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        STIRLING

      

      

      On the scale of one to this-is-going-to-end-really-fucking-badly, I’d say this negotiation is about three seconds from screwing me so hard I’ll be limping for weeks. But then, I’ve never been one to back down from a deal, and I don’t lose negotiations—except maybe to Morrigan, but that’s entirely sex related.

      Roman was clear: negotiate the shipping times, the boat needs to be docked by six tomorrow, and he doesn’t care what it takes.

      Of course, ‘doesn’t care what it takes’ is a sign that he cares very fucking deeply, and I had better pull it over the line in the most efficient way possible, so help me gods.

      “Look, Lenny—” I start. A sharp sea breeze curls around the harbour whipping under my white shirt. A line of goosebumps freckle my arms. I’m not sure if it’s the wind or the irritation. This deal means more than just Roman’s poxy fucking imports.

      “Don’t ‘look’ me, missy. The port is double-booked, and unfortunately for you, the other merchant reserved the slot first. So you’re just going to have to wait.”

      I sniff, wipe my hand over my mouth.

      There are very few depths I won’t stoop to in order to pull a deal over the contractual line. Scarlett, my twin sister, might be more outwardly competitive, but I’d gut a bitch that got in the way of a negotiation. Lucky for this snivelling dock boy, I don’t need to play the Roman card, because I’m pulling rule three of being a negotiator: always have dirt on your clients.

      “Lenny, doll. There’s no need to shit the bed over this.” I grab him by the shoulders, spin him around and park him on a crate facing the ocean. Then I lean into his ear and whisper real low and creepy.

      “Now you listen to me you son of a bitch. I know you have a nice little pregnant wifey at home. I also know you have a rather regular habit of dropping into a certain club in town, for people with particular tastes.”

      He swallows so loud I hear the lump go down.

      “Tastes that include shoving your mangey cock in a bucket of leeches and letting them suck the erection dry. Now, I don’t know about you, but I’m pretty sure my wife would take issue with that, especially if she was carrying my kid.” I stand up, give him a couple tap-slaps on his cheek.

      He pales as he turns to face me. “You can be a real cunt, Stirling, you know that?”

      I nod, sagely. “Mmm, so can divorce. Expensive things those. About that dock slot…?”

      He lowers his head, shaking. The poor bastard is translucent. I’m not sure if he’s going to cry or puke. He pulls out a small notebook from his pocket and a pen.

      “The slot is yours, but don’t come asking for any allowances again. This is not how I do business, and it’s not how you should either. You ought to know better. I always thought you were a legacy magician, not an underworld tramp.” He stands. Tall bastard, he is, straggly hair and water-stained shirt half tucked into his trousers.

      “I mean tramp seems a little strong, Len. I’m just nimble with information. There’s no need to harbour bad feelings.”

      He stares at me. “That’s not funny.”

      “I mean. It was a bit. Just trying to lighten the mood. We’re all pawns going about our business trying to get the best deals we can. I’ll try not to be as much of a cunt next time.”

      I wink and walk off, the smugness already drawing across my lips.

      “There won’t be a next time,” he hollers.

      I ignore him.

      It’s a cute thought, but he knows as well as I do, Roman’s business is booming, and that means half a dozen ships to dock and unload every week. Whether Len likes it or not, I’ll be back in a couple of days and this charade will start again.

      I head towards the rear of the dock and the cabin nestled in against the rusted shreds of decaying boats and scraps. I open the door, and there’s a man sat on a chair with a rat on his shoulder reading a newspaper.

      I stroll up to the rat, hesitate, and then reach out to stroke its head. It snaps at me. I yank my fingers away just in time to avoid it drawing blood.

      “Claude, do you not think a more sanitary pet might be better?”

      “No.”

      He doesn’t even look up from the paper, just turns the page and continues reading. I sigh internally. Why do I pick the most delightful magicians to work with?

      “The next shipment is arriving at six tomorrow evening. Will you be able to⁠—”

      “Yes,” he says, still not looking at me.

      It’s probably safer that we don’t discuss what we’re embezzling off these deals out loud.

      “The usual payment?” Being a round of the most eye-wateringly expensive cheese for the rat, a vintage bottle of whiskey from Sangui city—which, I can’t even begin to explain how difficult it is to get hold of—and my continued payment of his daily paper subscription. It’s a fair price. Always amuses me how many deals I make that don’t involve money. Each to their own, I suppose.

      “Yes.”

      “Great. See you next week. I’ll send payment end of the month.”

      He cocks his head to the corner of the cabin. There’s a bag of wood wax and some new rags.

      “For your project,” he says.

      My eyes light up, “Thanks, Claude, I needed⁠—”

      “I know.”

      I pick up the bag and head out. He doesn’t say goodbye. But the wax and rags tell me he’s fond of me.

      I head out to the edge of the main harbour area and climb through a gap in the fence panels, out towards the smaller boat dock area. A hundred meters south, I draw to a halt. I scan the line of mansions set back behind the harbour and dunes. I land on a watery coloured one right behind my shed.

      Home.

      Not mine, obviously. I’ve never even stepped inside. But it feels like home anyway. The same mansion that’s kept silent guard over me while I build the boat.

      I tear my gaze away and pull out my shed key, open the lock, and drop the wax and rags inside.

      My fingers trail the boat hull. I finished sculpting the bow figurehead last week. I only have the wood wax left and it should be ready to sail. But no time today, so I lock up and leave. Twenty minutes later, I’m in town and pulling onto the street with Roman’s biggest club—his head office. I push open Roman’s club doors. DnD it’s called, and while the kids of New Imperium assume DnD stands for a game with magic creatures, the adults among us know what it really means: Debauched and Depraved, which is much more my kind of game.

      I enter the club’s main room only to find the team sat at one of the central tables. I freeze, my heart hammering.

      They don’t know I work for him.

      I shouldn’t be working for him.

      A couple of months ago, the Queen commissioned us to run a heist for her. We did, successfully, so she offered for us to continue working for her. Officially, we don’t exist in her defence budget. Unofficially, we do everything and anything the Queen needs handling and doesn’t want public knowledge.

      I take a second to recalibrate. Everything is fine. The team doesn’t know why I’m here. In fact, I don’t know why they’re here. But Jacob, Quinn, Scarlett, and Remy are all sat around a table.

      No Morrigan.

      Not that I’m bothered.

      Alright, fine. I’m very bothered.

      We’re not speaking though. It’s messy. And I don’t mean lesbian drama messy, I mean a bunch of people nearly died, we probably shouldn’t be together level of mess. After she came into the team, things were on track. I thought maybe we could… but no. Because then I learned she’d lied to me about who she really is: a princess.

      It broke me, and we’ve barely spoken since.

      Doesn’t stop my traitorous heart aching for her.

      Scarlett spots me. Of course she does, her Assassin magic mean she’s always aware of everything. She frowns, a sure sign she’s suspicious, but waves me over.

      I head towards the table and falter. Morrigan appears carrying a tray lined with shots from the bar. Gods, she scowls at me like I burned her with the force of a hundred suns. And if it isn’t the most gloriously sexy thing I’ve ever seen, I don’t know what is.

      Inappropriate, Stirling. Wildly, inappropriate.

      But… That woman is ferocious when she’s angry. And despite the fact she’s as pissed at me for the deal I made two years ago, as I am at her for lying about who she was while we were together, it doesn’t stop the raging urge to sweep the table clean, lay her down, and fuck her senseless.

      But then I remember how I’ve spent the last two years. The promise I made, and my stomach bottoms out, and pins and needles trickle into my fingertips.

      She can’t be here, not with Roman upstairs. If he knew…

      I have to get her out.

      She sits down.

      Fucksake.

      Remy stands, opens her long arms, “Stir, babe, come sit down. We’re having a goodbye party!”

      “What? Who’s leaving?” I say and glance at the wall-door to Roman’s office, my feet twitching as much as my mind. How do I get Morrigan out of here?

      Jacob, with his creamy curls and bike jacket waves at me.

      “Wh—” I start. Oh.

      He puffs his chest out. “Off to the Borderlands. The Queen has asked that I help continue dismantling the Border Lord’s regime.”

      Ten years ago, the Queen and her sister had a blazing row and tore the city map in half. The problem was, the map was connected to the foundations of Imperium. Its magic quite literally tore the city in half too.

      The Tearing created the Borderlands. Quinn, her father and several thousand magicians were all caught inside. Anyway, her father had beef with Scarlett so he framed our parents, who were executed for treason, and we were excommunicated. Finally, after Gods knows how many years, the Queen gave us our legacy back when we proved their innocence.

      “And Malachi is incapable of doing that himself?” I ask.

      Malachi is Quinn’s younger brother. She decided to stay in New Imperium after their father died, and Malachi wanted to make amends for what their father did.

      My eyes flick to Roman’s office door and back to Quinn, who’s smirking at Jacob. The pair of them have gotten close recently. Though given he’s now fucking off to the Borderlands, I suspect it has more to do with the way Jacob stares at Malachi every time he visits than from their friendship.

      “Malachi requested ‘assistance’,” Quinn says, her lips twitching as she waggles air quotes at me.

      “I seeeee,” I say.

      Quinn and I have discussed at length whether or not Malachi turned Jacob’s eye. Neither of us have any proof. I mean, hell, I thought Jacob was straight. But it seems rather convenient that he, of all of the team, happens to get the mission inside the Borderlands. Convenient indeed.

      “Didn’t realise the Borderlands needed a transport expert,” I smirk.

      The tips of Jacob’s ears flush red as if he can read my thoughts.

      He clears his throat. “Well, seeing as I rather rapidly picked up driving trains, and given their entire network of transport is down, the Queen thought it was a good idea.”

      Quinn gives me a pointed stare, a warning not to push it. So I suppress the witty snark and leave it. He’ll tell us when he’s ready, if that is what this is, of course. And hey, perhaps he is going to fix their transport. We only managed to get out of the Borderlands after an epic heist because he brought a decrepit carriage back to life.

      I open my mouth to ask Morrigan for a word, not that she’ll talk to me. A line of nervous sweat crawls down my spine as a woman appears with a tray to pick up empties.

      She’s stunning. Her hair is long and dark and blunt over her forehead. She has the kind of curves I like to trail my hands over. She gathers glasses and disappears back to the bar, my eyes following her the entire way.

      Morrigan tuts at me.

      I snap a glare at her. “What? You don’t want me, you’ve made that clear.” Fuck. Shouldn’t have said that. Gods. Me and my mouth.

      Morrigan stands. “Oh sure, that’s exactly how things ended between us. Me leaving you.”

      I see my opportunity. I desperately don’t want to piss her off. But winding her up might be the only way to get her to leave. So I make the killing blow that I know will end in a row.

      I harden my face. “No. It ended with you lying to me for our entire relationship.”

      The rest of the team surreptitiously glance at each other. Probably trying to work out how to make a swift exit. Don’t worry guys I’ll do it for you.

      I shove a hand on my hip. “You had three years to tell me who you were, and instead you hid this massive part of your life. I don’t even know you.”

      “Oh my Gods. It’s not like you were actually willing to listen. You haven’t even heard me out since you found out, for fucks sake.”

      “Well go on then, Morrigan. I’m all ears.”

      She pulls her face, a grunted scream spilling from her lungs. “Gods you’re still not listening…” she says and flings her hands in the air, expectant. As if I’ve missed her point entirely.

      “I’m not doing this in front of the team.” I head for the door pleading for her to follow. She will. I know she will. Maybe she already realises what I’m doing.

      I count one breath, two, three.

      The club lights flicker. Excellent, I’ve pissed her off enough her magic is seeping out. A beat later, she grabs my arm.

      Her voice is low. “Where the hell are you going? We need to talk.”

      “Outside.” I don’t wait for her answer, I just plough out of the club.

      “Excuse me. You don’t dictate to me…” she says scrambling after me.

      But I keep walking. She has to leave the club. Has to be away from Roman. It’s not like I think he’d do anything publicly, but I’m not taking any chances either.

      I pull into a side alley. There’s a passageway door down here, I know the girl who guards it. If you pay her a single tear, she’ll let you through, and if you stroke the door in just the right way, it will open to anywhere you want.

      “Stirling,” the guard says.

      “Elandra.” I lower my head in deference. “I have credit still, yes?”

      She nods, her hair is so long it skims the ground. “Though if you’re taking a passenger that will leave you with a single tear.”

      That’s fine, it’s enough to get me back through once Morrigan is safe. She stands back, and I tickle the door’s hinge.

      I don’t mean to do it, but the first place that comes to mind is the beach, the mansion that watches over me.

      “Keep the passage open for me? I’ll be back shortly.”

      I open the door and the afternoon sun streams through warming my skin. I pull Morrigan through and we end up in the garden of the watery coloured mansion. The one I…

      The one we call home.

      Memories of that night come flooding back, the ache, the pain. It was all here. I shove it down not wanting to remember.

      Morrigan startles as she realises where we are. Her eyes are wet. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

      My shoulders are stiff. This might be safer than the club, but it’s not exactly sensible given our history here. “It’s fine.”

      “Why would you bring me here of all places?” she demands. I love it when she demands things of me, all uptight and serious. The force she puts into her tone makes me want to drop to my knees, worship her and lick all the seriousness out of her.

      “Wasn’t intentional, believe me.”

      “Of course it wasn’t. Because of all the mansions you could bring me for an argument, you choose this one? Gods it’s so irresponsible. Didn’t you consider⁠—”

      “Morrigan, stop.”

      She huffs at me.

      “Insufferable.”

      “So Scarlett tells me.”

      Morrigan stomps down the path and slips inside a glass conservatory at the bottom of the garden. I trail after her and slip inside.

      I pull the door shut behind me. The circular room is bare, all glass walls and white iron structures. The only thing in here is an array of huge pillows, and Morrigan.

      She’s wearing a fitted sleeveless top, her cleavage peeking out. How am I supposed to take this seriously with my favourite breasts staring at me? My pussy clenches.

      Her black hair is pin straight and as severe across her forehead as her mood. Her olive skin is smothered in Collection tattoos, each one a unique shape and design.

      I glance down her arms, there’s so many tattoos now I can no longer keep track. I used to know every single one. Every inch of her body. My tummy wrenches at the thought of how long it’s been. But I choose not to be sad, instead I smile because the woman is a genius, able to suck in information like a black hole.

      Our magic is sourced from mansions. In order to access it, you have to study in your chosen castle, house, or mansion. When it deems you worthy, a Collector will tattoo the mansion’s magic onto your skin so the house can collect you and you can use its magic. Morrigan is trained as a Collector amongst other things. I don’t know anyone else who has gotten close to being collected that many times by that many mansions and castles. I honestly think she’s more powerful than her mother now, despite the palace magic her mother commands.

      She tuts, livid. “It’s not safe here. I don’t even know who owns this place.”

      “It’s fine. It’s empty. I have a workshop close by and there’s been no one in it the whole time.”

      “Gods, Stirling.” She takes my hand in hers, it’s soft, warm. It sets my stomach alight, fluttering under my ribs. I want to touch her, hold her. Take her in my arms and⁠—

      “Are you… are you still going to meet me where blue meets blue?” she asks, her eyes firmly located on the floor.

      I caress her cheek, tip her chin up. “Of course. How could you ever think anything else?”

      “Because it’s been two years. Two long years. And it’s not like we’ve talked properly since the team got together it was all so rushed and…”

      “Morrigan. It’s all I’ve been trying to do…” I say. “Are… are you still…?”

      “Yes. Gods, of course.”

      The relief that washes over me is so intense my knees want to buckle, my eyes sting. She releases my hand and steps back, and a coldness spills into the space she occupied.

      Her features calcify. “But I’m still furious at you.”

      I look at the floor and sigh. “I don’t know how many times we’ve been through this. What choice did I have? You know why I did it.”

      She huffs at me. “Yes, because you never think anything through.”

      “Not a lot I can do about that now is there? We’re already in this mess. Are we going to talk about the fact you never told me who you are?” I say, my voice quiet.

      “Oh come on, Stirling. You know damn well how hard the palace fights for its princesses to live secret lives. I had to stay clean, keep my head down. What did you expect me to do? Confess and break my vow of silence? What if it got out?”

      “What if it got out? The fuck, Morrigan. Who the hell was I going to tell?”

      “You don’t get it. You never get it,” she snaps.

      “No, you don’t get it, I loved you. I would have done anything for you.”

      She glares at me. The fire in her eyes burning hotter, brighter. Her eyes glisten. I want nothing more than to reach out and grab her waist and crush my lips against hers.

      “Loved. Past tense,” she says. It’s not a question, but a statement.

      I break eye contact. I didn’t mean that. I don’t really know what I meant. We’re not together. Haven’t been for two years.

      But she’s still Morrigan.

      “You should have told me,” I say. “You should’ve trusted me.”

      “Oh that’s rich. You don’t think perhaps you should have trusted me? We could have found a different way out. But no. Instead you chose to make that fucking deal and not just any deal, Stirling… A fucking blood bond. What the hell were you thinking? You screwed both of us.”

      My fingers curl into fists, my chest tight and hot. “It’s not that simple. I didn’t have time to think, Morrigan. He was threatening your life.”

      “It is that simple.” The glass walls rattle. She needs to calm down. But the heat in her eyes is doing things to my body, my pussy.

      Gods.

      I wipe my face, trying to focus on her words instead of her body.

      I shake my head. “Don’t start this again⁠—”

      “Don’t start? You give me nothing. No information. No apology noth⁠—“

      “I’m fucking sorry, okay? I did it to protect you. What do you want me to say?” My voice is high, loud. I’m basically screaming and that was not the point of getting her out of the club.

      I step close, my resolve draining. Two years we’ve been apart, and still she can undo me with a look. Command my soul with a word, break me in two with a single touch. I’ve never loved anyone like I loved her.

      I move forward.

      She steps back.

      Together we dance, step, step, step, until I pin her against the conservatory wall. My arms on the glass either side of her. Her chest is heaving. Her breasts rising with every inhale. Heat fizzes between us, drenching me in a hot confusion. I’m furious, but I also want to touch her. Suddenly, two years feels like a glacial age. I can’t bear being apart from her anymore. I want to end this feud, I want to claw her clothes off and drink in the scent of her skin, the taste of her pussy. I slide my fingers down her cheek, caress her shoulder, dip my fingers beneath her waistband. Her eyes roll shut, her lips part, and she draws a single sharp breath.

      “Stirling…” she breathes.

      My name on her tongue is like lightning striking my heart. Why does she have to be so infuriating?

      When she opens her eyes, her words are softer. “Protect me? Stirling, you’re mad. Do you have any idea how much magic I wield? If anyone needs protecting it’s you.”

      Her eyes are wild. Blue like mine, but where there’s ice in my pupils, hers hold fire. She’s a magnet.

      The air compresses. My heart races, I’m not sure if it’s Morrigan’s magic or the searing warmth of our skin.

      Maybe both.

      Her plump lips part, her breath heavy. I know this look. I’ve seen it a hundred times before. She’s livid, but she wants me as much as I want her.

      “We can’t,” she whines answering before I’ve even asked. “We could ruin everything.”

      “We’re nowhere near the club.”

      Her eyes flick to the mansion behind us. “We shouldn’t be here, either. What if⁠—”

      I place a finger on her lips. “ Your mouth is saying no, but your body is saying yes. I’m going to kiss you now. And then I’m going to fuck you into understanding.”
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        MORRIGAN

      

      

      
        
        Eleven Years Ago

      

      

      I think it’s a sick kind of penance that a princess is bound to meet her suitor on the eve of her twenty-first birthday. A sort of fuck you to adulthood and all your duties to come.

      I begged mother to forego the tradition. To wait because I wanted to keep my identity restricted to just the handful that know. The nanny, the head of staff and security.

      But she said she’d make him take a blood oath, preventing him from speaking my identity until the investiture is set in motion. And that is years away yet.

      I suppose a blood oath is as good a guarantee as any.

      We’re meeting in the city’s grand library. I said it was a step too far to meet in the palace. Too risky; what if a member of household staff figured out who I was or what the meeting was? No. Better to do it somewhere open and public, somewhere I was hidden in plain sight. Which is why I suggested the public library during a collection rite. There’s a collection this evening for the graduating librarians and I was asked to be their collector.

      The library is in the heart of the city, not far from the palace. It’s a thin, wiry castle. But its length is impressive. It sweeps as far back into the night as I can see. Miles of bookshelves line its insides like warrens and tunnels.

      I enter through the main oak doors, and the library welcomes me with a rush of pressure that shivers over my body, drenching me in the smell of ancient paper, musty leather and rich ink, and all of it wrapped in the familiar smell of cinnamon and static. Of course, mother claims the palace is the most powerful building in the city, but I don’t know. When you think about how much knowledge the great libraries contain, I suspect they might just clip the palace.

      The receptionist nods to me. “Through to the left. They’re already waiting for you.”

      I meander through a short corridor and into the heart of the library, its dim lighting powered by faux firelights hanging on the walls. No Magician would bring a real flame into this building unless they had a death wish.  I studied here when I was just five years old. It was my fourth collection tattoo.

      I should be able to Collect the three graduating librarians before my fiancé arrives for our first date. I glance down at my outfit, deciding it was a good choice after all. It’s not too much, but not scruffy either. I’m wearing black cigarette trousers, a matching black corset with sheer sleeves that stop before my shoulders. If he looks close enough, he’ll see the Collection tattoos on my arms, and there’s no doubting the ones covering my shoulders. I want him to know he can’t fuck me around. I might be young, but I wield more power than most magicians already. And so I should. One day, I’ll be queen.

      “Hey,” a mousy woman holding glasses in her trembling hand says. She’s slight, but her arms are corded and strong, despite her nerves. I can’t help but draw my eyes down her body. I lay my fingers on hers, hoping it calms her nerves.

      “You’re the first student?” I say.

      She nods. “Larissa.”

      “Perfect. Don’t be nervous.”

      She smiles at me. It brightens her whole face, an aura of calm descending on her.

      “Well, Larissa, I’ll just set up here then?” I ask.

      She nods again, swallowing hard, only this time I’m not sure if it’s nerves she’s swallowing down or attraction.

      I smile, trying to push the rush of heat edging up my cheeks away. I place my case on the table. “Besides, it doesn’t hurt too bad, and this should be a quick Collection.”

      We’re in a breakout section of the library, sofas and arm chairs are arranged in a neat cluster, with tables and space for lamps and box lights for those examining texts and scrolls.

      “It’s my first one,” she says.

      “Oh, even more exciting, I’m honoured. Where are we tattooing you?”

      “I thought my wrist? I’d like to be able to see it.”

      We sit, her on the sofa, me on the armchair which I’ve pulled forward. I fill the tattoo gun with black ink, close my eyes and whisper incantations. I know the moment the castle hears me; the air fills with the scent of aged paper and leather. Static tingles under my skin, weaving through my arms and into my fingers until my hands ache with the desperate urge to bond a student to the castle. Wisps of pearlescent magic erupt from the library walls, and whip through the air until they hover over the tattoo gun.

      “Ready?” I ask.

      She blinks, swallows. “Okay.”

      “In blood and bonds,” I say, and the pearlescent threads surge into the gun.

      I tattoo Larissa first, a small book symbol on her wrist as requested. A young man comes next, and last is actually the receptionist. She’s having a second bonding, taking over as head patron of the castle, and thus needed a stronger link to the castle’s magic.

      Larissa appears with a tall man. He fills the doorway, and I know instantly it’s my fiancé. I pack up my collection gun and ink, the pearlescent castle threads evaporating.

      “Don’t scratch,” I say, swiping Larissa’s hand away from her arm.

      “It itches like hell.”

      “I know. It will for a couple of days, it’s just the castle’s magic bonding to you. It will itch worse if you don’t leave it alone though.”

      She huffs at me and then opens her hand to the man. “This is Roman. I believe he’s here for you?”

      “Thank you. It was lovely meeting you.”

      Larissa’s eyes dance between us but when it’s clear we’re not going to talk until she’s gone, she gives me a shallow bow of her head, thanks me again, and meanders off into the bowels of the library, taking the receptionist and the young man with her.

      Roman bends to take my hand. He kisses my knuckles. “Your Hi⁠—”

      I wrench my hand out of his and hush him. “Are you serious? Not here.”

      What the hell? I thought mother had ensured he was briefed. I storm out of the library with Roman following after me.

      “I apologise, that was careless of me.”

      Except I don’t stop until I’m out of the castle. “This yours?” I say jabbing my case in the direction of a carriage.

      “Yes.”

      I don’t wait for an invitation I just climb in. He gets in after me and shuts the carriage door. It’s only now that I have an opportunity to take him in. He’s exquisitely handsome. His shoulders are broad, his lips are full, eyes dark like secrets and shadows. His hair is loose waves of midnight.

      Objectively, I should want to jump his bones. But my mind drifts back to Larissa—her corded arms, her sweet smile.

      “Forgive me, let me begin again,” Roman says and takes my hand in his kissing my knuckles. I wait for the spark, the inevitable flare of heat up my neck, but it doesn’t come, nor does the flutter I was expecting in my stomach.

      “Lord Roman Oleg. It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”

      “Morrigan Lee. Please don’t use my formal title in public.”

      He bows his head in deference, “An honest mistake, one I shan’t commit again.” He bangs on the back window and the carriage jolts to life.

      “So we’re to marry,” he says. His eyes roll down my body. I can feel them crawling over my skin, and it makes me uncomfortable.

      Mother was clear. This was planned from both our births. Albeit only sworn into contract once I was born as Roman is a little older than I am.

      “Apparently so,” I say. “Not for a decade yet though.”

      He shifts forward on his seat. “Indeed, most princesses have their investiture after they’re thirty, is that right?”

      If I had my way, I’d live my entire life in secret. It’s not that I’m ungrateful for my position or the power I’ll hold, it’s more that I love the anonymity. I see the way the Daily Imperium rips into every decision mother makes.

      Roman switches seats and slides in next to me. His body is warm, oozes a quiet confidence. He really is quite handsome.

      “So tell me something about yourself, Morrigan Lee. Other than the fact you’re a Collector.”

      “I love books, love magic, love the act of bonding castle to magician.”

      He laughs, his dark eyes twinkling. “Ahh, but would it not be quicker just to buy the property and own the magic than to study?”

      I raise an eyebrow at him. “Perhaps. But perhaps not. After all, you can’t own knowledge, only learn it.”

      “Who needs knowledge when you have power?”

      “A fool’s choice, Lord Oleg. How do you propose to control power without the knowledge of magic?”

      He smiles, his jaw strong, teeth perfectly straight and perfectly white. And there, in the pit of my belly, is the first flutter of something tingly. Perhaps there’s hope for us yet. I like the fire, the challenge he’s bringing.

      “I do believe it’s you who’s mistaken, Princess. You don’t need knowledge to control power. Real power is all about perception. If people believe you wield power, then what is to say you don’t?”

      I stare out the carriage window as we move through the city, and I have to wonder if he’s right. Is power really just an illusion after all?
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      Morrigan pouts. Her expression is stiff, but her body pushes against mine. I glance out the glass conservatory wall, but we’re alone; the beach is empty.

      Morrigan leans closer, her resolve crumbling. This is the way it always was. Morrigan in charge, until we entered the bedroom. And I get it now, that innate queen inside her always having to think, to strategise. Practicing for the day she commands a city no doubt. But in the bedroom, she always gave herself to me wholly, knowing I’d protect her, keep her safe. It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do. And I failed.

      Her tongue slides over her lips, “‘I’m going to fuck you into understanding,’ doesn’t sound like a negotiation.”

      I tilt my head. “Who said it was a negotiation?”

      I trail my finger around her waistband, and then slip my hand down. She gasps as the sudden contact, but she leans into me, tipping her pussy up so I can access her. I push my finger under her lace knickers and straight to her hole.

      She’s soaking wet, and all for me. A devious grin spreads over my mouth. I pull my finger out and suck her juices off.

      Her mouth forms a dainty little O.

      I shrug. “Your body seems to know what it wants.” Gods, the absolute cheek on me.

      Her eyes darken, her mouth twitches. Magic burns under my skin, a tempting pulse, begging me to use it. But I never use my magic to negotiate with Morrigan.

      “For the record—” she says.

      “You mean for the terms…?”

      That, at least makes her expression crack.

      “Fine,” she sighs waving a dramatic hand at me, “For the terms and the record… this isn’t over. I am still mad enough at you to sacrifice an entire league of magicians.”

      “Noted. What I heard was, make it a delicious orgasm or some poor unsuspecting fella is going to cop it for my sins.”

      The corners of her eyes quirk like she’s trying to suppress a grin. She takes my hand, trying to win control of the situation back and places it on the button of her trousers.

      I yank her forward by the button. She lifts off the conservatory as I unhook the trousers and slip the zip down in one swift motion before she rocks back onto the glass behind her.

      She shakes her head at me, “So smooth, aren’t you Stirling?”

      I smile. It’s the kind of compliment that’ll fuel my ego for weeks. “I just know how to please a queen.”

      I slide my other hand around her neck pulling her forward. But she touches my wrist, halting me.

      “This is a one-time thing,” she says. “We promised we wouldn’t do this… not until we fix everything.”

      “Agreed,” I nod solemn. “Risk… danger… unresolved something… blah, blah, blah… I need you to fuck me immediately… See? I listen.”

      She rolls her eyes at me, “Has anyone ever told you you’re insufferable?”

      “Every day, baby.” And then I pull her to me, crushing my lips against hers, ending the conversation.

      I kiss her with the fury and ache of two long years apart.

      I pull away, both of us panting already. My lips brush over hers, full of yearning and the anguish that plagues my whole body.

      The realisation hits me like a carriage, almost knocking the air from my lungs. I might be kissing her, but it is over between us. It has been since the moment that bastard walked into my life, the moment I had to walk away to save her.

      This is my fault. I broke us.

      But I’d do it again if it meant saving her. If it meant I’d get to savour her lips like this. Even if this is the last time. If I never get to touch her or hold her again. It was worth it for one more kiss.

      My hands trace over her exquisite curves.

      Thoughts of her deception seep into my mind. She lied our entire relationship. Kept her identity secret. Was there ever really an ‘us’?

      Her fingers slide across my breast, my nipple hardening under her touch and my thoughts slip away. I tiptoe my fingers around the edge of her underwear and caress the flesh of her soft belly.

      I let myself feel; her, us, this moment.

      I push my tongue inside her mouth, and she arches off the glass into me. Her hands slide to my waist, and she pulls me against her and moans into me.

      My chest swells. I’m not sure whether I want to cry with relief, laugh hysterically, or scream that she was right and we shouldn’t be doing this.

      Her hands tug my shirt free of my trousers, her fingers glide under the fabric and over my skin and finally, over the flesh of my breasts. My nipples are rock hard, my pussy is soaked already. Two years of longing rushing into my knickers. Gods, one touch from her and I think I might come.

      I need her.

      I want to feel her clench against me like she’ll never let me go. I’m going to make her knees weak and her nails dig into my biceps as she struggles to hold herself up from pleasure.

      I slide my finger over her warm centre and circle her clit, flicking and rubbing. She breaks our kiss and rolls her head back against the glass panting quick breaths. There’s nothing more attractive than a queen experiencing pleasure. When she looks at me again, her eyes are feral. She nestles into the crook of my neck and nips at the skin. It makes me hiss, but the sensation shoots straight to my pussy.

      I push into her, one finger at first. I thrust in and out until my hand is wet and I can slide a second inside, then I draw us both down the glass and onto the giant cushions. I lift her leg and hook it around my waist. I curl my fingers inside her until I make her gasp. Her eyes shut. She grips my arms for balance, her nails finally digging into the flesh of my bicep as she tightens around my hand. My excitement soaks into my knickers—it’s all I can do to stop myself coming over her pleasure. Her moans grow rhythmic.

      “Don’t stop, Stirling.”

      I grip her thigh tighter, pull it higher around my waist. each movement allowing me to push deeper into her cunt. To draw more pleasure from her body. I want to drain every ounce of orgasm I can from her. It’s what she deserves. What I’ve hungered after for two long years. I pump my hand harder, bend my fingers further inching closer to that exquisite spot.

      “Look at me, Morrigan.”

      She doesn’t. Instead she pushes her lips over mine, distracting me with a kiss. But I pull back, slow my fingers. I know why she doesn’t want to look at me; the same reason I want her to: it will hurt. It will force us to confront the last two years.

      I think some masochistic part of me needs the pain. Needs to see her. To hold her soul in my heart while she comes. I desperately want her to understand why I made the deal. I need her to know I never meant to hurt her.

      I need to know if the life I thought we had was true. Otherwise, what were the last two years for?

      “I said, look at me.”

      She does.

      Her gaze is suffocating. The intensity of what was, what we had, it hovers between us like a spider thread, so strong and yet so fragile. It bores into me, sending a pulse of lust straight to my pussy, swelling my clit.

      She grips my head, her fingers threading through my hair, “Stop teasing me and make me come.”

      And this time, I obey, thrusting my fingers into her, fast. Pushing her, winding her tighter and closer to the precipice. Her moans and gasps become pants. Her fingers squeeze the locks of my hair, pushing me down till my mouth devours her clit. And it is the most delicious thing I’ve ever tasted, sweet and wanting. I lap at her, drinking her in. Savouring every drop she gives me.

      She clamps down, her hips rocking in time to my fingers. She’s barely holding on, her eyes desperate to close. Her mouth opens, her hips shudder, and then she cries out, but she never stops looking.

      Tears leak down her cheeks as she comes apart. When her body relaxes and I pull my hand out, I move up her body and press my lips to hers. Silent tears run down my cheeks too. I pull her in, gripping her so tight I can barely breathe. I lean my forehead against hers. I don’t want to let go. I never want to let go again.

      For one precious moment, we’re back there. Two years ago, still in love, still pure.

      But everything that’s happened comes barrelling back. Neither of us are strong enough to carry it right now, and something shifts in her expression.

      “Gods,” she says.

      But it’s not Gods that was amazing, it’s Gods what the fuck have we done, this was complicated enough.

      “I know,” I reply and lift off her. This was dangerous. A mistake.

      The heat that pulled us together evaporates, and now we’re left with the ugly reality that nothing is fixed and we’re both still furious.

      “We shouldn’t—” I start.

      “No,” she says. But her eyes don’t meet mine.

      “This was…” I say but then don’t know how to finish the sentence. I want to… I don’t even know what I want. I want a fucking apology and I want to be mad at her and I want her to wrap me in her arms and erase the last two years.

      But she doesn’t do any of those things, and I don’t either.

      “I should go,” Morrigan says. She takes a step and then hesitates. She opens her mouth as if she’s going to say something. I wait, hope surging in my chest as I wonder what’s going through her head. Wonder what she’s not saying.

      But she closes her mouth, shakes those blunt locks, and steps out of the conservatory, disappearing out of sight.

      And I’m left standing there, staring after her, wondering if we’ll ever be able to fix what I broke.
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      I make my way back through the passageway door and return to the club. It’s safe to say chaos has broken out.

      Quinn and Jacob are on the table, a bottle in each of their hands doing the can-can, surrounded by empty shot glasses. They’re screaming themselves hoarse to the music. Jacob has procured a neon green tutu that he’s wearing on his head. And Remy is getting a lap dance from a woman with exquisitely large tits and… Oh Gods, Scarlett just puked in a bucket.

      “What. The. Ever. Loving. Fuck?” I say picking her up.

      “Stirrrrs,” Scarlett slurs.

      “I wasn’t even gone that long, how can you be this shitfaced?”

      She hiccups. Mother of Magicians I’m going to be cleaning puke up all night.

      “I”—she hiccups again and points a finger at my chest— “know what you’re doing. I watch you, little sister. Was that a good id—?” she hiccups herself silent.

      “Was wha⁠—”

      Scarlett wags an accusing finger at me. “You need to talk to Morrigan instead of fucking her.”

      I shake my head. “You’re drunk, Scarlett. I’m not doing this right now.”

      “Then you’re always going to have a broken heart.” She sticks her bottom lip out like she’s a four-year-old. This is ridiculous. I’m not having this conversation.

      “She’s the heir to the fucking throne. What do you expect me to do? It was never going to work. Even if she’d told me she was the princess, eventually she’d have to marry some godsawful prince from another city and have a thousand kids to keep the line going. It was always doomed.”

      Scarlett shakes her head at me, and pulls me in for a hug.

      When she let’s me go, her eyes are round and soft. “I love you dearly. Like a little sister, in fact.”

      I frown. “Scarlett, I am your little sister.”

      “Hicc— Exactly. You’re the best negotiator I know, and you’re letting a silly little thing like a past mistake stop you making the deal of your heart’s desire?”

      “That’s not… Scar, you don’t know the full st⁠—”

      She cuts me off. “My point is, you never even tried to fix it… You. Never. Tried.”

      I open my mouth to argue and stop. Because even though she’s drunk, even though I’m pretty sure I’m about to get puked on, I have to wonder…

      Is she right?
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      An hour later, I bundle Scarlett, Quinn, Jacob, and Remy into a carriage and send them off to their respective homes.

      Then I make my way back inside the club. There are two palace reps waltzing down the corridor with Roman. I duck into the reception, hiding behind the counter. It’s not the first time palace reps have visited. Roman hasn’t told me the details, but I’m not a fool either. I make it my job to hear rumours.

      The palace, or more specifically Queen Calandra—Morrigan’s mother—is worried about hostile takeovers. Especially after the King died. And to be fair, she should be worried. Roman is doing things he really shouldn’t, and even though I’ve got plans in place to stop him, I’m just one person, and there’s only so much I can do, especially when I’m not in his upper management. I don’t know the ins and outs of what he’s planning.

      I lean onto the reception desk, shielding my face from the group as they pass.

      I should confess to the team, but I don’t exactly want the palace finding out.

      It’s not like I intended to work for both sides. It just… got complicated real quick, and I made decisions in the spur of the moment.

      “It was a pleasure doing business,” Roman says and shuts the front door. By the tone of his voice, the meeting was anything but pleasurable.

      I hop out from the counter and Roman visibly relaxes when he sees me. “Afternoon, Stirling. I’m glad you’re here as it happens. I need a minute of your time.”

      “Oh?”

      He gestures for me to follow him. Roman’s wearing a navy tailored suit. The man is so tall he has to duck under the door frame. He has the kind of build that makes me think he throws pianos at people for fun. The kind of build that I suspect most straight women would drop their knickers for.

      He pushes the wall, and a door pops open, displaying a glass staircase and window-wall with a stunning view of the outside—so long as you don’t mind heights. I don’t, but there’s something about climbing up facing nothing but sheer glass and the concrete below that never fails to make me queasy.

      We reach Roman’s office, which is, by all accounts, obscene. A large mahogany desk sits at one end of the room. In one corner is an enormous filing cabinet with piles of paper on top of it.

      There’s a bar. A fucking bar on one side of the office and several sculptures of naked men and women in delicate positions. A mahogany bookcase stretches from wall to wall, floor to ceiling behind the desk. It’s so high there’s a ladder attached to it that wheels from end to end allowing you to pick out a selection of leather-bound antique books.

      Morrigan would cream her pants to get a look at these tomes. They’re probably worth thousands. Not that she would care about the coin, she’d only be interested in the knowledge they contained.

      I bristle.

      Bloody Morrigan. Uptight and never able to see things from my perspective. How she thinks I could have done anything else two years ago is a mystery to me.

      Roman approaches the far wall, and like the one downstairs, pushes on it. A door appears and flings open.

      Well, shit. This is unexpected.

      There’s a naked man hanging by his feet inside the wall, his withered todger flopped towards his belly.

      For a lesbian, I’ve had far too many encounters with penises today—what with Len’s leeched erection and now this. I open my mouth to say something, but I’m drawing a major blank, so I shut it.

      Today has already been a lot.

      “Am I going to have a problem with you again?” Roman says.

      “Mmmhhnngs,” the naked man says, his cheeks a deep shade of cherry. He huffs through his nose and then shakes his head when he realises he can’t talk around the gag.

      “Good.” Roman, now behind the bar, waggles a bottle of whiskey at me.

      “Go on then,” I say my eyes skirting from him to the naked man. I’ve just noticed he only has pubes and body hair on his left side, there’s a wax strip hanging off his butt cheek and the other half of him is… is glittery.

      I need to stop looking. What kind of torture-fuckery is this?

      Roman cricks his neck and bends his wrist, his fingers dancing in the direction of the naked man, whose eyes widen. His scream is muffled by the rag stuffed in his mouth. I glance his body up and down and have to suppress a retch as his balls split open and one testicle flops to the floor. Blood pisses down his torso and after an excruciating minute of shrieking he passes out.

      I’m used to violence, but Gods, this is a little far even for me. Roman is clearly on one today. He waltzes over to the wall, presses the door shut, and swipes a series of finger movements across the panel. Metal grinds inside the compartment.

      “Sending him to medical,” he nods at the floor below and kicks the testicle towards the bar bin.
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