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      Welcome to Calatini, an enchanting Regency-inspired kingdom filled with faegifts, witches, and heartwarming romance.

       

      Miss Selena Midor is lonely, close to destitute, and trapped far away from home with her cruel uncle. She's grown accustomed to outwitting him to keep herself safe, but when she overhears her uncle's evil scheme with a witch, Selena must make a choice no lady of quality should have to make. She must find a man to deflower her, and quickly.

      Aragon, eldest son of the Duke of Childes, is caught in the rain without even a spelled cloak to protect him. So he stumbles into a brothel... and finds Selena. Though tempted, Aragon is too honorable to accept Selena's desperate overtures. He can't take from her what she should give to the gentleman she loves.

      Selena is astonished when Aragon instead offers to bring her home for his family to present at court. She accepts his rescue but longs to be more than his charity case. Yet Aragon refuses to act on their attraction, and soon he isn't the only eligible bachelor spellbound by Selena. Should she wait for Aragon or choose another?

      

      Fans of Half a Soul, Midnight in Everwood, and Julia Quinn's Bridgerton series will be enthralled by the Calatini Tales series of Regency-inspired historical fantasy romance novels.

      

      
        
        As you read, watch for Easter eggs linked to book extras on my website. Want more? Sign up for my newsletter. Happy reading! :)
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      Selena was sketching the family estate she'd never see again when furtive movement out her bedroom window caught her eye. Her pencil halting, she scrutinized the black-clad man as he skulked down the street and rapped on the door of her uncle's townhouse. Who was he? She'd never met him—not surprising since she'd not met anyone in the six months she'd lived in Ormas, yet his tenebrous air alarmed her.

      The back of her neck prickled as Uncle Adan ushered his visitor inside. Why had he invited a man like that as their first visitor? Another one of his shady schemes? She must find out so she could outwit whatever he was plotting.

      Selena grimaced as she uncurled from the window seat. Father used to scold Uncle Adan for his schemes, which had only inspired her uncle to escalate them. Like when he'd bound brownies to the kitchen after Father had said the estate couldn't afford to hire the pair her uncle had found. That attempt to best Father and impress Mother had wrecked the kitchen when the household spirits escaped her uncle's spell the following day.

      But her parents could no longer curb her uncle. Last year a dying peddler had brought wraith flu along with his ribbons, and the virulent strain had felled her parents and half the village. Selena had nearly died as well, yet her uncle had only been ill a week. The day after her parents' funeral, Uncle Adan had sold the country estate that had belonged to Midors for generations to fund his move to Ormas. For some reason, he'd brought her along—perhaps to prevent gossip, but more likely because he'd hoped the lengthy journey across Calatini would kill her.

      As she crept downstairs, the air was dead yet heavy with silence. Where were her uncle's few servants? Were they hiding from his suspicious visitor? She shivered as she locked the gamesroom door before removing the faded painting over the peepholes she'd drilled into Uncle Adan's study to keep abreast of his schemes.

      "...so I must recoup the funds I squandered on her recovery and upkeep. By the Goddess, she eats more than all my servants combined." Seated at his desk across the study, her uncle scowled and snipped a branch on the miniature cedar tree he was sculpting.

      Selena suppressed a snort. 'Twas because the miser didn't feed his servants enough to keep will-o'-the-wisps alive. And the magical ghost lights who misled night travelers had no corporeal form.

      Uncle Adan's tone turned sly, "And I heard you're skilled at generating gold from the most burdensome dross, witch."

      Sprawled in the chair before the desk, the lanky witch smirked. "I'm no Rhiannon descendant, but I'm clever at what I do. Be warned, my methods aren't for weaklings or those who care about that dross's fate."

      Her uncle echoed the witch's smirk as he snipped another branch. "Good. She's all that remains of my brother, so the worse her fate, the better. I almost wish he were alive to see his precious daughter's destruction."

      Selena's stomach tensed. Uncle Adan had always resented Father, but he'd never plotted her destruction before. Perhaps because now Mother was no longer alive to temper him. Selena swallowed to soothe her aching throat.

      The witch smoothed his scraggly beard and eyed Uncle Adan. "How old is your niece?"

      Her uncle grimaced as he moved the cedar tree to the corner of his desk. "Twenty-four last month."

      The witch steepled his bony fingers. "Why is she still unwed?"

      Uncle Adan snorted and leaned back in his seat. "Because Arias was too soft on her. The fool. If she'd been my daughter, I'd have forced her to wed before she reached her majority four years ago."

      Selena clenched her hands. Father had been no fool—he and Mother had loved her and wanted her to find a lifelong love like they had. And they'd understood waiting to meet the perfect spouse. Father had been forty when he'd met Mother, the girl his much younger brother wanted to court. Within a fortnight of meeting, Father and Mother had eloped and married in a bloodbinding, the most unbreakable ceremony possible.

      The witch's hum brought her back to him and her uncle. "So she's still pure then?"

      Uncle Adan sneered, his expression perverting his resemblance to her loving father. "No doubt. Just like Arias, my niece is so sanctimonious it nauseates me."

      Selena stiffened and glared at her uncle. Sanctimonious? She was no such thing! Particular, perhaps...

      The witch's dark eyes gleamed with depraved zeal. "A virgin of her age shall fetch a bundle in the right market. Especially if she's halfway pretty."

      A chill skittering across her skin, Selena shuddered at the witch's smile. Whatever he meant by right market couldn't be pleasant.

      Still sneering, her uncle shrugged. "She is. Particularly if you like wholesome."

      The gleam in the witch's eyes burned brighter. "Even better."

      Uncle Adan leaned forward, his sneer fading to a frown. "What did you mean by right market? Only a desperate man would wed a spinster with no dowry."

      The witch chuckled. "True, but certain gentlemen would pay plenty for a pure, wholesome lady they can despoil without being forced to wed. Revenge against the ladies in their life they can't punish."

      Selena's breath froze as her pulse surged. Oh, Goddess. She'd been correct. The right market wasn't pleasant at all. In fact, 'twas horrifying.

      The witch rubbed his chin. "I'll send out word to interested parties, and we can set an auction for late next month. The season shall be well underway by then, so we'll have numerous bidders."

      Uncle Adan arched a brow. "And your payment for arranging all this?"

      The witch's responding grin glinted with malevolence. "A portion of her auction price, and the energy produced by her rape. A pure lady of your niece's age is rarer than a faebird's teeth and shall produce especially potent energy. A witch like myself must simply be nearby to gather it."

      Ice clawing at her throat, Selena shuddered again. From his words, her uncle's visitor must be a black witch. Black witches were infamous for poisons, curses, and other evil spells. Forbidden by the Goddess, Rhiannon the founder of human magic, and kingdoms across Damensea, black witches lived in hiding. Yet her uncle had unearthed one.

      Uncle Adan leaned back in his seat with a smirk. "If my niece shall generate such bounty, then I deserve more than mere money for her virginity. Perhaps you could use some of her potent energy to craft a spell for me to gain influence at court..."

      Since her uncle's toadying was insignificant, Selena stepped back from her peepholes and rehung the painting. She unlocked the gamesroom door then scurried upstairs on silent feet. The black witch and her uncle mustn't discover her spying. Goddess knew how they'd retaliate.

      She locked her bedroom's feeble door behind her. Her heart thudding in her ears, she snatched her sketch journal from the window seat then curled up on the lumpy chair beside her bed. Sketching always helped her think. And she must think hard to outwit Uncle Adan's latest scheme.

      Her hand trembled as she began sketching. Goddess, how could she foil that auction? She wasn't a witch, and she'd little experience with magic. Her small village had only had two minor witches—sisters who spent most of their meager power divining for copper and purifying air inside the mine. And even if she were still home, both had been killed by the wraith flu last year.

      She only knew the basics about magic any child learned. Rhiannon had wheedled the secret of magic from the Goddess over two millennia ago. And spells required payment in kind to fuel them, but that cost could be difficult to predict.

      Selena grimaced. Unfortunately, she knew little else. She'd never used more than common spells, most of them purchased from the sisters. So she knew no spell to prevent the black witch from stealing the power produced by her rape.

      Her pencil halted mid-sketch. But what if she disposed of her virginity without being raped? 'Twould surely lessen the power the black witch could gather, so he wouldn't bother to arrange the auction, and she'd escape being raped.

      She sighed and licked her parched lips. She'd always hungered for lasting love to strike like her parents' had, and coupling should be an expression of that love. Could she truly surrender that?

      After a moment, she jerked a nod. Somehow, she must. 'Twas the only way to escape her uncle's scheme. So she'd bed someone without love. But how?

      Her fingers clenching her pencil, Selena began sketching again. Uncle Adan's servants would never touch her—not that she wanted their attentions. She knew no one in Ormas, and her uncle would never introduce her at court while plotting her destruction. And 'twould be perilous to approach a stranger on the street.

      No, she must meet her deflowerer somewhere accustomed to handling such dealings—a brothel. Fortunately, her uncle couldn't afford a townhouse in one of the better neighborhoods near the palace, so multiple brothels should be nearby. And last week she'd overheard the cook and the footman discussing one on Mermaid Street. She'd start there.

      Selena cocked her head as she finished her sketch. Once she was no longer pure, she must ensure Uncle Adan learned about her ruined state. Then he'd have nothing to sell to the black witch. Without the power and money her virginity would engender, she could leave without them pursuing her. Perhaps she could become a governess or find a school needing an art instructor. As long as her employer never learned of her visit to a brothel, either would be better than living with her uncle.
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      After his first council meeting, Aragon gritted a serene smile as the eleven other councilors strolled from the room. The newest councilor couldn't let the others see his strain. Councilors must always exude aplomb. They served as advisors to the king, and in addition to representing their duchy, they each headed a government ministry. And as the only new councilor, he'd yet to prove his worth.

      Once they were alone, Aragon dropped his smile and turned to Devon beside him. "Are council meetings always like that?"

      His best friend leaned back in his seat at the head of the table. "More or less. Overwhelmed, were you?"

      "Yes..." Aragon rubbed his brow. His head ached like he'd been thrust into a magical creature's kingdom without a guide. Since the catastrophic Stone Wars before the founding of Calatini, most magical creatures lived north of the Walle, so humans only knew many by reputation. And suddenly living among magical creatures would be nothing like simply knowing of them. Just like serving on the council was nothing like discussing council meetings with Father.

      Aragon grimaced at Devon. "I knew nothing about half the matters the other councilors mentioned. I reviewed Father's notes, but they weren't enough."

      Devon cocked his crownless head. "I experienced that at my first council meeting too. Don't fret; you'll catch up soon."

      Aragon sighed. Hopefully so. He couldn't fail at the first duty he'd assumed from Father. He'd placed his trust in Aragon when he'd retired after his last term. "I hope I can fulfill my duties as Calatini's Minister of Agriculture as well as he did."

      Devon clapped Aragon's shoulder. "You shall. Allow yourself time. I felt the same when I became king two years ago. But now I'm accustomed to ruling."

      Aragon suppressed a wince. He shouldn't be complaining. At least his father was alive, so he could seek advice whenever he wanted. Devon couldn't. Since King Sarastor had unexpectedly died from angina, Devon had no family except for Aragon and his family, who were mere third cousins.

      He smiled and straightened in his seat. He should invite Devon to dinner. His friend hadn't joined them in months, and he might distract Mother's guests. "What are your plans for this evening?"

      Devon shrugged. "Wading through the stack of reports on the Wildewall dispute I received this morning. If not dealt with soon, it could damage trade with our magical neighbors north of the Walle."

      Aragon slouched, his head throbbing again. Due to their longstanding treaty with the nightmara, Calatini was one of the few human kingdoms other magical creatures traded with, so ensuring that continued took precedence over his little problem. He sighed. "You aren't free for dinner then. Pity. I'm not anticipating facing it alone."

      Devon arched his brows. "Why?"

      Aragon grimaced. Because Mother had become more managing than a mama trolless during autumn. He loved her, and she always meant well, but when determined, she'd harp on something for ages. Sometimes not even Father could get her to relent. And right now, she was determined to see Aragon wed. "Mother expressly ordered me to attend dinner tonight and not be late."

      Devon winced and slanted him a sympathetic glance. "Another potential bride?"

      Aragon sighed and almost shuddered. "More than one, I suspect." And only interested in his title and fortune like her previous candidates. "She's become desperate in recent months. Apparently, no lady shall have me if I wait much longer."

      "I doubt that." Devon shook his head. "Perhaps you should act like Hawke when your mother meddles and avoid dinner. Visit that tavern you like near the docks."

      Aragon's head eased at Devon's suggestion. Perhaps he could—for one night at least. As heir, he must settle for one of Mother's candidates eventually, but he could escape tonight. "The Gold Griffin does serve a fine fish pie."

      Devon chuckled and rose. "'Tis decided then. Play some cards for me. I must return to those reports."

      Aragon and his cousin strode from the council room. Two royal guards joining him, Devon turned toward his study, while Aragon headed for his carriage at the stables.

      Once Aragon returned to the family townhouse, he snuck around back and slipped inside. Please let Mother not spot him. She'd guilt him into remaining for dinner if she did. He dashed upstairs and changed into riding clothes then left the way he'd entered.

      He relaxed when he rode from the stables without anyone stopping him. He inhaled the brisk spring air with a smile. Devon's suggestion was the perfect remedy to forget the grasping potential brides and stressful council meeting.

      After riding through the crowded streets of Ormas, he left his bay mare at the stables at the end of Mermaid Street and strode to The Gold Griffin, grinning at the peeling sign swinging above the door. He loved the rowdy tavern and had since he first stumbled across it four years ago.

      He'd been riding home from the nearby orphanage his youngest brother Hawke supported. The gold griffin sign had caught his eye because griffins were land creatures renowned for inspiring truth and taking lifelong mates—an unusual choice for a tavern near the docks. So he'd gone inside, and from the first, everyone at the tavern treated him like an ordinary man rather than the heir to a wealthy duke and cousin to the king. Unlike everyone at court and Mother's candidates. Plus, the tavern's special gold ale glowed when telling the truth, so the card games were always honest. He visited as often as his duties allowed.

      Once he entered The Gold Griffin, Aragon nodded at the porter then sat at the bar. Although not packed yet, the tavern was still busy. Sailors bawled chanteys and spilled their glowing tankards of gold ale as they swayed. On the opposite wall, several groups played cards, eyeing their glowing ale after every move. Scattered about the other tables throughout the tavern, tradesmen ate an early dinner in clusters of one or two.

      The huge tavern keeper wiped his hands on his tattered apron and barreled over with a broad grin. "Afternoon, Lord Treyvan. What'll you have today?"

      Warmed by Micah's hearty welcome, Aragon grinned in return. "Afternoon, Micah. A fish pie and a tankard."

      Micah nodded. "Right away."

      When the tavern keeper returned with his steaming fish pie and glowing tankard, Aragon's mouth watered. Definitely much better than suffering through dinner with Mother's candidates. "Looks delicious, as always."

      Aragon and Micah discussed the tavern while Aragon devoured his meal. Once he finished, he ordered another tankard then joined a group playing cards. Like his companions, he eyed everyone's tankards to discern deceitful plays. While he played cards over the next few hours, more patrons arrived until the tavern was raucous and oven-like.

      'Twas well past dinner when Aragon tossed down his final hand and allowed the blacksmith who'd been watching for the past hour take his seat. Mother's candidates surely must have departed, although Mother would scold him for missing dinner when she saw him. Yet a relaxing evening had been worth it.

      He shoved through the packed tavern but halted before the door. Rain splattered outside, and dark puddles littered the ground. He glanced at the porter. "How long has it been raining?"

      The porter shrugged. "Since shortly after you arrived. Doubt it'll stop any time soon."

      Aragon grimaced and blew a sigh. "Of course not." He eyed the tavern. 'Twas much too crowded to stay. He'd brave the rain. If only he'd brought a cloak spelled for it. He stepped outside and sprinted down the street toward the stables.

      Halfway there, the cold and steady rain burgeoned into a numbing deluge so heavy he could barely see. Wetter than a drowned firecat, he darted into a nearby doorway to wait for the rain to ease. He should have remained at The Gold Griffin despite the throng.

      When he bumped the door behind him, it swung open, and he stumbled inside. He brushed back sodden hair from his eyes and studied his sanctuary from the deluge. Although shabby, the brown entrance hall was florid with golden sconces and dark-red carpet.

      A hulking man covered with scars held open the battered door. He appeared more like a brawler than a porter as he inspected Aragon without expression.

      Aragon offered a weak smile. He'd not offend such a behemoth. "Evening. Wet one tonight. Could I shelter here until the worst of the storm has passed?"

      The hulking porter grunted. "Not up to me. Mistress!"

      A blonde woman in a scarlet gown with a precariously low bodice sailed into the entrance hall. She eyed Aragon up and down. "And who might you be, sir?"

      Aragon blinked at the woman. Considering the furnishings and her attire, this must be a brothel of some sort. He'd prefer to shelter elsewhere, but he was here. To offset his bedraggled appearance, he swept a courtly bow. "Lord Treyvan, mistress."

      The woman, who must be the brothel's madam, eyed him up and down again. "The Duke of Childes's eldest son?"

      Aragon jerked a nod. The gleam in her blue eyes echoed that of Mother's more grasping candidates. Wonderful.

      The madam smirked. "You're perfect. That'll be twenty gold."

      Perfect for what? And twenty gold was a year's wages near the docks—much too steep for shelter from the rain. Aragon glanced at the hulking porter, who chuckled and held out his hand. Aragon sighed. Despite the outrageous price, at least he could dry off. He handed money to the porter.

      "Follow me." With an imperious wave, the madam led Aragon upstairs then down a long hall. Muffled moans, shouts, and thumps came from the many closed doors.

      Aragon fought a blush. Although not celibate like his middle brother Mel who'd become a priest last year, he was no rakehell like Hawke, who found a new lover every few nights. Honestly, he couldn't fathom that—lovemaking should be more than mere recreation. So he'd never visited a brothel, kept a mistress, or even taken many lovers.

      As they reached the final door, he cleared his throat to explain he only wanted a room. "Er..."

      The madam purred a chuckle and opened the door. "Go on then, my lord. Enjoy your night." She prodded him inside and shut the door behind him.

      Aragon swallowed and glanced about the tawdry room. He wasn't interested in seducing its owner and would rather enjoy his night alone. But how could he refuse without insulting the girl? Perhaps more gold would help.

      But then his gaze halted on the adorable lady with sandy-brown hair and freckles hovering beside the crimson bed. From her shabby yet decorous dress, she must be poor gentry and desperate. As he met her dark-gray eyes, his breath stilled, and his heart pounded in his ears. Goddess, he'd never met anyone so spellbinding.

      After a moment, the lady lifted her chin then strode over and smashed her lips against his.
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      The day after the black witch's visit, Selena hid in her chambers and sketched madly until her uncle strutted out the front door an hour before dinner. Thank the Goddess he'd finally left. Her hands trembling, she dropped her sketch journal to yank on her cloak and grab her reticule. She'd only be gone the evening, so she'd bring nothing else with her.

      Then she slipped out to find the brothel on Mermaid Street. The footman had mentioned 'twas two doors from The Gold Griffin and three from the stables. Clutching her cloak about her, she bent her head and strode to the brothel. Her pulse surged at the brothel's unmarked door. She gulped a breath then made herself knock.

      The door creaked open to reveal a hulking man covered with scars. He eyed her but said nothing.

      Selena lifted her chin, gripping her threadbare reticule. She must sound decisive or he'd never let her past. "I've business with your mistress. Direct me to her."

      A bisected eyebrow quirking, the massive porter stepped back and waved for her to enter.

      She glanced about the hall as she entered, her stomach quivering. Although not luxurious, the furnishings were clean and just this side of tawdry. Better than she'd expected.

      The hulking porter led her down a hall with sepia wallpaper, amber sconces, and maroon carpet. He knocked then opened the carob-brown door at the end of the hall. "Lady here says she got business wi' ya, Madam Lorelei."

      Selena swallowed then glided into the madam's study. A prickle skittering up her neck, she shut the door and lowered her hood. "So I do. May I sit?"

      Her blonde hair arranged in frothy waves that belied the sharpness in her blue eyes, Madam Lorelei raked Selena with a long glance. "What business, pray tell?"

      Selena perched in the plush chair before the desk. Before revealing her plan, she must find out if the madam was trustworthy. "I've a potential proposition for you, but I must speak with some of your girls first."

      Madam Lorelei arched a brow. "I'll give you five minutes to meet them, but after that, you must pay for their time."

      Selena nodded and clutched the reticule in her lap. "Five minutes shall be plenty, but I must speak with them alone."

      Madam Lorelei's scarlet taffeta rustled as she rose. "Follow me." She led Selena upstairs and down a long hall.

      Even though 'twas during dinner, couples were raucous behind the many closed doors they passed. A blush scorched Selena's cheeks. She'd never dreamt coupling would sound like that.

      Madam Lorelei smirked as she opened the final door. "Is this private enough for you?"

      Except for the groans coming from the next room. Selena blushed harder but nodded. Would she truly be experiencing that soon?

      Madam Lorelei purred a chuckle and nudged Selena inside. "I'll send three of my available girls up. Remember, five minutes only."

      Selena nodded again as the madam left. Goddess, could she really do this? She glanced about the room as she waited. Although tidy and clean, the decor was oppressive. Everything was crimson or black. It made downstairs appear tasteful.

      After a rap on the door, a willowy brunette, plush blonde, and dainty redhead entered. The willowy brunette purred, "You wanted to meet us?"

      Selena swallowed, eyeing the three girls. They all appeared healthy, and none appeared scared. Hopefully, they'd speak truthfully. "How do you like working here?"

      The girls glanced at one another, then the plush blonde drawled, "Well enough. Madam Lorelei treats us decent and always makes sure we're protected."

      The dainty redhead sniggered. "Especially you, since you're her daughter."

      The willowy brunette waved a hand. "Madam Lorelei treats us little different, and you know it."

      Selena gripped her reticule. "So you'd say Madam Lorelei is honest?" When the girls nodded, her chest loosened, and she smiled at them. "Thank you for your time. You may return to your prior pursuits."

      The dainty redhead scowled at her. "Don't you wanna bed one of us?"

      Heat swamped Selena again. That explained the madam's earlier smirk. "No, I just wanted to speak with you."

      When the redhead began to protest, the lush blonde hauled her from the room with the willowy brunette close behind.

      Selena wiped damp palms on her taupe dress then strode from the room as well. She refused to hear the sounds from behind the other doors as she passed. She slipped back down to the madam's study and knocked on the door. At Madam Lorelei's reply, she entered and sat before the desk again.

      Madam Lorelei arched her brows as she inspected Selena. "Done already?"

      Selena inclined her head, fighting another blush. She must act composed. "Yes, your girls were most helpful. Now about my proposition..."

      A wry smile curved Madam Lorelei's full lips. "I should have known your proposition would be more than a night with one of my girls."

      Selena gulped a steadying breath. If only she could abandon her plan, but she must continue. "I want a night with one of your patrons instead. I must be rid of my virginity before I return home."

      Madam Lorelei eyed Selena. "And what do I get out of your proposition?"

      Selena lifted her chin. "You may keep whatever fee you ask of your patron. I'll leave how much you charge up to you." Hopefully, 'twould be enough to tempt the madam. She'd nothing else to offer.

      Madam Lorelei's eyes gleamed. "I suppose you wish to remain hidden during your time here."

      Selena shook her head despite her clenched stomach. Losing her virginity would be futile if Uncle Adan never discovered it. "Only until the deed is done. Then I want you to fetch my uncle."

      Madam Lorelei snorted. "I'm not inviting a furious uncle to my brothel."

      Selena sighed. The madam's refusal was understandable, but without seeing Selena at the brothel, Uncle Adan would doubt her missing virginity. Perhaps she could request a healer to prove it instead. She sighed again. "Very well."

      Madam Lorelei leaned forward, her scarlet bodice dipping precariously. "If you're serious about this, you must follow the same rules as my girls."

      Selena frowned, her shoulders tensing. Rules? What kind of rules? "Meaning..."

      Madam Lorelei snickered. "Nothing horrible like you're imagining. You'll be free to leave whenever you wish. All my girls are."

      Selena relaxed then gestured for the madam to continue. Thankfully, she was honest like her girls had said.

      Madam Lorelei snickered again and straightened. "You must wear a contraceptive charm that also protects against venereal diseases."

      Selena forced a nod and gripped her reticule. She'd not considered pregnancy or diseases when devising her plan. "A wise precaution, but I don't possess one."

      "I provide them as part of my room and board for my girls." Madam Lorelei rooted in a desk drawer then tossed a wire bracelet at her. "Here."

      Selena eyed the thin bracelet. Although contraceptive charms were harmless, this one appeared unimposing. "I can't pay for it."

      Madam Lorelei smirked. "Never fear; your patron will." When Selena slid the contraceptive charm about her left wrist, Madam Lorelei continued, "Second rule, none of my patrons are rough with my girls unless they pay handsomely for it. I introduce those men as satyrs to the girls."

      Her eyes widening, Selena swallowed. Dear Goddess, such a man would be almost as bad as the winner of the black witch's auction. "I don't want one of those."

      Madam Lorelei flashed a sharp grin. "I didn't think you did. I shan't bring you a rough one."

      Selena sighed as tension released her throat. "Good."

      "And my third rule doesn't apply since I'm getting your entire fee." Madam Lorelei arched her brows. "Any other requests about your patron? A specific man, perhaps?"

      A pang darted through Selena. "No one specific, but I'd like a decent gentleman if possible." 'Twould be the closest she'd get to love.

      "A decent gentleman?" Madam Lorelei coughed a laugh. "You're aware that can be difficult at a brothel near the docks, right? Gentlemen keep to the fancier brothels unless they want a bit of rough."

      Selena winced. Of course they did. "The best you can manage is fine." She couldn't wait for better.

      Madam Lorelei pursed her lips. "Are you certain you wish to do this?"

      Selena suppressed a shudder but set her jaw. "I must do this, so yes." What Uncle Adan and the black witch planned was so much worse.

      Madam Lorelei shook her head but rose. "Come along then."

      The madam led Selena back to the room where she'd met the girls. Again, Selena made herself ignore the sounds coming from the other rooms. She didn't want to hear what she'd soon experience.

      When Madam Lorelei left, Selena removed her cloak then prowled about the room, keeping away from the bed. She could hardly believe she was about to surrender her virginity in this garish room. She'd always assumed she'd share that with her husband after a swift courtship, just like her parents had. But mourning that was futile.

      As she waited for her patron, she paced the far side of the room, muttered prayers to the Goddess, and toyed with the vial of lymon balm scent in her reticule. She and Mother had made it two summers ago, so smelling it almost soothed her, but not as much as her sketch journal would have.

      When the bedroom door finally opened and a man entered, Selena froze like a hunted moonrabbit. From the cut of his sodden clothes, he was a gentleman, likely a rich one. And he was handsome with seal-brown hair, dark-umber eyes, and strong features. What was such a gentleman doing at a brothel like this?

      She and the gentleman stared at one another for a long moment. Her skin tingling, she forgot to breathe. He was exactly what she'd pick given a choice. She inhaled and lifted her chin. She'd better get started on her plan. She strode across the room and smashed her lips against his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dumbfounded by the spellbinding lady's rough kiss, Aragon froze.

      The lady threw her arms about his neck and continued mauling his lips. She knew nothing about kissing. So why was she in a brothel near the docks? She must be more desperate than he'd realized. 'Twould be wrong to exploit her desperation, no matter how much he hungered to kiss her for real.

      He wrenched his head away and rasped, "What is this?"

      Her arms fast about his neck despite his dripping clothes, the lady scowled at him. "Kissing, of course."

      Aragon couldn't resist a snort. "That was not kissing."

      The lady narrowed eyes the color of black moonstone. "Teach me how to kiss then."

      He scrutinized her pursed lips, his heart quickening. The adorable lady was too tempting to resist. Surely one kiss couldn't be considered exploitation. "Very well."

      Aragon brushed a featherlight kiss against her lips until she softened with a sigh. Then tilting his head, he captured her lower lip and caressed his tongue against hers until she returned his kiss. Her refreshing lymon scent surrounding him, he raised his head and murmured, "Now that is kissing."

      The lady blinked at him as she licked her reddened lips and wobbled a nod.

      He ached for another kiss, but that would be exploitation. He removed her arms from his neck and stepped back to find somewhere to talk. Unfortunately, the lurid room was dominated by the crimson bed. But a small chair was tucked in the corner.

      Aragon drew the lady to the bed and helped her sit. Then he snagged the chair and settled across from her, shifting his shoulders to loosen his sodden jacket. "I'm Lord Treyvan. You are?"

      The lady's brow furrowed. "Lord Treyvan... Lord Treyvan... I feel as if I should know that title."

      He almost smiled. Even the brothel madam had recognized his title, so the spellbinding lady must be a stranger to Ormas. And she'd responded to his kiss without knowing who he was. If only he could continue concealing his identity. "The Duke of Childes's eldest son."

      The lady's eyes widened. "Oh!"

      Obviously, the lady did know Father's title. Not surprising since Calatini only had twelve duchies. Would she fawn now that she knew who he was? Hopefully not. Aragon asked again, "And your name?"

      The lady smoothed her sandy-brown hair. Her tone polite but not fawning, she asked, "What's a wealthy duke's heir doing visiting a brothel near the docks? Surely there are better establishments elsewhere."

      A glow filled his chest at her forthright manner. Most ladies would have begun flirting once they knew about his influential family. He must learn more about this intriguing lady. But to do that, he must reveal why he was here. That should reassure her enough to talk.

      So he coughed and gestured toward his drenched riding clothes. "My favorite tavern in Ormas, The Gold Griffin, is down the street. I was returning to the stables when the rain worsened, so I came inside to escape the deluge." He quirked a wry smile. "Paid twenty gold for the privilege too."

      The lady gaped at him. "You paid twenty gold?"

      Aragon almost winced. Perhaps he shouldn't have mentioned that. Such an amount would be staggering to a poor gentry miss. "I thought it steep, but never having visited, I was unaware that included the company of a lady." To coax her to talk, he smiled at her then added, "A genuine one, even."

      A blush darkening her freckled cheeks, the lady eyed him through her lashes. "Your favorite tavern is down the street, and you've never visited here? Are you married or betrothed?"

      He almost smiled. She'd not ask that unless he intrigued her too. "No, I'm unattached." Although a lady like her could change that.

      She frowned and tilted her head. "I thought all unattached gentlemen in Ormas visited brothels."

      Aragon tensed and straightened his soaked waistcoat. "Not all of them." He forced a shrug. "I feel lovemaking should be more than recreation."

      Her eyes wide, the lady blinked at him but said nothing.

      He shifted in his seat. But his opinion about lovemaking was irrelevant—they must return to her. He leaned toward her with a gentle smile. "Please, my lady, tell me your name."

      The adorable lady licked her lips then replied at last, "Miss Selena Midor, from Upper Ashville in Linwick."

      Aragon blinked. The mountainous Linwick duchy was across Calatini on the eastern border, and since she named herself from her village, she'd only left recently. So why was a lady fresh from the country at an Ormas brothel? Shouldn't her family be presenting her at court? He grasped her hand and kissed her fingers. "A pleasure, Miss Midor. Now, why's a genuine lady like yourself visiting a brothel near the docks?"

      Selena sighed then mumbled, "Because I must dispose of my virginity, and a brothel seemed the safest place to do so."

      He frowned. A brothel wasn't a safe place for a lady. Anyone could exploit her here. So what had compelled her to risk it? "Are your parents proposing an unwanted marriage?"

      Selena shook her head, her voice breaking, "No, my parents died last year. Wraith flu." Most common in winter, wraith flu drained people to pale shades of themselves but was rarely fatal. The strain her parents had contracted must have been unusually virulent.

      When she blinked back tears with a tremulous smile, his heart stilled at her grief. He squeezed her hands. If only he could do more. "Selena, I'm so sorry for your loss."

      Selena nodded at his platitude then said, "I'm alone except for my uncle. He sold the family estate in Linwick and brought us to Ormas, but life here has been expensive." She hesitated for a breath before adding, "So he hired a black witch to generate funds. The black witch intends to auction my virginity and gather power from my rape."

      Aragon clutched her hands, ice skittering across his skin. Dear Goddess. "What?!"

      Selena grimaced. "Since I've no magic to foil the black witch, I decided the best way to escape being raped was to no longer be a virgin. So here I am."

      He gaped at her, caressing her palms with his thumbs. Goddess, she was brave to risk such a plan, especially with a black witch involved. But surely a brothel wasn't her only option. "Why not just become a governess in another household?"

      Selena shrugged. "I intend to once I'm no longer a virgin. My uncle and his black witch would hunt for me otherwise. My virginity would fetch too high a price and generate too much power for them to lose."

      Aragon scowled. He should have realized that. Such greedy curs wouldn't stop pursuing her unless she was worthless to them. So she couldn't simply slip away, and she lacked the means to handle them herself. But he could. He was no witch and couldn't vanquish the black witch directly, but he could hire people to do so.

      Warmth flooded his chest as he studied Selena. And such a brave lady deserved his protection. So he must do everything he could to help her escape the black witch and her uncle. No matter the cost or potential scandal for rescuing a lady from a brothel.

      Nibbling her lip, Selena slanted him a shy glance. "Now that you understand the circumstances, will you make love to me? Please? You're much better than I ever dreamt I'd find here."

      He squeezed her hands again. She was more tempting than a singing siren, but he couldn't steal the gift she should bestow on the gentleman she loved. "I can't, but I'll aid you another way."

      Selena sagged back with a sigh. "How?"

      He studied their entwined hands. How indeed? "By ensuring your uncle and his black witch can't touch you. But the black witch is the greater threat and must be dealt with first. What do you know of him?"

      Selena grimaced then shrugged. "Not much. Uncle Adan never spoke his name but mentioned the black witch possesses the reputation for generating gold from dross. The black witch's coloring is similar to yours, but his hair isn't as dark, his eyes are blacker, and his skin is pale like he rarely sees the sun. And he's lanky with a scraggly beard beginning to gray."

      Aragon frowned. Too bad she hadn't a name. Finding the black witch without one would take time. But perhaps Adan Midor would lead them to him. "Not a lot to go on, but Devon has people who investigate matters for him, and he'll lend me some if I ask."

      Selena's brow furrowed. "Devon?"

      "King Devon," he replied without thinking. When she wrenched her hands free, he winced. He'd not meant to unnerve her. How could he explain? "We're cousins and best friends."

      Selena tensed and licked her lips. "Cousins? Are you in line for the throne?"

      Aragon almost shuddered. Being a duke's heir was more than enough. "Thankfully, no. My father and his mother were merely second cousins."

      Stiff as a gorgon's victim turned to stone, Selena eyed him and said nothing.

      He leaned toward her, his stomach tight. Would she treat him naturally again? "Devon is only two years older, and we grew up together. As children, we even spent our summers running wild on my family's country estate."

      Selena still didn't speak, but the tension freezing her body softened.

      Relaxing as well, Aragon captured her hands again. "We're as close now as we were as children, so Devon shan't mind lending me some of his people to unearth the black witch."

      Selena sighed. "Very well. Can the king's people truly find the black witch?"

      Aragon squeezed her hands. "Yes, but it may take some time considering our scant information." Unfortunately. And she couldn't return to her uncle while the black witch was free. "Is the madam here trustworthy enough to hide you?"

      Selena arched her brows. "If someone paid her. Why?"

      He shrugged. "You'll require a refuge from your uncle while Devon's people hunt for the black witch." He grimaced and shook his head. "I'd bring you home, but Mother wouldn't be able to resist exhibiting you to court. Plus, rumors about the lady she was presenting might start and allow your uncle and his black witch to find you."

      Selena gaped at him. "You want to bring me home? To your family?"

      Aragon leaned toward her with a warm smile. "Of course, but after the black witch is handled." When she continued to stare, he added, "It'll be entirely proper. Mother shall present you to court and help you find a husband. Then you can permanently escape your uncle."

      Selena tilted her head. "But why would you do all that for me? We just met—in a brothel no less."

      His neck heating, he shrugged. "Because you deserve help. And I admire your brave attempt to escape your uncle and his black witch." Her allure influenced him as well, but he couldn't mention that.

      Silent, Selena blinked at him.

      Aragon gulped a breath then stood and pulled her upright with her captured hands. "Shall we visit the madam and get your temporary lodgings arranged?"
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      Selena stared up at Lord Treyvan. How had she gone from imminent trollop to championed maiden? He seemed determined to rescue her without taking her virginity. Her heart warmed. He was more perfect than she'd first thought.

      She licked her tender lips. Yet despite her attraction, his real kiss had overwhelmed her. Clearly, she required love before she could bed anyone. She must abandon her desperate plan, so his aid was goddess-sent.

      She beamed and squeezed his hands. He was the best gentleman she'd ever met. If only they'd fallen in love within moments of meeting, like her parents had. "Very well. Madam Lorelei's study is downstairs. I hope she's there rather than with a patron."

      Lord Treyvan winced and smoothed back his seal-brown hair. "Me too." He threaded her arm through his. "Lead the way."

      As they strode downstairs, they both kept their gazes straight ahead. She almost smiled. At least she wasn't the only one embarrassed by the explicit sounds coming from the other rooms.

      When they began down the almost tasteful hall leading to Madam Lorelei's study, Lord Treyvan murmured, "Let me lead."

      Selena nodded then swallowed and rapped on the carob-brown door. She sighed when Madam Lorelei replied. Hunting for the madam throughout the brothel during its busiest hours would be hideous.

      Lord Treyvan winked at Selena then swept her into the madam's study.

      Madam Lorelei arched her brows at them. "Done so soon? Again?"

      Lord Treyvan dropped into the plush chair before the desk and drew Selena into his lap. "No, we're just beginning."

      Selena stiffened for a moment then relaxed and curled an arm about his neck despite his sodden clothes. He must mean to convince Madam Lorelei they were lovers. Sensible. "Yes, we wanted to discuss terms with you."

      The madam beckoned for them to continue. "Go on then."

      Lord Treyvan brushed a kiss against Selena's lips. "I'm captivated by my lady here, and being a possessive gentleman, I must have exclusive rights."

      Her lips tingling, Selena couldn't halt the blush burning her face. His declaration rang with sincerity.

      Madam Lorelei glanced at her. "I believe your lady's time here was temporary."

      Selena cupped Lord Treyvan's unshaven jaw with her free hand. Another tingle darted through her. "For Lord Treyvan, I'd gladly extend it."

      Lord Treyvan kissed Selena's palm, his gaze never leaving hers. "State your price, madam."

      Selena's heart warmed at his intense stare. He acted like a gentleman desperate to possess her. No one had ever looked at her like that. Surely it couldn't be all pretend.

      Madam Lorelei's eyes gleamed. "Five gold a night."

      Although that had been Selena's monthly allowance back home, Lord Treyvan merely nodded and said, "Done."

      Selena tensed and bit the inside of her cheek. He could truly afford that? She'd protest, but Madam Lorelei might suspect their ruse. So she'd discuss that outrageous fee with the madam later. Perhaps she could recover some of his money.

      Lord Treyvan tucked hair behind her ear, causing her skin to tingle again. "This arrangement is only until I secure a townhouse for my ladylove, but while it lasts, her presence here must remain secret. If I hear rumors about either of us, I'll expect all my gold returned."

      Madam Lorelei nodded with a feline smirk. "As you like."

      Lord Treyvan's eyes narrowed, but he only said, "I believe that settles everything." He turned to Selena and arched a brow. No doubt he wanted to leave.

      So she leaned against him with a coy smile. "Shall we return upstairs, my lord?"

      Lord Treyvan nodded then swept her from Madam Lorelei's study. He was enthusiastic about their ruse. Hopefully, she was as convincing.

      As soon as they reached her temporary room, Selena released Lord Treyvan and whirled to face him with her hands fisted on her hips. "Five gold? Really?"

      Lord Treyvan shrugged. "I wanted to ensure she remained honest."

      Selena swallowed. If five gold a night meant so little to him, he must be wealthier than she'd realized. And he wanted to help a penniless country miss for some reason. Shaking her head, she plopped on the bed. "For your unborn heirs' sakes, I pray you find the black witch soon, Lord Treyvan."

      He sat beside her and took her hand. "Please, call me Aragon. Titles are senseless between lovers, even pretend ones."

      She blushed but squeezed his hand. The strong name suited him. "Then you must call me Selena."

      Aragon kissed her palm with a warm smile. "Gladly."

      Her palm tingled, and her blush deepened. Goddess, he was tempting. If only she loved him. Then he could whisk her away like Father had Mother.

      Aragon straightened then glanced about the garish room. "What should we do for the next several hours? I must stay to convince the madam of our liaison."

      Selena glanced about the room as well. She'd suggest a sketching game, but she'd no paper or pens, and they'd not find any here. She'd no cards either, so they couldn't play those. Conversing was their only option. Or kissing. She blushed harder.

      Aragon squeezed her hand, his dark-umber eyes lambent. "What would you normally do?"

      She licked her lips and willed her blush to fade. "Sketch, most likely."

      Aragon leaned toward her. "What do you like to sketch?"

      Selena shrugged. "Landscapes mostly." Although she'd enjoy sketching him as well. Then she could stare without appearing forward.

      Aragon grinned, caressing her palm with his thumb. "I'd love to see them. I've no talent myself, so those that do amaze me."

      Warmth filling her chest, she beamed back. "If I had my sketch journal, I'd gladly share them." She sighed. "But I left it at my uncle's since I only meant to be gone an evening."

      Aragon squeezed her hand again. "Besides sketching, what else do you enjoy?"

      Selena eyed their intertwined hands. He'd not moved to release her, even though they no longer had Madam Lorelei to convince. She smiled. He definitely felt the same attraction she did.

      She returned his squeeze then replied, "Riding, although I've not gone since contracting wraith flu." Her entire life had changed then. Her throat clenched, but she forced a smile. "'Tis been so long, I may have forgotten how."

      Aragon threaded his fingers through hers. "I doubt that. Once the black witch is handled, we'll go riding, and you'll remember what little you've forgotten before we leave the stables." He grinned at her. "I'll enjoy accompanying a lady who enjoys riding too. Although you must promise not to outride me."

      Selena's smile softened. He must be attempting to ease her ill-disguised grief. The dear man. "I'll make no such promise." She leaned toward him—she must learn more about such a kind and chivalrous gentleman. "What's it like being a duke's heir?"

      Aragon shifted beside her. "Not much different than being any gentleman's heir. Some extra duties like serving on the council, although not all dukes or their heirs serve. But my family has traditionally done so—I just assumed Father's seat today."

      She stilled and eyed him. The nobles on the council were second only to the king, who was also Aragon's cousin. Clearly Aragon was both influential and dedicated, but his unease indicated he'd rather discuss something else. So she exhaled then asked, "Do you live in Ormas all year?"

      Aragon relaxed, caressing her palm again. "No, only during the season. I need those months in the country to recover. I'm not sure how Devon and Mel manage to stay in Ormas the entire year."

      Selena narrowed her eyes. He'd not mentioned that second name before. Who was she? "Mel?"

      Aragon shrugged. "My middle brother. He's a priest at the Great Temple. A good one too. Growing up, he spent much of his time visiting poor villagers."

      She relaxed, suppressing another blush. Why had she assumed Mel was a lady? Perhaps because all the ladies at court must desire Aragon. Not only was he handsome and heir to a wealthy duke, but he was amiable and modest too. "How many siblings do you have?"

      Aragon flashed a wry smile. "Just two brothers." He grimaced. "When I bring you home, watch out for my youngest brother, Hawke. He's a rakehell who flirts constantly."

      Her heart surged. He must admire her to warn her about his brother like that. "I've always wondered what having siblings would be like, but being surrounded by gentlemen must have overwhelmed your poor mother at times."

      Aragon chuckled. "Not Mother. She always outwits and manages everyone."

      Selena's stomach quivered. Such a formidable lady wouldn't appreciate her son forcing her to present a penniless country miss he'd met in a brothel.

      Aragon winced and pulled her to her feet. "We should practice your dancing for your presentation ball."

      She swallowed, glancing about the cramped room. He thought she must practice dancing? How exacting was his mother? "How? We've no space for proper dancing."

      Aragon drew her into his arm and twirled her in place. "We can dance in this one spot."

      Selena giggled as her tension eased. "That's not proper dancing."

      Aragon grinned and twirled her faster. "Enjoyable though."

      Tingling warmth suffusing her, she giggled again when she bumped into the bed. "We can't even manage dancing in one spot. Perhaps we'd better stop."
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      Aragon drew Selena closer and continued dancing. Except he didn't want to stop. Dancing was the only proper way he could hold her in his arms. Besides, twirling in place had banished her grief about her parents that he'd provoked by mentioning Mother.

      But then he stumbled into the chair beside the bed. He stilled and forced himself to release her. "Unfortunately, you're right. We must save our dancing until I bring you home."

      A dimple quivered in Selena's left cheek as she sank onto the bed. "I'll look forward to that."

      Warmth surging in his chest, Aragon sat beside her and took her hand. "Me too."

      Selena threaded her fingers through his then glanced away. "What's court like?"

      His hand tingling at her touch, he shrugged. "Like society everywhere, though fancier than you're accustomed to in Upper Ashville. Full of matchmaking parents, senseless gossip, and incessant intrigues."

      Selena grimaced and blew a sigh. "Society would be much better if everyone simply treated others like they want to be treated."

      Aragon's heart fluttered as he stared at her. Not many at court believed that, particularly when intent on advancing themselves. But he always had. How wonderful to meet a lady who agreed. She was nothing like Mother's candidates.

      Selena blushed, glancing at him beneath her lashes. "A naive belief, I suppose."

      Hunger burgeoned in his chest. "No, I believe the same." When she relaxed and dimpled at him, he forced himself not to kiss her. Goddess, she was spellbinding, but he couldn't exploit her trust. He was supposed to be protecting her, not seducing her. "I've stayed long enough. I should go."

      Selena sighed. "Very well."

      Aragon rose then bowed, unable to resist kissing her hand. If only he could bring her home tonight, but the black witch must be handled first. Hopefully, she'd be safe here if she took care. He frowned as he straightened. "Don't let anyone see you until morning. You don't appear like a lady who's been making love."

      Selena blushed and walked him to the bedroom door. "I imagine so. I'll remain in this room as much as possible."

      Good. He smiled down at her. "That's probably wise." He sighed, his chest tightening. "But if Devon's people take too long to find the black witch, I may bring you home before that, despite my mother's penchant for social display."

      Selena's dark-gray eyes flickered, but she simply nodded.

      Aragon squeezed her hand. Goddess, she was brave to remain in a brothel with so little complaint. "I'll visit as often as I can without drawing notice, but I doubt that shall be every night." Unfortunately.

      Selena beamed and touched his arm. "I'll look forward to your visits. Thanks for helping me."

      His heart warmed as he bowed again. She deserved it. "'Tis nothing. Until next time." He slipped from her bedroom but paused until the lock clicked behind him. She was as safe as she could be here.

      Aragon bounded downstairs, paid Madam Lorelei for the week, then hurried from the brothel. Fortunately, the rain had eased during the hours he'd spent with Selena. He collected his gelding from the stables and galloped home, his mind humming.

      Tomorrow, he'd ask Devon to join him for a ride, so he could tell his friend about Selena without others overhearing. Then he'd visit Broad Street to purchase several sketch journals and a box of enchanted pencils that magically changed colors. Selena would need them during her sojourn at the brothel.

      Aragon soon arrived home and sighed when Perkins, their longtime butler, told him Mother and Father had already left for the Campbells' ball. If he took care, he might be able to delay Mother's scold about missing dinner until after his ride with Devon.

      

      Brimming with energy, Aragon rose not long after dawn the following morning. Once dressed, he galloped to the palace and strode upstairs to the royal wing. Nodding at the two royal guards flanking Devon's door, he knocked and entered. "Morning."

      Devon glanced up from his full plate of eggs, bacon, and toast. "Morning. Why are you here so early?"

      Aragon ogled his friend's hearty breakfast, his stomach stirring. If only he could have risked eating breakfast at home. "I thought we could go riding before you get engrossed by royal duties."

      Devon resumed eating. "That sounds enjoyable once I finish breakfast." When Aragon nodded without tearing his gaze from Devon's plate, Devon smiled and asked, "Would you care to eat as well?"

      Aragon leapt into the chair across the tea table from Devon. He was ravenous as a manticore, an indomitable yet rare beast who devoured half his weight every day and never left remains behind. One that Father had teasingly called him and his brothers as boys when they devoured everything in sight. He grinned at Devon. "Yes, please."

      Devon nodded at his valet, and the valet left to fetch another plate. Once they were alone, Devon arched a brow at Aragon over his cup of tea. "Still avoiding your mother?"

      Aragon grimaced. "I didn't return home until late, and I didn't want to begin the day with a scold." Or to divulge Selena in a way that repelled Mother—Mother wouldn't present Selena then. And Selena needed that to permanently escape her uncle. Plus, obtaining Devon's aid with the black witch was more important than facing Mother just yet.

      Devon shook his head as his valet returned with a full plate and steaming cup of kahve and placed them before Aragon. "The longer you wait, the worse it shall be."

      Aragon sighed as he began his bacon. Delicious. "I know." He'd return home to face it after their ride.

      He devoured his breakfast as Devon finished eating and stepped away to change. He'd just finished when Devon rejoined him. He leapt upright, then they strode down to the stables with the two guards from the door following them.

      Once everyone had mounted, Aragon asked, "Shall we ride to the royal forest?" They often rode there since they couldn't be overheard—the forest was ancient with thick trees, and riding there required royal permission.

      Devon grinned. "Sounds good."

      As they set off, the royal guards assumed their customary positions with one riding before the king and the other riding behind, while Aragon rode beside his cousin. As usual, Aragon and Devon didn't speak while they rode through Ormas and out the eastern gate.

      His chest lightening, Aragon inhaled the brisk air as they rode past several farmsteads amid the wet, soon-to-be-planted fields. Escaping the city for a time was delightful. He'd definitely take Selena riding once the black witch was captured. From their talk last night, she'd enjoy it.

      Waving for his guards to ride out of earshot as they neared the royal forest, Devon glanced at Aragon. "How was The Gold Griffin?"

      Aragon shrugged. "Enjoyable, as always. But the tavern wasn't the interesting part of the evening." When Devon arched his brows, Aragon grinned. "To escape the deluge, I ended up in a brothel several doors from The Gold Griffin."

      Devon coughed a laugh as they entered the royal forest. "Awkward."

      Aragon chuckled and steered his bay mare between the budding trees. "Especially when a lady, a genuine one not a doxy, kissed me." Tingling warmth suffused him as her kiss echoed against his lips.

      Devon blinked at him. "Bold for a genuine lady."

      Aragon's heart squeezed. Yes, she was. Adorable and spellbinding too. "She had to. Her uncle and his black witch had plotted to sell her virginity, so she fled to the brothel to foil them."

      Devon frowned and halted his gelding. "She's involved with a black witch?"

      Stiffening, Aragon glared at his friend. "No, her uncle is. Could I borrow some of your people to unearth the black witch?"

      Devon started his gelding again. "Of course. Black witches must always be stopped. Just keep me informed of your progress. I don't like black witches roaming about my kingdom."

      Aragon grimaced. No decent king did. Their evil spells poisoned everyone, so they were forbidden across Damensea. Yet somehow they still survived in hiding, like a pernicious disease. "Excellent. Once the black witch is captured, the lady can leave the brothel, and Mother can present her at court."

      Devon frowned, slanting him a sidelong glance. "You're bringing her home? Is that prudent? You just met her—in a brothel, and her uncle hired a black witch."

      Aragon clenched his reins to avoid scowling at Devon. King or not, he'd no right to denigrate Selena. "She deserves my help. She's brave and sweet and..." How could he describe her allure? "...fascinating."

      Devon's eyes darkened. "She must be for you to act so precipitously. I'll be interested to meet your lady when your mother presents her."

      Aragon relaxed and almost grinned. All of his friend's doubts would vanish once he met Selena. "You'll like her."

      Devon grunted as he urged his gelding around a fallen tree. "While the black witch is loose, your lady shall need magical protection. I'll have the royal witch create a charm for her. And feel free to call on her if my people take too long to find the black witch."

      Aragon beamed at Devon. Lady Juliet was the most illustrious witch in Calatini. She'd create a spell to protect Selena, no matter how powerful the black witch. "Thanks, Devon."

      Devon nodded then sighed and turned his gelding around. "We should probably return. I've a meeting midmorning with the Duchess of Wildewall about the Greysnowe-Ravenstone feud."

      Aragon winced as he followed Devon. Despite the centuries-long feud, his friend had begun escorting the beauteous Lady Annalise Greysnowe while the Ravenstones had been in Wildewall mourning the old count's death last season. "Does she think the new Lord Ravenstone will retaliate your escorting Lady Annalise?"

      Devon shrugged. "I'm not certain. He's never participated in the feud during the few months a year he spends at court, but perhaps she worries that may change."

      Aragon suppressed a shudder. Thank the Goddess he needn't handle such matters. Selena's black witch was more than enough.
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      Around late morning, Selena's rumbling stomach prodded her to slip from her room at the brothel. She'd missed dinner and breakfast, so she must risk leaving the dubious sanctuary of her room to find Madam Lorelei to discuss meals and other details of their arrangement.

      Her skin prickled as she strode through the still brothel. Most of the girls must still be asleep. From what she'd overheard last night while locked in her room, they kept late hours entertaining the patrons. She swallowed then rapped on the madam's study door, her empty stomach tight. Please let the madam be here rather than elsewhere. She sighed when Madam Lorelei called for her to enter.

      Her iris-purple dress sober compared to her racy gown from the previous evening, Madam Lorelei purred a chuckle as Selena slipped into the study. "Have an enjoyable night?"

      Selena blushed as she perched on the plush chair before the desk. More enjoyable than she'd expected once she met Aragon. He was such a wonderful gentleman, so kind and dedicated with enthralling kisses—how was he still unattached? She'd been blessed when he stumbled into the brothel seeking shelter from the rain. "Yes, thank you. But we must discuss our arrangement."

      Arching a brow, Madam Lorelei waved for Selena to continue. "What did you wish to discuss?"

      Selena swallowed and lifted her chin. Although ravenous, she'd start with Aragon's money. 'Twould be the harder battle. "That third rule for your girls. The one involving their fee."

      Madam Lorelei smirked and drawled, "I should have realized."

      Selena stiffened. Doubtless she appeared only interested in money. But she must continue if she was to recover some of the madam's outrageous fee. "As we agreed before, you may keep my entire fee from last night, but I want what your girls normally receive starting today."

      Madam Lorelei leaned forward. "Half your fee is mine outright then a quarter pays for your room and board. You get the remaining quarter."

      Half? Selena almost snorted. The madam shouldn't keep that much of Aragon's gold for doing nothing. "I'll be much less work than your other girls. I need no patrons or wardrobe. So I keep two gold each night, and you keep three."

      Madam Lorelei eyed Selena but replied, "Very well."

      Energy surging in her chest, Selena suppressed a smile. She could give Aragon back almost half his gold. Surely he'd appreciate that, even though he'd not protested the price. And returning it to him would compensate for some of the hassle she was causing him.

      Madam Lorelei opened a desk drawer and withdrew some coins. "Lord Treyvan paid for the rest of the week last night. Here's your portion."

      Selena relaxed as she accepted the twelve gold. The madam truly was honest. Thank the Goddess for that. She cradled her full hands in her lap as her stomach rumbled again. With the money settled, she could finally address her hunger. "How do meals work?"

      Madam Lorelei shrugged. "I've a cook who prepares plain meals. Grab what you want from the kitchen. 'Tis on the ground floor in the back. But if you want anything fancy, you must make it yourself."

      Selena nodded with a sigh. Food would be simple then. But before she visited the kitchen, she must handle acquiring clothes. She'd only the dress she was wearing, although she could sew more. "Where's the closest shop I can purchase cloth and other necessities?"

      Madam Lorelei arched her brows. "Isn't Lord Treyvan going to provide those?"

      Another blush burned Selena's cheeks. Aragon paying for her clothes wasn't proper, but she'd no money of her own, so she must ask him when she returned his gold. "Yes, but gentlemen don't always remember to purchase everything a lady needs."

      Madam Lorelei chuckled. "No, they don't. On Mountainglass Lane there's a miscellany shop and an apothecary after the witch shop. Head toward the tavern then turn left at the first crossing. Not the quality of shops you're used to, but they'll do."

      Her chest loosening, Selena rose with Aragon's gold cradled in her palms. She'd learned everything she needed for now, so once she hid the money, she could visit the kitchen to grab luncheon. "Thanks for your time, Madam Lorelei."

      She'd almost left when Madam Lorelei asked, "What's your name by the way?"

      Selena turned to face the madam. Having a name would make her less remarkable. But she couldn't use her real name. Her uncle and his black witch might hear of it
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