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Claiming the Witch

By

DM Zhivago

A Note from the Author...

In the beginning of creation, the world was a dark and terrible place with no magick to be found.  The gods, wanting to offer love and hope to the humans, sent forth the Witches-three to light their way.  It is one of these fair maidens...a young Witch named Raya, whose story you are about to read.  She is Fated to Romlan, a creature of noble blood known to the world as a sacred Gargoyle.  He is her protector...and her lover.  Having waited thousands of years to be reunited, Romlan’s love for his Witch knows no bounds, and he often speaks to her in the ancient tongue of their first life together, calling her by the endearment: a chuisle mo chroi (pulse of my heart) or, more often, mo chroi (my heart).  It is an endearment of great meaning to him, the pronunciation of which I wanted to share with you...and so, here it is...  

A chuisle mo chroi (uh HHOOSH-lih muh HHREE) or, if you wish to use an even easier pronunciation (ah hush la ma kree).

So, there you have it!  I hope you enjoy reading Raya and Romlan’s story as much as I have enjoyed writing it.

Until next time...happy reading!

DM Zhivago
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The Awakening
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Deep below the earth,

hidden within the realm of the sacred krypt,

he wakes.

Stone crumbles to dust around him;

he draws a ragged breath—the first in what feels like an eternity.

His arms are empty;

sorrow fills him—a raw, cavernous ache;

he longs for the cherished love,

no longer clutched within his eternal embrace.

The night calls to him.

He emerges beneath the blue-black sky,

an angel of darkness and shadow.

Mother Moon shines down from the heavens.

She holds a promise:

The spirit of his love has awakened.

She waits for him to find her...

To claim her.

With a desperate cry he spreads his wings and takes to the sky

To search...

To hunt...

And the cycle begins....   
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Chapter 1
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The smell of fear excited him.  It pulsed, seductively through the air, tempting his senses and igniting in him a carnal, ravenous hunger.  Oftentimes, such as now, he wondered what his prey must feel in the moments before his attack; when he allowed his presence to be known and with it, the realization that death was now imminent.  How odd that the most vicious of unholy creatures, those guilty of the most heinous crimes, ran like frightened deer upon sensing his presence.  How they crumpled at his feet and begged for his mercy.  His hunger, once ignited by their heinous deeds, was all consuming.  He could no more offer them a stay of execution than he could undo the evil they had bestowed upon humankind.

No.  There would be no mercy.

The vampire trembled as Romlan gripped him by the throat and lifted him high enough from the ground so that his legs dangled, toes inches above the damp grass.  

“Tell me your master and I will make your death a quick one,” he offered.  The vampire whimpered, but remained silent, as Romlan knew he would.  This pathetic bundle of flesh and bone was nothing more than an unknowing pawn.  It was doubtful he even knew the name of the vampire who had sired his existence.  He had been created for one thing and one thing only—to kill.

There had been too many opportunities for Romlan and his brothers—few though their numbers were—to feed as of late.  An overabundance of minions, like this one, whose thirst for human blood had pushed the creature past the point of sanity and into a killing spree, ensured their sustenance.  Whether or not the vampire was even aware of the laws which governed the Dark Ones mattered nothing to Romlan.  The law had been broken, and now Romlan would reap his bounty, as was his duty, and his right.  There was no hope of rehabilitation, no chance of redemption.  Once a Dark One was seduced by the unholy hunger, it consumed them, body and soul, for eternity.

The vampire began to sag, struggling less. Romlan loosened his hold a little to keep the creature from passing out.  Where was the fun if his prey was not conscious for his big finish?

He gave the vampire a gentle shake to make sure he was still awake.  A garbled cry was his reward.  “For your crimes against humankind, and by the power invested in me by the holy creators, you are hereby sentenced to death.”  He smiled at the creature; it was a terrifying smile.  “Any last words?  No?  Good, I'm starving.”

Romlan's eyes began to glow with ethereal fire even as his features turned to stone and his jaw lengthened to accommodate the monstrous incisors as they extracted from his drawn back lips.  He began to lower the vampire to him, the minion's eyes bulged upon seeing the frightful sight of the terrifying thing he had become and his body flailed in a last-ditch effort to find escape as his terrified scream pierced the silence of the night.  The stench of urine and something even more vile permeated the air but Romlan paid it no heed.  Every fiber of his being was honed onto his prey.  He smelled only the blood running through the vampire's veins.  His fangs throbbed with anticipation, venom dripping from their pointed tips.  His face contorted; a fearsome visage that resembled nothing of his former, human, appearance.  He looked every inch the savage predator that he was, a cold and gruesome, winged angel of death cloaked in darkness and shadow.  As he sank his teeth into the trembling flesh of the vampire, Romlan closed his eyes and allowed himself to savour his kill.  He drank deeply, draining the vampire until his lifeless, hollow husk slipped to the ground and crumbled into dust.

“From dust, unto dust,” he murmured in the gravelled voice of his beast.

Licking his lips, Romlan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His body felt charged with energy gained by the consumption of the vampire's blood.  Tipping his head back he allowed his features to relax, fangs receding, the euphoria of the moment already dissipating.  He brushed a strand of his long, dark hair from his eyes and glanced toward the now full moon.  Still early.  He could hunt again, see if the vampire had any cronies helping him on his spree.  

He had half turned, preparing to leave, when a cool breeze drifted across his face, bringing with it an enticing smell.  He stopped dead in his tracks, all senses honed on that one, tantalizingly familiar female scent.

Raya moved quickly across the cool grass expanse of City Park, the full moonlight casting the field in a pale blue glow.  Her tutor, Elizabeth would surely scold her for the foolishness of entering the park after sunset, but what else was she supposed to do?  Everyone knew that vampires hunted here.  And what better place to find a hunter than in a place where there was an abundance of prey?  Of course, as luck would have it, tonight the park seemed eerily quiet.  She hadn't passed so much as one vagrant, let alone a vampire, and she'd been circling the trails for nearly an hour.  Her feet were wet from the dampness of the grass soaking through her Toms.  Her toes were beginning to freeze.  She huffed an exasperated sigh at the moon.  Maybe she should call it quits for the night and head back to the Manor.  Time would, perhaps, favor her...but she was not a patient creature by nature.  She wrestled with the temptation to commit a summoning spell.  With it she would gain the necessary attention she desired, but for all her rebelliousness, Raya lived by the law “An It Harm None” and summoning, no matter what the reason, was an act against another's will.  She was, however, willing to try astral projection...but only as a last resort.  She was still learning that talent.  The last time she'd tried it, she'd wound up projecting herself into the neighbor's back garden.  That wouldn't have been so bad, except that she'd been gloriously naked, and the neighbors had been entertaining a late supper with their elderly parents out on the back patio overlooking the grounds.  Even now Raya cringed at the memory of Elizabeth's horrified response when she'd discovered the mishap. “A Fated Witch must remain pure for the Offering!  How in the name of the dear Lord and Lady do you expect to remain pure if you go showing your body off to the neighborhood?”  Raya’s ears twitched now from the remembered sound of Elizabeth’s shrill voice lecturing her.  “How do you think Lord Romlan will feel when he finds out you’ve been flaunting your attributes?”

Her comments had instantly sparked Raya’s ire.  “Since Lord Romlan hasn’t bothered to visit me once in the last decade, I doubt he’s very concerned with my attributes, flaunted or otherwise!”

“None the less,” Elizabeth had insisted, “As a sacred Gargoyle, not to mention your guardian, it is his right to claim you at the Offering—though why he would bother with you is beyond me.  You must learn more respect for your station, foolish girl!  And a spot of humility wouldn’t hurt either.  From now on I will monitor your astral projection attempts...one of us needs to worry about your virginity.”

“I’m certain my virginity is safe, Elizabeth.  Unless I somehow project naked into the middle of an orgy.”

Raya had to stop the memory there.  Elizabeth’s next words had been nothing fit for her virgin ears.

She looked around her and then up at the dark sky above.  The bright, full moonlight warmed her skin the way the sun might, rejuvenating her.  In the trees she could hear the rustle of the leaves as a cool breeze moved her hair, lifting the silver-white strands and rearranging them around her shoulders.  It occurred to her that the normal night sounds were absent now...other than the wind, nothing stirred; no mice scurrying through the fallen leaves, no crickets chirping...even the bats seemed to prefer roosting to fliting through the treetops.  A shiver raced across her shoulders and down her arm beneath the blood red cloak and she instinctively reached for the hood, pulling it up, as though to protect herself from the chill...and anything else that might be lurking.  A voice whispered inside her mind—her witch’s intuition no doubt—telling her she was no longer alone.  Perhaps he whom she sought had found her.  Another shiver raced through her and her heart fluttered inside her chest.  She turned as the shadows loomed around her.

Her scent had left an enticing trail for him to follow.  From the shadows he watched her. The moonlight caught and reflected the shimmering silver patterns weaving intricately across her exposed skin on the left side of her face from her temple, down her cheek unto her throat, and  along the last three digits of her left hand, visible as she gripped her hood.  The pattern would continue, he knew, beneath her clothing, down the entire left side of her body, snaking and swirling in the Celtic moon markings which proclaimed her ancient bloodline but were invisible to the human eye.  Her beauty was transcendent...ethereal, gifted to her from her Valkyrie ancestors though her bloodline transcended even them.  The exquisite lines of her profile as she turned her face up in supplication to the night were even more beautiful than his memory gave credit and a familiar hunger stirred in him.  

He was aware when she sensed his presence.  He could hear the telltale trip of her heart as it beat erratically inside her chest. Her body turned toward him, the violet iridescence of her eyes searching the shadows.  That human eyes were incapable of seeing her for what she truly was, was a pity.  She walked among them, a goddess in her own right, invisible because evolution had caused their inability to see in the full spectrum of light and color.  She looked like a fairy-tale enchantress, he thought, dressed as Red Riding Hood in the crimson cloak, her long, slender legs wrapped in black denim, her bare feet tucked into black shoes.  It was a charming image and he was momentarily tempted to summon the shadows and offer himself in the form of a wolf.  But he had to push the tempting thought aside.  She was moving now, toward him, her stride purposeful, her violet gaze filled with burning intensity.  In a moment she would breach the shadows where he lurked and so, instead, to head her off he stepped from them, into the pale of the moonlight as a man.

Immediately she stopped, her eyes widening, and he heard the telltale hitch in her breath before she dropped her gaze, sinking to crouch before him in an act of submission which belied her completely.  “Lord Romlan,” he heard her say in that lilting, breathy voice which plagued his dreams and pulled now at something deep inside him.

“Are we so formal, Raya?” he asked her softly.  Tipping his head slightly he found himself suppressing the amused lift which threatened his lips even as his body responded to her nearness.

Hearing the teasing in his tone Raya looked up from beneath the hood of her cloak and slowly rose.  The genuflect had been automatic—Elizabeth would have been proud that all her lecturing had finally seemed to pay off.  Apparently, Raya wasn’t as much of a lost cause after all.  “Forgive me, my lord.” 

Again, she sensed the hint of amusement; this time it seemed to shimmer within the dark-fringed depths of his slate-grey eyes.  Without meaning to, her gaze swept over his handsomely chiselled features with an almost hungry abandon.  Only the Lord and Lady knew how she had longed to see him again.  He was even more attractive than she remembered.  Dark hair, the shiny black of a raven’s wing, hung loose about his broad, muscular shoulders.  His pale, masculine features, devilishly carved with sexual precision, were meant to lure even the most hardened of hearts and she felt hers flutter at the mere sight of him.  He looked younger than she remembered, but then, she no longer saw him through adolescent, childish eyes.  If he were mortal, he’d perhaps be close to thirty.  A man, grown and in his prime.  But he was not a mortal.  His age was timeless and one look within the dark depths of his gaze gave one the impression of eternal agelessness.  He was tall.  Much taller than her five-foot-six frame.  He towered over her, a commanding giant in long black leather and for once, Raya wondered if, perhaps, Elizabeth had been right and her coming here was a mistake.  He was, after all, the predator of predators.  All that beauty standing before her was a cloak he wore to mask the Gargoyle beast within him.  On instinct she took a tentative step back then, steeling her resolve, squared her shoulders and met his mildly amused gaze dead on.

“May I ask,” he began in the deeply sensual tones which still echoed in her memories and taunted her, haunting her dreams, “what brings you to such unsavory surroundings as these in the dead of night?”  He spoke slowly, pronouncing each word precisely, yet she could still detect the hint of some long-forgotten accent.

She felt him studying her, his gaze almost hypnotic, and for an instant she felt an innate sense of empathy for his prey.  Shaking her head and blinking to break the spell she met his gaze once more.  “My lord, I came to find you.”

Few things in Romlan’s very long existence had ever offered him the element of surprise.  That was, until Raya had stumbled into his life.  It seemed she had not lost her abilities in the decade since they’d parted.  As always, it was easier to offset her effect on him by needling her.  And if he gleaned a little pleasure from seeing her flustered and irate, all the better.  In the past she had been fun to tease; he hoped it was still so.  “Have you come to negotiate the Offering?”  He enquired, admiring the telltale blush which stained the porcelain pale of her cheeks.

“I—No!”  One finely arched eyebrow, the color of charcoal, peaked in indignation.  “Though I’m surprised you even care enough about it to ask.”  She informed him testily as a small swirl of leaves danced around her feet, stirred up by her agitation.

Indeed?  Her anger was quick to ignite and again she surprised him.  The air charged with the electricity of her magick, stoked by her emotions.  She was getting stronger, he mused.  He lifted his brows quizzically.  “Am I to assume then that you are upset with me?”  This was unexpected...interesting, but unexpected.

“Ya think?”

The amount of sarcasm in that short sentence astounded him.  Perhaps teasing was not the way.  It might be better to diffuse her before she unconsciously conjured a tornado.  He didn’t think a twister in the middle of Boston would be so easily explained.  The night stirred around him bringing scents of other supernatural beings, no doubt lured, as he had been, by her scent, which she had neglected to mask—though  she would not have been able to hide her scent from him—and he knew they were no longer alone.  It was just as well.  Their reunion was better had elsewhere.

“This area is not safe for you, Raya.  You risk much by coming here.  I will take you back to the Manor; perhaps there you can tell me why it is you’ve come looking for me.”

She sniffed haughtily, reminding him so much of the young girl he had known so well.  “You mean you actually remember the way?”

She was trying to offend him.  Gone was the submissive witch of only moments ago...or had she simply been a figment of his imagination after all?  Either way, this time Romlan chose not to feed her ire.  He stepped toward her, offering her his hand.  For a moment it seemed she might refuse him, the possibility caused an unfamiliar sensation to settle in his chest.  But then, expelling a sigh of reluctant acquiescence, she slipped her delicate fingers over his and allowed him to draw her in, enveloping her in his embrace.  She reached her arms around his waste, pressing her cheek against his chest just above his heartbeat.  He wondered if she could hear it stutter.  The effect she had on his body was proof of the power she held over him, and for a fraction of a moment he allowed himself to cherish the feel of her against him before he lowered his mouth next to her ear and whispered, “Remember, keep your eyes closed, your head down.”

“I remember,” she whispered, and he felt her arms tighten against him.  It seemed to cause a tightening in his chest as well.

Raya felt Romlan’s arms wrap around her, securing her in the safety of his embrace.  It brought back a world of forgotten memories all at once and almost unconsciously she pressed her face against him, closing her eyes and inhaling his familiar, wonderful scent.  “Here we go,” she heard him murmur, the sound rumbling deep within the cavern beneath her ear.  She braced for the sensations which she knew would follow.  Even with her eyes closed, she was aware when, from the ground, a swirl of shadows filled with sand and dust circled around them, rising until it encompassed them completely.  She pressed her face further into the warmth of his chest, letting the steady, rhythmic beat of his heart steady her own as the world seemed to disintegrate around them in a swirling tempest of earth and shadow.  For a moment she felt herself levitate, turn, and then drift slowly back down to earth as the dust settled around them and the shadows evaporated.  She should step back, she knew.  They were now in the garden of the Manor.  She could hear the fountain to her left and the tinkle of the chimes which hung from the Mother Tree.  But instead of letting go, she gripped tighter.  “I’ve missed you,” she whispered, surprised at the depth of heartfelt emotion choking her words.  Even though she told herself she was angry with him, it was not anger she heard in her voice now.  

She expected him to let her go, but instead he held her closer.  The strength in his body offering her a comfort she hadn’t known she was longing for.  She felt his hand lift to caress her hair where the hood had fallen back.

“As I have you.”  There was longing in his voice.

Raya lifted her head, her gaze imploring.  “Why have you not come for me?”  She watched his handsome brow furrow.

“The Offering isn’t until the alignment...”

“To hell with the Offering!”  Now she did push away.  “Ten years I’ve been waiting.  A decade!  I thought I meant something to you...something more than some sacrificial virgin to claim for the alignment.”  His arms dropped as he allowed her to step away and she felt the loss like a knife to her chest.

“You were born for me, Raya,” he said, in that patient tone that always drove her insane and made her want to lash out at him—to spark his anger and perhaps ignite the passion she longed to see reflected in his eyes.  But instead she held her tongue as he gently continued.  “We are Fated.  I’ve waited thousands of years for you...ten years is nothing in retrospect but a grain of sand in time.”

“It’s a lot for me,” she whispered, damning the tears that threatened to spill from her eyes.

Romlan found himself frowning again.  He recalled he did that a lot around Raya...apparently nothing had changed.  She perplexed him.  It would do good for him to remember that she was—at least until the holy alignment and their consummation—as close to human as her kind could be.  She lived in the mortal plane where time moved much slower than it did for his kind.  Ten years had been the time it took for her to mature into the stunning creature before him from the child-like wraith he had known.  While, for him, it had been the span of a moment, for her it had been equivalent to an eternity.  “Forgive me, Raya,” he said now.  “It seems I’ve forgotten how aging happens for a mortal.  I failed to realize how quickly you would leave your childhood behind.  You are an adult now.”

Her laugh held more sarcasm than humor.  “I’m nearly twenty-six.  For a human, that’s kind of old to be a virgin.”  Her gaze held his intently now and he felt the intriguing pull she had always had on him.  He watched her chin lift in challenge.  “What is your plan for me at the Offering?  Will you accept me?  I know that you have likely denied others.”

Though her expression remained aloof, he wondered if she heard the tremor in her voice as he did.  It pushed him to move toward her, to reach out his hand and with one tentative finger, gently trace the lunar pattern on her skin.  “I thought you did not wish to speak about the Offering,” he taunted her softly, rewarded when her violet eyes flashed up at him.

“I only wish to know if I’m wasting my virginity.”  

He watched her jaw set and felt, more so than saw, the rise of her anger again; he felt a small stone begin to form somewhere in the cavern of his stomach.  Why did she wish to provoke him?  A familiar and unwanted dread began to build inside of him.  “Is there someone else you wish to give it to?”  A human, perhaps?  It was his greatest fear. 

Part of her—the mutinous part—wanted to say yes.  Instead, though, she asked, “Would you be jealous if there was?”  

Eyes the color of cold steel seemed to search hers, his expression darkening.

“We are Fated.”  

It was the non-answer she’d been expecting.  She was Fated, a Witch reborn, without memory of past lives, but with a powerful connection to this man standing before her—a connection that, at times, made her feel vulnerable for the intensity of it.  Far off, somewhere over the Atlantic, thunder rumbled.  Her anger spurred.  “And yet you can deny me.  Isn’t that what you’ve been doing these last ten years?  Why can’t I deny you?”  Raya knew she was poking a sleeping dragon, but she was beyond caring.  Somewhere in her mind she could hear her tutor’s exasperated voice demanding she mind her tongue, but Raya pushed the imagined warning aside.  She hadn’t been prepared for the effect seeing him again would have on her fragile senses, and she resented him for it.  He was her world...her reason for existence, but what was she to him?  As a child she had felt adored by him...protected.  He was her Gargoyle, her guardian, and she was his Witch.  She had loved him...had begun to fall in love with him...but then, for reasons she couldn’t fathom, he’d abandoned her; brought her to this place and turned his back on her, leaving her alone with a heart that was slowly breaking from the fear of losing him.

“You wish to deny me?”

His predatory gaze glinted in the moonlight.  There was a hint of danger in the quiet tone of his voice now, yet Raya foolishly chose to ignore it.

“Isn’t it my right?  The Offering must be made willingly.”

Romlan felt the air chill around him as a coldness seemed to spread throughout his veins.  Was this, then, why she had come to find him?  To tell him she did not wish to offer herself to him at the holy alignment.  The stone within his stomach seemed to churn now.  His jaw clenched, the muscle pulsed, once...twice...

“It’s not like I’m the only one...there will be another—”

“We.  Are.  Fated.”  His words, growled tersely in his beast’s voice as he moved to close the distance that separated them, stopped her in midsentence leaving her mouth still open to speak.  Without hesitation he took full advantage, reaching for her, pulling her roughly against his body as he crushed his mouth to her parted lips in a kiss meant to punish her reckless impudence.  How dare she!  A fire burned inside him now, sweeping through his veins and he had to fight hard against it lest the Gargoyle take over.  That she dared to suggest denying him filled him with a carnal rage that pushed the boundaries of his civilized soul and provoked the unholy beast inside him, but it was fear which fueled his anger.  To have found her, to have been reunited after so long, only to risk losing her... Mine, the Gargoyle snarled inside his mind as his mouth sought to devour hers.  You...Are...Mine!  And yet, even as the anger spurred him, hardening his muscles to stone as he crushed her to him, her body moved, soft and pliable against him and in the foggy reaches of his brain he realized...she kissed him back....

Elation...that was the feeling of being swept up into Romlan’s strong embrace, of being crushed against his towering, muscular body, as his mouth sought entrance into hers and was eagerly granted access.  Desire, long imagined but real none-the-less, washed through her veins and Raya rejoiced in it.  This was what she had been craving; her fantasy come to life and she thanked the Lord and Lady for answering her prayers.  Her hands, pinned between them with the suddenness of his attack, now worked frantically to free themselves, sliding up over his massive shoulders to wrap around the corded muscles of his neck.  Her fingers twined beneath the soft sheath of his hair, pulling him down to her even as he leaned over her.  She felt the stone wall of him against her body and moved to fit herself more fully to his solid, firm warmth...her reward was his deep, rumbling growl and, with it, the instant change in the atmosphere of the kiss.

He had wanted to punish her—she was well aware.  She had injured his dignity, called to question his honor...Gargoyles were, above all else, loyal, honorable, and dignified souls.  But the wound, small though it might be, was well worth the pound of salt if this was to be her reward.  His hands, warm beneath her cloak, splayed against the small of her back, molding her to him and heat flamed down low in her belly making her gasp.  He shifted, his body aligning with hers, and she felt the rock-solid length of him press urgently against her.  She moaned and he took full advantage, sweeping in between her lips with his tongue to seduce and ravage her mercilessly.

This was a punishment she could live with.  She sought to deepen the kiss, pushing back with her own tongue, learning the dance as she went.  She had kissed other men—she’d needed to do something to occupy her time all the years she’d been waiting for him to return, and Elizabeth had not denied her the practice, even if she hadn’t encouraged it—but none of those kisses could ever compare to this—this elemental ravishment of her body and soul.  This kiss was Fire.  It burned her body with a smoldering heat, igniting her blood.  This kiss was Air.  It filled her lungs with his scent and swept her away with a hedonistic longing she couldn’t quite understand.  This kiss was Water.  It washed away the anger and hurt of the last ten years and salved her wounded heart.  This kiss was Earth.  It centered her, claimed her, nurtured and grounded her, but most of all it readied her for the moment when they would become one...when she would offer her body to him on the sacred alter beneath the Mother Moon, and he would claim her for his own, spilling her virgin’s blood and in doing so, bind her to him in body, mind, and soul...forever more.

His body flexed against her, he groaned softly into her mouth and the longing in the sound sent a resounding tremor of need throughout her body.  

Raya gasped and Romlan swallowed the sound.  

“What is this magick you use on me, witch?” he murmured huskily against her mouth.  “You summon the beast within me with callous disregard to your safety and yet he is willing to lay, docile at your feet, if only you might offer the softest caress.”  He lifted his head, gazing down at her in wonder.  Gone was the slate, stone grey of his irises and in its place his eyes glittered, alive with the amber fire that coursed through the veins of his Gargoyle.

“Romlan...” His name was a plea on her lips.   

“Beware, sweet Raya,” he warned her.  “I am a man like no other.  Your penchant to push me to my limits has not lessened in these years apart.”

He was scolding her?  Raya bristled.  How dare he!  She was no longer the child he had left behind.  Anger rose once more inside her and she gripped it like a talisman.  She pushed against him, surprised when he easily let her go.  “You kissed me...remember?”  She stepped back, wishing she had more control over the shaking in her body and tremor in her voice.  Her heart, beating heavily against her chest, still caught up in the seduction of moments past.  She had been a fool to come looking for him, she realized.  And even more a fool to think that he might help her.  He had abandoned her.  No matter how much she might crave it, she would not beg for his affection.  It was not in her to do so.  She willed her body back into her own control.  “It was a mistake to look for you.  I should have listened more to Elizabeth.  Forgive me for wasting your time, my lord.”
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The cold tone of her voice and reference to the formal hierarchy which, for the moment, existed between them, separated them in a way that the distance between their bodies could not and yet, her scent enveloped and enticed him still.  It bothered him to no extent that the witch still seemed to hold an effect over him even after all these years—changed and evolved though it might be now.  She was, as always, his only weakness.  He knew her to be an intriguing creature, full of so much mischief and light.  When she was a child, he had delighted in hours spent just watching her movements.  She had reminded him of a silver hummingbird, flitting from one thing to another then back again all in the space of a moment.  His brother, Marius, had warned him that he was becoming infatuated with her.  Romlan wondered now if Marius had been right.  A decade past, when he had brought her here, to the Manor, it had been with the intention of putting some distance between them but she was never far from his mind and often times he’d found himself using the dreamscape to look in on her as she’d slept, though he’d left no thread of memory of his visits.  She had been in need of the guidance offered here, but now he wondered if keeping his distance had been the right thing...for them both.

She refrained now, from looking at him.  Her silver-white hair shimmered in the moonlight, an iridescent contrast to the deep color of her cloak.  He sensed that she was pensive, her delicate brow drawn, and the urge to reach out and run his thumb along her soft flesh, to smooth the lines there seemed almost overwhelming.  He might have done so, even knowing that his touch would no longer be welcomed but the sound of footsteps hurrying toward them bid him pause.  He turned his head just as her tutor, Elizabeth, rounded the rose bushes.  

“My apologies, Lord Romlan,” she huffed, nearly out of breath in her haste to reach them.  “We were not notified of your intent to visit.” She shot a pointed, withering look at Raya.  

Romlan, noticing how his Witch kept her gaze downcast, frowned.  “No apologies are needed, Elizabeth.  It is not an official visit.”

“Nevertheless, had I been informed I would have arranged a formal welcome.”  Elizabeth offered him a smile, her cheeks rosy and round, framed by her short, dramatically red hair.

“It’s my fault.”  Both Romlan and Elizabeth turned to look at Raya at her quiet admission.  “You were right, Elizabeth.  I should have listened.”  She held Romlan’s gaze for only a moment, but it was long enough for him to see the abject misery in her eyes and the sight of it tore immediately at his conscience.  “Please accept my apologies, my lord.  I bid you both good night.”

Raya turned on her heel and disappeared toward the Manor.  Romlan’s frown deepened.  Beside him, Elizabeth let out a long, slow breath, anxiously wringing her hands together.

“I’m assuming you refused to help her, not that I blame you.”

He’d been staring after Raya, his mind preoccupied with her.  At Elizabeth’s words, however, he turned and looked down at the woman.  “With what?”  Raya had not asked him for his help.  In fact, once he thought about it, she hadn’t actually said at all why she’d come searching for him.

Elizabeth’s green eyes widened dramatically.  “You mean she didn’t—oh, for the love of Pan!”  She shook her head, muttering beneath her breath in irritation.  “You’d better come inside, my lord.  There’s much to be told.”

The sky was painted a multitude of pinks and purples to signal the coming of dawn but still Raya found herself unable to sleep.  Giving up the comfort of her bed, she opted, instead, to take a walk in the garden.  A gentle breeze blew against her back, shivering, she pulled her shawl tighter over her shoulders.  She moved slowly, across the gravel path between the gargoyle statues which stood within the large expanse of the Manor’s vast grounds.  It was one of her favorite spots to visit.  The statues rested on marble pedestals that were carved with realistic scenes depicting Gargoyles and Witches in sensually erotic poses.  Raya had always considered the scenes beautiful.  The gargoyles, looming possessively over their maiden witches, clutching their naked bodies reverently while the witches wore expressions of wanton, hedonistic pleasure; their bodies bent, exposed in willing surrender.  They were pictures depicting the sacred Offering—the Consummation of the Claim, and for the first time, gazing upon them, Raya felt her cheeks warm a bright pink as she easily pictured herself in that pose with Romlan, his Gargoyle, fierce and possessive, looming over her willing, naked body as she surrendered to him.

And she would surrender.  If she had any doubts they were gone now; her reaction to him in this very garden only hours ago had put them to rest.  The funny thing was, up until last night, she hadn’t really been thinking about the Offering, or the holy alignment, or whether or not Romlan would claim her...but now it was all she could think about.

She had known, from a very young age, the life cycle of her blood.  She was a Fated Witch...a creature of reincarnation—destined to live for three hundred years, die, and be reborn again—though not as a new witch, but instead as herself...over and over, again and again, with each century dedicated to a phase; the maiden, the mother, and the crone.  For a Fated Witch, the only way to break the cycle was to offer herself to a sacred Gargoyle in the hopes that he would claim her.  If the Gargoyle accepted, the witch would remain a youthful woman—the Maiden—immortally.  If the Gargoyle refused to claim her, then she was destined to repeat the cycle again and then, upon her rebirth once more to offer herself to another Gargoyle upon the night of the holy alignment—the eve of her twenty-sixth birthday.

She gazed up now at the fierce statues before her.  They were merely renditions of the real thing, she knew, but awesome none-the-less, though none could compare to the majesty of Romlan’s stone Gargoyle.  His was a magnificently fierce sight; tall and beastly, wings, long and powerful, draping the ground at his clawed feet; his features, savagely beautiful, possessing the honor and noble dignity of his race.  She loved his Gargoyle.  But she loved the man as well.

Raya sighed, leaning her back against the statue and letting her gaze drift toward the horizon.  She could not understand this powerful longing Romlan had always provoked within her.  She had foolishly thought that, with the years that had come between them, the feelings might lessen.  It had not been so.  Elizabeth had tried to console her, though she was bound by the Rules of Enlightenment which forbid any information that might sway the willingness of her Offering, her tutor assured her it was likely because she and Romlan had been connected once, long, long ago.  But, without those memories to guide her, Raya felt no assurances.  The fear that he might not claim her was growing.  He was, she knew, over a thousand years old—though his exact age she was not permitted to know—during his time, he had likely denied other Offerings.  He was a man who easily provoked the sensual desires of many women...both witch and human, no doubt.  Raya wondered now if those women had also known this deep, yearning pull which seemed to consume her where he was concerned.  What would she do if he denied her?  The last ten years without him had been unbearable.  The thought of three hundred years without him...Raya knew she would not survive.  A part of her knew that it was this fear of rejection which had prompted her to go against Elizabeth’s wishes and seek his help to begin with.  There were others she could have brought her concerns to...but it was Romlan whom she wanted to see. 

As though her thoughts had somehow conjured him, she sensed his presence in the way the air stirred around her, and turned just as he stepped from behind the second statue.

“Elizabeth said I might find you here,” he offered, his tone apologetic, as though he regretted disturbing her solitude.  Slate grey eyes regarded her with a certain amount of apprehension.

Raya nearly laughed out loud at her own thoughts.  The idea that Romlan feared anything, let alone someone as insignificant as her, was ludicrous.  “I couldn’t sleep,” she said, opting for honesty.  “Nighttime insomnia has become my new normal, it seems.”  She resigned herself to being civil.  It was, afterall, her fault he was here to begin with, she reminded herself.

He seemed troubled by her admission.  “Will you sleep after the dawn?”

Raya looked up at him in curiosity.  Had she heard concern in his voice?  “Usually,” she admitted, astounded to see the obvious relief which settled over his expression.  Maybe he deserved an explanation.  She decided to offer more.  “The closer I get to my twenty-sixth birthday, the more I seem to become a night-owl.” 

He seemed to understand.  “It is the pull of the Mother Moon.”

She was well-aware of this, though she refrained from pointing it out to him.  Elizabeth had taught her well.  She was also aware that her nighttime insomnia was so that—should Romlan claim her—it would make for an easy transition into his night world.  She wasn’t about to bring up the Offering, however.  Not after the disaster of earlier.  Instead, she opted for redirection.  “I’m surprised you’re still here.  I would have thought you’d get back to the hunting I interrupted.”  She heard the slow, deep breath he took and chanced a peek at him through her lashes.  He was regarding her intently; she shifted under that penetrating gaze—he really was too attractive for his own good...or hers.

“Elizabeth told me of your dreams.”

Raya was somewhat surprised, especially since Elizabeth had been so very against her doing anything about the dreams.  “Elizabeth seems to think I should forget them.”

“Since they prompted your search for me, you
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