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SUMMARY




Twelve men. A virgin queen. One arranged marriage.




Twelve diamonds.

That’s the number of precious stones in my crown.

And when I break one of Heath Bordeaux’s stringent rules, I lose one.

Earning it back entails pain and degradation.

No one can save me from his reign.

Not even Liam Castle.




Part 2 of The Zodiac Queen.


Chapter One

Present-day, April 21st




5,760 minutes.

96 hours.

Four days.

Roughly, that’s how long it’s been since Heath Bordeaux fit me for my crown. Those days snuck by in the blink of an eye, in the microseconds a bolt of lightning steals when striking the ground…in the time it takes to break a heart.

Leaving the haven of Liam Castle broke mine.

“He should be here with you,” Faye says as we approach the library on the first floor of the tower. Elise nods in agreement.

“He decided against it,” I say, doing my best not to chew my nails.

The chancellor’s absence is like a gushing wound in my chest. I’m devastated he chose not to escort me himself—leaving my ladies to do it—but I understand why he made the decision.

I think back to my last ten minutes with him, on the cusp of his penthouse door.

“I’m not ready to say goodbye,” I’d pleaded, tears stinging my eyes as his hands rose to frame my face. His thumbs had brushed along my cheekbones as if preparing to wipe the pain away between us.

“This isn’t goodbye, my sweet girl.”

“It feels a lot like goodbye, Chancellor.”

A melancholy smile quirked at the corners of his lips. “I know we’ve grown close enough this past month for you to be comfortable using my name.”

“The title just slipped out,” I’d lied, hoping he’d scold me, spank me, lock me up and keep me as punishment for my refusal to use his name. Anything but sending me out that door.

He’d raised a brow upon my feigned innocence. “If you’re begging for my hand as a delaying tactic, it won’t work. I won’t cause your tardiness for the inevitable.”

By the inevitable he meant the start of my prison sentence with Heath Bordeaux.

I couldn’t have argued with him even if I’d wanted to, because in the next instant he’d kissed me. It hadn’t tasted like goodbye. In the sweep of our tongues, I’d found quiet desperation. Sweet sorrow. A promise for so much more, whether it be eleven days or eleven months down the line.

“Go,” he’d rasped against my damp lips, forehead pressed to mine. His hand landed on the door handle, threatening to thrust me into the supervision of my ladies who waited on the other side of the barrier locking us in this private moment.

“Don’t make me go.”

The handle turned—an almost indiscernible click. “You have to. Don’t make this harder than it already is, Novalee.” His warm breath on my cheek, followed by the press of his lips, would have to sustain me until I saw him again.

I cling to the memory now as his maid stops in front of the massive doors of the library. “Are you ready?” Selma asks, and I think I spot a sorrowful hint in the pinch of her coral lips. She’s in full uniform, a no-nonsense bun holding her graying blond hair at the nape.

“Yes, I’m…ready.”

It’s a lie. I’m as ready for Heath Bordeaux as I was the day he fit me for my crown and revealed a taste of his unforgiving, obstinate nature.

Selma knocks three times. A deep male voice calls for us to come in, and Selma allows us entry into the room where it all began. It’s a light and airy space, despite the masculine bookcases that surround the comfortable seating arrangements inviting meetings among leaders.

And the passing-around of queens.

Heath Bordeaux is waiting by the south-facing windows. His back is to me, but I recognize him by his rigid stature. His black hair sheens silvery in the late morning rays pouring through the arched glass in front of him. A blond man I’ve never seen before stands at attention near him, his posture as rigid as the man who will have dominion over me for the next month.

Mr. Bordeaux turns, and those hazel eyes shoot ice through me. They’re beautiful eyes set in a traditionally handsome face, but something about him is…

Cold.

Vacant.

To make matters worse, he’s glaring at me.

“Your ladies may return to their quarters. You won’t need their services while you’re a guest in my house.”

His statement hits me like a sneak attack—a wave that rises from nowhere and knocks me down—and I drop to my knees.

“Please, Mr. Bordeaux. Don’t send my ladies away. I beg of you.”

They’re all I have in this place. The only two people keeping me sane.

“That isn’t for you to decide.” He nods toward his silent companion, who steps forward upon command. “My manservant will escort your ladies back to where they belong.”

Faye takes a brave step toward Mr. Bordeaux. “This isn’t right. I’m not—”

Cutting her off, I jump to my feet and hug her tight enough to silence her objection. Elise dabs at her eyes in my peripheral. “Shh, it’s okay,” I tell her in a whisper. “Go, please.”

Mr. Bordeaux is not Liam, with his gentle authority and quiet leniency. I don’t know who the man from the House of Taurus is, but he’s not someone you disobey or argue with, and it would wreck me to watch him punish Faye because of her loyalty to me.

“He can’t keep us away from you for a whole month.”

I pull back and meet her sable eyes. “Yes, he can, Faye.”

With the exception of taking my virginity, he can do whatever he wants.

“But you’re my queen.” Faye blinks rapidly, and it’s enough to harden my heart against the man forcing us apart because she doesn’t get emotional. She gets angry, indignant, righteous.

She doesn’t do tears, but she’s holding them back now.

“As your queen, I’m ordering you to go. I’ll be okay. I promise.”

“Faye,” Elise says in a soft lilt, “we have to do what’s best for Novalee.” She grabs Faye’s hand, giving it a subtle tug, and wordlessly, they follow Mr. Bordeaux’s manservant out of the library.

I’m frozen to the spot, fighting tears, fearful of turning around and confronting the heartless man who just sent my only support system away for the next month.

“Don’t stand with your back to me.”

I pivot. “Why did you send them away?” Anger vibrates in my limbs, rushing through my blood until I’m brimming with it. I embrace the sting in my eyes, unwilling to shed a single tear in his presence.

He appears unmoved by my outburst, his expression wooden as his stride brings him within arm’s reach. “It’s not your place to question me.” He points to the floor. “Kneel.”

I go down, my mind flashing back to a month ago when my uncle forced me to my knees for the chancellor. Unwittingly, my attention darts to Mr. Bordeaux’s zipper.

Unlike Liam, he’s not aroused.

I cling to that small favor.

“Down on your haunches.”

My ass meets the back of my heels.

“Bow your head.”

Aiming my gaze at the floor, I follow his movement from the corner of my eye as he wanders behind me.

“Hands on your thighs, palms up.” He murmurs his approval after I do what I’m told. “Good. This is how you’ll kneel in my presence. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Mr. Bordeaux,” I say, lifting my head enough to peek at him as he approaches the other side of me.

“I see you’ve learned a little respect since our meeting in the chancellor’s penthouse.” Three more steps brings him full circle. “But there’s room for improvement.”

My pulse ratchets as one word blares in my mind, as loud and panic-inducing as a scream.

Dungeon.

“I’ll do my best to learn, Mr. Bordeaux.”

Anything to get through the next thirty days unscathed.

“Queens are to be seen, not heard. You will not speak unless spoken to. Do you understand?”

I don’t understand at all.

“Do you understand, my queen?” he enunciates slowly.

I stutter out an answer. “Y-yes…but…what if I need to say something?”

“It’s yes, Mr. Bordeaux.” His ire lands in the thump of his shoes as he circles me once more. “If you feel the need to speak, then you’ll raise your hand, and I’ll either grant permission or deny it.”

I lick my lips, eliminating the question weighing on my tongue.

The one I can’t ask.

The one I’m afraid to learn the answer to.

What happens if I break his rules?

“We’ll begin with a training session in the dungeon. You need to know this isn’t a punishment. I’m giving you the necessary information and training so you know, without a doubt, what your duties and boundaries are.”

Maybe this won’t be so bad. Maybe his cold detachment will mean more distance between us. The lump of dread in my belly warns otherwise.

Mr. Bordeaux thrusts out a hand. “You may rise.”

I get to my feet, and despite the alarm blaring through my head, I raise my eyes to his as our palms press together.

Displeasure pulls at his mouth. “We have a lot to cover.” With a tug of my hand, he urges me toward the door, and I follow him as the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.


Chapter Two

I don’t have many negative memories of my childhood before my parents’ plane went down. The first twelve years of my life were filled with love, laughter, and a sense of security I’m not sure I’ll ever experience again.

But one incident springs to the forefront of my mind as I descend a steep staircase behind Mr. Bordeaux, scones flooding warm light onto the brick walls as our feet scuttle down utilitarian plank steps.

It was the year before my parents died, and Faye and I escaped into the wine cellar, pretending to run from an evil dragon that would take us to the Black Prince—a handsome young boy who intended to enslave us in the tower of his castle.

Instead, we ended up enslaving ourselves in the cellar, trapped by an ill-fated jammed door and a busted light maintenance hadn’t yet fixed since it went out the day before. To pass the hours until someone finally found us, we huddled in the dark, pretending the darkness kept us safe from the dragon.

But real life doesn’t work like that. Darkness is a stifling entity I now despise, and there isn’t a thing on Earth that will keep the dragon away.

My heart rate doubles by the time we reach the bottom of the staircase. Mr. Bordeaux uses a key to unlock a black iron gate, and I follow him deeper into the dim, cold space. If I had to choose one word to describe this place, it would be…

Horrifying.

It has the feel of a dungeon, with bars sectioning off cells to imprison the punished, and shackles hanging from the ceiling. But the word dungeon doesn’t quite fit either. There’s a decadence to the strange furnishings—the various high-end benches outfitted in dark red leather, and the massive bed sitting off by itself in another sectioned-off space, the sheets an onyx satin and the duvet a vibrant crimson.

The color of passion.

The color of pain.

The bed sits atop a cage, ominous in undertone. Thick leather cuffs dangle from the wooden bedposts, the sight of which shoots a shiver down the slope of my neck. My gaze stalls on an iron rack on the wall reserved for riding crops, whips, and other items that are equally terrifying and unknown. Opposite of that rack stands a wooden X, shackles waiting for wrists and ankles.

Mr. Bordeaux stalls as I take in my surroundings, stupefied, thoughts spinning in a fog. He turns to face me, and his eyes narrow as he waves a perfect, soft-looking hand. “Take off your clothes.”

A bone-deep chill rushes through me, causing me to hesitate. I’m so off kilter that I don’t notice another person in the room, and the noise registers a second too late.

The cadence of a single footfall behind me.

A light rustle.

The fierce snap of leather an instant before it strikes me on the ass, issuing a sting forceful enough to send my teeth into a grind.

“Do as Mr. Bordeaux commands.” The voice at my back is deep, harsh, leaving no room for doubt that he’ll hit me again if I don’t submit.

With shaking hands I grab the hem of my shirt and lift it over my breasts. I’m fumbling with the clasp of my undergarment when Mr. Bordeaux orders me to move faster.

“I-I’m sorry. I’m trying.”

Another snap of the whip, harder this time, and I push to my toes with a sharp cry.

“Your master didn’t give you permission to speak.”

Mr. Bordeaux shakes his head. “I’m not her master.”

“Down here we do things my way, and that means you are her master.” More footsteps sound as I struggle out of the rest of my clothing, letting it gather around my feet in a messy, abandoned pile of lost dignity. The man with the whip comes into view, and I meet a set of familiar gray eyes.

Pax, from the House of Libra, and from what I recall during the medical examination, the keeper of the dungeon. I want to cower under his scrutiny, or at the least, palm my breasts so he’ll stop molesting them with his lascivious gaze. Instead, I remain frozen with my hands dangling at my sides.

“Kneel,” Mr. Bordeaux says, drawing my attention back to him.

I follow his command and assume the pose he wants, on my haunches, head bowed, hands on my thighs, palms up.

“You’re quick to obey, but I shouldn’t have to issue the order. Unless I say otherwise, this is how I expect you to present yourself.” Three purposeful strides narrows the distance between us. “You will not move until I say otherwise, is that understood?”

A beat passes, and Pax’s whip sends a soft caress across my breasts, prompting me to stumble over my answer. “I…yes, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“You will kneel in this spot, alone and in the dark, until it becomes as natural as breathing.”

Icy fear storms through me, and I bite my lip to keep from pleading for mercy. The two men leave without another word, locks clanking into place upon their exit. A melancholy echo reverberates through the chamber. I count the ensuing seconds in the beats of my heart, senses heightened in the quiet. Gooseflesh erupts on my skin, unhindered by clothing, and I want to wrap my arms around myself, hands rubbing the chill from my flesh until I find a hint of warmth, but I don’t dare move.

Until the lights shut off, plunging me into darkness. I jerk forward, barely catching myself from losing my balance, and a whimper catches in my throat. This is the kind of blackness nightmares are made of—suffocating and oppressive as the air seems to crawl over chilled skin like phantom fingers. The moonless sky during the Witching Hour would offer more light.

I squeeze my eyes shut and count the skittering tempo of my heartbeat.

One, two, three, four, five, six…

Liam’s seductive brown eyes flash through my mind, and I latch onto the memory of him as if it’s my only lifeline.

Because right now it is.

Seven, eight, nine, ten, eleven…

He’s my armor against the dragon, and I replay the warmth of his fingers on my skin, the sigh of his breath on my lips, the cadence of his resonant voice.

Twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen…

His head thrown back, mouth a tight line as pleasure seizes his limbs.

Sixteen, seventeen, eighteen…

The gruff cry that plays on his lips when he comes.

I let out a breath, clinging to the comfort the memory brings me in this terrifying place. But it doesn’t last forever. At some point, I’m so cold that my teeth chatter, despite the way my knees ache and burn.

And that’s how Mr. Bordeaux and his dungeon sidekick find me when they return sometime later—my body tense from holding the degrading pose for so long, jaw rigid with tension, skin pebbled from the cold. Heavy footsteps surround me as I open my eyes and blink, my vision adjusting to the headache-inducing light.

“Posture,” Pax calls out an instant before his whip strikes the flesh on my back. Gasping in stunned pain, I straighten my spine, teeth clenched tight.

“That’s better. Slouching is never allowed.”

“Neither is eye contact,” Mr. Bordeaux says as he bends and lifts my chin. Unwittingly, I meet his gaze. He frowns, sending a nod to Pax, and another strike hits my back. Eyes stinging with unshed tears, I force my gaze over his shoulder, studying the brick wall behind him.

“If you think this is difficult, you won’t like what a punishment down here entails.” Mr. Bordeaux stands, letting go of my chin. “I suggest you get it right the first time.” He pauses, but his feet are in a constant state of restlessness as he paces in front of me. “Is that clear?”

“Yes, Mr. Bordeaux.”

I sense his smile more than see it, since I’m still studiously avoiding the vicinity of his face. “Excellent. This session has been a good start to establishing disciplined behavior.” He thrusts a hand out and orders me to stand. As I slide my palm into his, I will the stiffness in my limbs to subside, but my knees give out. He keeps me upright with the strength of his grip while Pax grabs me underneath the arms until I’m steady on my feet.

Mr. Bordeaux gathers my clothing, and as I struggle into my undergarments, I feel the weight of his stare on me as tangibly as if he put his hands on me. I’m burning, and not in a good way.

“Come,” he says after I finish yanking my dress over my head. He takes me by the hand again, giving a strong pull that sends me stumbling after him. “Dinner begins in an hour. I’m sure you know by now how the chancellor disproves of tardiness.”


Chapter Three

My quarters in the House of Taurus are nothing like the spacious rooms I’d enjoyed during my time with Liam. The room is nondescript; a rectangle with a single mullion window at one end. Rustic plank flooring similar to the hardwood in the dungeon covers the small square footage. A twin bed takes up the space on the outer wall. Adjacent is a small bathroom with a shower—no tub, and no window either. My clothes and belongings are nowhere in sight, and even if Liam sends them, I can’t imagine they’ll fit into this room, considering the small closet with its sliding doors.

The space is claustrophobic and far from the luxury and comfort I’m accustomed to, but it doesn’t distress me as much as Mr. Bordeaux’s unbending rules.

Don’t speak unless spoken to.

Don’t make eye contact.

Kneel unless otherwise instructed.

More rules are bound to come, just as I’m certain I’ll stumble and break them. And that’s what has me wringing my hands as I pace the tiny space of my bedroom, because Heath Bordeaux terrifies me. That dungeon with all of its dark coldness and foreign equipment terrifies me.

Pax, keeper of the dungeon and master of the whip, terrifies me.

What happens when I screw up, and Mr. Bordeaux takes me down there for more than a “training” session? I swallow hard, but the lump of apprehension refuses to dislodge from my throat. Sliding the few hangers in the closet to the side, I search through the meager offerings and settle on a charcoal halter dress that falls to my knees. Only the thought of seeing Liam tonight makes this upcoming dinner bearable.

Except that seeing him will rip me apart. It’ll be like saying goodbye all over again, only this time we’ll have eleven other men for an audience.

After freshening up in the bathroom—and pulling on a pair of panties—I pace the length of the room once more, my limbs tense from nerves as the hour passes. At ten minutes till, someone knocks on the door, and a chill travels down my spine as I fall to my knees and assume the required pose. I open my mouth to call out “come in” but think better of it. I hate this uncertainty, this insecurity and fear that has me second-guessing every move.

Several tense seconds pass before the door inches open and Mr. Bordeaux’s manservant enters my personal space. “Please rise. You’re only required to kneel in Master Bordeaux’s presence.”

“Master Bordeaux?” Confusion pulls at my brows, and the question escapes before I can trap it on my tongue. The blond man overwhelming the space of my bedroom doesn’t seem bothered by the question though. Unlike his employer, he doesn’t appear to mind when I speak.

“Yes, though he’s Mr. Bordeaux to you.” He strides to the closet and picks a pair of black heels before closing the doors I’d left open in my search of something suitable to wear. “He sent me in to prepare you for dinner,” the manservant explains, holding the shoes out to me.

I rise to my feet and take the offered heels. “May I ask your name?” Too nervous to meet his eyes, I focus on the shoes, fingers tracing the swirling, glittery design. “I don’t know what I should call you.”

Suddenly, building a rapport with this man seems important. With my ladies exiled for the next month and Mr. Bordeaux’s gag order in effect, his manservant will probably be my only form of companionship in the coming weeks.

“Of course,” he says, voice lowering in sympathy as if he knows what the simplicity of his presence, and the use of my voice, might mean to me. “It’s Loren.”

“Is it okay if I call you Loren?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you,” I murmur as I slip on the shoes, grateful for at least one ally in this house, because it sure as hell isn’t Loren’s master.

“You’re welcome.” Loren holds the door open with a nod of his blond head, gesturing for me to precede him into the small entryway that leads to the rest of Mr. Bordeaux’s home. “Master Bordeaux instructed me to pass along some directions for dinner.” We make our way into the main living room, with its sleek black groupings of lounges and curved chairs, crystal-accented side tables, and the grand piano on proud display in front of the wall of windows facing the ocean.

The House of Taurus is high-end with a sterile edge that leaves me cold. It’s unwelcoming to Liam’s inviting style that urged Faye and me to spread out sketchbooks and drawing pencils, snack trays left half-eaten on the table as we talked fashion and friendship. I can’t imagine using this space for such an afternoon of freedom, especially since Mr. Bordeaux sent my ladies away the first chance he got.

Loren comes to a stop in the middle of the great room and stands at attention, hands at his back as he watches the double doors I assume lead into his master’s private quarters. “After Master Bordeaux instructs you to stand, you’re to follow behind him to the dining room, head bowed and hands at your back. When he’s seated, you’ll kneel at his side the way he taught you and wait for further instruction.” Loren meets my gaze, and I’m taken aback by the near translucence of his gray eyes. They’re set deep, fringed with thick black lashes, and almost colorless from the light pouring through the windows.

“Do you have any questions?” he asks.

Where do I start? I’m trying to form a reply—scrambling to grab hold of the many questions firing through my synapses—when those double doors across from us open. I drop to the floor with my heart pounding a furious rhythm in my chest.

“Did you explain the rules to her?”

“Yes, Master Bordeaux. She knows what to expect.”

“Excellent.” Mr. Bordeaux takes a step closer, holding out a hand. “Rise, my queen.”

I do, careful not to meet his eyes. As he turns his back to me, issuing a command to follow him, nervous energy flutters in my belly. I clasp my sweaty hands at my back and keep my head down, each obedient step taking me further away from that sterile space that is the House of Taurus and closer to the comfort of Liam’s presence.

As we descend to the first floor, I can’t help but speculate on what my life will be like if Mr. Bordeaux wins the auction. Will he treat me like this for the rest of my life, nothing more than an obedient slave he keeps stowed away in a closet-sized room, silenced until he lets me speak?

I’m fighting the burn of vomit in my throat when we reach the dining room. Threads of conversation hit me all at once, and I sense the eleven other men—and my ladies, who, from my peripheral, are seated in their designated chairs.

As I kneel next to Mr. Bordeaux, the din of voices falls silent, chairs scrape into place, and everyone settles in for the evening. But my world narrows only to the floor in front of me, and the man in the suit to my right.

“Why is the queen kneeling during dinner?” Liam’s voice falls over me like a warm blanket.

“That is not your concern, Chancellor.” Mr. Bordeaux taps his fingers on the table, the staccato hinting at his irritation.

I’m imagining the clench of Liam’s jaw, the protest that wants to tumble from his beautiful mouth, when Faye’s words make my muscles tense.

“The chancellor is right. She’s not a dog, Mr. Bordeaux. She’s a queen.”

Oh God.

I spring to my feet before he can react and shoot my oldest friend and confidant a harsh glare. “Go to your quarters. You’ll spend the evening alone without dinner.”

Faye’s eyes widen, her expression stricken as the reprimand settles between us. I’ve never wielded my authority over her in such a way, always choosing deference to our friendship and the fact that Faye is more like a sister to me than a subject, but I can’t allow her behavior to continue.

It’s too dangerous.

Pointing to the exit, I stare her down, willing her to obey, and that’s when Mr. Bordeaux rises beside me.

“You’re out of line, Novalee. It’s not your place to punish her. It’s mine.” His ire wraps around me, and I sense the scowl on his face rather than witness it because my attention fixes on Faye.

“Then I’ll take her punishment. Please send her away. I beg of you.”

My words send Faye scrambling from her chair, mouth twisted in outrage. “No!” Her gaze seeks Liam. “Chancellor, please do something. She’s not safe with him.”

I don’t know how she came to that conclusion, since she’s barely spent two minutes in the same room with Mr. Bordeaux, but something about him has pricked at her intuition.

She felt the same way about my uncle when he arrived six years ago.

Liam pushes a hand through his coppery hair, revealing his stressed state of mind. “Your disobedience isn’t helping the queen.” Pausing, his eyes narrow. “For the next month, Novalee is the subject of Mr. Bordeaux.”

The man in question closes the short distance to where she stands, hands on her hips despite the sharp lines of anxiety on her face. He grabs her by the chin. “If you know what’s best for your queen, you will keep your mouth shut while she takes your punishment. Is that clear?”

She doesn’t answer at first, prompting him to shake her chin until the sought-after words fall from her lips. “Y-yes, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“Kneel and don’t even think of moving until it’s over.”

Her legs buckle, lips trembling as she mouths an apology to me from her spot on the floor.

“Loren,” Mr. Bordeaux says with a snap of his fingers.

His manservant materializes from the edge of the room. “Yes, Master Bordeaux?”

“Bring me a ball gag.”

He hurries away to do his master’s bidding, and the room falls silent as Mr. Bordeaux reaches for his belt. “Bend over the table and lift your skirt,” he commands me, sliding that thick strap of leather from around his waist. He loops it in one fist, and I know without a doubt he won’t change his mind the way Liam did four days ago.

Just as I know he’ll make it hurt something fierce—far worse than the bite of Pax’s whip in the dungeon this afternoon. Steeling myself for what’s coming, I lean over the table and lift the skirt of my dress above my buttocks, determined not to cry.

Because I can’t let this cruel man win.

Mr. Bordeaux yanks my panties to my knees, fingers rough against my skin, and my gaze clashes with Liam’s. He’s far from stoic, his hands fisted on the table, his mouth a severe line as he glares at the man lingering behind me.

Thighs rigid, my whole backside tingles, and I struggle to draw in a deep breath.

“If anyone in this room tries to interfere with my authority,” Mr. Bordeaux says, and by the flare of Liam’s nostrils I know the warning is for the chancellor, “the queen will be the one to pay for your disregard of protocol.”

The color drains from Liam’s face. In the month since I’ve known him, he’s never looked so…helpless. It’s an expression I can’t stand on him, because it doesn’t belong. He’s too strong to be so flayed, vulnerability spilling from his being.

Because of me.

Because he feels the need to protect me, but coming to my defense now will only mean more punishment. Unable to confront the defeat in his brown eyes, I shift my focus to Sebastian.

And that isn’t any better.

At first glance, the lion seems bored, and if it weren’t for the unfailing strength of his stare, I’d think he was unaffected. Loren’s return breaks the tense silence in the room, and Mr. Bordeaux pushes a rubber ball against my lips with a clipped order to open my mouth.

“You and your lady need to curb those sharp tongues,” he says, forcing my lips open. He tightens the strap around my head, testing the gag to make sure it won’t slip out. The contraption does more than gag me—it humiliates me on a level I didn’t know existed. All eyes in the room fixate on my degradation as saliva seeps from the corners of my spread lips.

Mr. Bordeaux shifts behind me, and yet I still don’t expect it; that first strike to my buttocks that stings my eyes. I blink, holding back the pain, and bite down on the gag when he hits me again.

Liam startles with each strike. After the third, he rubs his hands down his face, stricken as he stares at the place setting in front of him. He can’t watch this any more than he could issue such a punishment himself.

But this is worse. The knowledge is instinctual. Liam Castle would never strike me with such force—the kind of sadism that rips apart my defenses until I’m black and blue and too close to bawling for it to stop.

And that only makes me want to smother my reaction more. It’s a stubborn move, full of pride and rebellion, and part of me hopes he’ll hit harder because that will mean my inaction is getting under his skin.

He can make me kneel and avoid eye contact and silence my voice, but he can’t make me cry.

At some point, I detect the agony of Faye’s sobs over the strikes of leather to welted skin. As my fingernails gouge my palms through the thin skirt I’m still clutching, and I turn my head to avoid the sight of Liam’s crumbling composure, I realize Elise is crying, too.

And in the seat next to her, the man with the green eyes—usually crinkled at the corners with a secret smile—watches with an edge of dark fury that intrigues me. He turns to Elise, distracting her as another horrific blow assaults my backside.

He’s protecting her from witnessing the worst of it, and I cling to the hope it gives me as Mr. Bordeaux metes out the last strikes, using excessive force and leaving me weak and boneless on the table.

After it’s over, I return the stares of the eleven men surrounding the table, one by one, and discover reactions ranging from horror to arousal and everything in between.

Movement sounds behind me. Light footsteps, the slide of leather against fabric, and the unmistakable clank of a belt buckle.

“Loren, return Faye to her quarters,” Mr. Bordeaux says. “And deliver the queen’s dinner to her, seeing as how the queen won’t be able to eat with her mouth gagged.”

Faye lets loose one last sob, and a strangled, “I’m sorry.”

And then she’s gone, and I ache at the thought of not seeing her again for a whole month, of not being able to tell her how sorry I am for the harsh way I spoke to her.

“Need I remind you of your place, my queen?”

I let my skirt fall to my knees, covering my punished ass, and stifle a groan of agony when I lower to my haunches. Mr. Bordeaux reclaims his seat, and dinner begins, the aroma of spicy beef shooting hunger pangs through my belly since I haven’t eaten since breakfast.

Is this part of his punishment—forced fasting? Even more disturbing is the thought he has the power to flat out starve me for the next month if I don’t please him.

I’m alone in this, unable to ask for help or leniency. This sadistic man at my side might break me before the month is up, and there’s nothing I can do about it, short of doing something stupid, like trying to escape.

Or towing his line.

And right then I realize where my power lies—in obedience.

Complete and utter, without question, obedience. The rebellious girl in me revolts, claws out and ears steaming with indignant anger. But the smart girl in me knows how to survive.

Halfway through the main course, Mr. Bordeaux calls for Loren again, and the manservant hands his master a velvet bag with a drawstring closing.

“My gift to the queen,” Mr. Bordeaux says, grabbing my attention as he tips the bag and dumps several diamonds onto the table in front of me.

Twelve of them, I’m guessing, and a quick count confirms my assessment.

“As you all know, I’m having her crown designed. These diamonds will go into the final setting…assuming she gets to keep them all.” He scoots in his seat and takes me by the chin, and I stare over his shoulder at the white dinnerware, avoiding eye contact.

“For each transgression you make, my queen, I will take away a diamond.” He pauses, the unwavering weight of his stare making my face flush. “Earning it back will be painful and degrading.”

A collective murmur travels around the table, until Mr. Green Eyes to the left of me—from the House of Gemini—speaks up. “What the hell is wrong with you? You can’t hold her gift over her head like that.”

“I can and I will. It’s my gift to give,” he says, tone soft as his thumb rubs the line of my jaw, “and that means it’s mine to take away.”


Chapter Four

The morning after the dinner with the Brotherhood, Mr. Bordeaux went away on a business trip, leaving Loren to give me a proper tour in his absence.

“You’ll help with meal prep,” he says, showing me around the massive kitchen with its ivory cabinetry and gleaming quartz countertops. He opens several drawers and cupboards, pointing out where to find everything from pots and pans to spices. “Mr. Bordeaux doesn’t eat until lunchtime, so your kitchen duties won’t start until eleven.”

We stop at the center island, and Loren goes over the menu for the coming week before touching on my cleaning duties. “After lunch prep, you’ll do some light housekeeping until it’s time to prepare for dinner.” He pauses, assessing me. “Do you have experience with any of this?”

“Domestic tasks weren’t high on my uncle’s list of priorities.”

Because he taught me to behave like an obedient queen—not an obedient servant. But I don’t share that thought with Loren for fear of sounding like an elitist brat.

“That’s understandable. The good news is with Master Bordeaux gone for the next few days, you’ll have plenty of time to practice some skills in the kitchen.”

“Does he go away on business often?” I ask as Loren shows me an adjacent supply closet five times bigger than the wardrobe in my room.

“Twice a month, sometimes more when luck favors him.”

According to Loren, Mr. Bordeaux buys and sells precious stones at auction, and with that knowledge I send out a prayer that my keeper will be especially prosperous in his hunt, requiring frequent trips during the coming weeks.

We come upon a set of double doors, and Loren uses his master key to let us inside. “This room is off-limits unless I allow you in here to clean.”

The space is a cavernous vault of fine art and jewelry displays, but the life-sized paintings of gorgeous women wearing nothing but precious stones draw my focus.

“Who are these women?” I ask before thinking the question through. My cheeks burn with embarrassment at my forwardness.

“They’re models Mr. Bordeaux hired to wear his rarest acquisitions.”

The poses are similar and surprisingly tasteful, featuring women lounging in chairs, their legs crossed and long hair cascading over their breasts—a real life canvas for sparkling jewels.

I zero in on the initials in the bottom right-hand corner of each portrait. “SAS?” I ask.

“Sebastian Stone, from the House of Leo. You’ll have to ask him what the middle initial stands for,” Loren says, gesturing at the painting. “He does all of Master Bordeaux’s portraits.”

Sexy as sin comes to mind when thinking of what those initials stand for.

Just the thought of Sebastian sends a warm tingle down my back, and I wonder what it would be like to sit before him like the women in the paintings, sensual and seductive?

The idea isn’t unpleasant.

Loren ushers me out of the forbidden room that houses Mr. Bordeaux’s collection, and we continue the tour as he gives me a crash course on daily chores.

“Can I ask you something, Loren?”

We come full circle in the great room, and he stalls, sensuous lips sliding into a frown. “You aren’t required to silence your voice with me. You can ask me anything.”

“Am I allowed to leave the residence? You know…to go outside or to the library on the first floor?”

A glint of sympathy passes through his eyes. “Unfortunately, no. Master Bordeaux requires that you stay in your quarters when you’re not busy with chores.”

“Why?” The strained tone of my voice gives away my despair. “Does he hate me?”

Taking my hand, Loren leads me to a leather couch, and we sit together, side by side. He doesn’t let go of my hand. “Master Bordeaux is a very demanding and complicated man. He has no reason to hate you, but you’ll have to earn his trust and respect before he gives back the liberties we all take for granted.”

“Like the freedom to go outside?” I wince at my caustic tone.

Instead of taking offense, the dry question makes Loren smile. “It’s the little things in life we miss, isn’t it?”

“Do you mind if I ask why you work for him?”

Loren contemplates whether to answer—I can pinpoint the second his openness shuts down and he withdraws, letting my hand slip out of his.

“I’m sorry,” I say, backing away from that thread of conversation. “It’s none of my business.”

“It’s okay. Master Bordeaux wants the two of us to get to know each other.” He clears his throat, and I can’t tell if he’s nervous, or suffering from a sudden case of springtime allergies. “So it’s important you know I don’t work for him. He’s my master in every sense of the word, Novalee.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I serve and obey him, and in return, he takes care of me.” Loren stands. “In time, you’ll understand.” He holds out a hand, urging me to follow his lead. “But we’ve only got a few days before he returns, so how about we start in the kitchen and I teach you a few basics?”


Chapter Five

Six days later, Mr. Bordeaux still hasn’t returned, and I can’t say I miss the man with all of his unbending rules. Embracing the solitude, I’ve excelled at scrubbing floors, dusting antiques and jewels that would feed a starving nation, and learning which knives to use for which vegetables—and which ones to avoid if I don’t want to cut myself again.

My role in the House of Taurus is little more than a maid without compensation, but I don’t mind the busy work. The meal prep and house cleaning keep me distracted, and though I’ve never scrubbed a toilet a day in my life, doing so now gives me a sense of calmness, left alone to the task with no one to answer to but the gleaming porcelain beneath my hands.

“You’re quite the quick study.”

At the sound of Mr. Bordeaux’s voice, I scramble into position on my knees, bleach-scented palms facing up on my thighs. The cutoff jeans I put on for chores are frayed, pockets peeking out beneath my hands. They were among the few belongings he allowed Liam to send. My keeper chose to put the rest of my clothing collection in storage until the next man in charge decides whether to give my things to me.

“Loren says you’ve been settling in well during my absence. I’ve been pleased with his progress reports on your behavior.” As he steps into the main guest bathroom, his shiny black shoes coming into view, I remain silent. “When I praise you, my queen, I expect you to respond.”

“Thank you, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“You’re welcome.” He leans down and runs a hand over my tangled locks. “You need to shower and dress for company. Come to the great room in twenty minutes.” Without another word, he pivots and disappears into the hall.

Bewildered by his abrupt summons, I abandon the task, tossing the sudsy sponge into the trashcan, and hurry into my private bath, where I take a five-minute shower before pulling on a black linen dress. By the time I walk into the great room with three minutes to spare, damp hair braided on the side, my heart rate is pumping double time because his “company” can’t be a good thing.

But then my eyes meet Liam’s from across the room, and my pulse speeds up for a different reason. I freeze for a few seconds until the sight of Mr. Bordeaux, standing tall at Liam’s side, sends me to my knees.

My stoic keeper holds up a hand, halting my descent to the floor. “The chancellor is here to join us for lunch. He’s requested you not kneel during his visit.”

Liam doesn’t take his eyes off of me. “I also ask that you allow her freedom of speech.”

“That isn’t necessary, Chancellor. We have important matters to discuss and don’t need the distraction of a woman’s inconsequential chatter.”

I bite back a retort, knowing he’ll only punish me for my “sharp” tongue, and I’m not fond of the taste of rubber. Though part of me wants to know how it’s possible for a woman to have a sharp tongue while being prone to mindless chatter. The two aren’t complementary traits.

“Shall we?” Mr. Bordeaux says, gesturing for the chancellor to precede him into the formal dining room. I follow on their tail, and after the three of us take our seats, Liam across from me and Mr. Bordeaux at the head of the table, Loren appears with the fresh greens I prepped an hour ago. His stare is discreet as he piles lettuce and salad toppings onto each of our plates, but I detect a hint of speculation in his gray eyes.

I’ve only been a subject of Mr. Bordeaux’s for a week, most of which he spent away on business, but sitting in a chair next to him during mealtime—instead of eating with Loren in the kitchen—feels foreign and somehow wrong. If it weren’t for Liam’s presence, I’d rather be in the kitchen with Loren.

“You said you wanted to discuss the Heart of the Queen,” Mr. Bordeaux says, breaking the silence as I pick at the leafy greens on my plate.

“Yes.” Liam darts his gaze in my direction. “I’m ready to sell.”

I have no idea what they’re talking about. My attention swings to Mr. Bordeaux as he takes a sip of wine, the motion nonchalant except for the harsh grip of his fingers on the glass.

“You surprise me, Chancellor.” He sets the wineglass down, tongue darting across his lower lip. “What changed your mind?”

“I guess you can say my priorities have shifted.” Liam’s answer draws my gaze back to him. “I’ll accept your previous offer if you grant me weekly chess sessions with Novalee.”

“You’re willing to part with the Heart of the Queen for a few games of chess?” Skepticism laces Mr. Bordeaux’s tone.

“Yes, along with the twenty million you agreed to pay the last time you put the offer on the table.”

“Where will these sessions take place?”

“In my penthouse.”

“Absolutely not. The library will do for a game of chess.”

“Fine,” the chancellor says through gritted teeth. “But I want permission to touch her.”

The room falls quiet as the two men stare each other down. I hold my breath, afraid to move.

Because the thought of being in Liam’s arms again so soon has me on the edge of my seat, antsy with hopeful excitement.

“You seem to care a great deal about our lovely queen.”

“Don’t you?” Liam challenges with an arch of his brow.

The strength of Mr. Bordeaux’s stare touches on me like an appraisal, as if he’s calculating my worth in the ten long seconds he takes to reply to the chancellor.

“She’s proven her obedience.” From the corner of my eye, I spy the edge of his mouth curl. “And apparently her value.”

“Do we have a deal, then?” Liam presses, voice bold except for the small waver I’m hoping the man sitting at the head of the table doesn’t notice.

“Bi-weekly sessions and ten percent off the price.”

“Five percent,” Liam counters.

“Seven percent.” A lengthy pause ratchets the tension. “And no sexual contact.”

A telling tick goes off in Liam’s jaw. He wants the physical connection between us as badly as I do. “No deal, Heath. At a minimum, I require permission to kiss her.”

“Desperation does not suit you, Chancellor.”

Liam’s brows narrow. “Don’t mistake my affection for desperation.”

“I stand corrected. Bi-weekly sessions it is, kissing allowed. Do we have a deal?”

“I’ll accept your terms if you give me twenty minutes alone with Novalee first.”

A pause of silence, and then hope pumps through my veins as Mr. Bordeaux stands, his chair sliding soundlessly across the floor. “Come find me when you’re finished.” He exits with the same brusqueness I’m coming to expect from him.

If I thought the tension was thick before, it’s nothing compared to the sexual haze that falls over the dining table, food forgotten, as soon as the door shutters us in relative privacy.

Liam and I drink in the sight of each other for what feels like the first half of our twenty minutes, when in reality not even five seconds sneak by. A grandfather clock chaperones from its unobtrusive corner of the room, and I listen to the hands swing back and forth.

“What is the Heart of the Queen?” I ask, fracturing the quiet.

His attention lowers to my mouth, thoughts blatant as he folds his hands on the table—as if he wants to touch me but knows he can’t. “It’s a rare diamond necklace passed down the Castle line. Evangeline gave it to her eldest son before he married his queen.”

His explanation whirls in my mind, and I struggle to keep up, to grasp onto the meaning behind those telling words. “So this necklace…it’s a family heirloom?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t understand.” Offending him is the last thing I want to do, but I can’t help but question the wisdom in the deal he just made with my keeper. “Why would you sell it to Mr. Bordeaux for two chess games?”

“Because, my sweet inquisitive girl…” His smile is the only sign he picked up on the subtle incredulity in my tone. “You’re worth it.”

I haven’t heard him speak the endearment since the morning I left his penthouse, but now it washes over me with the comfort of sunshine, enfolding me in a warm spring breeze, and I ache to hear him say it again. “It’s just chess,” I whisper, rather stupidly, because we both know he’s not selling just to play a game with me.

It’s true he’s bartering for time with me, and he’s willing to sell something undeniably valuable to get it—the kind of valuable you can’t put a price tag on—but there has to be more to this than he’s shared.

Because it doesn’t make sense.

“Novalee,” he says, leaning forward and fisting his hands between us. Frustration vibrates off him. “This isn’t about chess. I need to see you—as often as is possible—but the money I get for the necklace is more important than I can tell you. I don’t think I need to explain the extent of Heath’s wealth. Out of the twelve of us, his net worth is at the top.”

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

“Yes, he does.”

“So what do you need the money for? Surely it won’t be enough to outbid him.”

“You’re correct.” Clearing his throat, he pushes his chair back and rises.

And that’s when I realize he’s not going to elaborate on his plans. Whatever his reasoning, he’s keeping it close to his chest.

“I won’t tell anyone,” I point out, a little hurt that he won’t let me in on the secret.

“I know you won’t. I trust you, but I won’t put you in a position where the knowledge can be used against you.”

“Used against me how?”

“I’m assuming you’ve been to the dungeon?”

I stiffen in my seat. “Yes.”

“If Heath catches wind that I have ulterior motives for selling, he might interrogate you for answers.” Worry pinches his mouth. “In fact, I shouldn’t have asked for these twenty minutes. The less you know the better.”

“You’re still protecting me.”

“Always, my sweet girl.”

“What’s so special about me?”

His gaze burns through me. “I fell for you the instant I saw you.”

“In the library,” I whisper, remembering that day and the complex emotions he inspired in me as the taste of him lingered on my tongue.

“No, the day my father secured your hand in marriage to the Brotherhood. You were a vision even at twelve.”

“You were intimidating but memorable.” I peek at him from under my lashes, worried he’ll see too much in my expression because he wasn’t the only boy that day to leave a lasting impression.

Even during my most intimate moments with Liam, Sebastian hovers between us, unbidden and unspoken. Someday the three of us will come to a head, and I can’t help but wonder if we’ll survive.

“How is Heath treating you?” he asks, breaking through the chaos in my head.

“He’s very…rigid.”

“Has he hurt you?”

“No, nothing too horrible.”

“Has he…?” With a hard swallow, Liam drags his hand through his copper hair. “Has he touched you yet?”

“No.” I bite my lip. “He’s been gone all week, but he doesn’t seem interested in…that.”

Some of the tension drains from his features. “That’s not surprising. Some of us have theories.”

My brows furrow. “What do you mean?”

“It’s not for me to say.” With a glance at his watch, he rounds the table. “Just obey him and you’ll get through the rest of the month without too much trauma.”

“And what about next month, Liam?” Fear shakes the accusing words from my lips as I rise to face him on solid ground. “This doesn’t end when I leave the House of Taurus.”

His nearness heats my body without him laying a finger on me. “The House of Gemini will be easier. Landon is a decent guy.”

My instincts told me as much, but I’m relieved to hear him confirm it. “I miss you,” I say despite the ache in my throat. I tilt my head and meet his warm gaze. “So much, and it’s only been a week.”

“The feeling is mutual.” He leans forward, and his mouth teases the edge of mine. “I want you naked in my arms, those sexy legs wrapped around me in bed.”

“He didn’t say you couldn’t kiss me today,” I whisper, my exhales mixing with his.

“He didn’t give me permission either.” Shuttering his eyes, he takes a step back, and disappointment knifes through my gut. “I can’t risk it, Novalee. No matter how much I want to.”

I want to launch myself into his arms and beg him to never let me go. The urge is inescapable, and I suck in several deep breaths to quell it.

Because I understand his position. A few moments of bliss isn’t worth a lifetime of servitude with someone like Mr. Bordeaux.

“Can I ask a favor?” I say, clinging to a much needed change of subject.

“Of course.”

“Will you check on my ladies? Mr. Bordeaux won’t let me see them.”

“It’s already done. I checked on them the day after the dinner. Faye profusely apologized for her behavior that night.”

“So they’re okay?”

“Yes.” He studies me, eyes narrowed. “They’re worried about you, as am I.”

“I’m fine.”

He says nothing at first. “Would you tell me if you weren’t?”

“Yes…maybe.” I pause, swallowing hard. “I guess it would depend.”

“On what?”

“On whether telling you would be futile.”

Neither of us voice the elephant taking up half the space in the dining room.

Because Liam’s as powerless as I am in the House of Taurus.


Chapter Six

As a reward for my good behavior since he returned home a week ago, Mr. Bordeaux let me venture outside. Such a basic privilege, a simple joy I’d always taken for granted until I could do it no more. Walking along the edge of the cliffs, I close my eyes against the crisp breeze, hoping to find a hint of serenity.

Because I miss the sunshine and warmth of home. The endless azure skies and the fragrant comfort of plumeria.

I miss my home.

Zodiac Island is but a barren rock—a beautiful, majestic cliff overlooking the sea. Wind whips my hair around my head, arranging my braids with Mother Nature’s powerful hand. Springtime doesn’t exist in this place. The northern location means there’s nothing but dreary skies and a freezing windchill strong enough to ice over hell, and yet…I find something undeniably magical about this spot on the edge of the world.

I wish I hated it more. I wish I hated it less.

I wish time would go by faster. I’m only halfway into my month with Mr. Bordeaux, but the days pass at an agonizing pace. The only highlight of this day is that I’ll see Liam later for a game of chess. If not for the bitter chill, I’d stay outside the walls of the estate until my session with the chancellor, clinging to the heady sense of freedom. Instead, I return inside and take the elevator to Mr. Bordeaux’s floor in silent contemplation.

Because he gave me an afternoon of unequivocal freedom, but I’m returning to my prison, of my own free will, and that makes me question my sanity. Am I so lost that I can’t enjoy an afternoon without someone telling me what to do? Shaking the disturbing thought from my head, I enter through the main door, distracted with thoughts of curling up with a good book, but odd sounds halt me on the threshold of my bedroom.

Grunting.

Rhythmic and fast-paced.

Groans.

Coming from Mr. Bordeaux’s quarters at the end of the wide hallway. I spy the ajar door, and the sounds filtering out draw me closer to peek through the crack.

I wish I hadn’t.

Because Mr. Bordeaux isn’t alone. Loren is with him, and the two are a tangle of limbs on the humongous bed, bodies rutting, skin covered in sweat.

I’m not supposed to see this.

It must be the reason he sent me away for the afternoon. He believes I’m outside enjoying my freedom, grateful for his permission to leave the residence for a few hours.

Instead, I’m spying on him while he pounds his manservant from behind. Loren turns his head, his hooded gray eyes latching onto mine, and we both gasp, drawing the attention of his master. I duck out of sight, but the tremble in my legs and the furious pace of my heart know better.

It’s too late.

The door swings all the way open behind me, and I drop to my knees, hands shaking on my thighs as his feet stomp closer. He appears in front of me, naked and vibrating with anger.

“I-I’m s-sorry, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“Did I give you permission to speak?”

I open my mouth to reply, but fear imprisons my vocal cords.

“Answer me!” His voice booms off the walls, making me jump.

“N-no, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“Did I give you permission to spy on me in my private quarters?”

“No, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“Then why were you doing just that?”

Scared to say the wrong thing, I lick my lips to buy a couple of seconds. “It was cold outside, so I c-came in and h-heard noises…”

“And instead of returning to your quarters where you belong, you stuck your nose in my private business, is that the sum of it, Novalee?”

“Yes, Mr. Bordeaux. I’m sorry.”

“You will certainly be apologetic later, because your actions have cost you a diamond.”

Oh God.

I blink back tears. He’s going to take away my session with Liam. The certainty of it fists my heart, squeezing until I can’t breathe.

Because I need this time with Liam—it’s the only thing giving me hope since I saw him at lunch a week ago. Before I can question the wisdom of my actions, I raise my hand, dying to ask Mr. Bordeaux if he’s going to take away the visit.

“Would you like permission to speak, my queen?”

“Yes, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“Permission is denied. Go to your quarters and wait for me on your knees.”

I scramble to do his bidding, exhaling a harrowing breath as I shut myself away in my bedroom. Lowering to my knees to wait isn’t an issue—I fall to them, composure wrecked as the tears I held back minutes ago drench my face.

He doesn’t make me wait long, and I’m not sure if that’s a blessing, or a curse. Mr. Bordeaux appears in the doorway dressed in dark gray slacks, erection straining behind his zipper. He shuts the door, enclosing us inside my room, and his presence is too imposing for the cramped space. Each inhale and exhale from his mouth seems to steal all the air.

Or maybe I’m just holding my breath, as if not breathing will delay the inevitable.

“You have two options to earn back your diamond.” Bending, he grips my chin hard, and I feel his eyes on me, challenging me to return his gaze.

I want to lock my eyes with his in defiance. Maybe doing so would mean holding on to my last shred of self-respect, despite the consequences it’ll bring. Because I’m disgusted with this man and his sick games, and even more disgusted with my inaction.

But I want to see Liam more, so I study the wall over Mr. Bordeaux’s shoulder, my face burning under his perusal—a dangerous cocktail of revulsion and rage.

“Option number one,” he says, letting his hand fall from my chin. “Tell the chancellor you willingly relinquish your visit with him today. No rescheduling. You’ll have to wait another two weeks for your little chess game.” Returning to his full height, he pulls something out of his pocket and dangles it in front of my face. “Or there’s option two.”

My gaze stalls on the contraption in his hand. It reminds me of the gag he used at the dinner with the Brotherhood, only this one doesn’t have a rubber ball; it has a metal ring attached to two leather straps that buckle. I swallow hard as he swings it back and forth in front of me.

“Do you know what this is?”

I shake my head. “Not exactly, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“It’s a gag that will force your mouth open to be used in whatever way I see fit.” Letting a beat pass, he takes an unhurried stroll to the twin bed and back. “I’ll tie your hands behind you so you won’t be able to remove the gag. You’ll have zero control, and the punishment ends when I say it does. This is option two, my queen. Accept it and I’ll allow you to see the chancellor today.”

The thought of wearing that gag and taking his cock makes me sick, but it could be worse. If I’ve learned anything about the opposite sex and the appendage between their legs, it’s that a woman has great power between her lips, in more ways than one.

I’ll make him come, and then it’ll be over. I raise my hand without questioning my decision.

“You may speak.”

“I’ll take the second option, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“I thought you might.” A hint of a smug smile infuses his words, and for a second I wonder if I made the right choice. A pang of dread goes off in my belly.

He doesn’t give me time to doubt myself. With one hand fisting my hair, he forces my mouth open and inserts the metal ring before tightening the straps around my head. The contraption is snug between my lips, stretching them wide open, the fit rendering the gag impossible to dislodge.

He removes his belt, and I give a protesting whine when he reaches for me. Instead of striking me with the pliable strap, he uses the belt to restrain my hands behind me.

“Stick out your tongue,” he orders, digging into his pocket once more, this time revealing a chain.

Unable to make out what’s attached to the end, I dart my tongue out with trepidation. He presses something between his thumb and forefinger, and the cool sensation of metal on my tongue makes me flinch. The thing clamps onto the center like a vise, causing an intense pain where the prongs press into my tongue. With a sharp cry, I jerk back, but the more I fight it, the more acute the pain becomes.

He stands, fisting the chain and keeping my mouth level with his erection, and I watch in agony as he exposes his cock.

“You interrupted something you shouldn’t have seen.” With firm, measured strokes, he pumps his shaft, aiming the tip at my clamped tongue. “You deprived Loren of receiving the gift of my cum, so now I’m going to finish all over your face, and there isn’t a thing you can do to stop it.” He forces my tongue out as far as it’ll go, making my eyes bleed tears from the increased pressure.

His breaths come fast and heavy, and with several more wet strokes of his cock, he erupts. I close my eyes as his salty release spurts onto my tongue. He grunts, and another stream of thick fluid hits my eyelids and cheeks.

Mr. Bordeaux wipes it from my eyes, smearing it in my cheeks and hair. “You’re going to meet the chancellor wearing my cum.” He jerks the chain again, and my lids fly open.

Suddenly, I’m staring into the cool hazel eyes of my keeper.

“What did I say about eye contact?” A rhetorical question, since he’s still got my tongue in a vise. The mean line of his mouth sends my attention to his thighs.

He gives another tug, this time with an order to stand, and I stumble into him. One hand fisting my hair, the other yanking on that evil chain until my tears trail over cum-caked cheeks, he forces me to my feet. “Look at me,” he seethes.

My watery eyes meet his again.

“If you breathe a word of what you saw to anyone,” he says, pulling on the chain until I let out a high-pitched cry, “I’ll cut out your goddamn tongue.”

Nausea rises, and I’m powerless to swallow it down. All I can do is breathe through my nose until it subsides.

“Blink three times if you understand.”

I flutter my lashes, and he lets go of the chain long enough to zip up his pants. But the relief is short-lived, because he’s herding me out of my bedroom by the tongue. We leave through the main doors, and the elevator ride to the first floor passes in a distressed blur. I know where we’re going, but I don’t want to accept it, because the thought of Liam witnessing my degradation is more than I can bear.

My face is a mess of tears and cum, hair hanging into my eyes, which I welcome because I can’t meet Liam’s gaze anyway. The door to the library slams shut behind us.

“I apologize for the tardiness,” Mr. Bordeaux says. “I had to take care of an issue.” He removes the clamp, and I whimper at the flood of pain that hits my tongue all at once.

“What’s going on?” Liam demands as my keeper unties my hands and unbuckles the straps around my head. I feel the weight of his curiosity on me, like bricks pressing me into the floor, and I wish the marble under my feet would fissure and suck me through the cracks.

“She’s all yours, Chancellor.” Mr. Bordeaux exits the library, leaving me utterly humiliated.


Chapter Seven

The musky scent of Mr. Bordeaux wafts between us in the silence, an insurmountable wall that failed to disappear with the exit of my keeper. Rubbing the ache from my jaw, I avoid Liam’s stricken expression.

“What happened?” He reaches for me, and my first instinct is to push him away.

“Don’t. He’s all over me.”

“What do you mean?”

“He came on my face.”

With a shaky breath, Liam slides a hand along my cheek, unmindful of another man’s claim on my skin. “It’s no secret I have to share you.” He runs a thumb across my lower lip. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“There’s that phrase again.” His fingers graze the leftover stickiness on my cheek. “Did he hurt you?”

Only my pride.

“He humiliated me,” I say instead, remembering how he hauled me through the estate by the chain latched to my tongue. My only comfort is that no one else witnessed the degrading parade.

“Are you going to tell me why he punished you?”

I shake my head. “I can’t.”

He frowns. “Is this an issue of futility?”

It’s an issue of me wanting to keep my tongue.

“Tattling will only get me into more trouble. It’s over now.”

A tick goes off in Liam’s jaw. “Do you believe you deserved what he did?”

“He’s not like you, Liam. When you punish, you do it with compassion. What he did…no one deserves that.”

“Then don’t let shame rule your emotions, Novalee. You have no control over how the Brotherhood treats you.” Slowly, he backs me toward the door until my spine meets the wood. “Just like you can’t stop me from kissing the hell out of you right now.” Stepping forward, he closes the last few inches, bringing our bodies flush with each other.

“Isn’t this against the rules?” I meet his gaze, reeled in by the lure of those deep umber depths.

“He gave me permission to kiss you, so that’s what I’m going to do.”

I lift a finger to his descending mouth. “Please don’t.”

“Why, my sweet girl?”

“Because I’m a mess.”

“His scent isn’t a claim on you, but my mouth will be, and I’ll be damned if I let him ruin this moment.” His lips silence any further protest, his tongue seeking entrance, and I forget all about Mr. Bordeaux and his rules. The monster’s ejaculation on my face ceases to matter when Liam kisses me like this—with ardent urgency, his lips possessive and tongue combative, pummeling me into sweet surrender.

Clutching the lapels of his jacket, I groan into his mouth. “Please,” I breathe against his lips.

“What are you pleading for?”

“Don’t make me go back to him.” Inching away, I meet his eyes. “Let’s run away. I know you have the means, and I have money in a trust my uncle can’t touch. It’s mine when I turn twenty-one. We can have a life together.”

Framing my face between his hands, he gives me a sad smile. “This is my home.” With a hard swallow, he lets a beat pass. “It’s my duty to carry out my family’s legacy. But I can offer you a promise,” he says, entwining our fingers. “I’ll do everything in my power to make sure we have a life together.”

“How can you be so confident?”

“I have faith.”

“I don’t know if I can make it through the next several months. I’ve still got two weeks with Mr. Bordeaux, and in September, Pax will have his turn.”

He winces, as if he knows exactly what I’m talking about, because it’s obvious the keeper of the dungeon is a psychotic sadist.

“Pax won’t be a problem.”

“How can you say that? You have limited power as the chancellor, remember?”

“I’m aware of my finite capabilities, but my brothers often underestimate me. I need you to trust me on this. Can you do that?”

“I can try.”

“It’s a start,” he murmurs, grabbing my hand and pulling me further into the library. I spot a game of chess on the table where, six weeks ago, a contract awarding my life to the Brotherhood awaited my uncle’s signature.

That first day within these walls seems like a lifetime ago.

“I’ll give you the first move,” he says, gesturing toward the side with the white pieces.

I slide into the seat, and after he settles in across from me, I push a pawn forward. “Ladies first, is that it? We both know you’re going to win.”

“How about I let you have this one so I can get back to worshipping your mouth?” He follows my lead and moves a pawn, but his attention stalls on my lips.

My heart skips a beat. “That sounds tempting, but when the day comes that I do beat you, I don’t want there to be any question of your defeat.” I slide a bishop out, eyes locked on his from across the table.

“I can respect that.” A grin threatens at the corner of his lips.

Several moments sneak by as he contemplates his next move, and my mind wanders to what I saw in Mr. Bordeaux’s private quarters. My keeper’s relationship with Loren is something he’s obviously hiding, but is it because he’s protecting himself, or the manservant?

And from who? His parents?

Sebastian admitted he’s under a lot of pressure from his family to marry me, and I imagine that is also true for the other members of the Brotherhood. Is that why Mr. Bordeaux wants to win the auction?

Because he needs a wife to cover the truth?

“The wheels are spinning over there, but I highly doubt you have chess on the mind.” Liam shoots me a speculative look as he pushes another pawn forward.

“I was just wondering about your parents,” I say, sticking with part of the truth, at least. “I’ve met none of the Brotherhood’s family, other than your father when I was twelve. Do they ever come to the estate to visit?”

“Not during the first year. The new Brotherhood needs time to settle in without the influence of legacy members. I guess you might call their absence a tradition.”

“So you don’t see your parents at all?”

“Not until after the auction, but we do keep in contact via phone and email.”

“You must miss your family.” A pang shoots through my chest, and I suck in a breath and hold it for several seconds to staunch the ache threatening to creep in. “A day doesn’t pass that I don’t miss my parents.”

His expression softens, the furrow between his brows smoothing out in sympathy. “I don’t think I ever told you how sorry I am for what happened to your parents. You were so young.”

“I miss them.” I swallow past the lump in my throat. “Sometimes I think I see them—my mother, especially. It happens at odd times. I’ll come around a corner and think I see her sitting at the kitchen table, scribbling in her journal and sampling the baked goods the chef made for the day. Other times, I can almost imagine my father behind his desk, papers piled high in front of him.”

“They’ll always be with you, Novalee.” He reaches across the table and takes my hand, and I wonder if that simple gesture of comfort and companionship go against the rules. As his warm fingers entwine with mine, I can’t bring myself to care.

If I could visit Faye or Elise, they would hug me and offer their shoulders to lean on. But they aren’t here. Liam is, and he cares enough about me to want to give comfort. If I didn’t love him before, I do now.

“Your move, my sweet girl.” Giving one last squeeze of my hand, he lets go, and my attention returns to the board.

But my heart isn’t into winning. Because he’s right—the sooner the game’s over, the sooner I can feel his mouth on mine again. Recklessly, I move my queen into the path of his castle.

Liam shakes his head. “I thought you wanted a fair game?”

“I guess I want you to kiss me more.”

His hand halts above the conquering piece, and he watches me intently, his hot gaze an ember that flares brighter than the sun. The rope of tension snaps between us. Abandoning the game, he scoots his chair back with a crook of his finger.

I round the table, and he reaches for me—or I reach for him. All I know is I’m in heaven astride his lap, knees tucked on either side of his hips as our mouths fuse. He groans into the kiss, his cock expanding between us, hard and long against the zipper of his slacks.

“When I get inside you for the first time,” he says, burying his face in my shoulder, “I’ll never want to leave.”

My core clenches, hot and snug against his cock, and I grind against him to inspire that gruff sound in the back of his throat again.

“Jesus, Novalee. We’re crossing a line here. You need to get up.”

“No.” I infuse my tone with pure defiance, tilting my hips once more, and he groans again.

“You think you can defy me because I can’t lay my hand on your ass? Is that it?”

“I want your hand on my ass.”

“You know it’s not allowed. But I can still punish you.” He yanks my hair, pulling my head back until our eyes meet. “I can cancel our next visit.”

“No!” I scramble off his lap, hurt that he’d even think to do that.

He rises with a glint of predatory glee and stalks toward me. “You think you don’t have to obey me because you belong to him for the month?”

“I…Liam, no.”

He takes me by the chin, his fingers gentle. “You’re still mine as much as you are his, so the next time I tell you to remove your tempting little body from the vicinity of my cock, do not tell me no.”

My gaze falls to his chest. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re forgiven.” He presses his lips to mine, lingering with urgency. “Our time is up, my sweet girl. It’s time for me to escort you back to your quarters.”


Chapter Eight

Thankfully, my keeper is absent, locked away in his study on a conference call. Before dinner prep, I take a shower, turning up the water temperature as hot as I can stand, and wash the degradation of Mr. Bordeaux’s punishment off my skin. After dinner, I spend the rest of the evening alone in my room, curled up in front of the mullion window with a book about a shapeshifting dragon as the sun kisses the horizon.

Half past nine, a knock sounds on the door. I sit up, set my book aside, and call for Loren to come in because he’s the only one who gives me the courtesy of knocking. Mr. Bordeaux never announces his presence, choosing instead to barge in whenever he pleases and expecting me to fall to my knees, regardless of whether I’m decent.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” Loren says after closing the door behind him. He takes a spot on the other end of my bed and stares out the window at the twilight mural streaking across the sky. “You were quiet during dinner.”

“I guess I’m still processing.” I shift on the mattress, drawing my feet underneath me, and take in the pensive slant of his mouth.

“What you saw today…” With a jittery sigh, he meets my gaze. “Does it change how you look at me?”

“What?” The word comes out sharp with surprise. “Why would it?”

“Because you barely said two words to me during dinner.”

“I was upset, Loren.” Tentatively, I place my hand on his arm. “Not at you, but at him. He threatened to cut out my tongue if I told anyone.”

His brows furrow over stormy eyes. “He’s very protective of me. And what you saw…it opens old wounds.”

“How so?”

“Did you know we went to college together?”

I shake my head.

“We became very close, and when my father found out, he went ballistic.” Hurt bathes his face at the memory. “He said he’d rather see me dead than with a man.”

“How did he find out?”

“The same way you did.”

My heart aches for him. “I’m so sorry, Loren.”

“My father couldn’t accept it. He threatened to disown me if I didn’t stay away from Master Bordeaux.” Crossing his arms, he lowers his head. “So I told him to cut me off, and Master Bordeaux took me in as his employee.”

“But he’s much more than that,” I say, softening my tone, “isn’t he?”

“Yes.”

Several seconds go by as I consider asking what’s on my mind. “Why does he want to keep your relationship a secret?”

“If his parents find out, they’ll make sure I disappear from his life.”

My eyes widen. “Disappear how?”

“Have me banished from the island. The legacy members of the Brotherhood are too powerful to go up against.”

“Does Mr. Bordeaux know you’re here confiding in me?”

“He sent me in to talk to you.”

“Isn’t he worried I’ll tell someone?” Though I have no plans to, since I want to keep my tongue. A huge part of me is certain Mr. Bordeaux will follow through on his threat if I dare speak of what I walked in on today.

“My banishment will accomplish nothing. It won’t negate his need for an heir. It’s in your best interest to keep this secret.”

His words sink in, weighing down my spirit because if the House of Taurus wins my hand in marriage, it won’t be a partnership.

I’ll be the third wheel in a secret affair, only worthy because of my uterus and my status as Mr. Bordeaux’s wife.

“Does anyone else know about the two of you?” I ask, remembering Liam’s comment about having theories.

“The chancellor might have his suspicions, but no one else has given thought to the possibility.” Clearing his throat, he rises, failing to hide a wince as he steps toward the door.

“Are you okay?” Concern has me on my feet.

“I’m fine.”

There’s that phrase again.

Liam’s words echo through my head, and I know Loren isn’t fine.

“What did he do to you?” I ask, following him to the door.

“Nothing I didn’t deserve.” He turns, expression brimming with self-loathing. “I’m the one who left the door open. If not for my mistake, you wouldn’t have seen what you did, and he wouldn’t have punished you for it.”

As he reaches for the doorknob, I grab his arm to stop him. “You deserve better than him.” As far as I can tell, banishment from Zodiac Island would be a blessing.

“He’s strict and uncompromising, but you haven’t met his generous, kind side yet. You don’t know him like I do.”

After everything Mr. Bordeaux has put me through, I have no desire to.


Chapter Nine

Since the night he came to my bedroom to confide in me, Loren and I fall into our normal routine of shared duties mixed with moments of conversation that verge on friendship. Mr. Bordeaux is especially busy, even going away for a few days on an acquisition trip.

A rare ruby, or so Loren tells me.

I can’t say I’m heartbroken by my keeper’s absence, or how quickly the days seem to pass with him gone. I’m in my room after lunch, thinking of Liam as I work on a new sketch of a wedding dress with a halter neckline, when my bedroom door swings open. I know it’s Mr. Bordeaux before his shiny black dress shoes come into view on the threshold. Loren warned me he was coming home today, but my heart still seizes in my chest, making breathing difficult as I fling my work aside and scramble to the floor.

He strolls into the room, leaving the door open, and I’m surprised when he takes a seat on the bed, springs squeaking under his weight.

“Loren’s reports on your good behavior have been impressive. I’m glad to know we haven’t had anymore incidents.”

“Thank you, Mr. Bordeaux.”

Pages flutter, and I know he’s peering at my doodles. “Loren mentioned you have an interest in fashion design.” He flips another page. “You’ve got talent. If I win the auction for your hand in marriage, we’ll have to do something productive with your designs. Would you like that?”

“Yes, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“You can speak freely until we leave this room. I think it’s time we had a conversation.”

A few uncertain moments pass.

“You do remember how to speak, don’t you? Loren tells me the two of you talk often.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Bordeaux. I’m not sure what to say.” It boggles my mind that he thinks I’d want to say anything to him.

“Tell me what you think of Loren.”

I clench my hands against my thighs then open my fists, once again exposing my palms the way he requires. “He’s been kind to me.”

“He has a big heart. I have to be careful who I allow near him.” He falls silent, and the air thickens with meaning. “He’s very important to me, Novalee. I won’t hesitate to strike down anyone who threatens his happiness and well-being.”

A hard swallow clears my throat. “I won’t tell anyone about your relationship.”

“You don’t like me, do you?”

Is he serious? I’m not even sure how to answer that. Biting my lip, I force the panic down and try to come up with a diplomatic response, but nothing comes to mind.

“You can be honest, my queen. I won’t punish you for it.”

“I wish I could like you, Mr. Bordeaux.” As the words leave my mouth, I realize they’re true. “Disliking someone isn’t in my nature, but you haven’t given me reason to feel differently.” The ensuing disquiet pricks at my nerves, and I gnaw on my lip, worried I revealed too much.

“I appreciate your candidness.” There’s a melancholy softness to his tone, maybe even a trace of vulnerability. “I can accept your unfavorable opinion of me as long as you have a certain amount of respect and fondness for Loren.”

“I do, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“Are you attracted to him?”

Loren’s large, gray eyes flash through my head. His sensual wide smile. The chemistry isn’t there, but I can’t deny I find him attractive. “He’s gorgeous.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I’m not being obtuse, Mr. Bordeaux. I guess I’m not sure what you’re asking me.”

He rises from the bed and leans down, warm breath rustling the hair at my ear. “Does he make your pussy wet, my queen?”

A gasp escapes my lips. “N-no.”

He settles a hand on my shoulder, fingers grazing the skin left bare from the straps of my sundress. The weather has been warmer these past few days, and with his master’s blessing, Loren gave me permission to go outside. Now I wish I’d chosen a dress with sleeves, because I barely tolerate Mr. Bordeaux’s touch without flinching.

“Has a man ever made you wet before?” His fingers press into my skin, giving a suggestive squeeze.

“Yes, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“Who?”

I hesitate, and his grip tightens, causing me to stumble over Liam’s name. “L-Liam…I mean Chancellor Castle.”

“Is he the only one?”

All I manage is a shake of my head, vocal cords frozen with shame.

“Who else, Novalee?”

“Sebastian,” I choke out.

“Hmm.” Removing his touch, he returns to his full height and wanders to my closet. “Am I wrong in assuming this attraction to our resident artist bothers you?”

“No, Mr. Bordeaux. You’re not wrong.”

“That’s interesting,” he says, hangers sliding on the rod as he rummages through my meager wardrobe. “And unfortunate for you.”

I wait for him to continue, hoping he’ll elaborate, but too many moments pass without a hint of what he meant by that comment. I peek at him from under my lashes as he pulls out a blush pink dress that flows to the ankles. It’s one of my favorites, the fabric light and soft with thin spaghetti straps that leave my shoulders bare. From the corner of my eye, I watch him drape the garment across my bed.

“Take a bath. Wax and shave and do whatever else you ladies do to make yourselves irresistible.” He strides to the door but halts on the threshold. “And don’t wear any undergarments. I’ll see you in the great room in an hour.”


Chapter Ten

The likeness of Evangeline Castle seems to follow me down the hall as I walk behind Mr. Bordeaux, hands clasped at the small of my back. Her portrait is reminiscent of a living entity, the shape of her full lips beholding a secret, the tilt of her stubborn chin urging me to stand my ground, the slits of her knowing eyes taunting me with her own downfall.

Don’t fall for the lion, a phantom voice whispers through my mind.

The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, because Mr. Bordeaux leads me down another hallway, and I suspect he’s headed toward Sebastian’s studio. Another turn, and we enter through a door, confirming my suspicion.

I’m in the lion’s den, and not even the warning from Evangeline’s ghost can keep me away.

Mr. Bordeaux comes to a stop, and I sink to my knees as he shoots a glance over his shoulder. Tentatively, I raise my hand.

“Yes, my queen?”

“May I have permission to speak, Mr. Bordeaux?”

“You may.”

“Why are we in Sebastian’s studio?”

“You’ve been here before?”

“Yes. Once.”

“I have him on retainer. He’s going to paint your portrait.”

Muffling a gasp, I swallow the burning questions threatening to sprout from my mouth.

Is Sebastian going to paint one of his infamous portraits?

The kind that involve jewels and little else?

Will he be allowed to touch me?

My teeth clamp down on my tongue, slaying the temptation. But God, this rule of not speaking is killing me.

We’re alone in Sebastian’s studio until the door opens several minutes later, hinges almost silent except for the hyper-tuned state of my ears, and a thrill ignites in my veins. There’s no denying I’m excited to see him.

“You were supposed to be here ten minutes ago,” Mr. Bordeaux says. From my peripheral, I spy him glancing at the expensive watch on his wrist. “And now I’m late for a conference call.”

Footsteps cease moving behind me. Fighting the urge to turn and steal a glance, I focus on the rustic hardwood floor.

“I got held up.”

“You get held up a lot, Sebastian.”

“Find another artist if it bothers you.”

Silence, and then Mr. Bordeaux huffs. “I would if you weren’t the best for the job.”

“The best will cost you.”

“Your fee is already extortion.”

“I don’t want your money this time.”

Mr. Bordeaux gives him an impatient sigh. “What do you want, Sebastian?” My keeper sounds bored as he moves out of sight, and another set of shoes—these the opposite of expensive Italian leather—come into view. I sense the lion’s gaze on me as I study his black and white sneakers.

“I want permission to touch her.”

Mr. Bordeaux’s humorless laugh fills the studio. “Always thinking with your dick.”

“It’s the best part of me.”

“The answer is no.”

“Then you’ll have to find yourself another artist.”

“I don’t want another goddamn artist.”

I hold my breath, shocked by the slip of Mr. Bordeaux’s tongue in front of Sebastian.

“That’s my price. Take it or leave it.”

Tension steals the next few seconds, and I envision the scowl on Mr. Bordeaux’s face because he’s not the type to concede. “Fine, you can take your payment from her flesh, but she’s not allowed to orgasm.”

“You spoil all the fun, Heath.”

“Your cock isn’t on lockdown, so I’m sure you’ll enjoy yourself plenty.”

Sebastian laughs. “I’m sure I will.”

My heartbeat ratchets with a mixture of fear and lustful excitement.

“You’ve got three hours. If she’s not back in her quarters by then, she loses a diamond. Same if she comes.” More footsteps, and then the finality of a door closing signals Mr. Bordeaux’s exit, followed by an inescapable silence that’s only amplified by his absence.

Sebastian finally breaks from his statuesque pose, and those black and white sneakers come closer. “I see Heath has worked his usual charm on you.”

“How so?”

He bends, lifting my chin with two warm fingers, and the instant our eyes meet, my lips part on a soundless gasp. “The girl I met six years ago wasn’t so lifeless, even on her knees.”

“Maybe the girl you met six years ago is gone.” I tuck my lip between my teeth as memories of the last few weeks flicker through my mind, beginning with the dungeon.

The cold, isolating space, and the endless burn in my knees as I waited for Pax and Mr. Bordeaux to release me from purgatory. The endless loop of insanity as I prayed for hell to spit me back into a semblance of normalcy. But hell only returned me to the stoic, watchful eye of Heath Bordeaux, and that hasn’t been much of an improvement.

Sebastian studies me, the brilliance of his azure gaze touching on every inch of my face until I’m flushed with heat.

“I’m not buying it.” A slow, cruel smile curves his lips. “Just last month you showed me a taste of that fire on the examination table. That spitfire of a princess is still in there somewhere.”

“Queen,” I say through gritted teeth.

Letting go of me, he raises an amused brow. “I rest my case.” He turns and tugs at the back of his T-shirt, yanking it over his tousled blond hair, and I can’t help but admire his backside. All of that smooth skin stretched over hard muscle shoots a bolt of desire between my legs. I don’t know what it is about Sebastian, but I lose my head whenever he’s near.

“You need to take your clothes off for this.” He stalks out of sight then returns with a black jewelry case.

“What’s that?” I ask, rising to my feet and nodding at the sleek box in his hands.

“It’s the Heart of the Queen. Heath finally got his greedy hands on it. I don’t know how, but he did.” He cracks open the lid. “And he wants me to paint you wearing it.” His eyes flick up to meet mine. “Time’s ticking. Lose the clothes.”

I cross my arms, suddenly unhindered by the training Mr. Bordeaux instilled in me over the last three weeks. “Do you need me naked for the portrait, or for your payment?” The word bleeds from my lips, drenched in feigned disgust.

“Both.” His grin is rakish, unguarded, and downright sexy. “And since I’ve only got three hours with you, how about we speed things up?”

He removes the necklace from the box then drapes it around my neck. The teardrop-shaped diamond is a deep scarlet, and the weight of it hangs between my cleavage. I’m gaping at the stone in a state of awe, all too aware that Liam sold this priceless family heirloom because of me, when Sebastian slips a spaghetti strap over my shoulder. He does the same to the other side, followed by a determined tug to the bodice, and the dress falls to the floor.

“No undergarments,” he says, voice deepening to an appreciative rasp as his gaze roams my bare skin. “You came prepared.”

“Mr. Bordeaux instructed me not to wear any.” The words come out shaky, and I can’t bring myself to meet his blue eyes when he looks at me like that.

As if he’s starved for the taste of me.

“Let’s get something straight,” he says, tilting my chin up, “Mr. Bordeaux doesn’t exist for the next three hours.”

“He doesn’t?” I breathe, lips parted because there’s that look again.

The one that tells me he feels this weird pull between us as much as I do. It’s strong and a bit terrifying.

Electrifying.

Liam Castle made me experience things I didn’t know I could feel—the highs and lows, the delirious adrenaline rush of several of my firsts.

First kiss.

First taste of a man.

First orgasm.

But Sebastian makes me afraid to feel anything at all, because the gamut of emotions he inspires are dangerously intense. This unexplainable connection is nothing but mayhem to my sanity.

“No, Heath Bordeaux doesn’t exist in this room. It’s just you and me, princess…and the license he gave me to touch you.” His smirk should cool the fire heating my veins, but all his cocky confidence seems to do is deliver a direct hit straight to my core.

I shouldn’t crave his touch after the way he’s treated me, but God help me…

I do.

“I thought you didn’t like me.” The vulnerability in that admission leaves me exposed before him, my state of undress notwithstanding.

“I don’t like you.”

His confirmation hurts more than it should. More than I’m comfortable with. I search his sea-blue eyes, hoping to uncover a reason—something logical and tangible to explain his dislike—but all I find is reluctant lust.

My brows furrow. “You don’t like me…but you want me?”

“God, yes.” He steps forward, his impressive bare chest sending me back a few inches, out of the puddle of my dress. “I absolutely want you.”

“Why?”

“I don’t fucking know. Call it a curse.” Another step forward, and his head tilts, eyes narrowed in scrutiny. “Maybe it’s the golden silk of your hair and how it makes you seem so young and innocent, or the way you always smell like fruit and flowers.” Dipping his head, he runs his nose along my cheekbone. “Some exotic scent that stays with me long after you’re gone.”

I’m dizzy, my brain spiraling toward the ground, and I’ve never been more grateful for the perfume I had bottled and sent from home. “It’s plumeria.”

“It’s sexy as hell.” He aims his attention on my lips. “But if the smell of you doesn’t kill me, the shape of your mouth will, especially all the things it was designed to do.”

“What kinds of things?” I dart my tongue along my lower lip, and his pupils dilate.

“Feasting on quivering skin, uttering dirty nothings.” He drags his thumb over my trembling lips. “Sucking, Novalee. I bet you do it so well you bring a man to his knees.”

“But you don’t like me,” I remind him in a choked whisper.

“Not even a little.”

I’d ask why, but I’m not sure I want to know the answer.

“I don’t like you, either,” I say instead, willing a smidgeon of truth into the harsh line of my jaw. Willing him to believe the lie…willing the lie to morph into irrefutable truth.

“Glad to hear it, because that makes what I’m about to do much easier.” He presses forward until the backs of my legs hit the velvet cushion of a lounge chair. “Sit.”

“Wait,” I protest. Just because I’m unequivocally attracted to him doesn’t mean I’m ready to spread out before him, exposed and vulnerable. It was hard enough doing it the first time, when I was only naked from the waist down, and we had the rest of the Brotherhood surrounding us, not to mention the cold and sterile setting of an examination room as a backdrop. That day, the scorn on his face left no doubt of his feelings toward me.

Now there’s something else in his expression. A hunger, a need, a softness that wasn’t there before. Maybe even an openness.

And the setting is too cozy and inviting with an undertone of sexual awareness…and we’re alone with no distractions on the horizon for the next three hours.

“Novalee, sit your ass down.” His voice comes out thick as if he wants to say more but doesn’t. “I’m not gonna hurt you.”

I hesitate—a deceptive protest—but his irritable patience wins out. I lower into the chair, limbs tight and awkward as I palm my breasts and press my thighs together, rendered more defenseless than I can stand.

Propping himself up with one hand on the back of the lounge, he leans over and adjusts the necklace until it nestles in the valley of my cleavage. Then, bottom lip tucked between his teeth, he arranges my arms over my head before inching my legs apart to expose my most intimate place.

The one that’s inflamed with liquid heat from the graze of his fingers on my thighs.

“I saw the portraits you did for him. This isn’t how the women posed.”

“You’re different.”

I’m holding my breath, heart diving into a free fall as he sifts my hair between his fingers. The strands slip through his loose grip like fine silk, and he seems mesmerized, further wrecking my shield against this man.

“Why am I different?”

“I never wanted the other models.” He arranges the locks over my breasts, and a devious part of me rejoices at the hard-on he’s got from fondling my hair.

I’m tempted to grow it to my feet now.

Pushing off the lounge, he strides across the room to where his canvas awaits. As he sets up his supplies and moves a stool in front the easel, I will my cheeks to cool. But I don’t harbor such power. It’s all I can do to keep my thighs open, because if I close them, and he touches me again, I might beg him for more.

“Stop squirming. I know your pussy’s hot and wet, but I need you to stay still for this.”

God, I must be a thousand shades of embarrassed. His cruel smirk tells me it’s true. Forcing my muscles to relax, I settle in for the next hour as his brush strokes the canvas.

“I’ve never painted a woman so aroused before.” He shoots me a sexy, amused smile.

“Were your previous subjects zombies?” The retort escapes before I can stop it.

His grin widens. “They were as hot-blooded as you, princess. Just not as innocent.”

I despise how the nickname has grown on me. He’s the only one who calls me that. And he’s the only one, besides Liam, who makes me want to shed my innocence. A sharp pang radiates through my chest, because my intense attraction to Sebastian feels like a betrayal to Liam.

At the end of the first hour, he shifts in front of his work. “You’re fucking gorgeous. I can’t wait for you to see it.”

I sit forward, but he gives a stern shake of his head. “I didn’t say you could move.”

“I want to see it.”

“You will, after.” Abandoning the paintbrush, he saunters in my direction.

“It’s time for your payment, then?” I arch a challenging brow, but I’m shaking on the inside. The closer his purposeful steps bring him, the quicker my composure crumbles.

“Something like that.” He halts between my legs, rough denim grazing my inner thighs, and my toes curl as his gaze travels the length of my body. “You heard the man. No orgasms.”

I bite back a whimper, fighting to keep my thighs from pressing against his legs. “He’s evil.”

Sebastian laughs. “To you, maybe.” Putting one hand on the back of the lounge, he leans over until we’re face to face. “But I’m going to enjoy this.” Slowly, he dips his fingers between my legs, and I swallow a moan.

I’m putty in his hands.

“It’s a shame I’ll have to deprive this wet pussy.” He adds a teasing caress to my clit.

My hips jerk, seeking a firmer touch. “I-I need—”

“You need to sit still and take it,” he interrupts. “I have two hours left to play with you, and you’re not allowed to come.” To add insult to injury, he plunges a finger into my tight opening, and there’s no hiding a moan this time.

“You don’t have to tell him.”

His smile is downright smug. “Oh, I’ll tell him.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Because leaving you on the edge gets me hot.”

I impale myself on his finger, only easing up when it starts to pinch, and he picks up the rhythm, that digit sliding in and out of me until I’m moaning for more. “Sebastian, please.”

“My name, your lips…pure fucking heaven, princess.”

I say his name again, and he growls at me.

Like an animal.

An alpha of the pack catching a whiff of his mate.

“If you don’t tell me to stop, I’ll let him know how drenched and needy you are right before you come. I’ll describe the flush of your cheeks, and how tight your cunt feels around my fingers, clenching with each…forbidden…wave.” He leans forward, his bright blue eyes locking onto mine, lips parted, breath shuddering against my mouth. “He’ll take away one of your precious diamonds.”

“Stop,” I gasp, exerting pure willpower to stall my hips.

“Are you sure?” His touch slows, fingers teasing my wet slit, and I groan my frustration.

The only thing I’m sure of is that I want him to keep going.

“No,” I say instead, suffering a case of indecision.

“Beg me to stop playing with your pussy, and I will.”

“I don’t want you to stop!” I squeeze my eyes shut, caught in a mental trap. “Please…I need you.”

“You can have me, princess, but not without consequences.”

He’s too smug, over-the-top cocky, and ridiculously sexy.

And I’m too powerless in this fight, the battle lost before he even touched me. But I’m not a quitter, so I do the only thing I can.

I go on the offense.

“Let me see you,” I say, reaching for the button of his ripped jeans. His eyes darken, and my heart dances in triumph. Glory is on the horizon, and it’s mine. I lick my lips, drunk off the sudden advantage I taste on my tongue.

Power is the lust in his eyes.

The throbbing member in his pants, my weapon.

This is war.

He swats my hands away, pulls down his zipper, and then he’s straddling my thighs as his massive erection stands between us.

“So what’ll it be? Am I fucking that tempting mouth, or do I have to settle for your fists?” He dips his head, lips brushing my ear. “Or I could take your virgin ass.”

“How do you know I haven’t already…done that?”

“Liam doesn’t have the balls to take you like that.” His teeth clamp onto my earlobe, and he gives a playful tug. “And we both know Heath hasn’t laid a finger on you. So, that leaves a blow job, or a hand job…unless you want the third option? Either way, you’re getting the job done.”

“H-hand job,” I say, tripping over the words.

He pushes upright again and yanks my hands between us, and my fingers wrap around hard, smooth flesh. Our gazes lock as his hands guide mine on his shaft, up and down in tight, long strokes.

“Fuck, that feels good.”

He’s huge, spanning the stack of my fists and then some, and I’m glued to the sight of his tip popping through the top of our joined hands. A drop of moisture leaks from the crown. He increases the tempo, pumping in quick, jerky motions, then frantically shoves my hair out of the way, ordering me to keep up the pace.

“I’m gonna come so fucking hard all over those tits.”

My body responds to the gravelly sound of his voice, the rapid soughing of his breaths, and I feel my nipples tighten, begging for him to follow through on his promise. He throws his head back with a groan, and seconds later, his warm, thick release spurts onto my chest.

Silence descends in the moments that follow. Sebastian grips the back of the lounge, eyes shuttered as he catches his breath.

He’s beautiful in the aftermath.

As if he heard the unspoken thought, he lifts his lids, and our gazes collide. I’ve never wanted him as much as I do now, trapped beneath his body, and drenched between the thighs as his cum bathes my chest.

Almost reverently, he kneads my breasts, smearing his release all over the jewel nestled between them. “We tainted his precious diamond.” He gives my nipples a hard pinch. “My cum is all over his property.”

The double meaning isn’t lost on me.

Because that’s all I am to someone like Heath Bordeaux. A possession, a thing to stow away with the rest of his treasures.

And to Sebastian, I’m just a plaything, easily taunted by his cruelty.

Masking the hurt rising inside me, I push against his chest. “You got your payment. Now I want to see my painting.”

He stands, zips up his pants, then helps me to my feet. “Turned out uncannily accurate, if you ask me.”

I’m not sure what he means until I’m standing in front of his masterpiece, blinking in astonishment at the familiar face staring back.

Her skin flushed, lips dewy.

Textured shadows obscuring her more intimate areas, offering a sense of modest seduction.

But those expressive brown eyes, imparting every thought and emotion she doesn’t want the world to see.

That’s me on that canvas…and I can’t believe it.

“She’s beautiful,” I whisper, awestruck at how he captured me. At how he sees me.

He lingers behind me, heat penetrating my backside, and rests his hands on my shoulders. “Because you are, Novalee.”

The girl in the painting is tastefully positioned, sexily aroused, and she’s gazing at her audience with aching want in her bedroom eyes.

It’s a picture that spells desire.

Testifies to her desperation.

And she directs every bit of her longing at the artist.

If Liam ever sets eyes on this painting, he’ll see it too.


Chapter Eleven

Keeping my promise to Liam has never been so difficult. In the days since Sebastian painted my portrait, I’ve had to fight myself too many times to count. Because I’ve never ached to touch myself the way I do now, and I don’t want to let Liam down by breaking the promise I made to him.

So when I meet him for our second chess game, I’m certain shame lingers in my eyes. So does this incessant ache between my legs, reignited by his long kiss upon greeting me.

“You’re quiet today.” He slides his bishop across the board. “Is everything okay?”

Moving a pawn, I capture one of his, but I find no joy in the conquest. Because I can’t lie to him—we established that dynamic early in our relationship.

But God, I don’t want to hurt him.

“What’s wrong, Novalee?” A frown plays at the corners of his lips.

I settle back in my chair and hold his gaze. “Sebastian painted my portrait last week.”

He’s quiet for several moments. “You wore the diamond.”

It’s more of a statement, but I nod anyway.

“I knew it was a possibility when I sold the necklace to Heath.” He shifts in his chair. “What’s bothering you about it, my sweet girl?”

“I don’t want to hurt you.” The admission splashes a cold aura over the room.

“Then be honest with me.”

“Sebastian didn’t want money for the portrait,” I say, skirting the issue.

“Of course he didn’t.” Certainty hardens his tone. “He wanted to touch you.”

Shame clogs my throat, and everything I don’t say darkens his eyes.

“What did he get in exchange for his services?”

“I already told you. He touched—”

“I want details,” he cuts in.

My heartbeat thunders behind my breastbone, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t pull in a full breath. “I’m not giving you details.”

He watches me, tense with jealousy, his chin resting on his clenched hand. “Did you come?”

“I wasn’t allowed to.”

“But you wanted to, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” I admit through gritted teeth, hating the undeniable anger that shadows his gorgeous face. “And now I can’t stop thinking about touching myself.”

His nostrils flare in surprise. “You kept your promise?”

“It hasn’t been easy.”

“It’s not supposed to be easy, Novalee.” He leans forward, chess game abandoned on the table between us. “It’s supposed to teach you obedience, patience, and control.”

“It’s teaching me resentment.”

“I disagree. Abstaining is teaching you that your pussy belongs to me, even when eleven other men think they can claim it.”

The fervor in his tone shoots straight between my thighs, and I press them together, growing hotter and wetter by the second. The more we verbally spar, the more I want to push my hand into my panties.

“Please,” I whisper, the plea a breathless whine. “Let me touch myself.”

“No.”

“I need the release, Liam. I’m begging you.”

“If I give you permission, will you think of him when you bring yourself to orgasm?”

The memory of Sebastian astride my thighs, shirtless and shameless, his cock standing proud between us, almost makes me whimper.

 “I…I-I don’t know.” My answer doesn’t earn me any points with him.

“And if I forbid you, will you still keep your promise?”

Futile tears burn my eyes. “Yes.”

Resting his hands between his knees, he dips his head. “So you’re loyal to me, but you burn for him.”

“It’s not that simple, Liam.” A drop of heartache splashes onto my cheekbone. “You’re not being fair.”

With a sigh, he stands and rounds the table. “Nothing about this situation is simple or fair, my sweet girl.” He thumbs away the teardrop on my skin. “You have my heart, but you don’t have my permission.”

“Please,” I beg again, blinking two more tears down my cheeks.

He bends long enough to press his lips to mine. “So long as Sebastian is the reason for the ache between your legs, the answer is no.”

“It’s my body,” I say, righteous defiance boiling to the surface. “You can’t stop me.”

Instead of angering him, my mock rebellion evokes a sorrowful slant to his kissable lips. “You’re right, I can’t stop you, but your loyalty to me will.”

He says nothing more as he turns toward the door of the library, cutting our session short. It shuts upon his exit with an anticlimactic click, and the last of my composure shatters. I sob into my hands, chest splintering from the onslaught of his hurt and disappointment.

Because I’m inconsolable in my grief, and at a loss to do anything about it.


Chapter Twelve

I feign a stomach bug for the next few days as explanation for my heartbroken, lifeless state of mind since things blew up between Liam and me.

But today my mood shifts as soon as the sun rises, because it’s my last day in the House of Taurus.

It also happens to be my keeper’s birthday.

Loren and I prepare a celebratory dinner featuring Mr. Bordeaux’s favorite dishes of creamy pesto shrimp and grilled zucchini.

My keeper’s mood is abnormally pleasant, and I’m a little perplexed by his willingness to be a decent human being tonight, going so far as to let me sit at the table and speak. He even gave us free rein on choosing the menu for the evening.

I’m in the kitchen loading the dishwasher when I sense his presence behind me. Turning to face him, I lower to my haunches and strike the pose.

“Did Loren tell you today is his birthday, too?”

“No, Mr. Bordeaux. He didn’t.”

“I’m not surprised.” He wanders to the dishwasher, and much to my astonishment, stacks the last two dessert bowls on the top rack. “He always puts the focus on me, even though this is his day too.”

That’s because Loren is selfless. Mr. Bordeaux could learn a thing or two from his manservant.

“This year, I have something special in mind for him.” Switching on the dishwasher, he trains his attention on me. “And you’re going to help me.”

“Whatever you need, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“You mean that, don’t you?” His fingers lift my chin, and it takes every ounce of willpower not to catch his gaze and try to find a reason for his oddly softened tone.

“Yes, Mr. Bordeaux.”

“I know your first instinct is to tell me what I want to hear, but I believe I can trust you.” His touch strengthens to a strong, unmovable grip on my jaw. “Look at me, Novalee.”

Inch by inch, I draw my gaze along the slope of his shoulder, the evening stubble on his jawline, the thin point of his nose, and finally…I meet his hazel eyes.

“Despite your occasional stumble, you’ve proven your obedience and, dare I say, loyalty.” He tilts his head. “I know you have a soft spot for Loren.”

“He’s been very kind to me.”

“Where I have not.”

I don’t answer because confirming his assessment won’t do either of us any good.

“You might not like what I have in mind tonight, but I expect you to cooperate for Loren’s sake.”

“I understand, Mr. Bordeaux.”

He rubs his thumb across my lip. “Tonight, you will address Loren as your master. If you fail to do so, you will lose a diamond, and I’ll be forced to schedule your punishment with Pax.” A beat goes by, in which he gives me a pointed look. “Am I correct in assuming you don’t want such a visit to the dungeon hanging over your head as you move on to the House of Gemini tomorrow?”

“You’re correct, Mr. Bordeaux. That’s not what I want.”

“Then we understand each other. Follow me.” He ushers me out of the kitchen, through the great room, and into his private quarters, and the sight beyond the door doesn’t fully register until I stall three feet inside my keeper’s bedroom. My breath stalls in my lungs.

Loren is kneeling.

In the pose.

And he’s completely naked.

The door shuts behind me, and Mr. Bordeaux gestures to a reclining lounge next to the king-sized bed. “Take a seat,” he tells me, nodding toward the chair.

I obey, but the unmoving sight of Loren tugs at my attention. He’s kneeling to the right of me, where Mr. Bordeaux approaches him with his unhurried, confident gait.

“Go ahead and stand,” he orders, voice too husky to be demanding.

Loren rises to his feet. He’s a couple inches shy of his master’s height, but no less imposing in his naked beauty.

Before I came to the island, I would have fallen over in mortification at witnessing such a display of unabashed nudity, but the men living inside the circular walls of the Zodiac Estate have thoroughly corrupted me in the last two months.

“Stand in front of Novalee. Show her what a gorgeous cock you have.”

There’s a hint of shyness in Loren’s mannerisms as he halts before me, hands at his back. His hard-on confronts me at eye-level, despite the reclined position of my body.

“You’re her master tonight, my love. She answers to you.” Mr. Bordeaux reaches for Loren’s erection from behind, and his fingers wrap around the base. “She’s my gift to you.”

“You’ve already given me so much, Master Bordeaux. A gift isn’t necessary.”

“Nothing is necessary, but I want to give this to you. You deserve a warm, wet place for this beautiful cock to go.” His strokes quicken, and Loren shudders. “You want to come, don’t you, my love?”

“Yes,” he hisses, jerking into his master’s fist.

“Then choose. Do you want to use her mouth, or her ass?”

Loren’s heavy-lidded gaze meets mine, and I silently plead for the first option, my expression stricken at the thought of option two.

“She has a beautiful mouth, Master Bordeaux.”

“Yes, she does. She’s beautiful through and through. Would you like to see her without clothing?”

“Y-yes.”

“Then command her. You are her master tonight. She knows not to disobey you.”

Loren licks his lips, the dart of his tongue more nervous than seductive. “I want you to remove your dress,” he tells me, lacking the hard-edged tone of his master.

I pull at the hem and work the dress up my torso and over my head, then I shimmy out of my panties, ass scooting on the soft leather cushion. My nipples pebble in the cool air, and Loren’s gaze latches onto them. With a deep-throated groan, he pushes into his master’s hand.

Mr. Bordeaux squeezes the tip, making Loren wince.

“I know she’s sexy, but you don’t get to come until I say you do.” Mr. Bordeaux’s zipper sounds, along with other movements that go unseen, and then he grips Loren’s hips, and by the way they both jerk, I know Mr. Bordeaux is claiming his ass. Teeth clenched, Loren hisses in a breath at the intrusion.

Muscular thighs slap against skin, chests heave, and cocks thrust—Loren’s into Mr. Bordeaux’s fist as his master seeks pleasure from behind.

“I need more,” Loren rasps, grunting a rhythmic song of agony laced with pleasure. Anytime he gets close to climaxing, Mr. Bordeaux squeezes the tip of his shaft.

That’s when I realize he’s using the maneuver to keep him from reaching orgasm.

“Do you want inside her mouth?”

“Yes, Master Bordeaux,” he groans.

“Then make her open for you.” The two tilt forward, and Loren holds onto the back of the lounge, his arms extended, muscles bulging from exertion as he thrusts the tip toward my lips.

“Do you want this?” Loren asks, dipping his head and searching my face.

I’m intrigued, and a little turned on watching them, but the honest answer is no, and I’m certain that isn’t what he’s hoping to hear.

“Y-yes…Master.”

I can do this for him, and I try to tell him so by holding his gaze as I part my lips.

Loren only hesitates a second before pushing inside. “Ah, God, Novalee.”

He’s heavy on my tongue, a mixture of salt and his own unique essence, and I work him the best I can, part of me wanting to give him pleasure.

The bigger part of me wants this to be over.

The three of us settle into a steady tempo, connected by sex and lust and submissive roles. Mr. Bordeaux pounds into Loren, his thrusts violent enough to pummel the cock in my mouth to the back of my throat.

I grab the cushion beneath me, fingers digging into leather, and hold on for all I’m worth. That’s all I can do—remain still, mouth spread wide as Loren rides my face. He’s so deep that the circle of Mr. Bordeaux’s fist pushes against my lips, gripping Loren at the base.

Every few minutes, he yanks Loren from my mouth and stops his orgasm with firm pressure to the head.

“Let me come, Master Bordeaux. Please.”

“Aren’t you enjoying her mouth?”

“Yes. Feels so good.” Loren shutters his eyes in frustration.

“When I come, you come.” Mr. Bordeaux gives a dark chuckle. “You should feel privileged, my love. Our beautiful queen doesn’t get to come at all.”

The reminder is a smack to the face, a splash of ice water on the sweat-inducing haze of depravity in the room. My mind steamrolls over the memory of my argument with Liam a few days ago, then slams into the brick wall of Sebastian’s taunting denial.

It seems every man in this tower wants to put my orgasms on lockdown.

Loren thrusts into my mouth again, and then Mr. Bordeaux grunts, both hands gouging Loren’s hips as he groans a series of unintelligible cries. He empties into his lover, and that sends Loren over the edge. His release is a fountain of completion, intense and prolonged from his master’s game of stopping and starting. I choke and cough as his climax hits the back of my throat, but afterward…

Loren smiles down at me, skin bathed in sweat, gray eyes brimming with gratitude, and I can’t find an iota in me that regrets being part of his pleasure.


Chapter Thirteen

Perhaps last night was an appropriate send-off, a depraved bon voyage for a virgin queen in metaphorical chains. Or maybe I’ve been used and degraded to the point where the after-dinner affair inside that bedroom seems normal.

Either way, I’m excited to put Mr. Bordeaux and his esoteric tastes behind me. I spend my last moments under his rule saying goodbye to Loren, since his master is absent when the clock strikes the noon hour. Loren thanks me for a night he’ll never forget, and then he wishes me luck.

Unlike last month, I’m alone, nervous energy infusing my steps as I approach the library. The door stands open—an unspoken invite to breach the threshold and give myself over to a new set of expectations, a new set of rules, a new man.

I’ve barely stepped inside the library when Faye wraps her arms around me. “I’m so glad to see you.” She veers back and studies my face. “How are you?”

“I’m okay.” I give her a squeeze before we break apart. “Where’s Elise?” I search the room, my gaze touching on the dark-haired man standing to the right of us, but my lady is notably absent. “Is she okay?”

Because she’d be here if she were.

“She’s fine.” Faye averts her attention to the floor.

“Faye, what’s wrong?” A cold fist of worry clenches my gut.

“She’s been…ill for the past few days, but she’s okay.”

She’s not telling me everything. On the cusp of panic, I glance at Landon for an explanation.

“Elise is okay.” He closes the distance and takes me by the arm, and I flinch from his touch.

It’s becoming an ingrained reflex when stumbling blindly into new territory. “I-I’m sorry.” Out of habit, I almost kneel at his feet.

“You’re not in Heath’s house anymore,” he reminds me with a gentle tug on my arm. “Come sit down.”

I follow him to the same grouping of chairs Liam and I used during our chess games, and we settle across from each other. Faye takes a chair to my left.

“She’s really okay?” I direct the question at Landon.

“She will be.” He reaches for a mauve journal sitting on the table between us, and something about it niggles at me to pay attention, but I’m too worried about the well-being of my lady.

“What happened?”

“There was an incident, but I’m handling it.”

“What kind of incident?” The vague run-around I’m getting from both Landon and Faye has me on the edge of crazy.

Faye clears her throat. “She wants to tell you herself.”

I move to rise, and Landon stays me with a raised hand. “She’s not here, my queen.”

“Where is she?” I shout, hands fisted against the arms of my seat.

“She’s returning to Zodiac Island this evening and will tell you everything then.” Landon leans forward, expression drawn in tension. It’s a foreign look on him, because he’s normally open and carefree, eyes glinting like emeralds.

Now those eyes are jaded, shrouded in concern over whatever information he’s withholding in my lady’s honor.

“You really won’t tell me anything?”

“Elise asked me not to.” Clearing his throat, he holds out the journal. “But we need to discuss this.”

The book is bound in leather, its ribbon keeping the jacket closed to shut out prying eyes. I’ve seen many of its kind because my mother had a whole collection.

“What about it?” I take the journal from Landon, and as soon as my thumb glides over the front cover and the handwritten initials there, a memory explodes in my mind. A shocked breath catches in my throat, rendering speech impossible, yet I force the question out anyway.

“Where did you get this?”

Landon and Faye exchange a heavy glance.

“It belonged to your mother,” he says, the confirmation pinning me to the chair in a state of frozen disbelief. “We have a lot to talk about, my queen.”
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***




Part three of The Zodiac Queen is coming January 21, 2020!
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Pre-order your copy of Gemini
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Want to know when the next book comes out? Sign up for my newsletter so you never miss out on new releases, other book news, and ARC opportunities! You can also join Gemma’s Naughty Nook (a private Facebook group for fans) and like my Facebook author page.




ALSO AVAILABLE FROM GEMMA JAMES
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A DARK AND SEDUCTIVE SERIES OF BLACKMAIL & REVENGE

Billionaire Gage Channing has always wanted to own a woman. Not just any woman, but his thieving personal assistant. Let the blackmail begin.




Grab your copy of the Devil’s Kiss Series Collection




***
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AN ACTION-PACKED DARK ROMANCE YOU WON’T FORGET

She sent the love of her life to prison for a crime he didn’t commit. Eight years later, he’s out for revenge…




Grab your copy of Condemned: Volume One




***
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SEXY FRIENDS-TO-LOVERS

She’s my sister’s best friend. The girl I’ve known since grade school. The girl that’s off-limits…and she wants me to teach her how to blow a guy.




Grab your copy of Swallow Me Whole




***
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FORBIDDEN OFFICE ROMANCE

He’s flying home to confront his cheating wife. She’s running from her life in shame. Neither expected to fall in love 35,000 feet in the air.




Grab your copy of the Trashy Affair Duet




***
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SUSPENSEFUL PSYCHIC ROMANCE

She’s running from a traumatic past. He’s got nothing left to lose. They might heal each other if a serial killer doesn’t get to them first.




Grab your copy of Epiphany


SONGS ON THE TAURUS PLAYLIST

1. “Lovely” by Billie Eilish, Khalid

2. “Turns You into Stone” by Fleurie

3. “Kingdom Fall” by Claire Wyndham

4. “To Be Torn” by Kyla La Grange

5. “Edge of the World” by Within Temptation

6. “Kiss Me a Thousand Times” by RAIGN

7. “Hide and Seek” by Claire Guerreso

8. “All the King’s Horses” by Karmina

9. “All I Need” by Within Temptation


ABOUT THE AUTHOR




Gemma James is a USA Today bestselling author of a blend of genres, from new adult contemporary to dark romance. She loves to explore the darker side of human nature in her fiction, and she’s morbidly curious about anything dark and edgy, from deviant sex to serial killers. Readers have described her stories as being “not for the faint of heart.”

She warns you to heed their words! Her playground isn’t full of rainbows and kittens, though she likes both. She lives in middle-of-nowhere Oregon with her husband, two children, and a gaggle of animals. You can connect with her online at the following places:

Website | Newsletter | Facebook | Gemma’s Naughty Nook | Twitter | Goodreads | Pinterest | Instagram
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