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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete A King's Witch series.
      

      

      
        She's a powerful witch who must keep her unique magic hidden. He's a failed duke running from his conscience.
      

      She intends to hide for the rest of her life, but when he forces her into a contract to work for him, there's only one place to run - by his side.

      For together, they'll stir up the kingdom, fight the king, and find love.

      ...

      A King's Witch follows a feisty witch and a duke in disguise fighting for their kingdom. If you love your historical fantasies with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab A King's Witch today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    A King's Witch Episode One

  
    Chapter 1

    “Oh no, everything is getting wet again.” Melinda rushed up the steps to her rickety old loft, stared in abject horror at the rain running rivulets down the window and through the cracks in the ceiling, and raced onto her sodden rug.

    “Drat,” she spat.

    As an enormous gust rattled the old, warped window from outside, it snapped the hinge. It yanked it back in a calamitous roar.

    Melinda sprinted over, her best pair of shoes now thoroughly ruined, the silk buttons waterlogged by the time she reached the window, grabbed the latch, and pulled it back before it could be yanked off and thrust up into the tumultuous clouds above.

    While she’d known it had objectively been bad weather most of the day, she had been ensconced in the shoemaker’s basement, going over the molds for a new set of clogs. Yes, she’d heard some of the wind whistling through the old cracks in the bricks and stones, but no, she hadn’t thought much about it.

    Until now.

    Her blond locks – objectively the most interesting part about her – now stuck to her face in clinging lumps. With a mighty harrumph, she managed to slot the window back inside its frame. But she certainly couldn’t leave it there. Holding on to the old wall latch that fixed it in place, she leaned back, her skirts almost tripping her up. She slid her small fingers along the table to her left, and she picked up a ribbon. The very same ribbon she’d been lucky enough to find on the street outside. Perfect white and without a single stain, she’d intended to put it in her hair. Saving her house would have to come first.

    Sorry, loft. And it wasn’t as if she owned it. Melinda owned little in this world.

    Wrapping the ribbon around the latch, she managed to yank it over to a hook in the wall. Then she fastened it as tightly as she could.

    She turned. Melinda owned one other thing. A pack of old tarot cards that had been given to her by her grandmother. And right now, in a great gust of wind, she heard one of the tiles fall off the roof and tumble onto the pavement beyond. Immediately, it allowed water to rush down like somebody stabbing you in the back of the hand.

    “My cards,” she shrieked.

    She lurched over. They couldn’t get a drop of water on them. It would affect their magic.

    So there was only one thing to be done.

    Melinda broke all the rules, the very same rules that had seen her travel to the capital city of Haldenthorpe, even though she was much more suited to the mountains. The same rules that had kept her wasting away in the bottom of this shoe factory for months on end. And the same rules that, if she broke them in public, would see her handed to the King forevermore.

    Melinda was a water witch. There were many different practitioners out there – and they wielded elements from fire to wind. But by far the rarest were the water witches. For the King wanted them all.

    In all her years wandering the royal lands, Melinda had never come across another just like her. And she quite wondered if that was because the others, just like her, knew to keep their heads down.

    Melinda didn’t even bother to turn – there was no one behind her. Nobody to see the magic that suddenly picked up from her hands. It looked like reverse rain or evaporation. It shimmered there just above her pale skin for a few seconds before it shot up toward the rain. Then it surrounded each droplet before they could ruin her cards. It held them there in a suspended net of twinkles like she’d dragged the very stars from the sky.

    Skidding over and almost slipping in the water that covered the old rickety boards, she plucked up her cards. No water from her skin dared stain them. No water on her skin would dare do anything she did not please.

    “Oh Lord, look at all this mess.” She stared morosely at the water covering everything – including her bed.

    She bit her bottom lip. She could just… whisk it all away. She could dry the water up with a single thought and a flourish of her hand. Gosh, she could carry it in a suspended cloud of magic and put it down the sink. But what she’d already done was bad enough.

    Moving a step back, glum that she couldn’t take the easy path, she flicked her hand to the side, and the rain she had suspended in the air finally dropped. More had joined it, so it rang out with a wet splash like a seal thumping down onto a stone for a sunbath.

    She swallowed, her shoulders descending with a twitch. The exact dresser where her cards usually sat was one she’d carried around with her for two years ever since coming to the capital. Now it would be ruined.

    Along with most of the other things she owned.

    At least her cards, her most treasured objects, would be safe.

    Melinda clutched them to her chest as she turned. There was a tap-tap on the window. She knew who it was long before a sharp, glistening yellow beak and a stunted set of wings blocked out what little light was coming from the tumultuous storm beyond.

    Though she had little reason to smile, one still curled her lips. She rushed over, splashing more water everywhere. “Cicero.”

    He tapped on the window again pointedly. If an owl could look aggrieved, he certainly managed it.

    She shrugged. She got as close to the glasses she could so she didn’t have to scream through it. “The latch is broken. I can’t open it.”

    “I’m your witch familiar. It’s viciously cold out here. Open the window.”

    “I can’t.”

    “Is that your pack of cards? Why are you holding them? Why aren’t they getting wet? Oh, you didn’t, did you?”

    She winced. She turned. All of the fabric she had lovingly used to hide the numerous faults of this old barn loft hung in raggedy wisps. She’d once plucked up a piece of lace from the street outside, and she’d been so terribly fond of it. As light as a cloud, it came from a land far away. She’d only ever seen its like adorning the Royal Family.

    It might be nothing more than a tiny handkerchief-sized scrap, but it had been something that had given her so much joy. Now it lay in a bedraggled, unloved pile next to the kitchen sink.

    She sighed. She sucked in a breath and pushed it against her equally limp fringe.

    Then she tucked her tarot pack carefully underneath her top, set up a defensive position against the storm outside, unwound the latch, and let Cicero in.

    He flapped past her face, and he splattered more water everywhere.

    A few droplets flew in Melinda’s eyes, but she didn’t begrudge him.

    Nobody begrudged Cicero. Not unless they wanted their eyes pecked out.

    It took her an enormous amount of effort to close the window again. Just as she tried, the storm screamed. What a wretched day. There was a flash of lightning not too far away. Melinda had to yank an arm up and hide behind it. As the bright flash petered out across the horizon, it showed there were yet more storm clouds to come.

    Why was that always the way in Melinda’s life? Whenever she found hope and peace, it was snatched up. Whenever she found something to treasure, it was taken away.

    Oh yes, no need to search far for the answer to that conundrum. It was plain as day. It was the very magic that ran in her blood. You might think it was better to be rare than normal. You would be wrong.

  
    Chapter 2

    Melinda rushed down the stairs the next day, her damp skirts clutched in one hand so she didn’t trip, a sour frown marking her lips.

    The shop bell was ringing. It was so loud, Melinda thought it would wake every ghoul in the city. That said, she’d never met one and she never wanted to. Not the point. After her night, she didn’t need this.

    She just wanted another good lie down, a cup of tea, and preferably, a bed that wasn’t covered in mold and damp.

    But we can’t always get what we want.

    As she rushed across the cobbled yard that led to the shoe shop, she paused, tilted her head around, and frowned up at the sky. It was brilliant blue this morning – not a hint of clouds, even far off on the horizon. She thought she even heard giggling shoppers walking down the street, glad to be out, spending money in this fine weather.

    Each to their own.

    She took another step and paused. She whirled around, narrowed her eyes, and stared at the clouds. She stopped just short of lifting her arm and shaking her fist at the sky. It might look as if it were tame, but yesterday had proven what she already knew. You could take nothing in this city for granted. There was far too much magic in the roots of Haldenthorpe for a smart witch to ever turn her back on. And though last night Melinda had done something atrociously bad by using her powers, she still included herself in the group of smart witches.

    She made her own way in this complicated world, and she’d never made a contract with some unscrupulous soul, which could not be said for a lot of the other mountain witches who’d come to Haldenthorpe.

    As she rushed into the back of the store, grabbed her apron, pulled it on, and tried to pull her tousled hair to the front to hide the fact her collar was wet, she saw one of the aforementioned witches who’d made a deal with some rich but unethical soul.

    Melinda worked for one of the most prestigious and oldest shoe stores in Haldenthorpe. It was situated on the top of the hill, and if there was one thing that could be said for her loft, it could have an utterly beautiful view, but the window was on the wrong side. It stared across at the sprawling towers and old stone homes of the central city. If you squinted, you could even see the side of the palace. Behind it, however, was the best view of all. The hill they were on ran right down to the ocean. If you were stupid enough to trip and your body was good at rolling, you’d end up headfirst in the bay. Melinda always heard the sound of gulls squawking, and if she caught the wind blowing in the right direction, the cries of the sailors below were like far-off bells.

    She paused now just before closing the door to breathe a little of the sea air in. As a water witch, large bodies of water always calmed her mind.

    She would need a lot more calming today.

    She flashed her gaze over to the witch in question. She’d walked in in a subservient position beside her master. That would be Dame Marlene Kilkenny – one of the richest women in all of the city – aside from the Royal Family, of course. Jewelry dripped off her fingers, throat, and wrists. Any part of her that could display her wealth did so. She might as well have painted her net financial position over her forehead.

    She was dressed in mounds of silk, but while it was certainly fine, it didn’t match that poor little handkerchief piece of air-silk Melinda had lost in the rains last night. Another reason to be sour, though she was careful not to let her ire mark her lips. Not in front of the Dame.

    “Called you into the shop at the last moment, did they, dear? Where are the usual shop lasses? They are much prettier,” the Dame said. Did she lower her tone? No. Did she lower her gaze? No. She was the kind who, when she was insulting you, which was most of the time, wanted you to know that she could get away with it.

    Melinda finished tying her apron and nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

    What exactly was she agreeing to? Everything that the Dame had said? Or the fact that she could get away with anything she wanted?

    Melinda mistakenly made eye contact with the witch. A pretty little thing, though quite gaunt. The Dame wouldn’t keep her around to feed her. Just to protect herself from things unseen. Melinda had heard things about this particular witch, too. Ex-Royal. That did not mean she was part of the Royal Family – just part of the King’s own collection.

    Melinda shouldn’t have thought about that, as her shoulders tightened and nervous tension zipped into her stomach.

    She bit her lip. She knew it was best not to engage the Dame in conversation even though the old mistress who owned this shoe store was always telling Melinda to talk to customers incessantly to distract them from how much they were spending.

    The silence allowed Melinda to think. She cut her gaze over to the windows. There wasn’t a cloud in sight. What a jolly day. For those who could enjoy it.

    All night, Melinda had thought about the same thing. Her worries had hurtled around her head like an untamed cart. What if… what if one of the King’s witches had been nearby when she’d practiced water magic last night? While Melinda could get away with practicing other forms of magic subtly, water magic was easily traceable.

    You would have required someone who knew what they were doing and someone who was terribly powerful to detect her short display. But it was still possible, right?

    If Cicero were here right now, while he’d tell her off for being so stupid to practice in the first place, he’d also laugh with a hoot at the fact she could be so terribly pathetic. If someone had felt her practice water magic last night, she wouldn’t be here right now. The King would’ve found out about it immediately, and she’d be… taken away. What exactly happened to the King’s collection of witches, she didn’t know. Very few, aside from the witch right in front of her, were ever let out. And even then, they couldn’t leave the capital city.

    “Do you have anything new in? Everything here is just so terribly boring. I want something that suits me. Why can’t you find something that suits me?”

    Melinda, not thinking, almost opened her mouth to say the only thing that suited the Dame was a self-righteous snarl, but they weren’t known for keeping one’s feet warm.

    “I believe we have some new stock coming in today. But—”

    The Dame’s eyes flashed. “What was that word you just said?” She picked up her fingers like she was politely sipping tea. Her rings glinted like tiny little swords. “It better not have been but.”

    At least Melinda did herself the dignity of not gulping. “I will just go and see if they’re ready.”

    She turned. Technically she wasn’t meant to leave customers alone in the store, but the fact of the matter was that if the Dame wished to steal something, she could, and there’d be nothing Melinda could do.

    As soon as she walked out of the door into the back room, she let the frown that had been fighting her lips claim them.

    “What—” she froze. She could snarl all she wanted at the Dame’s wretched routine, but she had to be careful. No doubt though it was illegal, the Dame used her witch to eavesdrop.

    So Melinda swallowed her insults.

    The new stock would not be ready until the afternoon. And Melinda couldn’t rush that. But she could recycle old stock.

    She found an old set of sturdy heels with an outrageously large pink button shaped like a rose on the top. They hadn’t sold a single pair.

    Melinda could take a chance and assume that the Dame hadn’t seen them when they’d been in the store previously. Or she could get creative.

    She searched around. She found another shoe from the same set in a different color and picked it up.

    They didn’t match. That would be the point.

    She walked out, a proud smile on her face. “I’m afraid these new shoes aren’t for the faint of heart.”

    “I need a pair to try on, my dear,” the Dame said, her tone dropping in warning. That would be all you’d get. If you thought Cicero was bad, then you hadn’t met someone who would really skin you alive.

    Melinda smiled wider. “I’m afraid this is the current fashion. One shoe of one color and one of another color. Most things only come alive when in contrast with their direct opposite, don’t you agree? It’s true of love, and true of shoes, too.” This was rich coming from her. It wasn’t like she’d ever had an odd pair of shoes, nor an odd lover. “It’s very popular in the eastern cities, I’m told.”

    The Dame scrunched her nose. All Melinda had to do was say the word popular. There was one rule for all of the rich clientele of this store. They wanted to look like all the other rich people in town. They also had to stand out. The only way they could do that was to be the first to buy new stock and the first to discard it.

    Meanwhile, Melinda had to scrounge whatever she could find from the street to clothe herself with, because Lord knows the little money she was given here wasn’t enough to keep her fed, let alone warm.

    “I’ll take it.” The Dame snatched the shoes off Melinda.

    It was a little too enthusiastic. Melinda was standing with her back to the shop door.

    She tumbled backward.

    She expected that she would crack her skull on the old carved and painted red wood. That did not happen. For someone walked in, and a strong hand descended on her shoulder. The kind of hand that suddenly gave you the impression that it could stop anything. That storm from last night? Why, easy. Gravity? A simple matter. Melinda’s heart?

    … Well.

    She turned.

    She stared up into one of the most handsome faces she’d ever seen. She wasn’t certain if it was the angles or the color of his eyes or his wide smile. But something caught her attention.

    It could, of course, be the suit. He was in a pristine uniform. It was crisp and white, and there were medals on one side of his breast. His hat shimmered in a catching shade of navy blue.

    “Darling,” a light voice tinkled from outside.

    The man in question took a step back, neatened his jacket with a firm tug, and somehow didn’t manage to do the same for the frown that adorned his lips. “Yes, dear,” he said in a patient tone.

    Melinda had assumed she was the only one transfixed by this man, but the Dame had become noticeably quiet.

    In through the door walked such a pretty woman, Melinda thought a doll had come to life. She certainly wore the same mounds of pink fabric you might get on a China doll in the finest shop in town.

    Her hair was blond, just like Melinda’s, but it shimmered more and was attractively arranged around her shoulders.

    She had golden clips holding it back and two pearl earrings.

    They accentuated her wide, nervous smile. She reached out to the man. “Are you sure this is okay?”

    “What is a fiancé to do but buy his wife-to-be whatever she pleases?” His lips had this talent of moving without the rest of his face. That wasn’t to say that he was frozen, but none of the mirth nor joy that should’ve been there reached his eyes.

    They remained rather cold. They’d fixed on the Dame ever since he’d seen her.

    “My, my, if it isn’t the most popular couple in all the land.” Just as with the man, the Dame’s lips certainly didn’t widen with any hint of joy. If Melinda had to guess, these two looked like mortal enemies.

    The man’s fiancée was oblivious. She walked over to the latest set of shoes – these pretty white things with fake pearls the size of coins. “My, are those real? They must be real, mustn’t they?” she asked, eyes becoming just as round as the fake pearls in question.

    Melinda’s lips twitched, but fortunately she didn’t have to deliver the obvious news.

    “I’m afraid if they were adorned with pearls that size, they would likely cost as much as the crown,” the man said.

    “Oh, Archie, you must think me so silly.”

    This was where, if he were indeed her loving fiancé, he would chuckle and say of course not.

    He held his tongue.

    Melinda usually didn’t like watching intrigue. It brought her too close to the very people in this city that would abuse her if they ever found out about her powers, but there was something enchanting about watching this man.

    Something—

    There was a great bang from outside.

    Melinda’s nostrils twitched. Immediately, she knew it had something to do with magic. One of those newfangled magic mechanical devices must’ve gone up in flames.

    She just hoped it had nothing to do with the shoe shop.

    Suddenly a horse neighed. Then it reared and shot past the window. It moved so fast, it looked as if it had been ejected from a ship’s cannon.

    “Oh my God,” the young woman screamed and lurched toward Archie.

    He grabbed her but hardly tenderly.

    “That’s my horse,” the Dame shrieked. “What has this wretched store done to my horse?”

    Celine, the owner of the shoe shop, had just walked in to relieve Melinda, but she quickly spun, pale cheeked and horrified. It was quite clear that no one had done anything to the Dame’s horse. She’d been rather foolish enough to buy one of those wretched new devices, and it had backfired. Quite literally. But as Melinda had already been at pains to point out, people like the Dame didn’t think like that. With the kind of money and influence they had, the way they thought was unfortunately how everyone else acted.

    Celine wasted no time. She pointed at Melinda with a stiff, commanding finger. “Run it down and stop it. Now.”

    Melinda had no choice.

    She flung herself out of the doors.

    She made eye contact with Archie, though briefly.

    It was long enough for his brows to clamp down and his lips to frown. “Witch then, are you?”

    She looked at him for a few seconds longer than necessary.

    She nodded.

    It was practically impossible for someone to hide that they were a witch. Melinda had tried it in the first few days of coming to this town, but she’d quickly realized the far smarter thing to do was to hide her true powers. She could get by pretending she was nothing more than a meek standard practitioner. It wasn’t easy, but for someone like her, it wasn’t hard, either.

    Get by, that was, when she wasn’t forced to run down wild, bolting horses.

    Melinda at least had maintained her fitness since coming down from the mountains. The air was thin up there, and she’d worked physically every single day to survive.

    It was easy enough to pick up her skirts and push into a sprint now. She would require more to run down this horse, though.

    It was attached to the Dame’s carriage. Or at least, for now. As it bolted, the pins that kept it locked against the frame protested with creaks that rang down the cobbled street.

    Melinda had one option. Get to the carriage, pull herself up, manage to jump to the horse, and grab the god-awful contraption from its head.

    Magic assistance devices, as they were called, had only become available in the last several months. Horrifying, if you asked her. You could attach them to any animal and control them completely. If your horse didn’t want to obey and would rather sit in the street than turn left, then that was no problem. You would just twiddle the dial on your device, and your beast would do as it was told.

    Melinda was surprised that the witch community had not kicked up more of a stink at the introduction of such abominable devices. Familiars could be anything from cats to horses to pigs to rabbits to owls – as her own. And anyone who’d ever spent time with a magical animal knew that the ordinary kind was just as smart.

    They did not deserve to be treated like glorified machines.

    Right now this one would be under the compulsion of a device that kept telling it to run, run, and run.

    So Melinda would rip that rotten machine right off this poor horse’s head.

    She got a rough idea of where the horse was running, and she jolted to the left. She knew these little streets and alleyways like the back of her hand. It was important for a witch when moving into a new area to become acquainted with her surroundings. It was far more important when you were hiding from the King, of course. So Melinda easily took a side street. She briefly had to clamber up a wall and run across it, but she managed it easily with her arms spread out wide like a graceful ballet dancer. Her shoes weren’t sturdy, but her grip was made all the more solid by a few scant little charges of force.

    It was about all she could manage. On paper, at least.

    She had to be careful not to dig deep and use the real force that pulsed through her veins. It wanted to rise up. But do that, and it would ultimately sink Melinda down.

    She jumped off the wall, grunted, rolled, and shot forward.

    She thought she heard someone guffaw from behind – likely a pedestrian who’d seen her display and concluded that women shouldn’t strain themselves so much in case they abruptly broke like fractured paintings.

    She rushed down the side street. And there was the horse. It was just coming down the road.

    This was the hill that led down to the sea. The horse quickly gathered speed. Melinda had to judge when to rush out. Get it wrong, and she’d top her day off by being squashed flat.

    She didn’t get it wrong. While she couldn’t practice her water magic, at least she could use it to help with her senses. She timed it perfectly. She rushed out.

    She grabbed the wildly flapping door of the ornate orange and black carriage. She managed to hold on, and she pulled herself up.

    She fell against one of the padded velvet seats.

    Knowing she was running out of time and feeling the horse gathering so much speed, it could jettison itself into outer space, she clambered out the other side of the carriage.

    “It’s okay,” she cooed, wind whipping in her hair and making it terribly hard to breathe. “I’ll rip the thing right off your head,” she promised.

    She reached out.

    This would be the tremendously hard part, but Melinda had grown up jumping from pine trees in the old forest behind her witch den.

    She timed it, and she let out a quick prayer. Then she jumped.

    She felt the air practically lift her up.

    She forced her way against it and the quick pace of the horse and managed to fall on its flank.

    She scrabbled forward and locked her arms around its neck.

    She gave herself precisely half a second to appreciate the fact that had worked and she wasn’t dead, then she grabbed the device stuck to the horse’s forehead, and with a single charge of magic, ruined it. It sputtered, and sparks flew everywhere.

    The horse skidded to a halt as it finally regained control of its own body. Fortunately it didn’t topple over, and the cart proved to be sturdy enough that it came to a stop, too.

    And Melinda… why, she practically melted on the back of the horse.

    She would’ve stayed there, but somebody else had other plans.

  
    Chapter 3

    Duke Archibald Windley

    The second he saw Dame Kilkenny, he wondered if his brother had sent her.

    There wasn’t anywhere he could go in this town without the palace watching him.

    They decided everything on his behalf, from where he would go to what he would do to who he would marry.

    But they could not decide where he would run.

    He set off after the slight witch with the blond hair that didn’t suit her, knowing she’d have absolutely no chance whatsoever of running down a controlled horse.

    He’d run down one himself back at the barracks – with the help of 10 men. And even then, it’d taken half an hour to get that wretched device off the poor beast.

    The shop assistant – even though she seemed to be a witch – would have no chance.

    And yet he saw the whole thing, all right. She darted off down the laneway out of sight just as he rushed out of the door. He sped off after the horse proper, hearing it clattering down the hill. Those damn magical control devices robbed creatures of their free will. While a horse would not choose to barrel full pelt down a hill while attached to a heavy carriage, these devices didn’t know any better.

    But you certainly would hope that the people who fixed them to animals of all kinds and colors should at least think twice.

    That was too much to be asked for in this broken city.

    He raced around the corner just to see that little witch fling herself out of the side laneway. Somehow she had managed to get in front of the beast.

    Far more impressively, with a running leap, she grabbed hold of the carriage door.

    “You fool,” he called from behind her. She would not be able to hear. Over the clatter of the horse’s hooves and the charging carriage, even a bullet blast would have trouble making itself known.

    Archie forced himself forward faster.

    This witch had another thing coming if she thought—

    She appeared out of the side of the carriage. Then, with half a second’s pause, she threw herself on the back of the horse… and she landed.

    His heart leapt into his throat, promising him physics would rightly yank her underneath the speeding horse and crack her like an undercooked egg.

    Physics did not win.

    The witch did. She thrust forward and rather than yank the device off the horse’s head, destroyed it instead. It sputtered with sparks, and the horse finally came to a natural stop.

    For now.

    The carriage sounded like it was about to break.

    Archie wasted no time. He reached the horse. He grabbed the girl, and he pulled her off.

    He twisted at the same time.

    He had a special, custom-made magical dagger. He couldn’t practice himself, but the dagger was military-grade, and it didn’t care if you could create magic – just where you slashed it.

    He flung it behind him, his aim perfect. It skewered the frame that connected the horse to the cart. It broke it in half. It let the beast free. It was just as the cart wobbled and went to fall to the side. If the horse had been yanked with it, it would’ve broken its legs.

    It jolted off.

    Archie didn’t even try to stop it.

    Hopefully it would leave the city far behind. Then perhaps it would come across a far-kinder owner. He doubted it would cause much trouble.

    Inclining his head, he saw it leap right over a stone fence. A lush garden awaited on the other side.

    It would offer a sufficient and succulent distraction.

    And Archie had his own.

    “What on earth—” the little shop assistant witch spluttered.

    Archie turned.

    So did she.

    The heel came off her shoe. She jolted backward.

    Archie was in a vulnerable position himself as he pushed onto his toes to check on the horse once more. She pulled him over.

    He toppled right on top of her.

    Her soft locks somehow provided him a cushion to fall against – one akin to a silk pillow.

    The witch, however, wasn’t nearly as lucky, and her head cracked against the pavement.

    “What are you doing?” she squealed.

    His hands pressed against her hip. It happened when you fell on top of somebody. He waited for blood to trickle down from the cut she should’ve received on the back of her head. But it didn’t.

    This was a remarkably sturdy witch, then?

    His eyes flashed.

    A sturdy, unattached witch. He confirmed that as he looked down at her hand. There wasn’t a ring in sight.

    She hadn’t used a great deal of power back there during that escapade, but strength and stamina can often make up for lack of force.

    He continued to stare into her eyes, a muddled frown marking his lips. It was one that would soon turn into a full-bodied grin.

    Had he finally found what he was after?

    He needed one thing. A clue. One clue to tell him how his mother died. The only way to get it would be to have an unattached witch at his side. He’d been looking for one for years. But the King kept most witches under lock and key. Of the ones that weren’t, they were usually snapped up by other prominent people in town. Unless they were rather pathetic, that was.

    It was very clear this woman didn’t have that much power. But Archie was used to working with limitations.

    “Why are you still on top of me?” she spluttered.

    She pushed against him, but he didn’t move back. It meant her face aligned with his.

    He smiled.

    Her cheeks reddened. It could be with anger, or it could be from the general effect he had on women.

    She could fall for him – it wouldn’t change a thing. It would make what he had to do next all the easier. “I have a proposal for you,” he murmured.

    She went as red as freshly boiled beetroot. “You… what? What is this?”

    “I have a proposal for you, and I’m afraid you won’t be able to say no.”

    “We just met,” she stammered.

    Was that curiosity flashing deep in her gaze?

    No. He certainly wasn’t about to marry her.

    “I—”

    “I see you’re unattached.”

    She went even redder.

    “An unattached witch is a very rare thing indeed.”

  
    Chapter 4

    Melinda

    It all slid into place, and all Melinda wanted to do was lurch up and slap him.

    This wasn’t the first time someone had tried to attach her to them. Usually when they found out she barely had any power, they gave up.

    Not this man, apparently.

    He finally clutched her hand and pulled her to her feet.

    Then he held onto her fingers for far too long.

    She tried to yank them back.

    They were alone. For now. She could hear the Dame and her witch rushing over.

    “I need a witch. If you agree to be my witch,” he said, his voice rumbling terribly low and somehow managing to shake into his grip, “I will smooth everything over with the Dame, and I will pay for the damages.”

    “Damages? I saved her horse. I—”

    He dropped her hand. He spent a few more seconds smiling into her eyes, then turned. Somehow his hat was still on his head. He took it off with a professional flourish.

    The Dame was out of breath by the time she raced around the corner. Her gaze flashed from the carriage over to Melinda. Then she screamed. She rivaled the sound of a dark ghoul.

    Melinda jolted. “I managed to save the carriage—”

    “You wretched child. What have you done? Look at my poor device!”

    Melinda had flung it to the side when she’d destroyed it. The Dame walked over and clutched it up as if it were a dead child. She shrieked again. “How dare you. I will have you in the stocks for this.”

    Melinda reeled. How could… how could anyone be so foolishly unjust? It had nothing to do with Melinda. She’d saved the carriage—

    The Dame jolted toward Melinda, her hand actually going for Melinda’s throat. But Archie pushed forward. He bodily blocked the Dame.

    “Get out of my way, failed duke,” she snarled. It was just within hearing.

    This man wasn’t a duke, was he? Melinda was almost certain she knew every single duke in town. But now was very much not the time to be distracted by such a frivolous fact.

    If the Dame—

    The Dame wasn’t going to get her hands on Melinda. Anyone with an ounce of intuition would be able to conclude that from the slight smile that slunk across Archie’s lips. “Please calm down, my lady.”

    “Calm? She destroyed—”

    “It was I who managed to run your horse down. I’m afraid that device,” he gestured at it dismissively, “malfunctioned.”

    Melinda blinked. “But—”

    “Do you really think an unassisted lowly witch would be able to jump into a carriage then leap on the back of a horse and stop it? All on her own?”

    The Dame blinked wildly.

    “It was me. Now… if you want damages—”

    She backed off. Her fingers no longer twisted menacingly toward Melinda’s neck. They fell to her side. She licked her lips with a quick tongue. “Why… Duke,” she hissed again, “thank you for your assistance.”

    “Any day.” He nodded low. He made eye contact with her the entire time as if he didn’t like the idea of giving her access to the top of his head without supervision.

    The Dame’s witch had reached her side. She frowned at Melinda.

    Melinda looked away.

    That witch would be able to tell who’d stopped the horse. The device had been destroyed by magic.

    “Feel free to take your carriage and leave, my lady. I know that you are a very important part of this town.” Archie smiled. It was all teeth.

    The witch, still keeping a wary eye on Melinda, walked over, her simple black dress flaring around her legs. She leaned down. She started to cast magic on one of the wheels. She looked over at the dagger.

    She reached toward it.

    Archie got there first. He rushed over, plucked up the dagger, threw it up, then placed it back in his pocket. It morphed and fit comfortably inside without shredding either his leg or the fabric. “Sorry about that.”

    He turned back to the Dame.

    She clearly didn’t want to pick a fight with Archie. She turned. She snarled at her witch to hurry up, and the witch, after completing the spell, easily dragged the cart away as if it weighed nothing more than a brick.

    … Which left Melinda with Archie.

    She blinked ferociously. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I don’t see why I have to—”

    “It’s too late. I lied for you. I took the blame.”

    “But there clearly wasn’t any justifiable blame to begin with. She dropped her so-called charges as soon as she found out that you did it. Sorry, all you did was watch.”

    He pressed a finger up against his lips and hushed her. “I know that woman, and she has a particularly explosive anger. She does not care for those below her. If she finds out you really did destroy it, she will attempt to exact damages. And when she finds out you’re dirt poor, she will go for your throat.”

    There was so much about that that Melinda did not like. The numerous insults didn’t help. Nor did his smile. It remained on his lips the entire conversation.

    He took a step back. He looked her up and down. Melinda had never felt like she was meat on display before. She crossed her arms. “If you think I’m about to attach myself—”

    “I’m relatively certain you don’t have any choice. I can call her back. Oh my—” he went to say lady, but Melinda was forced to jolt forward and grab his arm.

    She could not be brought to the police. Because the police would check her magic – then everything would fall apart.

    She squeezed her eyes closed. When she opened them, sure enough, she was still holding onto his broad bicep.

    She had to give credit to the tailor who’d created this fine suit. It fit perfectly.

    He slowly looked down at her hand then up at her face. “Yes? Is there a reason you’re holding onto me?”

    “I… I do not wish to be an attached witch,” she said. She didn’t want to act emotionally; she should scream this. But her voice broke.

    He narrowed his eyes. He did not show a scrap of compassion. “Unfortunately for you, you are—”

    “But if it’s magic you need, I suppose… I can help you. Are you after something? Something particular?” She looked into his eyes.

    He seemed to be a good judge of character, but he’d be nothing compared to her. She had been forced to learn to derive people’s desires from their eyes. If you couldn’t do that, you wouldn’t be able to remain on the run for long.

    She stared into this man’s gaze directly and with no filter, and she was certain she didn’t like what she saw. Was he a rogue? Quite possibly. Was he nasty…? It didn’t seem so.

    It rather appeared that he needed an unattached witch for some desperate reason. She swore she could see a burning desire right there in the middle of his handsome pupils.

    She dropped her hand. “I’m right, aren’t I? There is something specific you’re after. You’re not just looking for general magical protection and assistance. I can… use my magic to help you find whatever you’re after, but I warn you, I have terribly little.”

    He arched his eyebrow. “I prefer my women not to be sharp.”

    Her nose scrunched. “I am most definitely not your woman, sir. And if you indeed need my help, then we can… come to an arrangement.” She crossed her arms. Her grandmother had always told her that the best way to bargain with someone was to maintain physical dominance. She was hardly taller than Archie, nor was she stronger. She still tilted her head back and looked as if she were the one in control.

    It did not work. He laughed. It was this rich, deep, sonorous affair. It might be loud, but Melinda wondered if she could fall asleep to it, it was that soothing.

    “I don’t think you quite understand. You, my witch,” he corrected himself, “are not in control; I am. And you will be attached to me whether you like it or not. Now, how does this go again? Oh yes, I believe it’s like this.” He grabbed her hand. He turned it over. He pressed his finger into the center of her palm.

    An electric jolt of nerves squeezed itself past her heart and into her stomach.

    She stammered.

    “Go ahead,” he growled. “Attach yourself to me.”

    There was no getting away from him. She wondered, even if she managed to steal a ship and sail far away from the city, whether she’d ever put him behind her. She imagined the answer was no.

    “Attach yourself to me,” he warned again.

    She squeaked.

    Then she hurried up, grabbed his hand, and wrote her name on his palm.

    Melinda had never attached herself to anyone before – for obvious reasons.

    She’d read about the process, though. It sounded clinical, easy, and ultimately forgettable. The reality, however, couldn’t be further from the truth.

    A jolt of magic charged up Melinda’s back into her teeth. It forced its way into her hand then into his finger. It made her name light up as she wrote it across her palm.

    He tilted his head to the side. “Melinda. You don’t look like a Melinda. But very well.” He reached forward. He proffered his fingers in front of her face. “Put the ring on me.” His grin couldn’t be wider.

    Melinda was only just getting over the rather enormous act of attaching herself to somebody. Her heart stilled zipped and tingled, but when he thrust his hand further forward, she ground her teeth. “Very well.” She lightly grabbed his finger.

    He arched an eyebrow but said nothing.

    She muttered under her breath and closed her eyes.

    A magical contract ring appeared over their fingers, both glimmering under the early morning sun.

    As soon as it was in place, he wrenched his hand back.

    The heel of Melinda’s shoe was still broken. He overbalanced her. But before she could fall, he moved in close and grabbed her shoulder. He didn’t bother to glance into her eyes. His only attention was for his ring. “Now you’re my attached witch, Melinda, you will do as I say.” He distractedly let his hand fall.

    His fingers slipped down her ruined dress. Running a horse down and jumping on its back hadn’t exactly done wonders for the fabric.

    He was too distracted to see her reaction at his light, fleeting touch.

    He lifted his hand high. He pressed it toward the sky and smiled at the ring. Then he let it fall. Now he only had eyes for her. “We have work to do.”

    “But I have a job—”

    “As is standard with an attached witch, I will pay your current employer for any work lost.”

    “But she provides me with accommodation—”

    “I will make an arrangement with her. Then, Melinda, you will accompany me.”

    “To do what, exactly?” she protested. She was very aware of the fact that her cheeks were bright red. So too were her lips, and she wasn’t entirely sure why. Maybe her body was busy redirecting blood flow, recognizing that the one skill she would need to survive for a minute, let alone a lifetime with this man, was her wit.

    The smallest smile that had curled across his lips and confirmed to her that he was nothing but a rogue froze. The glimmer of his real emotions she’d seen previously shone through – but only for a moment. “There’s something we need to track down. It’s nothing.”

    Nothing? If it were nothing, it wouldn’t burn like fire in his gaze. If it were nothing, he wouldn’t have attached her to help him find it. If it were nothing, it shouldn’t consume both of their lives for good.

  
    Chapter 5

    Duke Archibald Windley

    Sometimes luck falls into a person’s lap, and they get everything they’re after. Archie couldn’t say he had everything he wanted. But as he strode down the street, he slowed, and he gave Melinda a sideways glance. She might be strong, but her magic was almost nonexistent. She was enough to be labeled a witch but little more.

    He’d figure out a way to make her powers work for him.

    Because desperate men always find a way.

    He returned to the shop and smoothed things over with his fiancée and the shop owner.

    All the while, Melinda, the weak witch, stood outside the shop nervously staring up at the clouds. What, did she think it was going to rain? Even if it did, he’d still make her work.

    Now he had a witch, the hunt could begin.

    The whole time as he was negotiating with her rather ambitious boss, he thought of what he could finally do. The cold case of his mother’s murder had lain undisturbed for 15 years.

    No one had paid it a scrap of attention.

    Apart from Archie. It’d ruled his entire life.

    He had joined the army simply to join the Royal Police Division, simply to look into the case. But there is a limit to what a human can do, especially when they are up against a magical murder.

    When he was done, he walked out.

    He placed one hand in his pocket and looked at Melinda.

    Either she was ignoring him, or there was something terribly interesting in the clouds. Only a few flitted across the horizon. After the storm yesterday, most of them would’ve been blown south.

    “What? Do you think heaven will help you? I—” Archie tried.

    “No one ever helps me,” she muttered darkly. She dropped her arms. “Let’s just get this done. What is it that haunts you, Duke?”

    His lips twitched.

    She might be a weak witch, but she had a strong mind. His jaw hardened. “Two things,” he said darkly. “I—”

    “Whatever you’re looking for is personal. I understand. You don’t want to discuss it. And you certainly don’t want me calling you duke.”

    His lips froze. He had to reassess his previous conclusion. She wasn’t just smart; she was awfully sharp, too.

    Perhaps he’d made a mistake. He certainly flashed his gaze down to his ring, questioning whether she was the right pick after all.

    She of course saw the movement. A tiny flicker of victory rose in her gaze.

    So, with one hand still in his pocket, he pushed forward.

    “Yes, you’re right. But no,” he let his voice push out from the middle of his stomach, and her eyes widened slightly, “it won’t be enough to break the contract. Because nothing will. You’re my witch now, and I intend to do whatever I please—”

    “There are rules,” she growled. “And you will be bound by them. I’m here to assist you in magical matters, Mr. Archibald. And that’s all.”

    “It’s Mr. Windley. And now we understand each other, shall we?” He gestured in front of himself, but rather than wait for the lady to walk first, he charged ahead.

    “Very mature.”

    “One does not need to be polite with one’s servant, does one?

    “I imagine you are not polite with anyone.”

    “And I imagine you usually know it’s best to keep your tongue around those of higher social status.”

    “The only thing I keep my tongue for is the truth, Mr. Windley, and you’ll find you won’t like it.”

    He chuckled. “You’ll find I have a fabulous ability to put up with anything if I want what’s on the other side.”

    She dwindled into silence. Perhaps, from her red cheeks, she was thinking through that statement and coming to the wrong conclusion. Or maybe it was something else that bothered her.

    As they walked down the street, they came to a section with an unrivaled view of the palace. There it was, nestled behind the parliament building. It was unquestionably the most glorious set of buildings in the land. Trust Archie, because he’d traveled far and wide.

    He would’ve stayed far and wide had he not been dragged back. If it weren’t his conscience crying out to solve his mother’s murder, it was always the King.

    He kept a step behind her, even though he’d charged off first. It meant he noticed as she swung her eyes to the side and assessed him. “Do you not like what you see, my witch?”

    “You may refer to me by my name, you know?”

    “I’d rather keep things businesslike between us, wouldn’t you?”

    Her lips twitched. “Yes, indeed.”

    “What is it that you’re staring at?”

    “I know all of the dukes—”

    He pushed up close. “You won’t use that title. Do you understand? The witch contract can be quite clear. If—”

    “Yes, if you have information that’s sensitive and you don’t wish for me to share it with others, I will keep it hidden.”

    His mouth opened, ready to fatten into a smile, but then he realized he hadn’t won at all.

    Once again, he’d given her more information.

    It’d been a while since he’d met someone as smart as her. She had the kind of canny intelligence you rarely saw in the safe environment of Haldenthorpe. The populace had lost its ability to sense threats, as they didn’t need to do it every day. They had the army and witch division to do that for them.

    He frowned down at her. She stopped in the middle of the street. She twisted. “Now you are assessing me. Can I ask what it is that you want?”

    “You’re a strange mix.”

    “I am?”

    “You have a powerful body but weak magic. You have a sharp mind but terrible peripheral vision.”

    “What—”

    He grabbed her by the hand and pulled her up onto the curb just as a controlled horse charged past.

    She’d likely seen it, but she’d likely judged they’d had time.

    “You don’t seem to be somebody who doesn’t like taking chances,” she muttered quietly, either at the fact he was still holding her, or because she was reassessing just how fast that horse had been.

    He had to chuckle. “You’d be surprised what kinds of risks I will take when I have a goal in sight.” He let his gaze dart back and forth across her face then dropped her hand. He turned, and he walked backward. His hands were clasped behind him. He took up the rigid position he would if he were teaching a recruit. “Now, let us lay down some ground rules.”

    She crossed her arms, huffed, and blew a breath up against her fringe.

    She had rather attractive hair. He’d said previously that it didn’t match her, and it didn’t.

    The hair itself was sumptuous. Unlike a lot of the coiffed dos he saw these days, it was also her own. It was like something you’d see from a classical painting.

    “Yes, what are the ground rules?” she prompted him after he failed to respond for half a second.

    She hardly had patience, did she?

    He straightened up and continued to walk backward. “You will do as I say—”

    “Within the dictates of witch contracts, of course.”

    “Indeed. You will come when you’re called.”

    She sighed like a dog that was sick of its master. “Anything else?”

    “Yes. You won’t ask any questions.”

    She frowned. “How am I to help you if I can’t ask questions? I don’t even know what it is that we are after.”

    “You will not ask questions,” he added, tone grave. He was well aware of the fact he was once more giving away emotional cues to this woman. But this had to be done.

    He might be teasing her, but he didn’t honestly care about her social position. He knew well the danger of what he was about to do. And he would not have anyone pulled into his mess.

    “Do you understand?” he emphasized.

    She blinked back in surprise. “Yes, I understand, but—”

    “Good. Now, it’s time to buy you a dress.”

    She looked flabbergasted. “What is it you think I’m wearing, then? A sack?”

    He looked at her pointedly. “If you are inviting comment, I can certainly give it. Yes, it looks like something you dragged up out of the bin. What, did you find it in the street?”

    He didn’t get a chance to smile at his own joke.

    She looked away bashfully. One thing working for the military Royal Police had taught him was that it was quite easy to read people’s emotions when they didn’t guard themselves.

    So she had plucked this outfit from the street, then?

    He cleared his throat. “You need to look official.”

    “I’m sorry?”

    “I’m simply following the rules of witch contracts. You need to officially look like my employee. Because,” his cheek twitched, “I am soon to marry, I can’t be seen to walk around with a young woman for no official reason. Do you understand?”

    Yes. She understood. Her frown told him that. It also told him she was once again gathering information on his voice, on his stance, on everything.

    He would have to watch himself around her.

    “The dress store is—” He went to walk down the laneway to the side.

    Melinda moved away from him. She strode over to a little old set of stairs that cut down to her left. She paused and looked over the shined metal railings out to the palace and the central shopping district sprawled beneath.

    It could have been beautiful – if you removed the palace from the scene. For that was nothing more than a parasite.

    “It’s quicker this way.” She pointed down the stairs.

    “I grew up in this city. I take it from your accent that you did not. It is quicker this way.”

    “It takes approximately 15 minutes that way. It takes 14 and a half this way.” She spoke with such confidence.

    He laughed. “Why would somebody know that?”

    “Because I—” she faltered.

    She’d been about to give something away, hadn’t she?

    It was his turn to cross his arms and assess her. “Why would somebody know the quickest route through the city? It’s almost like you’re running—”

    “I deliver shoes sometimes,” she spoke over the top of him. “You have met my employer. She’s exacting, and she does not tolerate time wasters. Nor do I.” She turned around, her skirts flaring, and she trotted down the stairs.

    He arched an eyebrow.

    Her cheeks had been slightly red when she’d said that. She wasn’t hiding anything, was she?

    A part of him cared – the rest did not. Now he finally had the ability to open up his mother’s case, nothing would get in his way.

    “If you are incorrect,” he said as he pulled his pocket watch out and started a countdown, “it will come out of your pay.”

    She snorted. “I find it hard to believe you actually intend to pay me.”

    “I will operate as per the dictates of the Witch Council. Don’t worry,” he tried hard not to let his gaze slip down her uncomfortably wiry and underfed form, “you will get what you require.”

    “All I need is to wind back the clock and never meet you,” she muttered under her breath.

    He chuckled. “I’m afraid this isn’t a time travel mystery, my witch.”

    An angry look flashed through her eyes. She seemed to detest that particular phrase. He would go out of his way to use it, then.

    When they arrived at the dress store, with exactly 30 seconds to spare, he had to swallow his sanctimonious grin.

    He also had to swallow the detective side of his personality that wanted to question if she indeed participated in deliveries. When she’d said that, she hadn’t seemed particularly honest.

    He opened the door and strode in first. Maybe it wasn’t the done thing, but he needed to put some distance between him and her until she was wearing the correct attire.

    “I thought we were going to the store across the street?” she muttered. “You do realize how much things cost here, don’t you?”

    He bristled, waiting for whatever insult she could dream up next. Perhaps she’d even drop the word duke. She didn’t.

    She walked in, assuming the exact same stance most people did when striding into this particular clothes boutique. Not unless you were the Dame or someone of high repute – and consequently, of a fat bank account, also. Though, sorry, Archie had been around long enough to know that those two didn’t go hand-in-hand. Those with expensive habits very rarely had good business sense. Either they had someone looking after them, or they had a clever way to hide their debts.

    He took his hat off. He placed it underneath his arm, and he strode up to the glistening ebony counter in the middle of the store. On the left and right were clay white mannequins, all dressed in the finest attire the kingdom could come by. There were velvets that were spun by the spider people of the Arlet Islands, cotton that flowed like silk, and boutique beaded satins that made it look as if someone had wrapped themselves up in the night sky. Behind the counter, however, were the fabrics only kept for the Royal Family.

    There were three shop assistants and the senior tailor, Reginald Star.

    A sinewy old man with a slate gray beard, eyes to match, and a pair of scissors always peeking out of his top pocket, he locked eyes on Archie. He ushered the girls away.

    Archie’s jaw twinged.

    “Mr. Windley.” He nodded low in apparent deference but quickly slid his gaze over to Melinda.

    For a wild moment, he wanted to pretend that, yes, he’d thrown away his betrothed for someone he’d met off the street. He’d ruined years of tradition and flown in the face of the King.

    He soon reeled himself in and smiled. He lifted his hand and revealed his ring. “I have just begun my own contract. My witch here needs some clothes to reflect her status.”

    Reginald frowned but quickly twisted it into a smile. “I see.”

    Archie certainly hoped he did. He was playing a careful game here. He needed the sharp-witted Melinda to help him without ever finding out who he really was.

    “This way.” Reginald spread his spindly arm to the side, indicating the fitting rooms.

    Archie waved him off. “I’m not interested in coming in. Just make it simple—”

    “And make it clear she’s your employee – yes.” Reginald smiled – or something happened to his lips.

    Archie kept an even expression. He didn’t trust Reginald – he spoke directly with Royal palace spies most days to hand on the tidbits he’d overheard while fixing fine ladies’ dresses. As soon as they left, Reginald would send a quick message to detail Archie’s escapades.

    Good.

    He wouldn’t – and couldn’t – hide the fact he had a witch. The ring would tell anyone he was attached.

    It didn’t matter. He’d rather the palace know.

    They wouldn’t be able to guess her ultimate purpose.

    When Reginald gestured toward the fitting rooms but Melinda simply looked at him blankly, Archie cleared his throat. Then he pointed. He had to say he quite liked the look of total indignance that consumed her gaze like a magical mushroom cloud. “Excuse me—”

    He obviously stared over at Reginald. “Manners,” he mouthed.

    He imagined he could read her mind, and right now she wanted to shove one of those mannequins down his throat. But at least she complied. She rigidly followed Reginald into the other room. Archie stood exactly where he was, watching the entire display. Not Melinda, mind you – Reginald.

    One of the reasons Archie had taken her to this specific boutique was he needed to know how the King’s men would react. As Archie watched Reginald now and a rather bored look crossed through the man’s usually deadly gaze, he realized his gamble was paying off.

    Reginald would report back to the King that Archie had sunk lower once more and grabbed the first unattached witch he could find, regardless of how pathetic her powers were.

    In other words, he would faithfully report that Archie was still no threat.

    But that couldn’t be further from the truth.

    Archie didn’t bother to walk around and stare at the overpriced fabrics, suits, and dresses on display. He’d seen them all and more in his time. The King had a voracious love for anything that displayed his wealth and power. Be it the finest air-silk or water witch. But while one could save him from assassination and cut down his foes like weeds, the other could not.

    Archie tucked his hat harder under his arm as he heard a rather pleasant noise – Melinda spluttering from the next room. “Why are you putting a magical needle there?”

    “Trust me, my dear,” Reginald growled. “It would be better for you than a metal one. But test me further with your impertinence, and we can switch.”

    Archie snorted. He was glad that Melinda was proving too much for Reginald too. The old spy didn’t know how to handle someone like her – it wasn’t with actions, just your mouth. And Archie warmed his up as Melinda finally staggered out of the room, her arms held wide in a
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