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            AUTHOR’S NOTE: CONTENT

          

        

      

    

    
      The Mirth duology is set in a secondary world that shares many common traits with our own. The divergences in language, governing bodies and countries, technology, and geography are all intentional choices by the author.

      

      Content of note: Grief, loss of a sibling, violence, explicit language, and sexual situations. Discussions of suicide. Casual drug use. Kidnapping of minors. Child trafficking. While choice vs. duty is a strong theme in the Mirth duology, Mirth herself doesn’t have to choose between her suitors, and they are more than happy to lend a helping hand to each other as well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            READING ORDER

          

        

      

    

    
      The Mirth duology is set in the Conduit World. While it’s not necessary to read all the interconnected series, the ideal reading order is as follows.

      
        
          	
        Awry (Conduit 1)
      

      	
        Grand Romantic Delusions and the Madness of Mirth, Part 1 (Mirth 1)
      

      	
        Grand Romantic Delusions and the Madness of Mirth, Part 2 (Mirth 2)
      

      	
        Snag (Conduit 2)
      

      	
        Warp (Conduit 3)
      

      

      

      

      Content notes and a list of tropes can be found on MCD’s website: http://www.madebymeghan.ca/mirth-part-2

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked away from my own matchmaking event, leaving behind me the men who I was beginning to believe might be mine. The ones I was even starting to hope were my soul-bound mates.

      I know now that hope was wrong.

      I also know what I need to do to move forward. To say goodbye to my beloved brother, to accept the duty I was born and bred to undertake — to hold the intersection point and rule a realm.

      Love, compatibility, and companionship aren’t factors in my future. But I need just a moment, a few days, to accept everything else that comes with my blood and my position. I need to embrace my fate as if it were my choice — even if it never really was a choice. Any of it.

      And that includes finally accepting the deadly power I wield.

      But apparently, my would-be suitors have a different future in mind for us all. And though I’m not running — or at least not running from them — they’re primed for the chase.

      A good thing, too. For there are children who need our protection … and a last layer of secrets to be uncovered.
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      MIRTH

      

      Not even twenty-four hours after I walked away from my own matchmaking event, I’m sliding out of the converted classic Rolls-Royce Phantom that I absconded with from my father’s collection of cars. With a brief stop for some food and to stretch our legs, Roz and I have driven all the way from Waterfell Castle, my father’s seat of power, to Prague.

      And yes, this pampered princess can actually drive. Fleeing kidnapping or assassination attempts would be rather difficult if I couldn’t, according to the head of the royal guard. Though Anne, my father’s chosen mate, had seriously freaked out when Raoul got my brother Armin and me both learning to ride motorcycles even while we were technically too young to have our licenses. Raoul and Anne hadn’t been bonded then, as they are now with each other, my father, and Eleanor — the two of them exchanging bites in the shifter way. And Anne had pretty much lost her mind seeing us grapple with bikes far too big for us.

      Speaking of disgruntled protectors, my royal guard, Roz, slams the passenger door shut and crosses around to the front of the car to join me. Even while doing more than her share of the driving, my combat mage has had her lips perpetually pressed together in disapproval the whole trip. Ignoring the fact that I could have wandered off without notifying her at all, as I had done countless times before, trailing in Armin’s wake. Granted, he and I didn’t usually drive partway across Europe without letting anyone know where we were.

      It’s midmorning. We’ve arrived earlier than I planned. Though the former estate is set on the edge of the city, the sound of the bustling metropolis is muted by the tall walls and the even taller, ancient-looking trees sporadically growing all across the front of the property.

      Roz sweeps a dark-eyed gaze around the mostly empty visitor car park, then scans the ostentatious brick building set back on the property.

      The Prague Phrontistery. Well, the main building, at least.

      “It’s still spring break,” I say, only slightly exasperated as I retrieve my black designer backpack from the back seat. “They have security.” We had to cross through the wards at the gates.

      Roz only grunts in response. Her thumbs are already flying over her phone as she sends out updates, most likely to my other personal royal guard, Greg, as well as their supervisor. The cat shifter is still in London at my request. Getting a phone to the children, Tommy and Kitty, whom I’ve inadvertently — and possibly inappropriately — taken under my protection. I should know the name of Greg and Roz’s royal guard supervisor, but I don’t. Though I have a sense that Roz might report directly to Raoul.

      “The guard at the gate didn’t even ask you for ID,” Roz says sourly, not looking up from her phone. “And he’s new since we did our last security checks.”

      “Well, that’s probably a good thing,” I say casually. “Since I don’t actually have any ID. In the traditional sense.”

      Roz throws me a look. I just grin at her, then deliberately point to my thick-framed black designer sunglasses, indicating the purple-hued eyes hidden behind those vintage shades more than the glasses themselves.

      She grimaces, her own dark-brown eyes only partially shaded behind sleek aviators. “Sorry. We’ve never traveled like this before.” She sweeps a hand down her body. She’s not in her royal guard uniform. Her casual outfit — dark jeans, leather jacket over a thin sweater, and kick-ass boots — was what she was wearing when I gave her exactly no notice before I stole the car.

      In my defense, I was rather … distracted.

      Right after I stole Armin’s ashes from my father’s study.

      Right after I realized all the ramifications — or at least all the ones I hadn’t already spelled out for myself — of being my father’s only heir. All the reasons that I needed to accept and bond with a well-established bond group. I would need to help my father hold the intersection point. I would need to be grounded and steady enough to hold that point myself when the time comes. Because an imbalanced intersection point has worldwide ramifications. It’s a massive responsibility. One I was born and bred to undertake.

      Honestly, giving Roz any notice at all was rather generous of me. Especially given that I took off from Lake Thun Castle without her, forcing her to race after me to Waterfell.

      I sling my backpack over both shoulders. It’s comfortingly heavy. Anchoring. Still, it seems as though carrying a marble urn around in a backpack should be disconcerting.

      I’m wearing a black cashmere-and-wool duster that falls to my lower calves and comes with a glorious cowl hood, over perfectly stretchy, straight-legged dark-wash jeans. The duster is more of a coat than a sweater, and I’ve layered it over a cobweb-thin, long-sleeved, tight-fitting sweater, then paired the entire outfit with sleek, square-toe ankle boots with a generous heel. I had found the entire outfit in prettily wrapped boxes in my rooms at Waterfell and thrown it on before I left. Clearly, the clothing was another courting gift from Sully, either sent to the castle before or during the matchmaking event so I wouldn’t be overwhelmed by too many gifts from him all at once.

      And yes, despite leaving Sully and all my other suitors behind without a more formal goodbye, I greedily accepted the absolutely perfect outfit.

      My heirloom pearl necklace lies warm against my skin. Armin’s emerald ring weighs down my right hand. But I already know I’m no longer the princess to whom both were gifted years ago. I’m also not all shiny and new.

      I’m floating in the becoming between my recent past and my near present.

      And that is … okay. I can slow down — my mind, my heart. I can take the time to … grieve. Hopefully in a healthier way than I’ve been doing so far. If only for the few days I promised my father.

      A narrow garden — more a series of interconnected pathways than greenery — separates us from the main building. The huge double entrance doors are situated above a short set of steps, just beyond a low fountain that never freezes thanks to layers of essence-wrought spells. Even now, I’m sure some creature is living within the shallows — an essence-crafted creation from the Phrontistery’s upcoming graduates. The staff plays along with such pranks until summer break.

      Not that all the students leave for the summer. Or even spring break, for that matter. Sully never did, not unless he was with Armin or Bolan. And me, of course. His so-called guardians were mostly estate lawyers and extremely distant relatives who pulled allowances from his inherited estate, but who never bothered visiting. So even though Sully technically owned houses all over the world at the time, he had no home to go to.

      The last time I allowed my power free rein had been on these grounds. Not that ‘allowed’ is the most accurate description of that involuntary unleashing, and all the far-reaching ramifications of that extreme manifestation.

      The unreciprocated kiss with Bolan … the terror of hurting people … the defense of my brother …

      The deaths I caused that still haunt me. So much so that I locked all that power away and refused to deal with the aftermath — for far too long, it now seems.

      The entrance doors, carved in an intricate design featuring multiple lynx, fly abruptly open. Tereza Landenberg hustles through them and down the stairs in our direction. The golden-haired lynx shifter is dressed much more formally than either me or Roz.

      I find myself hoping I haven’t pulled Tereza away from anything more important than my visit, because I can feel her anxiety from all the way out in the car park. And not just because my hold on my own essence gifts has become more … unbound of late. By choice.

      That makes me dangerous, it seems.

      But I might need to be a little dangerous, and much more unpredictable, to get through … well, formally mourning Armin in order to somehow embrace my predestined place in the world.

      Though I know that the grief of losing my brother — my crux, even if we weren’t soul bound within the essence of the universe — will never truly leave me.

      “I thought we were expected?” Roz says. The combat mage tucks her phone away, stepping up to stand just behind my right shoulder. The stance — behind me instead of in front — is another of our compromises. We’ve been compromising for the entire trip. Roz would have preferred for me to not leave any of the royal properties at all. I would have preferred to sneak away without her.

      I smile at Tereza, striding forward so she doesn’t have to cross all the way to the car park to greet us.

      The lynx shifter shakes her head, tossing golden curls all around her neck and shoulders. Then she visibly reins herself in, pausing a few steps beyond the stairs, hands clasped before her, back stiff. A chilly breeze lifts the pressed collar of her gold silk blouse. She’s paired the blouse with wide-legged wool crepe pants, a statement gold belt, and spiked heels.

      “Tereza,” I say as we near, hoping my informal use of her first name will set the tone. “Thank you for seeing me at such —”

      Tereza curtsies. Deep and low.

      I sigh — though only internally. Because despite my wardrobe and my hopeful attitude, I’m still a fucking princess, aren’t I? “Please, Lady Landenberg. We’re all friends here, yes?”

      Tereza raises just her head, blinking up at me. That’s when I notice the red-edged eyes she’s mostly disguised, rather expertly, with makeup. She’s been crying … because of me? Because of me making the appointment with her?

      Tereza slowly straightens, glancing at Roz and then behind us, as if expecting us to be flanked by more of the royal guard. As if she’s anticipating further ramifications because her two chosen, Lukas and Radek, playfully — and most ill-advisedly — attempted to kidnap me during our courting.

      “I’m earlier than expected,” I say pleasantly, trying to ease Tereza’s tension. “I thought about stopping for a hot chocolate in town, but decided that you wouldn’t mind if I wandered the property for a bit before lunch? I don’t wish to be a bother.”

      Tereza’s anxiety finally ebbs, enough that it’s no longer pressing against me. An unfortunate side effect of my power that I’ll have to compensate for if I’m not going to be bottling everything up so tightly.

      “You’re welcome to wander where you will, Your Highness. Always welcome.”

      “Just down to the lake house,” I say. “And perhaps … a glimpse into my old rooms? If they aren’t occupied?”

      “Moravia Hall isn’t currently in use,” Tereza says, still clasping her hands together just a little too tightly. “We’re … the roof is leaking, unfortunately. We’ve temporarily patched it, of course.”

      “But you’re looking to renovate.”

      “We’re just two months before the summer break.” Tereza turns slightly toward the door in a clear offer for me to follow her into the main building. She flashes me a smile that is far more in character than the hand wringing. “And about to reach out to our parents and donors.”

      I laugh quietly. “Well, let’s see if I can be of any assistance.”

      “I wasn’t able to get all the paperwork in place —”

      “Really?” I ask playfully, cutting her off. “With less than a day’s notice and during spring break?”

      Tereza’s gaze and tone are terribly serious as she steps slightly closer, towering over me in her heels. “Anything the Line of Landenberg can do, Your Royal Highness. We’re in your service.”

      “No need for oaths of fealty, Tereza. We are friends.”

      She swallows, then nods stiffly.

      I place my hand on her arm gently, knowing my energy might be off-putting, but still not liking the concern lurking behind her red-edged eyes and woven within her anxiousness. “If I’m not too much trouble,” I add teasingly.

      Tereza’s eyes crinkle at the edges. “I’ve never been concerned about a little trouble, Your Highness.”

      I laugh quietly, allowing my hand to drop away from her arm. “Where and when shall I meet you for our lunch? The dining hall?”

      Tereza hums. “I thought the staff lounge. Do you know where it is? And in forty-five minutes?”

      “I’ll come through the lakeside gardens,” I say, already turning away. The weight of Armin’s urn across my shoulders is a reminder of the main reason for my visit. “Thank you for coming in on what I assume was supposed to be …” Realizing what I’m saying as the rote pleasantries fall from my mouth, I don’t finish the thought.

      Tereza and her two chosen would have blocked this time off for the matchmaking event, not simply spring break from the Phrontistery. And they were expelled from that matchmaking event by my father. Not even twenty-four hours ago. I know that the elders of the Line of Landenberg won’t have taken that expulsion … easily. Hence, the red-rimmed eyes.

      Tereza fills my pause without hesitation. “I’m at your disposal, Your Highness.”

      “You’re lucky I’m not the kind of royal to take advantage, Lady Landenberg.”

      She laughs involuntarily. “I think the open invitation precludes any possible … exploitation.”

      Offering her a slight smile, I pull the duster’s hood over my head, occluding my peripheral vision but also most effectively hiding my face.

      Then, instead of entering the main building, I take the side path leading around it. Roz falls back a few steps to follow. We haven’t discussed my true intentions during our drive, though she’s overheard any voice messages I sent. But the way she instantly gives me space makes it clear that she’s easily guessed why I’m here.
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        * * *

      

      I zigzag around the lake house that houses staff members not assigned to one of the student residences, cutting along the pathway at the edge of the narrow beach until I reach a well-known after-hours hang-out spot just beyond a stand of trees starting to leaf out. A few students cross between buildings, mostly coming and going from the dining hall and the main library, but none pass close enough to notice me or trigger Roz.

      I have no doubt that little happens on campus that the staff and guards don’t know about, including the lakeside hang-out spot. Unless one of the students is an expert in essence-shielding. But such things are indulged at the Phrontistery to some extent — at least in Prague. Mostly because the relationships formed here among the student body — a mix of mages, shifters, and a few awry — are almost more important than the education itself.

      “You were here on scholarship, weren’t you?” I slow my pace to speak to Roz. Because even as the justification of all the casual rule-breaking my peers and I engaged in while attending school flits through my mind, I have no doubt that her experience was much, much different. And that’s relevant to why I’ve scheduled a lunch with Tereza instead of just doing what I came here to do and moving on. “A year ahead of Armin and Bolan?”

      “Recruited by Raoul for the royal guard when I was sixteen,” she says proudly. “But I stayed for another two years. All expenses paid. My family cut me off, preferring to be assholes about me taking a working-class position rather than admit they were so far in debt they couldn’t have paid for two more years here anyway.” She snorts, quietly derisive. “First time the press published a shot of me with you, they were suddenly all supportive.”

      While I was in school — along with Sully, I attended until I was twenty-one, both of us opting for advanced degrees — I had older guards who mostly coordinated with school security. But once I needed to be in public more often, Raoul paired me with younger guards. Supposedly to blend in, though this is the first time Roz and I have ever been in public without her in uniform.

      I pause to look over the lake, cinching my duster around me against the chill. A scarf and gloves would have been a good idea. Not that I’m staying for long.

      “We used to come down here,” I say. “Bolan entertaining us with his guitar, taking requests when he felt like it … or quietly working in one of his notebooks.” I don’t articulate the rest of the memories flitting through my mind out loud, including that one early morning when I’m fairly certain Armin and Sully shared their first kiss. I’d been reading by firelight, desperately trying to not gaze adoringly at Bolan, only to look up across the fire to find my brother and my best friend wrapped together, sprawled across the sand.

      About two weeks after that, I was bold enough to kiss Bolan myself —

      I shove the thought away. My heels sink into the soft sand as I stride toward the water’s edge. That memory isn’t at all important in the now. And I understand that I’ve let it, that I’ve let the fallout from Bolan’s rejection, rule me — and how I interact with my essence and the world around me — for far too long.

      Roz lingers behind me along the path as I take Armin’s urn out of my backpack — and inadvertently dispel the essence-wrought sealing spell on the lid. Which is annoying, because I have no ability to cast such a spell myself. The marble lid isn’t hinged, nor does it screw in place. So I’m going to have to find some tape or something …

      Hugging the cold white marble to my chest, I settle the backpack across my shoulders again instead of putting it down in the sand. Then I allow myself to just gaze out at the lake, listening to the wind rustling through the trees at my back and the chittering of nearby birds, watching the gentle lap of the water. Armin and I spent most of our childhood on this campus. Mostly sheltered, but hyperaware of our … function in the real world at the same time.

      I’m not entirely certain how long it takes. My nose and cheeks are numb, and my fingers feel frozen against the marble urn. But when my head is finally empty, I tuck the lid of the urn in the pocket of my duster. Then, not thinking about anything at all, I dig my hand into the loose ashes in the urn and pull out a handful.

      The wind instantly tries to take that handful of Armin’s remains from me, but I tighten my hold.

      Just for another moment.

      I think of my brother.

      I picture him in my mind, smiling, laughing, with his purple eyes glowing. I see him alive and happy in my mind’s eye.

      Then I open my fist and allow the wind to scatter the remainder of the ashes I’m holding. Some ash sticks to my hand. I brush my fingers together to dislodge it.

      I’m crying.

      Silently weeping. But still. I don’t want to have tears streaming down my face. I want to celebrate my brother. Yet tears continue to fall.

      I should have words … I should have words to say — an invocation, a benediction, or even a lament — but I don’t. Not yet. Maybe never.

      So I simply try to hold the image of Armin’s smile in my mind’s eye and the sound of his laughter in my heart.

      I let the last of him go.

      Just a handful.

      For now.

      That’s all I can bear to lose.
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        * * *

      

      Salvatore strides down the narrow stone path toward me. I’m cradling Armin’s urn against my chest as I walk, because I’m worried it will spill if I return it to my backpack without a properly sealed lid. I’ve managed to move away from the lake edge and wipe the tears from my cheeks. But … I’m not really back in the present yet. My mind … lags.

      The moment I lock my gaze to Sully’s concerned gray eyes, I instantly feel more grounded — yet lighter at the same time. He’s wearing a dark-blue suit and a crisp white shirt that has way too many buttons undone to be at all proper.

      Roz, casting her gaze around the otherwise empty campus, slows her pace so she falls farther back behind me.

      I practically barrel into Sully’s arms. He hugs me to him, too tightly. The marble urn between us is seriously uncomfortable, but I ignore it to tilt my head so I’m pressing my face into his warm neck.

      He huffs — likely in response to my frozen nose — but then just tightens his hands around me while shoving his own nose into my windswept hair.

      I don’t ask why he’s here, or how he found me. We’ve exchanged a few texts in the last twenty-four hours, but I didn’t mention my plans. And I thought he was headed to Zurich for some yet-to-be-disclosed reason.

      Completely irrationally, struggling to not burst into tears all over again, incapable of greeting him properly as I should, I cry out into the warm skin of his neck, “I broke the sealing spell on the lid.”

      Sully pulls back just enough to gaze at the marble urn held between us. He swallows harshly. Skin-to-skin, and with only the loosest of reins on my own power, I can feel the underlying simmer of his grief.

      I try to pull away, reaching up to straighten my askew sunglasses, but Sully keeps me tucked against his side with one arm curled around me.

      He raises his hand. Slowly, as if he thinks I might stop him.

      I don’t want to stop him.

      I never want to stop him.

      He brushes his knuckles across my cheek, leaving a touch of his essence in the wake of his caress. Then he lowers that same hand between us, places those same fingers to the lid of the marble urn, and seals it with another touch of his essence.

      “You should be able to open and close it now,” he murmurs quietly. “With just a touch of intent.”

      I sniff noisily. Instead of bursting into more tears.

      Sully gently tugs the urn out of my hands.

      The wind catches in my hair, whirling it around us. But I don’t do anything to try to tame it because I can’t do anything but look at Sully.

      Our shared grief weaves between us, tightening everywhere we still touch. As if it’s tying us together rather than tearing us apart.

      I let Sully take the urn.

      I let him slip around behind me, unzip my backpack, and place the urn within it.

      His touch is gentle, skin warm as he runs his fingers down my arm to take my hand, tugging me toward a perpendicular path that leads to the nearest building.

      I should be asking questions … or at least talking … but I just curl my fingers around Sully’s, watching him instead of noting where he’s leading me. Watching him instead of letting the grief have me, own me.

      Sully opens a side door of whatever building we’re closest to with another press of his essence. Then we’re stepping into the warmth within. The lights are on, but the wide halls are empty.

      “We need a moment,” Sully murmurs politely to Roz behind us. But my guard is already settling back against the wall next to the exterior door and pulling out her phone in anticipation of just that.

      A few more steps down the hall and Sully leads me into a bathroom. Its placement and set up — three sinks across from three stalls, and half-height tiled walls all in shades of cream and chrome — instantly orient me to the fact that we’re in the humanities building. I took the bulk of my literature and language classes here, from my teens into my early twenties.

      Sully seals the door behind us with a flicker of his power.

      I still don’t speak. I don’t question him.

      It feels as if we’re wrapped in a protective bubble, and I don’t want that quiet, that understanding between us, to be confused with conversation. Don’t want it broken.

      Sully tugs off my backpack, setting it on the counter. He’s not smiling or smirking as usual, but he’s not … sad. His essence is vibrant, filtering through to me with every brush of his fingers.

      A brush across my shoulders as he sweeps my hair back. A brush up the back of my neck as I lean against the counter, letting my head fall back to gaze up at him.

      “Sunglasses,” I say, making it a request even though I’m really just acknowledging where this is going between us. Where I want it to go. My voice is husky with restrained grief.

      Still cradling the back of my head, Sully reaches up and removes my sunglasses. I blink against the brightness of the bathroom, feeling oddly exposed for a moment.

      That feeling fades almost instantly, withering under the brush of Sully’s gaze across my face. His gray eyes gaze steadily into my own. His grief still simmers just under his skin, along with a weary acceptance. But …

      He looks at me as if I’m precious to him.

      Salvatore, my Sully, always looks at me that way. And not only when he’s smiling and playful. Even when the world frustrates him, or when he needs help with some class or understanding a confusing interaction. I’ve seen him in pain — both emotional and physical. I’ve seen him on and off meds that made him manic or depressed, before I — we — convinced him that he should be the one deciding how he wanted to live, rather than any medication making that decision for him. That we would happily navigate the world with him, as he wanted, as he saw it.

      I’ve seen him angry. I’ve hauled him away from beating the shit out of multiple people. Including Bolan once. Even through being berated as I washed the blood off his knuckles, he looked at me as if I was … precious.

      And I had simply accepted his friendship. Accepted that look as the love between friends. Because he was also Armin’s. He was Armin’s more than he was mine.

      But … Armin is dead.

      “He left both of us,” I whisper.

      “Yes.” Sully sighs.

      Holding his gray-eyed gaze, I deliberately arch into him, brushing my chest up against his taut body. Then I tease my lips against his in invitation, in welcome, in reverence.

      He shudders, likely in response to the touch of my essence.

      He groans into my mouth when I lick playfully at his bottom lip.

      Desire crashes through me abruptly, painfully.

      I’m suddenly not grieving or playful or poised at all.

      I simply need.

      Energy tangles between us. There has always been friendship and laughter and shared experiences between us, but it’s all tighter now … woven together by our shared grief.

      And I need.

      “Sully …” I cry, aware that I’m not remotely articulating myself as I fist my hands almost helplessly in his shirt.

      But Sully understands me. He’s always understood me.

      His mouth crashes over mine.

      Maybe he’s always wanted this between us, and I’ve been the fool who didn’t understand. Or maybe losing Armin has fundamentally shifted something in who we are.

      I’m suddenly, almost viciously alive in his arms. Not able to touch enough of him at once, wanting more even as he gives all of it to me. Our tongues dance. Our energy, our essence, entwines. Desire pulses between my legs. I’m warm and wet.

      I can’t reach enough of Sully’s skin. The buttons fly off his shirt, one actually hitting me just below my right eye.

      Yanked out of the moment by that pinpoint of pain, I hesitate for a breath, worried I’ve lost too much of myself, unleashed too much.

      But Sully doesn’t pause. He palms my ass, bending his knees to press his hard cock right between my legs before lifting me up on the counter. Kissing me fiercely as he works his hands up under my thin sweater, not bothering to remove my duster.

      I allow myself to relax into the energy weaving around us, shoving his jacket and ruined shirt off his shoulders so I can reach more of his skin. He groans as I tweak his nipples. Then he’s arching over me, kissing down my neck with a hand holding me steady on my lower back. He gives up trying to get my sweater up and simply nips at my breast and nipple through all the fabric between us.

      Another fierce wave of desire and need shoots through me, then I’m pushing him back from the counter and scrambling to get his belt undone. He’s panting, alternating kissing me, tangling my tongue in his, with sucking lightly on my neck. While massaging my ass hard enough to bruise me.

      Utterly irrationally, I want those marks on me. I want to claim Sully, make him mine even if he isn’t actually mine. Even if he was supposed to belong to Armin. We’re both untethered. And though Armin wasn’t my soul bonded, I know he was Sully’s.

      So … why can’t we try to claim each other now?

      I get Sully’s pants undone, reaching in to palm his cock through his blue silk boxers. He bucks his hips, muting his shout against my neck.

      “Is this okay?” I ask. I remember to ask. Consent goes both ways.

      Sully cups my face, taking a moment and a shaky breath to simply gaze down at me. “I want you. I always have, and … I … I didn’t want to lose you if you didn’t want me back.”

      “I … we can still be friends even if we fuck, yes?” I’m feeling undone, exposed, even as I’m cradled within the weave of essence around us. So I understand his caution. “I can’t lose you, Salvatore. I’ve … I know it’s my fault, but I’ve been so lost …” My voice cracks as grief and a whole lot of self-recrimination threatens to break into our perfect, thoughtless bubble.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Sully says.

      I pull his head down so that I’m kissing him instead of trying to formulate more thoughts, pile on more concerns. He presses against me just as eagerly.

      I free him from his boxers. He’s warm and thick in my hand. And …

      “Um, is that a piercing?” I pull slightly away to try to get a look at what I’m feeling.

      “Don’t worry about it right now.” Hands under my sweater, his essence kisses my rib cage as he gives up trying to get my bra off using the clasp, instead cutting it off me with a lick of his essence. He palms my breasts as they fall free from the bra’s loosened confines. He teases his thumbs over my ridiculously hard nipples, drawing a shudder from me.

      Groaning himself as I stroke his length with a twist of my wrist, he tugs down my pants enough to free one leg, then lifts me back up on the counter. His hands, his essence, are everywhere.

      I’m on the verge of coming just from these fevered touches. On the verge of insanity as I tug him closer to me by his cock, lining him up and wrapping my legs around his hips.

      “Fuck, fuck,” he groans, shaking his head as if to clear it.

      I get his tip notched within me, linking my ankles over his hips and urging him forward with my legs.

      “Fuck,” he pants. “I don’t have a condom.”

      “You just got tested for Lake Thun. And I’ve only been with Rian, and we use condoms.”

      “Mirth … fuck … birth control?”

      I … I … I can’t remember if my birth control is still good. I’ve lost complete track of it, except I haven’t menstruated in months, so it has to still be somewhat effective.

      “I just want to be fucked, Sully,” I whine, utterly irrationally.

      He groans as if pained. But finally easing into me, he teases in and out to coat himself in my wetness. His piercing hits me in places I hadn’t realized craved such attention — along with a touch of his essence, which might well be the point of the enhancement. Then he thrusts, settling fully within me.

      The stretch of him is everything I want.

      “I’ll pull out,” he breathes into my ear. With one hand on the small of my back to hold me steady and one hand palming my breasts and tweaking my nipples, he sets a rough, almost erratic pace.

      I cling to him, riding the rush of yet another heady flush of desire. I open myself up to all the essence twisting around us, threading us together. And I know I’m not really comprehending more than the cadence of his voice or the passion stuttering through each ragged breath.

      I’m here in this moment with Sully.

      We’re not becoming one soul or anything overwrought like that. We are two people breathing in each other, entwining essence, and acknowledging the need, the desire, and the playful passion that’s always been within our grasp.

      We only had to reach for it.

      Mewing quietly and panting, I wrap my arms around Sully’s neck, plastering myself against him as I become unable to focus on kissing him properly. He thrusts in and out of the slick friction between us. My thankfully blunt nails dig into his skin as I release everything …

      I let all my own expectations drop away, willfully succumbing to the fierce, almost painful desire streaking through me.

      Sully slips his fingers between us, finding my clit with his thumb. But it’s the press of his essence that forces me, tumbling, over the crest.

      I cry out, head flung back, losing control of my limbs, my body, as my orgasm shudders through me.

      Sully anchors me until I settle into the moment. But then his hips jerk, completely off pace. Without warning, he pulls out of me.

      I shout. Actually hating the feeling of him ripping free from me. I shove him back a step, falling to my knees on the hard tile floor before I even make the decision to do so.

      I slide my tongue over his cock, sucking the pierced tip into my mouth. He’s still holding himself at the base, likely intending to stroke himself through his own orgasm. But I dig my fingers into the back of his thighs as he tries to pull away — or perhaps he’s still stumbling from my push — knocking his hand away and replacing it with my own.

      Then his hands are in my hair. Holding me almost harshly at the angle he wants me, he thrusts — shallowly and just once — into my mouth, spilling his load with a shout.

      I swallow eagerly, sucking all his come from his cock and teasing my tongue over the metal piercing until his fingers twist in my hair, letting me know he’s getting too sensitive.

      He’s braced his free hand on the counter, chest heaving as he looks down at me … as if … as if he’s overwhelmingly … in love with me. So much so that his own emotions have shocked him.

      Of course, it could also be the image of me on my knees, looking thoroughly fucked with his slowly softening cock in my mouth.

      I release that cock with a playful pop, slightly thrown by my own actions. “I’m sorry, but you weren’t going to come in me, and I’m not sure why, but I … I needed —”

      The fingers still buried in my hair tighten, then he’s practically dragging me to my feet and kissing me with the same passion as before we fucked. Not simply chasing the taste of himself on my tongue, but … acknowledging that this desire, this need, isn’t going to be satisfactorily fed in a single fuck.

      He lifts me back up onto the counter, going down on his own knees and tucking my legs over his shoulders. Settling himself between my thighs, he hums quietly and flicks his tongue over my clit. Gentle, teasing licks.

      With barely time to brace myself, I orgasm as if I haven’t just already come so hard that my reasoning dropped into I-just-need-Sully’s-come-inside-me levels.

      He clutches my ass and licks me through the lingering shudders of my second orgasm. Then he straightens, kissing me — on the mouth this time — with a gentle sweetness. The grief we were both projecting previously has been fucked away. For this moment, at least.

      “Mir …” he whispers. Then he laughs quietly against my lips. “I wasn’t supposed to … I didn’t come here with the intention of …”

      “Fucking me?” I ask teasingly. “And why not?”

      He kisses me, groaning quietly as if he adores hearing me say ‘fucking.’

      Before he can answer my first questions, which are more playful than necessary, I ask, “Did you come here for me?”

      He grins at me saucily, presumably at the implied double entendre. “A happy coincidence. I called ahead … well, texted. I’m crashing your lunch with Tereza. But …”

      Ignoring the fact that his own clothing is all but torn apart, his pants and boxers still around his own ankles, he runs his hands through my hair. He instantly tames it with a touch of his essence before moving on to repairing my bra and straightening my clothing. “I could feel you the moment I stepped through the wards and onto the property. I thought Bolan was bullshitting about that aspect of … being yours. That’s how he can always track you down.”

      “Being … mine?” I echo. “I thought …”

      “You thought you’d decide for us?”

      I open my mouth. But though I’m still settled in my skin, my mind isn’t ready to push into all the reasons why I shouldn’t … I can’t —

      Sully kisses me, sucking my lower lip into his mouth. “You claimed me, Mirth. With that kiss in the hot tub. With this fuck. With you coming on my cock, on my tongue. With me exploding in your mouth, coming down your throat. I’m yours now. And you are fucking mine.”

      I can only blink at him, because … no matter what list of names I might have written under the influence of the intersection point after my father announced the matchmaking event he planned to host … no matter what I think that list ultimately means …

      This is what I want.

      Six names on that list, including my dead brother and my best friend, Sully.

      Five potential suitors. All but one of whom I walked away from less than twenty-four hours ago because I didn’t believe that they were meant to be mine. Not universe destined, at least.

      But Sully … Sully wants me just as much as I want him.

      He continues straightening my clothing, then moves on to his own, letting me just look at him. His smirk teases his lips now, gray eyes amused. He knows how pretty he is.

      With his buttons repaired and his suit smoothed of wrinkles, Sully lifts his fingers to my face and wipes away all the lingering tracks of dried tears, refreshing the bit of makeup I slapped on when we arrived at the Phrontistery just to be presentable. Thankfully, I always carry the basics — lipstick, mascara, and a brush — in just about every bag I own.

      Salvatore is so fucking striking. Utterly unique. I can’t look at anything but him. His essence caresses my skin, shivering through me and causing my nipples to peak. A low, heavy ache gathers between my legs. I’m panting, ensnared by his gray eyes, already addicted to his touch.

      A self-satisfied smile sharpens his expression. Then, just as I think he’s going to pull away, he slips those fucking magical fingers into my pants, into my underwear, and into my renewed wetness.

      I try to stifle a moan, my hips jerking, as he easily finds my clit. Again.

      “One more, Princess?” he whispers into my neck, sucking gently behind my ear. “Then lunch? Then if you need more words, we’ll talk.”

      “Yes,” I moan. “Yes, Sully. Please.”

      He hovers his mouth over my ear, his breath warm and almost invasive, overwhelming and delicious. “Say you are mine, Mirth. When you come. Say you’re mine, say my name.”

      I wrap one hand over the wrist of the hand he’s using to pleasure me. My other hand goes around the side of his neck because he’s covered the rest of his skin. I lift his chin with my thumb, staring him straight in the eyes. I keep his gaze locked to mine even as pleasure streaks through me, even as he has to pin me against the counter with his body so my legs don’t give out.

      He looks deep into my eyes — and doesn’t falter in response to whatever I reveal to him. He looks at me as if I’m everything. Everything he wants. Everything he desires.

      As I orgasm, suddenly and almost painfully, my grip on his neck tightens. I don’t drop his gaze, and I don’t question the desire, the need, as I say, “You’re mine, Salvatore. I claim you. I claim you.”

      The weave of essence still threaded around us — a connection born through a lifetime of friendship and solidified through shared grief — tightens over us.

      “I love you, Euphrosyne,” Sully whispers, cupping my pussy tightly as the lingering sparks of my orgasm fade.

      Something more than skin deep snaps into place between us. As if just for the next breath, our souls splinter into each other, resolving into one whole. Together.

      Sully brushes his lips against mine.

      And we’re two people again.

      A tiny sliver of the empty space that Armin’s death has left in my soul, the space I acknowledged as I released a single handful of his ashes to the wind, isn’t quite so empty anymore.

      “Mine,” Sully murmurs.

      “Mine,” I agree. “Forever, now.”

      “No, Mirth.” His tone is deadly serious. “It’s always been forever between us. I tried to be Armin’s, but it was you I needed. It was always you. And if I have to spend the rest of our life together proving it, I’ll do so gladly.”

      Reality tries to intrude, and a sharp pain coalesces in my chest. “It’s not just me and what I want … which is most definitely you. This is about the intersection point, and …” I swallow harshly, struggling to hold his gaze even as I can feel the protective bubble surrounding us slowly dissolve.

      “I know,” he says simply and definitively. “And we’re going to prove that we’re the best choice overall. Even if you don’t want to fuck all of us.” Grinning saucily, he pulls his hand free from my panties, then sucks on his middle finger and forefinger.

      I blink at him. “We?”

      “Yes.” He does up my pants, stepping back to run his gaze over me. Then, seemingly satisfied, he holds his arm out. “I believe we’re late for lunch now.”

      I slap his forearm instead of taking it. “Sully!”

      He grabs my hand, kissing the back of it tenderly, then twining his fingers through mine. “I’m not supposed to be chasing after you. Yet. It’s not only my secret to tell.”

      I narrow my eyes at him even as a completely different warmth slowly spreads through my chest. It feels a lot like hope and contentment, where before I felt only resolve and a sense of duty.

      He laughs at my expression, snagging my backpack and swinging it over his shoulder as he leads us toward the bathroom door.

      Roz is waiting for us, gazing out the exterior door at the end of the hall.

      We’ve exited the building before my well-fucked brain clicks together the little hints Sully has teased.

      “You think … you think I can have you and still do my duty?” I whisper, almost too low for my own ears.

      But Sully hears me. “It’s not just me. And yes, I know it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ah, Salvatore!” Tereza says, striding purposefully toward us as we step through the open patio doors that lead into the teacher’s lounge. “You found Her Highness. Lovely.”

      “Lord Savoy,” Sully corrects her stiffly. His arm tenses under my touch as he casts his gaze around the cozy room.

      High-backed, well-worn brown leather chairs and low oak tables dominate the space. A few huge paintings gifted by famous alumni line the walls, and a linen-and-silver-swathed table has been set up for our luncheon. A fire crackles quietly in a stone fireplace with a wide hearth.

      I’ve never set foot within the Phrontistery’s staff lounge. I actually haven’t returned to campus since I left almost five years ago. And Tereza has only been overseeing it all — for her family — for the last year or so.

      Tereza’s step hitches, and she clasps her hands together, shifting her gaze between us uncomfortably. “Lord … Savoy?”

      My stomach sours a little at the confirmation that Sully has decided to claim his maternal lineage. In order to be with me, I have no doubt.

      Tereza’s questioning glance bothers me just a little more than Sully claiming that title, though.

      “Official paperwork filed this morning,” Sully says with a shrug, placing his hand on my lower back and guiding me around Tereza toward the table. “Not that the title hasn’t always been mine.”

      Tereza blinks at that for a moment, her mind obviously working overtime. In the same moment that she realizes the previously unclaimed title is inherited, I realize that she thought I had bequeathed it on Sully to make him more eligible. Or rather, that my father had bequeathed it at my request.

      I instantly bristle. It’s funny how such slights bother me only when they’re directed at someone I love.

      That’s such a short list. Even shorter than the list of names I wrote under the influence of the intersection point —

      Sully’s hand slips to my waist, squeezing, then pulling me against his body. And I realize that my essence has risen along with my ire.

      Tereza’s gaze is firmly fixed to my feet now, her hands twisting together tightly enough that her knuckles have whitened.

      “It’s through my mother,” Sully says smoothly, though it’s uncharacteristic for him to bother with being … diplomatic. “Everyone will know soon enough. Assuming the clerk at the courthouse hasn’t already leaked the information to the media.” He smirks in my direction. “Eli already has me running errands. First, Zurich early this morning …” Then he snaps his mouth shut as if catching himself from saying too much.

      I narrow my eyes at his obvious teasing, even as a little thrill of … something … shimmers through me. Elias … the Earl of Hereford, who also holds a seat on the World Council, and who was one of the names on my apparently not-hallucinated list. Elias is involved in whatever Sully has —

      “Well,” Tereza says, stiffly but vigorously, as if she’s grasping for the graceful exit that Sully has flung her way. She skirts the table to take the seat opposite the one Sully has pulled out for me. “That sort of leak can be mitigated. I know the editor-in-chief of —”

      Sully waves a hand in her direction, sliding into another chair. “No need.”

      I see four place settings, but I’m not certain who else is to join us. After closing the patio doors behind us, Roz has quietly taken up position next to them. She won’t eat. Not even if asked. And Tereza knows better than to ask.

      Tereza lifts her golden-hazel eyes to meet my own, and I politely remove my sunglasses. Though only because Sully has seated me with my back to the windows. She clears her throat. “Your Highness …”

      Sully shifts his chair so he’s close enough to curl his foot around my own, our ankles touching. Not even attempting to do so with any subtlety.

      The contact settles me back into my skin, and I flush a little at the sharpness of his gaze. He doesn’t seem to remotely care that Tereza will read into that look and know … know he’s in love with me? Overtly obsessed with me?

      Tereza’s gaze flicks between us. As I assumed it would.

      Sully smirks — of course and always — at my reaction, then slumps back in his chair with his typical feigned disinterest. His gaze, hooded and playful now, still rests on me, though.

      Refusing to be flustered, I ignore the flush across my face — and in other areas — and take a sip of the water set to the side of my plate. “I appreciate you making time for me, Lady Landenberg.” My use of her title is intentional, and I side-eye Sully to make certain he notices.

      His smile widens in delight.

      “It’s my pleasure, Your Highness.” Tereza pulls her phone out, pressing a few buttons, then sliding it into her lap. “Though a few of the kitchen staff have remained over the break to see to the students who stay on campus, I ordered —”

      “The unwanted brats,” Sully interjects, his tone flat.

      Tereza clears her throat, more annoyed than flustered.

      Sully has a way of bringing that out in people he doesn’t particularly care about. And his list of loved ones is even shorter than mine.

      Actually, I think our lists would be an almost perfect match save for one new addition on my part. Rian.

      Oh, fuck.

      I told Rian that I wouldn’t take any chosen without talking to him first. Shoving the mild panic away, I take a breath, forcing myself to tune back into the conversation.

      Tereza is talking.

      “Students stay for a variety of —”

      “And one of those reasons is no one gives a shit about them.” Sully sneers dismissively. “Or the assholes who occasionally feign to give a shit are too busy to play at it. I know, don’t I?”

      Tereza sighs.

      I rescue her. “I’m certain lunch will be lovely. Also unnecessary. I just thought it would create a more comfortable atmosphere.”

      “After Bastian almost executed Radek and Lukas for the treason of touching you?” Sully asks me while looking pointedly at Tereza. It is neither a question nor a condemnation of my father. “You’re lucky Mirth is so forgiving, Lady Landenberg. Soul bound or not, losing your chosen, no matter how stupid they might be, would be —”

      I breach all sorts of protocol to lay my hand on Sully’s wrist. His gaze instantly snaps to me. The frown marring his forehead eases until his eyes are once again crinkling at the edges. Not smiling, but pleased that I’m touching him.

      “I am blessed by Her Highness’s intervention,” Tereza says quietly, though I know by the set of her shoulders that she’s hiding her clenched hands in her lap.

      “A misunderstanding,” I say smoothly, speaking to Sully and knowing he has only Bolan’s accounting of events to go by. “As I’m sure you heard.”

      Sully twists his lips, not outright disagreeing with me. Not while in public, at least.

      The door opens, and two staff members enter with covered plates. We sit in silence — me smiling politely — as we are served, and the trays are removed to reveal a chicken breast stuffed with spinach and wild rice. I hum appreciatively as Tereza waves off the staff.

      I carefully slice off a bit of chicken, dipping it in the creamy sauce that also coats the stuffing. I eat it, chewing thoughtfully. Tereza and Sully both start eating after I do.

      I set my knife and fork down, taking another sip of water. “We aren’t waiting on a fourth?” I ask.

      Tereza’s gaze flicks to the fourth chair. “No, Your Highness. I wasn’t certain who you would have accompanying you. Even after … Lord Savoy messaged.”

      I typically never went anywhere unaccompanied by a friend or family member. Honestly, I never went anywhere with less than twenty-four hours’ notice. At all.

      “As I broached in my email, I want to discuss the establishment of a perpetual scholarship … two yearly scholarships, to be specific. To be paid for by the foundation I’m establishing for Armin. He … we … spent the bulk of our lives here, learning who we … were …”

      Tereza nods politely, ignoring that I can’t speak about Armin in the past tense without my heart cracking, just a little. “Of course. I’ve got the preliminary paperwork ready for your lawyers. Specifically, what the Phrontistery requires to help you establish and maintain the scholarships. But if the sponsorship is coming from a private foundation, then you, rather than the school board, oversee the yearly allotments.”

      “Yes,” I say, still a bit shaky. “Or … I’ll likely find a director or two with more experience. But it’s the criteria that I’m … it’s not just grades and an entrance exam, correct? I assume that the Phrontistery must have requirements or a way to assess … essence … abilities?” I feel absolutely stupid, asking about things I should probably already know or inherently understand. My place in this school would never have been questioned, even without the color of my eyes proclaiming me as one of the awry since birth.

      “You have kids in mind, Mirth?” Sully asks almost gently.

      I nod. “Two. I’m not certain of their designations, but I believe they are both awry blooded. Would you require them to be tested?”

      Tereza pauses thoughtfully. “The Phrontistery isn’t … and especially not here in Prague …” She rethinks what she wants to say a second time. “You might not know, Your Highness, but —”

      “The rich shits that go here are fucking brutal to anyone who isn’t powerful enough to put them down.” Sully leans back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Even worse if they don’t come with the right pedigree.”

      “Or have powerful friends,” Tereza says, eyeing Sully right back.

      He snorts, but more in acknowledgement than derision. Then a sharp-edged smile overtakes his face. “The Savoy bond group will fund the refurbishment of Moravia Hall.”

      Both Tereza and I blink at the fabricator mage.

      Sully predictably smirks back, mostly at me. “You’ll rename it Savoy House. And Mirth’s scholarship kids will be among the first residents this fall.”

      “The Savoy bond group?” I ask quietly.

      He nods. “Elias says going around and getting our name on shit is part of establishing ourselves. I was pissed he sent me. But then I found you here, my darling Princess.”

      Tereza’s gaze rapidly flicks between us once more. Then she laughs, sharp-edged and completely delighted. “Gods. The Mertons are going to be fucking pissed.”

      “That they are,” Sully drawls.

      I shoot him a quelling look, feeling out of depth but … in an almost delightful, heady way. Not unlike Teresa’s own bond group, the Line of Merton is comprised of two generational tiers, with the elder Lord Merton as their primary crux. Like Elias and my father, Vincent Merton holds a hereditary seat on the World Council. His presumptive heir, Archie, is the head of the younger bond tier, comprised of his half-sister Isla, a savvy lawyer who is on the board of my literacy charity, and their recently bonded — Noah, an awry. The Mertons participated in my matchmaking event … and they are still the most solid, the most established choice. Likely the best choice to help me hold the intersection point.

      “Are you adopting the kids?” Sully asks me, curious and just a little bit pleased. And not only with himself. He’s just … enjoying sharing this moment. With me.

      “No, they have a family … I’m … I think …” I glance over at Tereza. “I just wanted to have the conversation, understand the parameters. This isn’t something I want to hand over to a board. I understand if there needs to be an assessment. Or other … tests. But … I know you have other scholarship students.”

      “Yes,” Tereza says kindly. “The Phrontistery scholarships are merit based.”

      I nod, thinking furiously. I know next to nothing about Tommy and Kitty. Just because Tommy came to a literacy event doesn’t in any way mean he has special needs. But if he did? Or if Kitty needed a different kind of school? Well, I could come up with another plan if that was the case.

      “I’ll have the preliminary paperwork sent to your lawyers,” Tereza says. “For two students. I’ll include the school’s scholarship requirements, just so you have them. And everything we’ll need to establish and renovate the Savoy House residence hall.” She flashes a grin at Sully. “Ready to spend some of daddy’s money?”

      “It’s not like you care how filthy it is, Tereza.”

      That wipes the smirk off the lynx shifter’s face.

      I stifle a sigh, then politely eat another small piece of my chicken.

      Playful with me or pissy with Tereza, leaking so-called secrets or not, Sully still has his foot wrapped around mine under the table. I rub my foot against his ankle, getting a heated look in return.

      And just for a moment, I allow myself to forget the urn in my backpack and to think only of the tentative steps I’m taking into my future. Whether or not I sound like an idiot asking questions I should already know the answers to, or having the realities of the life of scholarship students pointed out to me.

      Because knowledge can be gained. Hurdles can be overcome.

      Only Armin’s death is irrevocable.

      Sully ghosts his fingers over the back of my hand, breaking protocol. Though I touched him first. “The scholarship kids? Will you tell us about them?”

      I smile at Sully gratefully. “Tommy and Kitty. Or, properly, as Tommy informed me, Thomas and Katherine Walsh. I’d like you to meet them. We’ve been texting every few days. They send me pictures, some selfies, and the best updates …”

      The smile that Sully levels on me is so bright it sears right through to my soul, taking my breath with it.

      Tereza chuckles to herself. “I wish I could be in the room when Isla lays eyes on the two of you and realizes you’ve finally admitted that you’ve been crazy about each other from the moment you met. Or, even better, Lord fucking Merton himself.”

      Sully laughs, and I have a difficult time quashing an inappropriate smile.

      Even though I haven’t actually decided to turn down the Mertons’ suit. Not yet.
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        * * *

      

      Back in London, with Sully gleefully and noticeably ignoring his text messages, a brown-paper-wrapped parcel awaits my return on my entranceway table. It’s rare for me to receive packages directly, but after I open the attached card, I immediately understand why the royal guard accepted it on my behalf.

      The sender has already been more thoroughly vetted than just about any other person in my sphere.

      Christoph, the Duke of Hapsburg, also known as the Archduke of Austria, has sent me the most delectably scented peaches-and-cream candle. It’s hand-poured into an adorable antique crystal dish — a repurposed small pitcher typically used to hold milk or cream. Its mage signature is so distinctive that I’m worried about touching the candle for fear of dispelling whatever essence was used to create it. The candle is accompanied by a matching sugar dish filled with similarly scented bath salts.

      Sully peers down at the half-unwrapped package, then eyes my lightly flushed face. Yes, apparently, anything having to do with peaches is going to trigger a recollection of trading slices of the peach Christoph previously gifted me at breakfast. Hence, the blushing.

      Sully hums knowingly. “Seems I have to up my wooing game.”

      I laugh a little breathlessly. “I’m dressed head to toe in your handpicked outfit, Sully.”

      He flashes me a wicked grin. “But not the bra and panties.”

      I huff playfully, pulling the pretty crystal-encased candle out of the box and smelling it. Dislodged from the tissue paper, a small embossed card falls to the counter.

      Biting his lush lower lip, Sully winks at me. Then he wanders into the living room to throw himself on the long couch. Holding his phone over his head, he starts to answer his messages. Or perhaps he’s shopping for lingerie.

      I retrieve the card. The duke’s name, Christoph Williams, is the only thing on the front, embossed across the thick white paper in black ink. On the other side is a short note, carefully hand-printed in capital letters, and a phone number.

      
        
        Just in case you ran out of peaches.

        Text me?

        – C.

      

      

      I shouldn’t text Christoph. I walked away from the matchmaking event. I have fairly serious plans to accept the Mertons’ suit, but … I’m feeling just a little weak-kneed from the reasoning behind all of the duke’s peach-themed gifts. Specifically, his confession that my ass looks like a peach to him.

      And it would be terribly impolite not to at least thank Christoph for the sweet gift.

      I open my message app and start a text thread.

      Lord Williams, thank you so much for the lovely gift.

      Sully is smirking over the back of the couch at me.

      Setting my phone facedown on the counter, I narrow my eyes at him, then lift my chin offishly.

      He chuckles, then says, “Let’s order in Indian for dinner.”

      “Yes,” I say, perfectly polite. “That sounds lovely.”

      My phone buzzes on the counter with a text message from Christoph.

      >Have dinner with me this week? I’ll be heading to London in the next couple of days.

      I stare at the message for a moment, completely conflicted.

      “That was a quick answer,” Sully says playfully. “Think he’s been watching his phone since he had the gift delivered?”

      “Sully …” I murmur, half-heartedly chastising him.

      “Mirth …” he purrs back, sliding off the couch and prowling toward me.

      “We haven’t talked about all of this …” I say, swallowing and glancing down at Christoph’s message on my phone.

      Sully rests his chin on my shoulder, watching as I take a deep breath, then text back.

      I’m uncertain of my schedule this week, Lord Williams.

      >Please keep me in mind, Your Highness.

      “That’s not too much to ask,” Sully whispers against the sensitive skin behind my ear. Then he slides his hand up under my sweater to cup my breast, flicking my quickly hardening nipple through the fabric of my bra. “Is it?”

      “No,” I groan, pressing back into his hold. “That’s not too much to ask.”

      “Text the poor duke back then, Mir.” Sully kisses me, lightly sucking his way down my neck.

      I text back, I will.

      “Such a perfect princess,” Sully croons, sliding his other hand down the front of my jeans.

      I misplace my phone somewhere between the kitchen and bedroom. And we have to heat the Indian food up … a couple of hours after it gets delivered.
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        * * *

      

      It’s still dark beyond the drawn curtains as I slip out of my bed, leaving Sully sprawled across the other side. He’s nude, barely covered in a sheet. Forcing myself to keep moving and not just gaze at my best friend like a complete and utterly infatuated idiot, I grab some clothing from the closet.

      The two of us finally collapsed into bed — to actually sleep — only a few hours ago.

      I shower quickly, avoiding getting my hair wet, then slap on just enough makeup to counter the I’ve-only-had-three-hours-sleep-because-fucking-my-best-friend-is worth-the-exhaustion bags under my eyes. I tug on some dark-gray, straight-legged jeans I’ve owned long enough for them to go out of style, yet haven’t really worn long enough for them to not feel overly new, and a long-sleeved, tightly knit merino sweater. I’ll add Sully’s gifted duster and boots over top of it all.

      Plus my backpack containing Armin’s ashes.

      I slip back out into the dimly lit bedroom.

      I’ve let myself get distracted. Not that I could have emotionally handled multiple stops the previous day, and not that I regret any moment I spend with Sully. But —

      “You’re leaving me behind?” Sully asks in a gravelly tone from the bed.

      I instantly drop the boot I’ve been pulling on, spinning back to the bed, and leaning over to brush a kiss across Sully’s lips. I’m not sure how awake he is, and I don’t want to wake him further if —

      His arms close around me as he yanks me across his chest, then rolls over me on the bed.

      The kiss is edged in anger and just a bit of betrayal — of him, not from him. And yes, I’m so in tune with him, skin-to-skin, that it’s hard to kiss and not pick up his emotions.

      I soften under him, completely submitting even though it’s not in my nature to do so. Sully’s kiss softens, turning playful.

      When he finally lifts his head just enough to allow me ownership of my own mouth, I say quietly, “I thought I might be back before you woke.”

      “Where are you heading?”

      “The Yates country home.”

      Sully blinks down at me for a moment, easing back enough to settle beside me instead of pinning me to the bed with his body. “He’s not there.”

      “I know.”

      “How do you know?”

      I grin at him saucily. “I do have access to that sort of information gathering.”

      Sully snorts. “And since when have you used it?”

      I sober slightly. “Since I’m not ready for the confrontation Bolan is craving. But I want … to leave a bit of Armin where we spent a lot of happy times.”

      “By the pond,” Sully murmurs, searching my gaze for something. “And you want to go alone.”

      “I’ll drag Roz with me. But yes.” I hesitate for a moment. “I’ve asked Greg to stay with you.”

      Sully frowns, confused.

      I add, “Lord Savoy.”

      He huffs. But I know he understands that suddenly declaring himself to be fourth in line to the throne to the United European Nation — even if it’s mostly a figurehead position these days — is going to come with a lot of unwanted attention.

      I look at him, waiting.

      “Mirth …” he mutters. “I’ve got a few more days, at least.” Then he falls back and rubs his face. “Shit, I need to get Fluff and Fizz in the loop. And there is going to be more fucking paperwork to sign.”

      “Probably daily for a while,” I say quietly.

      His gaze cuts to me, not liking whatever he’s heard in my voice. Then he’s up on one elbow and cupping my face. “I love you.”

      I part my lips, slightly surprised. Not at the sentiment, but at the sudden change in —

      “I love you,” Sully repeats, his tone hardening. “I fucking love you, Mirth. I don’t want there to be any more space or time lost between us. If that means I need to be Lord Savoy on paper, then so be it. I … love … you.”

      “I love you,” I whisper back. I’ve said it to him before, many times. But this time, he looks at me as if I’m saying it for the very first time. And maybe I am.

      We just linger there, holding each other’s gazes, his hand cupping my cheek gently. Then he slowly lowers his head — I meet him halfway — and we brush our lips together. Pure, undiluted energy passes between us — his and mine. As if maybe we’re not just pressing flesh to flesh but breathing soul to soul.

      “Fine. I won’t ditch Greg,” Sully says, playfully grumbling. “But if I get my stupid shit done … I swear fucking Elias keeps adding to the list … and you aren’t back in town, I’m coming after you.”

      “Fair.” I playfully raise an eyebrow and ask, “What list?”

      Sully hums quietly, delightedly. “I see I need to distract you just a little longer …”

      I shake my head at him. Though I quite enjoyed his method of distracting me when I kept prodding him about the newly minted Savoy bond group yesterday. Not that I haven’t put a few of the pieces together myself. Such as ever-so-slyly noting the text exchanges between Sully and Elias, as well as Sully, Bolan, and Christoph. Not that I read those messages, just the names of the senders.

      Speaking of which …

      “Do me a favor?” I ask.

      “Anything.”

      I crawl out of bed, retrieving my phone from the charging station out in the hall, then climbing back into bed with Sully. He’s sitting now, sheet demurely tucked across his lap, but his tan-skinned chest is beautifully bare.

      I cuddle next to him, shoulder to shoulder, then hold my phone aloft so we’re both framed within the screen. Then I thumb my contact for Rian.

      “Really? Now?” Sully flashes a gleeful smirk at me.

      Rian answers before I can respond to Sully. The light is low enough around him that all I can see is that he’s walking down a wide corridor. Then he raises the phone to frame his face, already smiling as he fits an earbud into his ear. He’s wearing a collared lightweight jacket over a thicker knit black sweater, with a backpack slung over one shoulder.

      “Mirth.” Despite the low light, Rian’s smile blazes bright. Then that smile turns slightly questioning as he takes in Sully — who looks completely nude at this angle.

      “Rian,” I say, “you’ve met Sully.”

      Sully smirks — of course and always — then nods at Rian.

      Rian nods thoughtfully back, then shifts his gaze to me.

      “You’re not in Lake Thun,” I say.

      “Heading to Dublin. Just arrived at the airport, Heathrow. You?”

      “London.”

      Rian’s gaze flicks to Sully, then back to me. “You’ve made your choice … I thought …”

      “Both of you.” My interjection is clumsy, and blunt, but I don’t want the conversation to head off in the wrong direction. “If you’ll have me. If you’ll —”

      “Yes,” Rian says.

      “No question,” Sully murmurs.

      “Just …” Rian’s gaze flicks between me and Sully again. “Just us?”

      “No,” Sully says.

      “Nothing else has been decided on,” I say, knowing this conversation is necessary but also premature.

      “But we’re the only people Mirth is currently fucking,” Sully says, not entirely playful.

      Rian nods. “To be determined, I guess.”

      “Is that an issue for you?” I ask frostily. Because I might not know all the choices I need to make in the next few weeks, but I’m certainly not going to be told whom I can fuck. “For either of you?”

      Sully raises his hands, still not entirely playful.

      Rian exhales, scrubbing his free hand over his face. An announcement comes over the airport speakers near him. “I’m stalking my fucking mother, who won’t take my calls. I’m sorry if I’m acting … I’m all in, Mirth. I have been since the moment you looked my way. I understand it can’t just be me. That …” He looks at Sully.

      “We’re strongest together,” Sully says.

      Rian tilts his head again, listening to the next set of announcements.

      “Your flight?” I ask.

      “Yes. Mirth, I —”

      “You sort out everything you need to sort,” I say gently. “Text me.”

      Rian flashes me a grin. “What kind of texts?”

      I laugh.

      “Are there pictures?” Sully asks, always quick to pick up any and all innuendo. “I need to see pictures!”

      “Absolutely not,” I say.

      “I’ll send you one of Mirth,” Rian says at the same time.

      “What?!” I cry. “Absolutely not —”

      “Got to go! Love you, Highness.”

      Rian ends the call. I blink at the blank screen for long enough that Sully’s shoulders start to shake against mine in silent laughter.

      “Is it the ‘love you’ or the promised exchange of sexy pictures that’s tripping you up, Highness?” he teases, hitting Rian’s pet name for me hard.

      “That’s none of —”

      Sully makes a grab for my phone, no doubt to search Rian’s text messages. Or get his phone number. We wrestle for it. Sully quickly gets the upper hand, managing to pin me down.

      I distract him just as well as he distracted me last night.

      I end up having to shower a second time.

      And missing breakfast.
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