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Chapter One

Esmerelda Proctor stared at the wedding gown in absolute horror. The white silk and tulle creation was nestled in a bed of ivory tissue paper in an oversized cardboard box closely resembling a coffin. The bodice and long fitted sleeves were covered in delicate seed pearls, glittering crystals and yards of Brussels lace. The voluminous tulle skirt was barely restrained by the yards of tissue paper wrapped around it. At the bottom of the box, her mother’s wedding tiara was nestled in its own bed of tissue paper next to dainty silk slippers. 

Her eyes slid shut and a feeling of impending disaster washed over her. Maybe it was a mistake and she’d imagined the gown on her bed. A half-laugh, half-sob escaped and her hands fisted. She took a deep breath and slowly released it before allowing herself to open her eyes. 

The gown was still there. 

“Drat.” 

Fashioned for her great-great grandmother, the original Esmerelda, the gown was fit for a princess and, despite its age, was as pristine as the day it was first worn. Her great-grandmother, Angelina, had worn the dress, as had her grandmother, Brianna, and finally her mother, Carolan. It was part and parcel of being the seventh Proctor daughter of a seventh Proctor daughter legacy. She, Esmerelda Juliana Proctor, was the last of her line and destined to wear this dress. 

Only she’d been hoping it wouldn’t be this soon. Her lips twisted. Not to mention the fact that the dress would never fit her without magical assistance. Carolan had been a sleek size eight, while Esme was a sturdy size sixteen. She sighed again, poked at a sleeve and felt something stiff tucked into the edge of the box. 

A thick cream linen envelope peeked out from the layers of cloth and paper. She picked it up and her stomach plummeted. The paper was obviously expensive and on the back was her father’s seal, a raven with a dagger clutched in its claws. 

She broke the scarlet wax with a fingernail, tipped the envelope over and a cassette tape fell out. Her hand trembled as she picked it up and hurried to her stereo to shove it into the player. She pushed the play button. 

“Esmerelda.” Her father’s voice sounded from the speakers. “The day has come for you to fulfill your duties to your family and marry the Montgomery heir as was set forth in the betrothal contract. By now you’ve received the wedding gown and everything you’ll need for the ceremony. The car will pick you up Saturday morning at 10:00 a.m. and the ceremony is set for 10:45 a.m. sharp. If anything is missing or does not fit properly, have Shani contact my assistant and they will take care of the issue.” There was a slight pause and the sound of a heavily indrawn breath. 

“Do not disappoint me.” 

The tape whirred, and then fell silent. Esme stared at the player in total disbelief. 

“This can’t be happening.” She crumpled the envelope in her hand and her stomach cramped with betrayal. The message hadn’t contained even the slightest hint of affection that a father should have shown his daughter. Instead, it had been a cold and impersonal message, as if he were speaking to a complete stranger. 

Her lip curled. Edward Barrows-Proctor hadn’t even granted her permission to contact him. Instead she’d been directed to go through her guard, who in turn would contact her father’s assistant. She bit her lip hard to prevent the sob that threatened to erupt. 

My father doesn’t give a damn about me. 
Her knees wobbled and her eyes stung. Less than a week ago, she’d sent her father a message through her guard, asking him one last time for release from the marriage contract. She’d been only five years old when the contract had been signed and she’d been forbidden to see her fiancé during the intervening twenty years. Even though they’d religiously exchanged cards and gifts at Yule and on birthdays, she knew no more about her future husband than she had as a child. 

The past few days had been tension-filled as she’d waited for a response to her request. Tonight, when she’d returned from her evening walk, Shani had notified her that she’d received a package from home. Thinking, mistakenly of course, her father had relented and had sent her a token of his change of heart, she’d raced upstairs to find the dress on her bed. 

Her father hadn’t even acknowledged her request. 

Her lips twisted and a cry locked in her throat. Her body shook and the envelope, still clutched in her hand, burst into flames. Cold blue flames devoured the paper, yet left her skin untouched. She flung the burning paper into the fireplace. She wouldn’t let him get away with this. 

She was through being a pawn to a father who didn’t love her. She wouldn’t be forced into marriage with a stranger she’d met only once. Edmund had kept her on a short leash, thinking only of the riches her famous name and magical lineage could bring him rather than her ultimate happiness. 

Esme stalked to the bed and struck out at the box, shoving it across the bed so hard, it slid off the other side and spilled onto the floor. She ignored the pile of white silk and tulle when she strode past it to her altar. 

All of her adult life had been spent hidden away at Hill House like a freak of nature. Her heritage of being a Proctor daughter, combined with the fact that she was the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter, made her a valuable commodity to her father. As far as she knew her six sisters hadn’t been imprisoned as she had, but she had no doubt they’d also been sold to the highest bidder. That was her father’s way. She rubbed the back of her hand across her forehead. 

Where are you guys and why won’t my father speak of you? 
She snatched her mother’s silver Goddess bowl from its honored place on the shelf above her altar. Esme had become betrothed to the Montgomery boy on her fifth birthday, two days after they’d buried her mother in the cold, damp earth. She’d been too young to understand what had occurred the day the contracts were signed. She vaguely remembered meeting several men and a tall, dark-haired boy with stormy eyes and a serious expression. 

She set the bowl on her worktable with a thud. 

With the air still heavy with the scent of flowers from Carolan’s funeral, she and her father, along with the Montgomery family, had attended the impersonal ceremony that had concluded with the signing of the betrothal contract. Nothing had been asked of her, not even what she’d wished for her future, not that she’d have been able to answer then. One minute she’d been a grieving child trying to escape the curious gazes of a group of strangers and the next, a promised bride. 

Betrothed to a stranger before she could even spell her full name. 

She draped a purple silk cloth over a wooden serving tray. As if anyone was still betrothed in this day and age. It was the new millennium and women weren’t supposed to be treated as property, yet her father still intended to hand her over to the highest bidder. She clearly remembered the fat envelope that had changed hands when the contracts had been completed. She had no doubt now that it had been filled with money, the agreed upon price for her name and her precious virginity. 

She placed the Goddess bowl in the center of the tray. At the arrival of her menses, her father had imprisoned her at Hill House with Shani, her eunuch guard, and Ivy, a deaf woman, as her cook and housekeeper. As a final insult, Edmund had cast a spell over the property that prevented her from walking more than a mile from the house in any direction. 

For the past eleven years, she’d lived a life of near silence and utter loneliness, her precious virginity intact. As the years had passed, she’d thought for sure she would’ve been able to sway her father from this path. On the rare occasions she’d had contact with him, she’d done her best to convince him to release her, but he’d staunchly ignored her pleas. 

Esme moved to the narrow shelves next to her altar and picked through containers of dried plant materials. According to lore, the seventh Proctor daughter could only yield her maidenhead to a male witch of pure blood in order to secure the strongest of powers in their offspring. Her father professed to believe that if she were to squander her only possession of worth upon a lesser mortal, it would spell the end of the exalted line of Proctor women. In reality, he was looking to line his own pockets. 

Esme snorted and pulled a few dried hyacinth flowers from a jar and dropped them on the cloth. The son of one of the most powerful magical families on earth, Ethan was probably as coldly ambitious as his father, Kiergan. The elder Montgomery was rumored to be ruthless in his determination to increase the already impressive magical talents of his family. 

Those were the stories passed around when she was a child. Unfortunately, she’d heard little new information over the years, secluded as she was. Only the tidbits her father had passed on had left her in no doubt that, if she tried to thwart their plans, he and the Montgomery family would make her pay for the rest of her life, however long that would be. 

Well, she would just see about that. 

She selected a handful of dried white rose petals and added them to the tray. With her last message, she’d given her father one last chance to grant her the freedom she craved and his response had been to deliver the wedding dress and move up the date a few months. He’d forced her hand and now it was time to put her backup plan into action, a plan that would either gain her freedom or hasten her death. 

She reached for the bulging book that contained her spells. Now, what else did she need? A soft wave of calm slipped under her skin when her fingers brushed the worn leather of the oversized tome. Held by the Proctor women for centuries, it was well known that the book wouldn’t reveal its secrets for anyone other than a true Proctor daughter. She’d seen this in person when her father had tried to open the book shortly after her mother’s death. Instead of opening, bolts of bright blue electricity had shot from the silver latch and knocked him on his generous backside. 

She smiled when the cover turned easily and the familiar scent of dust and dried plants rose from its pages. Filled with spells written by many hands, bits of dried herbs, feathers, and extensive drawings of sacred rites, the grimoire was a feast of information for any practicing witch. 

Esme scanned the crowded pages until she found the rite she’d marked with a scrap of white ribbon. She’d come across the spell several months ago while in search of something to heal the wounded sparrow she’d found in the woods. 

Her gaze moved over the pale brown scrawl. 

Summoning a Lover 
She was going to conjure a lover to take her virginity. Once the deed was done, her father would have no choice but to set her free, as the marriage contract would be breached. 

Or she hoped it would be that easy. 

She reached for a container of bay leaves. She knew very little about engaging in the sex act or even dealing with the opposite sex. Just the thought of taking a man into her bed made her a bit queasy. The only thing she knew for sure was that she needed to lose her virginity to a non-witch, and since her father had seen to it that no men could get near her, her only option was to conjure one. 

She looked at the list of ingredients. 

R-O-S-E 

Next to the word was a small picture. Definitely a rose and shaded with white chalk. White rose petals. Check. The next picture was a tuft of bushy, white, star-shaped blossoms. That would be the white hyacinth flower. She already had those arranged. 

She frowned. But what was this next ingredient? Her gaze moved over the meaningless jumble of letters. While she recognized the letters, the arrangement didn’t mean anything to her. 

M-O-R G-O-R 

Frustrated, Esme shoved the book away. If only she weren’t so stupid. Her father had given up on her ever learning to properly read. He’d sent the tutors away when she was eleven and still unable to read at even a second grade level. 

Stupid, stupid Esme, he’d ranted. 

Luckily, what few magical abilities she possessed were ones she’d been born with and they were more or less intuitive. Her grimoire was filled with many drawings and, in general, she did fine with the simplest of spells. She could light a candle in the blink of an eye, turn water into wine, wash dishes in a flash and set the broom to sweeping the floor. Those were certainly worthy talents that would’ve made her mother proud. 

Of course, there was the time she’d accidentally turned Ivy into a rat and it had taken a whole week to return her back to normal. Esme sighed. She didn’t like to remember that incident. Years had passed before Ivy had become comfortable around her again. 

Then there was the unfortunate incident with the fruit pies… 

She shook her head. No, no, she couldn’t bear to even contemplate that one. She’d had to use three layers of paint to cover the mess on the walls and the white table linens had had to be destroyed. Who knew raspberries could stain like that? 

She pulled the book toward her. She wouldn’t screw up this spell, not this time. Her entire future depended on it working correctly and, for once, her magic would perform as she’d intended. She was sure of it. 

She glanced at the drawing next to the garbled entry. It looked like a morning glory blossom and next to it was a small seedpod. Did she use the dried flower or the seed? Did it matter? Surely they were of the same plant and their powers would be similar. 

She selected a jar of the black morning glory seeds and placed a small amount on the tray, then added dried petals for good measure. She retrieved several rosemary sprigs and a pinch of lavender petals before adding the sage bundle to indicate the goddess should send her a man. 

Esme stifled a giggle. Wouldn’t it be a tragedy if she’d forgotten the sage and the universe sent her a woman instead? 

After double-checking the book to ensure she had everything she needed, she retrieved her wand. The wooden handle was smooth and familiar against her palm. The wand had been the last gift she’d received from her mother and it was her most cherished possession. She laid it across the Goddess bowl. 

Now she was ready. 

She picked up the tray and carried it outside to the spacious stone terrace. The unseasonably warm evening air smelled of damp earth and decaying leaves, while overhead the waxing moon was high in the sky. Autumn was approaching and the moon was several days away from being full. It was the perfect night for casting a spell. 

She placed the tray on a wrought iron bistro table before hurrying back into her room to retrieve three white candles and the Book of Shadows. After arranging them near the tray, she lit the candles with a single breath. Their flames flickered and danced in the slight breeze and the scene was set. She smiled. 

Magic was afoot. 

Taking a deep breath, she tilted back her head to gaze at the swollen orb of the moon. It was almost midnight, the witching hour, and time to cast her spell. 

She ran her finger around the rim of the bowl and tried to ignore her suddenly queasy stomach. She took another deep breath and her mother’s words whispered through her mind. 

“Esmerelda, it isn’t the content of the spell, it’s the intention behind your words. The business of magic is never to be taken lightly. Be succinct about how you phrase yourself and above all, be careful what you wish for as you just might get it…” 

“Mama, I wish you were here,” she whispered. 

Ignoring the pang near her heart, she turned her attention to the open book. Some of the letters and words of the spell were jumbled into an illegible mass. She could pick out most, but the rest were a mystery to her. 

She rubbed the back of her hand across her forehead, then turned her attention from the book to the tray. As her mother had always said, it wasn’t the words that were said but the intent behind it. She was sure her intent was clear and hopefully she’d gotten all of the ingredients correct. 

Clearing her mind, she closed her eyes for a few moments of quiet reflection. Her heartbeat slowed, and when she concentrated on the soles of her feet and the solid feel of the terrace beneath her, she experienced the familiar rush of power from the earth as it entered her body and expanded through her limbs. 

Steady now, she opened her eyes and reached for the dried rose petals. Sprinkling them into the bowl, she spoke out loud while adding each ingredient. 

“Silent night, 

Cast in white, 

With all my might, 

I ask you make it right. 

Hear my words, mighty Hecate, 

Save me from my father’s plan, 

Grant me my most urgent wish, 

And send me a man. 

Fair of face, 

With kindness and grace, 

A smile so bold, 

And a heart of gold. 

In the dark of night, 

Mighty Hecate, make it right 

Under this full moon, 

Save me from my father’s doom.” 

With the last line, she picked up her wand and stroked its tip along the edge of the silver bowl. A soft breeze licked her dark curls and the dried plant materials began to swirl as if an unseen hand were mixing them. 

She stepped away from the table and the air currents increased. Her gaze remained fastened on the twirling herbs and dried flowers as the enchanted breeze eased the ingredients out of the bowl in a circular swirl of warm air to be swept into the evening sky. 

A feeling of inevitability settled over her shoulders as her offering vanished in the distance. What was done was done and for better or worse, her spell had been cast. Now all she had to do was wait for her lover to arrive. 

A sharp twinge struck her in the chest near her heart. She was bitterly disappointed that her first lover was to be a man of her own making. He would be a magical creation rather than a mortal man with a family and hopes and dreams of his own. He could never be a real lover and there could be no chance of a future between them. 

She shook away that sad thought and gathered her things together. She had to do whatever was necessary to gain her freedom. Once she’d accomplished that, she’d be able to seek the man who was destined to be her one true love. 

Chapter Two

Ethan “Hawk” Montgomery glared at the crystal ball in the center of his desk. In the smoky depths of the orb, his fiancée moved about her chamber, replacing the items from her altar. Her usually animated face was solemn. 

For her sixteenth birthday, he’d gifted Esmerelda with a special set of crystal globes with the explicit instructions that they be placed around her sanctuary. Unbeknownst to her, he’d spent a lot of time watching her through those years and he’d seen her do many things he didn’t understand. Then again, who truly understood women to begin with? 

He’d seen her charm birds from the trees, dance in the moonlight and spend quiet evenings painting or knitting. He’d watched as she’d cast spells to cure sick animals and wax her bedroom floor. He’d been watching the time she’d completely botched a simple offering spell, the outcome of which perplexed him to this day, but he’d never seen her do anything like what she’d done this evening. 

She’d asked the Goddess to send her a lover. 

With a growl Hawk lunged to his feet. He’d just received a note from Edmund stating the wedding date had been moved up several months due to an illness in the family. In a few days she was destined to become his wife and it was a complete mystery to him as to why Esmerelda would make such a request. He’d never seen a man enter her sanctuary and her father had assured him that she’d never had sexual contact with any man. 

He snorted. If this were true, then why would she have chosen to conjure a lover? Virgins did not conjure lovers; only a woman of experience would do so. 

Irritated, he stalked to the wide windows overlooking the Valley. There was no way he’d allow his woman, his Esmerelda, to accept another man into her bed and her body. She was destined to be his and had been since the time they were both but children. 

The Proctor women were known for being a little eccentric but, thanks to their limitless magical abilities, most people had a tendency to overlook their odd habits. They were powerful and uncommonly beautiful and they exuded both mystery and sensuality. It was said that a man only had to spend a few minutes in their company and he’d be ruined for any other woman. 

He couldn’t attest to that personally, as he’d met Esmerelda only once when she was but five years old. She’d been a sad-eyed imp traumatized by the recent untimely death of her mother. A dark-haired angel in a misshapen black dress, she’d paid little attention to him, preferring to hide behind her father as the marriage contracts had been reviewed and signed. 

He regretted that he’d never been permitted to spend time with the woman she’d become. It hadn’t been from a lack of desire on his part, rather her father had forbidden any contact between them from the moment they’d been betrothed. In the contract, Edmund had stipulated they be kept apart until the morning of their wedding. His reasoning was that the consecration of their union needed to happen after the proper bonding ritual to ensure the purity of their bloodline. Edmund had been afraid that youthful passion might cause them to forget themselves and she’d lose her virginity too soon. 

Hawk raked his hands through his hair. That excuse was a load of manure. The bonds of a traditional marriage did nothing to ensure the purity of their blood, and though the bonding ritual itself was important, it was not completely necessary. The most important aspect was the phase of the moon coupled with the loss of her virginity. As long as the moon was waxing, if not completely full, the magical powers of their children would be secured. 

He turned away from the window. Was there another reason her father had wanted them kept apart? He dropped into the leather desk chair and his gaze landed on the globe. Was it possible his blushing bride-to-be was no virgin at all? Was this the reason her father wanted to keep them apart? To hide his daughter’s lost virtue? 

In reality, when it came to casual sex, Hawk preferred an experienced woman in his bed. Shrinking virgins were not his style, but Esmerelda wasn’t just any woman, she was his future wife and the mother of his future children. 

To join the Montgomery and Proctor bloodlines was to ensure the survival of two legendary lineages of witches. The old knowledge, which was passed verbally from parent to child, was falling by the wayside, and it was essential to attend to the needs of future generations. While this alone was reason enough to marry her, there was a larger, more important reason. 

Hawk was in love with her. 

The same year he’d sent his gift of the gazing globes, he’d dared to approach her secluded home, which was protected by various spells and enchantments designed to prevent her from leaving the grounds and he from entering. He’d sat at the edge of the spell field and waited for her to appear. 

It hadn’t taken long before a beautiful girl had emerged from the woods. Clad in an oversized blue dress smudged with dirt and torn at one shoulder, she’d carried a wounded animal in her arms. 

She hadn’t even glanced in his direction as she’d hurried toward the house, all the while murmuring a healing spell over her damaged charge. Tall and curvy with her feet bare and her long, dark hair barely restrained in an untidy braid, she’d been the loveliest thing he’d ever seen. Her expression, a mixture of concern and serenity, had captured his attention as well as his heart. He knew then that Esmerelda was destined to be his and his alone. 

Hawk leaned forward and laid his hand over the globe. Her image shifted as if reflected upon water. His woman wanted a man, did she? He released the ball and her image dimmed. 

He reached for the Montgomery family grimoire. Her wish was his command, but first he had to find a way around that confinement spell. 

* * * * * 

Something wasn’t right. 

Esme stretched, enjoying the sensual slide of crisp cotton sheets against her bare calves. She opened her eyes, just a slit, to catch a glimpse of the sky through the open French doors. The moon was no longer peering in her door and the sky was now a velvety black and liberally sprinkled with stars. She smiled into her fluffy pillow, relishing the comfort of her bed. Autumn would soon be upon the land and the doors and windows would have to be locked against the night air. For now she was enjoying the unseasonable warm spell— 

The spell! 

The rush of memory had Esme catching her breath and anticipation zinged through her body. When would the Goddess grant her wish? She had so little time to accomplish her goal before the day of her wedding. Maybe she should have stipulated a time frame. She frowned. Was there even a way to do so? 

She rolled into a more comfortable position and smashed the pillow beneath her cheek. She stretched out her legs then started when her foot brushed against something hard and unfamiliar. 

What in the world? 
She prodded the obstacle with one pointed toe. It was warm and covered with a layer of coarse hair and when she prodded again, harder this time, it shifted. The sound of human flesh sliding across sheets sent a ripple of alarm down her spine. 

She couldn’t have…not already… 

Holding her breath, Esme scooted toward the edge of the bed, excited and terrified at the same time. Her heart thudded in her chest as she slid her leg off the side of the bed when an arm snaked around her waist to prevent her escape. A squeak erupted from her mouth and she was hauled into the shelter of a warm male chest. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” A sleepy male voice rasped in her ear, sending her nerves into full alert. 

What the— 
She did! 

She had! 

Oh joy! 

The Goddess had answered her spell in record time. 

Esme barely managed to muffle a squeal of delight by pressing her fist against her mouth. Her spell had worked. Maybe she wasn’t such an incompetent witch after all. 

The thrill of victory turned to nervous sweat as reality set in and her stomach bottomed out. Now that he was here, what should she do with him? Should she introduce herself? What was the protocol for such a situation? 

She swallowed audibly. “Who are you?” Her voice was faint and she was acutely aware of warm male flesh searing her back and buttocks through the thin cotton nightgown. 

“Who do you think I am?” Amusement laced his words and his arm tightened around her waist. He nuzzled her shoulder and she shivered. 

“I-I-I have no idea,” she lied. One of his big hands flattened against her side and his thumb strayed perilously close to her breast. She held her breath. She wasn’t used to being touched in such a familiar fashion. Heck, she wasn’t used to being touched at all, for that matter. 

“You didn’t send for me?” His chest rumbled against her back and his voice had a sleepy, sexy tone that made her feel warm all over. “How soon you have forgotten,” he chuckled. 

A jolt of glee rocketed down her spine. 

Yes! She’d done it! 

Tamping down her excitement, she fought for a calm tone and failed when her voice came out as a squeak. “Well, of course I didn’t forget, I just didn’t think you’d arrive so quickly.” 

Esme started to turn but her head connected with his chin, hard. He grunted and ducked. She tried to move away but his arm tightened to prevent her escape. 

“Mmm, don’t move,” he purred. 

The stranger cuddled even closer and his clean masculine scent surrounded her. Her heart raced and she could hardly breathe. She’d never been this close to a man and she was finding it to be an overwhelming experience. She felt oddly warm and her chest ached. Did other women experience these feelings when they were close to a man? 

She closed her eyes. How she wished her mother or one of her sisters were around so she could ask them some questions. One of the first ones would be, now that she had him in her bed, what exactly did she do with him? Just how did a woman ask a man for sex? Did she simply tell him she wanted to make love—no, have sex with him? Should she try to seduce him? She didn’t know the first thing about seducing a man. Was it enough to take off her clothes? 

She caught her lower lip between her teeth. Would he think her too forward if she merely blurted it out? Her eyes popped open. Then again, did it matter what he thought? He was her creation after all, and while he was a living, breathing male, he was here at her command. 

Summoning her courage, she asked, “Are you really who I sent for?” 

There was a moment of heavy silence before he spoke. “You doubt your own powers?” 

She shook her head, unwilling to admit her incompetence when it came to witchcraft. If he thought her to be a great and powerful witch, what was the harm in allowing him to believe for a little while longer? 

“Of course not.” She injected a note of confidence into her voice. “You see, this is the first time I’ve ever asked for such a boon. Having never performed this spell, I was uneasy with regards to its outcome.” 

“I see.” Judging from the tone of his voice, it sounded as if he didn’t see at all. “Do you care to explain why you sent for me?” 

She shook her head. “It’s very complicated and I’d rather not go into it right now.” 

“Complicated…” he muttered. 

Suddenly Esme was free, and for a split second, she mourned the loss of his warmth. Clutching the sheet she rolled in time to see his shadowy form as he moved to the foot of the bed. He positioned his back against the footboard and faced her. 

In the darkness she couldn’t see him very well, and he was little more than a shadow among the shadows. He stretched out his long legs and crossed them at the ankle. He didn’t appear to be wearing much in the way of clothing, just a pair of dark shorts. 

Her gaze moved over his indistinct form from the top of his dark head to his large feet. Whoever he was, he was a big man. She shivered and forced her gaze away to focus on her pristine sheets. 

“Since you don’t want to talk about why you sent for me, how about we simplify things?” His voice was a deep rumble. “Why don’t you simply tell me what you want?” 

She shot a quick glance at the shadow that was his face then looked away, suddenly uncomfortable. How could she verbalize that she wanted the freedom to make her own decisions and live her life how she saw fit? 

Esme sat up and scooted to the head of the bed. Stuffing several fat pillows behind her, she propped herself against the headboard. 

“That isn’t easily defined.” She carefully tucked the sheet under her arms. “I want a lot of things and you’re only the first step.” 

“First step of what?” 

“Well…” 

There was no way to put into words the burden her heritage had placed upon her, especially to a man who had no conception of her world. One thing was for sure; there was no way she would spill any details of her life to a man whose name she didn’t know. 

“What shall I call you?” she asked. 

She caught a flash of white teeth when he grinned. “What do you want my name to be?” 

She shook her head. “I’m serious, what’s your name?’ 

“You can call me Hawk.” 

“Is that a nickname?” 

“Yes.” 

“Hawk.” She rolled the name across her tongue and decided she liked it. Hawk was a strong, confident name for such a big man and it implied everything she wasn’t feeling right now. “Well, Hawk, you’re in the unique position to do me a favor.” 

“And what would that be?” She heard a hint of impatience in his tone. 

The words hovered on the tip of her tongue like gold nuggets, hard, emotionless and cold. Her palms grew damp and she rubbed them on the sheet. If there was ever a time she was going to take control of her life, she needed to muster all the courage she had to get through the next few minutes. Her freedom, her dreams and her very life lay within her grasp. 

She took a deep breath and blurted, “I want you to have sex with me.” 

* * * * * 

Hawk jerked as her words struck his flesh like pellets of ice. It was one thing to know she’d cast a spell to bring a lover to her bed, it was quite another to hear it from her lips. 

Images of his fiancée nude flooded his mind. Blood rushed to his cock and he stifled the growl that threatened to erupt as visions of her naked and wet beneath him surged through him. Her lush body would be sweet and tight, her breasts soft and ample, every man’s perfect fantasy, only he was the lone man who’d ever touch her. 

“You’re a beautiful woman, why would you need to conjure a lover?” 

“Well, that’s the complicated part.” Her face was a pale oval at the other end of the bed. “And it’s one that I won’t talk about right now.” She scrunched down in the bed and hunched her shoulders. “Can’t we just get on with this? We can talk afterward.” 

Hawk glanced out the French doors. If she was still a virgin, he couldn’t make love to her, not yet. The moon had almost set, so its position was all wrong. But tomorrow—tomorrow evening between eleven and midnight would be perfect. The full moon would be on the rise, and in the light of that moon he’d claim her. 

He shook his head and reached for her leg beneath the sheet. “You’re in a hurry. Some things in life are to be savored and this is one of them.” 

Through the sheet he located her ankle and she twitched when he touched her. The pale blur that was her face turned away, and he sensed her discomfort. His thumb zeroed in on the sensitive flesh above her anklebone and he began stroking her in a lazy, soothing caress. 

“What’s your name? Or shall I just call you Enchantress?” He wanted to hear her speak again. Her voice was soft and melodic, and he knew he would never tire of hearing her speak. 

“Esmerelda, but you can call me Esme.” Her words were faint. 

“Esmerelda.” He savored the name on his tongue as if it were a rare vintage of wine. “That’s a beautiful name.” 

“I-i-it’s a family name.” 

He already knew that. For the past four generations, there had been an Esmerelda Proctor, though none as lovely as his Esme. 

He slid his hand up her calf a few inches and felt her tense. She was way too uptight and the first thing he needed to work on was getting her to relax. 

She was almost cowering behind the sheet, and he wasn’t quite sure what to make of her behavior. Had he been mistaken? His jaw tightened. It wasn’t possible. Why would a virgin send for a lover? 

Chapter Three

He released her leg and tried not to smile when she moved a safe distance away. 

“Relax, Esme, I’m not going to bite.” 

Yet. 

He rose. “I need some light.” 

Sheets rustled. “It’s here on the bedside table.” 

Hawk found a silver candlestick with a fat, white candle and, out of habit, he started to light it with a wave of his hand but managed to stop just in time. For now, it was probably better if she thought he was mortal. 

“I’ll need some matches,” he said. 

“I can do it.” 

She propped herself on her elbow and leaned toward the candle until the wick was several inches away from her mouth. With a soft exhale, sparks danced along the wick before it burst into flame. 

He squinted against the glare, and after a few moments his vision adjusted and he caught the first good look of his future wife. His heart stuttered when he realized the cold crystal of the gazing globes didn’t come close to doing her justice. Esmerelda Proctor was the loveliest woman he’d ever seen. 

Her long hair was as black as night and bound into an unkempt braid that allowed a few silky tendrils to frame her heart-shaped face. Her sooty brows arched over wide, brilliant green eyes that were slanted ever so slightly, giving them a cat-like appeal. Her cheeks were tinged a delicate pink and her lush scarlet lips were enough to tempt any man into kissing her. 

“Do I have something on my face?” She rubbed a finger over her nose and the candlelight winked off an amethyst ring on her middle finger. 

“No, not at all.” He sat on the edge of the bed and his hip nudged the soft curve of her thigh. “You’re more beautiful than I’d ever imagined.” The moment the words left his mouth, he realized his error. She believed he was her creation and at her command, consequently he wouldn’t have seen her before this very moment. 

She tilted her head to the side and her brow knitted. “What do you mean, more than you’d imagined?” 

Seeking to stop her from asking questions he didn’t dare answer, he leaned forward and pressed his mouth to hers. She made a soft sound and her hands came up to his chest. For a split second he thought she meant to push him away. Instead her nails scraped his skin before she went still as if waiting to see what he’d do next. 

He cupped the back of her neck and gently tipped her head to the side before letting himself slide into the kiss. Heat shafted through his body when she crowded closer. He licked at the seam of her mouth and her lips tightened then opened a fraction, and it was just enough. He slid inside and the taste of her, rich and womanly, rocketed through his system and set his nerves on high alert. 

She made a sound low in her throat, her nails digging into his chest as his tongue sought her secrets. He took her by the shoulders and pulled her closer until her soft breasts were pressed into his chest and he could feel her hardened nipples. Esme was a soft, fragrant armful and he longed to lay her down on the bed and suckle her ample breasts, to tease the thatch of dark curls between her plump thighs— 

The soft, musical sound of bells jerked him from the pure carnality of the moment. He raised his head and listened. Somewhere in the depths of the house, a clock tolled the time. 

It was five a.m. 

“Wow,” she whispered. 

He gazed into her beautiful face in disbelief. With a simple touch of her lips, he’d forgotten the reason he was here. Her gaze was soft and blurry, her creamy skin flushed with desire. He wanted her more than his next breath, and still he forced himself to push her gently away. Her kisses were potent and, if he weren’t careful, he’d have her flat on her back within minutes. No matter how much he desired her, it would not be a smart move. 

“That was only the beginning.” 

Her eyes widened. “So what comes next?” 

He smiled. “You’ll have to trust me, Enchantress. Your wish is that we become lovers and I would like this as well, but I do have a condition to that agreement.” 

Looking distinctly uncomfortable, Esme crossed her arms over her chest. “What would that condition be?” 

He reached over and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I need to be in charge in the bedroom.” 

“In charge? What do you mean, ‘in charge’?” He caught the note of suspicion in her voice. 

“It means I like to call the shots in bed.” 

Her eyes narrowed. “What if I don’t want you to?” 

“I’d never hurt you, Esmerelda.” He gave her an encouraging smile. “Am I not your creation? How could I hurt or frighten she who summoned me?” 

She smoothed the sheet over her lap. “Indeed, you have a valid point.” She lifted her head and their gazes met. “Very well, I agree to your request.” 

He smothered the surge of triumph. Catching her hand he raised it to his lips. “You won’t regret it.” Her skin was warm beneath his mouth and his tongue snaked out for a quick taste before he released her. “Now roll onto your stomach. I’m going to show you how to relax.” 

“What are you going to do?” 

He laid his fingers over her mouth. “I think you’ve forgotten our agreement already. I’m in charge here, remember? We have time, Enchantress. Why are you trying to rush me?” 

“We have a little time,” she amended. 

Under his guiding hands she stretched out on her belly and propped her chin on her crossed arms. He eased the thick braid to the side, taking only a second to enjoy the feel of it against his palm. It was so long he wondered if she’d ever cut it. 

“You have beautiful hair,” he said. 

“Thank you.” Her voice was little more than a whisper. 

He eased the sheet away from her body. She was clad in an enveloping white cotton nightgown that covered her generous curves from neck to toes. To say that it was modest would be an understatement. All she needed was socks and a stocking cap and she’d be completely covered. 

“Do you have scented oil I can use?” he asked. 

Her head popped up. “What for?” 

“I’m going to give you a massage.” 

“Oh.” She started to rise and he stopped her by gently pushing her back down on the bed. “Don’t move, just point.” 

She indicated the dim corner of the room near her altar. “On the second shelf, you’ll find some essential and carrier oils.” 

Hawk rose and picked up the candle before he moved toward the shelves. As he drew closer, his nose detected the scents of dried herbs and a myriad of essential oils. On the shelf indicated were several neat rows of small brown bottles. None of them were marked or labeled but around the neck of each bottle was a colored ribbon. What kind of system was this? He picked up the first bottle. 

“Do you have a preference?” he asked. 

“Almond oil is in the large bottle on the far right. As for scents, I have lavender in the small bottle with the lavender and green ribbons.” 

Hawk selected the requested bottles then found a small dish he could use to mix them. When he returned to the bed, Esme still lay on her stomach and her cat eyes were fixed on him. His gaze slid over her face. 

They were going to have beautiful children. 

He set his burden on the bedside table. “You’ll need to slide your gown off your shoulders.” 

She hesitated before reaching for the bodice. She undid a handful of the tiny pearl buttons at her throat before shimmying the garment off her shoulders. She pulled her arms out of the sleeves then immediately lay flat in order to conceal her nudity from him. 

With her gown pooled at the middle of her back, the pale curve of her shoulders was exposed. Heat pooled in his groin. 

“So tell me something about yourself, Esme.” Hawk poured a small amount of almond oil in the shallow bowl before adding a few drops of the pungent lavender. The rich floral scent teased his senses. 

“What do you want to know?” 

“Everything.” He picked up the bowl and moved it out of her line of sight before trailing a finger around the rim and the oil began to swirl, mixing itself. “What do you like to do when you’re alone? Do you read?” He touched his pinky to the blend and added a small jolt of heat to warm the liquid until he judged it ready to be worked into her skin. 

“I usually listen to books on tape. I don’t have a lot of time to sit down with a book.” 

“Why is that?” He sat on the edge of the bed and gently eased her gown lower to expose the curve of her back before dribbling some of the warmed oil into the delicate furrow of her spine. The moment the oil touched her skin she flinched. 

“I-I have too many things to do during the day to just sit around with a book so I use a headset instead and I can take my books out in the woods as I work.” Her rapid speech betrayed her unease with the situation. 

He dipped his fingers into the oil and began smoothing it over her skin, enjoying the supple feel of her flesh and the slick oil. 

“What do you do in the woods?” He glanced at her well-stocked shelves. “Gather herbs?” 

“Yes, and I have a vegetable garden as well as my herbal garden. If I’m careful, I have fresh lettuce until late in the fall.” 

He didn’t miss the hint of pride in her voice. “That’s a talent.” He worked the oil into her skin, concentrating first on her shoulders until her skin was slick and pliant. He knew he’d never again smell lavender without associating it with this moment. 

“My mother was an excellent gardener.” 

“And she taught you?” He kneaded down her spine. 

He felt her nod. “She’d just started when she died. She taught all of her daughters how to tend a garden and how to heal with herbs.” There was a sense of loss in her voice that was impossible to overlook and his heart ached for her. His mother was very much alive and eagerly awaiting his wedding day. 

“You miss her,” he said. 

“Very much.” Her voice was low. 

“Where are your sisters? Do they live here?” 

“No, they don’t.” 

He’d never seen any of her sisters via the gazing globes and her short tone told him all he needed to know. Esme had little to no contact with any of her six sisters and he made a mental note to figure out why. He continued massaging his way down her spine. “Don’t you get lonely living here in the woods?” 

“I’m not alone.” She shrugged, and if his hands weren’t on her back he might have taken her at her word if he hadn’t felt the slight hesitation. “I have my guard—um—assistant Shani, and Ivy, the cook and housekeeper. I have my work so I don’t have time to be lonely.” 

“It sounds like you have a very full life.” He ran his hands down her sides, making note of how much more relaxed she’d become. 

“I do.” She nodded vigorously. “My life is very full and I’m happy.” 

He didn’t buy what she was trying to sell him. She was lonely and he’d bet his wand on it. Via the gazing globes, he’d seen the many hours she’d sat on the terrace, simply staring into space with her heart in her eyes and a sad, faraway look on her face. 

He leaned over her and whispered into her ear, “But do you have love?” 

She gave a soft, heartfelt sigh. “What is love really? Does a mother love her child because that is her child and it’s what she’s supposed to do? Does a father love his daughter more if she’s perfectly well-behaved and marries well?” 

Hawk remained silent, not quite sure how to answer her. In his family, love was about acceptance no matter how one acted. It had nothing to do with expectations, either meeting or falling short of them; it simply was what it was. 

He slid his fingers down her spine. “Love is about accepting faults and enjoying each other’s company. It’s about wanting to see your loved ones achieve all they can with their talents and abilities, and to reach their dreams.” 

He finished massaging the oil into her back and urged her to roll over. She clutched her gown and her eyes were wide when she stretched out. His hands closed over hers and he looked deep into her emerald eyes. 

“It’s about bringing pleasure to another human being by just breathing.” He coaxed her to release her death grip on the gown, his eyes never leaving hers. “And receiving pleasure as well as giving it.” 

Esme gulped audibly and his gaze dropped to her exposed flesh. The candlelight kissed her pale skin with gold. Her perfectly rounded breasts were crowned with fat, rosy nipples. They quivered as she drew in a shaky breath and he burned with the need to take one into his mouth and suckle her until she forgot her unease. But he didn’t act on that thought because he sensed that if he rushed things too much, his beautiful Enchantress might bolt from the bed and he’d have a tough time coaxing her back into it. 

Instead of reaching for her, he picked up the bowl of massage oil from the bedside table. 

* * * * * 

Esme’s breath caught when he leaned closer. For a moment she thought he’d kiss her and she really, really wanted him to do so, but he reached for the bowl of oil instead. Her breath left in a rush and she wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed. 

She was so far out of her element, she was unsure about what to do next. She was half-naked in front of a stranger and she fought the urge to squirm. Thanks to the fashion magazines she read each month, she knew she was plump, much plumper than the models on the glossy covers. It didn’t seem to matter what she did, as she could never manage to lose the thirty pounds or so she wanted, and the weight just stubbornly stayed where it was. She glanced at Hawk’s handsome face. He didn’t seem to mind her mature curves; in fact, he seemed to enjoy them. 

One thing she did know was that she’d gotten what she’d asked for, a lover like no other. Who knew he’d be so handsome? His hair was black with bluish tints and his features were strong, masculine. His thickly lashed eyes were a greeny-gray that seemed to be oddly familiar, though she was sure she’d never seen this man before. 

He was big, well over six feet tall, and his shoulders were broad. Clad only in black shorts, his muscular chest was bare to her avid gaze. She’d seen Shani without his shirt once, but her eunuch guard looked nothing like Hawk. 

He dribbled oil over her shoulders and she flinched at the intrusion upon her intimate thoughts. Then his big, warm hands came down and he began massaging the oil into her skin. 

She wanted to groan at the warm sensuality of the act. For a woman who’d hardly been touched in her life, she reveled in the unfamiliar feel of male skin against hers. Her eyes narrowed to slits as he continued the sensual massage down her right arm. His strong fingers kneaded the muscles in her biceps before working his way to her hand until her arm was completely limp. 

“Tell me, Esme, what of passion?” 

His gaze was fixed upon her hand and his expression was curiously intent as if he were truly interested in the answer to his question. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Have you ever had passion in your life?” He switched to her other arm. “Have you taken a lover before now?” 

She curled her toes. She didn’t want to admit she was still a virgin because it would tell him how empty her life had truly been. Surely, in the outside world, a woman wasn’t still a virgin at the advanced age of twenty-five. Since she’d conjured him, who said she had to answer his questions anyway? 

“That’s a rather intimate question.” Her tone was stiff. 

His gaze met hers, then he shot a pointed glance at her exposed breasts. “And this isn’t?” 

She fought the urge to cover herself. “Physical intimacy is one thing. Prying into my brain and private life is completely different.” 

“Ah, I see.” His suddenly cool tone told her he didn’t see her point of view at all. “So I can fuck you, but not talk to you? Is that what you’re saying?” 

She flinched at his use of the crude word. “I—” 

“So I can do this…” He rose and yanked the covers off the bed. Before she could draw a breath, he grabbed the neckline of her gown and tore it from her body, leaving her completely exposed. 

Stunned, Esme sat up and scrambled for something to cover her nudity when he caught her arms. She made a sound of protest when Hawk lowered his big body over hers, preventing her from covering herself. He forced her thighs apart and insinuated his hips between them, pressing his cock against the apex of her thighs. 

His impressive cloth-covered erection ground into her exposed mound, setting off warning bells along with a slithering feeling of something pleasurable that shocked her to her core. 

“Hawk…” Her words died when his big hand landed on her breast and began to manipulate it. Shock and arousal sang through her system as he expertly teased her nipple into full awareness. 

Her gaze flew to his face and his expression had gone hard, angry. Where had her tender lover gone? 

“Hawk, please,” she whispered. “Not like this.” Her hand covered his upon her breast and she shook her head. “Never like this.” 

He stopped his erratic movements and braced his upper body on his elbows, then allowed his head to drop forward. His big body trembled and his breath raged in his lungs. 

“I don’t know what came over me.” He spoke without looking at her. “I’ll leave…” He started to move away and she grabbed his shoulders and held him in place. 

“Please, I don’t want you to leave,” she said. 

Still he didn’t look at her. “I…” 

She caught his chin and turned his face toward her. Confusion and remorse warred with desire in the depths of his eyes. She ran her fingers along the strong line of his jaw and the prickle of his beard teased her fingers. She decided she quite enjoyed the sensation. 

“Please,” she whispered. “Don’t walk away now.” 

His gaze dropped to her mouth and he raised his right hand to brush stray curls away from her face. She sensed the leashed tension that lurked in his dark eyes and hovered beneath his skin. He could be gentle, he’d proven that, and judging from the look in his eye coupled with his erection, he was also very aroused. He was just the man to take her virginity and teach her the art of sex. 

Hawk ran his agile fingertips over the contours of her face and she held her breath. He followed the line of each brow, the curve of her cheek, lower lip then the tip of her nose. Everywhere he touched, her body sang with joy and her nerves came alive for the first time. 

His head dipped and just before their lips met, he hesitated. Anxious to kiss him, she grabbed the back of his head and pulled him the rest of the way. 

Their lips met and this time, without his urging, she opened beneath him. His breath was hot and when his tongue touched hers she moaned and her grip tightened. Their tongues caressed and she took the sweetness he offered and lost herself in his effortless sensuality. 

Hawk cupped her breast and she moaned when his thumb stroked the hardened tip and the kiss grew darker, more heated. Reality faded and her fingers tangled in his hair. He gentled, then slowed the torrid kiss, and her ears were buzzing by the time he raised his head. 

“You have perfect breasts,” he said. His palm plumped the sensitive underside and her breath caught in her throat when he teased her nipple with his thumb and forefinger. “They’re made for my hands.” 

He gently squeezed her breast and a raw moan escaped her. She’d never dreamed such feelings had even existed. Even when she lay in her bed alone, touching herself under the cover of darkness, nothing had aroused such feelings of heat and excitement as did a few moments with Hawk in her bed. 

“For my tongue.” 

He took her nipple into the heated warmth of his mouth. Esme’s stomach flopped at the sight of his dark head lowered to her breast. His tongue seduced her, lapping at her hardened nipple before taking it deep for a long, leisurely suck. 

Her grip tightened on the back of his head as he worked his magic on her body. The sensations were heady and rich as he moved from one breast to the other, subjecting each to the same tender torment. 

He released her nipple and without missing a beat began working his way down her stomach, lavishing her flesh with wet, open-mouthed kisses that made her go weak. The flesh between her thighs went warm and liquid. 

She knew what he was about to do, she’d managed to order a few explicit romance novels on tape before her father had caught on, but still she hesitated when he moved to open her thighs. 

“Esme?” 

Hawk sat back on his heels with his big hand covering her knees. He gave her a reassuring smile and her stomach fluttered then flipped over. His smile was devastating; it should come with its own warning label. 

“Trust me,” he said. “Let me pleasure you.” 

* * * * * 

Hawk released a breath when Esme relaxed her knees. He ran his hand over her smooth skin, the gentle curve of her knee and up the inside of her thigh. At the apex was a neat thatch of soft dark curls. He covered her with his hand and she jumped and tried to draw her knees together, but he prevented her movement by leaning forward and blocking her with his body until he was sitting on his heels between her spread thighs. 

“Let your mind go.” He drew his hand up her thigh to her knee and then down again. Judging by the dilation of her pupils, his touch was arousing to her. “Just let yourself feel what I’m doing to you.” 

He continued stroking her thigh, massaging each tender inch of her skin, until she relaxed and her leg fell limp to the bed. Then he switched his attention to her other leg lavishing the same attention upon it until she was trembling and completely open and vulnerable before him. 

Hawk cupped her, sliding one finger into the prize that awaited him. With a light touch he caressed her clit and was rewarded with a strangled cry. He wanted to see her, all of her, now. He wanted her completely bare beneath him as she came. 

His erection lunged against the thin material of his shorts and he wondered for a second if the garment could contain him for much longer. Wincing, he shifted and tried to find a more comfortable position but quickly learned there wasn’t one, short of burying himself inside her. 

His breath huffed out. The only other way to relieve the discomfort was to strip off his shorts, and if he did that he would take her here and now and nothing could stop him. But this time wasn’t about him, it was about her and her alone. 

Pushing his discomfort aside he caressed the silken curls that covered her pussy. Her hips shifted forward as he slipped his finger into the well of slick heat awaiting him. A cry from Esme was hastily muffled as he cautiously inserted one thick finger into her vagina. A groan escaped him as her muscles clasped around him, welcoming him and urging him onward. She was so tight he knew that when he did bury himself in her he’d be lucky to last more than a few strokes. He rose over her with his finger still buried in her. 

“What do you desire, Esme?” he whispered; his voice sounded oddly strained and unlike himself. 

Her aroused gaze met his. “You.” 

“You’re mine, Esmerelda.” He shifted into position so that her spread thighs were draped over his parted knees, leaving her completely open to his gaze and his touch. “Mine and only mine.” Pressing his finger deeper within her, he stroked her damp flesh with long even strokes as she writhed on the bed. Within seconds she peaked and her cries surrounded him as her nails clawed at the mattress when she convulsed around him. 

No matter what happened, Hawk knew in that moment no man would ever have her, not like this. She was his and it was important to him that she admit his possession of her, body and soul. 

Stretching from his cramped position, he settled himself between her thighs, bringing his face level with hers. Lightly he traced her lips with his damp fingers, parting them with her essence as he memorized their shape, their fullness. 

“Say it,” he whispered, gently nudging her lips, forcing her to taste her own arousal. He groaned as her soft, warm tongue touched his fingertip. “Say you’re mine.” 

She reached for his hand and pulled it away from her lips. “I’m yours, Hawk.” 

He swallowed a shout of triumph. Their lives were hopelessly tangled now, even more so than before. Silently, he dipped his head to kiss the woman beneath him, putting into his kiss what he couldn’t begin to express just yet. 

Chapter Four

“Miss!” 

Esme’s teaspoon struck the bone-china teacup when Shani’s strident voice broke into her daydreams. She winced at the resulting clang. All she needed was a lecture on the proper care and use of delicate china. 

“Yes, Shani. Did you need me?” She laid her spoon down. 

“I’ve been calling your name for the past few minutes, Miss Esmerelda.” Her guard stepped in front of her, then leaned down to peer into her face. “Are you feeling well?” 

Esme fixed a placid smile on her face and gave Shani a languid wave. “Of course. I was mentally running through a list of things I need to accomplish in the next few days. I’m getting married, you know.” 

“Yes, Miss.” He didn’t look convinced and his broad, olive-skinned face reflected his doubt. “Ivy would like to know if the Dijon Salmon will be an acceptable substitute for dinner this evening. She’d planned on your requested steak salad and it appears the grocer neglected to include the steak in the delivery.” 

Esme nodded. “Sounds lovely, thank you for asking.” 

Shani started for the door then stopped to hover by her side. His thick, pudgy fingers knotted against his round belly. “Miss, is there anything you’d like to talk about?” 

She was startled by his unexpected question. Never had Shani extended any friendly overtures. Their relationship was cordial, almost painfully so. She was aware anything they’d discussed would be reported to her father. She’d learned the hard way many years ago and consequently she was very careful to keep him at arm’s length for her own sake. 

“Of course not. It is a beautiful day and I’m soon to be a bride.” She pasted on a guileless smile and gave him a wink. “What more could a woman want?” 

A remote expression dropped over his homely features and he gave her an abbreviated bow. “As you wish, Miss.” 

She listened for the sound of his footsteps and the soft snick of the door closing. He was gone. She exhaled noisily and sank in her chair, thankful the prying eyes of her guard were finally gone. It wouldn’t do for her father to receive word that she’d been acting strangely. She wouldn’t put it past Edmund to send a contingent of guards to keep an eye on his wayward daughter. She had two days until the wedding and her father must never know something was afoot. 

And something was definitely afoot. 

Esme stretched out her legs and laced her fingers across her stomach before she allowed her eyes to slide half-closed. She was tired but completely relaxed from the top of her head to her polished toenails. Hawk had shown her physical delights she’d only heard about on her audio books and the writers hadn’t done them justice. 

A soft smile played about her lips. Hawk knew how to touch a woman and make her melt into a boneless puddle. Did all men know how to do that? A shiver of excitement ran under her skin and her nipples began to ache. Who knew when she’d conjured a lover that she’d end up with Hawk, a man handsome enough for every woman’s dreams? 

She rubbed her stomach. But he’d failed to take her virginity last night and that was her top priority. After he’d shown her the sensations her body was capable of, she’d thought for sure he’d take her, but he hadn’t. Instead he’d forced a declaration from her that, in retrospect, hadn’t been smart to make. She wasn’t his and she never could be. This entire exercise was designed to gain her freedom and she didn’t want to belong to anyone but herself. 

She couldn’t deny the odd sense of familiarity she’d felt with him, but it didn’t change the fact that she was looking for her freedom, not a relationship with a man she’d conjured out of thin air. He might be a flesh and blood man, but he wasn’t for her no matter how handsome he was. 

She stirred in her chair. 

No matter how well he kissed. 

She sighed. As if she’d had anyone to compare him to since she’d never been kissed before Hawk. But she couldn’t get his taste out of her mind—dark and sensual, heated and male. She shivered in the full afternoon sun. 

He was due to return a few hours after sundown. He’d left her a short note on her pillow and, while she couldn’t read all of it, she’d understood the gist of his imminent return. 

A yawn came out of nowhere and threatened to split her jaw. She had just enough time to grab a nap and take a long luxurious bath before Hawk would return, and this time, she was determined he’d make love to her. 

* * * * * 

The moon had risen by the time Hawk climbed the steps to the terrace outside of Esme’s room. Now that he was an older and more experienced witch, the confinement spell had been ridiculously easy to outmaneuver. It was designed to keep humans away, but it had lacked any such restrictions upon animals. All it had taken was a simple transformation into animal form, a spell his father had taught all his children, and he was free to cross the magical line of Esme’s sanctuary. 

The French doors were open and the scent of vanilla greeted him when he stepped inside. He took a deep, appreciative breath. Several dozen candles were lit around the room and the resulting glow was warm and inviting. 

He removed his backpack and dropped it into a chair near the door. On the table next to it was a small pile of crumpled scraps of paper covered with some sort of shorthand known only to her. She’d written ROSE in large, block letters but the E was backward. There were several other notations but most had been crossed out with a heavy hand as if she’d started to write something then changed her mind. 

He frowned and picked up a paper and stared hard at it. If he didn’t know better he’d almost think Esme was illiterate. 

He turned when he heard a soft clatter. Artificial light spilled from a doorway to the right and he heard Esme swear under her breath. 

He moved toward the door, anticipation heavy in his gut. He’d done nothing but think of her during the hours they’d been separated. At this point, he knew no more about her reasons for conjuring a man than he did the moment she’d cast the spell. The only thing he did understand was that he was completely, totally and utterly obsessed with her and the past twenty-four hours had only cemented his fascination. Tonight he would claim her as his woman, thus ensuring his total and unarguable claim of her as his bride. 

Esme stood near the sink of her spacious bathroom clad in a frothy ivory dress that outlined her full breasts and generous curves. She was arranging her hair in a complicated arrangement of fat, tumbled curls. 

Desire unfurled in his gut. 

Soon, soon… 
He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the doorjamb, waiting for her to notice him, and it didn’t take long. 

She was humming under her breath when she caught sight of him in the mirror. Her eyes widened and she made a startled noise. A soft flush stole over her cheeks and her hands fluttered about until they came to rest at the base of her throat. 

“You startled me,” she said. 

He smiled and shoved off the doorjamb. “I could tell.” His hands came down on her shoulders and he pulled her toward him. “Do you have a proper hello for me, Esme?” 

Her dark brow arched and her gaze dropped to his mouth. “You’ve invaded my sanctuary here, Mister. Seems to me you owe me the proper hello.” She tilted her head back and gave him a wicked smile that caused his cock to harden. “Or shall I call Shani to come to my rescue?” she teased. 

He ran his hands down her arms then back up before his head dipped toward hers. “Ah, but if you did then your spell would become superfluous, wouldn’t it? You wouldn’t have brought me all this way only to send me off now.” 

She smiled just seconds before his lips touched hers. This time she opened for him and he groaned with the erotic sensation of sinking into her damp heat. She sighed and he could have sworn he felt the ground shake beneath his feet when she leaned into him. 

Desperate for more but knowing he didn’t dare indulge himself quite yet, Hawk settled for nipping her lower lip as he slowed and gentled the kiss, amazed at how quickly it went from teasing to scorching hot. 

Esme’s eyes were dazed and soft, and her smile was slightly lopsided. “Hi yourself.” 

Staring into the near perfection of her face, his chest felt tight and his breathing was labored. She’d been promised to him as a mere child and now, with the grown woman in his arms, he was about to make his lifelong dream come true. Shaken by the unexpected depths of his feelings, he gave her a quick hug then set her away. 

“Are you ready?” he asked. 

She leaned against the vanity, a vision in cool ivory. “I am, but what am I getting ready for? I thought we’d just…” She gestured toward the bedroom as a rush of color moved into her cheeks. 

“You didn’t read my note?” 

A look of dismay washed across her face only to be replaced with a forced playfulness that set his senses on alert. What was she hiding from him? 

“Well, I am impatient to further the lessons we began last evening.” Her voice dropped to a throaty murmur. 

He was both pleased and gratified by her eagerness but he wasn’t about to rush through anything. “Not so fast, Enchantress. Tonight is a full moon and we’re going outside for fresh air and to enjoy the spectacle the Goddess has in store for us.” 

Her eyes brightened and she gave a delighted clap. “I’d love to go for a walk in the moonlight.” She spun around and fluffed her hair in the mirror before rushing past him in a flurry of vanilla-scented air. “I just need to grab a jacket and find some comfy shoes.” 

“We’re in no hurry.” He glanced at his watch. They had several hours to complete their joining before the moon would begin to descend. As long as the moon was on the ascent they would be well within the confines of the ritual requirements. “We have time, the moon isn’t going anywhere.” 

Esme chuckled and pulled on a deep red sweater. “We need to hurry as we don’t want to waste it.” She scurried into the walk-in closet and her voice was muffled. “I know the perfect place we can sit and watch the moonrise. About a half mile from the house, there’s a clearing on the side of a hill that overlooks the forest.” 

He knew the spot of which she spoke. In his animal form, he’d scouted the property before heading for home and he was familiar with every square inch. In his pack he’d stowed a blanket, snacks and a flask of wine. He was looking forward to wooing Esme and finding out more about her…after the deal was sealed, that is. 

“Sounds perfect.” He moved slowly around the room, his avid gaze devouring her private space. Her altar was immaculate and a wreath of fresh autumn flowers was arranged around a fat white candle in the center. 

“It is. We’ll have a good view from up there.” 

“Fine.” 

The Proctor Book of Shadows sat on a shelf over the altar and Hawk knew better than to touch it. The legendary power contained in the tome dictated that only a Proctor woman could open the book. Still, his fingers itched to see if the stories were true. He longed to examine the contents of the book. He’d only seen Esme perform the simplest of spells from the tome and he wanted to delve into the more complicated spells that were rumored to be kept in there. 

Out of the corner of his eye he saw a movement near the terrace. A soft breeze crept in through the door and sent the white object fluttering. 

It was Esme’s wedding gown. 

Without realizing it, Hawk walked toward the display. The garment was fitted on a dressmaker’s dummy and tucked into the corner near the door. The icy white material glowed with an almost unearthly light as if it were lit from within. Crystals gleamed on the bodice and sleeves and the voluminous skirt fluttered as if it were a living, breathing creature. On a small table near the dummy were arranged dainty white shoes, sheer stockings and a delicate diamond tiara fit for a princess. 

Esme would be breathtaking in the gown. His finger brushed the sleeve, and almost immediately images of the Proctor women who’d worn this gown on their wedding day crowded his mind. Repulsed, he dropped his hand. None of their marriages had ended as they’d envisioned upon the day they donned this dress. Some had lived well enough, though the sense of loneliness was hard to deny. They’d married and had children, but one had left her husband and Esmerelda’s mother had died far too young. The material had been imbibed with love and joy as well as unhappiness and deceit. 

He turned at the same time Esme exited the closet. Deceit appeared to run in their family as the woman he was about to bed had conspired to take another man only two days before their wedding. But who was deceiving whom this time? 

“I’m ready!” Esme said. “I found some white tennis shoes at least.” 

He looked down at her feet shod in sturdy white tennis shoes that were at complete odds with her floating dress and bright red sweater. 

“So you have.” He held out his hand. “Let’s go.” 

With her soft palm in one hand and his pack in the other, he led her from the room and onto the terrace. They walked down the steps and when they reached the yard he realized he’d have to play dumb. 

“What way is it?” he asked, though he knew perfectly well where it was. 

“Over this way.” She led him toward the north. 

The air was redolent with night sounds and the scents of coming autumn. The wonderful loamy aroma of decaying vegetation and the coming evening dew was music to his senses. 

“What about your keeper? Doesn’t he worry about you wandering alone at night?” He glanced back at the house and all the windows on the north side were dark. 

“Not really. He knows I can’t get into much trouble here.” She shrugged and led him deeper into the forest. 

Hawk didn’t know about that. The confinement spell would keep humans out, but it did nothing to deter the dangerous animals that were plentiful in this area. It was a miracle that nothing serious had happened to her yet. 

Despite the moonlight, he could barely see once they entered the woods, but Esme seemed to know exactly where she was headed. They walked down a narrow path, and with his gaze fixed on her pale clothing he could do little more than follow the soft sway of her hips. 

After a short distance the trees thinned and they emerged into a small clearing on the side of a gentle slope. Under the brilliant moonlight the clearing had taken on the look of an enchanted glen. The grass was plush and welcoming and trees hovered along the edges as if eager to create a safe haven for them. 

Esme released his hand and took a few running, dancing steps, spinning around and flinging her arms outward. “Isn’t it heaven?” 

Hawk’s throat went dry and he couldn’t utter a word. She resembled a faery creature dancing in the moonlight. The ivory dress clung to her lush curves and her wide smile ignited a sense of joy in his blood. He forced himself to nod. “Just beautiful,” he murmured. 

She headed toward the center of the clearing. “The view is spectacular from here.” 

He followed and had to concur with her assessment. It was a magnificent view. The hillside sloped down into acres and acres of thick forest and it looked to be completely untouched by man. Nowhere within sight could he detect anything manmade, even the light pollution was nonexistent. 

“Great, isn’t it? I come up here a lot.” 

“I can see why.” He dropped his pack on the ground then crouched to unload its contents. 

“What did you bring?” Esme dropped beside him and pressed close, her perfume and the primal scent of her invading his senses. 

“I figured we’d need a blanket.” He pulled the item from the bag and handed it to her. “Why don’t you spread this out?” 

“Sure.” She took the blanket. 

He removed the flask of wine and two plastic cups, which he set on the blanket along with several compact containers of food and some napkins. 

“You’re certainly prepared.” Esme seized a container and opened it. “Mmm, my favorite cheese.” She popped a small chunk of cheddar into her mouth. 

He dropped the bag and moved onto the blanket beside her, snagging a piece of cheese as he went. “Quiz time. What else do you love?” 

“The color red,” she spoke without hesitation. “I always feel good when I wear red, like I’m more confident or something.” 

“You need confidence?” 

She shrugged and offered him another piece of cheese. “Doesn’t everyone at some point?” 

“Sure.” He took another cube. “I’d think with your looks that most men would line up to lay at your feet.” 

She snorted with laughter. “Hardly. In my family women are secondary citizens.” 

“Is that so?” That was an interesting position for Edmund to take considering he’d married into the Proctor family. The lineage of the women was long and exalted in the world of the Craft and they were anything but secondary. 

“Can I ask you a question?” She put the cheese down and reached for another container. 

“Sure.” He picked up the flask of wine. 

Esme tilted her head. “Do you have a life? I mean, before I called you to my side?” 

Tricky question. 
“You could say that.” He poured some wine into a cup and offered it to her. “I didn’t exist in a vacuum before I met you, if that’s what you mean.” 

She frowned. “How could that be? I mean, spells should never be used to alter anyone’s life, yet this spell has altered yours.” 

In more ways than one… 
“I don’t think of your spell as having ‘altered’ my life, I think of it as enhancing it.” He filled his glass. “You can consider me a rental I guess.” 

Esme laughed. “You mean Rent-a-Stud?” 

Hawk forced a smile though it didn’t please him to be reminded that he was the one she’d intended to cuckold with another man. “You could say that.” He capped the flask and set it in a safe spot before stretching out beside her. 

“What audio books do you like to listen to?” he asked. 

“Romances, mostly. I also enjoy fairy tales.” She dipped a fat strawberry into her wine. “I love Sleeping Beauty.” 

His brow arched. “You mean the children’s book?” 

“Yup.” She sucked on the wine-coated tip of the berry and his groin tightened at the unconscious sensuality of her movement. “What woman wouldn’t want to be awakened by true love’s first kiss?” 

It was on the tip of his tongue to ask if that was her fantasy, but he stopped himself. It was obvious that wasn’t what she was looking for or she’d have saved herself for her wedding day. Irritation streaked through him again and he grabbed her hand and yanked it toward him to take a bite of her berry. 

“Hey, I have more,” she laughed when he released her. 

He swallowed the tart fruit. “It’s sweeter when your mouth has touched it first.” 

Her dark eyes gleamed with a mixture of arousal and amusement and she reached for another berry. “You do say the sweetest things.” 

“I aim to please.” 

“Do you have a family?” She bit the berry in half and offered him the rest. 

His lips touched her fingers and he nodded as he chewed. They were definitely moving into dangerous territory. He didn’t want to tell her much about his background, as it would be too easy for her to put two and two together. 

“Do you have siblings?” He caught the wistful tone in her voice. 

“No, I’m an only child.” Which was a lie. He had three sisters and three brothers; he was the first of seven. 

“I always wanted to have a ton of brothers and sisters. I want to know what it was like growing up in a house with other children. Sharing secrets under the covers at night and always having someone to play with.” Her gaze was faraway, dreamy. 

Now he was confused. Esme had six sisters and had lived with them until she was moved to Hill House. What had happened to separate her from her sisters? When he’d returned home this morning he’d asked his brother Stuart to look into the whereabouts of the other six Proctor daughters. 

“So you were an only child as well?” he asked. 

“No, I have sisters…” Her voice trailed off and he couldn’t help but notice her sad expression. 

“Where are they now?” 

She shook herself and forced a smile. “I really don’t want to talk about them right now. I have a handsome man at my mercy in the moonlight and I’d be a fool to sit around and talk about my family.” 

He let the matter slide, for now at least. “Do you think I’m at your mercy? I think you forget our arrangement.” 

She wrinkled her nose. “Well, a girl can always hope.” 

He plucked a berry from the dish and held it out to her. “Here we are in the moonlight, alone. We have food, wine and each other. What do you suggest we do now, Enchantress?” 

She took the berry from his hand with her mouth and her eyes gleamed with sensual amusement. She chewed and swallowed. “Make love with me, Hawk,” she whispered. 

He glanced at the moon. It wasn’t in quite the right position but that didn’t mean he couldn’t pleasure her first. 

“I do like the way you think,” he said. 

Chapter Five

One minute she was sitting on the blanket munching berries, and the next she was in his arms. His sudden move managed to knock the wine from her hand, but before she could form a protest his mouth was on hers. 

She opened for him and he swept her into a maelstrom of heat and need. He covered her with his big body and their tongues tangled in a carnal kiss of need and promise. Before she realized it, he’d caught her wrists and hauled them over her head. 

“My,” she whispered against his mouth. She was amazed at his strength as he held her captive with one hand. 

“Mmm.” He brushed his lips over hers, allowing her no more than the slightest measure of relief. “You taste good.” 

She smiled. “It’s the wine and berries you taste, not me.” 

“Trust me.” He nipped her throat. “I can taste Esme as well. The wine and berries are like icing on the cake, an added bonus but not completely necessary for my enjoyment.” 

His attention strayed to the buttons on her dress. As he released each one he paused to lavish attention upon the newly exposed skin. His touch was so confident, so sure, that Esme relished the consummation of their mutual desire. Silently she thanked the Goddess that such a wonderful man had been sent to her. 

But I can’t keep him… 
The intrusive thought flew from her mind when he parted her front-clasp bra and her breasts spilled forth. The soft evening air caressed her flesh and he released her hands to nuzzle the plump curve of her breasts. She tangled her fingers in his dark hair as he teased her nipple with his tongue. She groaned and a rush of wicked desire streaked through her body to pool at the apex of her thighs. 

His warm tongue licked one nipple then the other; the motion sent spirals of heat through her body despite the night air. The damp friction of his tongue created chills that raced along her nerves. He gave her hardened nub a strong suckle and she pressed her thighs together in an attempt to relieve the growing ache. 

His hands seemed to be everywhere at once, stroking and petting her flesh until her dress was opened from neck to hem, leaving her exposed to her lover and the caress of the moonlight. 

Her breathing was ragged and she couldn’t seem to control the whimpers and sighs that came from her throat as he teased her body into awareness. She clutched at his broad shoulders and knew he was wearing too many clothes for her liking, but she just couldn’t bring herself to make him stop long enough to remove them. 

He kissed and teased a heated path down her stomach to the waistband of her panties. With her help, he removed them before kissing a trail to the thatch of hair at the apex of her thighs. He urged her to spread her legs, then with his fingers he parted her damp flesh. Her head came up when he touched her clitoris. Hawk was crouched between her spread thighs and his heated gaze was fixed on her face. 

“I have to taste you, Esme.” His voice was low, dark, and just the sound of it increased her arousal. “I need to feel you come against my mouth.” 

She shuddered at the powerful image his words evoked and she allowed her head to fall back onto the blanket. She spread her arms and offered herself to him. 

“Please, Hawk, put your mouth on me.” 

Her eyes slid closed when he lowered his head and swirled his tongue over her. She bit her lip to stifle the scream that blossomed in her chest. His big hands held her thighs wide, giving him full access to her body as he teased and seduced her. His experienced touch brought her closer and closer to the edge, taunting her with release yet not quite allowing her to achieve it. He seemed to sense when she was about to come and he’d back off and shift his attention elsewhere, allowing her time to cool down before moving back to her clit and starting the torment all over again. 

Both frustrated and wildly aroused at the same time, her nails dug into his flesh as he forced her to scale the peak again. She tried to concentrate on the pressure of his tongue and the magic touch of his fingers as he stroked her wet flesh. She couldn’t take it anymore. If he didn’t let her come this time— 

“Please, Hawk, please. I can’t take anymore.” 

“I love to hear you beg,” he spoke against her flesh. “Say it again, Esme.” 

“Please…” 

He closed his mouth over her tiny bud and sucked hard. Her back arched and she convulsed against his mouth as pleasure rolled through her body in a thick, hot wave. He continued his ruthless assault until she screamed her pleasure out for a second time, this one leaving her limp and breathless when he released her. 

Struggling to catch her breath, she blinked as he rose to his feet. Standing over her, he was a vision of masculinity dressed in black from head to toe. He pulled his sweater over his head and dropped it carelessly on the grass. Moonlight cast a silvery sheen over taut muscles and a rippled belly. With his shaggy hair and eyes the color of a coming storm, he resembled a warrior god of old. His hand went to his belt and she struggled to her knees. 

“Let me.” She reached for him, pleased when his hands dropped to his sides. She opened the button on his jeans then reached for the zipper. 

“Careful,” he said. “I’m hard for you and it could be tricky.” 

Esme rubbed her hand over his jeans-covered bulge. “You’re really big,” she blurted and he laughed. 

She gently worked the zipper open to reveal his black silk boxers and the impressive bulge behind them. “Mmm, nice.” She slid his jeans down to his ankles and he stepped out of them. 

She ran her hands over his silk-covered, hardened mound and felt him leap beneath her touch. Fascinated by this unknown entity, she stroked and caressed his flesh while watching his handsome face for signs of what pleasured him most. Judging from the strained look on his face and the noises he made in the back of his throat, she was doing a good job of arousing him. She ran her fingertips around his wide head, causing his hips to jerk toward her. 

“You’ll have to stop, Enchantress, or we’ll be done before we get started.” 

“What do you—” She stopped and a wave of heat washed over her cheeks. “You were enjoying that too much.” 

“Definitely.” He removed his boxers then dropped to his knees and removed her sweater and dress before easing her back onto the blanket. “I have too many things I want to do to you before I take my pleasure.” 

Completely bare and amazingly at ease for a woman who hadn’t been seen fully naked since she was a toddler, Esme stretched across the blanket and reached for him, her gaze locked on his impressive erection. “Like what?” 

“Like this.” He leaned over to kiss her between her eyebrows then sat back and reached for his backpack to retrieve a small jar. 

Esme propped herself on her elbows and watched as he opened the jar. “What’s that?” 

He offered her a roguish grin. “Something with which to worship my Enchantress better. Now lay back and let the worshipping begin.” 

She grinned and laid back. “I thought you’d already ‘worshipped’ me.” 

He settled beside her and dipped his forefinger into the pot. “In some respects I suppose I have, but there’s much more to come.” 

She let her eyes slide shut but she couldn’t wipe the smile off her face. Who knew sex could be so much fun? 

Hawk rubbed a tiny amount of the salve into the sensitive area between her brows. She sniffed and detected the mingled scents of cinnamon, pine and orange oils. 

He moved to her nipples and gently rubbed the unguent into each of them until she was aroused and squirming beneath his hands. Her breathing grew shallow as he painted three lines on her lower abdomen just above her woman’s mound. It seemed to her that her skin where Hawk had placed the salve was growing warmer as time passed. 

“Now it’s your turn.” 

Her eyes flew open and Hawk held the container out to her. He wasn’t going to…no, it didn’t look like he was. 

Esme scrambled to her knees and with him sitting back on his heels, she dipped her finger into the salve. 

“You only need a little bit,” he said when she touched the area of his third eye on his forehead. 

“Okay.” 

The salve was heating her skin and her fingertips as she worked her way down his body. His flat male nipples tightened under her touch before she moved to his lower abdomen to draw the three lines as he had on her lower stomach. Her hand brushed his jutting erection and she heard his sharply indrawn breath. When she was done with the three lines, she sat back on her heels. 

“Now what?” 

“Now we anoint each other.” He dipped his fingers into the pot and brought them out well coated with the salve. “Now you.” She did the same then he took the pot and set it aside. “Now sit on your backside and part your thighs like this.” 

He positioned her so that she sat on the blanket facing him, her legs parted and on top of his splayed thighs. The position left her open and vulnerable. 

“Now touch me.” His voice was low, guttural. 

Her hand encircled his hard, steely length with a tentative touch. She’d never touched a naked cock before and she found the sensation quite exhilarating. She ran her salve-covered hand up and down his silk-over-steel length then across his broad head until he was coated as well. While she stroked the sensitive shaft of his cock, a drop of pearly liquid appeared at the narrow slit at the tip. Perspiration broke out on his skin and his breathing grew harsh. 

His hand covered hers. 

“That’s enough,” he gasped. 

Esme released her newfound toy reluctantly. She’d wanted to— 

Her thoughts scattered when his hand covered her mound and parted her nether lips to dip inside. She stretched out on the blanket, allowing him better access, and his fingers zeroed in on her clit to cover her nub with the warm salve before he worked his way across her labia. He slipped his fingers into her vagina and drew out moisture to rub it into her flesh until she was warm, slick and squirming and near to going out of her mind with wanting him. 

Desire hummed in her bloodstream and the call to mate was hard and heavy in her abdomen when he finally removed his hand, leaving her empty and swollen with need. 

Her lover looked up at the moon then down at her and a strange glint flashed in his eyes. 

“It’s time, Enchantress.” 

She could barely breathe by the time he lowered himself between her thighs. The smooth head of his cock probed her virginal opening, and for a split second she felt a rush of unease that was quickly replaced with an answering wave of heat as the unguent worked its magic. His big hand slid between her thighs to stroke her clit before he entered her with his fingers to ignite a bolt of pure pleasure up her spine. 

Esme moaned and knew it wasn’t nearly enough. She wiggled against his hand, unable to vocalize her suddenly insatiable need. He removed his hand and replaced it with the broad head of his cock. He pushed forward and slid into her slowly, inch by inch, until her maidenhead was breached with barely a whisper of pain. 

Overhead, lightning flashed across the heavens and thunder rolled across the sky. 

* * * * * 

She surrounded him like a damp glove, so tight and hot he almost came with his first thrust. Her hands clutched his hips and her beautiful face was awash in sensual delight. Her eyes had closed to mere slits and her plush pink mouth was parted ever so slightly. 

She arched her back as she urged his slow thrusts to increase. Her breasts jiggled with their movements and her rosy nipples begged for his mouth, his tongue. He lowered his head and took one into his mouth, stealing a scream from her when he gave it a sharp tug before settling into a slow, deep suck. 

Beneath them he felt the power swell in the earth, a mixture of moon magic and their personal magic. While he wanted to make the most of their first time together, he knew he couldn’t last long—not this time. 

Allowing the power to fill him, he gave his body to the demands of the universe. His pace increased and he thrust into her as hard as he could, forcing her to accept his dominance, his mastery over her. 

Esme moaned and her head thrashed against the blanket. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was harsh, ragged. Their fingers tangled and he clung to her and she to him as his hips thundered into her, his cock disappearing into her luscious cunt as their mutual pleasure mounted. 

Their bodies strained in the moonlight. He’d never felt so totally possessed. Never had a woman wrapped herself around him, body and soul. The sweet clasp of her cunt was slowly killing him and he changed his angle to one he was sure would hit her clit dead on. 

Her legs wrapped around his hips and with a low, sobbing moan she came apart beneath him. Harsh, powerful spasms gripped her pussy as he rocked in and out in time to his heartbeat. Helpless to stop, to do anything other than follow the lust that held him in a vise, Hawk relished her juicy cunt as it gripped him in its rippling hold. 

He groaned and his orgasm exploded with an intensity that drove the breath from his lungs. He roared out his satisfaction, tilting his head back and directing his cries toward the moon. 

* * * * * 

A few hours later Esme ran her inquisitive fingers over his cock, stroking him until he stood partially erect. She lowered her head and gave the tip a lick and Hawk’s head popped up. 

His gaze was sexy, sleepy and he looked a little confused. His eyes widened when he saw her crouched between his thighs. 

She slid her fingers around the thick base, luxuriating in the silk-over-steel feel of him. His breath hissed through his gritted teeth and his hips jerked as she ran her thumb along the base of his shaft. 

“Rise and shine, sleeping beauty,” she teased. 

He gave a raspy chuckle then cleared his throat. “You’ve got that right. Sorry I fell asleep.” 

Her smile was wide, saucy. “I’ll do the work this time and you can save your energy for later.” 

She ran her thumb over the broad tip, experimenting with her touch by taking cues from his changing expressions. With their gazes locked, she lowered her head and took him into her mouth. 

He tasted of the sea and warm, potent male and she dragged her tongue over the tip, relishing his unique flavor. His hips involuntarily twitched when she rubbed her thumb along the sensitive underside of his shaft. 

His voice was strained. “You have no idea what the sight of you between my knees with my cock buried in your mouth does to me.” 

Oh, but she did. 

A rush of feminine power surged through her body. She wrapped her hand around his thick length and began moving up and down in long, somewhat clumsy strokes as she worked his hardened flesh with her mouth. He caught her head with his hands and showed her how to move, and with each movement, his hips thrust harder and his breathing grew more strained. 

“Esme, you’re killing me,” he gasped. 

His fingers tangled in her hair, loosening the soft twist at the back of her head and she closed her eyes, concentrating her entire being on taking more of him into her mouth. He tried to control her movements, but she resisted, wanting to keep him at her mercy. 

She swirled her tongue around his sensitive head, tasting the salty-sweetness of him. She increased her movements; her hand stroked his thick root when she took him deep into her throat. 

“You have to stop. I’m going to…” 

She resisted his attempt to warn her and continued her sensual assault. Within moments, his body tensed and his hips jerked as he climaxed into her mouth with an anguished groan. 

Esme continued stroking him for a few moments, feeling him relax before she released him. She let his cock slip from her lips and she rested her cheek against his thigh, her gaze glued on his handsome face. His eyes were closed and his breathing was rough as if he’d just run a marathon. For someone who liked to be in control, he’d certainly lost it willingly enough. 

Chapter Six

Their return to the house was leisurely and they held hands as they walked through the woods. Neither spoke, content with their private thoughts and each other’s company. 

Hawk entered her room first and he dropped his bag on the floor. With their fingers still entwined he pulled her toward the bathroom. She flicked on the light and they both were forced to shield their eyes against the intrusive brilliance. After a few moments, his eyes adjusted and he wasn’t forced to squint. 

His lover had the look of a woman thoroughly pleasured by her man. Her dress was rumpled and buttoned wrong and her hair was tumbled by his fingers and their unrestrained romp on the blankets. Her lips were crimson and swollen from his kisses and her eyes held the soft afterglow of satisfaction. Just seeing her like that, disheveled and well used, caused his blood to heat. 

He released her hands and turned the knobs on the tub, careful to check the temperature of the water, as they needed to chase the chill away from their romp outside. Flicking the lever, the shower came on. 

Esme stood against the vanity, peering into the mirror as she pulled out what few hairpins remained. Hawk stepped behind her and placed his hands on her shoulders. Their gazes met in the mirror and she flushed. 

“I’m a mess.” She looked away and pulled the last pin out. 

“You’re beautiful.” He slid his finger along the neck of her sweater to touch the tender skin underneath. “Let’s take a shower.” 

Her gaze flew up and her mouth rounded. “Together?” 

He smiled and turned her toward him. “We’ve already been naked together.” He brushed his mouth over hers. “I’ve seen every delectable inch of your body.” His hands landed on her hips and he pulled her against him until her soft belly cushioned his burgeoning erection. “And soon I’ll be seeing it again.” 

Her hands landed on his chest. “Well, when you put it that way.” 

He nipped at her lower lip then pulled back to lead her toward the shower. There was a small stereo on a shelf near the vanity and she flicked it on as they passed. The soothing sound of Celtic flutes floated from the speakers. 

Esme kicked off her shoes and Hawk eased her sweater from her shoulders to fall on the floor before he unbuttoned her dress. Her hands landed on the bottom of his sweater and she began tugging, forcing him to stop long enough to pull the garment over his head. 

She shivered when he slid the dress off her shoulders, taking time to stroke every inch of exposed skin before allowing it to drop. 

Her nimble fingers worked at his belt while he removed her bra, baring her beautiful breasts to his gaze. He couldn’t prevent himself from teasing her rosy peaks until they were plump and full. 

She applied herself to removing his pants and gave him a gentle squeeze. He ground his teeth together at the sensations her touch aroused in him. 

Eager now, they removed their undergarments until they stood nude in the harsh light of the steamy bathroom. She was even more exquisite than he’d remembered in candlelight and moonlight. With her lush, womanly curves she resembled the perfect earth mother. The neat thatch of dark hair at the apex of her thighs made her skin seem luminescent. 

“Come.” He opened the shower door and allowed her to step inside the wide cubicle before he followed, shutting the door behind him. 

The water was the perfect temperature and he stood against the wall watching as Esme wet her hair. She stood under the spray and it sluiced over her skin until it was slick and the warmth had chased the chill away. She reached for the shampoo and he intercepted her. 

“Allow me,” he said. 

Pouring some into his hand, he lathered her long hair. He massaged her scalp until she groaned with delight and was leaning against him for support. When he was done he took his time rinsing her hair clean. 

Picking up the soap, he lathered his hands then turned his attention to her body. He soaped her breasts, stomach and thighs, taking great care to massage every inch of her. When he reached her feet he sank to his knees so she could brace herself against his shoulder as he attended to one then the other before rinsing them. 

When he rose he was met with an Esme who had a devilish glint in her eye. She plucked the soap from his hand. 

“My turn,” she said. 

They switched positions with much unnecessary squirming and touching, and by the time he was fully under the spray he was hard as a pike. 

She washed his hair and he was subjected to a knee-weakening scalp massage. Hawk leaned against the shower wall and watched as she lathered her hands and her breasts until a thick layer of soap foam covered her body. She reached for his shoulders and he almost swallowed his tongue when she pressed her slippery, soapy body into his and began to move up and down in an effort to wash his chest. 

He bit back a groan and tipped his head to allow the water to pour over his face as she continued to work her earthy magic. His breathing grew labored as she worked her way down his abdomen but he was disappointed when she skipped his cock completely to work her way down his legs. 

When she was done, she rose and kissed him on the chin before she slid her soapy hands around his cock. 

He went utterly still, not daring to breathe. His gaze burned into hers and her hands began working his flesh with slow, soft strokes. A gentle smile curved her plump mouth and she stroked him from thick root to broad head. Turning him slightly, she pressed him back against the wall so the spray could rinse him off. 

His breath caught as she sank to her knees to touch him with her tongue. A tremor shook him at the first touch of her slick flesh. At the sight of her plump lips encircling his cock his head swam. 

With her hand now wrapped around the base of his cock, she stroked and teased him with her hot little mouth until he gave a strangled groan. He pushed her away lest he spill himself a second time. 

“Hey, I wanted—” 

He caught her by the shoulders and pulled her to her feet, stemming the unwanted flow of words with his mouth. Their kiss was hot, torrid, as he pushed her against the opposite wall of the shower. Their tongues mated, and he ground his cock into the swell of her sweet pussy until he was in danger of disgracing himself. 

Grasping her thighs, he picked her up and forced his hips between her legs. Sliding his hands beneath her knees, he gripped her ass and forced her legs even wider apart. He entered her with a roar he muffled against her shoulder at the last second. She fit him perfectly, and without missing a beat his hips began hammering into her. Her sweet cunt took him deeper than before and her nails scored his skin. 

His heart pounded in his ears as he continued his ruthless assault. She reached release several times before he allowed himself to follow. A tingling started in his balls and shot through his system as he came deep within her. Stars exploded before his eyes and he felt himself sway with the power of their mating. 

Slowly they slid to the floor of the shower until they were sprawled in a boneless heap. Never had he found such an amazing connection to a woman. Stunned, he wrapped his arms around her. 

There was no doubt in his mind Esme was the one meant for him. 

* * * * * 

Esme lay in the darkness curled in Hawk’s arms, listening to his rhythmic breathing. After their shower romp they’d finally made their way into her bed where he’d fallen asleep almost immediately. With a small fire crackling in the fireplace her room was comfortable, a haven from the world and the approaching sun. 

Her lover was stretched on his back and she couldn’t help but stare. With his tousled hair and face relaxed in sleep he looked much younger. His chest was well muscled, proving he was no couch potato, and she could barely resist running her fingers over the thick pads of flesh. He was smart, funny and had brought her more pleasure than anyone ever had in her life. 

She sighed. If only he were the man she was to marry. 

Esme laid her head on his shoulder. Not that it mattered now. Her virginity was gone and her marriage contract was null and void. She dreaded the inevitable showdown with her father, because he’d hit the roof when he learned what she’d done. 

And she’d be free for the first time in her life. 

She squeezed her eyes shut. Yes, she’d be free and alone, all alone. With no Shani or Ivy to see her through her days. With no money or means to support herself and no clue about how to exist in the outside world. 

She had no idea if her sisters would help her or even where they were. She opened her eyes and stared into the fire. She didn’t understand why they hadn’t tried to contact her. Marnie, her oldest sister, would be thirty-five now. What had happened to her? Where was she? 

In truth, Esme was terrified of what the future held. For the first time in her life she’d be on her own and now that she was so much closer to realizing her dream, she was terrified of making a wrong move. 

She sighed again and stretched her arm across Hawk’s flat stomach. It was too bad she couldn’t keep him. She grinned. Maybe they could run away to a pacific paradise and live on fish and coconuts as they lazed their days away on a beach making love and— 

He isn’t real. 
Her grip tightened. Well, he certainly felt real enough, especially when he’d been inside her. She giggled then smashed her lips against his shoulder in an attempt to stifle the noise. 

* * * * * 

Hawk didn’t know what Esme was thinking about. Her expression had been serious until her sudden giggle had her ducking her face against him. He rolled over until she was sprawled beneath him, her face pressed into the pillows. 

“Can’t you even let a man sleep, woman?” he asked in a mock growl. 

She laughed into the pillow. “Well, you were asleep.” 

“Until you decided to start giggling.” He settled his big body over her, the crack of her ass cradling his cock. “What’s so funny?” 

“Nothing.” Her voice was muffled. 

“Is that so?” 

He licked the curve of her shoulder, eliciting a squeal from her. Firelight kissed her exposed skin and he eyed her curves appreciatively. She had the most beautiful bottom he’d ever seen. He ran his hand over her soft globe, stroking and squeezing her flesh with a gentle touch. He moved to kiss the base of her spine then let his tongue follow the curve of one plump cheek. 

Seeing her naked and ready for him brought forth a rush of lust so powerful that it threatened to steal his breath. He wanted to take her from behind and feel the soft slap of her bottom against his stomach as he brought her to fulfillment. 

“Spread your legs for me, Enchantress.” 

Her dark head popped out of the pillows and she looked back at him. Then a soft flush moved over her face as she wriggled to do his bidding. 

He slid his hand between her thighs, parting her flesh to expose her glistening dusky-pink core with his fingers. She sighed as his finger brushed the nubbin still hidden by soft curls. 

“So beautiful,” he whispered. “And so wet.” 

He parted her further, exposing her clitoris. He slid his fingers deep into her damp flesh as his thumb caressed her bundle of nerves. Her hips lifted and she gave a loud moan before pressing her face deeper into the pillows. Her hands knotted the sheets as he continued his sensual assault on her body. Her hips rose with each stroke. 

“Hawk?” Her voice was faint, strained. 

“Yes?” 

“Make me yours.” 

“I already have, Enchantress. I already have.” 

He bent his head and applied his tongue to her flesh. Suckling her hot inner core, she cried out as his fingers increased their gentle assault, stroking and teasing. He wanted to make her cry out. No, he wanted her to scream and he would accept nothing less. 

“Hawk!” 

She reached for his free hand and their fingers twined as she twisted against his mouth. She cried, a long and hoarse sob of release, as she tightened around his fingers. 

He stroked the soft skin of her lower back as she slowly quieted and her body went limp, her skin damp with sweat. With their fingers entwined, he stretched over her, nudging her thighs wider with his knees, then slid into her from behind in one smooth movement. 

“Mmm…” She arched her back, taking him deeper. “Just lovely.” 

He raised her arms so that her hands were near her head and he could balance his weight on his elbows. He brushed his lips over her cheek, her hair tickling his skin as he nuzzled her ear. Buried deep within her with her soft buttocks cushioning his belly was the closest a man could get to perfection. 

He fought the urge to simply drive himself mindlessly into her body. His movements were slow, sensual, keeping them both aroused, but doing nothing to bring them to release. How long they remained in that drowsy, aroused state he didn’t know, but all too soon her insistent wiggling motions and the rhythmic clenching of her flesh around his frayed what little self-control he possessed. He clenched his teeth as he felt her shatter beneath him. Her body bracing his, he drove into her, hard, deep. Once, twice, three times…his head came up and he shouted as he came. 

Trembling, he collapsed over her, lacking any desire to move away. He nuzzled her neck and the soft curve of her shoulder. Her curls tickled his nose as he nibbled the back of her neck. Nothing would take this woman from his side. He’d see to it. 

* * * * * 

Esme was on edge. 

She was huddled in a thick quilt in her favorite armchair near the fireplace. A cup of tea sat on the table near her elbow and tendrils of steam rose lazily into the chilly air. 

She’d awoken alone in her bed, the scent of her lover still on her sheets and her body, while outside the world experienced its first serious chill of autumn. Her French doors were shut tight, though she’d left the drapes open to capture what little sunshine that might break through the thick layer of clouds. 

Esme shivered and gathered the quilt tighter. Underlying the autumn chill was the bite of something ominous, a feeling of foreboding that hung in the air as if the universe were waiting for something to happen. 

She closed her eyes, frustrated by her inability to pinpoint the origins of her unease. In twenty-four hours she was due to be married and that was enough to unsettle anyone. One last day before the showdown with her father and her future would be in her own hands. 

She rubbed the furrowed skin between her eyes. She didn’t think it was the impending discussion that had her tied in knots. Was it Hawk? 

She reached into the universe with her mind and came up against a wall of seething darkness filled with anger and the coppery taste of imminent betrayal. Her eyes flew open. 

It wasn’t Hawk, but she was pretty sure that this new threat was male. 

Disturbed, she flung off her quilt and rose from the chair. Shivering slightly, though whether from the chilly air or fear she wasn’t sure, Esme stalked to the shelves that housed her crystals. She needed something for safety and protection, and when Hawk returned this evening she’d make him take something as well. When she selected the small turquoise pendant, a knock sounded on her door. 

Startled, she turned to see Shani in the doorway with an armload of cardboard boxes. Without asking her permission he stepped into the room and placed the boxes on the bed. 

“Your father called, Miss. You’re to pack your things today and a car will pick them up this afternoon.” 

She frowned. “But why today? I’m not to be married until tomorrow.” She ran her fingers over the smooth stone and her palm prickled. “I thought I could come back and pack after the ceremony.” 

He shook his head. “Plans have changed, Miss. A car will pick you up at 6:00 p.m. and you’re to be married this evening.” 

She gaped at him. “Why—” 

“I don’t know, Miss. I’m merely following orders.” He gave her a slight bow and backed out of the room. “I’ll bring you some more boxes and Ivy will be up to assist you shortly.” 

With her heart in her throat, Esme turned toward the French doors. Her wedding dress stood in the corner, pristine and cold as snow, mocking her with its icy perfection. 

She couldn’t leave today. Hawk would return in a few hours and they would laugh and talk— 

He wasn’t her destiny. He wasn’t hers to keep… 

She looked down at the small chunk of turquoise in her hand. 

It was too late; the other shoe had already dropped. She let the stone fall from her icy fingertips. 

Chapter Seven

“No one knows where the other daughters are. The moment they reached majority, they took a small inheritance from their mother’s family and vanished.” 

Hawk stared at his younger brother, Stuart, in disbelief. “How can six women—Proctor women at that—just vanish off the face of the earth? These women are from one of the most prominent witching families in the world. Someone had to have noticed their disappearance or aided them in their getaway.” 

Stuart sauntered to the liquor cabinet and helped himself to some brandy. “If someone gave them aid then it’s a well-kept secret. I checked all the best gossips and they knew nothing.” He shrugged. “They concurred that the Proctor family has always been very eccentric when it comes to their women and they have a long history of being sequestered. Until they marry, it isn’t unusual that the daughters aren’t seen or heard from.” 

Hawk shook his head. “By now all of the daughters are well past a marriageable age, yet we’ve heard nothing of their whereabouts or even plans for their marriages.” 

“And a Proctor marriage would definitely make the grapevine,” Stuart added. 

Hawk raked his hand through his hair. “Esmerelda was moved to Hill House when she was fourteen, so her oldest sister would have been well past twenty by then.” 

Stuart took a sip of his drink. “It is a mystery. I think we need to call in Quinn or Maeve—” 

A loud clatter in the hall broke off their conversation when Evie, the youngest Montgomery child, raced into the room. Her knee socks were down around her ankles, her shoes were splattered with mud and she had a dark smear on one cheek that looked suspiciously like chocolate syrup. 

“Stu, you have to come now! Greg is cheating at Demon Racer Five again and if he doesn’t stop I’ll turn him into a toad!” She put her little fists on her skinny hips and stuck her chin out. 

His brother chuckled and put his glass down. “We can’t have that, you little terror. This family has too many frogs in it already, not to mention the fact that Mom will blister your little bottom if you do such a thing.” He took her hand and led her from the room. 

Hawk turned toward the desk and looked into the depths of the gazing globe. Esme and another woman, the cook he assumed, were packing her altar items. Neither woman looked at each other, they just kept their heads bent to their tasks as items were wrapped and stowed into cardboard boxes. 

One more day…one more day… 
“Ethan.” His father’s voice interrupted his contemplation. 

“Yes, Father?” 

Kiergan Montgomery was almost the same size as his eldest son. While his hair was sprinkled with gray at the temples and his face sported a few more wrinkles around the eyes, he looked much the same as the man Hawk remembered from childhood. Quick to laugh and fiercely protective of his large family, he was known as a dragon outside his family circle. His children couldn’t help but laugh at the outrageous stories that circulated about him. 

“I’ve received disturbing news, son.” The elder Montgomery dropped into a wing chair near the desk. “It seems that Proctor is trying to deceive us. He’s arranged to marry Esmerelda to another man this evening.” 

Hawk blinked. “What?” 

Kiergan nodded. “He’s making arrangements to spirit her off this evening and marry her to the Whiddington heir.” He made a big, beefy fist, then released it. “I was right not to trust that bastard.” 

Anger curled in the pit of Hawk’s stomach. He’d known something was up. He’d felt it in the very air when he’d left Esme’s bed that morning. He’d been so distracted by their joining and his plans for their next meeting that he’d pushed the uneasy feeling aside. “We can’t let this happen.” 

“Ethan.” Kiergan held up his hand. “I signed that contract in the hopes that you and Esmerelda would grow up together and share some of the same life experiences, that you’d come to love and understand one another as your mother and I did. That didn’t happen and now the girl is a virtual stranger to you.” 

Hawk shook his head. “Esme was never a stranger to me. I’ve loved her since I was sixteen years old and I won’t relinquish my claim to her hand in marriage.” 

His father remained silent and they stared into each other’s eyes for a few moments. He rose from the chair. “You’re sure about this?” 

“Yes.” 

His father nodded. “I’ll send Michael to keep an eye on Hill House and Stuart to keep an eye on Proctor.” He grabbed his son’s hand and gave it a quick shake. “Don’t worry, we’ll secure you a bride before nightfall.” 

Hawk watched his father leave the room with a spring in his step. Kiergan enjoyed nothing more than a good challenge and this one had him fired. 

His gaze returned to the globe in time to see Esme pick up one of her crystal globes. Her beautiful heart-shaped face stared into the crystal and for a moment he felt as if she could see him as he saw her. Her beauty kicked him in the gut and knocked the wind from his lungs. He was struck by the sadness in her expression. She picked up some tissue and wrapped the globe, preventing him from watching her further. 

Hawk sat at his desk and reached for the phone. He had to meet with Proctor before Esme and her father came face to face. Who knew what his reaction would be when he found out that his daughter had trumped them all? 

Chapter Eight

Esmerelda hadn’t been in the family chapel since her mother had died. 

Complete with arched doorways and stained glass windows, the chapel was a perfect replica of a medieval church. From a distance it looked like a real church, until one inspected the windows and realized they depicted scenes common to pagan beliefs rather than Christian ones. 

She stepped through the doorway and walked across the floor, feeling the cold radiating from the stones beneath her feet. She trailed her hand over a mahogany sideboard that had been freshly polished and decorated with a spray of white roses and rich greenery. The scent of beeswax, furniture polish and bayberry hung heavy in the air. 

On wooden legs, she drifted toward the sanctuary. To her surprise the room was almost bare save for the massive wrought iron candelabras in every corner, each bearing at least a dozen fat white candles. The benches and chairs that had once populated the sanctuary were gone and the room had an unused feeling, a chill in the air that told her it had been a while since anyone had spent much time here. 

Her slippers made little noise as she walked to the circular altar in the center of the room. The altar was placed on a stone dais and it was high enough to allow everyone in the room a good view. Lifting the hem of her wedding gown, she ascended the steps. 

The mahogany was polished to a bright gleam and in the center was a towering arrangement of flowers and bayberry candles, their flames dancing in the drafty old building. There were several containers of water, salt, and an arrangement of small apples, a gourd and an evergreen branch. An ancient broom leaned against the table and she knew it was for jumping over once the ceremony was complete. 

Not that it would come to that. 

She touched the cold wood of the broom handle and a rush of power moved up her arm. It had been her great-grandmother’s, and she remembered her mother had used it from time to time. How she wished her mother were here now. 

Esme ran her hand over the altar. Her mother’s casket had sat on this very wood for two days while the family had gathered to mourn her untimely death. She shivered. So many memories crowded this place and none of them were good. 

She heard the front door open and several men’s voices. She turned in time to see her father and five strange men enter. 

“So you’re here.” Her father walked toward her with his gaze glued to the pocket watch in his hand. “And on time, too. Excellent.” He snapped the gold watch shut and tucked it into his pocket. “We’re ready then.” 

Esme couldn’t speak as her gaze traveled over him. She hadn’t seen him in several years, though it looked as if he’d aged ten since then. He’d gone almost completely gray, and he’d put at least forty pounds on an already generous form. Had it been that long since last she’d seen him? 

She cleared her throat. “Father, I need to speak with you.” She shot a pointed look at the other men. “In private.” 

He shook his head. “There is nothing to discuss.” He started up the steps toward her. “We’re here to see you married and that’s that.” 

Esme stepped in front of him, preventing him from reaching the top and forcing him to look at her. 

“Did you get my message, father?” she whispered. 

His lip curled and she was shocked by the expression of dislike that came over his face. “I did.” 

“And?” she pressed. 

“And what?” His tone was sharp. 

“Release me from this contract.” 

“No.” 

Father and daughter stood eye to eye, neither willing to give an inch on the matter. If he didn’t relent, she’d have to reveal her secret even if it would humiliate her father in front of his associates. 

One of the others, a tall blond man, stepped forward. “Is there a problem, Edmund?” 

Her father’s eyes narrowed. “No, no problem at all.” He stepped around her to drop a sheaf of papers on the altar and Esme’s heart fell. “Gentlemen, if you could give me a few moments alone with my daughter, I’d appreciate it.” 

The blond man nodded and ushered the others toward the entrance while a shorter man with a somewhat round red head stared at her. She felt as if he were sizing her up like a juicy steak or a dessert that he coveted. Her skin crawled. 

Finally, he moved away, and when they were all in the outer chamber, Esme couldn’t help but notice they hadn’t bothered to close the door all the way. 

“What is it, Esmerelda? We’re running out of time.” 

Her father stood beside her and for a moment she felt like a small child again with her father towering over her, disapproval radiating like sunlight. 

She shook away the feeling and squared her shoulders. She was a child no longer and quite capable of making her own decisions. 

“As I said before, I wish to be released from this contract.” 

He shook his head and placed his big hands on her arms then jerked away as if just touching her was unpleasant. She caught a glimpse of the distaste on his face before he carefully masked it. 

“I’m only looking out for your best interests.” His tone was stiff. “You’re a special witch and it would behoove me to ensure you’re taken care of and your particular talents are preserved…” 

She noticed he used the term witch rather than daughter. A father should fight for his daughter’s happiness, but it appeared that Edmund Brooks-Proctor believed no such thing. 

“You signed the marriage contract because the Montgomery family offered you the most money for my hand in marriage.” Her tone was flat, cold. “This has nothing to do with seeing to my welfare.” 

Anger washed over his bloated features and his eyes narrowed. “You selfish little twerp.” He leaned in close and spoke in little more than a hiss. “You’re barely marriageable material, you little retard,” he spat. “You and I both know that you’re dumber than a mule and can’t do a tenth of the spells your mother could perform at your age. No respectable witch would marry you knowing this, seventh Proctor daughter or not.” 

Esme lifted her chin while something inside her shriveled in the face of her father’s obvious hatred. “But that didn’t stop you from selling me like a whore on the street, did it? That didn’t stop you from selling my virginity for a packet of cash—” 

Before she could blink, her father struck her across the cheek with the back of his hand. The sound of flesh striking flesh was obscenely loud in the stillness of the chapel. Esme’s breath caught at the sudden shock and pain that rocketed through her and she straightened her spine and placed her palm over her stinging skin. 

The silence that fell was thick and cloying. The men had abandoned their pretense of giving them privacy and they’d opened the door, blatantly staring at the spectacle being played out before them. 

“Your mother was a whore,” Edmund snarled. “She turned me from our bed after Margaret was born. We didn’t share a bed again as she was determined to stop the line of Proctor women at six. But several years passed, and she took a lover and accidentally became pregnant with you.” 

Esme’s knees began to shake. 

“You are the daughter of a whore and a retard at that.” Spittle flew from his lips and his cheeks were red with exertion. “That was your mother’s sin to bear. I could barely stand to look at you. The moment I could I sent you away so no one would find out your dirty little secret until you were safely married and your dower money was safe in my account.” 

She turned and allowed her hand to fall away from her face. “You failed, Fath—” She stumbled over the word. She couldn’t ever call him that again. 

“And how exactly have I failed?” he snapped. “We’re going to marry you off. Your bridegroom, the witnesses and the minister are here as well and they’ve been paid enough to overlook the fact that you’re a nervous and somewhat unwilling bride.” 

Her stomach churned and she lifted her head to meet his victorious gaze. “I’ve thwarted you, Edmund.” She spat his name through icy lips. Her body had gone completely numb. “I’m no longer a virgin and you have nothing to barter with.” 

Edmund gave a half-hearted laugh as whispers broke out near the door. “You’re joking.” 

She shook her head. “I’m not.” 

His eyes widened. “Who could it… Shani…it can’t be… I cast spells…” 

“It was no one you know.” She smiled even though her face ached and her heart was sore. “He was a man who surpassed your feeble magical abilities.” 

And I really wish he were here right now… 
Edmund shot a nervous glance at the whispering men before he grabbed her arm and yanked her toward him. “You will marry the man I’ve chosen,” he hissed. 

“No, I will not.” Esme shook off his touch. “You’ve lost this time. You will leave Proctor House tonight. Take only your clothes, as that’s all you deserve. I wish to rid my mother’s family home of your stench before morning.” 

“You fucking bitch!” He raised his hand to strike her again but she brought up her own hand in a claw-like position. His expression changed from rage to fear, and for the first time in her life she understood the power she held. To her surprise he backed away until she lowered her arm. 

“You can’t do this to me…betray me like this,” he whined. 

Her brow arched. “Like you did to me, you mean?” 

He reached for the sheaf of papers on the altar and held them high. “Do you know how much these are worth? Marcus Whiddington offered me a lot of money, more than double what Montgomery paid for your hand in marriage. I’ll give you half—” 

With a flick of her finger, the papers burst into flame and Edmund flung them to the ground. He snarled and shook his hand as if he’d been singed. 

“Others have arrived,” one of the men in the doorway spoke. “What is going on here, Edmund? 

Walking through the throng came several newcomers. The older man in front looked vaguely familiar and when he stepped to the side her heart stopped. 

Hawk. 

Her gaze darted from the older man then back to her lover’s. The resemblance was unmistakable; this had to be his father. 

“Proctor, you bastard,” the older man thundered. “Come down here and face me like a man, you witless worm.” 

Edmund stepped behind his daughter. “I think not.” 

“Who are you?” Esme said to the approaching man. 

“I am Kiergan Montgomery, your soon-to-be father-in-law.” 

Bewildered, her gaze darted to Hawk. If this was Kiergan Montgomery, then which Montgomery was Hawk? Her breath left her in a rush. Her betrothed? 

“Who is that young man, Esmerelda?” Edmund snapped. 

“My lover,” she whispered. She gathered her skirts and started down the dais. She’d taken the first step when she heard a rush of multiple indrawn breaths. 

She looked up to see an expression of complete horror on Hawk’s face just before a tremendous pressure hit her square in the back. Thrown off balance, her feet tangled in the voluminous skirt and she flew off the dais heading straight for the stone floor. 

She felt her wrist give when she hit the cold steps and a blinding pain raced up her arm. She caught a glimpse of Hawk racing toward her and just before her head struck the floor, she heard her father laugh. 

Chapter Nine

“Are you feeling better, dear?” 

Esme’s eyes flew open at the strange voice. In the doorway stood a short woman with a bright blue dress and a tumbled mass of blonde curls that made her look like a misplaced faery. She would have been perfectly at home perched on a mushroom in the midst of a forest. Her smile was wide and she held a tea tray. 

“I think so.” Her voice was rusty and she tried to clear her throat. 

“Good. My name is Emmeline and I’m Ethan’s mother.” The woman bustled into the room and set the tray on a bedside table. “I must say you are the spitting image of your mother.” 

Esme blinked. “You knew my mother?” 

The other woman gave an energetic nod, then grabbed some pillows from a chair and began tucking them behind Esme. “Oh my, yes. I grew up just a few miles from this very house where your mother was born. She was a bit older than me, but I spent many hours in these kitchens begging lemon tarts from Isolde, the cook. Do you remember her?” 

Esme frowned and tried to dredge up the few memories she had of living in this house. “Did she wear a red cloth over her hair?” 

“Oh yes.” The other women quit fussing with the pillows. “She was as bald as a baby’s bottom, thanks to your mother.” She set the tea tray over Esme’s knees. 

She wrapped her hands around the mug of tea, grateful for its warmth. “How is that?” 

“A misdirected spell, or so I’m told.” The woman sat on the edge of the bed. “Your mother was but a child and your granny was teaching her how to light a fire with a flick of her wrist. Unfortunately, Isolde was in the way and her hair went up like a torch.” The woman made a tsking sound. “Luckily, she wasn’t hurt, but her hair never did grow back. Didn’t matter to Isolde one whit as she was so devoted to your mother and her sisters.” She chuckled. “I don’t know that I’d be so complacent if someone struck me bald.” 

Esme couldn’t help but laugh. “I’d have to agree with you.” She took a sip of the hot Darjeeling, pleased to find it sweetened exactly as she liked it. “So where is my f-f-fa—uh, Edmund?” 

“Oh, somewhere over Canada by now, I’d imagine.” Emmeline chuckled and rose. “How I’d like to see that sight.” 

She frowned. “What do you mean, Canada?” 

“My dear husband got so mad when Edmund pushed you down the steps that he turned him into a goose.” Emmeline shrugged. “Seriously, though, Edmund is being guarded in the stables as no one has been able to convince Kiergan to restore the bastard to his usual, nasty self. I personally think he should have been turned into a troll as it would have suited his disposition much better.” She gave a wild giggle that set her curls to bouncing. “You should have seen his face! I won’t forget that look very soon.” 

Esme shook her head, feeling oddly bereft yet amused at the same time. “Why a goose?” 

“Why not?” The other woman shrugged. “My husband is very angry with Edmund. Not only did he try and deceive our entire family, but the man refused to reveal the whereabouts of your sisters. Kiergen has refused to release Edmund or return him permanently to human form until he tells what he knows.” 

Esme frowned and rubbed her forehead. “I think I’m confused. How did he try to deceive your family?” 

“He found another family to pay double the bride price for your hand in marriage. He’d contacted Ethan about moving the wedding date forward then at the last minute tried to spirit you away and marry you to the Whiddington boy.” Emmeline snorted. “As if you could marry that halfwit. My boys chased those worthless Whiddingtons off with their tails between their legs,” she chuckled. “Marcus Whiddington won’t be fool enough to try and double-cross the Montgomery family again.” 

Feeling suddenly weary, Esme leaned back and closed her eyes. “Where is Hawk…I mean—” 

“Right here.” 

Her eyes flew open when Hawk came into the room. He was dressed in black from head to toe with his dark hair loose about his shoulders. Esme’s tongue felt oddly thick and she suddenly felt like crying for no reason she could discern. 

“Ethan’s been hanging about your bedroom door all evening,” his mother blurted. “I kept telling him not to worry, but I couldn’t budge him anyway.” She bustled toward the door. “I’ll leave you two alone then.” She poked her son in the side as she passed. “No roughhousing. I’d imagine she’s feeling a little discombobulated right now.” She shut the door behind her. 

Suddenly uneasy, Esme wasn’t sure what to say. So she settled for something simple. “Hi.” 

He smiled and sat on the edge of the bed then removed the tray from between them. “How are you feeling?” 

She shifted. “Sore, but not as bad as I’d have thought.” 

He picked up her hand and examined her wrist. “My mother is a whiz with broken bones. She had to be with my brothers around.” 

“I broke my arm?” Even as she said it, she remembered the sharp pain as she’d hit the floor. 

“Your wrist, actually.” He touched her forehead. “And you hit your head.” 

“That much I remember.” Esme crossed her arms over her chest and studied the man sitting next to her. “So you’re my fiancé?” 

He nodded. “And you’re mine.” He reached for her then let his hand drop. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get to you—” 

She placed her hand over his mouth. “There’s no need to be sorry, Hawk. I needed you and you were there. I can’t ask for anything more.” 

He kissed her fingers before gripping them tight. “Like Edmund, I also deceived you.” 

“That you did.” She tilted her head and her eyes narrowed. “I conjured a lover to take my virginity and render the marriage contract null and void. Instead, it was my fiancé that appeared, not that I knew it. Just how did you manage that one?” 

An attractive flush moved into his cheeks. “Well, that’s kind of a long story. For now, let’s just say that I heard you were looking for a man and I knew I couldn’t let my woman—” 

“Your woman?” Her brow arched and a warm glow ignited in her stomach. 

“My woman.” His eyes turned darker, heated. “I fell in love with you when you were fifteen years old.” 

Her eyes widened. “How can that be?” 

“One day I snuck into the woods to spy on you and the moment I saw you, you stole my heart.” His expression was distant. “You were wearing a white dress and carrying a wounded animal in your arms. I couldn’t get you out of my mind.” 

“B-b-but I didn’t even know you.” 

“It didn’t matter because I felt I knew you, even then.” He took a deep breath. “Afterwards I sent you those globes on your sixteenth birthday and I’ve been watching you through them ever since.” 

Aghast, she stared at him for a few seconds. “You watched me? You could see what I did in the privacy of my home?” Shocked, she pulled her hand away. “How could you do that to me?” 

“How could I not? Your father had forbidden us from meeting and your image occupied my every waking thought.” 

“So you decided to invade my privacy?” she snapped. “Basically you were stalking me.” 

His eyes widened, then he grinned and ducked his head slightly. “I’m not sure I’d put it quite that way.” He caught her hand again. “I’ve watched you mature into a beautiful, compassionate woman and you stole my breath away when you and I spoke that first night. I’d watched you for years, a shadowy image in a crystal globe, and you’d bewitched me, but it was nothing in comparison to meeting the living, breathing person.” 

Esme looked away, her throat tight. “I’m confused and not sure how I feel right now,” she whispered. 

“I can’t tell you how to feel about us, but I can tell you how I feel.” He stroked her hand in his. “I want to show you so many things; take you to places you’ve only dreamed of. We can go to Venice and float down the canals, to Egypt to see the pyramids, maybe visit Italy and sample some wines. I have friends who live in Provence, France where the food is beyond compare and the wine flows like water.” He brushed his lips across the back of her hand and sent shivers up her arm. He raised his head and his direct gaze burned into hers. “Let me show you the world. Let me teach you, Esmerelda. Marry me.” 

Startled, she pulled away. She could barely breathe. She couldn’t even think about marrying anyone unless they knew the truth about her and her heritage. 

She pulled her hand from his and fixed her gaze on the pale pink sheets. “I need to tell you something.” 

He caught her chin and tipped her head back until their gazes met. “There’s nothing you can tell me that will change my mind about my love for you.” 

She shook her head. “You have to hear me out. I might be the seventh daughter of a seventh daughter, but I’m a worthless witch.” She spoke in a rush when she felt her eyes prickle with tears. “I can’t even cast the simplest of spells. I turned Ivy into an animal once and I tried to conjure some fruit pies and ended up destroying a kitchen.” Her shoulders slumped. “I’m a disgrace to my name.” 

“You’re not a disgrace. Your problem is your reading skills aren’t up to par. Do you know why that is, Enchantress?” He ran his thumb over her chin. 

“I can’t read because I’m stupid,” she whispered. 

“I suspect that you’re dyslexic.” 

She blinked. “Dyslexic?” 

“Yes. It took me a while to come to that conclusion. Through the globe I’d only seen you perform the simplest of spells and some of them you botched and that didn’t make much sense to me. It was only when I saw some notes you’d left on the table and noticed that some of your letters were backwards and others were out of order. With dyslexia, the brain confuses letters and rearranges them until you can’t tell what you’re reading.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “We won’t know until you’re tested, though.” 

Mute, Esme gave a shaky nod, not quite daring to believe he could be right. She’d spent so many years believing Edmund’s cruel, hateful words that she was terrified to believe he might’ve been mistaken from the beginning. 

Hawk moved to sit next to her and lean against her pillows. Sliding his arm around her he pulled her close until her head came to rest on his shoulder. “Dry your eyes, my Enchantress. We need to contemplate what a wonderful life we’ll have together.” 

Joy mixed with tears and her laugh came out as part sob. “That is a wonderful thing to think about,” she sniffed. 

“Indeed. Think of the things I can show you. Once you learn to read properly there won’t be a spell you can’t cast, Esme. The world will be yours.” 

A sob caught in her throat and she buried her head in his chest and inhaled his familiar scent. 

“Your future is so bright, you can be anything you wish,” he said. “I want to be the one to help you reach your potential, if you will let me. I want to be right by your side every step of the way.” 

Her heart melted and she gave a noisy sniff. “I guess it’s a good thing you gave me those globes. Without them you might not have caught on about my disability.” 

His arms tightened. “So you forgive me?” 

“I’m still thinking about that,” she said. “You won’t get off that easily, Hawk.” 

“You’re entitled.” 

She heard the tone of amusement in his voice. She raised her head and scrubbed at her cheeks. “I guess it’s also a good thing that I’m a lousy witch.” 

“Why is that?” 

“Because if I’d been competent then my lover spell would have worked and another man would have been in my bed, not you. He wouldn’t have cared enough to look deeper and I might have been stuck at Hill House all my life.” 

He kissed her on the forehead. “I guess everything has worked out as it should.” 

Esme frowned. “But what about my sisters, Hawk? What happened to them?” 

She felt him shake his head. “I don’t know. One by one they grew to majority, took what little inheritance your mother left them and walked away from Edmund and Proctor House. Edmund hasn’t said a word, though I have a feeling Father will work it out of him sooner or later.” He chuckled. 

“We have to find them. I can’t be content until I know where they are…if they’re safe and happy.” 

His arms tightened around her. “We will, Esme, trust in that. We’ll find your sisters.”

