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Chapter One

May 21st




We have a lot to talk about, my queen.

As Landon’s words reverberate through my head, I trace the familiar inscribed letters on the journal. My fingers move in a hypnotic way as the breath stalls in my lungs. Because it’s one of my mother’s diaries, and even if he hadn’t told me it belonged to her, I’d recognize it by those initials written in elegant calligraphy.

“How did you get this?” My voice is sharp and brazen—the kind of tone that would earn me a session in the dungeon if I were still under the rule of Heath Bordeaux.

Landon glances at my lady. “Faye, will you give us a few minutes?” With a cooperative nod, she gets up to leave, and the fact that she’s not fighting him surprises me as much as the familiar way in which he addressed her.

After the door shuts upon her exit, he leans forward, hands clasped between his knees. “What do you know about your mother’s journals?”

An image of leather spines, sorted by color, comes to mind—a neat row kept dust-free on an oak shelf in her writing room. After she died, my uncle turned the space into storage.

“She had a collection. She was always writing between the pages. After the crash…” With a hard swallow, I pause. “My uncle boxed them up, but Faye’s mother gave them to me on my sixteenth birthday.”

“Did you read them?”

I shift, crossing my left ankle over my right. My mother was a romantic at heart, right until the day she died at my father’s side on that plane. She wrote everything from poems to artistic descriptions of the mundane hours that made up her days. Thinking of those journals renews my sorrow, and my eyes burn with it. No matter how much time passes, grief festers in my soul, a permanent scar waiting for the right trigger to peel away the scabs and uncover the hurt as if it burrowed there yesterday.

“I read every word she ever wrote.”

He points to the diary in my hands. “You didn’t read that one.”

“How can you be certain?”

“You’d know the truth if you had.”

“The truth?”

Rising to his feet, Landon wanders to the windows. Unlike last month, when the sun shone on the imposing form of Mr. Bordeaux, turning his midnight hair a bluish silver, cloud cover greets Landon on the other side of that glass. His faded black jeans and olive button-down shirt complement the tumultuous slate sky. Maybe it’s a fitting backdrop for whatever “truth” the man from the House of Gemini is about to impart.

A few seconds slip by before he turns to face me. “I don’t know how else to say this, so I’m just going to put it out there. Your mother and my father had an affair nineteen years ago.”

His “truth” blasts through my consciousness, as abrupt and loud as a gunshot, and my heart beats with an irregular rhythm. I work my jaw, mouth gaping and shutting before falling open again. “I don’t believe you.”

My parents loved each other. They were happy and faithful and…and my mother wouldn’t have done this.

Not nineteen years ago.

“It’s the truth, Novalee.”

The conviction in his voice shoots dread into my gut. “There must be some kind of mistake,” I say, smoothing my thumb over my mother’s initials on the cover, as if the action will smooth the ripples of turmoil bubbling inside me.

“There’s no mistake.” He nods at the leather-bound journal I’m clutching like a lifeline. “She wrote about it in detail.”

I toss the diary on the table as if it burned me. “Then it’s a forgery!”

“It’s not a forgery.” Reclaiming his seat, he softens his tone, and his emerald eyes bore into me, willing me to believe him. “Faye gave it to me when you arrived on the island. Her mother kept the journal hidden after your parents died.”

My eyes widen. “How long has Faye known about this?”

“As far as I’m aware, just a few months.”

Betrayal lingers on my tongue like a bitter pill I don’t want to swallow. “How could she not tell me?” The question is rhetorical, laden with stunned disbelief.

Landon answers anyway. “Her mother swore her to secrecy.”

“That’s no excuse! She’s my lady…my best friend since childhood. This doesn’t make any sense.” I narrow my eyes. “Why would she give the journal to you?”

“To ensure I don’t bid in the auction.”

I can’t breathe, can’t think…I don’t want to think. Because thinking means analyzing his explanation, rolling it around in my mind and coming to heartbreaking facts based on inference. It means admitting, even to myself, that what he’s saying might be true. The thought torpedoes through my mind, and I think back to the last two months.

Landon and his kind, secretive eyes.

The way he pushed back against Heath on my behalf at last month’s dinner.

And how he gave me an “out” at the medical examination and was the first to leave when given the choice.

How he didn’t touch me…at all.

“Just say it,” I demand, voice tremoring with devastation.

“You’re my sister.”

I shake my head…denying, denying, denying.

“But I have the Van Buren eyes, and…” As I bite my lip, a tear escapes my lashes.

“Biologically, you’re the daughter of Franklin Astor.” Glancing down at his joined hands, Landon pauses. “You have my father’s smile…not that you’ve had reason to smile since arriving on the island.”

The heaviness of his words, the quiet sadness in them, float between us for several moments, and the raging hurt in my soul ebbs a little. My gaze lands on the abandoned journal sitting between us. I wipe my cheeks, stowing away the anguish to deal with later when I’m alone.

“Did you know before Faye gave you the diary?”

“My father told me last year.”

“Who else knows?”

“No one, other than Faye and her mother.” He rakes a hand through his thick, dark hair, disrupting the combed-back strands. “If the truth comes out that you descend from Evangeline Castle…” Landon lets out a quick breath. “The Brotherhood will void the contract. There will be no auction for marriage.”

My heart skips a hopeful beat. “You mean I’ll be able to leave this place?”

“Where will you go? As the only living relative of King Van Buren, Rowan is the rightful heir to the throne of your lands.” He falls silent, letting the statement settle between us.

Letting it sink in.

Because if Franklin Astor is my father, then I have no legal claim on my home, other than the precious memories of growing up there. I’m parentless, and until my twenty-first birthday—when I can access my trust fund—I’m penniless.

“I want to go home.” I cross my arms, a pure display of defiance because deep down, I know I’m screwed whether I stay or go.

With a sigh, Landon rises and closes the few feet between us. Kneeling in front of me, he takes my hand in his. “Going home isn’t an option, my queen.”

I yank my hand free. “I’m not your queen. According to what you just told me, I’m nobody’s queen.”

“You are a queen, Novalee. For the sake of your nation, no one must find out about our shared bloodline. That’s why I’ll continue to address you so formally. The auction must go on.”

“So you won’t allow me to leave?”

He shakes his head. “You’re an Astor.” Something flashes in his emerald gaze, something I can’t define though it’s on the edge of my mind, scratching with a hint of clarity. “You belong on Zodiac Island, not with Rowan or out in the world on your own.”

I nod toward my mother’s secret journal. Her Pandora’s box. “You might have the power to keep me here, but you can’t stop me from revealing the truth myself.”

The transformation in Landon’s expression has me pressing into the back of the chair, regretting my threat. He leans forward, his face a harsh mask of warning. “You don’t want to see the other side of me. For the sake of you and your nation, this is a secret you will keep.”

“Issuing threats isn’t a very brotherly thing to do.”

His mouth flattens into a stubborn line. “I’m not the bad guy in this situation, Novalee, but I’ll do whatever is necessary to protect you and keep you here where you belong.”

I can’t help but glare at him because he’s treating me the same way every other man in this tower has—like a puppet to be mastered.

“You’d rather see me married to someone like Heath Bordeaux?”

“Heath won’t get his hands on you again.”

“But he has the means to win the auction.”

“He’ll have to stick to art and jewels. The auction for your hand isn’t one he’s going to win.”

“You sound certain.”

“I am.” He stands, and the weight of his stare presses on me. “There’s only one man I’ll allow to win that auction.”

“Who?” A dart of my tongue moistens my dry, nervous lips.

He folds his arms, a flawless statue of confident authority. “Someone I trust with my life. Someone I trust with this secret…someone you’ve got an eye for.” The knowing smirk on his face is a preamble, and he lets it hang.

“Who?” I demand again, bracing myself.

“Sebastian.”


Chapter Two

Sebastian.

The lion.

The man with the most brilliant blue eyes I’ve ever seen.

A man who hates me.

And Landon plans to marry me off to him.

Landon Astor…my brother.

“Are you going to give me the silent treatment all day?” Faye’s voice dips, a moment away from cracking in distress.

Or growling in frustration.

I’m not sure which, and considering all she kept from me, what she’s still keeping from me—if I count the mystery of what happened to Elise—I can’t say I care about Faye’s state of mind.

Not when my own is spinning with the revelations Landon dropped on me no more than an hour ago.

“You’ll have to talk to me eventually,” she tries again.

Ignoring her, I keep my gaze trained on the endless expanse of ocean in the distance. The French doors stand open, allowing the crisp scent of spring to filter into my new quarters in the House of Gemini.

The set of rooms Landon gave me are the most luxurious and spacious I’ve encountered in this tower. The smell of fresh paint and new upholstery hint that he had the space renovated.

To ensure the rooms are fit for a queen? Or fit for family?

“I wanted to tell you, but my mother swore me to secrecy.” Faye fidgets in the bistro-style chair across from me, sandwiches and tea untouched on the table between us. “She thought you’d hear it best from Landon.”

Now I do look at her, my eyes narrowed in disbelief. “As opposed to hearing life-altering news from my lady and best friend—someone who’s like a sister to me?”

“Landon is a figure of power and authority. She thought you’d believe him over me.”

“That’s ridiculous and you know it.”

“You’re right,” she concedes, her voice soft with defeat. “She couldn’t risk you going public with the truth. That’s why she felt the news had to come from Landon.”

“So she wants me to be passed around like a whore?”

Faye flinches. “She wants what’s best for you.”

“I find that hard to believe. Regardless of her skewed reasoning, your loyalty should have been to me.”

“I’m sorry I betrayed your trust, but I couldn’t go against my mother.”

“You’ve never had a problem with rebellion before.”

She averts her gaze, guilt flushing her cheeks, and I realize she’s still holding something back.

“What’s the real reason you kept your mouth shut?”

Hesitation pulls at her ruby-painted lips. “My mother said I could return home if I promised to deliver the journal to Landon.”

Her confession is a punch to the gut, and I struggle to breathe, to find the right words to convey the level of devastation and betrayal rushing through me right now.

“Well you kept your promise, so you’re free to go.” I wave my hand toward the door of my private quarters. “I’m relieving you of your duties as my lady.”

Faye’s lashes flutter, eyes bright with unchecked emotion. “I don’t want to leave like this.”

“Just go,” I say through gritted teeth.

“Novalee,” she pleads.

“As your queen, I command you to leave.” The order ricochets off the walls before settling between us, as impenetrable as a steel barrier.

Faye bites her lip as she rises, and the tear that slides down her cheek almost breaks through my armor. I harden my heart against the forgiveness tugging at me. Forgiveness will take time; forgetting how she withheld such momentous information will take longer.

It doesn’t matter that deep down I know she did it for love—for the chance to return to the home she misses and the one man who has her heart. Right now, I’m incapable of offering understanding, let alone empathy.

In the absence of Faye’s guilt-ridden presence, my mother’s journal calls to me from the side table where Landon left it. Uncertainty constricts my throat as I pick up the leather-bound book. Before he left Faye and me alone to talk, he asked me to read my mother’s words.

Her confession from the grave.

A huge part of me is delaying, because as soon as I read the truth, written in my mother’s beautiful penmanship, I’ll have no choice but to accept that everything I know about my childhood is a lie. Curling up in the window seat by the fireplace, I open the cover. The first entry is dated almost a year before I was born.




March 8th




It’s been a month since I’ve written. Seems like forever, but at the same time, too little time has passed. I’m not ready for this.

I’ll never be ready.

Putting everything into words is a foolish thing to do, but my heart needs to spill this burden. Edwin and I have been trying to conceive for three years, to no avail. The pressure to produce an heir has been a strain on our marriage. Even worse, it’s a threat to our country’s security.

Rowan is watching our every move, salivating at the idea that we might not produce an heir within the allotted timeframe. The man is a power-hungry narcissist. His vision for the future of our nation doesn’t align with Edwin’s. He believes a dictatorship is the only way to ensure loyalty from the people, while Edwin rules with compassion and empathy.

Too much is at stake, and that’s how I justify what we’re about to do.

Because we only have two years left to conceive, and the doctor we saw at the beginning of the year said Edwin is infertile.

I guess I should back up a bit. Our desperate solution presented itself last month at the diplomacy summit. From the moment I laid eyes on Franklin Astor, I knew he was a powerful man. The way he watched me from across the room made me uncomfortable, but there was no denying the way he commanded the space around him.

I’m not sure Edwin noticed the other man’s scrutiny, but later that night when Mr. Astor cornered us in the hall, he had my husband’s full attention.

Because Franklin Astor, this mysterious and handsome man from a small island up north, couldn’t keep his hungry eyes off of me. Then he did the unthinkable.

He offered us a proposition we couldn’t ignore—an ungodly amount of money for one night with me.

Of course, we were shocked at first, so Mr. Astor gave us his number and told us to think about it. That’s all we did that night, unable to sleep as a disturbing idea took hold in the dead of night, because there was only one thing we needed and it wasn’t more money.

The next morning, we countered with our own offer and made a deal.

That day feels like it took place a lifetime ago, but now that we’ve flown to Zodiac Island in the wee hours of the morning out of a necessity for discretion, our decision is much too real. Dread and self-loathing fill my stomach as I write this, because we’re doing this.

And once we do, there’s no going back.




The date’s entry stops there, and I set aside the journal as I process what my mother wrote. A sense of relief storms through me, because at least she didn’t have a secret affair behind my father’s back. He was complicit in the affair, an accomplice to the illicitness of it.

They did it for our country.

They did it to produce an heir.

And I wouldn’t be here if they hadn’t.

With a deep breath, I pick up the journal and turn to the next page.




March 9th




I’ve done things in my life that have inspired a sense of shame, regardless of whether it was warranted. Nothing will ever compare to the cloak of shame that shrouds me now. I deserve it, and though part of me knows it isn’t fair, I deserve the disappointment in Edwin’s eyes too.

Because now there’s a secret between us, an “incident” we both agreed we wouldn’t discuss. Ever.

I’m not allowed to tell him the details of what happened in Franklin Astor’s private quarters. The memory of his hands on my breasts, his mouth between my thighs, the fullness of him inside me are secrets I’ll carry with me to my grave.

That was the pact Edwin and I made.

We’re on our way home now, and the silence between us is heartbreaking. I have faith we’ll find a way through this together, after some time has passed.

But what if I didn’t conceive?

What if we have to make the decision to go back next month and try again?




The next several entries are a chronicle of how my parents worked through their decision to bring a third person into their bedroom. Though to be accurate, the bedroom belonged to Franklin Astor. For the weeks following that night, resentment and disappointment festered because the gamble didn’t produce the results they prayed for. My mother didn’t get pregnant.

But I wouldn’t be here today if they hadn’t gone back and tried again.

Time runs away from me as I become immersed in the pages, shocked to my core as the truth unfolds. My mother spent two more nights with Franklin Astor before she conceived, and in exchange for his contractual agreement to relinquish all parental rights to my parents, my mother agreed to visit his bed once a year until he no longer wished for her to do so.

Reaching the end of the journal, I close it and set it back on the table. The call of seagulls drift into the room, but otherwise it’s utterly quiet. I sit, unmoving, fighting tears as I wrap my head around everything I learned today. I don’t want to believe it, but my mother’s words are indisputable evidence.

Edwin Van Buren was not my biological father.

A soft knock startles me from my stupor, and I lift my head as Liam steps into the sitting room. He closes the distance but stops before coming within touching distance, and I can’t ignore the awkwardness between us after the way we left things the last time I saw him, when he forbade me from touching myself.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

“I’m fine.” The lie rolls off my tongue without hesitation, and a small ping of regret arrows through my heart. Lying to Liam Castle isn’t something I want to do, but I don’t have a choice.

With a sigh, he takes a step closer. “You don’t seem fine. Faye didn’t, either. She just left the island.”

I knew she’d leave, but hearing confirmation hurts more than I thought it would. “She wasn’t happy here, so I relieved her of her duties.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. I know how close the two of you are.”

“I appreciate your use of the present tense.” For the first time since discovering her betrayal, a niggle of forgiveness aches in my chest, and I blink, sending a bitter tear down my cheek. Before I know it, they’re escaping my eyes like a faucet with a constant drip. “I could use your arms right now. Is that against the rules?”

“Fuck the rules, Novalee.” He reaches for me, and I launch into his embrace, sucking in a deep, satisfying breath as his arms tighten around me.

“It’s been an emotional day.” I tilt my chin up, and he keeps me in check by cradling my cheeks.

“Novalee.” My name is a simple plea, because he knows what I want—the haze in his brown eyes deepen as they focus on my lips. “I’m dying to kiss you, trust me on this, but I’d better not push it.”

“Does Landon know you’re here?”

“Yes. He took Faye to the airstrip. He’s also picking up Elise.” He searches my face, his thumbs brushing the sensitive spots under my ears. “I wasn’t aware she left the island. He mentioned she had a family matter to tend to?”

He knows more about Elise’s absence than I do, but I nod anyway. “I don’t know all the details yet. I’m eager to see her. It’s been a month.”

“I know this past month hasn’t been easy on you.” The inches between us disappear, and our mouths linger, too close to touching. “But you made it through, my sweet girl. You’re stronger than I gave you credit for.”

“I’ve had to be strong.” Life started testing the strength of my character at age twelve.

His lips tempt me forward, and I slide my hands along his jaw, fingertips caressing the trimmed beard on his cheeks. Before I can taste him, he backs away, reluctance straining his features. “I’m going to go before I do something foolish, but I’ll talk to Landon about carving out some time with you this month.” A brief kiss on my cheek is the only goodbye I get.

As the chancellor leaves my quarters, a spark of hope ignites in my chest until I remember Landon’s intentions for my future. Because if he intends to marry me off to Sebastian, I can’t imagine he’ll give Liam permission to see me, let alone touch me.


Chapter Three

Landon postponed the monthly dinner until the following night, considering Elise’s late return to the island. For the past few hours since Liam left, restless energy plagues me. I can’t sit still, can’t eat, and I can’t stop running through various scenarios, each one worse than the last.

Faye said Elise was ill.

The type of sickness that requires treatment off the island? If that’s the case, then her return should be a good sign, right?

But what if it’s not a good sign? What if she’s coming back to say goodbye? What if she’s going home afterward because of some horrific life-threatening illness?

I move back to the window seat and tuck my legs under me, determined to settle in for the duration of this nail-biting wait. The last of the sun’s rays cast an amber glow over the water, causing the shadows in the room to deepen. I don’t bother turning on a lamp.

When Landon enters sometime later, Elise in tow, he finds me fretting in the dark. Switching on a light, he lets the door shut with an anticlimactic click.

As if this moment isn’t one I’ve been waiting for all day.

I stand, opening my arms to Elise, and she rushes into them. “Are you okay?” I squeeze her for several long moments before pulling back to inspect her. “Faye said you’ve been ill, but she wouldn’t tell me anything else. I’ve been going crazy with worry.”

Elise leads me to the group of couches in the middle of the room. The French doors still stand open, and a chilly breeze drops the temperature inside by several degrees. Landon shuts out the cold before settling onto the couch across from us, Elise taking the cushion by my side.

“I’m sorry for the secrecy,” she says, playing with the ends of her short blond hair. “I wanted you to hear it from me.” Tears collect in her big blue eyes, and I take her hand in mine, panic building in my chest.

“I’m here,” I choke. “Whatever it is, I’m here.”

“While you were with Mr. Bordeaux—” Her voice breaks, emotion clogging her throat. “Remember how I was seeing Jerome?”

“I remember.” Between my two ladies, Elise was the most excited to come to Zodiac Island. A romantic to the core, she’d had hope in her eyes and innocent dreams in her heart. I used to be that innocent.

Before Liam and his tantalizing touch.

Before Mr. Bordeaux and his cruel conditioning.

Before Sebastian introduced me to the kind of soul-consuming lust I thought only existed in fiction.

“What happened, Elise?”

“Jerome, he…he…” Tears spill over her cheeks, and the rest of her words come out garbled, strangled by pain.

A cold fist of horror grips my heart. “Elise, he what?” Though I utter the question, deep down I know the answer. Her face is awash with trauma, her eyes void of the innocence that once lived there.

“He raped me.” She exhales a breath, and I wonder if that’s the first time she’s had the courage to use that word.

I gather her into my arms, and her shoulders shake from the force of her despair. As my lady falls apart, hot drops of distress soaking my sleeve, I turn my attention to the man watching us with grief in his eyes. The rigid set of his jaw spells rage.

“I’m so sorry I wasn’t there for you,” I say, rubbing her back.

“I said no,” she sobs. “It wasn’t my fault.”

“Of course it wasn’t your fault.” I veer back and meet her eyes. “Do you hear me? It wasn’t your fault.”

Wiping her cheeks, she nods.

“Has he been punished?” I direct the question at Landon.

A tick goes off in his jaw. “He will be.”

“Why hasn’t he been arrested yet?”

“Elise didn’t tell anyone at first.” He hesitates. “Now there’s more to consider.”

“What is there to consider?” I try to temper my harsh tone but fail. “He sexually assaulted her and needs to be punished.”

“There’s no question of that.” He exchanges a glance with my lady, and she gives a resigned dip of her chin. “Elise has something else to tell you.” Landon leans forward, hands clasped between his knees, and I feel like we’re back in the library earlier today, in the moments before he dropped the truth bomb on me.

“There’s more?” I ask, looking to Elise for answers.

Another dip of her chin, then the whispered confession that changes everything. “I’m pregnant.”

In the quiet seconds that follow, the weight of her words settle over the three of us with stifling reality.

“Is that why Faye said you were ill?”

Elise nods. “Morning sickness.”

“Why did you leave the island?”

“I was going to abort, but…” She looks away in shame. “I couldn’t go through with it.”

I squeeze her hand. “You decided to keep it?”

“Yes.”

“You have my full support.”

“Thank you.”

“I still don’t understand why Jerome isn’t in jail.”

“No one can know about the assault,” Landon speaks up.

I gape at him. “Why not? He can’t get away with this!”

“Trust me, my queen. By the time I’m through with him, he’ll wish he were in jail.”

“So why the secrecy?”

 “If Jerome learns of the pregnancy, he could demand to marry her.”

“So she’ll say no, and this time he’ll have no choice but to listen.”

“You know better than most how the men on this island honor the word no.” Frustration hardens Landon’s tone. “Jerome is a powerful man with strong ties to our government. Now that she’s carrying his child, he has a legal right to claim her as his wife.”

“Then do something about it! Elise can’t marry that monster.”

A lengthy beat passes as we stare each other down. “I am doing something, Novalee. That’s why I’m going to marry her myself.”

His announcement renders me speechless as I glance between the two of them.

“It’s the best way to protect her,” he says. “As a member of the Brotherhood, no one will dare contest me when I say the child is mine.”

I turn to my lady. “This is what you want?”

Cheeks flushing, she sends Landon a furtive look. “Yes.”

“I don’t know what to say.” I’m grateful to him for looking after Elise, especially since Mr. Bordeaux forbade me from being there for her myself, but my experiences so far have taught me to use extreme caution when trusting the men in this tower.

“We’d like your blessing.” The tender look he gives Elise says more than words alone.

“Then you have it.”

Landon nods. “Good. We’ll also need your support when we announce our engagement to the Brotherhood.”

“Of course. Whatever you need.”

“Then it’s set. Tomorrow night, I’ll announce during dinner.” Landon rises, his attention on my lady. “But first, the queen and I need to talk to someone.”


Chapter Four

Excited flutters warm my belly as Landon ushers me out of the elevator two floors below the House of Gemini, because I suspect who lives here.

Landon halts in front of the main entrance—the same style of double doors I’ve seen on the other floors I’ve visited. He rings the doorbell, and a whole minute passes before Sebastian stand on the threshold, bare-chested and wearing his signature ripped jeans that are so low slung they’re almost indecent. The only difference this time is the paint spattering the stonewashed denim.

The displeased curve of his mouth is all too familiar. “What do you want?” Sebastian directs the accusatory question at Landon, though his gaze is on me.

“We need to talk,” Landon says, pushing past Sebastian and pulling me behind him. He navigates the lion’s lair with ease, as if he’s been here a thousand times and the place is as familiar as his own. We come to a stop in a spacious great room that’s more art studio than living space. Paintings ranging from abstract to portraits line the walls, shelves hold jars of various-sized brushes and stacked canvases, and a black sheet covers what I assume is his latest work-in-progress. The thing is gigantic, propped upright in front of the wall of windows. It seems Sebastian cares more about his artistic obsession than the incredible ocean view.

I sense him on my heels, the heat of his body radiating from where he’s standing behind me, and I tense, caught between needing more space and craving less.

“Since you’ve invaded my house,” he says, voice gruff as his fingers brush the small of my back, “you might as well have a seat.”

Shivers shoot up and down my spine as the image of him sitting astride me, fly undone, careens through my mind. I fold into the nearest chair before my knees give out.

Landon smirks. “I can already see this will work out well.” There’s dry humor in his tone, but underneath that, I detect a hint of amusement.

“I won’t even pretend to know what you’re talking about.” Sebastian drops into the chair next to me. “Do you know what he’s talking about, princess?”

My voice is little more than a mutinous whisper. “No.”

Of course, it’s a lie.

The smile playing on Landon’s lips tells me he’s not buying my denial. “I’m talking about the sexual tension between the two of you. Careful, Sebastian. You’ll knock her up just by looking at her.”

“Do you have a reason for interrupting my work?”

Landon pulls a chair across the room and parks it in front of us. Straddling the seat, he rests his arms on the back while his gaze swings back and forth between Sebastian and me.

“I want you to marry Novalee.”

Sebastian scoffs. “One day in, and you’ve already decided you’re not interested?” He glances at me with malicious heat in his sea-blue eyes. “Try one of her hand jobs. She’s got those down to a science.”

“He’s a complete and utter ass!” I jump to my feet, mutinous voice no longer an issue, and glare at my brother. “And you think this is a good idea? Are you insane?”

“What am I missing?” Sebastian’s hooded gaze takes me in from my toes to the blond hair he loves so much. “Other than the ass comment. She’s got me there.”

“Sit down,” Landon orders, his tone taking on a rare edge of harshness. Reluctantly, I obey, biting my tongue as he continues. “How long have we known each other?” he asks Sebastian.

“As long as I can remember.”

“That’s why I know I can trust you with this.” Clearing his throat, Landon surveys the room—as if someone might be hiding behind one of Sebastian’s artsy dividers separating the humongous space. “This can’t leave the room. Ever.”

Sebastian sits up a little straighter, all traces of his obnoxious personality gone. “You know I’ve got your back.” He darts a suspicious glance at me. “But this sounds serious. How do you know you can trust her?”

“It involves her. I need to ensure she marries a decent guy.”

Sebastian raises a brow. “And that guy isn’t you?”

“It can’t be me.” Landon pauses, three pounding heartbeats sneaking by. “She’s my sister.”

Sebastian doesn’t react at first, and then he laughs. “You’re fucking with me, right?”

“I’m serious.” Landon tells him about the journal, and even about Elise and his promise to marry my lady.

Dead quiet fills the space afterward. Sebastian settles back in his seat, his face marked with stunned contemplation.

“What makes you think I’ll win the auction? As much as my father wants it, we all know it won’t be easy. My pockets aren’t as deep as some in this tower.”

“I’m working on it. All I know is I need it to be you. She’s my family, and you’re the only one I trust to do right by her.”

“You know how I feel about this ridiculous tradition.” Getting to his feet, Sebastian drags a hand through his hair, his mouth a mean line of irritation. “If the Brotherhood ever finds out about this…”

“They won’t.”

Sebastian turns on his friend with a scowl. “You sure about that?”

“Yes.”

“What if she opens her mouth?” Sebastian jabs a thumb in my direction.

“Too much is at stake, on both sides. She knows this.”

Sebastian meets my eyes, and the force of his gaze zooms to my core. But his tone is hostile incarnate. “You really want to marry me, princess?”

“Do I have a choice?” I shoot back. “I have to marry someone in this tower.”

“What about the chancellor?” He crosses his arms, a perfect example of a half-naked, paint-spattered man failing to hide his jealousy. “You seem to have a thing for him.”

“No,” Landon interjects.

“It’s what he wants.” Sebastian nods at me. “Hell, it’s what she wants.”

Landon shakes his head. “It’s not going to happen.”

“Does the chancellor know that?”

My brother rises and matches Sebastian’s height, and the two men stand face-to-face, just inches apart. “In time, he will.”

“If I’m going to marry her, don’t you think I should have the full story? Because you’re not being straight with me.”

With a sigh, Landon backs down. “You’re right. But the timing is all wrong. Trust me on this.”

They both look at me, and my attention ping-pongs back and forth. The probing question I’m dying to ask lingers on my tongue, begging to spring off my lips in search of answers. But I know better.

If Landon won’t tell Sebastian whatever secret he still keeps, he’s not about to enlighten me.


Chapter Five

“I still want to serve as your lady,” Elise says the next day as she works on my hair, plaiting a basket weave down my back. “For as long as I’m able until the baby is born.”

“You’ll be a wife soon,” I point out, meeting her blue gaze in the vanity mirror. “To a member of the Brotherhood, no less, and from the sounds of it, you’ll be busy as his wife.”

The three of us shared lunch on the main balcony earlier, taking advantage of the warm temperature. I’d like to think the change of weather is a sign the cold and dreary month under Mr. Bordeaux’s rule is behind me, that anxiety won’t plague me at the sight of him during dinner.

“I’m clueless of what it means to be the wife of an ambassador.” A nervous lilt steals Elise’s voice.

She’s been high-strung since Landon told us of the role he serves in the Brotherhood. As the Ambassador of Communications, he’s a busy man, and no doubt his wife will be expected to plan elaborate dinners and galas for visiting dignitaries. She won’t have the time, nor the proper station to serve me in the same capacity we’re both used to. As she works her magic on my long locks, reminding me of how I haven’t been pampered in a month, the thought of her moving on to the next chapter in her life saddens me.

With Faye gone, I’ll miss my friend even more. My reflection hides nothing in the mirror, my expression bleeding distress at the thought of losing Elise.

“I’ll make time for you, Novalee. You need a friend you can trust, especially now that Faye has returned home.” She steps back, finished with my hair, and I turn on the stool and take her hand.

“I accept your friendship, so long as it doesn’t put a strain on your family.” I search her face for signs of trauma or guilt, but since she told me about the rape, she’s been shut down. “Marrying Landon…is that what you really want? Because I’ll talk to your parents and make arrangements for you to return home. You don’t have to go through with this.”

“Can I tell you something?”

“Of course. Come sit with me.” I gesture to the ottoman at the end of the king-sized bed, and we settle onto the cushion, side-by-side.

“I’ve had feelings for Landon from the moment I saw him at that first dinner, but I ignored them because of his title.”

I hear all she doesn’t say.

“And because of your obligation to me.” A hint of hurt darts through me. “I wish you’d told me…or Faye.”

Maybe if she’d gone to Faye, things would have unfolded differently. It’s possible she wouldn’t have given Jerome the time of day if she’d believed Landon was an obtainable prospect.

Because Faye might have said something to me earlier about my relation to the Astors. But would my sense of betrayal be any less if I’d heard it from Faye instead of Landon? That’s a question I might never have an answer to.

“As your lady, it wasn’t my place to tell you.”

“I’m more than just your queen, Elise. I consider you family.”

Her eyes well, and before the first tear spills, I wrap my arms around her.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbles against my shoulder. “I’m going to ruin your dress.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s just a dress. You’re more important.”

“It’s these hormones. I cry over everything now.”

“It’s more than just hormones,” I whisper into her hair. “You’ve been through so much.” What she can’t acknowledge is how she has a reason to shed her pain.

It’s then I realize we both do.

Iron willpower is my only defense against a breakdown. I blink the tears away and pull myself together. “You’ll need to touch up your makeup before dinner,” I say, gently wiping the tears from her cheeks.

She nods, rising in a fluid motion, her tears already drying on her skin. Elise is a pillar of strength in that moment, and if I’m half as strong as she is, I’ll make it through another dinner with the Brotherhood just fine.

An hour later, I arm myself with that thought as I follow Landon into the dining room on the first floor. With Elise an inspiration at my side and Landon as my shield, I smite down any trace of lingering fear.

Until the sight of Mr. Bordeaux elicits an unexpected knee-jerk reaction. The breath stalls in my lungs as I come to an abrupt stop, my knees trembling with the urge to kneel. Noticing my frozen state just inside the open doors, Landon nods in encouragement.

“You’re not in the House of Taurus anymore, my queen. He has no authority over you.” He speaks with reassuring confidence as he glances at the man in question, who’s already seated at the giant round table of zodiac signs.

Heath Bordeaux doesn’t seem to have a care in the world. My presence is inconsequential to him, not even a blip on his radar. If he can forget my existence, I should be able to do the same. I shove the memory of his cold, unbending cruelty to a place deep in my mind and put a lock on it. As my heart rate evens out, I continue to my chair at Landon’s side, while Elise slides in next to me.

Another month, another beginning at the altar of this unconventional table. Among the first to arrive, we spend the next several minutes watching the members of the Brotherhood enter.

Liam makes my heart tumble in happiness.

Vance and his reserved demeanor make me nervous, since I’ll be his subject next month.

Then Sebastian saunters in and all the activity in the room fades into the background. The sight of him sends a flood of heat to my core. With feigned nonchalance, I cross my legs, pressing my thighs together, and pray my cheeks aren’t as hot as my pussy.

This is ridiculous.

I need him to touch me…to do more than just touch me. It’s the only way I’ll get him out of my system.

Sebastian settles in place two seats down, and I swear he’s smirking in my direction. I don’t have to sneak a peek at him to know it’s true.

I feel it.

His smugness wafting in the air. The weight of that aqua gaze casting shivers down my back. The full shape of his mouth. He’s so beautiful it hurts.

If I meet Sebastian’s eyes, he’ll see too much.

If I glance at Liam, he’ll see it too.

Instead, I survey the rest of the men gathering around the table. Except for Pax, whose mere existence pulses terror through me, the members of the Brotherhood are strangers—just familiar faces whose names I can’t remember.

Virgo.

Libra.

Scorpio.

Sagittarius.

Capricorn.

Aquarius.

Pieces.

That’s all I know about the remaining seven men of the Zodiac Brotherhood, save for the monster in the House of Libra.

Servers interrupt my musings by setting the first course in front of me. I’ve just started on the appetizer, a delectable shrimp cocktail, when Landon rises to his feet.

“I have an announcement to make,” he says as his commanding gaze includes every man at the table. “During the last few weeks, the queen’s lady and I have spent a lot of time together. I’ve grown fond of Elise and have asked for her hand in marriage.”

A collective series of shocked questions erupts, prompting Liam to stand. He raises a hand and calls for silence.

“Order, please.” After the group settles down, the chancellor turns his attention on Landon. “You mean to withdraw from the auction?”

“I do. Elise and I want to marry as soon as possible.”

Liam casts a glance my way, and there’s no mistaking the curiosity in his expression. “The queen doesn’t object?”

“No,” Landon answers. “She’s given us her blessing.”

Liam settles back into his seat, but as he rests his chin on his hand, I recognize his suspicion by the downward curve of his kissable mouth. “Is there a reason you’re in such a rush to marry the queen’s lady?”

Landon exchanges a glance with Elise. “Aside from being crazy about her?” He pulls his shoulders back and sends a slow glance around the table, taking in each member with an air of bold determination. “She’s pregnant with my child.”

The reactions are varied, from congratulatory platitudes to ridiculing accusations of impropriety.

Liam raises his hand again, causing the room to go quiet once more. “I see. That is a good reason for haste. Does your father know?”

“I explained the situation. He’s given his approval and will inform the legacy members.”

“I guess there’s only one concern left to discuss,” Liam says. “Do you intend to have physical contact with the queen this month?”

“No. Though I’m certain the queen and I will get to know each other, it will be on a platonic level.”

Liam seems relieved, and I wish I could warn him about the bomb Landon’s about to drop on him.

“If no one has any objections,” Liam begins, “then I don’t see an issue with Landon bowing out of the auction.”

With the exception of two that appear unpleased by Landon’s news, most of the members nod in agreement while a couple wear masks too impenetrable to read, including Sebastian.

Landon clears his throat. “Elise and I plan to visit her home. She would like for me to meet her parents.” Pausing a beat, he takes my lady’s hand in his. “We’ll return in time for the annual Astor Charity Ball.”

“I’m assuming the queen will stay here at the estate?” Liam asks.

“Yes. And that brings me to her gift.” Landon withdraws a key from his pocket and turns to me. “This opens a room I had renovated just for you. You should have plenty to do while we’re gone.” He hands me the gold key, and as my fingers grasp the ornate bow, I’m fascinated by the design—a delicate “A” sitting in the middle of the Gemini symbol.

“It’s beautiful. What does it open?”

“I’ll show you tomorrow. It’s a surprise.”

“When do you leave the island?” Liam speaks up.

“We leave in two days.” Landon takes a sip of his wine, his focus on the chancellor. “I have one final announcement. I’ve chosen someone as a proxy for the House of Gemini. He has my full, unrestricted permission to spend time with the queen, regardless of my presence in the tower.”

Liam’s mouth takes on a displeased line. “Who?”

Now it’s Sebastian’s turn to speak. “That would be me.”

“This is absurd,” the chancellor says through clenched teeth.

“This is what I want.” Landon arches a challenging brow. “No one besides Sebastian has my permission to touch the queen. On this, you will not sway me.”

Liam stands, his hands balled at his sides as he passes a glowering gaze between Landon and his rival. Sebastian is the epitome of passion, but Liam Castle doesn’t have that thick, coppery hair for nothing.

“You can’t just hand her off to someone else for the whole month. That isn’t fair to any of us.”

“I’m not handing her off. She’ll remain in the House of Gemini, but Sebastian will have free access to her at his discretion.”

“Essentially giving him double the time with the queen.” Outrage drips from Liam’s words.

“Don’t pretend you wouldn’t jump at the same opportunity, Chancellor.” Landon also rises, and the two of them face off across the table. “Or did you already forget about the deal you made with Heath last month?”

I don’t understand why, but Landon’s reminder makes Liam back down a degree.

“I didn’t forget.” He flicks an irritated glance at Sebastian. “But he’s been unnecessarily rude and obnoxious to Novalee.”

Landon laughs. “Most of us are guilty of that. Sebastian is my choice, and I won’t discuss this any further. It’s my month, so my word is law.”

“I’ve lost my appetite.” Liam storms out of the dining room, leaving a table full of stunned expressions in his wake.

Because the chancellor isn’t one to lose his cool, but Sebastian getting his hands on me just sent him over the edge.


Chapter Six

“You won’t give me a hint?” I needle Landon the following afternoon as he leads me down the same hallway as Sebastian’s art studio. Whatever his surprise is, I worry it involves his lifelong friend. Instead of stopping at Sebastian’s public place of artistry, we continue down the hall.

Landon stops at the last door on the left. “Unlock it.”

Withdrawing the key he gave me, I stick it in the lock and turn, and when the door swings open, my jaw drops. It’s a large room with an open space concept. Several work stations take up one end while a comfortable seating area and a minibar fill the other. Mannequins and sewing machines line opposite walls, and I realize I’m looking at a fashion design studio.

“Oh, my God,” I whisper, crossing the threshold. “You did all of this…for me?”

“I wanted you to have your own space here.” Landon waves a hand, encompassing the high windows that allow natural light to spill inside. “There might be some months in which you’re forbidden from working in here, but after the auction concludes, you’ll have free use of this room.”

“It’s…wow.” I can’t find the words to express how grateful and inspired I am by his thoughtful generosity.

“Faye showed me some of your work. It was fantastic. I want you to follow your dreams, so I’ve hired a team to come in and help. Whatever supplies you need, all you have to do is say the word.”

“I’m not sure where to start. Sketching designs has always been a hobby.”

“You’ll learn. Your team will guide you, and I’ve got contacts interested in made-to-measure couture. In fact, some of them will be at the ball in three weeks, so your first project should be your dress for the occasion. This is your chance to show off your talent, Novalee.”

“I don’t know…what to s-say,” I stammer, voice choked with emotion.

“You don’t have to say anything. You’re my family.” He sets his hands on my shoulders. “Once your designs gain momentum, we’ll talk about opening an exclusive shop on the island. But it all starts here.” His gaze bores into me. “Are you ready to work your ass off to make it happen?”

“I’m ready.”

“I thought you might be.” His lips tilt up in a carefree smile. “I’m hoping you’ll be ready for the Fashion Festival in Los Angeles this November. I’ve already cleared it with Tatum.”

“Tatum is from…?” I cycle through the faces stored in my memory, trying to recall the two men whose zodiac signs overlap in November.

“The House of Sagittarius. He’s also a pilot. Tatum agreed to fly you there during his month, if you’re prepared by then.”

Happiness floods my system, bubbling in my chest before erupting into a smile on my face. Before I give it a second thought, I wrap my arms around him. “Thank you.”

He stiffens before slowly returning the hug. “You’re welcome.”

We break apart moments later, both trying to ignore the resulting awkwardness brought on by my spontaneous hug.

He tilts his head toward the seating area. “How about that conversation I promised you?”

It seems like days since he promised a conversation about my mother’s journal, but in actuality, it was during yesterday’s lunch that he hinted we still needed to talk. We take seats across from each other, and he settles into his signature pose with his hands clasped between the spread of his knees.

“You read the journal?”

“I did. It wasn’t what I was expecting.”

“You weren’t expecting your father to be in on the affair.” It’s a statement, not a question, and I answer with a shake of my head.

“Thank you for calling him my father.”

“A father is more than DNA, Novalee. It’s being present in the middle of the night, wiping away tears after a nightmare. It’s wiping your own away because seeing your child in pain hurts you just as much.”

“You’ll be an excellent father.”

“I’m hoping to be an excellent brother too.”

I send a cursory glance around the room. “You’re excellent in the gift department.”

Something passes between us then—a smile, a shared secret, an understanding.

“I’m almost a decade older than you,” he says, “and I know how the intricacies of power and greed work. I need you to trust me and follow my lead. I will protect you.”

My eyes narrow as I try to decipher his expression, because I’m positive he’s not referring to his fellow members of the Brotherhood.

There’s another threat. I’m certain of it.

“What are you protecting me from?”

“Everything, my queen. The curse of these walls, the iron will of my brothers, but especially the things you don’t know about yet.”

“Why don’t you tell me about them now?” I refrain from crossing my arms, determined to back up my next claim. “I’m a big girl, Landon. Whatever it is, I can handle it.”

“You handled the news of your paternity better than I thought you would. I’ll give you that.” He holds my gaze a beat too long, and the tenuous peace we found splinters as a trace of unease taints the air. “But some secrets are best revealed when the time is right.”

“That time isn’t now?”

“No, my queen. It’s not.”


Chapter Seven

Since Landon and Elise left the island, I’ve been staying busy in the studio, spending the mornings with a private instructor who teaches me about the inner workings of the industry. I never realized there were so many types of fabrics and trims, and before Landon gifted me the opportunity to follow my dream, I had no idea about the mechanics of production or creating a prototype.

Most evenings, I spend the time alone sketching, finding inspiration from magazines and celebrity photos. But my favorite part of the day is after lunch, when my team and I go over my rough sketches, and they give me feedback for improvement, because that’s when my designs really start to come together.

On the fifth day, the door to the studio swings open too hard, banging against the wall, and everyone in the room halts, their attention on the figure standing in the doorway.

“Leave us,” Sebastian commands, shooting pointed glances at the people surrounding me. Before I can admonish him on his rudeness, the members of my team scurry from the room.

“Was it necessary to speak to them like that?” I stand, hands on my hips, and glare at him.

“No, but it sure was entertaining watching them scatter.” With a smirk, he enters and ceremoniously locks the door.

“What do you want, Sebastian?”

Instead of answering, he meanders around the room, fingering the various fabrics. “Landon sure went all out.” He whistles as he takes it all in. “Look at this place.”

“I’m very thankful for the gift.”

“I know you are.” He studies me, his head-to-toe scrutiny impossible to ignore. “You’re radiant. I’ve never seen you in your element like this.”

That’s probably the nicest thing he’s ever said to me.

He stops in front of the prototype I’ve been working on for the last two days. “You made this?” He gestures to the plunging neckline of the halter gown—an azure shade of silk tulle I didn’t realize until now matches the brilliance of his eyes.

“I designed it. I’ve had a lot of help in the production department.”

“It’s sexy as hell, Novalee.” He runs a finger down the chest of the prototype where the appliqué embellished material forms a deep V-neckline that stops above the naval. I’ll need strips of fashion tape under my breasts to avoid a wardrobe malfunction. I’ve never designed anything as provocative as the dress Sebastian’s fondling as if it’s an extension of me.

I’ve never worn anything so risqué either, and now I question my motives, my choice of color, even the way I plan to wear my hair—unhindered by pins or clips and flowing over my bare shoulders.

He’s invaded my subconscious like a brain tumor.

He turns to face me with a burning need in his eyes that sucks the breath from my soul.

“Tell me I’ll get to see you in this.”

Blunt and straight to the point. So like Sebastian.

“I’m wearing it to the ball.”

“Ah, yes. The Astor Birthday Bash of the Year.” His infamous mocking tone permeates the air between us. “Are you wearing it for me, or for the chancellor?” The way he’s looking at me, expectation in his gaze, demands an answer.

“For you.” I force the confession out as I saunter over to him. “Does that make you happy?” We’re only inches apart now, and the heat of his nearness makes me weak. Still, I stand my ground.

“You don’t want to know what makes me happy.” He grabs me by the shoulders. “But here’s a clue—it has nothing to do with a dress.”

False bravado is my only defense against him, and I force myself to hold his challenging gaze, even though his hands burn through me like fire. My heart thumps at a furious pace. I’m sure he hears it.

“What do you want then?” Strength colors my tone, words falling from my lips with a deceitful, steady cadence. If he notices the tremor in my limbs, he doesn’t call me on it.

“What I want has never mattered. We’re all victims to the tyranny of tradition and fucking superstition.”

“Why don’t you leave? Break the cycle for the House of Leo.” Maybe the entire tower would crumble from the missing link that is Sebastian Stone.

“Don’t you think I want to?” He pushes forward two steps, turning me toward the wall to the right of us.

“Do you?”

“This place has a way of keeping its prisoners here.”

His raw vulnerability digs under my defenses, and before I second-guess myself, I let instinct guide my mouth. At the first touch of my lips on his, he freezes. Three agonizing beats of my heart pass before he lets out a warm breath against my mouth.

“Novalee.” My name is a tortured whisper on his breath. He grips me by the hair, but still, he doesn’t take the kiss beyond an aching tease.

“Sebastian,” I answer, darting my tongue along his lower lip.

Slowly, he backs me into the wall, planting his hands on either side of my face, and I’m reminded of the first time I saw him paint. The way he dominated me in the hallway that day sent me aflutter and now is no different.

He retreats by two inches, and I dart my tongue out again, capturing the focus of his heated gaze.

“Since I’m going to marry you, don’t you think it’s time I tasted you?”

My lips part, but no words come out. Only shallow breaths rife with longing escape my mouth.

He presses a finger against my lips. “I’m not talking about a kiss.”

I’m not sure what he means until he drops to his knees and reaches underneath my skirt to tug at my panties. He pulls them down my thighs, and I can’t hold back a gasp. Silky lace surrounds my ankles.

He orders me to step out of the fabric, then he looks up at me with pure desire in his eyes. “Spread your legs.”

Oh God. As my thighs part, the bareness of my pussy sends a shiver down my limbs. Gooseflesh rises on my skin, but the space between my legs grows hotter by the second.

“Hold your skirt up and don’t let go.”

Hands shaking, I grip the light cotton material and raise it above my hips, exposing myself to him.

“Did Liam put his mouth on you?”

“Yes.”

“Did he make you come?”

I nod, unable to verbalize my own name at this point.

“How long has it been since you came?”

“Since Liam.”

“Jesus Christ, Novalee. No wonder your pussy’s begging for my tongue.”

His words send a sharp visual spiraling through my mind, and a pleading whimper escapes me. I lose the strength in my knees, and before I melt into a hot, wet puddle on the floor, he grips my thighs, fingers pressing into my skin as he holds me upright.

Our eyes lock. Mine are begging. His are smug.

His tongue runs across his lower lip, and I remember how that lip tasted moments ago, as light and brief as our almost-kiss was.

Just a hint of something sweet.

A tease of something addicting.

Something undeniably Sebastian.

“Do you want me?” It’s the most earnest question he’s ever asked me, and maybe I’ve lost my mind because I’m certain doubt blankets his tone.

“I want you.”

No hesitation. No second-guessing or analyzing the hurtful things he’s said and done. It might as well be the two of us alone in this tower, because my existence narrows to the man kneeling between my legs as he puts his mouth on me.

“Oh!”

The tip of his tongue circles my opening before gliding to my clit, where he turns me into a trembling mass of bones driven by need. Fisting my skirt, I let my head lull against the wall, lids fluttering closed, and lose myself to the sensory overload of Sebastian’s mouth between my legs.

The press of his thumbs dig into my inner thighs, spreading me wide open, and the strength in his upper body is the only reason I’m still on my feet. I’m moaning, my head spinning as perspiration drips between my breasts.

“I…I…need—” The plea fractures with a guttural cry.

“I know what you need,” he breathes against my wet slit. “No one will make you come as hard as I will.”

The steady licks of his tongue send me reeling. I hold his head between my thighs, my skirt forgotten as it falls where it may, and expel a choppy sonata of breathless cries as I grind on his face in wanton climax.

After the last wave recedes, he veers upright and crushes his mouth on mine. I’m so stunned by the bold move that I gasp and allow his tongue entrance.

It’s our first real kiss.

And it’s laced with the exquisite taste of me on his lips, accompanied by an aching groan in the back of his throat, infused with a desperate merge neither of us can deny.

He jerks my fingers to the hard ridge behind his fly. “See what you do to me?” His hand covers mine, urging a fast and firm rhythm against his jeans.

“I want to taste you.” My demand heats his lips, and they curve into a smile.

“Patience, princess. You’ll return the favor.” That smile widens with his usual cockiness. “The next time we see each other, you’re going to drop to your knees for me. No protests. No hesitation. No excuses. I expect you to suck the hell out of me.” Mischief illuminates his eyes as he thumbs my kiss-dampened lips. “And I don’t care who’s around to witness the massive load you’re going to swallow.”

Speechless.

Unhinged.

Shaking in the aftermath.

That’s how he leaves me after giving me the most powerful orgasm of my life.

But on the downward plummet to the cold, harsh ground, a sense of dread takes root because I know he’ll make good on his promise.

And he’ll do it at the most inopportune time.


Chapter Eight

Sebastian’s demand of reciprocity hangs over my head, which makes entering and leaving my studio an anxiety-inducing challenge. A few doors down from where he paints for the public, I scurry in and out of my own space, my breath catching in my lungs every time until I make it behind closed doors.

Because the thought of him catching me in-transit, one of his sexy clients at his side, makes me physically ill. I can’t imagine going down on him while a gorgeous model witnesses my humiliation.

I don’t want any humiliation at all. I want my first experience of putting my mouth on Sebastian to be as mind blowing for me as I hope it will be for him. I imagine his hands in my hair as I take him between my lips, his faded jeans unzipped and pushed to his thighs, and my knees aching—because of course that’s how he’ll want me. The mental picture shouldn’t get me so worked up, but it does.

Until the vision of Liam intrudes on the fantasy, and I fret over the possibility of running into both of them simultaneously. What a disastrous crash that would be.

And that’s why, a few days after Sebastian rocked my world in my studio, I decide to take control of the situation. With Landon and Elise returning tomorrow, I need to do something about Sebastian’s insane demand. Though demand isn’t the right word for it, because he didn’t issue an actual order. The command was apparent in his tone.

I set aside my sketchbook, unable to concentrate on my latest design—a summer formal incorporating a feathery pattern down the flowing A-line skirt. The sun set minutes ago, casting the sky in hues of blush rose and burgundy. Nighttime shadows creep into the corners of my sitting room, and I realize how much time I’ve wasted since the kitchen staff brought me dinner. I’ve been sitting in my window seat ever since, plagued with a lack of focus thanks to Sebastian.

Nervous flutters dance in my belly as I head into my bedroom and enter the adjacent wardrobe room. I’m not just going to take control of the situation.

I’m going to render him incoherent while I fall at his feet.

This crazy, spontaneous idea might be the only way to break past his defenses while distracting him from his cruel plan of humiliation by way of public indecency.

Desperate times and all of that.

Reaching into the bottom drawer of the tall lingerie chest tucked next to my collection of Louis Vuitton shoes, I pull out a teal lace teddy featuring a thong cut back. I picked it up on my trip to the island’s boutiques during my first month here. The purchase was an impulse buy encouraged by Faye.

Now I’m going to use it as a weapon.

Leaving my hair flowing freely, I touch up my lip gloss and powder my face, then I leave the privacy of my quarters. Only a knee-length jacket conceals the risqué ensemble hugging my body like a second skin. The black stiletto heels on my feet announce my presence in the hall, and I cross my fingers no one else is taking a trip on the elevator.

Luck’s in my favor for once, but as I travel two floors down, my knees wobble. They threaten to give out when the elevator doors slide open, revealing the entryway to the House of Leo. I force my feet forward and approach those intimidating double doors.

The zodiac symbol for Leo greets me, the design etched in gold detail as the divide of doors slices it down the middle. The lion fits Sebastian like the lace on my skin; beautiful in simplicity but lethal with sensual power. I imagine him standing in front of an easel, wearing nothing but low-slung jeans and paint spatter, creating his magic with the fire and passion I’ve come to associate with him.

My fingers inch toward the doorbell, but fear grips my throat, and I falter. This is a bad idea. What was I thinking in coming here, dressed like this? What if he sends me away, his mouth forming that infamous scowl of his? He’ll see right through my trick and mock me for my attempt to take control of the situation.

He’ll say it doesn’t count.

I probably won’t get past the threshold.

My feet are already in retreat-mode, literally shaking in my heels, and that’s when a stubborn voice shouts through my mind with a much-needed reminder that I’m not the meek, innocent girl I was when I first arrived on the island. The last two months have changed me, the cruelty of the Brotherhood dragging me, kicking and screaming, from the young girl I was into the woman I am now.

A woman that, in this moment, knows exactly what she wants.

I want the lion’s surrender, and it won’t happen if I keep playing defense. It’s time to take the offense and seize the power the men in this tower stole from me.

Bypassing the doorbell, I try the handle and push the door open before I change my mind, because there’s no better way to go on the offensive than catching someone off guard.

I want to catch Sebastian Stone so off-guard that he falls on his egotistical ass.

My heartbeat drums in my chest as the empty foyer stands before me. Not wanting to announce my presence, I slip off my heels before stepping further into his domain, footsteps careful and quiet as the uncharacteristic act of breaking in roars in my ears.

And maybe that’s why I don’t hear it until it’s too late. The clink of ice cubes against glass, the patter of leather soles on the floor, the scrape of chairs.

And the familiar authoritative tone of the chancellor.

All of it registers just seconds after I lay eyes on the group of men conversing in Sebastian’s main living space. He’s front and center, amusement quirking his lips as he pins me to the spot with his hypnotic stare. That same voice that sent me in here, empowered with blind bravado, now screams at me to flee before his guests turn around and find me on the verge of the room, frozen into a pillar.

Like the foolish woman in the Bible who ignored the warning and suffered the consequences.

Panic takes hold, and I break free, about to turn back the way I came, when Liam cranes his neck and spots me. “What are you doing here?” There’s no question of the shock in his expression, followed by the slow descent of angry suspicion that tightens his mouth. The other man also looks over his shoulder, a spectator to the drama unfolding, and I recognize him by his blond ponytail.

Vance. The doctor. The man I’ll spend the next month with before the lion ensnares me.

Sebastian grins as he takes me in from my bare feet to the overcoat hiding my lingerie-clad body. “I know why she’s here.”

“I’m s-sorry,” I stutter, feet stumbling back. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I can come back another time.” I turn to flee, but Sebastian’s words kill any chance I have of getting out of here unscathed.

“I have eyes, princess. I see you, and I sure as hell know you see me. Deal’s a deal.”

I whirl, sudden anger taking the lead. “There was no deal.”

He cocks his head. “Wasn’t there?”

“There was only you demanding and me not answering.”

He shakes his head. “I recall you saying something along the lines of…” He snaps his fingers. “That’s right. You said you wanted to taste me.”

Liam stands, his fisted hands disappearing into the pockets of his slacks as he looks between Sebastian and me. “What the hell is going on? What’s he talking about, Novalee?”

“That’s none of your business,” Sebastian answers before I can get a word off my tongue. “You can either stick around for the show, or cut your losses and leave.” He gestures toward the door behind me. “But if you do, you can forget talks of negotiation.”

“Forget it,” I tell Sebastian, seething. “I won’t play your games.”

“You’ve been playing since we met.”

“As of now, the game is over.” Turning my back on the three of them, I flee Sebastian’s house, gripping my coat as I run for modesty’s sake.

I’m in full flight mode, the trip from his floor to mine passing in a frenzied blur. Part of me fears they’re coming after me.

Sebastian or Liam. Or both.

Barging into the House of Gemini, I make my way toward my suite. Adrenaline rushes through my veins, and I shed my coat and drape it over a Victorian chair on my way to the ottoman at the end of the bed. My legs refuse to support me any longer, and I crumble.

My erratic breaths charge the air. Sweat lingers on my skin from the mad dash to privacy. My breasts heave in the bodice of the teddy.

I want the scant evidence off my body, shoved in the bottom of the dresser where it should have stayed. This failed attempt at seduction rails through me with equal amounts of shame and frustration, because I’m too much of a trembly mess to make it to my feet long enough to remove the offending garment.

Five minutes haven’t passed when I detect the sound of a door opening. I don’t hear it shut, but the footsteps that follow tells me someone is inside Landon’s home, and it sounds like they’re nearing my private quarters.

Another noticeable turn of a door handle confirms my suspicion, and as those footfalls make their way toward my bedroom, where I left the door partially open, I fear I know who it is.

A jean-clad silhouette looms in the doorway, outlined in a halo of light from the hall. Shadows and heightened emotions settle over my bedroom.

He holds up a pair of stilettos. “You forgot these.”

I can’t speak as he takes a step into the room where I sleep. I wouldn’t know what to say if I tried.

“I had to threaten Liam with a charge of impropriety to keep him from coming in after me.” He drops the shoes by the door. “You’ve got the chancellor wrapped, princess.”

Finally, I find my voice. “How did you get in?”

“Walked in, the same way you did when you barged into my meeting.”

I’m usually better at locking the main door, especially since I’m here alone. Landon doesn’t keep permanent staff on hand, preferring to employ a weekly housekeeper instead. Which means it’s just me at night…on a floor sandwiched between too many men with hidden agendas.

“I’m sorry about tonight.” With a gulp, I find his eyes in the darkness—a blue luminescence from the moonlight spilling through the windows. “I wanted to be brave.”

“Bullshit. You wanted to avoid going down on me around other people.” He closes the distance between us, only stopping when he’s inches away from brushing my knees. “You don’t think I’ve seen you duck in and out of your studio these past few days?”

My eyes widen. “Why didn’t you say something?”

“Because you didn’t see me.” He leans down, propping himself on the mattress behind me, and I veer back to avoid contact with his warm, muscular chest.

Because the very essence of him surrounds me, his arms caging me in, the earthy scent of whatever soap he uses filling my nostrils, the intensity of his gaze as it locks with mine. The air between us is heavy with sexual tension, heady with longing, about to bust through the seams of any lingering resistance.

“But you see me now.” He sends a leisurely glance down my body. “So this is what you were hiding underneath that coat.”

It’s not a question. He saw through me the instant his focus landed on me in his house.

“Do you like it?”

“Princess…there’s not a man alive who wouldn’t.” The space between us narrows. “We have unfinished business,” he says as his mouth heats my own.

“What are you waiting for?”

Further prompting isn’t needed. He pulls his T-shirt off and tosses it at on the floor. “Get on your hands and knees.”

I look at the space in front of his feet, confusion furrowing my brows, and he tilts my chin up. “On the bench.”

As he unbuttons his jeans, I settle into the pose he wants. The short legs on the ottoman puts me at the perfect height to take his cock into my mouth. My hair hangs around my face, a frame for his sexual canvas.

I glance up, darting my tongue across my bottom lip.

“Jesus,” he mutters as he pulls down his zipper. “Those lips, Novalee.” Wrapping a hand around his erection, he strokes it from base to tip. His thumb swipes the crown and comes away with the evidence of his desire on the pad of that digit, and he pushes it between my lips.

That first taste of him…

The saltiness on his skin.

A flavor that belongs to Sebastian alone.

It’s decadent sin.

Withdrawing his thumb, he raises my chin with a gentle touch that brings tears to my eyes.

“You’ve never hurt me,” I whisper.

“That’s not true.”

“It is. You’ve been mean, but you’ve never laid a punishing hand on me.”

“Hurting women isn’t my thing, but that doesn’t mean you should mistake me for a nice guy.” Without warning, he pushes his cock between my lips. But the pace he sets is slow, allowing me time to adjust to the hot flesh thrusting against my tongue.

There’s a gentleness to the swivel of his hips that borders on lazy, as if he’s content to slip in and out of my mouth for the rest of the night, his rhythm a steady buildup that leaves me wanting more. He parts his lips, slides his fingers into my hair, combing it back from my face, and his eyes shutter.

He doesn’t speak. Somehow, the absence of words amplifies the charge of sex in the air, heightens the simmering need collecting between my thighs. I can’t stand it anymore, and I whimper around his cock, needing…something.

A reaction.

A crack in the wall he’s constructed around himself.

Those brilliant blue eyes flutter open again, and I pull back the slightest bit, adding more suction, my tongue swirling around the salty crown of him.

He hisses in a breath.

“You want more of this, don’t you?” He follows up the arrogant question with a deeper thrust.

I let out another pleading whimper, and he seats his cock deep, one hand braced on the mattress as he leans over my back. Then he lifts the back of my thong and dips a finger underneath, teasing my anus.

“I want this, Novalee.”

His caress turns into a gentle probe that explores rather than conquers, but I stiffen anyway.

“I could take it now,” he says, going still in my mouth. “Slip right in where it’s so fucking hot and tight.” He applies just enough pressure to make me nervous, despite the touch of that finger shooting rivulets of pleasure to my pussy.

I try to pull back, but his hands spear into my hair again. “Relax.” Holding me in place, he renews the fervor of his pace, and a satisfied grin shapes his mouth as he plunders mine. “You’re not ready for it, but it’ll happen soon.” The promise hangs between us in the space of five deep thrusts. “I made a deal with Vance tonight for your anal virginity. He’s saving it for me.”

My eyes widen, and he laughs. “The chancellor wasn’t happy about that.”

I can imagine Liam’s temper flaring, his lack of control thrown into his face now that he no longer has access to me.

Because Sebastian will never grant it to him.

As he loses himself to the glove of my mouth, his climax only a few noisy thrusts away, I can’t help but wonder if Sebastian wants me because he can’t resist…or am I just a pawn in the rivalry between him and the chancellor?

With a final jerk, he groans, loud and unrestrained as he shoots his seed down my throat. Afterward, still dripping his completion, he yanks me up by the hair until our lips mash together, and the slow lick of his tongue against mine shakes me apart.

I rake my fingers through his hair, my heart pounding from his kiss as my knees weaken on the ottoman.

“The taste of me on your lips…” He groans into my mouth, then breaks away long enough to tug on my lower lip with his teeth. “You have no idea, princess. No fucking clue.”

There’s power in his frustration…if only I knew how to wield it.

“Enlighten me.” I dart my tongue along the seam of his mouth.

He sucks in a breath. “You’re a goddamn temptress.” Stepping back, he takes me by the shoulders, ensuring an arm-length distance. “We’re done here.”

Hurt ricochets through me. “You’re leaving?”

“I got what I came for.” He leaves me kneeling on the bench in my slinky lingerie while he zips up his pants.

Tears threaten, and I blink to hold them back, determined not to cry over him. He’s not worth it. For all of Liam’s flaws—his controlling possessive jealousy—he’d never discard me like this.

With casually cruel detachment.

“Who broke you?” I ask, despising the tremor in my voice.

He freezes, shirt in hand. “The same fucked up institution that’ll break you.”

“I will never break.” I get to my feet. “Not for you. Not for anyone.”

“You say that now.” He pulls the T-shirt over his tousled dark blond hair. “But after a few years, the insidious nature of this place will wear you down.”

“What are you talking about?”

“No one’s told you yet, have they?”

My heart’s pounding too hard, like fists to a punching bag. “Tell me what?”

“You think you’re free after the year’s up? Think again, princess. This is only the beginning.”


Chapter Nine

I greet Landon with a curt, “We need to talk,” before he fully enters the House of Gemini. Elise falters at my tone, just two steps in front of her husband-to-be.

“Is everything okay?” she asks.

“It will be as soon as Landon clarifies something.”

A sheen of alarm lights her blue eyes. “I’ll head down to my quarters and begin packing.” Her attention swings back and forth between Landon and me. “He asked me to move into one of the spare bedrooms until the wedding.”

“You don’t have to do that,” he tells her. “We have servants to pack for you.”

“I don’t mind, and it’ll give the two of you time to talk.”

With a resigned nod, Landon brushes his lips across her cheek. “I’ll come find you soon.”

After Elise leaves us alone, Landon gestures for me to follow him into the main sitting area, where he lowers into a chair. “What’s going on?”

Too worked up to sit, I pace to the curved wall of windows, a scowl on my face as raindrops squiggle down the glass. The weather is as bipolar here as the personalities of the men in this tower.

“Sebastian told me it doesn’t end for me after the auction.” I turn around and face my brother, arms crossed. “Is that true?”

Taking a deep breath, he runs a hand down his weary face. “It’s true. What did he tell you?”

“He told me next to nothing! Just that this is only the beginning…whatever that means.”

Then he left because that’s what Sebastian does best after we share an intimate moment. I’m still fuming over his behavior, and it’s possible my rocky emotional state is bleeding into this conversation with Landon, but I can’t find the will to rein in my anger.

Not after the sleepless night I spent in bed, alternating between the memory of Sebastian’s sculpted body standing over me and his parting shot as he left my room.

My feet carry me to the bar set up on one side of the main living area, and though I’m not in the habit of drinking, I pour one now and take a long sip. The amber liquid burns a path down my throat—same as the scorching memory of my encounter with Sebastian.

“You shouldn’t be drinking.”

I whirl on my brother, alcohol splashing over the rim of the glass. “Don’t lecture me on what I should and shouldn’t be doing. I want the truth. All of it, Landon.” It’s been two weeks since I learned about my father via my mother’s journal—now locked away in Landon’s safe, where no one else will read her words and discover the truth.

But there’s more to be told. I’ve sensed it, and Sebastian confirmed it last night.

Displaying the type of patience required of parents, Landon gets up and carefully works the drink from my stubborn grip. “You’ll need a clear head when I tell you this.”

As he sets the glass on the bar, I let out a slow breath. All the fight seeps from my bones.

“Tell me what?” Now I’m terrified of learning the answer. “It’s bad, isn’t it?”

His expression tightens with reluctance. “Maybe you should sit down.”

I shake my head. “Just tell me.”

“After Sebastian wins your hand in the auction—assuming everything goes as planned—he’ll have to share you.”

“What do you mean share me?” My voice goes up an octave. “Isn’t that what this year is for?”

Landon casts a glance at his feet. “Sebastian’s right. It doesn’t end with the auction. Each member of the Brotherhood will have you in his bed for one night during his zodiac month. It’s an…ongoing tradition.”

My head spins, tumbling end over end with the mental pictures his confession just projected in my mind. “You mean it’s a monthly tradition…every month, Landon?” Panicked disbelief strangles my throat. “For the rest of my life?”

The downcast nod of his head betrays his shame.

I pivot, fingers gripping the bar, and dry-heave into the sink. He places a hand on my back and rubs in comforting circles.

“I’m sorry, Novalee,” he says after I spew what little food I had in my stomach, since eating was impossible as I waited for him to return and give me answers.

“Sorry doesn’t help.” I turn, shredding him with the accusation in my eyes. “Why can’t this…this sick-and-wrong tradition be changed?”

“Some members of the Brotherhood have tried to affect change over the years, but the tradition is centuries old.” He pauses and takes a deep breath. “And…some of us believe the island is cursed.”

Laughter erupts from me—the bitter, disbelieving kind. “You can’t be serious.”

“What do you know about the history of Zodiac Island?”

“Only what Liam told me. He said Evangeline Castle and twelve explorers founded the island, got rich, then they kept her in a tower and…” My mouth gapes as realization dawns.

“They shared her, Novalee.”

“Will I be locked away too?”

“No. The Brotherhood has managed to change some things over the years, hence the queen’s monthly duty to the members instead of a free-for-all. The entrapment lies in that duty,” he finishes quietly, ashamedly.

“You don’t agree with any of this, do you?”

“No, I don’t.”

“What about Sebastian?”

“He has more reason than anyone to despise the curse we all bear.”

“What do you mean?”

“That’s his story to tell, Novalee. You’ll have to ask him yourself.”

I mentally scoff, already knowing the likely outcome of that conversation. “Who issued this supposed curse?” I ask, filing away the subject of Sebastian…for now.

“Evangeline Castle. Some believed she was a witch, and this is her everlasting revenge for the wrongful imprisonment by the men in whom she placed her trust. She gave them the world, so to speak, and they repaid her by stealing her freedom.”

“But I have nothing to do with that. Why would she make women go through this, generation after generation?”

“Aside from the fact that you are a descendent of Evangeline Castle, the historical records we have from that time indicate she went mad. You’ve heard the saying misery loves company? She seethed with so much hatred she would have cursed the whole world if she were capable.”

“This is…a lot to take in.” My limbs shake with weakness, and I make my way to the nearest chair and collapse into it.

Landon crouches in front of me, an apology clear in the tense lines of his expression. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I wasn’t sure if Liam told you, and the truth is I chickened out.”

I stare at the ocean through the glass, wishing it would sweep me away. “How could you bring me here?”

“It wasn’t my decision. My father…our father did what he thought was best for you.”

“Do you really believe that?” I meet his gaze, brows arched in challenge.

“I don’t have an answer, Novalee. Do I want you to endure this burden? Absolutely not.”

“Then why did you threaten me when I wanted to leave?”

“Because it’s safer for you here.”

“Safer? Explain how.”

“Your uncle isn’t a good man. I’m sure you already know this.”

“Did anyone stop to think I’d rather deal with one bad man than a dozen of them?”

“Not everyone in this tower is out to hurt you. You have allies here. You just don’t know them yet.”

“Is Sebastian an ally?”

“Reluctantly so.”

“Because he doesn’t like me.” The knowledge aches in my throat. “Why doesn’t he like me?”

“He wouldn’t act so hot-headed and infuriating if he didn’t care about you. When Sebastian stops caring, you’ll know it because you’ll cease to exist to him.”

“Then why does he treat me the way he does? His actions aren’t of someone who cares.”

Lust might drive Sebastian Stone when it comes to me, but I have no doubt in my mind it doesn’t go beyond that. The realization sends a scorching needle through the spot in my heart where the lion settled in when I wasn’t paying attention.

Things with Liam were simpler.

Safer.

Muted in comparison to what I feel when I’m around Sebastian.

Because he sets me on fire with the touch of his fingers. Sets off my temper with his verbal sparring. And when his vulnerability peeks through during those rare times when I feel like I’m seeing him for the first time…

Really seeing him—the emotionally scarred boy battling demons of which I know nothing about…

That’s when he has the most power over me.

Landon takes my hand, and everything about his posture hints at his earnestness. “He cares, Novalee. Just give him some time.”

How ironic. Time is all I have. Nine months, to be exact. But will Sebastian be waiting at the end of the auction for me, or will someone else play to win?

Either way, it feels like a massive loss to me.


Chapter Ten

“I can’t believe you made this in so little time.” Elise gestures at the gown hanging on the rack by the tall windows. A few more alterations and another fitting, and I’ll be ready for the ball.

My dress will be, anyway. Me, on the other hand, I’m not so sure about.

“It wasn’t all me, Elise. I had six people on my production team who worked tirelessly to bring my design to life.”

My lady takes a stroll around the room, eyes wide at what my brother set up for me. This is the first time she’s been in my studio.

“It’s still a huge accomplishment.” She turns to me with a smile—the first one I’ve seen on her face in days. “You deserve it. I’m glad Landon thought so too.”

I’ve been so busy in the studio since Landon told me the truth about the queen’s duty that I haven’t seen him much.

Though Elise admitted to me last night that he let her in on the secret about my paternity. For such a dangerous secret, he’s been busy spreading the word.

First Sebastian, and now my lady.

The latter I trust implicitly. On the former, I hope Landon knows Sebastian as well as he thinks he does.

Because certain men in this tower have shaken my faith in their trustworthiness.

Liam, especially.

After the shock of Landon’s revelation wore off, another cold, hard truth hit me. Liam knew all along about the Brotherhood’s monthly tradition, and he didn’t tell me. I wouldn’t expect someone as heartless and stoic as Mr. Bordeaux to care enough to warn me of such a fate, but Liam…

I thought we didn’t have secrets between us.

As Elise continues her perusal of my workspace, I tidy up after another long day. My team left two hours ago, but I stayed behind to finalize the details on two of my summer daywear designs. I’m putting away my scattered charcoal pencils when I look up and freeze. A pencil slips from my grip, hitting the table with a louder ruckus than I thought possible for something so small.

Elise turns toward the door where the chancellor stands on the threshold. As if my thoughts from a few moments ago conjured his presence.

“Will you give us a few minutes?” he asks my lady.

She nods before sliding past him into the hall, and I pick up the dropped pencil with feigned nonchalance.

Because anger triggers my heart into an adrenaline-induced rhythm.

“I wanted to talk to you about the other night,” he says, shutting the door behind him. But he doesn’t lock it like Sebastian did last week…right before he licked me to insanity.

“What is there to talk about? Sebastian had me against that wall over there,” I say, pointing to the spot where his rival had me spread, “and he ate my pussy, giving me the most explosive orgasm I’ve ever had.” I meet the shock in Liam’s dark eyes. “I only showed up at his house the other night to return the favor.”

Liam says nothing at first, and I can tell he’s struggling to formulate a reply. To make sense of my blunt, harsh tone.

“You’re upset,” he finally says, stepping closer. “Why?”

“Because you didn’t tell me.”

He searches my face, and I pinpoint the exact moment guilt trickles into his expression. He averts his eyes. “You’re talking about the queen’s monthly duty.”

“Is that a question, Chancellor? Or is there something else you haven’t told me?”

Bracing his weight with both hands on the table between us, he lets out a sigh of resignation. “I knew this day would come. I just wanted to protect you from it for as long as I could.”

“But you can’t protect me from this, can you?”

“No.”

“Do you believe the island is cursed?”

He looks up with mild surprise. “Yes.”

“And this tradition…is it something you accept?”

“It’s part of our culture, Novalee. Queens have held this duty for centuries.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

He blinks, and his mouth thins into a frustrated slant. “I accept it because I have to.” He makes his way around the table, and instead of retreating, I stand my ground as his fingers brush my cheek. “Do you think I want you with anyone else?” His tormented gaze shutters for a few moments.

As if he can’t stand to look at me knowing I’ve been intimate with him.

Some of my anger seeps from my bones. “I don’t know what to think. I care about you both, but he—” My voice cracks, and I try again. “He’s the one who had the balls to tell me the truth.”

“I’m sorry I let you down, my sweet girl.”

He truly is, the pain of his betrayal making him bow his head in shame, and I’m reminded once again of how opposite Liam and Sebastian are, despite both of them harboring fire.

Liam and his controlled temper.

Sebastian and his unrestrained passion.

And I’m caught in the middle, a combustible cloud of air between them.

He drops his hand from my cheek, the set of his shoulders dejected. “If I win the auction, I’ll have no choice but to share you, but you can always count on my loyalty. Always, Novalee.”

“What does loyalty mean to you? Does it mean telling me the truth even when you’d rather protect me from it?”

“It means that for as long as you love me back, I’ll never touch another. No one else will have my heart, Novalee.” A warning sparks in his eyes. “I’m not sure Sebastian can tell you the same.”

“Why do you say that?” I retreat a few steps, as if the backward shuffle of my feet have the power to pull back the question.

He’s talking about the models. That has to be it. But just because beautiful women surround Sebastian daily, it doesn’t mean he’s involved with them.

Last month when he painted my portrait for Mr. Bordeaux, he told me he’s never wanted the models like he wanted me.

“He’ll hurt you, my sweet girl.” Liam frowns. “You think you know him, but you don’t.”

“What don’t I know about him, Chancellor?” I cross my arms and wait for an answer, but Liam remains stubbornly silent.

Because the secrets surrounding me inside these curved walls aren’t finished with me yet.


Chapter Eleven

The doors to the ballroom stand open across from the dining room. Guests decked out in formal wear come and go as soft music drifts into the hallway.

After the dinner portion of the evening, I slipped away and found myself several feet down the hall in front of the portrait of Evangeline Castle. Now I’m riveted to the spot, lingering in the shadows as I stare at the root of this madness.

As if the likeness of her uneasy eyes will explain why she cursed generations of women.

What an absurd thought.

A curse!

I mentally scoff, writing the idea off as an excuse used by men for their unjustifiable behavior. An excuse that spans centuries.

And yet the allure of Evangeline’s eyes draw me back in, and I take a step closer. There’s something magnetic about her, and it sends a chill down my back. Is there a curse hidden in the tilt of her lips? A spell cast long ago to wreak havoc on all future queens of Zodiac Island?

Was this her way of punishing the descendants of the men who wronged her? By making generation after generation fall in love with a queen, only to have to share her every month?

If the legend of Evangeline’s curse is true, it’s pure genius in cruelty. Insanity in design. Maybe she really did go mad, locked away in that tower with no way to escape.

And maybe I’ve been in this circular hell for too long that I’m going mad as well.

The clicking of heels against marble draws my attention, and I glance in the opposite direction of the ballroom. A woman materializes from the shadows, her raven hair as sleek as the silk red-wine gown hugging her voluptuous curves.

“Quite the eye-catcher, isn’t she?” the woman says, nodding at the portrait of Evangeline Castle.

Surprised by her casual, familiar tone, I blink. “Yes, she’s stunning.” I study the woman at my side, shuffling through the many faces I saw during dinner, but hers isn’t among them. “I don’t believe I saw you in there. Are you only now arriving?”

“I like to make an entrance.”

Her attire will certainly do the job.

“Your dress is gorgeous. Who designed it?”

“You wouldn’t know him. He designs for me exclusively.” The upward tilt of her chin prods at my irritation. There’s a haughty air about her I don’t like.

“And you are?” she asks, smoothing her long hair over one shoulder.

“Novalee Van Buren.”

“The queen?” Incredulity laces her question. She sends an assessing glance down my body, the purse of her red lips doing nothing to hide her snub.

“Yes, I’m the queen.” If she notices my frosty tone, she doesn’t show it. I hold her bold, green gaze. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

The music stops, and someone speaks into a microphone about the charity auction, which begins in an hour. The mystery woman in red stares past me to the movement of bodies entering the ballroom.

“Because we haven’t.” She raises a perfectly arched brow. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m late to the party.” She struts off in her stilettos, long hair swaying from the motion of her hips, and I can’t help but gape at her rudeness.

Taking a few minutes to calm down, I return to the ballroom just as the music resumes. A few guests linger over after-dinner drinks at the round tables set up on the left side of the room. The right side is open for dancing, and I spy Landon and Elise in a tight embrace on the floor, surrounded by other couples. Three sets of French doors stand open so guests can venture into the gardens, enjoying the late spring air.

But there’s no sign of the raven-haired woman, and I’m beginning to think I imagined her when Liam sweeps in and takes my hand.

“Dance with me?”

The rules have changed for the night of the ball. He can’t kiss me, but he can pull me close and put his hands on me in the name of dancing. So can the eleven other men in this tower, and some of them do. A man with sandy blond hair steals me from Liam’s arms.

“Are you enjoying the ball?” he asks, settling his palm on my back. I recall him sitting to Sebastian’s left at the monthly dinners.

“I am, thank you.” An awkward sense of shyness takes over me. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name.”

“No need to apologize, my queen. It’s Miles.”

From the House of Virgo.

As he ushers me across the floor with ease, his movements graceful fluidity, I wonder if he’s as pure as his sign implies. The haunting strains of the violin falter, and the tempo changes.

Miles passes me off to Vance.

“Only a week to go,” he murmurs, pulling me tight against his chest.

I scan the ballroom, on the lookout for Sebastian, since I haven’t spotted him since I returned after dinner, but he’s nowhere to be found. Neither is the mystery woman, and for reasons I can’t pinpoint, that bothers me.

“Sebastian said the two of you made a deal,” I say, forcing my gaze on the man in front of me.

He dips his chin. “We did.”

“Do you mind if I ask what he gave you in return for my…?” I can’t utter the words.

A slow smile plays on his lips. “Your anal virginity?”

Cheeks flushing, I focus on his impeccable bowtie. “Yes.”

“You can ask, my queen.” He lowers his head, breath warm on my ear. “But I won’t answer. I’d rather keep you in suspense.”

Liam appears behind Vance and grabs the doctor’s attention with a tap on the shoulder. “Mind if I cut in?”

“She’s all yours, Chancellor.” The man from the House of Cancer steps back with a secret smile, and that’s when I spot him.

Sebastian.

And he’s not alone.

“Who is that?” I ask as Liam pulls me into a sway. My gaze remains on the dark-haired beauty in the red dress, who’s leading Sebastian onto the dance floor.

“Who?”

“The woman with Sebastian.”

Liam follows my narrow-eyed stare. “That’s Lilith Astor.”

I falter, mid-step. “Astor…as in the House of Gemini?”

Liam urges my feet into a graceful pace again. “She’s his sister.”

“Landon has a sister?”

Liam laughs. “So like him not to mention Lilith.” He casts another look across the dance floor, where Sebastian and Lilith move in tandem to the romantic notes coming through the speakers. “Landon and Lilith are twins, but they don’t always get along.”

Twins…which would explain her sudden presence. The charity ball is in honor of Landon’s birthday, after all.

“I didn’t realize the House of Gemini took their baby-making duties so literally.”

“Twins run in the Astor family. About every other generation produces a set.” Liam pulls me closer, and I rest my head on his shoulder. “Have I told you how sexy you look in that dress?”

No, but his sharp stare from across the table at dinner said it for him. “It’s not too revealing?”

“Way too revealing, Novalee. But I can’t find the will to complain.” He runs his nose along the slope of my neck. “If I had permission to touch you, I wouldn’t be across the room dancing with Lilith Astor right now.”

We fall silent, but my mind won’t stop spinning with questions.

Why didn’t Landon tell me he had a twin sister?

Why didn’t she tell me who she was in the hallway?

And why is she clinging to Sebastian like she belongs in his arms?

Something foreign simmers in my blood, casting my vision in the same hue as the woman’s mermaid dress. She’s gorgeous, older and experienced, and carries herself better than I ever could in a pair of stilettos. Despite the risqué nature of the dress I designed, everything about me screams innocence while she’s a walking advertisement for what men want.

I’m inexperienced and childlike…and I’m utterly jealous.

“Stop watching,” Liam whispers. “It’ll hurt less.”

Turning my head, I blink. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He tilts my chin up. “You forget I’ve had plenty of experience watching you lust after him, my sweet girl. I know what’s going through your head right now.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s not your fault.”

“I thought I was better at hiding my feelings.”

He cradles my cheeks between his warm hands. “Your beautiful face spills all your secrets.”

Not all of them. He doesn’t know about my relation to the Astors. I bite my lip as it dawns on me.

Because if Landon is my brother, then that means the woman across the room—with her silk-clad body plastered to Sebastian’s—is my half-sister.

And I already hate her.


Chapter Twelve

Halfway through the auction, Sebastian disappears into the hall with Lilith. Unable to focus on anything but where they might have gone, I fake a headache and tell Landon I’m heading back to my quarters for the night.

As the elevator approaches Sebastian’s floor, I’m tempted to stop the car and exit there, but doing so would cause unbearable torture. Because I know they’re together, and I can’t stand the thought of what they might be doing behind the emblem of that fancy lion guarding the entryway.

So imagine my shock when the elevator doors slide open on the ninth floor, and Lilith steps inside alone. Her sleek locks aren’t so sleek anymore, and though she hides it well, her eyes hint at the threat of tears. Casting a glance my way, she reaches for the eleventh floor button, and her fingers halt as she realizes it’s already lit.

“Looks like we’re headed to the same place,” she says, standing back with a lift of her chin.

“It appears so.”

“I guess things didn’t go well with my brother?” She gives me the side-eye. “Since he’d rather marry your lady.”

She has no idea we share the same blood. I wonder if her attitude toward me would change if she knew. Considering which floor she just left, I assume the truth wouldn’t make a difference—not with whatever history she shares with Sebastian standing in the way.

It kills me that I know nothing about it.

“Elise’s happiness is all that matters,” I say, keeping my voice level as endless speculations plague my mind. A muted ding announces our arrival on the eleventh floor. I gesture for her to exit first before following her through the entrance and into the main sitting room.

She makes a beeline for the bar and pours a double shot. “Would the queen of the tower like one?”

“No, thank you.”

“Suit yourself.” She throws back the clear alcohol—vodka, I’m guessing—and winces from the burn. “Enjoy my suite of rooms while you can.”

“Excuse me?”

“Your quarters. They’re nice, aren’t they?” Bitterness sets her mouth askew. “They used to be mine.”

“I wondered why Landon had the space renovated.” It’s a catty comeback, but I can’t seem to rein in my testiness around this woman.

Letting out a dark laugh, she sets the empty shot glass on the bar with an obvious thunk. “Well, I’m going to retire to my guest room. It was lovely to meet you.”

“You as well.”

If insincerity was an ice-breaker, we’d be the best of friends by now.

She disappears from sight, the quiet click of a door echoing through the semi-dark space, and I glance at the double doors leading to the elevator.

Two floors.

That’s all that separates me from the man who can give me answers. The one man I designed this dress for, and he couldn’t be bothered to notice me wearing it at the ball. During dinner, he only glanced my way once, and after Lilith showed up…to say the evening didn’t go as I’d hoped is an understatement.

I want my dance.

Determination drives my ivory Valentino pumps into action, and I arrive on Sebastian’s floor with a fear of rejection coiling my throat. This time, I ring the doorbell, paying heed to the hard lesson I learned about breaking into houses late at night.

He answers wearing dress pants, mussed hair, and a scowl to put the history of scowling to shame. Faint pink lines mark his bare chest like cat scratches.

Or the manicured hands of a woman.

“I didn’t get my dance.”

With a tilt of his head, he grabs my hand and pulls me inside. We reach his great room, and he brings me flush with his warm chest. The silk tulle of my dress caresses my legs like butter—an exquisite texture against my skin that’s only heightened by his nearness.

It’s too good to be true.

This unresisting closeness. The absence of our usual push and pull. The lack of snide banter that serves as an aphrodisiac. Disquiet rolls off him in waves as he holds me.

Because this isn’t dancing. This is an embrace between two lovers. A raw emotional connection between two people who need each other.

“Who is she to you?” My voice is breathless enough to count as a whisper.

His harsh sigh is the only clue he heard me. “Someone I thought I was done with.”

It’s agonizing honesty, and for once I wish he’d lied.

“Do you love her?”

He pulls back, his bright blue gaze dominating mine. “Does it matter?”

I swallow hard. “Why wouldn’t it matter?” But I know. Deep down, the reason blazes through my soul, leaving behind a graveyard of ash. His words confirm it.

“Because we can’t be together.”

This is it. The reason for his hatred. The demon driving his contempt for the Brotherhood and its institution.

Not because it’s a sick and wrong practice.

Not because he’s an advocate for right versus wrong.

No, it’s because he’s in love with someone tradition says he can’t have.

Instead, he’s supposed to marry me…and he hates me for it.

Blind pain floods my vision as I stumble from the warmth of his arms. Why does this hurt so much? Sebastian Stone is callous and cold and cruel…and he doesn’t deserve me.

But I want him to.

“What am I to you?”

“Innocent, Novalee. That’s what you are.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“What do you want me to say?” He spreads his arms wide. “You have no choice but to marry me. Nothing else matters.”

I shake my head, sending two salty drops trailing down my cheeks. “It’s the other way around. You’re forced to marry me.”

“Like I said…” He closes the distance and palms my cheek, his thumb wiping away a tear. “The mechanics don’t mean shit. It doesn’t change anything.”

Gripping his wrist, I push him away. “I don’t want to marry someone who hates me.”

“I don’t hate you.”

“But you love her.”

“And you have a thing for the chancellor. Do you not realize what knowing that does to me?”

“I didn’t know you cared.”

“Jesus. You should have. The shit going through your mind right now about Lilith? Turn it around, princess. Then maybe you’ll see what I’m talking about. You’re not the only one screwed up in the head over this.”

“You and me…” I look at him through my tears. “We’re a destructive combination.”

“There isn’t much we can do about it.”

“Yes, there is.” I straighten my spine. “Landon needs to pick someone else to win.”

Sebastian scowls. “You want the chancellor.”

“This isn’t about Liam.”

“The hell it’s not.”

“It’s about you.”

“Me?” he says, his voice a deep, accusing gruff. “Am I not good enough for you, princess?”

“I want someone who wants me back.”

“You think I don’t?”

“I think your heart and dick are two separate entities that can’t agree on anything.”

He lowers his attention to my chest and the expanse of skin there, and his aqua eyes deepen. “My dick wants to use that dress for what it was designed for.”

He’s dangling subject-changing bait, and I can’t help but take it. “As the designer, I’ll need an example.”

“Two slides of that material, and I’d have your tits in my hands. Have you ever had a man’s cock between them?”

I gasp, indignant. “I put my heart and soul into this dress, and that’s all you have to say about it?”

“I’m a man with eyes, princess, and a cock that aches for you to the point of distraction.” His voice rises, sending me into retreat mode, but he follows with a predatory gait. “I want to invade every part of you.”

He wants my virginity—on both counts. But that’s all he wants, and the reminder renews the searing ache in my chest.

“So I get your cock, but she gets your heart?”

“It’s not a total loss,” he says with a sneer. “You get Liam’s. Everybody fucking wins.”

“We’re done here.” I whirl, intending to make my escape through the door, but his hand stops me, electric fingers gripping my arm.

“We’ll never be done, princess.”

I glare at him over my shoulder and toss his words from over a week ago into his face. “I got what I came for.”

Confirmation.

Heartache.

And the need to have a talk with my brother about my future.


Chapter Thirteen

Lilith Astor swept into the tower long enough to destroy and conquer, then she disappeared just as suddenly. Three days before I’m scheduled to move into the House of Cancer, I find Landon alone in his home office.

“Where’s Elise?” I ask.

“She’s exhausted from all the wedding planning.” The tap-tap-tap of fingers on his keyboard signals his distraction. “She went to lie down for a while.”

I step in and shut the door behind me. “I wanted to talk to you alone.”

My serious tone grabs his attention. He looks up from the laptop and removes his reading glasses. I never realized until now that he wears a pair. My brother, the studious ambassador.

“What’s on your mind?”

“It’s about Lilith.”

Leaning back, he runs a hand through his dark hair. The length has grown longer in the last month. “Why don’t you take a seat.” He gestures to a chair tucked against the wall.

I pull it to the front of his desk and settle in for what I expect will be an uncomfortable conversation. “Why didn’t you tell me you have a twin sister?”

“Technically, you and I both have a sister.”

I give him a pointed look. “A sister I knew nothing about until Liam told me who she was.”

Landon winces. “I should have told you, but things are complicated with Lilith. She’s…difficult to handle.”

I got a firsthand taste of her difficult nature, but I don’t tell him that.

“Is she coming back?”

He shrugs. “It’s hard to know what Lilith will do.”

I gather my courage for my next question. “What’s the deal with her and Sebastian?”

Slowly he nods, understanding coming to light. “You want to know if they’re still involved.”

“Yes.”

Because as much as I hate it, Lilith Astor is an intolerable wall standing between any real union with Sebastian, and though marriage to a man in this tower isn’t something I’d chose for myself, I want it to be real.

I want it to be reciprocated.

“It’s an obsolete question, Novalee. He’s going to marry you.”

“Not by choice.”

Landon frowns. “Is that what he told you?”

“Not in so many words. But I’m not as gullible as you might believe. He wants Lilith.”

“Sebastian doesn’t know what he wants.” He shakes his head. “And you’ve got the wrong idea about him and Lilith.”

“That may be so, but I think it’s only fair you change this marriage scheme of yours.” Not that I pretend to know how he plans to make it happen. “I want Liam to be an option.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Give me a logical reason why.”

“I don’t trust him.”

“He’s always been kind, and he looks out for my best interests.”

“Or he’s looking out for his own.”

I narrow my eyes. “Whatever you’re holding back…” I wave a hand around his workspace. “Now’s the time, Landon. I’m leaving in three days.”

A lengthy beat passes as he studies me. “Perhaps you’re right.”

My shoulders relax as I watch him stride to the wall opposite the tall mullion windows. He slips his hand underneath a shelf on a bookcase filled with volumes of what appear to be reference books. Three seconds later, a landscape portrait of the ocean slides to the left, revealing a safe. After the security panel scans his fingerprints, the gears shift and the door opens.

My eyes are wide by the time he returns to the desk. With an air of significance, he sets an envelope on the surface between us.

“What’s that?” I stare at the letter-sized envelope, trepidation stiffening my muscles.

“It’s a letter your father sent to mine.” He slides it to me. “Dated the week before your parents’ plane went down.”

I push it away. “Just tell me what’s inside.”

“Very well.” With a sigh, he settles back into his seat. “King Van Buren asked my father to ensure the safety of you and your nation…should something happen to him and his wife.”

I blink rapidly as Landon’s words filter through my brain in disjointed confusion.

Ensure the safety of you…should something happen…dated the week before…

“You’re telling me—?” My voice cracks, unable to put the implication into thought, let alone words.

“We don’t believe the plane crash was an accident. Someone conspired to have your parents assassinated.”

“Rowan?” I choke out as hot devastation bleeds from my eyes.

“We believe so.”

My mind flashes back to when I was under the thumb of a harsh, uncaring uncle who only saw me as a means to an end. A man who might have killed my parents. “Why did your father leave me there with him? For six years, Landon.”

“He did it to protect you.”

“Protect me?” I scoff. “Well, he failed.”

“No, he didn’t, Novalee. My father used the auction to make you valuable to Rowan, all while preserving the secret of your paternity, and that meant you were safe.”

“Safe from what?”

“The same fate as your parents.”

I hold my stomach, about to be sick. “He wants the throne.”

“Yes. We think he’ll attempt to have you assassinated after the auction.”

“But whoever I marry will be the king consort. He’d have to get rid of us both.”

Landon clenches his jaw. “Not if the man you marry is working with Rowan.”

I gape at him as it dawns on me. “All he’d have to do is abdicate, and my uncle would become king.” Rising on shaky legs, I pace in front of Landon’s desk as my world once again rumbles under my feet. “But what makes you think Rowan’s working with someone in the Brotherhood?”

He taps the letter on his desk. “The king discovered the plot. That’s why he contacted my father for help.”

I place a hand over my galloping heartbeat. “You know who it is, don’t you?”

He nods, mouth a grim line as an apology lights his emerald eyes. “Rowan was in contact with Chancellor Castle in the weeks leading up to the crash.”

“Liam’s father?” My voice is high-pitched, disbelieving. Instantly, my heart denies it. “No! That can’t be right.”

“It’s true, my queen.”

Landon’s certainty quakes underneath me, and that’s when the ground fissures. I fold into the chair before my feet slip through the cracks.

Because Liam Castle isn’t the safe haven I thought he was.
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