
[image: image]

Table of Contents

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


THE UNMISTAKABLE SOUND of a woman being pleasured echoed through the woods above the village of Carbrey. The sound was deeply sensual, and powerful—as if she dared anyone to defy her needs. The witch master watched over her with a sense of satisfaction, breathing in the sexual power filling the atmosphere. The woman was his willing acolyte, and he nodded at the other members of the coven who circled nearby, eager for a taste of her. 

Midsummer moonlight filtered through the trees, lighting the spot where she lay naked on the woodland floor. Her knees were pulled up, legs open. With one hand she stroked herself. With the other she beckoned to the tall young man who stood between her feet, inviting him to come closer. 

“Take me,” she urged.

“I’m ready,” he replied. Stripped to the waist, his finely-muscled body was taut with restrained lust, the muscles on his back flexing as he grappled for the belt on his jeans, undoing it even as he dropped to his knees between her legs. He looked down at her writhing body with undisguised hunger. The coven master circled them, watching with pride. 

Her ecstatic moans grew louder when her lover locked his hands around her hips, holding her steady while he buried his face in her pussy, sucking on her clit before he ran his tongue deeper, lapping at her eagerly.

Satisfaction flowed in the coven master’s veins as he anticipated all that would be made possible here. The sexual power that would manifest through their union would be his. The two powerful witches bucking together on the forest floor would open a channel through which he would commune with the Hidden World.

The female acolyte’s pale body glowed in the semi-darkness as she writhed with pleasure. Juices glistened on her thighs; her breasts were tilted up, the nipples peaked and hard. Her chestnut-colored hair spilled across the ground, tangled here and there with leaves and earth. She looked over her lover’s shoulder and flashed her eyes at the master. Recognizing what she was showing him, he smiled. She had access to strong magic and he had done the right thing choosing her from his coven for this task. She was powerful, an intelligent young witch coming in to her mature period. The sexual ecstasy she radiated created an arc of energy that glowed in the atmosphere around them, heating the earth below the spot where she laid, breaching the boundary between this world and the spirit world. 

“I feel her, I feel her spirit close by,” she cried, her back arching again. 

The coven master felt destiny closing. Both power and lust were potent in his blood. Between them, they could achieve this task, this thing that had called to him all these years—the resurrection of the soul of Annabel McGraw. 

All had been properly prepared. Five small fires had been lit in a circle, and the acrid smoke from their sacrifice drifted between them, a numinous web that united them in purpose. A silver salver had been placed on the ground nearby. Some of Annabel’s relics had been arranged on it—items the coven master had retrieved from her home after her death—a lock of her hair, a pendant she wore, fabric from her clothing. They were ready to commune with her spirit, to begin the awakening. 

The master chanted the ancient words of occult ritual, while his male acolyte drove the length of his shaft inside the woman. Her cry was exquisite. Their sexual energy fuelled the ritual and the master watched them drive and thrust, anticipating joining them in their frenzied lovemaking when the time was right. 

Lifting his hands, he breathed deeply and began to speak, his voice ringing out across space, time and worlds. “Lord of all that is powerful and mysterious, hear my call. Help us in our task, for we seek to rouse the spirit of your most worthy of female acolytes. Give us the means to resurrect the soul known as Annabel McGraw, who was taken from her coven nearly three centuries ago.”

For several long moments the grunts of the rutting couple on the woodland floor were all that filled the silence, and then the wind lifted. An ethereal mist moved though the trees. 

The coven master chanted louder. “We beseech you to enable her to unite with us, her true brethren.”

The mist that wisped around them was heavy with female allure, as if Annabel’s spirit had stepped out of the trees when she heard his call. The master’s head lifted, hope filling him. Annabel, my Annabel. So many years he’d been alone, so many years that he had dreamed of his lost lover. Soon she would be with him again. 

The mist whirled in on itself over the spot where the couple mated, and the master’s loins instinctively flooded with desire, his erection throbbing. He thrust his hands into the mist, desperate to capture it. Power surged through his hands and into his body. 

“Grant us the power to give Annabel new life—she who could capture souls in a glance, enslaving them to her. She whose magic was destined to be the most powerful witchcraft in all of Scotland.” 

As he spoke, he unzipped his fly and grasped his cock in his fist, stroking it, his lust increasing. “She who hovers betwixt your world and ours, walking through the cottage known as Her Haven in ghostly form, waiting for this moment. She who will make our coven whole and invincible.” 

The power in the atmosphere intensified, the spirits of the forest emerging from the trees, awakened as they were by the ritual. Sprites and nymphs, the ethereal woodland dwellers of the Hidden World, darted hither and yon, magnifying the psychic energy on the atmosphere, playing with it as they looped around the unfolding ritual.

The witch on the forest floor was lost in her climax, her head rolling from side to side, her eyes glazed. 

“She awakens from her slumbers,” her young lover blurted, his back glistening with sweat. “I feel her too. Join us, feel her essence rise from the earth.”

Dropping to his knees, the master mounted the man’s back. Working his palm over the engorged head of his cock, he drove it inside the kneeling man’s behind. 

The young male was close to climax at this point, and his buttocks worked the master’s shaft as he bucked and ground into the female. 

The master grunted, feeding on their fire and the vital energy that came from beyond. 

Then he cursed in awe when he saw the image of Annabel McGraw reflected in the salver that lay on the ground, her black hair shimmering. Her image was alight with dark, unruly fire, and she had one hand outstretched from her untimely grave.

His heart raced, for the power was within his grasp and held a dark thrill. His body shuddered. Even as the image of Annabel blurred and faded in his moment of release, he knew what they needed: a host. 

A host who was not of the brethren. 
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AROUSAL. ZOE FELT IT as soon as her car approached the village of Carbrey. Her thighs instinctively pressed together, her hands moving on the surface of the steering wheel. It was almost as if a warm, lingering touch had moved over her entire body. The sensation was pleasant, and it caused a sensuous shiver to pass through her, but it was so odd that she had to glance into the back seat to reassure herself that there was no one in the car with her. She wondered if she’d driven into a humid weather trough. It was particularly hot, even for late August, but this was different. This felt as if the warmth were all around her—and inside her, too. 

It was like, what? Being turned on? 

Surely not? 

“Too weird,” she said aloud, her hands tightening on the steering wheel. She glanced at her reflection in the mirror. Running one hand around the back of her neck, she tried to concentrate. The long drive from London to the east coast of Scotland had got to her, that’s what it was. She’d stopped overnight in York the night before, but had covered the rest of the journey in one lap. A coffee stop after Edinburgh might have been a good idea. Reaching for the air conditioning, she flicked it up a notch. 

Ahead, an old-fashioned black-on-white signpost pointed the way to the village. She was almost there. She’d memorized the directions, and she knew the right hand fork led to the coast road, the left led down the cliff side and into Carbrey, the harbor village where she’d rented a cottage. She took the left fork and then pulled her car up onto the grass verge. Still she felt it, like warm breath moving over her skin, as if she weren’t alone. 

“I need fresh air,” she murmured.

Just beyond the spot where she’d parked was a heavily wooded area, and she got out of the car to take a better look. Stretching, she leaned up against the side of the car. The sun felt good on her back and she only vaguely registered the occasional passing car as she stared over at the tall trees that stood so close together against the cliff side, like sentries. 

It would feel good to go in there, into the mysterious enclave of the forest, to walk barefoot in the moss and rest her body up against the large tree trunks. It wasn’t something she’d normally think about, but she found the idea oddly compelling and she stared into the verdant gloom between the trees, imagining what it might feel like, what the scent of the forest would do to her. As she thought about it, she could almost feel the mossy ground beneath her feet and the brush of the leaves against her hands as she wended her way through the woods. 

“Car trouble?” 

The voice was close by and Zoe’s heart leapt in her chest, her pulse erratic as she turned in the direction of the man who had spoken. She hadn’t even heard the motorcycle approach. It purred softly, all shiny black metal and chrome. The rider switched off the engine and took off his helmet. Astonishing white-blond hair spilled to his shoulders. Gray-green eyes scrutinized her.

“No,” she managed to reply, “I was just admiring the view.” She gestured in the general direction of the forest, unable to drag her attention away from him. 

Built tall and distinctive-looking, he demanded her attention even more than the pretty countryside. He had a defined jaw and cheekbones, and the most sensuous mouth she’d ever seen. Taking a deep breath, she smiled.

“I saw you pull up as I came along the coast road. Thought you might have lost your way.” He spoke with a rich Scottish accent, and one corner of his mouth lifted as he contemplated her. ”Maybe I can help.” 

There was something that he could help her with, and that thing came to mind in blazing 3D graphics. An image of him climbing over her, thrusting inside her, flashed through her mind. Where did that come from?

She stared, rudely, but she couldn’t help it. She wanted to drag him over her and demand contact. A chuckle escaped her lips. He was very attractive—her reaction was to be expected. Broad shoulders outlined in a leather jacket and faded blue jeans outlined strong muscular thighs to perfection. Her gaze was instinctively drawn to the bulge at his groin, and she caught her bottom lip between her teeth, her face heating before she managed to drag her attention away. 

He kicked down the bike stand and climbed off it, peering at her with those intense grey-green eyes, the sort of eyes you didn’t forget in a hurry. “Sure you’re okay? You look kind of startled. Is that my fault?” 

He gave her a slow once over, his gaze lingering around her bare midriff, then he locked eyes with her, the question hanging in the air between them. She felt that weird feeling again, as if something had wrapped itself around her, sinuous, and oddly seductive. Why the hell am I thinking about sex? 

Too long since I had it, maybe.

The sun shone bright behind his head and for a moment she felt dizzy and disoriented, gazing up at him. 

Answer him. 

She shielded her eyes. “I’m fine, thank you. I’m about to set off.”

He loomed closer, blocking out the sun, his face in shadow. “Stay very still," he instructed.

Her breath caught in her throat when he reached over with one leather-gloved hand and lifted her hair from where it clung to her neck. Something moved against her skin and she jumped. 

“Still as you can,” he whispered, and she felt his breath against her face. His proximity made her feel deliciously unsteady, her state of arousal increasing by the moment. As he bent over her neck, she was glad of the car at her back, holding her up. 

Tension ratcheted inside her and she was about to question him when his free hand swooped in and closed over her skin. Sensation ran the length of her neck and then shot deep inside her when he ran his thumb against her skin, soothingly, before moving his closed fist away. 

Opening his hand, he revealed his catch. 

A large, spindly black spider sat there in the palm of his leather-gloved hand, still as a statue. 

“Oh, bloody hell.” She shivered.

“He won’t hurt you. It’s a forest spider. He’s wandered in the heat and found somewhere appealing to hide. He likes you.” He smiled, and rested his hand on the roof of the car, setting the spider free.

She jerked away from the car and found herself pressed up against him, one hand on his leather jacket. The spider scurried quickly across the roof of the car and away over the other side, as if headed back to the woods. Realizing that she was now pinned up against him, she glanced up at him. 

He put his hand flat on the car roof, trapping her, a gleam in his eyes as he considered her. “You’re safe now.” 

He didn’t move. 

For some reason she didn’t feel safe, but she liked it. Looking at his mouth, just inches from hers, she wanted contact. His jacket beneath her hand felt solid and warm from the sun. She could smell the leather, leather and his cologne, something akin to the forest. Images of raunchy sex filled her mind, assailing her senses. Scottish biker on the side of the road—she wanted to be rolling on the grass with him, to have his powerful male body between her thighs, thrusting and grinding. Her legs felt weak when the idea of it forced its way to the front of her mind, and her pussy throbbed with longing. She squeezed her thighs together, trying to maintain some sense of decorum, hard though it was. “Thank you. I do appreciate you checking on me.” 

“No problem. I’ll see you later.” He stroked her hair as if tidying it for her, before returning to his bike. 

She made herself look away, but stole another glance as he mounted the bike, her body growing hotter by the moment as he settled onto the machine, legs wrapped around the engine. He pulled on his helmet, revved the engine, and gave her one last wave with a leather-gloved hand. 

He’d said, “see you later,” she thought, as she returned the wave. Zoe was born and bred in London and it wasn’t something she’d expect a stranger to say. This was a small village, though. That’s why he’d said that, she reasoned, getting a good look at his physique as he sped off. 

Leanly muscled back inside black leather. Fit rear end outlined in denim. Her fingers itched to touch him, to discover how that body might feel under her hands. 

I want to sit on him, to ride him until I come. 

Cupping her hand briefly over her fly, she ached to touch herself. What was the matter with her? She didn’t normally look at men this way. Well, not quite so blatantly, at any rate. 

When her mobile phone bleeped into life she leapt into the car seat and picked it up, glad of the distraction, fanning her face with her free hand as she glanced at the screen. It was her sister. “Hey, Gina.”

“Are you there yet? I’m dying to know what it’s like.”

“Not quite there yet, but soon. The landscape is stunning. You were right, it’s a great spot.”

“Are you okay? You sound kind of fazed.”

“I’m fine.” She reached into her bag for her electronic organizer, bringing up the calendar to see if she could be premenstrual. There had to be a logical explanation for her being so bloody horny. That might be it. Her natural instinct was to check all possibilities, as if she were checking last minute flights for her boss. The practical approach was second nature to her. 

Her calendar flashed into action. Nope. It wasn’t that. She would have known. She was a well-organized London PA, and she had to be on top of everything. Never distracted, never disorganized. If it wasn’t that making her hot and horny, it had to be a freak weather condition, because of the village’s positioning on the coastline. 

“What was that?” Gina asked, when the organizer beeped. 

“Just checking my calendar.”

Gina groaned. “Zoe, leave your London attitude behind, for god sakes. You’re on holiday, relax.”

“I am. I’m fine. I got hot all of a sudden and I wondered if I was premenstrual.”

Gina sighed, heavily. “Good grief, woman.” 

“I’ll be fine when I have a shower and a nap. I’m literally just outside the village. I’ll call you back as soon as I get the keys to the cottage. Deal?”

Reluctantly, Gina agreed. “You better ring back soon. I’ll be hanging by the phone waiting to hear all about it.”

Zoe smiled as she put her phone away, feeling a tad more level-headed. She wondered what the biker’s name was. The accent had suggested that he was local, although she was no expert on Scottish accents. This was her first visit. 

There was something about him, something compelling. 

Her mother used to talk about people having auras. Zoe thought it was nonsense, but for some reason it came to mind now. The biker had an aura. That, and sheer animal magnetism. His hair was so unusual, white–blond and heavy. If he were in bed with a woman, would it brush over the woman’s body, heightening her pleasure? The thought made her want to find out. With those stark cheekbones and unusual eyes, he had a hellish sexy look. 

She couldn’t help wishing she really had broken down and needed his assistance for a bit longer. She reached over to turn the radio up. The raunchy rock music she’d had on at a low level in the background had hardly touched her consciousness on the entire drive up here, and yet now it made her hum along. She signaled, checked the rearview mirror, and pulled back onto the road. 

Winding down the steep cliff side into the village, she turned a corner, and there it was. Pretty, pastel colored cottages lined up either side of a meandering road that led down to the harbor. “I made it.”

Carbrey was a small fishing village. There were other villages nearby, but the nearest large town some twenty miles along the coast. Zoe had come for the sea views and the coastal paths, and the place was postcard perfect. She had a stack of books in her suitcase and her walking gear. That was all she needed, although a bit more time around that sexy biker might make it a holiday to remember, she mused.

The locals watched her car go by with undisguised curiosity. Several of the children waved, making her smile as she waved back. Passing by a pretty pub called The Silver Birch, a tiny school, and a chapel interspersed with quaint houses, she drew to a halt at the crossroads at the bottom of the hill. A marina provided safe harbor for around forty small boats that were bobbing merrily on the incoming tide. It was gloriously sunny but windy down here, the sky a blaze of blue, the fast-moving clouds barely blocking out the sunlight as they sped across it. A handful of tourists drifted about the harbor area, three teenagers eating ice cream, a young family posing for photographs by the boats. It was almost the end of the season and Zoe imagined it was much busier in the middle of the summer. 

On her right a corner shop with a post office sign marked the place where she had to pick up the keys. To the left, Shore Lane ran down to the very edge of the water. The last few houses standing there existed on a limited lifespan as the sea ate away at the land. That was a big selling point about the fisherman’s cottage she’d rented. It was a beautiful little place, over three hundred years old, but in a decade or so the sea would erode another few feet of the coast and the cottages out on Shore Lane wouldn’t be habitable.

She turned left, figuring she’d park up and walk back to the Post Office for the keys. In the distance she could make out a small island where a lighthouse stood. The sun gleamed on the water. Driving slowly along the narrow street, she marveled at how close the water came to the houses. On her right hand side, a large workshop took the last bit of land, backing onto the marina, before it dropped away completely into the sea, right behind the wall at the edge of the lane. A sign read: Logan’s Boat Yard. As she drove by, a tall young man appeared from inside the boat workshop to watch.

He leaned against the upturned helm of a boat, staring blatantly at her. Something about the way he watched her compelled her to slow down and open her window to ask for directions. She didn’t need directions. Zoe knew she was on the right track. A top-notch London PA always had her map memorized. 

“Hello, am I in the right place for the cottage called Her Haven?” She blushed as she said the name of the cottage. She thought it was a silly coincidence, but her sister had found the place and insisted it would be the perfect spot for Zoe to take a break. Gina said it was meant for her, since she hadn’t had a proper holiday in three years. 

The young man smiled and sauntered over to the car, like a languorous young lion staking her out. Again she felt that strange feeling pass over her, as if someone was there in the car with her, turning up her internal thermometer and nudging her every time a sexy hunk of man passed by. Ridiculous though it was, she wondered if being away from home for the first time in ages had given her an over-exaggerated sense of self-awareness. Either that or the holiday spirit had infected her already. She’d read about women who had flings while they were away from home. Would the opportunity come her way? 

She certainly wouldn’t reject it, if it did. Her job back in London kept her far too busy. She stifled a smile as a confessional magazine headline she’d read flitted through her mind: “My holiday fling with a lusty local hunk.” 

Would she have her own holiday confessional? Maybe. 

The man bent down and leaned into her window, inside her personal space, a lazy smile on his face as he looked her over and then glanced around the interior of the car. “You’re in the right place.” 

His brogue was heavier than the biker’s had been. He had inquisitive blue eyes and thick brown hair. She estimated he was in his early twenties. Well built, under the loose T-shirt and combat pants he wore. 

“Second house from the end of the row.” He pointed farther along the narrow street, without breaking eye contact with her. “I’m Crawford Logan,” he added, reaching one large hand into the car.

She rested her hand in his, taking a sharp breath when he squeezed it firmly with his boat builder’s grip.

“Zoe Daniels,” she replied, marveling at how quickly they had exchanged names. Living in London was so different, she supposed. In a small village like this they’d be interested in the tourists that came and went. “I’ve rented Her Haven for a few days.” 

That’s pretty obvious, she realized, after she had said it. Throw a girl out of her regular routine and this is what happens, one minute clinging to a biker on the side of the road, the next playing ditzy and wide-eyed for the local boat builder. It was no bad thing, though. She wanted to loosen up. She needed it. 

Crawford seemed to let go of her hand reluctantly. She liked that. When he stood up, he saluted her and she drove on. 

She parked the car outside the second cottage from the end of the row and got out, stretching as she did so. Over the door, a carved sign bore the words “Her Haven.” The front of the cottage suggested cozy and inviting interiors; whitewashed walls, a heavy studded oak door to keep out any stormy weather in the winter. Picturesque windows with lacey curtains shaded the interior. 

The house next door stood on the end of the row and didn’t look quite so cared for. It was at the mercy of the elements, being right on the end. Over the door the word "Cornerstone" had been etched into the plaster. 

She locked her car and walked back along the road, waving at Crawford, who still stood by, watching her with a half smile. She could feel his suggestive stare as she passed by, as if he was assessing her, intimately.

It had been too long since she’d been away from home, Gina was right. Gina was the one who’d insisted Zoe take a vacation, her first proper break since their mother’s death three years before. Sure, she’d thrown herself into her work after that. She was good at her job and it made her feel needed, made her feel productive and useful. Why not? But she felt different here and now, out of her efficient business suit and heels. She felt more conscious of everything, and that made the old adrenaline pump. As she walked along the street, she nodded at the passersby who smiled cautiously as they checked her out. 

The village had a wistful, eerie quality about it, she thought, as if somehow captured in a bygone era. The staggered houses were built around the harbor and looked as if they were huddled together for security against the elements. It was unusual, and very appealing. 

The Post Office looked like something out of the 1950s, and when she pushed the door open a bell tinkled overhead.

“Well hello, you must be Zoe Daniels.”

Zoe stared at the woman speaking to her from behind the counter. “How did you know who I was?”

“You’re dot on time to pick up the keys to the cottage, and I know pretty much everyone who stops by here, apart from the day trippers.” She looked Zoe up and down with a curiously satisfied expression on her face. “And you don’t look like you’re on a day trip, sweetheart.” 

There was a certain intimacy in the woman’s voice that struck Zoe as odd. She had a confident, knowing look about her. Her chestnut hair was swept up and back in a ponytail, her eyes so dark brown they were almost black, her smile knowing, as if it held a secret. Her accent was less strong than the boat builder, local, but as if she’d traveled. The woman’s ears were heavily pierced and adorned with ornate silver rings. She was dressed in a Hard Rock Café T-shirt and jeans, not what you might expect from a postmistress, but Zoe supposed the normal rules didn’t apply out here. 

“I’m Elspeth McGraw. I’m the caretaker for the cottage. It’s been in my family for years, but I live up at the top of the hill now. Let me get your keys.” The woman couldn’t seem to stop smiling to herself, as if secretly amused. Perhaps she was amused at the idea of a woman going on holiday alone. She supposed it was fairly unusual.

While her hostess hunted behind the counter for the keys, Zoe scanned the place. Besides the post office counter, the shop sold newspapers, magazines, postcards, cold drinks, sweet treats and snacks. A massive ice cream cabinet on one side of the room looked as if it had been there for years. Behind the counter itself, she noticed an engraved panel on the wall. She scanned it quickly but then looked back, instead of moving on. Three symbols were carved on what appeared to be driftwood, nailed above the doorway that led through to the back of the shop, a doorway covered over by a long black velvet curtain. The symbols looked vaguely familiar. 

Her mother had owned similar things, Zoe realized. That’s why. She had the same sort of designs on jewelry, candles and ornaments. She’d been a spiritual sort—called herself a Pagan and was into all sorts of heebie-jeebie nonsense. Not that it had done her much good. She’d been crushed to death in her Mini Cooper when an articulated lorry jackknifed in her path. Zoe, as a result, had a much more down-to-earth attitude and quickly dismissed anything she considered mumbo-jumbo. 

An odd smell wafted through the shop. Incense, probably. She caught sight of herself in a mirror. Her layered black hair was a mess. Her eyes looked startled, the pupils dilated, and her natural color looked higher than usual. “I’m a mess,” she whispered under her breath.

Elspeth turned back to her, a bunch of keys dangling from one finger. “You look absolutely perfect to me, sweetheart.” 

Strolling out from behind the counter, she leaned her back up against it, elbows resting on the surface, breasts pushing out from her torso. It was a cheeky, confident pose, and when she proceeded to stare at Zoe from top to toe, slowly, she smiled and licked her lips. “It’s going to be a lot of fun, having you around.” 

Her eyes were bright, as if she had some secret that she was nurturing. 

Zoe felt that odd feeling again—as if a presence sidled alongside her again—and it made her skin tingle with awareness. It also made her feel slightly out of control, as if she couldn’t trust herself to respond appropriately. I’m horny, that’s what it is. Horny as hell.

This time she couldn’t ignore the curious mixture of reactions she experienced. She was partly afraid of something she couldn’t quite rationalize, and partly seduced by it—and she didn’t understand why on earth she was feeling either. 

Fazed, she gathered herself to leave. That’s when the door opened and the postmistress cursed aloud at the man who walked in. 
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Chapter Two
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GRAYSON MURDOCH PARKED his bike, pulled off his helmet and looked over at the smart Audi cabriolet parked outside Her Haven. The woman he’d seen at the fork in the road was coming here? He gave a wry smile. That would explain the restless anticipation amongst certain Carbrey locals. Every time a visitor came to stay at the house, their interest stirred. For most of them it was idle curiosity about the visitor’s reactions to the ghostly presence that resided in the cottage. It was a long-running sideshow for the locals. Amongst a select few, however, there was more to it. 

He was one of those select few.

He’d stopped off at the farm shop on the other side of the village to pick up provisions. As a consequence, she’d made it here ahead of him. He’d wondered where she was headed, but he’d been distracted by her leaning up against her car, looking longingly into the forest like a wood nymph who thought she might have found home. Wistful, that’s how she’d appeared, and that keyed into something buried deep inside of him. In her it was a simple thing—a sense of loneliness, perhaps—for him it was somewhat more complicated, but it attracted her to him nonetheless. When he’d approached, she roused more than his aesthetic appreciation. There was a burgeoning sensuality about her that demanded his attention. 

Glancing along the road toward the Post Office he caught sight of her as she went inside. Crawford Logan was watching. He turned away and disappeared into his workshop when Grayson eyeballed him. Dismounting, he pushed the bike close against the wall of The Cornerstone cottage and strode in her footsteps, covering the ground fast.

Elspeth’s eyes narrowed and she cursed him when he entered the shop, seemingly unable to hold back her annoyance that he’d walked in on them. The smell of ashes was high in the air. Grayson’s eyebrows lifted. She’d been performing a ritual in the middle of the day? 

The visitor looked from one of them to the other, clearly startled by Elspeth’s reaction. 

“Ah, Zoe, here’s your chance to meet your neighbor,” Elspeth said, quickly covering up her initial response to his arrival. “The proverbial nosy neighbor, in fact.” Sarcasm rang in her voice. “Professor Murdoch is writing a book about us.” 

“Not quite,” he corrected, for the visitor’s benefit. The woman—Zoe—looked at him with interest, her eyes sparkling. “I teach at the University in Edinburgh. I’m here doing research on local folklore. Grayson Murdoch, at your service.” He reached out and took her hand, squeezing it firmly. 

“Folklore?” Her eyebrows lifted, and he recognized from her expression that she was a skeptic. That would soon change. If she was staying at Her Haven she would soon learn that the supernatural was all too real.

“Yes. The area is rife with the paranormal. I’m on sabbatical from my University post, researching for a book about historic local witches.”

“Witches,” the visitor repeated, with a chuckle.

Elspeth looked pleased that the visitor was so dismissive, but she kept her attention on Grayson. He raised his eyebrows at her, unfazed by her attitude. Being blasé wouldn’t cover her back when the time came, he reflected with no small amount of irony. “I thought you might be pleased about the attention a book would bring Carbrey, Elspeth. You’ll sell more...postcards, after all.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. She didn’t like that. Unlike most practitioners of the craft who were content to practice their magic while maintaining a normal life, Elspeth treated her normal life as a nuisance. 

“Professor Murdoch here actually bought Cornerstone,” Elspeth interjected. “He paid good money for the house that’s dangling into the sea, the very last house on the row. Death row, the villagers call it.” She emphasized the word “death” and shot him a warning glance, her dark eyes swirling with evil intent. 

Grayson gave a soft laugh. Elspeth still wasn’t quite sure what he was about, and Grayson liked it that way. Besides, she was pretty powerless without her coven and her master. 

The visitor, however, looked perturbed by Elspeth’s comments, and who could blame her. “Death row?” she repeated. “How long have the houses got before they become uninhabitable?”

“Long enough, with any luck,” he replied, then gave her a friendly smile, trying to put her at her ease. He sensed Elspeth had already got to her and didn’t want to unsettle her any more. 

“What can I do for you, Professor Murdoch?” Elspeth demanded, her annoyance visible. “I’m trying to give our guest a quick run down on the local facilities.” 

He grinned. He had no intention of leaving the shop until the visitor did. “I’ll take a first class stamp, please, Miss McGraw.”

Elspeth put down the keys she held in her hand, pulled open the drawer in the counter and slapped a single stamp onto the countertop. 

He handed over the coins. 

"I’ve left you a welcome package.” Elspeth spoke again to the visitor. “Milk, coffee, some fresh bread. There’s butter, bacon and eggs in the fridge, all local produce.”

“Thank you, that’s very kind.” 

Grayson took the chance to observe the visitor, Zoe. That rising sensuality he’d witnessed when he first met her was close to the surface and had an almost magnetic affect on him. Why? She was pretty, but it was something else, a lush, womanly quality that made him hanker for a taste of her. He wanted to see her on her back and watch her face while he made her come. 

She had a subtle way about her that he liked. Blushed easily. Late twenties, and seemed to be traveling alone—a vulnerable target. No wedding ring, he’d checked that up at the lay-by. Independent woman? The car she drove suggested something a bit more high powered than the way she was currently dressed, in a casual cropped T-shirt and low-slung jeans. She was out of her usual circumstances, no surprise there, and it could partly account for the slight hesitation. 

“You might like to try the local restaurant, The Tide Inn, if you don’t feel like cooking,” Elspeth continued. “It’s at the opposite end of the bay to the cottage, on the cliff top. You can’t miss it.”

“That does sound good, I’ll try it.” Zoe looked his way, a smile lingering in her expression. 

“The chef is excellent,” Elspeth added. “People travel all the way out from Edinburgh to eat here. In fact, being from London yourself, you’ve probably heard of him, Cain Dravot.”

“The name does sound familiar.”

Elspeth shot Grayson another glance. “Was there something else?”

“No. I intend to walk our visitor to her cottage.” He faced Elspeth off with a blatant smile. 

The visitor blushed, obviously pleased with his comment about escorting her. She lifted the key from the counter where Elspeth had left it, and made a move to follow him out. 

Grayson tensed his shoulders to combat the rush of hatred Elspeth sent his way as they exited.

“Was that a squabble?” the visitor asked, when the door jangled shut behind them. 

He couldn’t withhold a laugh. “Not quite. Let’s just say she hasn’t warmed to me since I first came here.”

“The nature of doing research on the locals, perhaps?”

“You’re probably right,” Grayson replied, noticing the intelligent, humorous glow in her eyes. Interesting, he thought to himself. 

* * * *
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AS SOON AS THEY’D GONE, Elspeth picked up her phone and punched in the speed dial number for Cain Dravot. When his recorded message kicked in, she remembered he’d gone to Edinburgh that afternoon. She walked over to the door as she listened to his seductive tones on the recorded message, and flicked the sign on the door from “open” to “closed.” She peered through the window to see if she could catch sight of Crawford. He was already on his way over. She smiled. He was a loyal and instinctive friend. They had known each other since childhood and she could always rely on him to be by her side when she needed him. 

After the tone, she left her message.

“Cain, Elspeth here. The new tenant has arrived for Her Haven. You won’t believe it, she’s the perfect host. Hurry back. I suggested she visit the restaurant. I’m going to put a binding spell on her so that she can’t wander far from Carbrey, and then I’ll continue the rousing rituals.”

She flipped the phone shut, and smirked at Crawford as he entered the shop. “Lock the door behind you.”

Crawford did as he was told. “What do you think? Is she the one?” 

Elspeth stepped closer to him and ran one finger down the length of his breastbone through his shirt, smiling. “Our time has come, Crawford. I’ve left a message for Cain. Come on.” Her hand closed on his belt buckle, which she tugged suggestively. “It’s time to push on with the rituals, now that we’re sure. And the quicker we get on with this, the less chance there is of that bastard Murdoch sticking his nose in and scaring her off.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three
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ZOE WATCHED AS GRAYSON slid her suitcase into the hallway, constantly aware of to how close he was, and how good it would feel to be even closer. The biker jacket he wore was open now. The skintight black T-shirt underneath made her want to run her hand inside, to measure his body by touching it and having it respond. The idea of it made her shiver.

He noticed, pausing a moment, and then glanced around the interior of the cottage as he chatted on. He seemed keen to prove he was more charming and friendly than the postmistress wanted her to believe. But he’d already shown her that when he stopped to check on her at the top of the hill. 

“As I said, I’m just next door. Feel free to give me a shout if you need anything. I’m pleased to help out. A bang on the wall should do it.” 

She watched him push his loose hair back as he spoke. It was so pale blond, and fell well below his chin, as if his scholarly life left him little time for the luxury of haircuts. The blond hair, combined with the chiseled jaw and cheekbones, and fit physique, gave him the look of a Viking. To top it all, she was having a really hard time not letting her gaze drop below his shoulder level. A man that sexy, dressed in leather and denim created an automatic compulsion to look lower, and she didn’t want to embarrass herself. Or him. Not that he looked like the sort of man who was easily embarrassed. There was an aura of strength about him, and even though she still felt rather unnerved by her reactions, she couldn’t help admiring him. 

“Thanks,” she responded. “I’ll keep that in mind.” She didn’t want him to go yet. “You aren’t from around here, are you?” His accent was less strong than the locals, but with the occasional lilt. 

“Well spotted. My dad was English. I grew up in Edinburgh. My mother’s side of the family is from this area though.” He looked a bit awkward as he explained his background, and then gave her that sexy, lopsided smile again. 

“It was the family connection to the area that got me into folklore.” He leaned one elbow up against the doorframe while he spoke, flexing his torso in a very unselfconscious way. 

Once again she was sorely tempted to run her hand down his side, to feel the hard muscle of his flank, to draw him closer against her. It was almost as if someone was egging her on to do so, a naughty girlfriend who was by her side and who’d had one too many drinks.

He glanced down, and she saw a lean, ginger tomcat had wound its way around his legs. 

“Oh, you have a friend.” The cat was rubbing up against him the way she’d felt like doing a moment before. 

“Hey, Cat.” He ducked down and swooped the cat into one arm. “He adopted me when I bought the house. He was a stray living off fish scraps, but he lives with me now. I’m going to have to take him with me when I go.” 

“He looks as if he’d be happy with the arrangement.” The cat rubbed his head against that lean jaw, and Zoe noticed the slight stubble there. That had to feel good. “So, that’s one local inhabitant who approves of the nosey professor and his research?” 

“Yes.” He smiled knowingly, amused at her comment. “The locals are friendly, kind people, for the most part. Don’t be put off by the odd one or two.” 

It sounded like a subtle warning, but the whole of the conversation he’d had with Elspeth in the shop seemed to have a double edged nature to it. Barbed, even. 

“What do you call the cat?”

“Oh, just Cat,” he replied. “He’s my lucky charm.” 

She was about to comment when her phone bleeped at her from her bag on the hall floor. “I’m sorry, I better get that. It’ll be my sister, she worries about me.” She rolled her eyes.

“That’s good,” he replied, quite seriously, then he nodded and left her to it, the cat perched precariously on his shoulder as he went, looking back at her, blinking. 

“Hi, Gina,” she breathed into the phone when she eventually pulled it free from her bag. 

“Well—you sound better. Have you had that shower?”

Zoe shut the front door. “No, not yet. I just got into the house. I’ve been meeting the neighbors.”

“Anyone interesting?”

“Maybe.”

“Ooh, tell me more, I’ll pull up a chair.”

Zoe gave a mock groan. Her sister was constantly trying to find her a boyfriend. Over the last couple of years she’d had to endure several painful dinners where Gina’s husband, James, had brought along a work buddy for her. “Don’t bother, nothing to tell.”

“At least you’re out meeting people, got you away from your stuffy office for a while.”

Zoe felt a pang for her stuffy office. “I wonder how they’ll cope without me.” 

Gina sighed. “You’re replaceable, Zoe. I know you don’t like to think that, but you are. The temp will be fine.”

It was hard to face up to, but Gina was probably right. Zoe liked feeling needed in her job, though. She liked the feeling of rightness and order it gave to her world. Just thinking about it made her want to run back to it, but she knew she needed to break away, even if only for a little while.

“I’ve got a question for you,” she said, changing the subject. “Does a chef called Cain Dravot sound familiar? He’s got a restaurant up here. The name rang a bell but I couldn’t place him.”

“Hell, yes. I wondered what had happened to him. He had a very popular TV show a few years back. There was some sort of a scandal in the papers and he disappeared from the scene. I’ll see if I can remember. Are you going to check him out?”

“Check the food out, maybe, after I chill for a bit.”

“Good. So what’s the cottage like?”

“I’ll walk you through it,” she said, glancing up the staircase. She knew this is what Gina was after, because it was Gina who had found the cottage on an Internet site. She wanted to know her choice was a success.

“A live tour. I love it, go ahead.”

“Okay, on the ground floor there’s the hall and a doorway into a big kitchen-diner.” She walked through the doorway into the ground floor room. “Oh, you’d love it. There’s a workstation in the center, with copper pots and pans hanging over it on a rack, very old worldie. And it’s got a huge range, authentic looking, as well as a regular stove.” 

Zoe glanced at the pretty bowed window with its lace curtains, and the solid oak dining table and chairs against the back wall. “If I lived here I’d be in this room all the time.”

“Now I’m jealous,” Gina replied.

“Stairs.” Zoe jogged up them. The staircase turned a corner onto a small landing, and she poked her head into the bathroom. “There are two rooms on the next floor. Nice bathroom, very compact but it has a shower, hurray!”  She turned to the other doorway. “Bed looks inviting, lots of cottage-style pillows, thick quilt.”

“You’ll need a rest after the drive.”

“Maybe,” she replied, walking over to the window. “It’s weird, because the house is very close to the water and the tide is coming in, it looks as if the water is going to come right up to the door.” She glanced back over her shoulder. “It’s carpeted, but it’s got sloping floors, they’re all over the place, makes you feel drunk.” Walking back onto the landing, she took the second staircase, which wound up into the attic.

“Oh yes, this is amazing. The attic’s been converted into a sitting room, and it’s got everything I need, fireplace, TV, long comfy sofa, books, magazines, reading chairs and two great big windows that look right out across the sea.”

“I wish I was there with you now.”

Zoe walked closer to the window and leaned up against the frame. She felt unbalanced, and she looked at the floor, wondering if it was uneven like the bedroom, but it looked like it was a more recent addition. Even so, she felt as if she was slipping, or there was something rising around her. Her skin prickled with awareness, her palms growing damp. 

“Tell me about the view,” Gina urged, “then I’ll let you go for that shower.”

Zoe looked out along the bay, trying to ignore the strange feeling surrounding her. “The tide is coming in, and there are two small boats out there. It looks very pretty.” As she spoke, warmth flowed through her body again, like a sirocco of sensation moving in and around her. She blinked and the room seemed to shift. She grasped the window frame, her chest tight. 

“She used to stand here,” she said, the words coming out of nowhere. “Looking out at the fishermen hauling in their catch. She watched their muscled arms work while she decided which of them she would win away from his wife that night.” 

Her eyes flashed shut. 

Laughter rang through her mind and she felt wind in her face, as if she were out on the marina. 

Which man shall I have tonight, which one will it be?

“What did you say?” Gina’s voice reached her. 

It hauled her back and she jolted away from the window, snatching her hand from the frame as if it was on fire. What was she saying? The words had come out of nowhere, and it felt as if she was no longer alone in the house.

Turning on her heel, she looked around, her free hand at her throat. She glanced into the corners of the room, and then watched the staircase. She couldn’t see anything moving. All was silent, but there was definitely a different feeling in the room since she had come up here. Something like she’d had as she drove into the village, but much more intense.

“Zoe?” Gina sounded concerned, her voice rising. “You still there?”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m fine.” She gave a nervous laugh, wafting her cropped T-shirt to let the air under it. “I guess I was thinking about who had lived here before.”

“You definitely need to get some rest.” Concern was evident in her sister’s voice.

“Gina, I’m a grown woman, you don’t have to fret. I’ll be fine. I’ll speak to you later in the week.” She spoke with more confidence than she felt, but she didn’t want her sister to worry.

When she switched off the phone she took a deep breath and steeled herself to go back down the stairs. All was quiet, and yet she couldn’t shake the curious feeling that someone else was in the house with her. 

“You’re the only one in the house. You’re just tired, silly woman,” she told herself, as she went into the bathroom and flicked on the shower. “Have a shower, take a nap, you’ll be fine.”

Now why wasn’t she convinced?

* * * *
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CAIN DRAVOT DARTED across the busy Edinburgh Street while he listened to the message Elspeth had left him on his phone. When he reached his Aston Martin, he folded the phone into his pocket with a smile on his face.

At last. They’d unsuccessfully tried a couple of women visiting Carbrey before. This one was about the right age, and Elspeth had hunted down a photo of her online that gave him a lot of hope. As he slid into the soft, cream leather interior, he turned the key in the ignition—and nudged the volume of the stereo up, filling the car with Wagner. 

His most cherished lover would soon be back by his side, how magnificent. How defiant. Necromancy was considered forbidden by lesser witches than he. He scorned them, although dabbling in the art had earned him the name “Warlock” on occasion—a term bestowed on outcasts from the brethren. That tag had been a nuisance at times. No matter, he’d found a malleable coven in the very village he’d been born in, over two centuries before, and he’d bent them to his ways.  

Elspeth would, at this very moment, be using another of the songbirds he’d obtained for this stage of the rousing rituals. The spell would distill the essence of the bird’s final flight—each flap of the sacrificial bird’s wings captured to assist Annabel’s flight from the grave into this world. 

They would need to keep up the pace with the ritualistic magic, be ready, and watch the woman as well. He channeled his thoughts toward the coven’s lair while he drove, eminently ready for this. The need to make this happen had been growing inside him for decades. It was a worthy challenge for his skills, and with Annabel at his side he would finally be happy. She was the most powerful she-witch ever to have trodden Scottish soil. Once united, they would be invincible, and then he could turn back the clock that numbered his years in this world. His time was short, and he was not done yet. 

He licked his lips with anticipation. Flexing his hands against the smooth leather steering wheel, the jet stone on his ring gleamed, catching his eye. It was incandescent with stygian power, just as he himself would also be, and soon.

* * * *
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ZOE ROLLED RESTLESSLY under the sheet, too unsettled to nap, too aroused. Even the shower and the cool cotton against her naked skin hadn’t quelled the anxious feeling in her body. She’d pulled the curtains, hoping for an hour’s sleep, but the late afternoon light seeped through the ochre-colored linen, giving the room an ethereal glow. 

She could hear the gentle lapping of the incoming tide. The water sounded so close, but then again it was. The sea wall was a mere twelve feet from the front door. Shore Lane itself was a narrow boundary. That had been part of the appeal of the cottage. Or so she thought. The tension of the journey had done this to her, had to be. She lay still for several moments, willing the taut, anxious feeling in her body to go. It didn’t. 

Her skin prickled with awareness and her restless hands roamed her body. Her nipples were hard with arousal, the fold beneath her breasts damp. Between her thighs, the nagging desire had grown to fever pitch. She cupped her hands over her pubis, squeezing the plump, aroused flesh until her whole body shuddered with need. Her head rolled against the pillow, her eyes closing as one finger slid easily into the damp niche of her sex. Her clit was swollen. She’d never felt it like this before, as if her sexual desire had multiplied since she’d taken the sea air. 

“What’s happening to me?” she whispered, desperate and confused. As she stroked herself her hips rolled back and forth, seeking relief from the pressure of her hand. It wasn’t enough, she wanted to fuck hard, she wanted to lose herself and come over and again, screaming likes a banshee. She moved her fingers faster, harder, but still she couldn’t reach release, something in her was resisting it. 

Then the image of Grayson Murdoch came into her mind, and heat flared into her face. She rolled over, laying face down on the bed, her body bucking and her breasts aching with sensation as they crushed against the surface of the bed. Attaching her actions to a man—a man so close by—was taking her closer. Heat and pleasure rolled through her, and her body grew taut. She pictured him over her, just as she had the moment she’d first seen him. She pictured his fit body working its way between her thighs, his cock filling her. 

Oh, yes. Her finger thrust deeper, and she added another, her body tightening rhythmically on them as her core spasmed with release. She shuddered and moaned aloud, slick, liquid heat spilling onto her fingers as she came.

For several long moments she lay there, panting, then she sat up, throwing her hair back and lifting it from her neck, where it clung to her skin. The light coming through the curtains was fading. It was almost evening. She reached for the bedside lamp and switched it on, glancing immediately toward the landing. She’d been everywhere, into every cupboard and wardrobe; she was definitely alone, and yet...

Hugging her arms around herself, she stepped over to the window and peeped out through the curtains. Twilight. A lone heron stood on the rocks in the incoming tide. It was time to get ready to go out and eat.

She headed for the bathroom to splash her face with water. Closing the door behind her, she leaned against it. The towel hanging at her back felt good against her skin. Every inch of her body was thrumming with expectation. A shiver ran through her, but she wasn’t cold. Her eyes closed. 

She became aware of the sound of water running somewhere nearby. She’d heard the sound of the sea in the bedroom, but this was something else. A shower. She opened her eyes, looking at the reflection of herself in the wall-length mirror. The remaining light coming through the window was fast disappearing, and she was left in gloomy darkness. She could still see a slight glimmer, a reflection of herself in the mirror. 

Grayson Murdoch’s house was on the other side of that wall. The knowledge struck her oddly, and her curiosity grew, her heart beating faster. Transfixed, she listened to the sound of the shower beyond, her eyes fixed on the mirror. As she stared, the glimmering image of her reflection twisted, disappeared, and reformed into something altogether different. 

What the hell? 

It was Grayson Murdoch that she saw reflected there now. She was hallucinating, had to be, and yet she stared, mesmerized. She could see him in the mirror, through it, through the wall. He was in the shower, naked and soaping himself. Instinctively, she wedged herself back into the corner of the room, breathless and disbelieving.

His body was exquisite, highlighted by shadow and light as he moved within a cubicle that was lit from somewhere above it. She looked at the taut muscles of his buttocks and thighs as he moved, and tilted her head back, breathless, the heat between her thighs building, demanding her hand move there to provide relief.

Oh, how she longed to be in there with him. His damp hair clung to his head and neck as he turned under the running water. When he moved and faced her fully, the look of his muscled chest and torso called to her. The water ran over the contours, and lower, to where he was soaping his cock at the juncture of his powerful legs. His fist moved in sure, swift strokes on the long, hard shaft of his erection, his balls high against the underside of his fist. 

He was jacking off in the shower, and she could see him! Her sex clenched, and her eyes flickered shut, her body going hot and cold all over, her breasts tightening. 

“Oh please,” she murmured, sliding down against the wall, until she was sitting on the floor, her legs splayed, her hand buried in her pussy as she rubbed herself again, hips rolling back and forth, fingers slurping in her sticky, damp groove. 

Carried forward on a wave of sheer lust, her mind struggled to make sense of it. Grayson was facing her, masturbating, while she did the same, pleasure rolling through her, building to a crescendo of sensation that finally left her weak and shuddering. 

I want him to see me, too. The thought of him watching her while she did this made her crazy, pushing her over the edge and into a blistering orgasm.

Panting as she surfaced, she watched as Grayson’s face contorted. He’d cupped his balls with one hand; the other still pumped the shaft of his erection. A jet of semen spurted up into the air, and then the image faded away into darkness. 

Once again she saw only a glimmer of her
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