right. Wasn’t thinking with anything other than my instincts, and those were telling me that another of my children was in grave danger, and once again I couldn’t protect them.” She nuzzled into him. “You understand that, don’t you?”

      “Of course, I do,” he rasped. “I just, I-I don’t know what to do, Sascha. Don’t know what to say to you to make things right.”

      “There’s nothing you can say to make it right, Sean.” When he tensed, she shook her head. “There’s nothing because you haven’t done anything wrong. It was a knee-jerk reaction, and I realized something today… these past few months? It’s been one huge knee-jerk reaction after another.

      “I’ve barely communicated with any of you. I’m here, and I’m present, but I’m not talking, and I know that has to change because it’s not fair to any of you.”

      “You’ve been grieving,” Kurt excused, his voice low, soft. Gentle. Everything Sean wasn’t feeling.

      Inside, he was a torrent of emotion. A veritable flood of feeling, and for a man who prided himself on his self-control, Sean understood how very out-of-control Sascha had been feeling of late.

      “I know I have, honey, but that was no excuse to cut you out, and that’s what I’ve been doing.” She blew out a breath then turned her face into his chest again. “I’m sorry about that. I’m really, really sorry.”

      Sean sighed and repeated Kurt’s words, “You were grieving. You’re entitled to grieve how you need to grieve. If that means getting angry or quiet, that’s your choice, sweetheart.”

      Silence fell between them with only the crackling flames in the hearth truly breaking up the sheer quiet in the library.

      After a few moments, almost as though the continued silence was what triggered the question, Kurt asked, “Where’s Tin?”

      “Playing with Alice.”

      “Who’s Alice?”

      “The Princess,” Sascha said with a small smile. “Perry’s daughter.”

      Sean reached up and tapped her nose. “We’re rubbing shoulders with royalty now, are we?”

      Perry laughed. “That should please your mother, Kurt.”

      “Nothing pleases mother, Sascha,” Kurt replied drily. “You’ll come to learn that soon enough.”

      Sean grunted. “How long are we there for?”

      “Ten days.” Kurt winced. “Longest ten days of my life.”

      “She needs to get to know Tin,” Sascha chided, and though neither of them said anything, the look they shared spoke a thousand words…

      Though Kurt claimed Tin was his biological son where his mother was concerned, Margritte wouldn’t believe it until their boy had a DNA test.

      Sean wouldn’t be surprised if Margritte ignored them for the entirety of their stay anyway. It wasn’t going to be the homecoming Sascha seemed to be expecting, but none of them had the heart to disappoint her.

      Sometimes in this world, seeing truly was the only way to make someone believe, and where their parents were concerned? There was no salvaging those relationships. No matter how hard they tried.

      Sean was the same with his folks. He and Kurt had the weakest relationships with their parents. He hadn’t even called his on Christmas, for God’s sake.

      “Don’t be disappointed if they don’t welcome us with open arms, Sascha,” he warned softly, unable to lie to her after what they’d been through these past few months.

      “I don’t really expect them to,” was all she said, but Sean knew her. Knew how big her heart was, and knew that, deep down, Sascha would indeed expect a heartfelt homecoming for Kurt when that just wasn’t about to go down.
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      “Are you sure you want this?”

      Sean stared down at Sascha’s ripe curves and his cock began to pulse to his heartbeat.

      Whatever he’d expected when she’d slipped into his room, almost parallel to what had occurred the other night, it hadn’t been her asking him for release.

      He’d never anticipated that.

      Not when he’d thought, in her own way, she’d been telling him she didn’t want this from him anymore. She’d called it a ‘lack of communication,’ but Sean had read between the lines and had apparently been wrong.

      Fuck, that was happening more and more of late.

      “Of course, I want this,” she breathed, wriggling on his lap, her belly nudging his cock.

      He stared down at her pale peach skin draped across his lap, the endless curves, the bright red hair that swept down her back, and shuddered.

      To submit was to trust.

      To be trusted was the only way to dominate.

      He gripped one of her ass cheeks, parting the thick flesh to find her pussy. With his knuckles, he dragged them down the central line and gritted his teeth when he found her sopping wet.

      He sagged back in the armchair, a mixture of defeat and success.

      “Sean?” Sascha asked after a few minutes when he did nothing more than squeeze that ass cheek as though her butt was his stress ball.

      “We can’t do this if you don’t trust me, Sascha,” he rasped.

      “And that’s what I’m showing you. That I do trust you,” she whispered, arching up, twisting, and propping her elbow on his leg. She was bright pink from hanging down the way she had, and she looked flustered as well as, he had to admit, horny.

      “How can you?”

      “Because you’ve done nothing wrong,” she repeated.

      “Why do I feel like I have then?”

      “Because I reacted the other night in a way that detonated your Atlas complex.” She blew out a breath as she shoved her hair out of the way, then she moved herself off his lap and sat on her knees between his feet.

      There were rules to domination and submission. Hard limits and soft ones. Safe words and expectations.

      He’d never been that strict with her. Not really. As he studied the way she knelt between his leg, he knew that back in the day, he’d have spanked a sub for not kneeling with her legs spread, pussy presented for him. And he’d probably have clamped her nipples for not cupping her elbows behind her back.

      He’d been harder when he was younger. Meaner, he had to admit. Faintly sadistic in his tendencies as he meandered a path that later on, he realized, had taken him down a turn he regretted.

      Andrei and Sawyer liked to play. That was their forte. They were kinky and Sascha’s recent development had fallen into that. They liked tying her up, loved spanking her butt and marking her with their fingers and toys, but they weren’t hardcore with it.

      Sean had the power to be hardcore.

      He knew that and he didn’t like that about himself.

      Never had, never would.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” she murmured, breaking into his thoughts.

      He parted his legs, pleased when she moved deeper in between them, her face coming to rest on his pajama-clad thigh. He reached for her then, his fingers coming to caress her hair with a care he’d never shown another woman. Because Sascha wasn’t his sub, she was his. Plain and simple.

      “Do you know why I stopped doing things like this?”

      She blinked up at him, her bright green eyes like gentle sunlit pools. “Doing what? The dominating thing?”

      His lips almost twitched at that as he shuttered his eyes and sank deeper into the armchair. Resting his head back, he stared at her forehead, not her eyes, not wanting to watch her flinch.

      “I ignored a sub’s safe word.”

      She stilled but didn’t pull back. “Why?”

      “Because I knew—” He blew out a breath. “I believed that she could take more. But that wasn’t for me to decide, it was for her, and I ignored it.”

      She fell quiet a second, processing his words. After a while, she stated, “Did she leave you?”

      He shook his head. “No. And it wasn’t like that anyway. There’s a club in SoHo. Andrei, Sawyer, and I used to go there. It was a fetish place. Back in the day, it was dirty and grimy, I guess, but it was pretty much all there was at the time.”

      “Did you share women?”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course,” she muttered on a low grumble that had him faintly smiling.

      “You know our history.”

      “Not complaining,” she retorted, but he could see she was jealous and there was no need to be.

      He hummed under his breath and began stroking her hair again. “I took it too far, and though at the end she flew, it wasn’t right. But I knew I’d do it again.”

      “Was she upset?”

      “No. She was euphoric. You know what ‘flying’ is, right?”

      “It’s the rush of endorphins that comes from a gamut of pain or pleasure.” She cocked a brow at him. “I can read too, you know?”

      His lips twitched as he tapped her bottom lip. “Cheeky.”

      She winked. “Only for you.”

      He laughed softly, but his amusement died off as he said, “I tended to her, but all the while, I just knew I’d do it again. I was cocky back then. I’d just been offered my first book deal, and I was involved with the Huntington Case—I was getting famous for what I could do.”

      “That was the guy who murdered all those schoolteachers, right?”

      He nodded. “It was.” With his spare hand, he reached up and cupped the back of his neck, using it to prop himself up so he could better look at her. “It concerned me.”

      “That you were concerned at all tells me that I have no need to be concerned,” she told him softly.

      Sean hummed under his breath. “Perhaps.”

      “Go on, tell me what happened.”

      “Sometimes you open a door and it takes you down the rabbit hole. It’s up to you to wander back up and shut that door, or fall even deeper.” He cringed at his memories. “I went from sharing with Andrei to spanking a girlfriend as we fucked to getting off on whipping a sub in such a short space of time, Sascha, it frightened me.”

      “Are you a sadist?”

      She asked the question so calmly that he didn’t trust the velvet-lined question at all. “No. I have sadistic tendencies,” he admitted. “I’m more into control now, but when I was younger, yes.”

      “What changed?”

      “I made myself change.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I didn’t like that part of myself. It was too similar to what I was dealing with in the outside world.”

      She gaped at him. “You’re not comparing yourself to those fucking sickos, are you?”

      “In the nineties, anyone into BDSM was considered a ‘fucking sicko,’ Sascha. It’s all a label. What people can’t understand, they consider disturbing.” He shrugged. “It’s always concerned me how well I understand the patterns in these cases. Always made me wonder how close to insanity I am myself—”

      Before he could do more than jerk, Sascha had jolted upright, and just as he expected her to bolt, she grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. The move did delicious things to her tits, but he quickly glanced at her eyes, surprised to see the flickering fire of outrage buried in the depths.

      “You take that back,” she growled.

      “Take what back—”

      “That you think you’re some kind of freak!”

      He clenched his jaw. “Maybe I am. Maybe that’s why I like what I do—”

      “Fuck off, Sean. Just fuck off.”

      Growling, Sean grated out, “And where should I fuck off to, Sascha? Maybe I should move the fuck out and—”

      Her hand retreated and his face whipped to the side as she slapped him. Once. She scrambled onto his lap, one knee either side of his thighs as she grabbed his jaw, pressed her forehead to his, and gritted out, “You want to leave me?”

      He swallowed. “Never.”

      “Then what is this? Confession?” she rasped. “You. Are. Going. Nowhere, Sean. Do you hear me?”

      Closing his eyes, he whispered, “It might be for the best.”

      “Why? Because you feel guilty about Jane? Or because you want out?”

      “I don’t want out,” he ground out.

      “That’s what it sounds like to me,” she retorted. “Look, Jane was a freak. She’s done despicable shit, shit that no one can forgive her for. I don’t care what the fuck led her to do what she did, nothing makes it right. Nothing. But that’s not on you.

      “The other night was a knee-jerk reaction. I apologized for that. You told me and I freaked out. You can understand that, surely? I don’t believe you bring danger to our world. You haven’t to this point, and this was an anomaly.

      “We’re working on making sure that it never happens again, but even putting security in place doesn’t stop crazy. Look at this place. You’ve seen the guards stationed everywhere and it didn’t stop a Queen from being assassinated!” she half-shrieked at him. “Am I mad that some bitch came into my home and got close to us? Yeah. I’m furious. I took that out on you, and I totally shouldn’t have.” Her bottom lip quivered. “Don’t hate me for reacting, Sean. Don’t leave me f—”

      He reached up and grabbed a tight hold of her, and dragging her into his arms, he bit off, “I never want to leave you. Ever. Sascha, you’re it for me. You’re my fucking everything, and that’s what kills me. She was attracted to us because she knew I was on the case.”

      “Why, though?”

      “She came to snoop and then she fell for Andrei,” he replied, his voice low as he made the admission, an admission that had her stiffening on his lap.

      “I knew she had a thing for him,” she barked but she didn’t pull away, just sagged into his hold. “Fuck, Sean. This is so messed up, but…” She fell silent and after a deep inhalation stated, “That’s life, darling. That’s life.”

      He pressed his lips to hers and gently teased his tongue along the softly pursed clasp of her mouth. When she let him in, he sighed with relief and carefully explored her. Seeking her taste, her soft moans. He stole her breath, stole it intentionally, took it from her and made her breathe from him.

      She shivered in his embrace, her arms sliding up and over his shoulders and around his neck. The proximity felt wonderful, especially after he’d felt certain she’d avoid him to hell and back.

      “I love you,” she whispered against his jaw, her body relaxing totally into his. “Nothing could change that.”

      He squeezed her. “I love you too.”

      Her fingers began to trace shapes over his stubbled chin as they just sat there in a restful silence that somehow meant the world.

      “Are you coming back to us?” Sean asked after a while, hoping she understood his inference.

      Slowly, she nodded. “I’m coming back. To me, and then to you.”

      Another squeeze. “I’m glad. Maybe I can come back to myself as well.”

      “I’ve never seen you anything other than in control, Sean,” she admitted.

      “That’s because it’s how I prefer it. I hate being out of control. Hate it. But with all this, it knocked me sideways.” Sean reached up and rubbed his temple. “I’m not entirely sure how to get back on track either.”

      “We take one day at a time. One step forward together.” She shrugged. “Nothing more we can do.”

      He pondered that a second, knew she was right, and inquired, “And what about this? Do you really want this?”

      “What? For you to spank me and shit?”

      His lips curved. “And shit.”

      There was a gleam in her eye. “Rules are made to be broken.”

      “Brat.”

      “Always.” Laughter tinkled from her, breaking and making his fucking heart. “Look, I’m not saying I want you to boss me around. I don’t. But I kind of needed those rules, I’ll admit. I didn’t want to eat, and you guys made it so I had to. I needed you to handle that, and it makes me feel like I’m Tin’s age to admit it, but it’s the truth nonetheless.

      “Do I feel like I need that at the moment? No. I don’t…”

      “This is a swift change of heart, Sascha,” he cautioned. “In the space of a few months, you’ve gone from—”

      She lifted a hand and pressed a finger to his mouth to hush him. “I’ve never miscarried before. Never been stalked before. Never had one of my men be under threat of jail before. Never been a party to kidnapping, never had a murderer work in my home… It’s been a time of extremes, and I felt that. I felt the need for control, just as you do, and I do honestly believe that you need this from me.

      “So, yeah, I want this. Not just because I feel like you need it, but because I enjoy it. I like the pleasure and the pain. I like how it makes me feel like I can… as you said, fly. I don’t want to go to a club or a dungeon or anything like that. I don’t want it to get extreme. But as it stands, it’s sexy, you’re sexy when you’re in Dom mode, and I’m not about to say no to that when you make me as wet as you do.”

      It was his turn to laugh softly. “Ever eloquent, my darling,” he rasped, the words smoky as he reached up and fisted her hair. Rolling it around his wrist, he tugged her head back until her eyes flickered wide in response to the bite of pain. “You’re sure?” he asked, for what would be the final time.

      “I’m positive,” she hissed. “If things change, if I change, then I’ll tell you. I have a mouth, Sean.”

      “And a very fine mouth it is too,” he purred, then he said, “You scared me, Sascha. That will never do. You need to be punished for that.”

      Another flicker in her eyes. A flash of desire, a flare of need.

      “As you were,” he told her, not releasing her hair as she maneuvered to drape across his lap again.

      He eyed her, studying her ripe curves once more, but this time, it was as though he’d taken a deep breath after hours of shallow ones. On the brink of hyperventilation, his lungs relished the oxygen flooding them as he stared at his one and only.

      She was his everything.

      His world.

      And it was time he showed her that.

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      

      Fuck!

      Sascha gritted her teeth, gritted them then buried her face into the silky cotton pajama pants Sean wore. She was so tempted to bite them, to bite him, take a nice piece of his calf and grind down on it because fuck, this spanking?

      The worst she’d ever taken.

      He was intent on hitting the backs of her thighs, the tender areas that would make anyone flinch after a sharp slap to the ass, never mind an all-out spanking session.

      How could a hand make her butt ache so much? A cane? A paddle? Sure. But a hand?

      Yikes.

      Her face was hot and flushed, sweaty as she tried to take each spank with composure. She was trying not to shriek, trying not to cry, and then, even as she processed that, she asked herself why.

      Why the fuck was she trying not to shriek?

      Why was she trying not to cry?

      Sean hadn’t asked her to do either, and he could be specific when he so chose.

      She pressed her face into his leg, no intent to bite this time, and when his hand soared high and it connected with the fleshy curve of her butt? She released a yelp as all her nerve endings rebelled on her, almost as though if she hadn’t decided to cry out, they’d made the decision for her.

      Two more sharp spanks and the tears began to fall, and they weren’t nice tears either. Not diamond globules that gathered in the corners of her eye, no crocodile tears.

      They were raw.

      They were gritty—they even stung her damn eyes.

      These hurt her. Even as they poured from her, she felt them, felt the pain in her body diminish into nothing because it was nothing. The spanking? Yeah, it hurt. But the pain inside? Deep, deep inside where nothing could get to it, where it could fester away and cause her untold agony? It was like this was the only way for anything to touch it. Only through this, could she get access to this one particular spot.

      And it was a nasty spot.

      All the negatives in her life, all the fear and confusion, the concern and anger, it gathered there. Like a goddamn boil in need of lancing. And each fucking spank was like a direct hit to the very core of her emotions.

      He began to rub her butt, almost like he knew how she was feeling. But how could he? How could he understand what she was going through?

      Her brow puckered as she inhaled some ragged breaths, tried to get her breathing back into some semblance of order before he began again—she knew him well enough to know that when he rubbed her butt, they were only halfway through whatever he intended on doing to her.

      But her thoughts swirled. Sean said he felt out of control, was this how he regained it?

      With each spank that sent her emotions careening, did he somehow feel fortified?

      Did elation soar through him as she experienced something that allowed her to feel?

      Wasn’t that, in its own way, how he felt too?

      Her brain was a big puddle of goo, and she wasn’t in the right frame of mind to even be thinking about shit this heavy, but it was something she’d be pondering later on.

      She’d never thought of him dominating her in this way. She’d only thought it was something he got off on, but had never thought about the hows and whys.

      Even as she realized Sean was right, that Andrei and Sawyer enjoyed the kink but didn’t need it, she saw the difference because he needed it. He needed this. He needed her to be free.

      It was a revelation, and it made her feel so open, so raw, but equally, so needed.

      He needed her, and that wasn’t something she’d realized until now.

      She jolted when another spank came, and a sharp yelp escaped her in turn. The door burst open then, though, and she scampered upright, her hands clinging to his calves as she stared at the opening to see who it was—when Sean made no move to cover her, she knew it wasn’t a stranger but one of her men. And she was thankful for that insight because her eyes were blurry from tears and she couldn’t seem to focus.

      “Enough!”

      Devon?

      She blinked then reached up to rub her eyes. “Devon?” she questioned, blinking again as he slammed the door behind him and stormed into the room.

      He rarely got mad. Hell, he never went above agitated, but here? He was mad. His hands formed into fists, and those fists were shaking as he came to a halt before Sean. She wasn’t sure what he was doing, but a part of her feared he’d punch Sean! Then he crouched down and his hands came to cup her cheeks.

      “Sascha? Why? Why are you letting him do this to you? Why are you letting him hurt you?” he asked, and there was such mournful worry in his voice that it hurt her.

      Hurt.

      Her.

      She sucked in a shaky breath, then jerked a little when she felt Sean’s hand on her thigh—stroking her. The move was gentle, caressing. He wasn’t priming her, wasn’t urging her one way or the other to say something in particular. If anything, it was just a gentle touch, a connection, a reminder that she was his and he was hers.

      Just as Devon was.

      “Devon, I need this,” she whispered. When he flinched, she reached for him but he staggered back. To Sean, she stated, “Help me up.”

      Within seconds, she was on her knees on the ground, and Sean was helping her stand. He didn’t move from the armchair though, didn’t say anything either. She shot him a look and likened him to a pasha watching his courtiers fight—neither amused or entertained, just watchful. Wary.

      Devon was storming back to the door by now, but she grabbed him in time. It was kind of awkward, but that was what she and Devon did best—awkward—and she shoved him into the door and pressed him flush to the wooden panel.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” she growled, and she was suddenly grateful it was Sean behind her, Sean and not Kurt or Sawyer because they’d have been giggling behind her like loons at her standing there, squishing Devon into the door, her ass bright pink, and her body totally out on display.

      It was ridiculous, but fuck, it was her circus and she was the ringleader. She needed to own that shit, and own it she would.

      “Sascha, I need to get out of here.”

      There was panic in his voice, a panic that scared her and stabilized her at the same time. That made her feel like shit to admit something like that, but also, it didn’t.

      Sean needed her, but so did Devon. All her men did, just in different ways, and that was one of the hardest parts of her life and one of the easiest too.

      Men didn’t want to need anything. Just because she lived in an unusual household with more men than some women had in a lifetime, didn’t mean her men were totally different than the rest of the species.

      Just because they wanted to share her didn’t make them alien in other ways.

      They shared because five of them could tag team her. One of them would always have time for her, for Tin, where singly, they just couldn’t.

      Devon didn’t leave his office for days sometimes. If he was her lone partner? It would drive her insane. But with Kurt to tease her and Andrei to tie her up? Hell, it wasn’t a problem what Devon did. She could leave him to be free, to let his mind soar, because she had enough on her hands with the others.

      That was why it worked, and it worked so well.

      She wasn’t needy or clingy, but what was the point in being in a relationship if you were never going to see your boyfriend? Well, that was a question that never reared its head for her because she had five of them to love.

      But her men?

      Though their situation was useful for them, it didn’t mean they’d suddenly grown ovaries and were in touch with their feelings. Of them all, Devon was the most open with his words and the most contained with his emotions.

      To him, they were a whole other planet he had no intention of visiting, and that was saying something considering how repressed Sean was.

      Jesus.

      She pushed her forehead between his shoulder blades, rubbing back and forth as she tried to get her words together, tried to make him understand in a way that only he could.

      Blowing out a breath, she whispered, “You know when you don’t understand something, Devon?” He stiffened, so she knew he got her point. “When everything feels like it’s tumbling down around you, when you want to scream as you see everything fall into madness. You want to shore it back up, want to rebuild everything, but you’re only one person, and you can only do so much.”

      These were his words.

      Verbatim.

      One time he’d told her what made him break down.

      For a man who understood so much, who was capable of so much, not understanding was his true chaos.

      “This? It’s my way of rebuilding,” she ended softly.

      “Why?” he rasped.

      “Why do you shut down? Why do you freak out? It’s a coping mechanism, but more than that, it feels good,” she admitted.

      “How can it? He’s hitting you! I heard you. I. Heard. You!” he roared, and suddenly, he was no longer facing the door, but he was facing her. His hands were on her arms, holding her firmly but not tight enough to hurt. His beautiful face was red, bright red, a vein pulsing in his temple as he stared down at her, and she knew he wanted to shake her. Wanted to shake some sense into her.

      “I want him to do this to me. It frees me, Devon. I need that,” she murmured, staring deep into his eyes and wishing she could fall into them, fall into him, but that was the last thing he truly wanted from her. More than anything? He needed her to explain.

      “How can you need it? You sounded just like her.”

      “I’m not your mother, Devon,” Sascha whispered. “Sean isn’t your dad. We’ve talked about this.”

      His teeth clenched and his jaw gritted down so hard that she knew he’d give himself a migraine if he didn’t watch out.

      “You sounded just like her,” he repeated, but this time, his words were dull, pained, and fuck, she hated that.

      For the first time in her relationship, she asked herself what she was doing.

      This was breaking him.

      Breaking. Him.

      She saw that as clear as day. Her pain, the way Sean, Andrei, and Sawyer were treating her, it tormented him. But Sean needed this. And so did she.

      She juggled five men with an ease that astonished her, mostly because they allowed it. They weren’t all in her face every day, and they weren’t making demands on her body, her time, every damn day. That was because they were busy, and they had their own shit to do as did she.

      Their relationship had worked for so long until she’d introduced something that could damage it. That could damage Devon.

      For a second, panic filled her, and she truly knew how Devon felt when he believed his world was caving in, because hers was.

      Everything they’d built together, she was smashing to pieces. And Sean was helping her do that too, with his needs. But they were just as vital in the mix as Devon’s.

      She took a shaky step back from Devon, and the move had him whispering, “Sascha?”

      Licking her lips, she retreated a few more steps, knowing the bed was close. When it hit the back of her legs, she released a shuddery breath and sank to the floor. Curving her arms around her knees, she huddled into herself and tried to process everything that was happening.

      It felt too big.

      Too much.

      On top of everything with Horowich, Jane, and now this?

      Existential crises were something she didn’t need to be dealing with at the moment, and yet, the warring needs of two of her men tugged and pulled at her in a way that left her lost.

      Adrift.

      In a way she hadn’t been since her men had come into her world.
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      From where he was sitting, Sean saw the scene for what it was.

      A battlefield.

      He hadn’t anticipated this, just as he hadn’t anticipated a lot these past few weeks. Fuck, this past year, he admitted to himself.

      Life had a habit of doing that to you. Just as he’d believed he was at the top of his game, life had thrown him a curveball and suddenly, his pregnant wife had lost their baby, an accident became manslaughter, and then… Jane. There were no words to sum up the level of insanity she brought to their world with her doings.

      But seeing Sascha fight for something she needed when those desires of hers hurt Devon?

      There was no lying about this—Sean didn’t know what she’d do.

      She had a habit of letting Devon get his own way. None of them minded. They were just as bad. Devon needed things they didn’t. Everything in its proper place, and only he could decide what was proper and what was a ‘place.’

      He wasn’t like Andrei who was neat as a pin and liked things in order.

      Devon preferred papers everywhere, dust on his desk, and utter bedlam in his office, so much so that Sean wasn’t sure how Sawyer coped with all the mess. But that’s what Sawyer did—cope. And that was what they all did.

      They bent so Devon wouldn’t break, and that was fine. That was their role in this world. To shield him, to protect that great mind of his because to be close to Devon was to realize how precious he was.

      There were some men in this world that created for the sake of creating. Not the need for money or power. They wanted nothing other than to be free to go where their heart and their mind desired.

      That was Devon.

      He was an Einstein of his generation, a Tesla. The magic he made with his mind was for the good of the world, and the money that came with it? That was where Andrei came in. Devon had enough so that he would always be secure—Tesla had died in poverty, and they’d all made sure that would never happen to their brother. Come what may, Devon would always be protected.

      He’d have food in his belly, a roof over his head, and there would always be someone to care for him.

      That was what they’d all determined back when he was in his twenties and they hadn’t been sure if—

      Sean broke off from that train of thought when Sascha staggered back from Devon, not stopping until she was crouched on the ground, hugging herself.

      Anger whirled inside him, but he tamped it down enough to say, “Devon, are you happy now?”

      Devon’s head whipped around to him. “Am I happy?”

      “When you came in, Sascha was crying, and yes, her butt was hurting, but did you see her look like that?” Sean pointed at their woman. “Was she defeated? Was she beaten down? Was she caving in on herself as she was torn between right and wrong—right and wrong for her?”

      Devon’s mouth worked, and he shot a look at their woman, their suffering woman. His study wasn’t something Sean would ever understand. Devon’s mind worked like no other, so while Sean could see just how torn Sascha was, he didn’t know if Devon could.

      “Your mother was defeated. She was beaten down. She was caving in on herself because deciding to leave your father was more than she was capable of,” Sean stated, hitting each word home with a hammer, and seeing each hit stagger Devon in a way that Sean hoped would make him see sense.

      “I-I did that,” Devon rasped, his hands shaking as he reached up and grabbed a hold of his head, his fingers tugging at his hair.

      Sean reared up and stormed toward his brother. Before Devon could make another move, Sean slid his arms around Devon’s waist, and hauled him against him in the tightest hug he could give him. He squeezed Devon, held him fiercely and didn’t let up until Devon stopped shaking, until his hands dropped, until he was hugging Sean back.

      They were both trembling, and Sean wasn’t ashamed of that. He could feel wetness on his shoulder and knew Dev was crying—fucking crying. Shit, it about tore at Sean’s insides to know that he’d made him cry, but Devon had to open his eyes, and Sean needed to make sure that when he did, Dev wasn’t looking out at the world through the eyes of a child born in an abusive marriage.

      Devon pressed his face to Sean’s shoulder and whispered, “I hurt her.”

      “Yes. You did,” he replied softly. “So did I. But her reactions to the way we did it are what differ.”

      “How can she like it, Sean?”

      There was an agony in his voice that cut him to shreds. He wasn’t talking to Devon at this moment in time, but the kid who’d found his mother bleeding out in the bath. The kid who checked in on Sascha when she was in the tub to make sure their woman was okay…

      There were so many things wrong in Devon’s past that there was no way to right them, not really, which was what hurt the most.

      He sucked in a deep breath and explained, “She likes how it makes her feel. You don’t have to understand it, Devon, to accept it. We’re not abusing her. She wants this, wants me, us, like this. The second she doesn’t, that’s when we stop. The onus is with her.”

      Devon cringed in his arms but after a few seconds, he nodded and began to pull away. When Sean turned to look at Sascha, he saw she was watching them both. Her eyelashes made the points of stars, and her eyes, while red, sparkled and shone with her tears.

      “I love you both. So much,” she whispered. “Don’t make me choose, Devon. Please. Don’t.”

      He stiffened, and Sean shot him a wary look, but when Dev released a sharp breath then headed over to her side, Sean relaxed.

      “Can I watch?”

      Sascha startled at that, then frowned as he sunk down beside her. She tilted her head to the side and asked, “What?”

      Dev huffed. “Thought it was self-explanatory. Can I watch him do that to you?”

      “Change the vocab, Dev,” Sean grumbled.

      The other man thought about his words for a second, then dipped his chin. “Can I see you get excited about what happens when you’re both in this headspace?” He licked his lips. “Maybe if I see your pleasure, then I won’t worry about your pain?”

      Sascha sobbed and hurled herself into Devon’s arms, and Sean? He just released a relieved breath and knew, even though the evening hadn’t started off this way, that they’d turned so many corners tonight that they were headed in a completely different direction than where they’d started.

      So long as the destination was brighter than it had been of late, Sean didn’t care where it took them, only that it was away from the shadows of the recent past.
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      “Maybe tomorrow, Devon,” Sean rasped. “It’s been a very long day.”

      Sascha scrubbed at the tear tracks on her cheeks and shook her head. “No.” Then, louder, more strident, she stated, “No, Sean.”

      She peered up at him from within the confines of Devon’s loving embrace and saw him frown at her then at Dev. He reached up and rubbed at his eyes, looking so gorgeous as he did so that she could have bitten him. Yep, bitten him.

      Jesus.

      In a pair of pajama pants, no man should look this good, and yet here he was. In the flesh. She knew he worked out, knew he and Sawyer went to the gym together and often drooled when the pair of them came back all wet after a shower. But staring at him, seeing him like this? She truly appreciated his efforts.

      “I wasn’t even going to do that much tonight,” Sean admitted, breaking into her lustful thoughts. “It’s been a hell of a day.”

      She gnawed on her bottom lip then nudged Devon in the side. He shot her a look. “What?”

      Wriggling in place and feeling like Tin when he was working up the courage to ask for candy, she nudged him again.

      “Sascha, what?” he demanded this time, grabbing her hand and lengthening her arm to avoid being nudged. “I’m getting the hint, Sascha, I just don’t know what the hint is.”

      Sean snorted. “Devon, you’re so blind sometimes.”

      Sascha cleared her throat. “Well, I mean… we’ve never. You know.”

      “No. I don’t.” He frowned. “Never what?”

      “You, Sean, and me.”

      His eyes widened. “Well, no. Sean doesn’t do that.”

      “Why doesn’t Sean do that?” Sascha asked Devon, and the question was aimed at Sean, but it was easier to ask Dev.

      “Because Sean’s a possessive arsehole who doesn’t like sharing,” was the man’s retort.

      Devon snickered, shooting Sean a look. “Don’t know what you’re missing out on. She has the best arse in the world.”

      Her cheeks were pink as she primly said, “Well, I think I should have heard that compliment first.”

      He winked at her. “You know I love your butt.”

      “Well, yes,” she said with a sniff, “but…”

      “No buts, unless it’s the butt,” he quipped with a quick grin. Then he cut Sean a look. “I’m game.”

      “When aren’t you?” Sean huffed. “Dammit, this conversation has derailed.” He rubbed his chin. “Sascha, are you sure—”

      “Of course.” And she was. Her blood was on fire at the thought of being shared by Sean and Devon.

      Sean only ever let Kurt get involved in the bedroom. Mostly because Kurt liked watching and Sean liked being watched—he’d probably never admit to that though. They didn’t cross swords, and there were never any sloppy seconds, a prospect that had her almost drooling.

      God, she was turning herself on here without even trying.

      Sean closed his eyes, blew out a breath, then stated, “Stand up.”

      On shaky legs, she did as she was told, using Devon as a prop. He helped her up too until she was toddling over to her man, a man that looked, without a doubt, conflicted, but his eyes burned with a fire she understood — a fire she liked to feel flicker against her skin.

      Gulping, she came to a halt in front of him. Her body bare for his gaze, his delight.

      “Bend over and touch your toes.”

      Her cheeks flushed with embarrassment, but he reached up and tapped her cheek. “Don’t question, just do,” he rasped.

      Her insides flip-flopped around at his stern tone, at his lack of give, and though something inside her rebelled at his sternness, something more powerful urged her to relent. To concede to this strong man who knew her better than she knew herself sometimes.

      She turned around, faced Devon, and saw he was studying her like she was a mathematical equation he’d yet to solve.

      Her cheeks were pink but she folded over so that her eyes were on her shins, her hands draping gracefully over her feet.

      A shudder wracked her as his hands dug into her hips, and he said, “Devon, she doesn’t always want to obey, but she usually does.”

      “Why?” Dev asked.

      “Come here,” Sean invited, and she heard Dev shuffle around as he got to his feet and moved to their side.

      That both of them were staring at her like this, all her flaws on display, her ass as wide as it was going to get, her thighs thick and round under their perusal, her belly squidgy and not as taut as it should be, made her both hot and cold. Cold because she was embarrassed even though she knew they loved her, warts and all—thank God she really didn’t have any warts though, because that might have been the final straw for her ego at that moment—but hot too, because they were studying her. Clinically.

      Sean was explaining. Instructing Devon, and that had her blood racing, surging through her veins so fast it was a wonder she didn’t feel faint from high blood pressure.

      Devon thrust two fingers into her pussy, making her jerk and tumble forward. Only Sean’s hands on her hips kept her upright, in place, and she shuddered as Devon noted, “She’s sopping.”

      Sean hummed. “Always.”

      Devon finger-fucked her as they talked, like she wasn’t even there, like he didn’t even realize he was doing it. “But why? She didn’t want to obey you.”

      “No, but she knew I’d make it worth her while, and she also knew if she didn’t, I’d make her regret it.”

      Those words had Devon stilling, just as her body was starting to creep up toward a small peak.

      “That doesn’t sound good, Sean,” he responded. “Regret it? How?”

      Sean hummed. “Take your fingers out.”

      A mewl escaped her now that she was empty.

      “She wants your fingers, Devon. But why give them to her if she doesn’t behave?”

      There was the sound of a tongue clucking, like suddenly everything that was confusing in the entire universe made sense.

      “I do that too,” Devon admitted, and there was a note of caution in his voice that surprised her. Well, sort of. He did do that. He did deny her until she did as he wanted in the sack, and Sascha wondered if that was as much of a revelation for him as it was to her.

      He’d been controlling her orgasms for years, but they’d never put a label on it.

      Sean, inadvertently, had.

      She purred when Dev’s fingers returned to her cunt, but this time, he reached down and rubbed her clit.

      Sean sighed, but his fingers gripped her hips tighter as he moved into her so that she felt his cock rub her ass, the soft cotton pajama bottoms slid against her sensitized skin in a way that had her clenching her jaw.

      “Why do you tie her up?”

      “Because I like it,” Sean admitted. “I like seeing her that way, spread out for my pleasure. Sawyer and Andrei are the same. You know how she is — always moving. Sometimes it’s nice to make her still. It makes her pussy like a vise when she comes because she isn’t used to it, she’s used to freedom.”

      Devon sighed. “You can’t tell me this is all for her, Sean.”

      “No. Maybe not. I’m not that ambivalent or generous,” Sean joked, but his voice had deepened. “I like seeing rope against her creamy flesh, and I like spanking her. I love watching her butt jiggle and grow pink under my palm, and that’s for me. It’s my own personal porn. But knowing that she gets off on it? That’s what detonates me every time.

      “She wants this, Devon. Feel how wet she is. She isn’t running screaming for the hills, is she?”

      “No,” Devon agreed reluctantly.

      “Sascha?”

      She wasn’t pissed that they were talking about her and around her rather than, up until to now, to her, but their conversation was, she’d admit, making her even wetter.

      Sean’s own personal porn?

      Dammit, wasn’t that the most empowering thing she’d heard all year?

      “Yes,” she whispered, then jerked when his hand came down on her ass. “Yes, sir?”

      He hummed even as he rubbed where he’d just hit. “Did you eat today?”

      She released a thankful sigh at the question because she had a good answer for him today. “I did.”

      “All three meals?”

      “Yes. And a snack.” And didn’t her jeans fucking know it. But the kitchens here were heaven. Seriously. What they made would have Michelin-star chefs weeping in dismay.

      Sean’s delight was evident as he praised, “Well done, darling,” and like that, he was crouching down on his knees and before she knew it, her clit was literally in his mouth.

      It happened in a flash.

      From nothing to every-fucking-thing.

      He’d pulled her lips apart, spread them wide and even as Devon’s fingers were close to touching his head—she could see through the space between her legs—his mouth attacked.

      She immediately rocked onto her tiptoes and the move destabilized her, but she didn’t care. A forearm shot out and tunneled between her belly and thighs to hold her still, to keep her in place. Devon.

      There was no moving, no avoiding Sean’s attack. He slurped at her clit like he was a kid intent on decimating his ever-lasting gobstopper, and God help her, she wanted to be decimated.

      It should have been embarrassing how fast she came, but with Sean sucking on her clit like there was no tomorrow and Devon’s fingers thrusting into her, dragging down against that sensitive patch deep inside her cunt where her G-spot lay?

      Hell no, there was no avoiding this.

      She exploded. Burst into a million pieces, only for those pieces to be reformed, forged anew into a Sascha-shaped blob. Her cries were both agonized and delighted because the two of them didn’t stop, made no move to leave her alone to come down.

      They carried on.

      Dragging her higher and higher, taking her to the next level, a level that only existed when Sean, Andrei, or Sawyer were doing something deliciously wicked to her.

      Her second orgasm had her knees crumbling and she knew that was the only reason they stopped. When Sean helped prop her upright, he ceased slurping her juices down like they were a shot of tequila—and she knew that was a gross visual, but holy fuck, in the flesh? There was nothing hotter—and he got to his feet. Devon’s fingers made a retreat too and when Sean helped her straighten, he nipped at her ass on his way up.

      Her face was so beyond red that it might as well have been steaming. She groaned as she was hauled back against a strong, lean form, and moaned harder when Devon’s hands came up to cup her tits—she’d recognize those fingers anywhere.

      How he earned calluses when he pushed nothing more than paper, she’d never know, but Lord help her, she’d thank God every day for them.

      He tweaked her nipples, pulling at them, tugging until the muscles of her belly rolled and she arched up on tiptoe.

      “Pinch down, Devon,” Sean instructed, and he obeyed, and somehow that made it all the hotter.

      This was the sexiest class she’d ever been in.

      Bar none.

      A squeak escaped her and she shuddered as she stumbled back into Devon’s strength when he pinched down. Hard.

      Fuck, that stung.

      “W-Why?” she whimpered.

      “Did I say you could come?”

      Sean’s tone was cool, and it lashed at her like a whip. Her breath stuttered and she realized she’d walked into his trap.

      Two orgasms.

      Both not permitted.

      Fuck.

      She gulped, her eyes reaching his, but he was stepping away, heading for one of the many closets in his room.

      Devon nuzzled his nose into her jaw and he whispered, “Sascha?”

      A whimper escaped her. “Y-Yes, love?”

      “You have the best pussy in the world.”

      She couldn’t withhold the snort. “Thank you, honey.”

      “Seriously,” he told her. “It’s all wet and juicy—”

      Weren’t all pussies? Sascha found herself asking inwardly. At least, with the right men?

      When he groaned, his own words turning him on, her eyes about rolled back in her head because sweet fuck, what this man could do to her.

      She wasn’t entirely sure why all five of her guys found her so hot. She didn’t have confidence issues, but she wasn’t a skinny minny no matter how hard they warbled on at her about losing weight, and her ass wasn’t tight and firm, her tits were kinda saggy and, shit, not one bit of her was perfect, but the way they acted? It was like they had a Sports Illustrated model in their bed.

      Not that was she was complaining, of course.

      But still, it made her wish she could see herself through their eyes, because sheesh, she really must be banging the way they went on about her body.

      Dev grabbed a deeper hold on her tits and murmured, “I never want to hurt you, Sascha.”

      “This is a different hurt,” she assured him. “You like fucking me, Dev?”

      He stilled. “Is this a trick question?”

      She snickered. “Nope. Do you like fucking me?” Her attention split between him and Sean when she heard a zipper being opened.

      Distracted, she forced herself to focus when Dev murmured, “Of course I do.”

      “And when you’re really frustrated, and you pound into me?”

      He grunted, and his fingers tightened around her flesh. “Yeah. Hard and fast, baby.”

      Her already-wet pussy got a little bit wetter. “Do you think that doesn’t hurt after?”

      Devon stilled behind her again. “That’s different.”

      “Is it?” She rolled her head on his shoulder so she could look at him. “I’m not complaining. It’s a good hurt, especially as many times as you make me come, but I’m still sore the next day.”

      He was frowning, and she didn’t want him to, but these things were food for thought where he was concerned.

      Devon was so certain she was being abused when she wasn’t, and he only believed that in the first place because of his past. But this wasn’t his past. It was his present, and his future, and he needed to accept that sometimes, and not every time, she liked a bit of pain with her pleasure.

      It was like adding salt to a dessert—it made it all the sweeter.

      Of course, they had to be her famous last words. Sean returned with something that looked like it belonged in someone from the Spanish Inquisition’s arsenal.

      “What’s that?” Devon asked, and she was grateful because it saved her from having to.

      “A Wartenburg wheel.” Sean pursed his lips. “Safe word time, Sascha.”

      She stiffened. “Really?”

      He shrugged. “It can hurt. Just say ‘red’ if you want me to stop.”

      Biting her bottom lip, she nodded and watched on as he spun the small device on his fingertip. It was a small tool. About eight inches in length, more handle than anything, but a wheel hung suspended between two points at the tip, and the wheel was covered in spikes.

      “Hold out her tits, Dev,” came the next instruction and Devon complied.

      Sean began to drag the spikes along her skin. “It can tickle if we move it gently. Or it can bite if we dig deep.” He gave her examples of each. “Then it can scratch if I want it to.”

      She absorbed each different sensation, and found it distinctly odd. It wasn’t nice or nasty. Neither pleasant nor unpleasant. But against her sensitive skin, it made her feel on edge. Antsy.

      Sean began to run the wheel over her tits, back and forth, digging a little harder down on her nipple, which made her yelp before he instantly retreated and dove around the dips and troughs of her flesh.

      “Part your legs, Sascha,” he ordered, and imagining this odd sensation on her pussy had her tensing but complying. He didn’t immediately go south though. Instead, he rolled the wheel along her waist, down over to her thigh and to the side of her butt where she could still feel the remnants of her spanking.

      Then, it was there.

      Moving over her folds, sending electrical sparks along her nerve endings. Again, there was no pain, but no pleasure either, and again, it made her feel antsy.

      She started to pant.

      And she didn’t even know why!

      “Wider apart,” Sean instructed.

      This time, she felt him tap the wheel against her clit and the cold metal had her biting her bottom lip. The spiky wheel, while not sharp enough to draw blood, sent more electrical impulses shooting through her system as they tapped her clit hood.

      For whatever reason, that made her wonder what it would feel like to get her clit pierced, and in the back of her mind, she thought about that.

      Thought about looking it up on Google in the morning.

      A shaky sigh escaped her when Sean, in a smooth move, rolled to his feet, adjusting his hold on the wheel as he slid it over her body.

      To Devon, he murmured, “Take her to the bed, Dev. On your belly, Sascha.”

      She shivered, wondering what he was up to now. It was odd to think that she trusted him implicitly while not trusting what his next move would be. The former spoke of how safe she felt, with the latter describing how on edge she was.

      Positioned on her belly, she wasn’t surprised when she felt a cock hit the seam of her ass. She closed her eyes when it tunneled between her lips and slipped into her.

      The sensation of fullness was a delight, and that was when it started.

      The wheel.

      On her back.

      Down her spine.

      On the fleshy parts and the bony, the claws digging deep here and there, scratching as well as tickling. Never the same thing in the same place. Always changing, always something different so her nerves couldn’t settle.

      Her body shuddered. One big shudder. She felt so unsexy, unsure that she looked as though she was jerking and jiggling like a fly had landed on her back and she was trying to get it off, but the slow slide of the cock inside her, the relentlessly slow thrust had her on edge in a way that didn’t compute.

      “What are you doing to her?” Devon rasped, his voice deep, confused, but also turned on.

      “Messing with her senses,” Sean murmured, sounding so in control that she wanted to scream.

      Her hands gripped the bedding, fisting it tightly as she tugged the sheets from the bottom of the bed. A scream escaped her as he dug the claws in deep on her sore ass cheeks and tears finally began to prick her eyes as her hips jerked, the pleasure of his cock and the discomfort from the wheel, making her feel beyond discordant.

      The men talked but she wasn’t listening, instead, she focused on her sore ass, the reddened and sensitive skin that was being tormented by such a small device. What didn’t hurt that much on regular flesh was three times as uncomfortable on a sore butt, and of her own accord, her hips began to dance, her legs swaying as she tried to evade the relentless wheel.

      And what made it worse?

      Sean wasn’t even concentrating on fucking her.

      He might as well have shoved a dildo in her cunt for the amount of attention he was giving her.

      Frustration surged inside her and with it, more tears. She. Needed. More. They weren’t going to give it to her though.

      She’d come twice.

      Without permission.

      Her heart began to race as she thought about enduring more of this, continuing and suffering until she thought she’d go insane. Her lungs began to burn, her body began to shake, and almost as though that was what he’d been waited for, the wheel was discarded and she was drawn up off the bed. Her back collided with his front, and then Sean’s hand was on her throat.

      “Breathe,” he told her, like she needed the obvious instruction.

      Or maybe she did.

      “In,” he soothed, inhaling deeply. “Out,” he continued, exhaling slowly. Repeating it over and over until her heart wasn’t stuttering in her chest anymore, and that was when he moved.

      His hand cupped her throat tightly, the other moved down to hold her between her legs, and then he finally fucked her.

      Hard.

      Fast.

      The thrusts were shallow from their position, and yet his cock dragged against the front of her pussy in a way that had her eyes widening in both distress and delight.

      When they did, she saw that Devon was watching with interest. He wasn’t even holding his cock in his fist, even if she could see his erection. He was watching as though he were in class, his stance and his interest so clinical that it was almost a slap in the face and yet, it made things a thousand times hotter.

      “Don’t come,” Sean growled in her ear, even as she felt her orgasm surging forth.

      “No!” she whined with a mewl.

      “Yes,” Sean ground out, and when he came, each thrust harder and faster than before, she sobbed in distress as her aching pussy begged for release.

      He stayed inside her, a hot presence in her starving cunt, and his fingers flexed around her throat as he whispered in her ear, “Who do you belong to?”

      “Y-You. Devon.” She sucked down a breath, starved for oxygen again. “Sawyer, K-Kurt, Andrei.”

      “Do you need our cocks?”

      Her eyes flared. “O-Of course.”

      “And our hearts?”

      This time, the tears that pricked her eyes began to fall. “More than anything.”

      “You’re ours,” he rasped.

      “I’m yours,” she confirmed on a sob.

      Her words had him thrusting his softening cock inside her, then he kissed the side of her cheek and pulled out. She felt his loss keenly, but was overjoyed when he turned her in his arms and slid her into his embrace.

      God, that felt good.

      His hands were everywhere the wheel had been, but his touch soothed every jarred nerve ending. She shivered and moaned as he touched her, as he caressed her, then he tipped her back onto the bed, climbing beside her in an instant.

      He positioned her so that she was between his legs, her body resting over his, his arms around her, his chin on top of her head. He surrounded her, nearly all of her back and sides were touching him, and what he couldn’t touch with his front, his hands did.

      He stroked her, soothed her, gentled her, and she tumbled deep into sleep. Her last thought was that even when she’d expected to be shared, Sean wouldn’t do that. This had been his claiming. Not Devon’s, and she knew she wouldn’t have changed it for anything.
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      “Sascha?”

      Turning away from the screenplay in her hand, Sascha tilted her head and sought the female voice who’d called her out. Smiling, she murmured, “Perry! I didn’t expect to see you.”

      Perry shrugged. “It’s addictive.”

      “What is?”

      “Speaking to someone who knows the score and is living it herself.” Perry grinned. “I’m not sure what’s going to happen when you go back to England.”

      Sascha could empathize. On just the few occasions they’d spoken, she’d come to see how remarkably freeing it was to hang out with Perry. She didn’t have to watch her words, could mention three of her men in the same sentence without having to qualify the fact that they were just ‘friends.’ Jesus, that alone made her want this friendship to grow and grow.

      “Skype?” Sascha reasoned.

      “True. Not the same though.”

      Sascha’s lips curved, and she had to admit that she was glad Perry felt the same way. Sure, their friendship wasn’t years in the making, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t deepen over time. Being with someone who understood the nuances of a complicated relationship like hers might be the reason why they’d initially become friends, but that could morph into more, and Sascha hoped it did.

      “I didn’t just come to stalk you though. I came because I wondered if you’d like to go to this little coffee shop in Madela… they let me have this private room so there are none of the paps around to hover.”

      Sascha tilted her head to the side, noticing something for the first time… “How the hell did I only just see that you’re a blonde now?”

      Perry snickered. “It’s a wig, and that script looks like it might be interesting?”

      She waved it in the air. “It’s Kurt’s screenplay. I’m just giving it a final read through before I finalize it for production.’

      “He lets you do that?”

      “He asked me to.” Sascha shrugged. “He hates edits. Hates them with a passion, so he asked me to take over. It’s a pleasure really.” She tilted her head again. “The wig’s so you’re incognito?”

      Perry’s nose wrinkled. “Yeah.”

      “Why? I mean, if the cafe lets you in privately, why all the hiding?”

      “Because I want you to meet George.”

      Sascha’s mouth rounded. “Wouldn’t that be wiser for me to meet him here?”

      “Maybe but…” She sighed then reached up to pinch the bridge of her nose. “It’s either go there or go to the palace.”

      “Why?”

      “Edward thought some of the courtiers were onto us, so he set up this whole charade.”

      “What kind of charade?” Sascha asked slowly, seeing the discomfort and distaste etched in both Perry’s features as well as her eyes.

      Perry was hurting. A fact that didn’t sit well with Sascha at all.

      “Xavier and George usually butt heads over something, but it’s always harmless. A few arguments, then they fuck me, and boom, all’s well again.”

      “Okay, so what did Edward set up?”

      “He made them have a real blowout argument, and now they’re not talking in public.”

      “But they’re good in private?”

      Perry dipped her chin. “Of course. It’s only for appearances, but it’s hard because I come here a lot, for…” She cleared her throat. “You know. And George can’t come here for a while. Masonbrook is where I have to be on show all the time, but here? I can relax.”

      “You’re the mistress of the estate, aren’t you?” Her brow puckered. “The staff know?”

      She licked her lips. “They know. But they’ve been with the family for years so there’s no fear, and Edward would string them up with the NDAs they’ve all signed, so there’s no need to worry.”

      “So here’s home, and you can’t be here with all your men because of a stupid fight?”

      Perry’s lips wobbled, and Sascha jumped up from her seat in front of the fire and moved to the sofa where Perry had perched herself earlier. She curved an arm around her shoulder and said, “Hey, it’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not. I’m a real watering pot at the moment.” She patted her stomach. “These babies are determined to make me a wimp.”

      Sascha snorted. “We’re entitled to be wusses when we’re knocked up.” When Perry snickered, Sascha grinned but said, “Look, how about this… you haven’t met all my men yet. How about I introduce you? Then we head to Masonbrook—” Yikes, she was about to go into a freakin’ palace. “—and I can meet George and we can have tea there?”

      Perry gnawed on her bottom lip. “Raincheck on the cafe?”

      “Sure.”

      “I’d like you to meet Cass, as well. She’s my head lady-in-waiting, but she’s been taking some time off recently. Her mother-in-law is sick and needed some help with social events.”

      Sascha blinked. “What kind of social events?”

      Perry rolled her eyes and patted Sascha’s knee. “It’s a whole other world, Sascha. They’re all on boards or foundations, and they host balls and crap. Cass has had to take over her mother-in-law’s events and handle them as her own.”

      Was it rotten that Sascha would prefer to stick pins in her eyes than handle that kind of crap?

      Ugh.

      It was mean to just throw money at the situation, but she let Andrei handle her funds and let him do what he deemed best. She had enough on her plate with five guys and a son.

      Never mind the journalist from hell on her tail and the serial killer secretary in one of her men’s offices.

      Grimacing at the thought, she got to her feet and hauled Perry onto hers. “Come on, let’s get you introduced… We should have done this before. It was rude of me not to.”

      “No. It’s okay. With guests, they rarely know I’m here anyway. I just come in, do my stuff, then get out again.”

      “You’re hanging around more because of me?”

      Perry grinned. “Hell yeah. I told you—you knowing the truth is addictive as hell.”

      Because she agreed, she just grinned back and began to lead Perry down the hall to the different offices each of her men had staked a claim on.

      “Do you actually know what they’re doing here?” Perry questioned her curiously, as they moved down the long-ass corridors. This place was massive. It was no wonder Perry could slip in and out without anyone knowing, because just heading from one room to another could take a handful of minutes.

      “Nope, and I prefer it that way. Devon tells me stuff, but it usually goes over my head.”

      Perry snorted. “I’m the same way with Edward. Although this is Xavier’s pet project. It’s unusual though, because George is the one who ordinarily handles finance matters.”

      “Is that what the staged argument was about?” she asked quietly.

      “Yeah.” Perry blew out a breath. “I’ll be glad when all of this is handled because it sucks. I hate the pretense on a regular day, but this added shit? It drives me crazy.”

      Sascha nodded, then tapped on Sawyer’s office door.

      “Aye?”

      Perry grabbed her hand. “He’s Scottish?”

      She smirked at her. “Yup.”

      “Does he wear a kilt?”

      Outright chuckling, Sascha shook her head. “Not that I’ve ever seen.”

      “Are you just going to stand there giggling outside my door?” Sawyer grumbled, and when they laughed at one another, she opened the door and headed in, not surprised to see Devon was in here too. He’d been given his own office space, but Devon and Sawyer were like bees around honey. Or flies around shit… the analogy depended on her mood.

      In this instance, it was bees and honey because Sawyer had given her some delicious orgasms on that desk a few days ago, and even though, last night, Sean hadn’t let Devon touch her that much, she was still pleasantly sated from her sexcapades.

      “Sawyer, Devon, I’d like to introduce you to a new friend of mine.”

      Sawyer blinked at her, then at the woman behind her. Devon frowned and blurted out, “Who is it?”

      “Is my disguise that good?” Perry teased, knocking Sascha in the side with a laugh.

      “Yeah, it is, but Devon and Sawyer probably wouldn’t recognize their Queen either,” Sascha joked. “It’s Perry, guys. Perry DeSauvier.”

      Devon blinked. “Where’s your crown?”

      Sascha rolled her eyes and Sawyer grunted, but Perry just laughed. “I don’t wear it every day.”

      Devon frowned. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s too heavy.”

      “Really? That’s very inefficient. If you wore your crown then everyone would know who you were without you having to introduce yourself—see, far more efficient.”

      “She doesn’t want everyone to know who she is, Devon,” Sascha explained.

      “Why not? She’s a Queen. That’s her job.”

      “Just like it’s your job to be a pain in my butt?”

      He shot her a smile that made her pussy melt. “I can definitely be that for you, Sascha.”

      Sawyer cleared his throat. “Let’s keep the conversation PG, Devon.” He got to his feet. “It’s a pleasure to meet you—”

      Perry smiled. “Perry. Call me by my given name. No need for formalities when I’m here.”

      Sawyer dipped his chin and Devon just stayed where he was, his legs over the armrest of his armchair as he stared at them both. Sascha knew, point blank, that he was thinking of her with a crown on her head as he fucked her in the ass.

      Don’t ask her how she knew that, but know it she did.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” Perry said softly. “Sascha’s told me a lot about you.”

      “All of it bad,” she confirmed, making Sawyer snort and Devon rub his chin. “I wanted to introduce her before I go out.”

      “Go out? Where are you going?” Sawyer inquired, scowling at her.

      “To Masonbrook,” Perry inserted. “It’s the royal seat, but it’s where I live. With my husband.”

      Devon hummed. “What about your other husbands? Xavier said he lived here.”

      Sascha cocked a brow at that. “When did you meet Xavier? You never told me.”

      “Sascha, I can’t tell you everything,” Devon retorted with a sigh. “You’d get bored.”

      Her lips twitched. “I’m sure I would. I don’t need to know how many times you used the bathroom, Devon, just, you know, when you meet with a Duke! Shit like that.”

      That had him frowning at her. “I never talk about the bathroom with you.”

      “I was making a point.”

      “I see what you mean when you say he’s literal,” Perry said with a laugh.

      “Beyond literal,” Sascha retorted, folding her arms across her chest. “Anyway, I’m going to meet George. I’ve already met Xavier.”

      Perry shook her head. “Hardly. You barely met Edward either, but you’re here for a while, aren’t you? There’s plenty of time.”

      Sascha smiled. “True.” Thrilled at the prospect of growing closer to Perry, and doubly thrilled that she could do what she was about to do… Sascha headed over to Devon, dipped down and pressed a kiss to his lips. Then she trailed her mouth along his jaw and whispered in his ear, “I’ll buy a tiara.”

      “And lube?” he asked, his eyes flaring wide with hunger.

      “Andrei usually has some.”

      Devon hummed. “Good. Get some more to be safe though.”

      She hid her smile, then trod over to Sawyer. His kiss was a little less innocent, and he growled in her ear, “Behave, and don’t do anything that necessitates a firing squad. They still do that here.”

      She remembered. The whole world did. That was how the enemies of Veronia had been punished—death by firing squad.

      “I’ll be good.”

      “Sascha, you’re many things, but good isn’t one of them.”

      Snickering, she reached for her cell phone when it buzzed. Eying the screen, she cocked a brow and answered, “Kurt? What is it?”

      “Sascha, where are you? This house is too damn big. I can’t find anyone.”

      She blinked at the curious note in his voice. “What’s wrong? I’m with Sawyer and Devon in their office on the ground floor.”

      “East wing,” Sawyer prompted, brow furrowed at her as she repeated that to Kurt.

      “I’m on my way.”

      “Tell me, Kurt. What’s wrong?”

      Kurt was the most even-tempered of her men but he sounded rattled, on edge, and that made her nervous.

      He cleared his throat. “My father just called.”

      “Your father?” She knew Rudi never called Kurt. He barely spoke to either of his parents, in fact.

      “His father?” Sawyer repeated, eyes wide in surprise.

      “Mother died last night,” was Kurt’s reply. “Heart attack. I… She’s being buried in two days’ time.”

      Heart in her throat, she whispered, “Are you okay?”

      Kurt grunted. “Of course.”

      When he cut the call, she winced and stared down at her phone. Sawyer’s hand reached out to cup her wrist. “Margritte’s passed?”

      She nodded, the gesture was jerky. He sighed and said, “Christ.”

      That about summed it up.

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      

      Though Sean spoke German, there was no need to understand the language to recognize the sorrowful words that were spoken as Margritte Keller was laid to rest.

      Well, as much rest as she’d ever allow.

      On the rare occasions they’d met, Sean knew she was the least restful woman he’d ever encountered, and the least pleasant.

      They’d all disliked her. Not just because of her manner, but for the way she’d treated Kurt. Not only had she forced him into a miserable marriage, but she’d practically disowned him when he’d divorced his ex-wife too. All because she’d feared her straight son was gay, since that was the only reason he could possibly want to share a house with men that were like brothers to him…

      Rolling his eyes at the thought, he felt Sascha’s grip on his hand tighten. She stood between him and Kurt. One hand on Tin’s shoulder, the other in his, while Kurt’s arm was around her waist. Behind them, Devon, Andrei, and Sawyer stood, silent sentinels at the society-packed funeral.

      He wasn’t a part of this world, but he knew Margritte had been infamous among this set. The Elizabeth Taylor, almost, of Germany thanks to her past and the family’s fame.

      Rudi, Kurt’s father, was the one who seemed the least affected, and maybe he was. Hell knew what Margritte had been like to live with. Maybe the man didn’t have PTSD at all, just selected muteness. With a woman like Margritte at his side, Sean knew he’d pretend to be deaf as well.

      Thankfully, because it was colder than a witch’s tit outside, the service didn’t go on too long. They hung around longer than most as Kurt shook hands with people who gave him their condolences and he ‘hosted’ the event more than his father did, whose gaze alternated between looking at the pit where his wife was now buried and staring out onto the misty graveyard.

      It was creepy here, creepy and cold. He couldn’t blame Sascha for snuggling into him and Kurt, and he didn’t even give a fuck about the ramifications of it either. People could think what they wanted. This was a funeral, and there wasn’t a more natural time for anyone to need comfort and succor, so they could go screw themselves.

      When they began to wend their way through the cemetery, their destination the front parking lot where their car was waiting on them, they did so in silence. The hem of Sean’s trousers were wet from the slick grass, and Sascha and Tin were routinely shivering.

      This was Tin’s first brush with death, but as far as he could tell, their son wasn’t overly affected. More than anything, he was confused. He didn’t understand why they were standing outside in the cold, didn’t understand why they’d traveled to Germany so suddenly, and didn’t understand why he had to be quiet and why he couldn’t play.

      Truth was, Sean didn’t want to explain the truth to him yet.

      He was happy for Tin to be in the dark, and considering most discussions of a ‘heavy’ nature were something the others left to him and Sascha where Tin was concerned, he was relieved that it wasn’t on the top of their to-do list, because they could have forced the issue when he didn’t want that.

      Tin wasn’t even three yet. It was too soon to learn about death, especially when it was around a woman who hadn’t given a fuck about him and who he didn’t even know that well.

      Kurt’s arm was tight around Sascha’s waist as he hauled her into his side before they separated so they could climb into the limo. Rudi being Rudi, aka weird, didn’t join them. He’d had the family chauffeur bring him separately, and now they were alone in the back of their limo, Sean was glad for it.

      When they were on the return journey to the family mausoleum—i.e. Kurt’s childhood home—he blew out a breath and reached up to rub the back of his neck as the relief of being out of the spotlight hit him.

      “You doing okay, sweetheart?” Sascha asked Kurt softly.

      He shrugged, turned to her and reaching for her chin, tipped her head so he could kiss her. After he’d thoroughly flustered her, a sight that made Sean’s lips twitch, he pulled back and murmured, “I am now.”

      She winced. “You know I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I do, and I’m okay, Sascha. I promise. My…” He didn’t say the word, just cast a look at Tin. “We had a difficult relationship. I just never expected her to be the first to go. Not when Rudi is so fragile.”

      That was the one word that summed Rudi up. He was like porcelain. That, or bone china. He looked like a good wind could and would knock him over. He coughed pretty much constantly, thanks to some kind of gas the Stasi had exposed him to during his time in one of their torture chambers, and his skin had a strange gray pallor that reminded Sean of a corpse—not the best of looks.

      Considering Margritte could be considered hale and hearty for a woman of her advanced years, of the two of them, it was definitely a surprise that Rudi had outlasted his spouse.

      And Sean didn’t give a fuck about how rotten that sounded. How cold. Margritte made snow look warm and cozy, so she’d approve of his chilly outlook on her nature, he was sure.

      Kurt raised an arm and curved it about Sascha’s shoulders, then he eyed Tin who’d caved in and had his head buried in Andrei’s lap, his daddy’s hands stroking his hair softly as he slept. The drive home would take ninety minutes because Margritte just had to be buried at this particular cemetery, and after the long day and the time spent outside, Sean hoped that a nap would prep Tin for the next part of this torment—the wake.

      “I rearranged the schedule with the production company,” Kurt announced a few moments later after they all watched Tin sleep.

      Sean tipped his chin. “Why?”

      “Because, now I’m here, I don’t intend to stay all that long. Rudi’s away with the fairies and he doesn’t need me here. Nor does he want me. I’d prefer to get the business out of the way then return to Veronia, that way I can work on my next project without further interruption.”

      Sascha stilled in his hold, then she turned her head and murmured, “You don’t have to like her to grieve her, Kurt.”

      The other man swallowed at Sascha’s soft words, and though Sean half-expected Kurt to shrug her off, Kurt didn’t. Instead, he murmured, “I know, Sascha, but I don’t have that much to grieve about. She pushed me until I didn’t even bother pulling back. I just drifted away. I don’t know her, didn’t know her at all these past few years, and to be honest, I never anticipated our visit to even go that well.” He blew out a breath. “I rented us rooms at the nearest hotel—”

      “But we were supposed to stay with your parents!” Sascha argued.

      “I know we were,” Kurt confirmed, “but that was never going to happen.”

      “He’s right, Sascha,” Sean interrupted. “It was a pipe dream hoping that she’d even let us in through the door. When she saw Tin, then the three of us? It never would have worked unless she thought Tin looked like Kurt, which he doesn’t.”

      Andrei cleared his throat. “She was an old bitch, and she doesn’t deserve an ounce of Kurt’s energy, Sascha.”

      “Andrei!” Sascha chided. “That’s hurtful.”

      He snorted. “You didn’t meet her. If you had, you’d know what hurtful is.”

      “He’s right,” Kurt said sadly. “I wish he wasn’t, and I wish there was something to defend, but Liebchen, there isn’t. There’s nothing to defend, no memory to protect.” He reached up and rubbed a hand over his face. “Maybe this is for the best. It’s closure, at least.”

      Sascha frowned at him but didn’t counter his words. Sean did though. “When are you meeting the production team?”

      “Two days from now. There’s a business meeting, and then, it’s quite good timing actually, on Wednesday, there’s a party. My publicist didn’t bother scheduling me there because she knew I wouldn’t go, but now I’m here, there’s no reason to avoid it.” He tugged at Sascha’s waist. “Do you have something to wear?”

      “No, but I can find something,” she teased. “There are shops in Germany I assume?”

      “Smartass,” he mocked, but he pressed a kiss to the side of her head.

      “Is it wise for me to go? Dreyford was weird last time, and I wanted to bitch slap Jennifer Houghton.”

      Sean’s brows furrowed at that. “They’re the main actors in the film, aren’t they?”

      Sascha’s lips curved. “Trust you not to know who they are really.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You know Hollywood means shit to me.”

      “Oh, I do, and I’m not making fun.” But she was smiling, and he wasn’t about to chide her on that. He loved her smile, and he especially loved that it was shining more and more often for them all.

      Jane and her presence in their world might have been the straw that broke the camel’s back, but it hadn’t been. Somehow, they’d come through the bitch’s invasion in their life, and their first few forays out of the quagmire of grief that had settled around them seemed to have drawn them closer together.

      Eight months ago, Devon and Sawyer would never have attended Margritte’s funeral. Andrei probably wouldn’t have either. But now? After losing Camilla, after the stress of learning about Horowich’s perfidy, the drama of Devon’s arrest, and then the cluster fuck with Jane? Yes, they’d come together, morphing into a tighter, closer unit.

      Sean couldn’t find it in himself to be anything other than thankful about that. When their entire world might have disintegrated to dust, here they were, still together and stronger than ever.

      These past six months had been a sharp learning curve for them all. Sean knew he’d made mistakes, done things he was ashamed of, things he’d never be able to forgive himself for, but these men did. His woman did. They accepted that he wasn’t perfect, loved him for his imperfections.

      The end didn’t justify the means, but he was damn content to have his brothers, son, and the love of his life with him today and for the rest of his days. As long as they were at his side, he could learn to accept his flaws, start the journey to self-forgiveness.

      Rome wasn’t built in a day, but with his family at his back, he had all the time in the world to be a better man. The man they needed him to be.
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      The dress was tight. It clung to her every curve and then some. So much so she felt uncomfortable. The zipper felt on the brink of bursting, but it was technically the right size for her, with the fit being just a little too snug.

      When had her tits grown? And her ass? Jesus. She’d obviously packed away more food than she’d thought back at the ducal estate in Veronia.

      As she stared at the navy body con dress that she’d teamed with a pair of strappy heels, she wondered if it was too much, and then she thought back to the few times she’d seen that bitch Jennifer Houghton this week. The woman made ‘barely there’ look overdressed, and every time she saw Kurt, she was practically drooling over him.

      The time to be amused over this was way in the past, and it wasn’t like she could even be jealous about Kurt’s reaction. He didn’t even notice her, and if he did, he was frowning at her with distaste. He didn’t encourage her, didn’t lead her on, but Jennifer was determined to get in his face, determined to be his leading lady.

      Ha.

      Sascha thought not.

      She dipped her hands into her dress and jiggled her tits, repositioning them in the sweetheart neckline. A groan sounded behind her. “I’ll give you a thousand pounds to do that again.”

      She turned around to grin at Sawyer. “Only a thousand?”

      “Two?” he doubled, strolling into the bedroom with an ease that made her pussy melt. He wore a tuxedo, one that was tailored to the long lines of his body, and fuck, he was a dream in the flesh.

      The white crispness of his shirt made his red hair seem all the more vibrant and, for once, he’d shaved, so when she reached up to rub his jaw, it was like touching silk.

      “You shaved.”

      He cocked a brow. “I can, I just don’t.”

      “You’re telling me. I’m the one with stubble rash everywhere.”

      His lips cocked up in a smirk. “That a complaint, lass?”

      “Only when you rub my pussy raw.”

      He repeated drolly, “That a complaint, lass?”

      She huffed and pushed off him, but he didn’t move an inch. Ignoring him, she turned around and stared at her reflection in the mirror. “Too much?” she asked.

      “For war?” He shook his head, his eyes narrowed on her. “Nope.”

      “War?”

      He snorted. “I’ve seen the way you watch that actress. Have a care, lass. Your claws are showing.”

      She stuck out her tongue at him. “Don’t be a spoilsport.”

      It was his turn to ignore her, and he reached around, held her tits over her dress and jiggled them himself. “You look like fucking sin rolled up in fur,” he drawled. “I’m going to fuck you in this dress tonight.”

      “Promises promises,” she whispered breathily.

      “And you’ll have to get in line,” Kurt grated out as he too made an appearance in the room. “This is my night, Sawyer,” he grumbled, and the Scot pulled a face at him.

      “Hey, I’m always down for taking both of you on,” she said with a grin, staring at their faces in the mirror’s reflection.

      When the two of them growled, she giggled, then she finished gawking at herself and sucked down a deep breath.

      The navy fabric clung to her in all the wrong places, but the guys’ reaction was positive so she couldn’t complain. Her tits looked huge and they were almost spilling out of the neckline, but between her cleavage was a heavy sapphire necklace, which nestled within the curves of her snowy flesh. She had matching earrings and a cuff on her forearm that came from the same set.

      It seemed incredible to her that she owned these pieces, and they were hers. Not gifts from her men. The estate she’d inherited from her father—her biological one not her adoptive one—came complete with ancestral jewels that required storage in a safety deposit box.

      She didn’t often travel with them, but when you went to a kingdom at the invitation of a Duke? With the knowledge that at some point you’d meet with a King and a Queen? When was there a better time to take out ancestral jewelry?

      Turning on her heel, she reached for the wrap that Kurt held out for her. It was a heavy silk pashmina that she curved about her form before Sawyer tucked her into a coat that half belonged in a 1940s film. It was pure glamor.

      When she was nestled in its folds, she arranged her long curls about her shoulders and said, “I’m good to go.”

      “You’re more than good, and I wish we didn’t have to go anywhere,” Sawyer grumbled as he planted his hand on her ass.

      Amused, turned on, and feeling a little buzzed from their reaction to her dress, she strode out of the room with her head held high. As she did, she saw Devon and Tin waiting for her, and her heart nearly fucking melted at the sight of the pair of them. Andrei slouched out of his room then in a pair of jeans that should be illegal.

      Fuck, she wanted them all.

      So. Badly.

      Pussy and heart melting at her family, she murmured, “Hey baby.”

      Tin squinted at her. “Mummy’s boobies are mine.”

      Devon grinned. “Boy after my own heart.”

      The others snorted, and she just grinned as she bent down and scooped Tin up. His hand clapped against her breasts and she tutted. “Tin, they’re not exclusively yours anymore.”

      Another squint. “Not mine, then whose?”

      “Mine,” she retorted, amused even more when he huffed and shook his head like she didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. He turned around and stared at Devon who just sighed.

      “She’s not wrong, champ.”

      “I’m just not right, huh?” she challenged, smirking when he winked at her.

      “You are a sight for sore eyes,” Andrei rasped, and she could see the fire in his gaze that backed up his words.

      His cock was thick and hard against his fly, and she felt her mouth water at the sight.

      “Thank you, darling,” she told him huskily.

      Devon stepped forward, sandwiching Tin between them as he kissed her. It wasn’t soft, but it wasn’t hard. What it was, was thorough.

      She groaned and grumbled when he pulled back. Thankful she hadn’t painted her lips yet, knowing kisses were going to happen, she sighed as he grabbed Tin and hugged him to his hip.

      If there was ever a sight to make any woman’s ovaries quiver, it was that.

      “The car’s here,” Sean called out, and she turned and saw him standing in the doorway, his phone in his hand. When he saw her, he gritted his teeth, his eyes aflame as were Andrei’s, then he cut a look at Tin, cleared his throat and stepped back.

      Amused and feeling hornier than ever, she cleared her throat and said, “Tin, I’ll see you in the morning. Daddies, behave.”

      Devon and Andrei rolled their eyes. “I think we can manage.”

      “You two can make or break economies.” She winked at Andrei. “God only knows what happens when I’m not here to check up on you.”

      He snorted, then stepped over to kiss her goodnight. “I want to fuck you.”

      She cocked a brow at him. “Get in line.”

      He grunted, slipped her his tongue this time, then pulled back with a growled, “Go on. The sooner you get back, the sooner I can get you out of this dress.”

      Amused, she bit her bottom lip then strode out of the lounge of their hotel suite and into the hall. Sean was waiting there for her in his tux and camel-colored overcoat. He looked divine, like James Bond or something, and being surrounded by three hunks in tuxes definitely put her in a good mood.

      The drive to the event happened mostly in silence. She knew why. They were all putting their game faces on. This was a party for the Press, and Kurt was now the guest of honor alongside Dreyford and the director, David Masterson. They were attending as his support system but intended to mostly stay in the background. Well, Sawyer and Sean did.

      Considering they hated these kinds of parties, it was only natural that they needed these quiet moments to prepare themselves for what was to come.

      It didn’t help that she’d see that bitch soon, either.

      As they pulled up outside the large hotel where the event was being held, she saw there was a red carpet and a line of Press that weren’t allowed inside.

      Kurt was big news in Germany, and his mother’s death was equally as big. They hung back as he strode down the red carpet after a valet opened their door, and when he was done, the driver took off and deposited the three of them at the back entrance where Kurt had made arrangements for them earlier that day.

      They didn’t want the spotlight, and walking in via that red carpet only invited it.

      Sneaking inside was more fun than the party would probably be. She enjoyed the subterfuge of sneaking into the party through the kitchen, with a bunch of hotel security keeping them separate from the kitchen staff.

      Entering the event, she passed her coat over, as did her men, to the guards, and then she turned to face the crowd. When she did, she winced, seeing that it was going to be as boring as she feared. The lights were dim and candles glowed, but that was about as intimate as it got. The cavernous space contained over five hundred people. Gilt-edged moldings ran around the perimeter of the ceiling, with antique paneling decorating each wall and beautiful parquetry that was being destroyed by the female guests’ high heels. The hall was blood red in color which made the shadows gloomier, and when she caught sight of Kurt and saw Jennifer-fucking-Houghton on his arm, she saw red, the same color as the damn walls, as anger overwhelmed her until she forced herself to calm down.

      She wasn’t sure why she kept getting so jealous recently. First with Jane and then with this bitch? It wasn’t like her, but she figured it was to do with her emotions being all over the place, her hormones too. Plus, there was the vague insecurity of knowing that to the public, her men weren’t taken and were very much available on the ‘market.’

      Still, there was nothing to be done. Nothing she could do about that, so there was very little point in fretting. What she did instead was grab a champagne flute the second a waiter passed her and chugged it down.

      The bubbles made her want to sneeze, and Sawyer’s chuckle had a similar effect on her eardrums—except she wanted to slap him rather than sneeze. “He doesn’t even like her.”

      “Like who?” she countered, making Sean snort.

      “You’re far too transparent for all that,” he chided, making her narrow her eyes at him in warning.

      He just cocked a brow at her, a warning in and of itself that reminded her if she snarked at him too much, she’d end up over his knee, but fuck if that didn’t seem like a nice place to be right this second.

      Grunting, she reached for another flute but she took her time with that, and murmured, “I’m hungry.”

      Sawyer chuckled. “Our rules worked, at least.” He rubbed her stomach. “Your appetite seems to have returned.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Is that a complaint?” she demanded, throwing his earlier words back at him.

      He growled and dropped his mouth to her ear. After he sucked on the lobe, sending shivers down her spine, he grated out, “It’s the exact opposite. I like to have something to hold on to when I’m fucking you, lass. Don’t rob a man of his curves.”

      She rolled her lips inward to hide her smile and decided then and there to stop being a stuck-up bitch. It wasn’t Sean and Sawyer’s fault that she was over here in this corner. They were too. Kurt wanted them there for support, and that was what they’d do. What they’d be.

      He’d had it rough these past few days. His mother had died, and even if he insisted that he wasn’t upset, she knew he had to be feeling something. Whether it was regret for how their relationship should have been, or anger for how little they’d known each other, she didn’t believe he was simply ‘okay.’

      Relieved when a waitress appeared with a tray of canapés that wouldn’t fill a canary, she sighed and picked up three, ignoring the surprised look on the woman’s face at her ‘greed,’ she watched as Sawyer and Sean took some too, only they didn’t eat theirs. They handed her them after she’d finished her own.

      Beaming at them in thanks, they grinned back at her and returned to their champagne. After a while of staring out into the crowd, she grew bored enough to ask, “Should we dance?”

      Sawyer grabbed her hand and murmured, “Thought you’d never ask.”

      Surprised he was the one to grab her, having expected Sean would want a turn first, she tumbled into his arms.

      “Thought you hated dancing.”

      “I do, but it’s the only way I can have my cock against your belly so I’ll take it.”

      She snickered and murmured, “Do I look so different tonight?”

      “You look hot as fuck,” he told her, then he reached up and cupped her chin. “But it’s your eyes that are different.”

      She frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re coming back to us, love,” he answered softly, staring down into her gaze with a tenderness that made her mush.

      Sascha wanted to lie but couldn’t. She couldn’t say that she didn’t have a damn clue what he was talking about, because she did. Even though they’d always had her back, she’d been feeling lost until recently. Now? They’d found her, or she’d found them. She wasn’t sure which and she wasn’t about to argue.

      Releasing a sigh, she pressed her face into him and let him use this slow dance as an excuse to rub his cock against her belly. The move made her wet, but that was her usual state of being around her men.

      With a grunt, his hand slipped down to her ass and he drew her closer into his embrace.

      “Sawyer,” she warned. “Not in public.”

      He ignored her, of course, and she didn’t mind because the place was teeming. No one could see. Not really.

      The evening carried on in that vein.

      First Sawyer, then Sean. The two of them danced her until her feet started to hurt, but being in their arms, standing so close to them? God, it felt good.

      It was both innocent and enticing, and the mixture of the two stirred her blood something fierce.

      The night wore on and the atmosphere changed with it as people grew drunk. A DJ appeared and the beat changed, the room darkened and she preferred the shadows because it meant when Sean and Sawyer held her close, they could get a little more creative with their hold on her.

      Her dress was fastened with a large zipper that ran down the central seam of her dress. Sean, on the premise of leaning down to fasten his shoe, reached for the zipper and dragged it up so that when he hauled her into his arms next, she could spread her legs with a little more ease.

      He pushed his knee between hers and she moaned, hiding her face, as her pussy rubbed against his inner thigh.

      She felt hot and needy, wanting them both, yet loving how public this was and yet how safe too.

      As Sean spun her out of his arms, it was then that she saw Kurt. With Jennifer Houghton. Again.

      The way the two of her men had ramped her up, it wasn’t a surprise that her mood dropped from the soaring heights they’d taken her to when she saw her lover and that bitch dancing.

      Kurt stood stiffly. His shoulders ramrod straight and his face—well, it didn’t look aroused, just pained. If anyone knew the difference, it was Sascha. But it was Jennifer that pissed her off. She had her hands on Kurt’s ass. Underneath his tux jacket.

      It was like a red rag to a bull, and even as she stormed over to them, she felt Sawyer collect her in his arms and keep her there, making her dance as he tried to draw her away from Kurt and that bitch.

      It worked.

      But she fumed.

      Keeping her eye on her man, she watched as he danced with three more women until Jennifer threw herself at him again. This time, she’d done something to her dress. The sweetheart neckline looked perilously close to falling down and her tits were on the brink of spilling out. Whether she was drunk or not, Sascha wasn’t sure, but she watched as Jennifer reached up and slipped her fingers through Kurt’s as she lifted their arms before twirling around in a move that Sascha had pulled on the dance floor herself.

      But this time, Jennifer’s tits fell out of her dress and she pushed herself into Kurt all on the premise of shielding herself.

      She saw Kurt’s surprise, wasn’t even concerned about him, but the primal urge to make a claim on him, to stamp on her territory roared through her veins.

      Slipping out of Sean’s arms, she stormed over to her lover and dragged Jennifer away from him with her hair.

      “Cover yourself,” she spat, hissing the words at the woman who yelped as Sascha tightened her fist about Jennifer’s hair.

      “Who the hell are you?” Jennifer cried, her words too low to be heard over the music, but the way she moved as she covered her tits drew a few eyes their way.

      “I’m Kurt’s woman,” she snarled. “If I see you drooling over him, flaunting yourself at him again, I’ll make you grateful to get a bit part in a Z-list zombie movie.”

      “Who the fuck are y—” Jennifer’s mouth dropped as a strobe light flashed over them, exposing Sascha’s face. Jennifer blanched and Sascha, for the first time in her life, was grateful to be Sascha Dubois, ‘The Right Honorable,’ billionaire heiress.

      If she wanted to, she could destroy this tart’s career, and there was nothing more satisfying than Jennifer knowing it.

      Jennifer reached down and rearranged her neckline before storming off, her head arched with her nose in the air.

      Kurt’s hands appeared on her hips and he laughed in her ear. “That shouldn’t have been as hot as it was,” he mocked.

      She stiffened. “You liked her drooling all over you?”

      He snorted. “No. I liked you dragging her off by her hair. How very cavewoman of you.”

      Sascha grumbled, “When she did that with her tits, it was the final straw.”

      Kurt rubbed his nose along her hairline. “I only want you, Sascha.”

      That had her huffing. “I know that, Kurt.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      She shrugged. “The rest of the world doesn’t know it too.”

      When he hummed, she rested against him, understanding that he had no words for her, no words that would make this better. They were in the same boat, after all. None of them could claim the other, and in this, they were all stunted. All unable to make any formal declarations, and though Sascha never felt the lack of a wedding ring, she did sometimes. At moments like this in particular.

      With a sigh, she pressed her face into Kurt’s shoulder and for the first time that evening, danced with him.

      It felt good.

      Wonderful, in fact.

      She sighed, finally able to be calm—even as stupidly irrational as it was.

      Kurt danced with her four more times until he murmured in her ear, “I think we can get out of here now.”

      Nodding, she replied, “Okay.”

      He guided her toward Sean and Sawyer, then squeezed her hand and retreated with only a glance.

      Sawyer curved his arm around her waist as he guided her toward the kitchen like the dirty little secret she was, and they headed out toward the exit where they’d arrived earlier.

      Their car waited for them—either the chauffeur had been parked there all evening, or Sean had called him and put him on alert.

      The driver stood there with their coats and after they wrapped up in them, they headed into the limo’s cab.

      She pressed her face into Sawyer’s side when he’d curved his arm about her shoulder, and stiffened when he asked, “It’s not like you to be jealous.”

      “Didn’t you see her flash him?” she growled.

      “Aye, I did, but you know he’s not interested.”

      “It was beyond a joke! Who does that? For God’s sake, we were at a press party!”

      Sean hummed under his breath. “That’s not the underlying issue, though, is it?”

      She tensed, then firmed her jaw. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

      “No? Well, tough, because we do,” Sean retorted, but before he could, she had a reprieve as the car pulled up at the front of the hotel. A valet opened the door for Kurt to climb inside, and the minute he was in, they drove off, back to their hotel.

      She could feel her men’s disapproval and disappointment and it pissed her off all the more.

      Why didn’t they get it?

      If a guy came onto her, right in front of their faces, if he’d shoved his hands down her dress or cupped her ass, they’d have done more than pull the bitch off by her hair. They’d have gotten into a fucking fistfight.

      She said as much, snarling, “If any man put his hands on me, I don’t think you’d be smiling. Not unless you’d caved in his front teeth. And the only reason they don’t is because I don’t put myself out there. I don’t let that happen to me.”

      “You think I let her do that? Did I look like I was having a good time?” Kurt retorted, for the first time sounding aggravated.

      “Did you push her away? No.” She reached up and tugged off her earrings and dumped them in her purse, grateful for the lack of the pinch on her earlobe.

      “I was just trying to be polite.”

      “She had her hands on your ass, and she flashed you, Kurt. How polite do you think you need to be in that situation?” She shot him a dark smile. “Maybe I’ll go dancing tomorrow and flash my tits at some random guy… that’ll help you understand how I feel.”

      Sawyer growled under his breath. “What the hell’s going on with you, Sascha?”

      “If you can’t get it, then you’re all fucking stupid. Geniuses, my ass,” she snapped. “I get that you’re all too big for this world, too smart for the regular shit that goes on, but if you don’t get that some slut wanted her hands on my man just to fuck her way into a bigger role in his film, then you’re seriously too stupid to live.

      “And don’t you dare try to put this on me as if I’m being jealous. Wasn’t I right about Jane? I heard you talking to that detective you work with, Sean. I’ll admit to listening to your conversation because I know how it works—you’ll only tell me as much as you think I need to know. And what you’d always keep me in the dark about is the fact she initially hung around to figure out what you knew, but stuck with us because she’d fallen for Andrei.

      “I’m not blind, nor am I deaf or dumb. You five are some of the hottest men I’ve ever come across. You’re intelligent, sometimes, and you’re rich. You’re all powerful too. You’re like the trifecta of what every woman wants, and there are five of you. So every woman out there who knows of you think she has five chances to hook a rich motherfucking Adonis, because she doesn’t know you’re tied to me.

      “And guess what, I’m okay with that. I get it. I do. We can’t say shit without drawing a whole heap of crap on our heads, but if you could try to understand the situation from my point of view, I’d appreciate it.”

      Silence fell after the storm of her words, and Sawyer broke it with, “Is that true, Sean? About Jane and Andrei?”

      Sean sighed and reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Unfortunately, she’s right. I don’t appreciate you eavesdropping—”

      “Don’t even go there,” she snapped. “I could give a fuck about your usual conversations, but when I heard you talking about Jane? I listened in.”

      Sawyer reached for her hand and squeezed her fingers. “What will make you feel better?”

      She tensed, her teeth clenching as she heard the conciliatory tone and knew he wanted to help, but the fuck of it all was they could do nothing.

      Change nothing.

      Gulping down a deep breath, she whispered, “Thank you, Sawyer, but there’s nothing to do. Not really. Just don’t dismiss my feelings as irrational jealousy, okay? I’m not a lunatic. I don’t see shit for the fun of it. Jennifer Houghton made a fool out of herself tonight, but I did too because Kurt didn’t listen to me the last time we met up. And when we did meet up, Dreyford was coming onto me so hard, but what did I do this evening? I stayed the hell away from him because I knew he’d pull something too.

      “Just treat me with consideration, the same as I do you,” she said softly, then she pulled away from him and slipped over to the other side of the limo so she could stare out at the roads.

      It was an uneasy quiet that settled among them, but she was okay with that. It wasn’t how she’d anticipated the evening ending, but neither had she thought she’d see another woman’s tits—who even did that? How desperate did Jennifer have to be for her few scenes to be doubled thanks to the casting couch?

      She gritted her teeth in agitation, and when they pulled up at their hotel, she didn’t wait for them or for the driver to help her out. She climbed out and strode through the reception to the elevator. Ignoring them as she waited for them to climb on board with her, she pulled her hand from Kurt’s when he tried to hold hers.

      Grateful that the elevator was fast and that it took them directly to their penthouse suite, thanks to the card Sean inserted into the fancy dashboard, she slipped out of her heels and was on the brink of storming over to her room when Andrei called out, “What the hell happened tonight?”

      She put the brakes on and turned to him. “What?”

      He frowned and held out his phone. Half-expecting to see a picture of her dragging Jennifer Houghton off Kurt’s chest, as well as another glimpse of her tits, she froze when she saw the intimate pictures as she scrolled down the feed.

      It was tonight’s event, sure, but there were images of Sawyer kissing her throat, Sean’s hands on her ass, and then Kurt nuzzling into her right at the end.

      Fuck.

      When she scrolled back to the top to read the captions, she blanched.

      US billionairess dirty dances with no less than three bachelors.

      It could have been innocent. Could have been shrugged off as nothing but a very drunk woman having a very good time with three men on the dance floor.

      But the article?

      Andrei ran a hand through his hair. “Horowich must have had a partner,” he stated grimly, and as she stared down at the intimate details of her life that were revealed for the world’s consumption, she knew that the pictures were the Pandora’s box that would bring chaos to her world.

      The article was too thorough for a rush job, indicating that, as Andrei had said, someone, be it Horowich or indeed a partner, had been investigating her for a long time for such a detailed and thorough accounting. But the pictures were the evidence that some sleazeball editor had needed to make her and her love life front-page news.

      There were no other words she could utter, nothing else she could say than, “We’re screwed.”
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      Devon might surprise you.

      He always does me.

      But as usual, they all tend to bitch slap me.

      There’s something strange about this series. It draws me in in ways I’ve never experienced before. Making it easy to write behind-the-scenes glimpses of the Quint lifestyle.

      Be sure to check them out in my Diva Reader group: www.facebook.com/groups/SerenaAkeroydsDivas

      Thank you for your patience on this one. I know Sean took longer than anticipated, but I hope you enjoyed it.

      There’s change afoot for Sascha and her guys… stay tuned.

      And be sure to drop me an email at serenaakeroyd@gmail.com. I love to hear from you guys. <3

      Smooches,

      Serena

      xoxo
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