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      In the Regency-inspired kingdom of Calatini, enemies can become lovers, and beauty can save the beast with her love... and powerful magic.

       

      All of court knows about the fierce enmity between Lady Juliet, the powerful royal witch, and the rakehell Duke of Oakmoor. What they don't know is that the two were once lovers—a mistake neither can forget. One Juliet vows never to repeat, no matter how her body longs for it, yet one Oakmoor would gladly repeat, if only to silence her sharp tongue.

      But even Juliet doesn't know that in Oakmoor's youth, a jilted lover cursed him to transform into a hideous beast one day, and now that vindictive curse is finally about to manifest. Perhaps the royal witch could help him, but to ask Juliet would reveal—and risk—far too much. So Oakmoor consults a seer instead and discovers his curse can only be broken by true love.

      Desperate, the cursed duke kidnaps an innocent young lady he believes can love him and break the evil spell. But that lady already loves another, so Juliet secretly takes her place. Trapped alone together until his curse is broken, Juliet and Oakmoor soon begin to feel more than enmity and unwanted desire. But getting to happily-ever-after isn't always as easy as breaking a curse...

      

      In The Beast Curse, Beauty and the Beast are reimagined as the warring Beatrice and Benedick for the perfect low-spice enemies-to-lovers fantasy romance. Dive into this tale—or the other books in the Calatini Tales series—for cozy, heartwarming HEAs.

      

      
        
        As you read, watch for Easter eggs linked to book extras on my website. Want more? Sign up for my newsletter. Happy reading! :)

      

      

      

      
        
        And check out the companion short story, The Royal Witch, about how Juliet and Oakmoor met when she arrives at Calatini's court fourteen years before The Beast Curse.
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      Shortly before Sea Vision was due to dock, Oakmoor leapt from his carriage to await the Orandian ship's early morning arrival. As the Minister of Foreign Relations for Calatini, 'twas his duty to greet their first Orandian ambassador in a decade as soon as she arrived then escort her to the luxurious townhouse near the palace he'd secured for her and her delegation as their embassy. Hopefully, Lady Siobhan Driscoll was as clever and composed as she'd appeared in the letters and mirror calls they'd exchanged over the past two months. With everything else complicating his life at the moment, he didn't need a troublesome new ambassador adding to that.

      He shoved aside his personal worries when the happily married Countess of Escana, who'd been assisting him at the Ministry of Foreign Relations for three years, joined him on the docks. She smiled at him with no hint of flirtation and briskly said, "I visited the Orandian's new embassy on my way here. The final repairs and decorating were finished yesterday, and the servants are preparing a breakfast feast to welcome the Orandians."

      He nodded. Exactly like he'd specified. "Wonderful. Thanks for checking everything was ready."

      Lady Escana calmly returned his nod. "Of course, your grace. What else are mere assistants for?"

      Oakmoor couldn't help a chuckle. Lady Escana wasn't a mere anything, let alone a mere assistant. She was perceptive and engaging as well as diligent and poised, so she could assume his duties if he ever wanted to retire one day. Agreeing to allow her to become his assistant had been an excellent decision, although he'd initially been concerned her interest in assisting him had been a ploy to begin an affair, and he never trifled with committed ladies like wives or betrotheds despite his rakehell reputation. Thankfully, Lady Escana was devoted to her husband and had always treated him like an older brother. A refreshing change from most ladies at court, who adored his suave, rakish air and lusted after his title, wealth, and influence. Only one lady had truly disdained him for all that—the maddening royal witch who still pervaded his carnal dreams since their disturbingly intense night together nearly fourteen years ago. He dreamt of Juliet much too often, although his recent curse dreams had begun to eclipse the ones featuring her.

      He was drawn back to the present when Lady Escana asked as Sea Vision started to dock, "Is Lady Driscoll a witch, do you think? I've heard that at least half of the people on the isle of Orandia are witches, like in Magehaven."

      While the Orandian ship was secured, he shrugged. "She hasn't said, and prior Orandian ambassadors haven't been, but 'tis possible, and she might even be a Rhiannon descendant." Rhiannon, the founder of human magic, had eventually settled in Orandia, which was why so many in the island kingdom were witches or Rhiannon descendants, the most powerful of all witches who were descended from the early witches whose magical powers had been enhanced by Rhiannon through a blood-kith ceremony. The duchy of Magehaven only had as many witches as Orandia because it contained two of the three eminent witch academies in Calatini and was just south of the Walle, the powerful magical wall that separated human kingdoms from the kingdoms of magical creatures.

      Oakmoor frowned at Lady Escana. "But don't ask Lady Driscoll about her magical powers unless she mentions them first." Many witches, particularly Rhiannon descendants, didn't discuss their magical powers with ordinary humans to prevent jealousy and exploitation. 'Twas partly why he'd told no one when his erratic magic had inexplicably appeared on his forty-fifth natalday almost two years ago—thirty years late because most witches' magical powers finished developing when their bodies matured.

      Lady Escana sniffed. "I know better than to be so rude as to pry about Lady Driscoll's magic."

      Before the countess could grumble further, Lady Driscoll and an unknown gentleman strode down the gangplank. A mature couple around his age, they both wore the typical Orandian attire of tunics with long overcoats, although Lady Driscoll wore a long tunic, while her escort wore a knee-length one with boots. And both had reddish hair like many Orandians did, except hers was bright red and her escort's red-brown with flecks of gray.

      When the Orandian ambassador and her escort reached them, Oakmoor swept a smooth bow while flashing a charming grin. He offered the archaic greeting common in Orandia, "Good morrow, Lady Driscoll and..."

      Lady Driscoll grinned. In a lilting Orandian accent, she said, "Good morning, your grace." She squeezed the gentleman's arm still firmly entwined with hers. "This is Sir Lorcan Driscoll, my husband."

      Oakmoor blinked. The Orandian ambassador had never mentioned having a husband while arranging her visit. Yet her being married, happily from the warmth between them, would eliminate romantic intrigue that he couldn't deal with right now. He smiled at Lady Driscoll's husband. "A pleasure, Sir Lorcan." He nodded at Lady Escana. "And this is the Countess of Escana, my assistant at the Ministry of Foreign Relations." Once everyone exchanged greetings, he gestured toward his carriage. "Shall we head to the embassy? Lady Escana shall handle transportation for the rest of your delegation."

      After he'd settled in the backward seat across from Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan, Oakmoor asked them, "How was your voyage from Orandia?"

      While the carriage rumbled forward, Lady Driscoll smiled and replied, "The three weeks were smooth, although I had to ensure Lorcan's nausea-healing charm was always fully charged."

      Sir Lorcan shuddered. "Yes, even the calmest seas make me terribly ill. Why I married a sea witch, I don't know."

      Oakmoor scrutinized the Orandian couple. No witch in Calatini so openly mentioned their magical powers. Perhaps they were more frank because many more people were witches in Orandia.

      Lady Driscoll slanted her husband a laughing glance. "Maybe 'twas because my seven brothers threatened to kill you if you didn't."

      Although there was an interesting story there, Oakmoor didn't ask them about it because he hated anyone prying into his own private matters, especially when they'd just met, so he tried to offer others the courtesy of not prying. Instead, he told Lady Driscoll and her husband about the plans to welcome them to Calatini.

      Once he and Lady Escana ate the breakfast feast with Lady Driscoll and her delegation, he and his assistant left the Orandians to settle into their new embassy. He returned to Oakmoor House to check on the preparations for his soiree tomorrow to celebrate the Orandian ambassador's arrival. Everything was nearly ready, and he handled the last few matters requiring his attention before rejoining Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan to tour Ormas.

      Following their tour, he hosted a sumptuous dinner for the Orandian couple at Oakmoor House, where they told him all about their family. He chuckled at their amusing stories about their four grown children back in Orandia, although his chest tightened somewhat too. If he'd married in his twenties like they had, he'd also have grown children. But love and commitment weren't for him, and having to remain faithful to one lady for the rest of his life had always made him shudder, so he never had. And now he never might. Given the curse dreams he'd begun suffering over six months ago, his obsessive first lover Elvaira's vindictive beast curse was surely close to manifesting, and that curse would destroy any chance of happiness or a normal life.

      After dinner, Oakmoor showed Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan his ballroom's renowned stained-glass ceiling created by his duchy's fantastic artisans and made unbreakable by magic. Both were fascinated and asked to perform probing spells to study the stained-glass ceiling's magic, and he agreed so long as their spells didn't touch it. Glass shattering on them would be unpleasant, and repairing the ceiling would be near impossible.

      The next morning following an early breakfast, he met with Lady Escana to discuss the Orandians' arrival before heading to the embassy to escort Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan to the palace to meet King Devon and Queen Kiera. Like most, the Orandians exclaimed at the sprawling white castle that had been home to Calatini's kings since the kingdom's founding. And rightly so—'twas a stunning and exquisite palace that possessed no equal.

      Once Oakmoor ushered the Orandians into the vast throne room and introduced them, King Devon, who was crownless like usual, smiled at them from the left-hand throne. "Welcome to Calatini, Lady Driscoll, Sir Lorcan. I'm glad we can reestablish relations between our kingdoms after so many years."

      Also crownless and seated on the other throne on the dais, Queen Kiera beamed at the Orandians. "I hope you don't mind we met you here rather than in more intimate surroundings, but Calatini's first Orandian ambassador in a decade was too momentous not to."

      Lady Driscoll grinned. "Of course." She waved toward the white velvet curtain wafting behind the two thrones despite there being no breeze. "And meeting in the throne room allows us the opportunity to see the legendary Mirror of Wisdom."

      Oakmoor stiffened and eyed Lady Driscoll and her husband askance. To boldly mention the powerful and perilous enchanted mirror must mean they were interested in using it. Yet although the Mirror of Wisdom could show the watcher the answer to any question, using it could be deadly. Years ago, the Mirror of Wisdom had killed King Devon's mother and induced the king's premature birth, making the entire kingdom fear the Vireni line would end. Oakmoor swallowed. Even he had never been tempted to risk using the Mirror of Wisdom to discover how to break the nearly thirty-year-old curse that would soon turn him into a hideous beast.

      Sir Lorcan nodded and leaned forward. "We've heard the Mirror of Wisdom was bathed in water from our seer's divination pool. Such a wondrous tool to help your reign. We'd greatly love to see it."

      King Devon and Queen Kiera traded a lengthy glance. Then King Devon murmured, "We can show you as long as you swear not to use it."

      Lady Driscoll smiled and inclined her head. "Of course. Enchanted tools frequently lose their effectiveness if used too often."

      At that nonchalant reply, King Devon and Queen Kiera exchanged another glance, and Oakmoor almost shook his head. The Orandians evidently didn't consider the mirror perilous, probably because they were accustomed to using enchanted items on their magical isle. A mistake. But not satisfying their curiosity could hamper relations between Calatini and Orandia, and Lady Driscoll had sworn they'd not use the mirror.

      After a moment, King Devon returned Lady Driscoll's nod then gestured for a royal guard to draw aside the curtain.

      Oakmoor exhaled. Despite having been at court for nearly three decades, he'd never seen the Mirror of Wisdom because King Sarastor had covered it and forbade its use after it had killed Queen Mynee. When the mirror was revealed, his neck prickled at the power emanating from the massive mirror with a mahogany frame of crescent moon faces and flowing vines. The mirror and its frame gleamed with a peculiar opalescent sheen which betrayed its magical nature too. Definitely eerie and powerful. Even ordinary humans without the least magic could sense that.

      While he suppressed a shudder, Lady Driscoll hummed, her eyes bright. She chirped, "You can cover the Mirror of Wisdom again now."

      His gaze gleaming too, Sir Lorcan tugged on his long overcoat while a royal guard covered the mirror and said to King Devon, "Your mother commissioned quite the faegift for your father, your majesty. You must use it often."

      King Devon's mouth tightened as Queen Kiera shivered, and he grasped her hand. Both were doubtless remembering the mirror's deadly legacy.

      To distract them, Oakmoor drawled, "Queen Mynee was in love, and people in love are mad I've found." He winked at the royal couple. "Some even obsessively hunt for a mysterious mermaid they knew all of one night then marry her, for instance. Makes me glad I've never suffered such madness. I enjoy my freedom too much."

      At the description of their courtship, King Devon smiled, and Queen Kiera chuckled then replied, "'Tis apparent from your rakehell ways, your grace." Queen Kiera turned back to the Orandian ambassador and Sir Lorcan. "We'll let you begin your tour of the palace so that you'll have time to rest before the Duke of Oakmoor's soiree tonight. I remember how draining court introductions can be."

      

      That evening, Oakmoor, Lady Driscoll, and Sir Lorcan greeted his many guests while Lady Escana ensured his soiree ran smoothly. His drawing room was extremely crowded tonight. All of court was in Ormas this year because the social season had started three weeks ago on Plantfete with King Devon and Queen Kiera's wedding ceremony and her coronation. Plus, everyone wanted to gawk at Calatini's new Orandian ambassador.

      Not long after they'd greeted King Devon and Queen Kiera, Juliet glided into the drawing room wearing a modish ballgown of deep-amethyst satin. Tingling heat flooded him like it always did when the royal witch was near. Goddess, why must Juliet's exotic beauty and powerful air bewitch him so? Despite all his experience with women, he became as desperate as a lusty satyr who'd not fornicated in years whenever she was around. After their long ago night together when their mutual hunger had taken her unexpected innocence, he'd ensured they were never alone and kept their public interactions brief and restricted to council affairs. On the one occasion he hadn't, in Childes House's garden seven and a half months ago, their explosive passion had consumed them, and they'd nearly ravished each other against an alcove wall before she'd slapped him and vanished with a jump travel spell. And since that passionate encounter, he'd been unable to settle on another lover. Juliet had cursed him as surely as Elvaira had, damn her.

      Yet when Juliet paused to greet them, he gritted a smooth smile. No one must guess his primal hunger for her, especially not the lady herself. He said, "Lady Driscoll, Sir Lorcan, allow me to introduce Lady Juliet, the royal witch. Lady Juliet, this is our new Orandian ambassador and her husband."

      Like always, Juliet returned his smile with a cool one that didn't touch her gorgeous dark-brown eyes. Then she turned toward the Orandians, her smile warming and becoming genuine. "A pleasure, Lady Driscoll, Sir Lorcan."

      Lady Driscoll grinned back. "Likewise, Lady Juliet. We've been eager to meet the most illustrious witch in Calatini. Your reputation for intricate and innovative spellwork is impressive, and we'd love to swap spells sometime. I'm a sea witch, while my husband is a lore witch."

      Juliet's dark brows quirked. Clearly she was as surprised by the Orandians' openness about their magical powers as he'd been and couldn't imagine revealing her own so quickly. Like him, she'd always been discreet. Juliet was his only lover who'd not told anyone about their night together, so it had thankfully remained secret because he never overtly seduced his lovers in public or discussed them afterward. Juliet also rarely mentioned her past, and all she revealed was that she'd traveled with gypsies before settling in Calatini. Yet she'd obviously been born a lady from her perfect manners and ease at court, albeit not from Calatini given her luscious olive skin and intense dark-brown hair and eyes.

      As more guests approached, Juliet said to Lady Driscoll, "I'd enjoy swapping spells too. Good evening." Then without acknowledging him, she swept into the crowd. The maddening witch was never so disdainful in her letters.

      Aching to chase after Juliet to transform her cool disdain to fervid desire with fierce kisses, he made himself unclench his jaw and grin as he turned to his next guests, Lord and Lady Ravenstone, who'd shocked court three months ago by convincing their parents to accept their marriage, thus ending the centuries-long Greysnowe-Ravenstone feud. And from the frequent heated glances between the couple, Lord Ravenstone had truly thawed the beauteous "Lady Snow", which was almost as shocking as their families' feud ending. Not that Oakmoor resented the count's success, despite having briefly attempted to court the lady himself over six months ago.

      He swallowed a sigh while greeting the next couple, Sir Ellis and Lady Campbell. He'd only attempted to court Lady Ravenstone because, once his curse dreams began, he'd known he wouldn't remain human much longer, and the responsible cousin who should have inherited his duchy had recently died in a tragic fire. His responsible cousin's younger brother would ruin the duchy in under a decade with his spendthrift ways, drunken stupors, and countless greedy women. To prevent that degenerate cousin from inheriting, he needed to sire an heir while he still could, even though he'd never desired marriage. An ice-perfect lady like the former "Lady Snow" had seemed ideal since she'd not miss him after his beast curse manifested. Yet when her parents had dissuaded his courtship, he'd moved on without regret to the fashionable Countess of Blaine. He'd been about to propose to the sultry yet strong countess when she'd mysteriously disappeared on Longnight. In the four months since, he'd begun courting various eligible ladies, but none held his interest for longer than three weeks. They were all so young and bland, and he couldn't even summon the desire to kiss them thanks to Juliet.

      He tensed when he greeted the elderly Duke of Osbourne, a fellow councilor, along with the duke's youngest daughter, Lady Georgiana Laurent—the eligible lady he'd been courting for the last three weeks. Despite her youth, she'd seemed a suitable choice at first since she was steely behind her sweet smiles and understood his duties thanks to growing up with her father. Plus, with her dark hair and brown eyes, Lady Georgiana was his type except for her pale skin. Yet her coy giggles and feigned fragility had begun to grate. He couldn't possibly marry her and suffer those for the brief time he'd left as human. No, he must end their courtship, although not during his soiree for the Orandian ambassador.

      After everyone finally finished arriving, Oakmoor left the Orandians engrossed in conversation with the royal couple and the Ravenstones before circulating and entertaining his guests with stories about Orandia as well as Lady Driscoll and her husband. Then he frowned mid-sentence when an ancient woman in a servant's dress climbed atop a chair near the wall by the garden. Who was that? She clearly didn't possess an invitation to an exclusive court event. Was she here to gawk at or assault the Orandian ambassador for some reason? He'd better handle her at once. Excusing himself, he began striding through the crowd toward the interloper.
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      After escaping Oakmoor, Juliet swept straight to the refreshments table for a flute of sparkling wine to settle her treacherous body's inevitable tingling in his presence. Why must she always react so to that unrepentant rakehell? 'Twas unfair that Oakmoor was even more handsome now than when they'd first met fourteen years ago. The distinguished touch of gray at the temples of his almond-brown hair only enhanced the masculine allure of his strong features and still fit body.

      She sighed as she took some sparkling wine. Her susceptibility to Oakmoor could so easily make her abandon her ambitions and identity to suit his whims like she'd been raised to do as a Varkhoran lady. They'd known each other less than a month when she'd let him seduce away her innocence after a few feeble protests. Then she'd nearly succumbed again thirteen years later when he'd kissed her for the next time in Childes House's garden. And she'd not been shyly hesitant during either encounter because somehow Oakmoor possessed the power to turn her into a ravaging venus. Yet she'd striven too hard for the influence, respect, and renown she'd earned at court as Calatini's royal witch to surrender that for any man.

      Her lips twisted while she sipped her sparkling wine. If he was even alive at the ancient age of seventy-two, Father—the Duke of Appenninos, the most prominent duke in Varkhora—would never credit all she'd achieved here in Calatini. But like most men from the warrior kingdom of Varkhora, Father believed women should be subservient and belonged to their male relatives. He'd doubtless raged when she'd run away with a gypsy family after he'd attempted to force her to marry his royal cousin's bullying son, the now deceased King Cesare—his attempt to advantageously dispose of the teenage daughter made worthless by his healthy toddler son and heir, her adorable brother Giovanni.

      Juliet grimaced into her glass flute. Both Father and King Cesare had surely pursued revenge for years following her disappearance. Which was why she'd done all she could to disappear completely. To avoid being found, she'd fled in the middle of the night, met the gypsies half a day's distance from court, never contacted Mother or Giovanni despite aching to, and concealed herself with a tracing-ward spell until recently. And to avoid betraying her heritage, she'd abandoned her sweet faebird Gentian, quit using her full name and changed it from its Varkhoran form, refused to return to Varkhora, never dared mention her past before traveling with the gypsies, and worn a glamour spell for years that prevented anyone from recognizing her ethnicity.

      She buried her pointless reflections as she joined Lord and Lady Islaye, Dowager Lady Ravenstone, and Lord and Lady Greysnowe. All five were acknowledged witches from Magehaven and Wildewall, the most magical duchies in Calatini, although Magehaven possessed more witches thanks to its witch academies. A powerful witch but not a Rhiannon descendant like herself, the studious Lord Islaye served on the council with Oakmoor as the Minister of Magic and represented Magehaven. His wife Lady Islaye was a minor witch who wasn't truly a hearth witch, even though she mostly used spells that tended households and kitchens like they did. Residents of Wildewall, Dowager Lady Ravenstone and the Greysnowes had been ancestral enemies until the dowager's son and the Greysnowes' daughter had become soulbound and fallen in love, activating an ancient curse that she herself had helped break. Ever since then, the trio were effusively cordial toward her, and the two mothers had become the best of friends and were often together, which still shocked court.

      Juliet smiled at the five Calatinian witches while they exchanged polite greetings. Despite being acknowledged witches like her, they were merely friendly acquaintances rather than close friends. She couldn't risk sharing her true identity with them, and royal witches must remain somewhat apart to serve their kingdom and royal family properly. Plus, none of the five witches truly shared her deep fascination with magic and hunger for creating innovative spells. After their greetings ended, she arched her brows over her flute of sparkling wine. "What did you think of the Orandian ambassador and her husband?"

      Lady Islaye grinned. "I was amazed at how open they were about their magical powers. Even in Magehaven where at least half of us are witches like in Orandia, we're more cautious about that."

      Juliet nodded and tapped her flute against her lip. She'd been surprised by the Orandian's openness too. As Calatini's royal witch, she'd shown she was a powerful Rhiannon descendant on occasion, but she never outright admitted that unless necessary. Doing so could make matters difficult.

      Lord Islaye rubbed his chin. "I'm surprised Orandia sent us a pair of witches this time. Orandians are rather insular, with only those who aren't witches traveling to mainland Damensea. I remember our previous Orandian ambassador didn't have the slightest magical powers."

      Juliet hummed. "True, he didn't. But no doubt their seer sent us witches for a reason. The Orandian seer is supposedly the most prescient in Damensea." Except possibly for the dratted veiled witch, the incredibly powerful Rhiannon-descendant seer who owned a witch shop near the docks and whose powers eclipsed her own like the sun eclipsed the moon. "Hopefully, it doesn't mean trouble is headed for Calatini."

      They all traded frowns, then Dowager Lady Ravenstone said, "We should attempt to find out why their seer sent Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan so that we can be ready to resolve whatever trouble is approaching."

      Lady Greysnowe sighed. "'Tis fortunate we've ended the ridiculous feud between our families. We'll need all the witches in Calatini united if trouble is imminent."

      As Lord Greysnowe nodded to echo his wife, Juliet drained her sparkling wine. Especially Rhiannon-descendant witches like the Ravenstones and the Greysnowes. Dowager Lady Ravenstone and Lord Ravenstone were both particularly powerful nature witches with abilities most didn't possess. And while Lady Greysnowe was an ordinary witch, Lord Greysnowe's family was descended from the legendary Esme the Great and bore soul healers like her every few generations. Soul healers were extremely rare female witch healers who could heal nearly anything, and although very few knew it, the Greysnowes' daughter was one. She'd used her secret powers to save Lord Ravenstone after her brother had nearly killed him in a duel, which had created their life-changing soulbond. The new Lady Ravenstone's secret powers might be crucial in times of trouble.

      Juliet exhaled and waved her empty glass flute. "I need more sparkling wine; excuse me."

      She was heading to the refreshments table when Oakmoor strode through the crowd, pulling an ancient maid behind him by her wrist. Although tingling anew at his nearness, she stared at him like his surrounding guests. The suave duke was never so heavy-handed, particularly in public. And why was he approaching her? Since their upsettingly intense night together, he'd avoided her as much as possible, and she did likewise. Their unwanted hunger for each other was too irresistible and too explosive—as their feverish kisses at the Duchess of Childes's fete for her first grandchild over seven months ago had proved. They'd nearly ravaged each other against the garden wall. Thankfully, she'd managed to recall herself before they had and escaped with a jump travel spell.

      Oakmoor halted before her and gritted, "This crone here claims to be Lady Blaine under an illusion."

      Juliet pursed her lips. That explained the crowd's staring even more than Oakmoor's unusual behavior did. The fashionable Countess of Blaine's mysterious disappearance on Longnight had been gossiped about the past four months, and for the sultry beauty to appear like an ancient maid made it even more gossip-worthy. Juliet narrowly eyed Oakmoor, her stomach hardening. And no wonder he'd been so heavy-handed. An elderly maid claiming to be the first eligible lady he'd ever seriously courted must have upset him. It also explained why he'd approached her. He'd no magical powers to verify the lady's claim himself. She swallowed then drawled, "I suppose you wish me to check for you." When both Oakmoor and the lady glowered at her, she sighed. "Very well, I'll perform a probing spell."

      She gathered her will, squinted at the possible Lady Blaine, and silently cast her probing spell. Although using her will required more magical energy than using another order of magic, like an incantation, doing so was best when discretion or secrecy was needed. The ancient lady almost shimmered for a moment, but no white glow indicating active magic surrounded her. Juliet tsked. "There's something peculiar about the lady, but I can't sense an illusion spell glowing about her."

      As Oakmoor humphed, the elderly lady stiffened then said in a young voice that didn't match her appearance, "'Tis a spell from the Goddess, so only priests or seers can sense it. However, if you can read my aura, you'd recognize me as Lady Blaine."

      Juliet blinked. Spells from the Goddess were exceedingly rare, even more than soul healers were. How had a fashionable Calatinian countess received one? And why? Yet she doubtless wasn't lying because such blasphemy could cost Lady Blaine her life and soul.

      Oakmoor glared at the ancient-appearing Lady Blaine. "Spin your lies for someone more gullible."

      Juliet raised her eyes skyward. Distrustful idiot. "If the lady is under a holy spell, she's correct that I'd be unable to sense it." She hummed and studied Lady Blaine. Too bad she couldn't help prove the countess's identity to the overly suspicious duke. "I could read your aura if I wished, but 'twouldn't help since I don't know Lady Blaine's. Only seers, soul healers, and most magical creatures instinctively read auras. For the rest of us, 'tis difficult and considered an intrusion, so we rarely do so."

      Lady Blaine sagged. "Please, just let me speak with Lady Ravenstone."

      As Juliet began to frown, Oakmoor glared and asked what she was thinking, "Why do you need to see her?"

      Straightening, Lady Blaine tugged on her captured wrist and glared back. "I can't explain, but someone direly needs Lady Ravenstone's help."

      Juliet inhaled a sharp breath. Somehow Lady Blaine knew about Lady Ravenstone's secret powers. And for someone to direly need the soul healer's help meant they were dying. "I think you'd better release the lady, Oakmoor."

      Still gripping Lady Blaine's wrist, Oakmoor whirled to scowl at Juliet.

      But before he could speak, Lady Ravenstone's serene voice interrupted them, "Lady Blaine? What happened to you?"

      While Oakmoor gaped at the elderly-appearing lady he held, Juliet relaxed and nearly smiled. As a soul healer, Lady Ravenstone always saw auras and would recognize Lady Blaine's, proving the elderly-appearing lady's identity. And the dying person Lady Blaine was here to save could get the healing they needed.

      Lady Blaine wrenched her wrist free and faced Lady Ravenstone, who was on her husband's arm with King Devon and Queen Kiera beside them. Lady Blaine said, "Never mind what happened to me. Wren needs you. She's in childbirth and likely dying."

      Juliet gaped as Oakmoor had earlier. Although Wren, more properly known as Lady Beza Hawke, was close friends with both Queen Kiera and Lady Ravenstone, she and Lady Blaine had never been friends. Indeed, Lady Blaine had gleefully told all of court that the other lady had fallen pregnant without being married. Fortunately for the former Miss Keyes, much of the scandal had quieted after her swift yet happy marriage to Lord Beza Hawke, the reformed rakehell responsible for her pregnancy, who was a cousin of King Devon's and the youngest son of the influential Duke and Duchess of Childes.

      At hearing their friend's peril, Queen Kiera and Lady Ravenstone turned white, and Queen Kiera gasped, "What?!"

      Then Lady Ravenstone surged forward without her typical grace. "I'll go at once. I hope the carriage is fast enough."

      The wizened Lady Blaine gulped a breath and grabbed Lady Ravenstone's arm. "I've a flying carpet in the garden that shall get us there faster."

      Juliet blinked again. More surprising magic from Lady Blaine. Flying carpets were expensive, conspicuous, and not at all common in Calatini. But if Lady Beza Hawke was dying, 'twas goddess-sent.

      While Lady Ravenstone and Lady Blaine bolted through the still gawking crowd, Queen Kiera called after them, "We'll fetch Wren and Hawke's families then follow you in our carriages."

      As King Devon, Queen Kiera, and Lord Ravenstone rushed off too, Juliet and Oakmoor turned toward one another. He no longer appeared upset about Lady Blaine, just wryly amused. Her heart quickening once more, damn his allure, she managed a cool smile. "Well, that was interesting."

      Oakmoor grimaced. "I expect gossip about Lady Blaine and Lady Ravenstone shall surpass that about our new Orandian ambassador. Much more titillating."

      She inhaled and gripped Oakmoor's arm. "We mustn't let gossip about Lady Ravenstone spread." 'Twould endanger the soul healer if everyone knew about her powers. Thankfully, she was soulbound to Lord Ravenstone, so she couldn't be coerced into forming another, but soul healers were coveted and often exploited if they were known. And they were especially vulnerable because they could only perform their special magic, which didn't include defense spells.

      His hazel eyes darkening with the same desire she was suffering at their nearness, Oakmoor shifted even closer. "And why not? She's always been gossiped about for her ice-perfect beauty and her family's ridiculous feud."

      As Oakmoor's earthy sandalwood scent surrounded her, Juliet shivered and forced herself not to sway toward him. Goddess, how she burned to kiss him again. But she'd lose herself if she did. She glared at him. "Trust me; 'tis important."

      Oakmoor quirked a brow then laid his hand over hers on his arm. "You know I trust no woman."

      Her pulse flaring at his touch, she glared harder. Flippant beast. "And no woman can trust you." She leaned nearer despite her unruly pulse. "I swear King Devon and Queen Kiera shan't be pleased for this gossip to spread about their close friend."

      His gaze never leaving hers, Oakmoor caressed her hand with his thumb, only increasing the tingling heat coursing through her. He rumbled, "Then we'd better ensure court forgets about her involvement and only gossips about Lady Blaine's ancient appearance, hadn't we?"

      Juliet stared up at him without moving. If she shifted slightly closer, her aching body would finally enjoy his hardness again, and she could easily seize his mouth in a deep kiss.

      Oakmoor smirked. "Unless you'd rather I drag you into the garden to couple against an alcove wall first. I'm willing—as long as this time you swear not to slap me, shock me with an energy spell, or disappear with a jump travel spell before we consummate our passion."

      Although hunger throbbed in her veins as heated images of them entwined flashed before her, she jerked back and fisted her hands in the deep-amethyst satin skirt of her favorite ballgown. "Don't you dare, you disgusting rakehell."

      Oakmoor chuckled and shifted closer again. "Why not? We both want it, and I might get some restful sleep for once if we ravish each other senseless."

      Juliet flushed. Surely the rakehell duke didn't suffer the same disturbingly carnal dreams she did. He was never without a lover, while she'd solely ever desired him. If only she didn't. She made herself grit a cold smile. "No. Now go divert the gossip from Lady Ravenstone. I'll begin near the refreshments table." She desperately needed another flute of sparkling wine.

      After fetching her sparkling wine, she circulated about the opposite end of the drawing room from Oakmoor, talking about Lady Blaine's elderly appearance without mentioning Lady Ravenstone, and everyone she talked to was soon doing the same. Good. She finished her rounds with the Orandian ambassador and her husband.

      Her freckled face almost impish, Lady Driscoll grinned at Juliet and said in a lilting voice, "Interesting bit of drama earlier. I was surprised to see the charming Duke of Oakmoor act so rough. What was that all about?"

      Juliet managed a light shrug to trivialize the incident. "The duke didn't believe the lady was who she claimed to be. Normally, she's a young and beautiful court lady, but she's under an illusion from the Goddess."

      Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan traded wide glances, then they both nodded. Sir Lorcan leaned toward her and said, "Excellent probing spell, by the way. Since you cast it with will alone, you're clearly a Rhiannon descendant, unlike us. I assume you're responsible for the potent protection charms both King Devon and Queen Kiera wear about their left wrists?"

      Juliet smiled and inclined her head. Those intricate and powerful charms were some of her best spellwork. Powered by the love Calatini felt for King Devon and Queen Kiera, the gold bracelets had four strands that each served a different purpose without interactions between them. Three were fused together to strengthen them: the one that defended against enchantments, the one that defended against poisons, and the one that served as the token for their secret bloodbinding. The fourth strand, which they'd quit wearing after their public wedding ceremony, was a detachable contraceptive charm. Like many spells, the powerful protection charm must be renewed every year, and as the spell's creator, she was the only witch who could do so without destroying the delicate balance between its different parts. She suppressed a grimace. Except for possibly the veiled witch. No doubt such a gifted Rhiannon-descendant seer could manage it.

      Shoving that aside, she explained, "Yes, after consulting the Mirror of Wisdom, King Devon's father King Sarastor hired me as Calatini's royal witch fourteen years ago to create that special protection charm for his son's sixteenth natalday. Then after Queen Kiera arrived at court," and was nearly poisoned by the treasonous Lady Morwynne, "King Devon requested I create one for her too."

      Lady Driscoll fingered the edge of her open white overcoat atop her long indigo tunic. "How interesting that King Sarastor trusted a foreigner to create such a crucial spell."

      Juliet almost grimaced again. Not surprising the newly arrived Orandians recognized she wasn't from Calatini. Her olive skin was darker than most Calatinians, and she'd dropped her glamour spell that prevented anyone from recognizing she was Varkhoran after King Cesare had died three years ago. She'd been so established in Calatini by then that no one at court thought of her as anything but their royal witch, and the new king of Varkhora, King Cesare's younger brother Alessandro, had no reason to pursue revenge. In fact, she and Sandro had been close growing up since they were both misfits in Varkhoran society—he for being a crippled gentleman, and she for being a driven lady. Yet she'd not dropped the tracing-ward spell that prevented anyone from locating her using magic until after Queen Kiera's coronation. From what King Sarastor had seen in the Mirror of Wisdom, she'd had to remain in Calatini until then, and Father might still be alive and pursuing revenge for ruining his ambition to be father to Varkhora's queen. But now she could leave if necessary, and always maintaining such a spell was draining.

      Sir Lorcan rubbed his jaw as he answered his wife, "I suspect the Mirror of Wisdom showed King Sarastor that Lady Juliet was the witch needed to create his special protection charm. 'Twas bathed in water from our seer's divination pool, after all. Such a wondrous tool."

      Her mouth quirking, Juliet nodded. Of course a lore witch immediately guessed the details the mirror had shown. "It did." Although the Mirror of Wisdom was more perilous than wondrous.

      But before she could say as much, Lady Driscoll glanced about the ballroom and asked, "I assume that magical fabric Queen Kiera and some of the other ladies are wearing is another of your innovative spells? Its residual magic is most intriguing—I can't tell what it does, and I've never seen anything like it during all our travels in Orandia."

      Juliet followed Lady Driscoll's gaze to the nearby Lady Farson and Miss Philippa Hawke, who were both wearing arachne silk ballgowns. Lady Farson's was decorated with horses, while Miss Hawke's with suns. Most appropriate. Lady Farson's husband was the councilor who represented the horse-mad duchy of Golddell, where the horse-like nightmara also lived. And Miss Hawke, who'd been courting Lady Farson's serious twin Lord Blaine for months, was always so radiantly cheerful that she'd resemble a sun nymph if not for her chestnut hair.

      Smiling, Juliet shook her head as she told Lady Driscoll, "I'm afraid that magical fabric isn't one of my spells. Arachne silk is woven by the arachne on Mist Isle and can become any color or pattern imaginable using a drop of blood but without any other magical cost. Lord Beza Hawke—who's a cousin of King Devon's as well as those two ladies—and his merchant partner began importing it into Calatini last season."

      As Sir Lorcan rubbed his jaw, Lady Driscoll grinned and said, "How fascinating. I must speak with Lord Beza Hawke about this arachne silk. Where is he?"

      Juliet stilled. "Lord Beza Hawke rarely attends court events since his marriage." And 'twas his wife Lady Ravenstone had left to save. To distract the Orandians from asking more about the Hawkes, she said, "Come visit my workroom in a week. I'd invite you sooner, but I'm sure you require time to settle in. I remember how long it takes to become adjusted to a new court."

      Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan beamed at her, and Lady Driscoll replied, "We'd love that, thank you."

      After saying goodbye to the Orandian couple, Juliet began heading toward the door. Other guests were beginning to leave, and she daren't be Oakmoor's final guest. The one time that had happened almost fourteen years ago, she let him seduce her.

      She'd almost escaped when his smooth voice drawled behind her, "Leaving without a farewell to your host? How rude. And shouldn't we discuss our progress diverting the gossip?"

      Tingling flooding her once more, she turned to face Oakmoor and cocked a sardonic brow. "Why bother? I did my part, and you're more charming than a courtesan wearing a seduction spell, so I'm certain you did too."
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      His pulse surging at Juliet's barb, Oakmoor sauntered closer to the maddening witch. Juliet was always so polite in her letters, yet never to his face. But somehow her biting tongue bewitched him as much as her exotic beauty and powerful air. Not that he could reveal the depths of his desire for her. So he asked in a dangerously silky voice only she could hear, "Calling me a talented whore again?" Like she had the morning after their night together.

      Juliet sniffed. "If the griffin cloak fits, wear it." Griffins were renowned for inspiring truth in addition to taking lifelong mates, so cloaks made from their fur and feathers could only be worn by those true to their heart.

      He almost shuddered. And the unmated that wore griffin cloaks often found love and commitment, which were for mad fools. Wanting both had made his first lover Elvaira, a seductive Rhiannon-descendant gypsy witch, become obsessed with him then curse him to turn into a hideous beast one day because he'd ended their affair. And Father had been unable to live without his beloved after Mother had died in a carriage accident, so he'd committed suicide despite still having a four-year-old son to raise. Oakmoor made himself smirk. "No self-respecting rakehell would ever wear a griffin cloak. We enjoy our freedom too much."

      Juliet's lush lips twisted in an echoing smirk. "Really? But from your dogged pursuit of every eligible young lady at court these past several months, you're clearly seeking a wife at last. Yet for some reason, no young lady has deigned to accept you. Didn't you tell me that even in your dotage you'd remember how to excite a woman? Apparently not."

      His blood heating, Oakmoor stepped forward until Juliet's deep-amethyst skirt brushed his legs. A thorough kiss would stop her disdainful mouth. And he might finally get relief from the primal hunger tormenting him. As her eyes turned black and lips parted, he began lowering his head. Goddess, her spicy gingyr scent was more bewitching than any seduction spell. "I'll show you excitement."

      "Your grace, what are you doing?" Lady Georgiana's light voice trilled from behind him.

      He stilled. Yes, what was he doing? He always kept his flirting light in public, sticking to charming banter, dancing slightly too close, and kissing hands. He never truly kissed ladies at court events, even if alone with them, much less before all of court. Even for the greatest rakehell in Ormas, being so indiscreet could have dire consequences—namely marriage. Damn Juliet for bewitching him so much that he forgot.

      He stepped away from Juliet and faced the duke's daughter with a smooth smile. "Lady Juliet and I were merely discussing a private council matter."

      Despite her flushed cheeks, Juliet glowered at him and said, "Yes, 'twas too sensitive for others to overhear. Unfortunately." She smiled at Lady Georgiana. "Good evening, my lady," not glancing at him, she muttered, "your grace." Then she turned and glided from the drawing room.

      Not letting himself stare after Juliet, Oakmoor nodded at Lady Georgiana. They mustn't remain together since he meant to end their courtship. "I should see how Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan are faring."

      Before he could escape, Lady Georgiana fluttered her lashes and clung to his arm. "Stay and talk with me first. You've been so busy with your duties that we've barely spoken all evening, and your soiree is nearly over."

      Lady Georgiana still clinging to him, he hastened across the drawing room toward her father. "Yes, and I've still more duties to attend. I'll call on you tomorrow, and we'll talk then." Although she'd not like the result. When they reached the Duke of Osbourne, Oakmoor managed to extract his arm then nodded at his fellow councilor and swept a bow toward Lady Georgiana before striding away.

      He grinned as he joined the Orandian ambassador and her husband. "How have you enjoyed your introduction to court?"

      Nestled against Sir Lorcan, Lady Driscoll smiled and replied, "Everyone has been wonderfully welcoming." Her smile turned impish. "And the drama you provided was most entertaining—first with that elderly-looking lady then with Lady Juliet."

      Oakmoor nearly winced. Then with? Hopefully Lady Driscoll just meant with. After all, he'd only approached Juliet because of Lady Blaine—he'd needed her to verify Lady Blaine's unlikely story. Even if he could trust his erratic magical powers to work properly, he couldn't perform a probing spell in public without revealing them. He made himself drawl, "It has been an eventful evening, hasn't it? I hope you don't mind that your arrival has been eclipsed by court drama."

      Sir Lorcan chuckled. "Only fitting that a lady under an illusion from the Goddess eclipses us. Such holy spells are rarer than an opal faebird's teeth. I could hardly believe it when Lady Juliet told us. Too bad I didn't get to talk with Lady Blaine before she left."

      Lady Driscoll squeezed her husband's arm. "You're such a lore witch." She twinkled at Oakmoor. "I found your and Lady Juliet's almost kiss more entertaining."

      He stiffened as his neck heated. Why must newcomers have the clearest vision? He quirked his brows and refuted, "We were discussing a private court matter, not almost kissing. The royal witch and I have always disliked one another."

      Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan traded smiles, then she murmured, "I see."

      Oakmoor swallowed a sigh. The Orandians obviously weren't convinced, but if he protested further, they'd definitely not believe him. He'd better distract them. "Where would you like to ride tomorrow? Along the ocean or to a forest?"

      Sir Lorcan leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. "We'd love to ride to the royal forest if King Devon and Queen Kiera would allow it. We've heard Esme the Great's melissae hive is extraordinary."

      Oakmoor hummed. Of course the Orandians wanted to see another perilous magical item. Although probably less perilous than the Mirror of Wisdom, the massive hive could be deadly if the bee-like melissae were angered, so the royal forest had been created to protect the legendary melissae hive as well as the unwary from the melissae. And already showing foreigners a second of Calatini's magical secrets mightn't be wise. Besides, riding on royal lands required permission from King Devon or Queen Kiera, and they'd left when Lady Blaine had told them that Lady Beza Hawke was dying. Oakmoor shook his head. "The royal forest is too far; you just arrived in Ormas yesterday. Another time, perhaps. However, we could have a picnic on the shore where we hold kelpie races throughout the season."

      Lady Driscoll inclined her head. "I'd enjoy that."

      He grinned. "Excellent. I'll arrange it then." And if he paid enough, he could hire a few kelpies and their riders to race for them. Lady Driscoll being a sea witch would help too.

      After that, the Orandians said farewell, and he spent the rest of his soiree talking to his now rapidly departing guests. The last to leave were Lord and Lady Escana. Once they discussed how the soiree had gone, him carefully not mentioning Juliet or Lady Ravenstone, he invited the couple to tomorrow's ride. His assistant and her husband enjoyed riding, often with their beloved children and hounds, although he made them promise not to bring their pets to avoid disturbing the kelpies.

      

      The following morning after hiring some kelpies and requesting a picnic luncheon, Oakmoor headed to Osbourne House to call on Lady Georgiana. Thankfully, given all his experience ending affairs, he should be able to end their courtship without upsetting her too much. When her family's butler showed him into the morning room, he bowed with a charming grin then sat on the sofa across from her.

      Her silver dress perfectly matching the morning room's elegant furnishings, Lady Georgiana responded with a sweet smile and asked, "No kiss this morning, your grace? And why are you sitting so far away?"

      He let his grin turn wry. How surprisingly direct. "Neither would be appropriate, given what I'm here to discuss."

      Lady Georgiana's eyes narrowed briefly before flaring wide like a curious child. "Whatever do you mean?"

      He nearly chuckled at the innocent picture Lady Georgiana made. The wily Duke of Osbourne, who'd served on the council as the Minister of Intelligence for almost five decades and excelled at intrigue, had taught his youngest daughter well.

      Oakmoor arched a brow. "I think you know." He resumed his warmly charming smile as he shared the part of the truth that would convince her to release him, "While talking with the Orandian ambassador and her husband, I realized that I could have grown children your age and tying you to me would be unfair to you, Lady Georgiana. You deserve to find a husband near your own age."

      Her gaze transforming from innocent to sultry, Lady Georgiana leaned forward. "But age and experience can be extremely attractive to young ladies."

      He inclined a nod. "Perhaps, but you also deserve a husband who can love you." And she didn't deserve to be tied to a gentleman who'd soon turn into a hideous beast.

      Lady Georgiana's brows rose. "I didn't take you for a romantic, your grace."

      Oakmoor couldn't help a snorted laugh. Ever since he'd tangled with Elvaira, romantic was the last thing he was. "For myself, no. But young ladies like you deserve the chance to have what they dream about." Even if they were mad fools for doing so.

      Lady Georgiana flashed another sweet smile. "Not all young ladies dream of love. Some of us are more practical." When he simply shook his head, she eyed him for several heartbeats then sighed. The sweet smile draining from her face, she said, "But you've made your decision to end our courtship, haven't you, your grace?"

      He nodded again as his chest eased. "I have."

      Lady Georgiana pursed her lips. "Then I shan't press you further. A shame because we could have been an excellent team. We're both from ducal families, and thanks to growing up with Father, I understand your duties as a councilor."

      Oakmoor smiled. At last he was seeing the steely lady behind Lady Georgiana's sweet smiles. So much less bland. Yet ending their courtship was still for the best. He leaned forward. "Tell me, why do you conceal your true self?"

      Lady Georgiana snorted and tossed her head. "Because most gentlemen are intimidated by strong ladies."

      Chuckling, he rose. Only if they were weak. He himself had always preferred strong ladies—'twas why Juliet, one of the strongest ladies he'd ever met, bewitched him so. He gave Lady Georgiana a deep bow. "Strong ladies don't intimidate the gentlemen worthy of them. Good day, my lady."

      On the carriage ride back to Oakmoor House, he drummed his fingers against his thigh. His endless courting of various eligible young ladies had to stop. Although he needed an heir, he clearly couldn't manage to settle on any of them, not even when they quit being bland. If only he could break Elvaira's beast curse. Then there'd be no pressure to wed immediately, and he could focus better on the young ladies without the curse looming over him. Yet powerful curses cast by Rhiannon-descendant black witches were only visible to seers and often grueling to break. So how could he begin to unravel Elvaira's vindictive curse?

      

      After a successful ride with the Orandians and the Escanas—the kelpies had given their all to impress Lady Driscoll—Oakmoor headed to his study to handle the correspondence he'd neglected since the Orandians' arrival. Due to long practice, he swiftly addressed the large pile of letters involving court events, business matters, former lovers, and foreign affairs. Then he leaned back in his chair and eyed the carved walnut transport box on his desk. He was a day late writing his weekly letter to Juliet, but he'd been too busy with the Orandians and his soiree.

      He'd begun writing Juliet almost two years ago, two months after his erratic magical powers had appeared, because he'd made little progress learning how to control them from books. He could have hired a witch to instruct him, but he couldn't trust a strange witch with his secrets. And hiring someone would have caused gossip about his inexplicably late powers, and having constantly fluctuating magic that he couldn't control would damage his suave reputation at court. Besides, Juliet was the most illustrious witch in Calatini, so she was the best instructor he could find.

      His lips twisted as he penned his usual greeting to Juliet. But given their past, he'd not dared openly approach her about instructing him. Even if she'd agreed, which wouldn't have been likely, they'd have ended up quarreling then ravishing each other more than they'd have discussed magic. So he'd written her instead, and to conceal his identity, he'd pretended to be a young witch from the town closest to Oakmoor Castle. He'd mentioned two neglectful mentors since having two mentors was rare and would intrigue Juliet enough to answer the unknown witch who'd written her. And he'd signed his letters as Mordred Thyme—his first and middle names that no one remembered since he'd become Oakmoor so young. Even he barely remembered his given names.

      After waiting a full month to reply, Juliet had sent a succinct letter which had thoroughly answered his question, so he'd continued writing her with all his magic questions. For the first year, they'd exchanged one or two letters a month using Calatini's magical transport system for letters and small parcels run by the Ministry of Health and Community. But longing to hear from Juliet more frequently, he'd enchanted a pair of transport boxes to send their letters directly, and in the over eight months since, they'd begun writing weekly.

      Oakmoor tapped his pen on the desk. What should he write about today? Once he'd learned the basics of magic, he'd asked Juliet about topics inspired by recent events, allowing him to learn magic he never would have thought of otherwise. He grimaced. Too bad he couldn't risk asking her about curses again. He'd written Juliet about them on his last natalday, the twenty-ninth anniversary of Elvaira cursing him, and Juliet had been clearly concerned in her reply. If he asked again, she might use a scrying or tracing spell to find him.

      He sighed, then after a moment, he jotted a brief question about flying carpets since Lady Blaine had arrived at his soiree on one. Flying carpets were uncommon in Calatini, so he knew little about them, and their magic was no doubt fascinating. He smiled as he signed his letter before sealing it and placing it in the transport box. Juliet's reply was sure to be interesting and insightful. Reading her letters was often the best part of his week.

      He grinned when he opened his transport box three mornings later and found Juliet's reply. He tore open her letter then froze at her opening line about the curious coincidence that they both had acquaintances who recently traveled by flying carpet. He swore and dropped her letter as if scorched. How could he have forgotten that such a coincidence might make Juliet suspect who Mordred Thyme truly was? She'd never write him again if she did. And probably slap him or shock him with an energy spell when she next saw him.

      Oakmoor inhaled then forced himself to pick up Juliet's letter and read the rest of it. Thank the Goddess, no hint of suspicion tainted her detailed reply. He'd not inadvertently revealed his secret identity through a slip of the pen. But to ensure she forgot, he'd not write his next letter for a while, and he'd select a topic she didn't know involved him. Please let that be enough to save the letters he'd come to love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When Juliet swept into the council room five days after Oakmoor's soiree, she almost stilled as her pulse quickened. Oakmoor was talking to Lord Treyvan, directly across from her seat beside the head of the table where the royal couple always sat. Why couldn't Oakmoor be in his usual seat down near the foot of the table? 'Twas the farthest apart they could get—one of the reasons she sat where she did. The other was that as Calatini's royal witch, her place was beside the king and queen when she attended, which she only did when magic would be a focus or spells were needed. Although it might have been more politic to attend every council meeting, attending meetings where she'd nothing to do was not only pointless but painful as well.

      As she settled in her seat, she murmured greetings to the Duchess of Wildewall beside her, but she was truly listening to Oakmoor's conversation with King Devon's cousin and best friend Lord Treyvan, who was the fair-minded eldest son of the Duke and Duchess of Childes and had become nearly as influential as his parents since he'd joined the council three years ago.

      His smile smooth as glass, Oakmoor was saying, "Twins? How remarkable. I'm glad Lady Beza Hawke is well again, and I imagine your brother is too with two infants to raise. And congratulations on your middle brother's recent betrothal. Somehow I wasn't terribly astonished that Priest Melchior and Lady Blaine decided to wed. Whenever I saw them together, there was an energy between them."

      Juliet inhaled and eyed Oakmoor, her stomach hardening. Lady Blaine was the first lady he'd ever seriously courted, although he'd not seemed to care when she'd disappeared at Longnight or when she'd left his soiree the other day. And he appeared unruffled to hear that she'd chosen another. But Lady Blaine had been the only lady he'd courted for longer than three weeks, so she must have been special to him.

      Lord Treyvan chuckled. "Yes, Mother and Father weren't astonished either. And Mother is ecstatic to see the last of her sons finally settled."

      Oakmoor chuckled too, his smile becoming a grin. "I could tell from the Duchess of Childes's invitation I received yesterday to her fete next month celebrating their betrothal. Your ballroom shall be even more crowded than usual to see the elderly-appearing Countess of Blaine and her unfashionable priest betrothed."

      Nodding at whatever the Duchess of Wildewall had just said, Juliet swallowed as her stomach eased. From Oakmoor's chuckle and ready grin, his former lady choosing another didn't matter to him at all. She suppressed a snort. Given his inveterate rakehell ways, she should have known. But his sudden determination to marry several months ago while completely concealing his current lovers had made her wonder if he'd changed. Yet a basilisk never lost his spots, even when shedding his skin.

      The Duchess of Wildewall touched her arm. "Lady Juliet, are you well? You seem distracted."

      She made herself turn toward the temperate duchess, who served as the Minister of Justice and was observant after decades managing the formerly feuding Greysnowes and Ravenstones. Juliet forced a faint smile. "I apologize; I was gathering my thoughts about the Orandian ambassador and her husband." The Orandians were the focus of today's council meeting, and she was attending to provide magical perspective since the isle of Orandia possessed much more magic and witches than other human kingdoms.

      The duchess grinned and nodded. "They are fascinating, aren't they?"

      But before the duchess could continue, King Devon and Queen Kiera strode into the council room, and all twelve councilors, including Oakmoor, took their usual seats. After King Devon and Queen Kiera opened the council meeting, King Devon turned to Oakmoor and said, "Tell us how the Orandians' arrival has gone so far, your grace."

      Oakmoor inclined his head with a charming smile. "Very well, I think. Lady Driscoll and her husband have been genial and eager to experience Calatini." His smile quirked. "Particularly our magic."

      King Devon and Queen Kiera traded glances, then King Devon grimaced and replied, "Yes, I remember how interested they were in the Mirror of Wisdom when we first met them."

      Juliet blinked. The Orandians had already asked King Devon and Queen Kiera about the powerful and perilous enchanted mirror? Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan were remarkably open about magic and had mentioned the Mirror of Wisdom to her, but to ask about one of Calatini's magical secrets upon first meeting the king and queen was... bold.

      Queen Kiera tilted her head. "Have they said why their seer sent them? I understand most Orandian witches remain on the isle."

      Still smiling, Oakmoor shrugged. "Not yet, your majesty."

      Lord Islaye shifted in his seat. "Lady Juliet and I were discussing that at your soiree, and we worry that the Orandian seer might have sent them because trouble is approaching Calatini."

      Murmurs swept the council room as Juliet and the others all frowned.

      Then the elderly Duke of Osbourne, the longtime Minister of Intelligence, creaked, "We must discover why they're here at once. I'll ask the spies I placed in their embassy."

      Lady Ducharme—the farsighted Minister of Defense despite being a lady, which would never happen in Varkhora—leaned forward and asked, "But what if your spies know nothing? They mustn't be blatant and reveal themselves. We daren't risk offending the Orandians and sparking a war."

      Juliet almost shuddered. Although Orandia was a quarter the size of Calatini, the island kingdom was led by a powerful seer and possessed much more magic, so a war between the two kingdoms could be as catastrophic as the Stone Wars between humans and magical creatures over a millennium ago. She tapped the table before her. "Also, Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan mightn't even know why the Orandian seer sent them. Seers must be careful how and what they reveal because people knowing too much can change the future from how it should be."

      More murmurs swept the council room, then Lord Islaye said, "Perhaps we should consult the veiled witch. She's a seer too, and her prophecy led to the dangerous Magehaven ore being neutralized. Surely she'd help us again."

      As many of the councilors nodded, although Oakmoor merely narrowed his eyes, King Devon and Queen Kiera exchanged glances but remained silent.

      Juliet gripped her hands in her lap. "I don't think we should approach the veiled witch just yet." Constantly consulting that dratted seer would give her too much influence. "We should see what the Duke of Osbourne's spies know first. And the Driscolls are visiting my workroom the day after tomorrow, so I should be able to learn more from them, witch to witch."

      The Duchess of Wildewall eyed her. "You almost sound as if you don't trust the veiled witch for some reason."

      Juliet nearly winced as her neck heated. "'Tisn't that. We simply know so little about her." And with her incredibly powerful magic, the veiled witch could easily usurp the royal position that Juliet had striven so hard to achieve, which would leave her with nothing.

      Oakmoor smirked at her from the far end of the table, clearly recognizing her jealous insecurity. "We could say the same about you, Lady Juliet."

      She glared at Oakmoor, fire flaring through her. Insufferable beast. "Except I swore an oath to serve Calatini when King Sarastor hired me as the royal witch—just like all of you did when you assumed your titles and when you became councilors. Plus, I've faithfully served the kingdom for the past fourteen years. The veiled witch has done neither."

      King Devon raised his hand. "Your loyalty isn't in question, Lady Juliet."

      Queen Kiera beamed at her. "We all—Devon and I, especially—know how loyal you are to Calatini."

      Juliet inhaled a calming breath. So they did. After all, they'd asked her, not the veiled witch, to protect Queen Kiera and unearth her treasonous poisoner back when the then-future queen had arrived at court. Plus, they'd trusted her to create the tokens for their secret bloodbinding, which no one else besides their close family and friends knew about because of the ramifications. Bloodbound couples could only have children together and often died at the same time, and if King Devon and Queen Kiera never produced an heir or both died before their heir was old enough to rule, it could be devastating to Calatini, which had been happily ruled by the Vireni family since its founding. She smiled at the royal couple then inclined her head. "Thank you, your majesties. And I agree that the veiled witch could be helpful to consult, but only if necessary. We don't wish to become dependent on her."

      Queen Kiera nodding beside him, King Devon said, "I agree. So we'll wait to decide if we consult the veiled witch until after you and the Duke of Osbourne share your findings at the next council meeting." He turned to Oakmoor again. "Anything further to report about the Orandians?"

      Oakmoor hummed. "Not particularly, but like I mentioned, they're eager to experience our magic. Sir Lorcan already asked to visit the royal forest to see Esme the Great's melissae hive."

      King Devon frowned and took Queen Kiera's hand as she paled. He ordered, "Distract them from that. The melissae are too deadly when angered."

      Juliet swallowed. A swarm of irate melissae could kill even the most massive roc within moments, and their stings were said to be excruciating. And only soul healers like Lady Ravenstone could successfully communicate with them. She herself had ridden to the royal forest to see the melissae on occasion—Esme the Great's melissae hive was an extraordinary sight—but she'd taken great care not to upset them.

      Still somewhat pale, Queen Kiera glanced at Oakmoor. "Perhaps talk to High Priest Theodag about the Orandians seeing the Great Temple's magical endeavors instead. None of Orandia's temples are near as magnificent as our Great Temple."

      When Oakmoor nodded, King Devon asked the rest of the council if they'd other matters to discuss, and the council meeting shifted from the Orandians before ending soon after. Then Juliet hurried from the council room before she and Oakmoor could clash again. Such quarrels were much too revealing and dangerously exciting.

      
      Two mornings later, Juliet scanned her bright and airy workroom while waiting for Lady Driscoll and Sir Lorcan to arrive. As usual, her workroom almost sparkled, and all her magical accoutrements and spell
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